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    SHIRLEY JACKSON


    with R. H. Macy


    



    It was fittingly uproarious. Everything she wrote was written with absolute seriousness and integrity, with all the craft she could muster; nothing was ever careless or dashed off; but she did not believe that a serious purpose necessarily required a serious tone.


    Shirley Jackson wrote in a variety of forms and styles because she was, like everyone else, a complex human being, confronting the world in many different roles and moods. She tried to express as much of herself as possible in her work, and to express each aspect as fully and purely as possible. While she wanted the fullest self-expression consistent with the limits of literary form, at the same time she wanted the widest possible audience for that self-expression; she wanted, in short, a public, sales, "success." For her entire adult life she regarded herself as a professional writer, one who made a living by the craft of writing, and as she did not see that vocation as incompatible with being a wife and mother, so she did not see her dedication to art as incompatible with producing art in salable forms. In this, as in other respects, she was curiously old-fashioned.


    Despite a fair degree of popularity—reviews of her books were generally enthusiastic, reprints and foreign publications were numerous, and her last two novels, The Haunting of Hill House and We Have Always Lived in the Castle, became modest best-sellers—Shirley Jackson's work and its nature and purpose have been very little understood. Her fierce visions of dissociation and madness, of alienation and withdrawal, of cruelty and terror, have been taken to be personal, even neurotic, fantasies. Quite the reverse: they are a sensitive and faithful anatomy of our times, fitting symbols for our distressing world of the concentration camp and the Bomb. She was always proud that the Union of South Africa banned "The Lottery," and she felt that they at least understood the story.


    Shirley Jackson's own preferred reading was Jane Austen or Samuel Richardson. She rarely read, and did not much enjoy, Kafka and the other writers to whom she is usually compared. But she was far too honest to try to write like Miss Austen or Richardson in our fragmented and fragmenting times. If the source of her images was personal or neurotic, she transformed those images into meaningful general symbols; if she used the resources of supernatural tenor, it was to provide metaphors for the all-too-real terrors of the natural.


    Obituary references to her in such terms as the 'Virginia Werewolf of seance-fiction writers" show a considerable obliviousness to her meanings and purposes.


    In her short and busy life—she died peacefully of heart failure during a nap in her forty-sixth year—Shirley Jackson nevertheless managed to publish quite a few short stories and twelve books: six novels, a volume of stories, two fictionalized memoirs, and three juveniles, one of them a play. At the time of her death she was at work on a new novel, savagely comic in tone, and a fantasy book for children. After the first years, when several interviews and radio appearances failed to satisfy her, she consistently refused to be interviewed, to explain or promote her work in any fashion, or to take public stands and be a pundit of the Sunday supplements. She believed that her books would speak for her clearly enough over the years, and I share her belief. The only exception she made to this vow of silence was a willingness, even an eagerness, to lecture about the craft of fiction at colleges and writers' conferences, where she could assume an audience with some serious interest in such matters. She was reluctant to publish those lectures, for a variety of reasons, but they include some of the few sensible and useful words I know on that impossible subject—what fiction is and how it gets made— and I believe that those lectures should and will be published.


    For all her popularity, Shirley Jackson won surprisingly little recognition. She received no awards or prizes, grants or fellowships; her name was often omitted from lists on which it clearly belonged, or which it should have led. She saw these honors go to inferior writers, or to writers who were no writers, without bitterness, but with the wry amusement which was her habitual attitude toward her own life and career. Those few contemporary writers whose work she valued almost without exception knew her work in turn and valued it, and she was content with the approbation of her fellow craftsmen—in this as in so many respects she was the purest of professionals. I think that the future will find her powerful visions of suffering and inhumanity increasingly significant and meaningful, and that Shirley Jackson's work is among that small body of literature produced in bur time that seems apt to survive. That thought, too, she would have found wryly amusing.


    Stanley Edgar Hyman


    THE DAEMON LOVER


    She had not slept well; from one-thirty, when Jamie left and she went lingeringly to bed, until seven, when she at last allowed herself to get up and make coffee, she had slept fitfully, stirring awake to open her eyes and look into the half-darkness, remembering over and over, slipping again into a feverish dream. She spent almost an hour over her coffee—they were to have a real breakfast on the way—and then, unless she wanted to dress early, had nothing to do. She washed her coffee cup and made the bed, looking carefully over the clothes she planned to wear, worried unnecessarily, at the window, over whether it would be a fine day. She sat down to read, thought that she might write a letter to her sister instead, and began, in her finest handwriting, "Dearest Anne, by the time you get this I will be married. Doesn't it sound funny? I can hardly believe it myself, but when I tell you how it happened, you'll see it's even stranger than that."


    Sitting, pen in hand, she hesitated over what to say next, read the lines already written, and tore up the letter. She went to the window


    


    and saw that it was undeniably a fine day. It occurred to her that perhaps she ought not to wear the blue silk dress; it was too plain, almost severe, and she wanted to be soft, feminine. Anxiously she pulled through the dresses in the closet, and hesitated over a print she had worn the summer before; it was too young for her, and it had a ruffled neck, and it was very early in the year for a print dress, but still. . . .


    She hung the two dresses side by side on the outside of the closet door and opened the glass doors carefully closed upon the small closet that was her kitchenette. She turned on the burner under the coffeepot, and went to the window; it was sunny. When the coffeepot began to crackle she came back and poured herself coffee, into a clean cup. I'll have a headache if I don't get some solid food soon, she thought, all this coffee, smoking too much, no real breakfast. A headache on her wedding day; she went and got the tin box of aspirin from the bathroom closet and slipped it into her blue pocketbook. She'd have to change to a brown pocketbook if she wore the print dress, and the only brown pocketbook she had was shabby. Helplessly, she stood looking from the blue pocketbook to the print dress, and then put the pocketbook down and went and got her coffee and sat down near the window, drinking her coffee, and looking carefully around the one-room apartment. They planned to come back here tonight and everything must be correct. With sudden horror she realized that she had forgotten to put clean sheets on the bed; the laundry was freshly back and she took clean sheets and pillow cases from the top shelf of the closet and stripped the bed, working quickly to avoid thinking consciously of why she was changing the sheets. The bed was a studio bed, with a cover to make it look like a couch, and when it was finished no one would have known she had just put clean sheets on it. She took the old sheets and pillow cases into the bathroom and stuffed them down into the hamper, and put the bathroom towels in the hamper too, and clean towels on the bathroom racks. Her coffee was cold when she came back to it, but she drank it anyway.


    When she looked at the clock, finally, and saw that it was after nine, she began at last to hurry. She took a bath, and used one of the clean towels, which she put into the hamper and replaced with a clean one. She dressed carefully, all her underwear fresh and most of it new; she put everything she had worn the day before, including her nightgown, into the hamper. When she was ready for her dress, she hesitated before the closet door. The blue dress was certainly decent, and clean, and fairly becoming, but she had worn it several times with Jamie, and there was nothing about it which made it special for a wedding day. The print dress was overly pretty, and new to Jamie, and yet wearing such a print this early in the year was certainly rushing the season. Finally she thought, This is my wedding day, I can dress as I please, and she took the print dress down from the hanger. When she slipped it on over her head it felt fresh and light, but when she looked at herself in the mirror she remembered that the ruffles around the neck did not show her throat to any great advantage, and the wide swinging skirt looked irresistibly made for a girl, for someone who would run freely, dance, swing it with her hips when she walked. Looking at herself in the mirror she thought with revulsion, It's as though I was trying to make myself look prettier than I am, just for him; hell think I want to look younger because he's marrying me; and she tore the print dress off so quickly that a seam under the arm ripped. In the old blue dress she felt comfortable and familiar, but unexciting. It isn't what you're wearing that matters, she told herself firmly, and turned in dismay to the closet to see if there might be anything else. There was nothing even remotely suitable for her marrying Jamie, and for a minute she thought of going out quickly to some little shop nearby, to get a dress. Then she saw that it was close on ten, and she had no time for more than her hair and her make-up. Her hair was easy, pulled back into a knot at the nape of her neck, but her make-up was another delicate balance between looking as well as possible, and deceiving as little. She could not try to disguise the sallowness of her skin, or the lines around her eyes, today, when it might look as though she were only doing it for her wedding, and yet she could not bear the thought of Jamie's bringing to marriage anyone who looked haggard and lined. You're thirty-four years old after all, she told herself cruelly in the bathroom mirror. Thirty, it said on the license.


    It was two minutes after ten; she was not satisfied with her clothes, her face, her apartment. She heated the coffee again and sat down in the chair by the window. Can't do anything more now, she thought, no sense trying to improve anything the last minute.


    Reconciled, settled, she tried to think of Jamie and could not see his face clearly, or hear his voice. It's always that way with someone you love, she thought, and let her mind slip past today and tomorrow, into the farther future, when Jamie was established with his writing and she had given up her job, the golden house-in-the-country future they had been preparing for the last week. "I used to be a wonderful cook," she had promised Jamie, "with a little time and practice I could remember how to make angel-food cake. And fried chicken," she said, knowing how the words would stay in Jamie's mind, half-tenderly. "And Hollandaise sauce."


    Ten-thirty. She stood up and went purposefully to the phone. She dialed, and waited, and the girl's metallic voice said, ". . . the time will be exactly ten-twenty-nine." Half-consciously she set her clock back a minute; she was remembering her own voice saying last night, in the doorway: "Ten o'clock then. I'll be ready. Is it really true?"


    And Jamie laughing down the hallway.


    By eleven o'clock she had sewed up the ripped seam in the print dress and put her sewing-box away carefully in the closet. With the print dress on, she was sitting by the window drinking another cup of coffee. I could have taken more time over my dressing after all, she thought; but by now it was so late he might come any minute, and she did not dare try to repair anything without starting all over. There was nothing to eat in the apartment except the food she had carefully stocked up for their life beginning together: the unopened package of bacon, the dozen eggs in their box, the unopened bread and the unopened butter; they were for breakfast tomorrow. She thought of running downstairs to the drugstore for something to eat, leaving a note on the door. Then she decided to wait a little longer.


    By eleven-thirty she was so dizzy and weak that she had to go downstairs. If Jamie had had a phone she would have called him then. Instead, she opened her desk and wrote a note: "Jamie, have gone downstairs to the drugstore. Back in five minutes." Her pen leaked onto her fingers and she went into the bathroom and washed, using a clean towel which she replaced. She tacked the note on the door, surveyed the apartment once more to make sure that everything was perfect, and closed the door without locking it, in case he should come.


    In the drugstore she found that there was nothing she wanted to eat except more coffee, and she left it half-finished because she suddenly realized that Jamie was probably upstairs waiting and impatient, anxious to get started.


    But upstairs everything was prepared and quiet, as she had left it, her note unread on the door, the air in the apartment a little stale from too many cigarettes. She opened the window and sat down next to it until she realized that she had been asleep and it was twenty minutes to one.


    Now, suddenly, she was frightened. Waking without preparation into the room of waiting and readiness, everything clean and untouched since ten o'clock, she was frightened, and felt an urgent need to hurry. She got up from the chair and almost ran across the room to the bathroom, dashed cold water on her face, and used a clean towel; this time she put the towel carelessly back on the rack without changing it; time enough for that later. Hatless, still in the print dress with a coat thrown on over it, the wrong blue pocketbook with the aspirin inside in her hand, she locked the apartment door behind her, no note this time, and ran down the stairs. She caught a taxi on the corner and gave the driver Jamie's address.


    It was no distance at all; she could have walked it if she had not been so weak, but in the taxi she suddenly realized how imprudent it would be to drive brazenly up to Jamie's door, demanding him. She asked the driver, therefore, to let her off at a corner near Jamie's address and, after paying him, waited till he drove away before she started to walk down the block. She had never been here before; the building was pleasant and old, and Jamie's name was not on any of the mailboxes in the vestibule, nor on the doorbells. She checked the address; it was right, and finally she rang the bell marked "Superintendent." After a minute or two the door buzzer rang and she opened the door and went into the dark hall where she hesitated until a door at the end opened and someone said, "Yes?"


    She knew at the same moment that she had no idea what to ask, so she moved forward toward the figure waiting against the light of the open doorway. When she was very near, the figure said, "Yes?" again and she saw that it was a man in his shirtsleeves, unable to see her any more clearly than she could see him.


    With sudden courage she said, "I'm trying to get in touch with someone who lives in this building and I can't find the name outside."


    


    "What's the name you wanted?" the man asked, and she realized that she would have to answer.


    "James Harris," she said. "Harris."


    The man was silent for a minute and then he said, "Harris." He turned around to the room inside the lighted doorway and said, "Margie, come here a minute."


    "What now?" a voice said from inside, and after a wait long enough for someone to get out of a comfortable chair a woman joined him in the doorway, regarding the dark hall. "Lady here," the man said. "Lady looking for a guy name of Harris, lives here. Anyone in the building?"


    "No," the woman said. Her voice sounded amused. "No men named Harris here."


    "Sorry," the man said. He started to close the door. "You got the wrong house, lady," he said, and added in a lower voice, "or the wrong guy," and he and the woman laughed.


    When the door was almost shut and she was alone in the dark hall she said to the thin lighted crack still showing, "But he does live here; I know it."


    "Look," the woman said, opening the door again a little, "it happens all the time."


    "Please don't make any mistake," she said, and her voice was very dignified, with thirty-four years of accumulated pride. "I'm afraid you don't understand."


    "What did he look like?" the woman said wearily, the door still only part open.


    "He's rather tall, and fair. He wears a blue suit very often. He's a writer."


    "No," the woman said, and then, "Could he have lived on the third floor?"


    "I'm not sure."


    "There was a fellow," the woman said reflectively. "He wore a blue suit a lot, lived on the third floor for a while. The Roysters lent him their apartment while they were visiting her folks upstate."


    "That might be it; I thought, though. . . ."


    "This one wore a blue suit mostly, but I don't know how tall he was," the woman said. "He stayed there about a month."


    "A month ago is when—"


    


    "You ask the Roysters," the woman said. 'They come back this morning. Apartment 3B."


    The door closed, definitely. The hall was very dark and the stairs looked darker.


    On the second floor there was a little light from a skylight far above. The apartment doors lined up, four on the floor, uncommunicative and silent. There was a bottle of milk outside 2C.


    On the third floor, she waited for a minute. There was the sound of music beyond the door of 3B, and she could hear voices. Finally she knocked, and knocked again. The door was opened and the music swept out at her, an early afternoon symphony broadcast. "How do you do," she said politely to this woman in the doorway. "Mrs. Royster?"


    "That's right." The woman was wearing a housecoat and last night's make-up.


    "I wonder if I might talk to you for a minute?"


    "Sure," Mrs. Royster said, not moving.


    "About Mr. Harris."


    "What Mr. Harris?" Mrs. Royster said flatly.


    "Mr. James Harris. The gentleman who borrowed your apartment."


    "O Lord," Mrs. Royster said. She seemed to open her eyes for the first time. "What'd he do?"


    "Nothing. Fm just trying to get in touch with him."


    "O Lord," Mrs. Royster said again. Then she opened the door wider and said, "Come in," and then, "Ralph!"


    Inside, the apartment was still full of music, and there were suitcases half-unpacked on the couch, on the chairs, on the floor. A table in the corner was spread with the remains of a meal, and the young man sitting there, for a minute resembling Jamie, got up and came across the room.


    "What about it?" he said.


    "Mr. Royster," she said. It was difficult to talk against the music. "The superintendent downstairs told me that this was where Mr. James Harris has been living."


    "Sure," he said. "If that was his name."


    "I thought you lent him the apartment," she said, surprised.


    "I don't know anything about him," Mr. Royster said. "He's one of Dottie's friends."


    "Not my friends," Mrs. Royster said. "No friend of mine." She had gone over to the table and was spreading peanut butter on a piece of bread. S?ie took a bite and said thickly, waving the bread and peanut butter at her husband. "Not my friend."


    "You picked him up at one of those damn meetings," Mr. Royster said. He shoved a suitcase off the chair next to the radio and sat down, picking up a magazine from the floor next to him. "I never said more'n ten words to him."


    "You said it was okay to lend him the place," Mrs. Royster said before she took another bite. "You never said a word against him, after all! 7


    "I don't say anything about your friends," Mr. Royster said.


    "If he'd of been a friend of mine you would have said plenty, believe me," Mrs. Royster said darkly. She took another bite and said, "Believe me, he would have said plenty! 7


    "That's all I want to hear," Mr. Royster said, over the top of the magazine. "No more, now."


    "You see." Mrs. Royster pointed the bread and peanut butter at her husband. "That's the way it is, day and night."


    There was silence except for the music bellowing out of the radio next to Mr. Royster, and then she said, in a voice she hardly trusted to be heard over the radio noise, "Has he gone, then?"


    "Who?" Mrs. Royster demanded, looking up from the peanut butter jar.


    "Mr. James Harris."


    "Him? He must've left this morning, before we got back. No sign of him anywhere."


    "Gone?"


    "Everything was fine, though, perfectly fine. I told you," she said to Mr. Royster, "I told you he'd take care of everything fine. I can always tell."


    "You were lucky," Mr. Royster said.


    "Not a thing out of place," Mrs. Royster said. She waved her bread and peanut butter inclusively. "Everything just the way we left it," she said.


    "Do you know where he is now?"


    "Not the slightest idea," Mrs. Royster said cheerfully. "But, like I said, he left everything fine. Why?" she asked suddenly. "You looking for him?"


    "It's very important."


    


    "I'm sorry he's not here," Mrs. Royster said. She stepped forward politely when she saw her visitor turn toward the door.


    "Maybe the super saw him," Mr. Royster said into the magazine.


    When the door was closed behind her the hall was dark again, but the sound of the radio was deadened. She was halfway down the first flight of stairs when the door was opened and Mrs. Royster shouted down the stairwell, "If I see him I'll tell him you were looking for him."


    What can I do? she thought, out on the street again. It was impossible to go home, not with Jamie somewhere between here and there. She stood on the sidewalk so long that a woman, leaning out of a window across the way, turned and called to someone inside to come and see. Finally, on an impulse, she went into the small delicatessen next door to the apartment house, on the side that led to her own apartment. There was a small man reading a newspaper, leaning against the counter; when she came in he looked up and came down inside the counter to meet her.


    Over the glass case of cold meats and cheese she said, timidly, "I'm trying to get in touch with a man who lived in the apartment house next door, and I just wondered if you know him."


    "Whyn't you ask the people there?" the man said, his eyes narrow, inspecting her.


    It's because I'm not buying anything, she thought, and she said, "I'm sorry. I asked them, but they don't know anything about him. They think he left this morning."


    "I don't know what you want me to do," he said, moving a little back toward his newspaper. "I'm not here to keep track of guys going in and out next door."


    She said quickly, "I thought you might have noticed, that's all. He would have been coming past here, a little before ten o'clock. He was rather tall, and he usually wore a blue suit."


    "Now how many men in blue suits go past here every day, lady?" the man demanded. "You think I got nothing to do but—"


    "I'm sorry," she said. She heard him say, "For God's sake," as she went out the door.


    As she walked toward the corner, she thought, he must have come this way, it's the way he'd go to get to my house, it's the only way for him to walk. She tried to think of Jamie: where would he have crossed the street? What sort of person was he actually—would he cross in front of his own apartment house, at random in the middle of the block, at the corner?


    On the corner was a newsstand; they might have seen him there. She hurried on and waited while a man bought a paper and a woman asked directions. When the newsstand man looked at her she said, "Can you possibly tell me if a rather tall young man in a blue suit went past here this morning around ten o'clock?" When the man only looked at her, his eyes wide and his mouth a little open, she thought, he thinks it's a joke, or a trick, and she said urgently, "It's very important, please believe me. I'm not teasing you."


    "Look, lady," the man began, and she said eagerly, "He's a writer. He might have bought magazines here."


    "What you want him for?" the man asked. He looked at her, smiling, and she realized that there was another man waiting in back of her and the newsdealer's smile included him. "Never mind," she said, but the newsdealer said, "Listen, maybe he did come by here." His smile was knowing and his eyes shifted over her shoulder to the man in back of her. She was suddenly horribly aware of her over-young print dress, and pulled her coat around her quickly. The newsdealer said, with vast thoughtfulness, "Now I don't know for sure, mind you, but there might have been someone like your gentleman friend coming by this morning."


    "About ten?"


    "About ten," the newsdealer agreed. "Tall fellow, blue suit. I wouldn't be at all surprised."


    "Which way did he go?" she said eagerly. "Uptown?"


    "Uptown," the newsdealer said, nodding. "He went uptown. That's just exactly it. What can I do for you, sir?"


    She stepped back, holding her coat around her. The man who had been standing behind her looked at her over his shoulder and then he and the newsdealer looked at one another. She wondered for a minute whether or not to tip the newsdealer but when both men began to laugh she moved hurriedly on across the street.


    Uptown, she thought, that's right, and she started up the avenue, thinking: He wouldn't have to cross the avenue, just go up six blocks and turn down my street, so long as he started uptown. About a block farther on she passed a florist's shop; there was a wedding display in the window and she thought, This is my wedding day after all, he might have gotten flowers to bring me, and she went inside.


    


    The florist came out of the back of the shop, smiling and sleek, and she said, before he could speak, so that he wouldn't have a chance to think she was buying anything: "It's terribly important that I get in touch with a gentleman who may have stopped in here to buy flowers this morning. Terribly important."


    She stopped for breath, and the florist said, "Yes, what sort of flowers were they?"


    "I don't know," she said, surprised. "He never—" She stopped and said, "He was a rather tall young man, in a blue suit. It was about ten o'clock."


    "I see," the florist said. "Well, really, I'm afraid. . . ."


    "But it's so important," she said. "He may have been in a hurry," she added helpfully.


    "Well," the florist said. He smiled genially, showing all his small teeth. "For a lady" he said. He went to a stand and opened a large book. "Where were they to be sent?" he asked.


    "Why," she said, "I don't think he'd have sent them. You see, he was coming—that is, he'd bring them."


    "Madam," the florist said; he was offended. His smile became deprecatory, and he went on, "Really, you must realize that unless I have something to go on. . . ."


    "Please try to remember," she begged. "He was tall, and had a blue suit, and it was about ten this morning."


    The florist closed his eyes, one finger to his mouth, and thought deeply. Then he shook his head. "I simply can't" he said.


    "Thank you," she said despondently, and started for the door, when the florist said, in a shrill, excited voice, "Wait! Wait just a moment, madam." She turned and the florist, thinking again, said finally, "Chrysanthemums?" He looked at her inquiringly.


    "Oh, no" she said; her voice shook a little and she waited for a minute before she went on. "Not for an occasion like this, I'm sure."


    The florist tightened his lips and looked away coldly. "Well, of course I don't know the occasion" he said, "but I'm almost certain that the gentleman you were inquiring for came in this morning and purchased one dozen chrysanthemums. No delivery."


    "You're sure?" she asked.


    "Positive," the florist said emphatically. "That was absolutely the man." He smiled brilliantly, and she smiled back and said, "Well, thank you very much."


    


    He escorted her to the door. "Nice corsage?" he said, as they went through the shop. "Red roses? Gardenias?"


    "It was very kind of you to help me," she said at the door.


    "Ladies always look their best in flowers," he said, bending his head toward her. "Orchids, perhaps?"


    "No, thank you," she said, and he said, "I hope you find your young man," and gave it a nasty sound.


    Going on up the street she thought, Everyone thinks it's so funny: and she pulled her coat tighter around her, so that only the ruffle around the bottom of the print dress was showing.


    There was a policeman on the corner, and she thought, Why don't I go to the police—you go to the police for a missing person. And then thought, What a fool I'd look like. She had a quick picture of herself standing in a police station, saying, "Yes, we were going to be married today, but he didn't come," and the policemen, three or four of them standing around listening, looking at her, at the print dress, at her too-bright make-up, smiling at one another. She couldn't tell them any more than that, could not say, "Yes, it looks silly, doesn't it, me all dressed up and trying to find the young man who promised to marry me, but what about all of it you don't know? I have more than this, more than you can see: talent, perhaps, and humor of a sort, and I'm a lady and I have pride and affection and delicacy and a certain clear view of life that might make a man satisfied and productive and happy; there's more than you think when you look at me."


    The police were obviously impossible, leaving out Jamie and what he might think when he heard she'd set the police after him. "No, no," she said aloud, hurrying her steps, and someone passing stopped and looked after her.


    On the coming corner—she was three blocks from her own street —was a shoeshine stand, an old man sitting almost asleep in one of the chairs. She stopped in front of him and waited, and after a minute he opened his eyes and smiled at her.


    "Look," she said, the words coming before she thought of them, "I'm sorry to bother you, but I'm looking for a young man who came up this way about ten this morning, did you see him?" And she began her description, "Tall, blue suit, carrying a bunch of flowers?"


    The old man began to nod before she was finished. "I saw him," he said. "Friend of yours?"


    


    "Yes," she said, and smiled back involuntarily.


    The old man blinked his eyes and said, "I remember I thought, You're going to see your girl, young fellow. They all go to see their girls," he said, and shook his head tolerantly.


    "Which way did he go? Straight on up the avenue?"


    "That's right," the old man said. "Got a shine, had his flowers, all dressed up, in an awful hurry. You got a girl, I thought."


    "Thank you," she said, fumbling in her pocket for her loose change.


    "She sure must of been glad to see him, the way he looked," the old man said.


    "Thank you," she said again, and brought her hand empty from her pocket.


    For the first time she was really sure he would be waiting for her, and she hurried up the three blocks, the skirt of the print dress swinging under her coat, and turned into her own block. From the corner she could not see her own windows, could not see Jamie looking out, waiting for her, and going down the block she was almost running to get to him. Her key trembled in her fingers at the downstairs door, and as she glanced into the drugstore she thought of her panic, drinking coffee there this morning, and almost laughed. At her own door she could wait no longer, but began to say, "Jamie, I'm here, I was so worried," even before the door was open.


    Her own apartment was waiting for her, silent, barren, afternoon shadows lengthening from the window. For a minute she saw only the empty coffee cup, thought, He has been here waiting, before she recognized it as her own, left from the morning. She looked all over the room, into the closet, into the bathroom.


    "I never saw him," the clerk in the drugstore said. "I know because I would of noticed the flowers. No one like that's been in."


    The old man at the shoeshine stand woke up again to see her standing in front of him. "Hello again," he said, and smiled.


    "Are you sure?" she demanded. "Did he go on up the avenue?"


    "I watched him," the old man said, dignified against her tone. "I thought, There's a young man's got a girl, and I watched him right into the house."


    "What house?" she said remotely.


    "Right there," the old man said. He leaned forward to point. "The
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    next block. With his flowers and his shine and going to see his girl. Right into her house."


    "Which one?" she said.


    "About the middle of the block," the old man said. He looked at her with suspicion, and said, "What you trying to do, anyway?"


    She almost ran, without stopping to say "Thank you." Up on the next block she walked quickly, searching the houses from the outside to see if Jamie looked from a window, listening to hear his laughter somewhere inside.


    A woman was sitting in front of one of the houses, pushing a baby carriage monotonously back and forth the length of her arm. The baby inside slept, moving back and forth.


    The question was fluent, by now. "I'm sorry, but did you see a young man go into one of these houses about ten this morning? He was tall, wearing a blue suit, carrying a bunch of flowers."


    A boy about twelve stopped to listen, turning intently from one to the other, occasionally glancing at the baby.


    "Listen," the woman said tiredly, "the kid has his bath at ten. Would I see strange men walking around? I ask you."


    "Big bunch of flowers?" the boy asked, pulling at her coat. "Big bunch of flowers? I seen him, missus."


    She looked down and the boy grinned insolently at her. "Which house did he go in?" she asked wearily.


    "You gonna divorce him?" the boy asked insistently.


    "That's not nice to ask the lady," the woman rocking the carriage said.


    "Listen," the boy said, "I seen him. He went in there." He pointed to the house next door. "I followed him," the boy said. "He give me a quarter." The boy dropped his voice to a growl, and said, " 'This is a big day for me, kid/ he says. Give me a quarter."


    She gave him a dollar bill. "Where?" she said.


    "Top floor," the boy said. "I followed him till he give me the quarter. Way to the top." He backed up the sidewalk, out of reach, with the dollar bill. "You gonna divorce him?" he asked again.


    "Was he carrying flowers?"


    "Yeah," the boy said. He began to screech. "You gonna divorce him, missus? You got something on him?" He went careening down the street, howling, "She's got something on the poor guy," and the woman rocking the baby laughed.


    


    The street door of the apartment house was unlocked; there were no bells in the outer vestibule, and no lists of names. The stairs were narrow and dirty; there were two doors on the top floor. The front one was the right one; there was a crumpled florist's paper on the floor outside the door, and a knotted paper ribbon, like a clue, like the final clue in the paper-chase.


    She knocked, and thought she heard voices inside, and she thought, suddenly, with terror, What shall I say if Jamie is there, if he comes to the door? The voices seemed suddenly still. She knocked again and there was silence, except for something that might have been laughter far away. He could have seen me from the window, she thought, it's the front apartment and that little boy made a dreadful noise. She waited, and knocked again, but there was silence.


    Finally she went to the other door on the floor, and knocked. The door swung open beneath her hand and she saw the empty attic room, bare lath on the walls, floorboards unpainted. She stepped just inside, looking around; the room was filled with bags of plaster, piles of old newspapers, a broken trunk. There was a noise which she suddenly realized as a rat, and then she saw it, sitting very close to her, near the wall, its evil face alert, bright eyes watching her. She stumbled in her haste to be out with the door closed, and the skirt of the print dress caught and tore.


    She knew there was someone inside the other apartment, because she was sure she could hear low voices and sometimes laughter. She came back many times, every day for the first week. She came on her way to work, in the mornings; in the evenings, on her way to dinner alone, but no matter how often or how firmly she knocked, no one ever came to the door.
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    one would say, "13-3138 here belongs with you," and Miss Cooper would say, "What is she in?" and Miss Cooper would answer, "Books," and I would go away and be segregated again.


    Then they taught me. They finally got me segregated into a classroom, and I sat there for a while all by myself (that's how far segregated I was) and then a few other girls came in, all wearing tailored suits (I was wearing a red velvet afternoon frock) and we sat down and they taught us. They gave us each a big book with R. H. Macy written on it, and inside this book were pads of little sheets saying (from left to right): "Comp. keep for ref. cust. d.a. no. or c.t. no. salesbook no. salescheck no. clerk no. dept. date M." After M there was a long line for Mr. or Mrs. and the name, and then it began again with "No. item, class, at price, total." And down at the bottom was written Original and then again, "Comp. keep for ref.," and "Paste yellow gift stamp here." I read all this very carefully. Pretty soon a Miss Cooper came, who talked for a little while on the advantages we had in working at Macy's, and she talked about the salesbooks, which it seems came apart into a sort of road map and carbons and things. I listened for a while, and when Miss Cooper wanted us to write on the little pieces of paper, I copied from the girl next to me. That was training.


    Finally someone said we were going on the floor, and we descended from the sixteenth floor to the first. We were in groups of six by then, all following Miss Cooper doggedly and wearing little tags saying Book Information. I never did find out what that meant. Miss Cooper said I had to work on the special sale counter, and showed me a little book called The Stage-Struck Seal, which it seemed I would be selling. I had gotten about halfway through it before she came back to tell me I had to stay with my unit.


    I enjoyed meeting the time clock, and spent a pleasant half-hour punching various cards standing around, and then someone came in and said I couldn't punch the clock with my hat on. So I had to leave, bowing timidly at the time clock and its prophet, and I went and found out my locker number, which was 1773, and my time-clock number, which was 712, and my cash-box number, which was 1336, and my cash-register number, which was 253, and my cash-register-drawer number, which was K, and my cash-register-drawer-key number, which was 872, and my department number, which was 13.I wrote all these numbers down. And that was my first day.


    


    20 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    My second day was better. I was officially on the floor. I stood in a corner of a counter, with one hand possessively on The Stage-Struck Seal, waiting for customers. The counter head was named 13-2246, and she was very kind to me. She sent me to lunch three times, because she got me confused with 13-6454 and 13-3141. It was after lunch that a customer came. She came over and took one of my stage-struck seals, and said "How much is this?" I opened my mouth and the customer said "I have a D. A. and I will have this sent to my aunt in Ohio. Part of that D. A. I will pay for with a book dividend of 32 cents, and the rest of course will be on my account. Is this book price-fixed?" That's as near as I can remember what she said. I smiled confidently, and said "Certainly; will you wait just one moment?" I found a little piece of paper in a drawer under the counter: it had "Duplicate Triplicate" printed across the front in big letters. I took down the customer's name and address, her aunt's name and address, and wrote carefully across the front of the duplicate triplicate "1 Stg. Strk. SI." Then I smiled at the customer again and said carelessly: "That will be seventy-five cents." She said "But I have a D. A." I told her that all D. A.'s were suspended for the Christmas rush, and she gave me seventy-five cents, which I kept. Then I rang up a "No Sale" on the cash register and I tore up the duplicate triplicate because I didn't know what else to do with it.


    Later on another customer came and said "Where would I find a copy of Ann Rutherford Gwynn's We Came Like Thunder?" and I said "In medical books, right across the way," but 13-2246 came and said "That's philosophy, isn't it?" and the customer said it was, and 13-2246 said "Right down this aisle, in dictionaries." The customer went away, and I said to 13-2246 that her guess was as good as mine, anyway, and she stared at me and explained that philosophy, social sciences and Bertrand Russell were all kept in dictionaries.


    So far I haven't been back to Macy's for my third day, because that night when I started to leave the store, I fell down the stairs and tore my stockings and the doorman said that if I went to my department head Macy's would give me a new pair of stockings and I went back and I found Miss Cooper and she said, "Go to the adjuster on the seventh floor and give him this," and she handed me a little slip of pink paper and on the bottom of it was printed "Comp. keep for ref. cust. d.a. no. or c.t. no. salesbook no. salescheck no.
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    clerk no. dept. date M." And after M, instead of a name, she had written 13-3138. I took the little pink slip and threw it away and went up to the fourth floor and bought myself a pair of stockings for $.69 and then I came down and went out the customers' entrance.


    I wrote Macy's a long letter, and I signed it with all my numbers added together and divided by 11,700, which is the number of employees in Macy's. I wonder if they miss me.


     


    


    


    "Isn't that silly," Mrs. Arnold said. "I hadn't meant to say it like that. It's hard enough to explain anyway, without making it so dramatic."


    "Insanity is more complicated than you think," the doctor said.


    "I know it's complicated," Mrs. Arnold said. "That's the only thing I'm really sure of. Insanity is one of the things I mean."


    "I beg your pardon?"


    "That's my trouble, Doctor." Mrs. Arnold sat back and took her gloves out from under her pocketbook and put them carefully on top. Then she took them and put them underneath the pocketbook again.


    "Suppose you just tell me all about it," the doctor said.


    Mrs. Arnold sighed. "Everyone else seems to understand," she said, "and I don't. Look." She leaned forward and gestured with one hand while she spoke. "I don't understand the way people live. It all used to be so simple. When I was a little girl I used to live in a world where a lot of other people lived too and they all lived together and things went along like that with no fuss." She looked at the doctor. He was frowning again, and Mrs. Arnold went on, her voice rising slightly. "Look. Yesterday morning my husband stopped on his way to his office to buy a paper. He always buys the Times and he always buys it from the same dealer, and yesterday the dealer didn't have a Times for my husband and last night when he came home for dinner he said the fish was burned and the dessert was too sweet and he sat around all evening talking to himself."


    "He could have tried to get it at another dealer," the doctor said. "Very often dealers downtown have papers later than local dealers."


    "No," Mrs. Arnold said, slowly and distinctly, "I guess I'd better start over. When I was a little girl—" she said. Then she stopped. "Look," she said, "did there use to be words like psychosomatic medicine? Or international cartels? Or bureaucratic centralization?"


    "Well," the doctor began.


    "What do they mean?" Mrs. Arnold insisted.


    "In a period of international crisis," the doctor said gently, "when you find, for instance, cultural patterns rapidly disintegrating . . ."


    "International crisis," Mrs. Arnold said. "Patterns." She began to cry quietly. "He said the man had no right not to save him a Times," she said hysterically, fumbling in her pocket for a handkerchief, "and he started talking about social planning on the local level and surtax
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    net income and geopolitical concepts and deflationary inflation." Mrs. Arnold s voice rose to a wail. "He really said deflationary inflation."


    "Mrs. Arnold/' the doctor said, coming around the desk, "we're not going to help things any this way."


    "What is going to help?" Mrs. Arnold said. "Is everyone really crazy but me?"


    "Mrs. Arnold," the doctor said severely, "I want you to get hold of yourself. In a disoriented world like ours today, alienation from reality frequently—"


    "Disoriented," Mrs. Arnold said. She stood up. "Alienation," she said. "Reality." Before the doctor could stop her she walked to the door and opened it. "Reality," she said, and went out.
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    She looked out the window first, tasting it almost secretly, savoring the extreme pleasure of being on a moving train with nothing to do for six hours but read and nap and go into the dining-car, going farther and farther every minute from the children, from the kitchen floor, with even the hills being incredibly left behind, changing into fields and trees too far away from home to be daily. "I love trains," she said, and her husband nodded sympathetically into his magazine.


    Two weeks ahead, two unbelievable weeks, with all arrangements made, no further planning to do, except perhaps what theatres or what restaurants. A friend with an apartment went on a convenient vacation, there was enough money in the bank to make a trip to New York compatible with new snow suits for the children; there was the smoothness of unopposed arrangements, once the initial obstacles had been overcome, as though when they had really made up their minds, nothing dared stop them. The baby's sore throat cleared up. The plumber came, finished his work in two days, and left. The dresses had been altered in time; the hardware store could be left safely, once they had found the excuse of looking over new city products. New York had not burned down, had not been quarantined, their friend had gone away according to schedule, and Brad had the keys to the apartment in his pocket. Everyone knew where to reach everyone else; there was a list of plays not to miss and a list of items to look out for in the stores—diapers, dress materials, fancy canned goods, tamish-proof silverware boxes. And, finally, the train was there, performing its function, pacing through the afternoon, carrying them legally and with determination to New York.


    Margaret looked curiously at her husband, inactive in the middle of the afternoon on a train, at the other fortunate people traveling, at the sunny country outside, looked again to make sure, and then opened her book. The tune was still in her head, she hummed it and heard her husband take it up softly as he turned a page in his magazine.


    In the dining-car she ate roast beef, as she would have done in a restaurant at home, reluctant to change over too quickly to the new, tantalizing food of a vacation. She had ice cream for dessert but became uneasy over her coffee because they were due in New York in an hour and she still had to put on her coat and hat, relishing every gesture, and Brad must take the suitcases down and put away


    


    the magazines. They stood at the end of the car for the interminable underground run, picking up their suitcases and putting them down again, moving restlessly inch by inch.


    The station was a momentary shelter, moving visitors gradually into a world of people and sound and light to prepare them for the blasting reality of the street outside. She saw it for a minute from the sidewalk before she was in a taxi moving into the middle of it, and then they were bewilderingly caught and carried on uptown and whirled out on to another sidewalk and Brad paid the taxi driver and put his head back to look up at the apartment house. "This is it, all right," he said, as though he had doubted the driver's ability to find a number so simply given. Upstairs in the elevator, and the key fit the door. They had never seen their friend's apartment before, but it was reasonably familiar—a friend moving from New Hampshire to New York carries private pictures of a home not erasable in a few years, and the apartment had enough of home in it to settle Brad immediately in the right chair and comfort her with instinctive trust of the linen and blankets.


    "This is home for two weeks," Brad said, and stretched. After the first few minutes they both went to the windows automatically; New York was below, as arranged, and the houses across the street were apartment houses filled with unknown people.


    "It's wonderful," she said. There were cars down there, and people, and the noise was there. "I'm so happy," she said, and kissed her husband.


    They went sight-seeing the first day; they had breakfast in an Automat and went to the top of the Empire State Building. "Got it all fixed up now," Brad said, at the top. "Wonder just where that plane hit."


    They tried to peer down on all four sides, but were embarrassed about asking. "After all," she said reasonably, giggling in a corner, "if something of mine got broken I wouldn't want people poking around asking to see the pieces."


    "If you owned the Empire State Building you wouldn't care," Brad said.


    They traveled only in taxis the first few days, and one taxi had a door held on with a piece of string; they pointed to it and laughed silently at each other, and on about the third day, the taxi they were
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    riding in got a flat tire on Broadway and they had to get out and find another


    "We've only got eleven days left," she said one day, and then, seemingly minutes later, "weve already been here six days."


    They had got in touch with the friends they had expected to get in touch with, they were going to a Long Island summer home for a week end. "It looks pretty dreadful right now," their hostess said cheerfully over the phone, "and we're leaving in a week ourselves, but I'd never forgive you if you didn't see it once while you were here." The weather had been fair but cool, with a definite autumn awareness, and the clothes in the store windows were dark and already hinting at furs and velvets. She wore her coat every day, and suits most of the time. The light dresses she had brought were hanging in the closet in the apartment, and she was thinking now of getting a sweater in one of the big stores, something impractical for New Hampshire, but probably good for Long Island.


    "I have to do some shopping, at least one day," she said to Brad, and he groaned.


    "Don't ask me to carry packages," he said.


    "You aren't up to a good day's shopping," she told him, "not after all this walking around you've been doing. Why don't you go to a movie or something?"


    "I want to do some shopping myself," he said mysteriously. Perhaps he was talking about her Christmas present; she had thought vaguely of getting such things done in New York; the children would be pleased with novelties from the city, toys not seen in their home stores. At any rate she said, "You'll probably be able to get to your wholesalers at last."


    They were on their way to visit another friend, who had found a place to live by a miracle and warned them consequently not to quarrel with the appearance of the building, or the stairs, or the neighborhood. All three were bad, and the stairs were three flights, narrow and dark, but there was a place to live at the top. Their friend had not been in New York long, but he lived by himself in two rooms, and had easily caught the mania for slim tables and low bookcases which made his rooms look too large for the furniture in some places, too cramped and uncomfortable in others.


    "What a lovely place," she said when she came in, and then was


    


    sorry when her host said, "Some day this damn situation will let up and FU be able to settle down in a really decent place."


    There were other people there; they sat and talked companion-ably about the same subjects then current in New Hampshire, but they drank more than they would have at home and it left them strangely unaffected; their voices were louder and their words more extravagant; their gestures, on the other hand, were smaller, and they moved a finger where in New Hampshire they would have waved an arm. Margaret said frequently, "We're just staying here for a couple of weeks, on a vacation," and she said, "It's wonderful, so exciting" and she said, "We were terribly lucky; this friend went out of town just at the right. . . *


    Finally the room was very full and noisy, and she went into a corner near a window to catch her breath. The window had been opened and shut all evening, depending on whether the person standing next to it had both hands free; and now it was shut, with the clear sky outside. Someone came and stood next to her, and she said, "Listen to the noise outside. It's as bad as it is inside."


    He said, "In a neighborhood like this someone's always getting killed."


    She frowned. "It sounds different than before. I mean, there's a different sound to it."


    "Alcoholics," he said. "Drunks in the streets. Fighting going on across the way." He wandered away, carrying his drink.


    She opened the window and leaned out, and there were people hanging out of the windows across the way shouting, and people standing in the street looking up and shouting, and from across the way she heard clearly, "Lady, lady." They must mean me, she thought, they're all looking this way. She leaned out farther and the voices shouted incoherently but somehow making an audible whole, "Lady, your house is on fire, lady, lady."


    She closed the window firmly and turned around to the other people in the room, raising her voice a little. "Listen," she said, "they're saying the house is on fire." She was desperately afraid of their laughing at her, of looking like a fool while Brad across the room looked at her blushing. She said again, 'The house is on fire" and added, "They say," for fear of sounding too vehement. The people nearest to her turned and someone said, "She says the house is on fire."
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    She wanted to get to Brad and couldn't see him; her host was not in sight either, and the people all around were strangers. They don't listen to me, she thought, I might as well not be here, and she went to the outside door and opened it. There was no smoke, no flame, but she was telling herself, I might as well not be here, so she abandoned Brad in panic and ran without her hat and coat down the stairs, carrying a glass in one hand and a package of matches in the other. The stairs were insanely long, but they were clear and safe, and she opened the street door and ran out. A man caught her arm and said, "Everyone out of the house?" and she said, "No, Brad's still there." The fire engines swept around the corner, with people leaning out of the windows watching them, and the man holding her arm said, "It's down here," and left her. The fire was two houses away; they could see flames behind the top windows, and smoke against the night sky, but in ten minutes it was finished and the fire engines pulled away with an air of martyrdom for hauling out all their equipment to put out a ten-minute fire.


    She went back upstairs slowly and with embarrassment, and found Brad and took him home.


    "I was so frightened," she said to him when they were safely in bed, "I lost my head completely."


    "You should have tried to find someone," he said.


    "They wouldn't listen," she insisted. "I kept telling them and they wouldn't listen and then I thought I must have been mistaken. I had some idea of going down to see what was going on."


    "Lucky it was no worse," Brad said sleepily.


    "I felt trapped," she said. "High up in that old building with a fire; it's like a nightmare. And in a strange city."


    "Well, it's all over now," Brad said.


    The same faint feeling of insecurity tagged her the next day; she went shopping alone and Brad went off to see hardware, after all. She got on a bus to go downtown and the bus was too full to move when it came time for her to get out. Wedged standing in the aisle she said, "Out, please," and, "Excuse me," and by the time she was loose and near the door the bus had started again and she got off a stop beyond. "No one listens to me," she said to herself. "Maybe it's because I'm too polite." In the stores the prices were all too high and the sweaters looked disarmingly like New Hampshire ones. The toys for the children filled her with dismay; they were so obviously


    


    for New York children: hideous little parodies of adult life, cash registers, tiny pushcarts with imitation fruit, telephones that really worked (as if there weren't enough phones in New York that really worked), miniature milk bottles in a carrying case. "We get our milk from cows," Margaret told the salesgirl. "My children wouldn't know what these were." She was exaggerating, and felt guilty for a minute, but no one was around to catch her.


    She had a picture of small children in the city dressed like their parents, following along with a miniature mechanical civilization, toy cash registers in larger and larger sizes that eased them into the real thing, millions of clattering jerking small imitations that prepared them nicely for taking over the large useless toys their parents lived by. She bought a pair of skis for her son, which she knew would be inadequate for the New Hampshire snow, and a wagon for her daughter inferior to the one Brad could make at home in an hour. Ignoring the toy mailboxes, the small phonographs with special small records, the kiddie cosmetics, she left the store and started home.


    She was frankly afraid by now to take a bus; she stood on the corner and waited for a taxi. Glancing down at her feet, she saw a dime on the sidewalk and tried to pick it up, but there were too many people for her to bend down, and she was afraid to shove to make room for fear of being stared at. She put her foot on the dime and then saw a quarter near it, and a nickel. Someone dropped a pocketbook, she thought, and put her other foot on the quarter, stepping quickly to make it look natural; then she saw another dime and another nickel, and a third dime in the gutter. People were passing her, back and forth, all the time, rushing, pushing against her, not looking at her, and she was afraid to get down and start gathering up the money. Other people saw it and went past, and she realized that no one was going to pick it up. They were all embarrassed, or in too much of a hurry, or too crowded. A taxi stopped to let someone off, and she hailed it. She lifted her feet off the dime and the quarter, and left them there when she got into the taxi. This taxi went slowly and bumped as it went; she had begun to notice that the gradual decay was not peculiar to the taxis. The buses were cracking open in unimportant seams, the leather seats broken and stained. The buildings were going, too—in one of the nicest stores there had been a great gaping hole in the tiled foyer, and you walked around it. Corners of the buildings seemed to be crumbling away


    


    32 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    into fine dust that drifted downward, the granite was eroding unnoticed. Every window she saw on her way uptown seemed to be broken; perhaps every street corner was peppered with small change. The people were moving faster than ever before; a girl in a red hat appeared at the upper side of the taxi window and was gone beyond the lower side before you could see the hat; store windows were so terribly bright because you only caught them for a fraction of a second. The people seemed hurled on in a frantic action that made every hour forty-five minutes long, every day nine hours, every year fourteen days. Food was so elusively fast, eaten in such a hurry, that you were always hungry, always speeding to a new meal with new people. Everything was imperceptibly quicker every minute. She stepped into the taxi on one side and stepped out the other side at her home; she pressed the fifth-floor button on the elevator and was coming down again, bathed and dressed and ready for dinner with Brad. They went out for dinner and were coming in again, hungry and hurrying to bed in order to get to breakfast with lunch beyond. They had been in New York nine days; tomorrow was Saturday and they were going to Long Island, coming home Sunday, and then Wednesday they were going home, really home. By the time she had thought of it they were on the train to Long Island; the train was broken, the seats torn and the floor dirty; one of the doors wouldn't open and the windows wouldn't shut. Passing through the outskirts of the city, she thought, It's as though everything were traveling so fast that the solid stuff couldn't stand it and were going to pieces under the strain, cornices blowing off and windows caving in. She knew she was afraid to say it truly, afraid to face the knowledge that it was a voluntary neck-breaking speed, a deliberate whirling faster and faster to end in destruction.


    On Long Island, their hostess led them into a new piece of New York, a house filled with New York furniture as though on rubber bands, pulled this far, stretched taut, and ready to snap back to the city, to an apartment, as soon as the door was opened and the lease, fully paid, had expired. "We've had this place every year for simply ages," their hostess said. "Otherwise we couldn't have gotten it possibly this year."


    "It's an awfully nice place," Brad said. "I'm surprised you don't live here all year round."


    


    "Got to get back to the city some time/' their hostess said, and laughed.


    "Not much like New Hampshire," Brad said. He was beginning to be a little homesick, Margaret thought; he wants to yell, just once. Since the fire scare she was apprehensive about large groups of people gathering together; when friends began to drop in after dinner she waited for a while, telling herself they were on the ground floor, she could run right outside, all the windows were open; then she excused herself and went to bed. When Brad came to bed much later she woke up and he said irritably, "We've been playing anagrams. Such crazy people." She said sleepily, "Did you win?" and fell asleep before he told her.


    The next morning she and Brad went for a walk while their host and hostess read the Sunday papers. "If you turn to the right outside the door," their hostess said encouragingly, "and walk about three blocks down, you'll come to our beach."


    "What do they want with our beach?" their host said. "It's too damn cold to do anything down there."


    "They can look at the water" their hostess said.


    They walked down to the beach; at this time of year it was bare and windswept, yet still nodding hideously under traces of its summer plumage, as though it thought itself warmly inviting. There were occupied houses on the way there, for instance, and a lonely lunchstand was open, bravely advertising hot dogs and root beer. The man in the lunchstand watched them go by, his face cold and unsympathetic. They walked far past him, out of sight of houses, on to a stretch of grey pebbled sand that lay between the grey water on one side and the grey pebbled sand dunes on the other.


    "Imagine going swimming here," she said with a shiver. The beach pleased her; it was oddly familiar and reassuring and at the same time that she realized this, the little tune came back to her, bringing a double recollection. The beach was the one where she had lived in imagination, writing for herself dreary love-broken stories where the heroine walked beside the wild waves; the little tune was the symbol of the golden world she escaped into to avoid the everyday dreariness that drove her into writing depressing stories about the beach. She laughed out loud and Brad said, "What on earth's so funny about this Godforsaken landscape?"
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    "I was just thinking how far away from the city it seems," she said falsely.


    The sky and the water and the sand were grey enough to make it feel like late afternoon instead of midmorning; she was tired and wanted to go back, but Brad said suddenly, "Look at that," and she turned and saw a girl running down over the dunes, carrying her hat, and her hair flying behind her.


    "Only way to get warm on a day like this," Brad remarked, but Margaret said, "She looks frightened."


    The girl saw them and came toward them, slowing down as she approached them. She was eager to reach them but when she came within speaking distance the familiar embarrassment, the not wanting to look like a fool, made her hesitate and look from one to the other of them uncomfortably.


    "Do you know where I can find a policeman?" she asked finally.


    Brad looked up and down the bare rocky beach and said solemnly, "There don't seem to be any around. Is there something we can do?"


    "I don't think so," the girl said. "I really need a policeman."


    They go to the police for everything, Margaret thought, these people, these New York people, it's as though they had selected a section of the population to act as problem-solvers, and so no matter what they want they look for a policeman.


    "Be glad to help you if we can," Brad said.


    The girl hesitated again. "Well, if you must know," she said crossly, "there's a leg up there."


    They waited politely for the girl to explain, but she only said, "Come on, then," and waved to them to follow her. She led them over the dunes to a spot near a small inlet, where the dunes gave way abruptly to an intruding head of water. A leg was lying on the sand near the water, and the girl gestured at it and said, "There," as though it were her own property and they had insisted on having a share.


    They walked over to it and Brad bent down gingerly. "It's a leg all right," he said. It looked like part of a wax dummy, a death-white wax leg neatly cut off at top-thigh and again just above the ankle, bent comfortably at the knee and resting on the sand. "It's real," Brad said, his voice slightly different. "You're right about that policeman."


    They walked together to the lunchstand and the man listened


    


    unenthusiastically while Brad called the police. When the police came they all walked out again to where the leg was lying and Brad gave the police their names and addresses, and then said, "Is it all right to go on home?"


    "What the hell you want to hang around for?" the policeman inquired with heavy humor. "You waiting for the rest of him?"


    They went back to their host and hostess, talking about the leg, and their host apologized, as though he had been guilty of a breach of taste in allowing his guests to come on a human leg; their hostess said with interest, "There was an arm washed up in Bensonhurst, I've been reading about it."


    "One of these killings," the host said.


    Upstairs Margaret said abruptly, "I suppose it starts to happen first in the suburbs," and when Brad said, "What starts to happen?" she said hysterically, "People starting to come apart."


    In order to reassure their host and hostess about their minding the leg, they stayed until the last afternoon train to New York. Back in their apartment again it seemed to Margaret that the marble in the house lobby had begun to age a little; even in two days there were new perceptible cracks. The elevator seemed a little rusty, and there was a fine film of dust over everything in the apartment. They went to bed feeling uncomfortable, and the next morning Margaret said immediately, "I'm going to stay in today."


    "You're not upset about yesterday, are you?"


    "Not a bit," Margaret said. "I just want to stay in and rest."


    After some discussion Brad decided to go off again by himself; he still had people it was important to see and places he must go in the few days they had left. After breakfast in the Automat Margaret came back alone to the apartment, carrying the mystery story she had bought on the way. She hung up her coat and hat and sat down by the window with the noise and the people far below, looking out at the sky where it was grey beyond the houses across the street.


    I'm not going to worry about it, she said to herself, no sense thinking all the time about things like that, spoil your vacation and Brad's too. No sense worrying, people get ideas like that and then worry about them.


    The nasty little tune was running through her head again, with its burden of suavity and expensive perfume. The houses across the
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    street were silent and perhaps unoccupied at this time of day; she let her eyes move with the rhythm of the tune, from window to window along one floor. By gliding quickly across two windows, she could make one line of the tune fit one floor of windows, and then a quick breath and a drop down to the next floor; it had the same number of windows and the tune had the same number of beats, and then the next floor and the next. She stopped suddenly when it seemed to her that the windowsill she had just passed had soundlessly crumpled and fallen into fine sand; when she looked back it was there as before but then it seemed to be the windowsill above and to the right, and finally a corner of the roof.


    No sense worrying, she told herself, forcing her eyes down to the street, stop thinking about things all the time. Looking down at the street for long made her dizzy and she stood up and went into the small bedroom of the apartment. She had made the bed before going out to breakfast, like any good housewife, but now she deliberately took it apart, stripping the blankets and sheets off one by one, and then she made it again, taking a long time over the corners and smoothing out every wrinkle. "That's done," she said when she was through, and went back to the window. When she looked across the street the tune started again, window to window, sills dissolving and falling downward. She leaned forward and looked down at her own window, something she had never thought of before, down to the sill. It was partly eaten away; when she touched the stone a few crumbs rolled off and fell.


    It was eleven o'clock; Brad was looking at blowtorches by now and would not be back before one, if even then. She thought of writing a letter home, but the impulse left her before she found paper and pen. Then it occurred to her that she might take a nap, a thing she had never done in the morning in her life, and she went in and lay down on the bed. Lying down, she felt the building shaking.


    No sense worrying, she told herself again, as though it were a charm against witches, and got up and found her coat and hat and put them on. Til just get some cigarettes and some letter paper, she thought, just run down to the corner. Panic caught her going down in the elevator; it went too fast, and when she stepped out in the lobby it was only the people standing around who kept her from running. As it was, she went quickly out of the building and into the


    


    street. For a minute she hesitated, wanting to go back. The cars were going past so rapidly, the people hurrying as always, but the panic of the elevator drove her on finally. She went to the corner, and, following the people flying along ahead, ran out into the street, to hear a horn almost overhead and a shout from behind her, and the noise of brakes. She ran blindly on and reached the other side where she stopped and looked around. The truck was going on its appointed way around the corner, the people going past on either side of her, parting to go around her where she stood.


    No one even noticed me, she thought with reassurance, everyone who saw me has gone by long ago. She went into the drugstore ahead of her and asked the man for cigarettes; the apartment now seemed safer to her than the street—she could walk up the stairs. Coming out of the store and walking to the corner, she kept as close to the buildings as possible, refusing to give way to the rightful traffic coming out of the doorways. On the corner she looked carefully at the light; it was green, but it looked as though it were going to change. Always safer to wait, she thought, don't want to walk into another truck.


    People pushed past her and some were caught in the middle of the street when the light changed. One woman, more cowardly than the rest, turned and ran back to the curb, but the others stood in the middle of the street, leaning forward and then backward according to the traffic moving past them on both sides. One got to the farther curb in a brief break in the line of cars, the others were a fraction of a second too late and waited. Then the light changed again and as the cars slowed down Margaret put a foot on the street to go, but a taxi swinging wildly around her corner frightened her back and she stood on the curb again. By the time the taxi had gone the light was due to change again and she thought, I can wait once more, no sense getting caught out in the middle. A man beside her tapped his foot impatiently for the light to change back; two girls came past her and walked out into the street a few steps to wait, moving back a little when cars came too close, talking busily all the time. I ought to stay right with them, Margaret thought, but then they moved back against her and the light changed and the man next to her charged into the street and the two girls in front waited a minute and then moved slowly on, still talking, and Margaret started to follow and then decided to wait. A crowd of people formed
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    around her suddenly; they had come off a bus and were crossing here, and she had a sudden feeling of being jammed in the center and forced out into the street when all of them moved as one with the light changing, and she elbowed her way desperately out of the crowd and went off to lean against a building and wait. It seemed to her that people passing were beginning to look at her. What do they think of me, she wondered, and stood up straight as though she were waiting for someone. She looked at her watch and frowned, and then thought, What a fool I must look like, no one here ever saw me before, they all go by too fast. She went back to the curb again but the green light was just changing to red and she thought, I'll go back to the drugstore and have a Coke, no sense going back to that apartment.


    The man looked at her unsurprised in the drugstore and she sat and ordered a Coke but suddenly as she was drinking it the panic caught her again and she thought of the people who had been with her when she first started to cross the street, blocks away by now, having tried and made perhaps a dozen lights while she had hesitated at the first; people by now a mile or so downtown, because they had been going steadily while she had been trying to gather her courage. She paid the man quickly, restrained an impulse to say that there was nothing wrong with the Coke, she just had to get back, that was all, and she hurried down to the corner again.


    The minute the light changes, she told herself firmly; there's no sense. The light changed before she was ready and in the minute before she collected herself traffic turning the corner overwhelmed her and she shrank back against the curb. She looked longingly at the cigar store on the opposite corner, with her apartment house beyond; she wondered, How do people ever manage to get there, and knew that by wondering, by admitting a doubt, she was lost. The light changed and she looked at it with hatred, a dumb thing, turning back and forth, back and forth, with no purpose and no meaning. Looking to either side of her slyly, to see if anyone were watching, she stepped quietly backward, one step, two, until she was well away from the curb. Back in the drugstore again she waited for some sign of recognition from the clerk and saw none; he regarded her with the same apathy as he had the first time. He gestured without interest at the telephone; he doesn't care, she thought, it doesn't matter to him who I call.


    


    She had no time to feel like a fool, because they answered the phone immediately and agreeably and found him right away. When he answered the phone, his voice sounding surprised and matter-of-fact, she could only say miserably, "I'm in the drugstore on the corner. Come and get me/'


    "What's the matter?" He was not anxious to come.


    "Please come and get me," she said into the black mouthpiece that might or might not tell him, "please come and get me, Brad. Phaser


    


    


    The alarm clock had not gone off at seven as it should. Mrs. Walpole heard the sound of the shower upstairs and calculated rapidly; the coffee was slower than usual this morning, the boiled eggs a shade too soft. She had only had time to pour herself a glass of fruit juice and no time to drink it. Someone— Judy or Jack or Mr. Walpole—was going to be late.


    "Judy" Mrs. Walpole said mechanically, "Jack."


    Judy's hair was not accurately braided. Jack would get off without his handkerchief. Mr. Walpole would certainly be irritable.


    The yellow-and-red bulk of the school bus filled the road outside the kitchen window, and Judy and Jack streaked for the door, cereal uneaten, books most likely forgotten. Mrs. Walpole followed them to the kitchen door, calling, "Jack, vour m ^ money; come straight home at noon/' She watched them climb into the school bus and then went briskly to work clearing their dishes from the table and setting a place for Mr. Walpole. She would have to have breakfast herself later, in the breathing-spell that came after nine o'clock. That meant her wash would be late getting on the line, and if it rained that afternoon, as it certainly might, nothing would be dry. Mrs. Walpole made an effort, and said, "Good morning, dear," as her husband came into the kitchen. He said, "Morning," without glancing up and Mrs. Walpole, her mind full of unfinished sentences that began, "Don't you think other people ever have any feelings or—" started patiently to set his breakfast before him. The soft-boiled eggs in their dish, the toast, the coffee. Mr. Walpole devoted himself to his paper, and Mrs. Walpole, who wanted desperately also to say, "I don't suppose you notice that I haven't had a chance to eat—" set the dishes down as softly as she could.


    Everything was going smoothly, although half-an-hour late, when the telephone rang. The Walpoles were on a party line, and Mrs. Walpole usually let the phone ring her number twice before concluding that it was really their number; this morning, before nine o'clock, with Mr. Walpole not half-through his breakfast, it was an unbearable intrusion, and Mrs. Walpole went reluctantly to answer it. "Hello," she said forbiddingly.


    "Mrs. Walpole," the voice said, and Mrs. Walpole said, "Yes?" The voice—it was a woman—said, "I'm sorry to bother you, but this is—" and gave an unrecognizable name. Mrs. Walpole said, "Yes?" again.
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    She could hear Mr. Walpole taking the coffeepot off the stove to pour himself a second cup.


    "Do you have a dog? Brown-and-black hound?" the voice continued. With the word dog Mrs. Walpole, in the second before she answered, "Yes," comprehended the innumerable aspects of owning a dog in the country (six dollars for spaying, the rude barking late at night, the watchful security of the dark shape sleeping on the rug beside the double-decker beds in the twins' room, the inevitability of a dog in the house, as important as a stove, or a front porch, or a subscription to the local paper; more, and above any of these things, the dog herself, known among the neighbors as Lady Walpole, on an exact par with Jack Walpole or Judy Walpole; quiet, competent, exceedingly tolerant), and found in none of them a reason for such an early morning call from a voice which she realized now was as irritable as her own.


    "Yes," Mrs. Walpole said shortly, "I own a dog. Why?"


    "Big brown-and-black hound?"


    Lady's pretty markings, her odd face. "Yes," Mrs. Walpole said, her voice a little more impatient, "yes, that is certainly my dog. Why?"


    "He's been killing my chickens." The voice sounded satisfied now; Mrs. Walpole had been cornered.


    For several seconds Mrs. Walpole was quiet, so that the voice said, "Hello?"


    "That's perfectly ridiculous," Mrs. Walpole said.


    "This morning," the voice said with relish, "your dog was chasing our chickens. We heard the chickens at about eight o'clock, and my husband went out to see what was the matter and found two chickens dead and he saw a big brown-and-black hound down with the chickens and he took a stick and chased the dog away and then he found two more dead ones. He says," the voice went on flatly, "that it's lucky he didn't think to take his shotgun out with him because you wouldn't have any more dog. Most awful mess you ever saw," the voice said, "blood and feathers everywhere."


    "What makes you think it's my dog?" Mrs. Walpole said weakly.


    "Joe White—he's a neighbor of yours—was passing at the time and saw my husband chasing the dog. Said it was your dog."


    Old man White lived in the next house but one to the Walpoles. Mrs. Walpole had always made a point of being courteous to him,


    


    inquired amiably about his health when she saw him on the porch as she passed, had regarded respectfully the pictures of his grandchildren in Albany.


    "I see," Mrs. Walpole said, suddenly shifting her ground. "Well, if you're absolutely sure. I just can't believe it of Lady. She's so gentle."


    The other voice softened, in response to Mrs. Walpole's concern. "It is a shame," the other woman said. "I can't tell you how sorry I am that it happened. But . . ." her voice trailed off significantly.


    "Of course we'll take care of the damage," Mrs. Walpole said quickly.


    "No, no," the woman said, almost apologetically. "Don't even think about it."


    "But of course—" Mrs. Walpole began, bewildered.


    "The dog," the voice said. "You'll have to do something about the dog."


    A sudden unalterable terror took hold of Mrs. Walpole. Her morning had gone badly, she had not yet had her coffee, she was faced with an evil situation she had never known before, and now the voice, its tone, its inflection, had managed to frighten Mrs. Walpole with a word like "something."


    "How?" Mrs. Walpole said finally. "I mean, what do you want me to do?"


    There was a brief silence on the other end of the wire, and then the voice said briskly, "I'm sure I don't know, missus. I've always heard that there's no way to stop a chicken-killing dog. As I say, there was no damage to speak of. As a matter of fact, the chickens the dog killed are plucked and in the oven now."


    Mrs. Walpole's throat tightened and she closed her eyes for a minute, but the voice went inflexibly on. "We wouldn't ask you to do anything except take care of the dog. Naturally, you understand that we can't have a dog killing our chickens?"


    Realizing that she was expected to answer, Mrs. Walpole said, "Certainly."


    "So . . ." the voice said.


    Mrs. Walpole saw over the top of the phone that Mr. Walpole was passing her on his way to the door. He waved briefly to her and she nodded at him. He was late; she had intended to ask him to stop at the library in the city. Now she would have to call him
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    later. Mrs. Walpole said sharply into the phone, "First of all, of course, I'll have to make sure it's my dog. If it is my dog I can promise you you'll have no more trouble."


    "It's your dog all right." The voice had assumed the country flatness; if Mrs. Walpole wanted to fight, the voice implied, she had picked just the right people.


    "Good-bye," Mrs. Walpole said, knowing that she was making a mistake in parting from this woman angrily; knowing that she should stay on the phone for an interminable apologetic conversation, try to beg her dog's life back from this stupid inflexible woman who cared so much for her stupid chickens.


    Mrs. Walpole put the phone down and went out into the kitchen. She poured herself a cup of coffee and made herself some toast.


    I am not going to let this bother me until after I have had my coffee, Mrs. Walpole told herself firmly. She put extra butter on her toast and tried to relax, moving her back against the chair, letting her shoulders sag. Feeling like this at nine-thirty in the morning, she thought, it's a feeling that belongs with eleven o'clock at night. The bright sun outside was not as cheerful as it might be; Mrs. Walpole decided suddenly to put her wash off until tomorrow. They had not lived in the country town long enough for Mrs. Walpole to feel the disgrace of washing on Tuesday as mortal; they were still city folk and would probably always be city folk, people who owned a chicken-killing dog, people who washed on Tuesday, people who were not able to fend for themselves against the limited world of earth and food and weather that the country folk took so much for granted. In this situation as in all such others—the disposal of rubbish, the weather stripping, the baking of angel-food cake—Mrs. Walpole was forced to look for advice. In the country it is extremely difficult to "get a man" to do things for you, and Mr. and Mrs. Walpole had early fallen into the habit of consulting their neighbors for information which in the city would have belonged properly to the superintendent, or the janitor, or the man from the gas company. When Mrs. Walpole's glance fell on Lady's water dish under the sink, and she realized that she was indescribably depressed, she got up and put on her jacket and a scarf over her head and went next door.


    Mrs. Nash, her next-door neighbor, was frying doughnuts, and she waved a fork at Mrs. Walpole at the open door and called,


    


    "Come in, can't leave the stove." Mrs. Walpole, stepping into Mrs. Nash's kitchen, was painfully aware of her own kitchen with the dirty dishes in the sink. Mrs. Nash was wearing a shockingly clean house dress and her kitchen was freshly washed; Mrs. Nash was able to fry doughnuts without making any sort of a mess.


    "The men do like fresh doughnuts with their lunch," Mrs. Nash remarked without any more preamble than her nod and invitation to Mrs. Walpole. "I always try to get enough made ahead, but I never do."


    "I wish I could make doughnuts," Mrs. Walpole said. Mrs. Nash waved the fork hospitably at the stack of still-warm doughnuts on the table and Mrs. Walpole helped herself to one, thinking: This will give me indigestion.


    "Seems like they all get eaten by the time I finish making them," Mrs. Nash said. She surveyed the cooking doughnuts and then, satisfied that she could look away for a minute, took one herself and began to eat it standing by the stove. "What's wrong with you?" she asked. "You look sort of peaked this morning."


    "To tell you the truth," Mrs. Walpole said, "it's our dog. Someone called me this morning that she's been killing chickens."


    Mrs. Nash nodded. "Up to Harris's," she said. "I know."


    Of course she'd know by now, Mrs. Walpole thought.


    "You know," Mrs. Nash said, turning again to the doughnuts, "they do say there's nothing to do with a dog kills chickens. My brother had a dog once killed sheep, and I don't know what they didn't do to break that dog, but of course nothing would do it. Once they get the taste of blood." Mrs. Nash lifted a golden doughnut delicately out of the frying kettle, and set it down on a piece of brown paper to drain. "They get so's they'd rather kill than eat, hardly."


    "But what can I do?" Mrs. Walpole asked. "Isn't there anything? 77


    "You can try, of course," Mrs. Nash said. "Best thing to do first is tie her up. Keep her tied, with a good stout chain. Then at least she won't go chasing no more chickens for a while, save you getting her killed for you."


    Mrs. Walpole got up reluctantly and began to put her scarf on again. "I guess I'd better get a chain down at the store," she said.


    "You going downstreet?"


    "I want to do my shopping before the kids come home for lunch."


    "Don't buy any store doughnuts," Mrs. Nash said. "I'll run up
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    later with a dishful for you. You get a good stout chain for that dog/'


    "Thank you," Mrs. Walpole said. The bright sunlight across Mrs. Nash's kitchen doorway, the solid table bearing its plates of doughnuts, the pleasant smell of the frying, were all symbols somehow of Mrs. Nash's safety, her confidence in a way of life and a security that had no traffic with chicken-killing, no city fears, an assurance and cleanliness so great that she was willing to bestow its overflow on the Walpoles, bring them doughnuts and overlook Mrs. Walpole's dirty kitchen. "Thank you," Mrs. Walpole said again, inadequately.


    "You tell Tom Kittredge I'll be down for a pork roast later this morning," Mrs. Nash said. "Tell him to save it for me."


    "I shall." Mrs. Walpole hesitated in the doorway and Mrs. Nash waved the fork at her.


    "See you later," Mrs. Nash said.


    Old man White was sitting on his front porch in the sun. When he saw Mrs. Walpole he grinned broadly and shouted to her, "Guess you're not going to have any more dog."


    I've got to be nice to him, Mrs. Walpole thought, he's not a traitor or a bad man by country standards; anyone would tell on a chicken-killing dog; but he doesn't have to be so pleased about it, she thought, and tried to make her voice pleasant when she said, "Good morning, Mr. White."


    "Gonna have her shot?" Mr. White asked. "Your man got a gun?"


    "I'm so worried about it," Mrs. Walpole said. She stood on the walk below the front porch and tried not to let her hatred show in her face as she looked up at Mr. White.


    "It's too bad about a dog like that," Mr. White said.


    At least he doesn't blame me, Mrs. Walpole thought. "Is there anything I can do?" she said.


    Mr. White thought. "Believe you might be able to cure a chicken-killer," he said. "You get a dead chicken and tie it around the dog's neck, so he can't shake it loose, see?"


    "Around her neck?" Mrs. Walpole asked, and Mr. White nodded, grinning toothlessly.


    "See, when he can't shake it loose at first he tries to play with it and then it starts to bother him, see, and then he tries to roll it off and it won't come and then he tries to bite it off and it won't


    


    come and then when he sees it won't come he thinks he's never gonna get rid of it, see, and he gets scared. And then you'll have him coming around with his tail between his legs and this thing hanging around his neck and it gets worse and worse."


    Mrs. Walpole put one hand on the porch railing to steady herself. "What do you do then?" she asked.


    "Well," Mr. White said, "the way I heard it, see, the chicken gets riper and riper and the more the dog sees it and feels it and smells it, see, the more he gets to hate chicken. And he can't ever get rid of it, see?"


    "But the dog," Mrs. Walpole said. "Lady, I mean. How long do we have to leave it around her neck?"


    "Well," Mr. White said with enthusiasm, "I guess you leave it on until it gets ripe enough to fall off by itself. See, the head. . . ."


    "I see," Mrs. Walpole said. "Would it work?"


    "Can't say," Mr. White said. "Never tried it myself." His voice said that he had never had a chicken-killing dog.


    Mrs. Walpole left him abruptly; she could not shake the feeling that if it were not for Mr. White, Lady would not have been identified as the dog killing the chickens; she wondered briefly if Mr. White had maliciously blamed Lady because they were city folk, and then thought, No, no man around here would bear false witness against a dog.


    When she entered the grocery it was almost empty; there was a man at the hardware counter and another man leaning against the meat counter talking to Mr. Kittredge, the grocer. When Mr. Kittredge saw Mrs. Walpole come in he called across the store, "Morning, Mrs. Walpole. Fine day."


    "Lovely," Mrs. Walpole said, and the grocer said, "Bad luck about the dog."


    "I don't know what to do about it," Mrs. Walpole said, and the man talking to the grocer looked at her reflectively, and then back at the grocer.


    "Killed three chickens up to Harris's this morning," the grocer said to the man and the man nodded solemnly and said, "Heard about that."


    Mrs. Walpole came across to the meat counter and said, "Mrs. Nash said would you save her a roast of pork. She'll be down later to get it."
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    "Going up that way," the man standing with the grocer said. "Drop it off."


    "Right," the grocer said.


    The man looked at Mrs. Walpole and said, "Gonna have to shoot him, I guess?"


    "I hope not," Mrs. Walpole said earnestly. "We're all so fond of the dog."


    The man and the grocer looked at one another for a minute, and then the grocer said reasonably, "Won't do to have a dog going around killing chickens, Mrs. Walpole."


    "First thing you know," the man said, "someone'll put a load of buckshot into him, he won't come home no more." He and the grocer both laughed.


    "Isn't there any way to cure the dog?" Mrs. Walpole asked.


    "Sure," the man said. "Shoot him."


    "Tie a dead chicken around his neck," the grocer suggested. "That might do it."


    "Heard of a man did that," the other man said.


    "Did it help?" Mrs. Walpole asked eagerly.


    The man shook his head slowly and with determination.


    "You know," the grocer said. He leaned his elbow on the meat counter; he was a great talker. "You know," he said again, "my father had a dog once used to eat eggs. Got into the chicken-house and used to break the eggs open and lick them up. Used to eat maybe half the eggs we got."


    "That's a bad business," the other man said. "Dog eating eggs."


    "Bad business," the grocer said in confirmation. Mrs. Walpole found herself nodding. "Last, my father couldn't stand it no more. Here half his eggs were getting eaten," the grocer said. "So he took an egg once, set it on the back of the stove for two, three days, till the egg got good and ripe, good and hot through, and that egg smelled pretty bad. Then—I was there, boy twelve, thirteen years old—he called the dog one day, and the dog come running. So I held the dog, and my daddy opened the dog's mouth and put in the egg y red-hot and smelling to heaven, and then he held the dog's mouth closed so's the dog couldn't get rid of the egg any way except swallow it." The grocer laughed and shook his head reminiscently.


    "Bet that dog never ate another egg," the man said.


    "Never touched another egg," the grocer said firmly. "You put an


    


    egg down in front of that dog, he'd run's though the devil was after him."


    "But how did he feel about you?" Mrs. Walpole asked. "Did he ever come near you again?"


    The grocer and the other man both looked at her. "How do you mean?" the grocer said.


    "Did he ever like you again?"


    "Well," the grocer said, and thought. "No," he said finally, "I don't believe you could say's he ever did. Not much of a dog, though."


    "There's one thing you ought to try," the other man said suddenly to Mrs. Walpole, "you really want to cure that dog, there's one thing you ought to try."


    "What's that?" Mrs. Walpole said.


    "You want to take that dog," the man said, leaning forward and gesturing with one hand, "take him and put him in a pen with a mother hen's got chicks to protect. Time she's through with him he won't never chase another chicken."


    The grocer began to laugh and Mrs. Walpole looked, bewildered, from the grocer to the other man, who was looking at her without a smile, his eyes wide and yellow, like a cat's.


    "What would happen?" she asked uncertainly.


    "Scratch his eyes out," the grocer said succinctly. "He wouldn't ever be able to see another chicken."


    Mrs. Walpole realized that she felt faint. Smiling over her shoulder, in order not to seem discourteous, she moved quickly away from the meat counter and down to the other end of the store. The grocer continued talking to the man behind the meat counter and after a minute Mrs. Walpole went outside, into the air. She decided that she would go home and lie down until nearly lunchtime, and do her shopping later in the day.


    At home she found that she could not lie down until the breakfast table was cleared and the dishes washed, and by the time she had done that it was almost time to start lunch. She was standing by the pantry shelves, debating, when a dark shape crossed the sunlight in the doorway and she realized that Lady was home. For a minute she stood still, watching Lady. The dog came in quietly, harmlessly, as though she had spent the morning frolicking on the grass with her friends, but there were spots of blood on her legs and she drank her water eagerly. Mrs. Walpole's first impulse was
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    to scold her, to hold her down and beat her for the deliberate, malicious pain she had inflicted, the murderous brutality a pretty dog like Lady could keep so well hidden in their home; then Mrs. Walpole, watching Lady go quietly and settle down in her usual spot by the stove, turned helplessly and took the first cans she found from the pantry shelves and brought them to the kitchen table.


    Lady sat quietly by the stove until the children came in noisily for lunch, and then she leaped up and jumped on them, welcoming them as though they were the aliens and she the native to the house. Judy, pulling Lady's ears, said, "Hello, Mom, do you know what Lady did? You're a bad bad dog," she said to Lady, "you're going to get shot."


    Mrs. Walpole felt faint again and set a dish down hastily on the table. "Judy Walpole," she said.


    "She is, Mom," Judy said. "She's going to get shot."


    Children don't realize, Mrs. Walpole told herself, death is never real to them. Try to be sensible, she told herself. "Sit down to lunch, children," she said quietly.


    "But, Mother/* Judy said, and Jack said, "She is, Mom."


    They sat down noisily, unfolding their napkins and attacking their food without looking at it, eager to talk.


    "You know what Mr. Shepherd said, Mom?" Jack demanded, his mouth full.


    "Listen," Judy said, "we'll tell you what he said."


    Mr. Shepherd was a genial man who lived near the Walpoles and gave the children nickels and took the boys fishing. "He says Lady's going to get shot," Jack said.


    "But the spikes," Judy said. "Tell about the spikes."


    "The spikes" Jack said. "Listen, Mommy. He says you got to get a collar for Lady. . . ."


    "A strong collar," Judy said.


    "And you get big thick nails, like spikes, and you hammer them into the collar."


    "All around," Judy said. "Let me tell it, Jack. You hammer these nails all around so's they make spikes inside the collar."


    "But it's loose," Jack said. "Let me tell this part. It's loose and you put it around Lady's neck. . . ."


    "And—" Judy put her hand on her throat and made a strangling noise.


    


    "Not yet," Jack said. "Not yet, dopey. First you get a long long long long rope/'


    "A real long rope," Judy amplified.


    "And you fasten it to the collar and then we put the collar on Lady," Jack said. Lady was sitting next to him and he leaned over and said, "Then we put this real sharp spiky collar around your neck," and kissed the top of her head while Lady regarded him affectionately.


    "And then we take her where there are chickens," Judy said, "and we show her the chickens, and we turn her loose."


    "And make her chase the chickens," Jack said. "And then, and then, when she gets right up close to the chickens, we puuuuuuull on the rope—"


    "And—" Judy made her strangling noise again.


    "The spikes cut her head off," Jack finished dramatically.


    They both began to laugh and Lady, looking from one to the other, panted as though she were laughing too.


    Mrs. Walpole looked at them, at her two children with their hard hands and their sunburned faces laughing together, their dog with blood still on her legs laughing with them. She went to the kitchen doorway to look outside at the cool green hills, the motion of the apple tree in the soft afternoon breeze.


    "Cut your head right off," Jack was saying.


    Everything was quiet and lovely in the sunlight, the peaceful sky, the gentle line of the hills. Mrs. Walpole closed her eyes, suddenly feeling the harsh hands pulling her down, the sharp points closing in on her throat.


    


    FLOWER GARDEN


    After living in an old Vermont manor house together for almost eleven years, the two Mrs. Winnings, mother and daughter-in-law, had grown to look a good deal alike, as women will who live intimately together, and work in the same kitchen and get things done around the house in the same manner. Although young Mrs. Winning had been a Talbot, and had dark hair which she wore cut short, she was now officially a Winning, a member of the oldest family in town and her hair was beginning to grey where her mother-in-law's hair had greyed first, at the temples; they both had thin sharp-featured faces and eloquent hands, and sometimes when they were washing dishes or shelling peas or polishing silverware together, their hands, moving so quickly and similarly, communicated more easily and sympathetically than their minds ever could. Young Mrs. Winning thought sometimes, when she sat at the breakfast table next to her mother-in-law, with her baby girl in the high-chair close by, that they must resemble some stylized block print for a New


    


    England wallpaper; mother, daughter, and granddaughter, with perhaps Plymouth Rock or Concord Bridge in the background.


    On this, as on other cold mornings, they lingered over their coffee, unwilling to leave the big kitchen with the coal stove and the pleasant atmosphere of food and cleanliness, and they sat together silently sometimes until the baby had long finished her breakfast and was playing quietly in the special baby corner, where uncounted Winning children had played with almost identical toys from the same heavy wooden box.


    "It seems as though spring would never come," young Mrs. Winning said. "I get so tired of the cold."


    "Got to be cold some of the time," her mother-in-law said. She began to move suddenly and quickly, stacking plates, indicating that the time for sitting was over and the time for working had begun. Young Mrs. Winning, rising immediately to help, thought for the thousandth time that her mother-in-law would never relinquish the position of authority in her own house until she was too old to move before anyone else.


    "And I wish someone would move into the old cottage," young Mrs. Winning added. She stopped halfway to the pantry with the table napkins and said longingly, "If only someone would move in before spring." Young Mrs. Winning had wanted, long ago, to buy the cottage herself, for her husband to make with his own hands into a home where they could live with their children, but now, accustomed as she was to the big old house at the top of the hill where her husband's family had lived for generations, she had only a great kindness left toward the little cottage, and a wistful anxiety to see some happy young people living there. When she heard it was sold, as all the old houses were being sold in these days when no one could seem to find a newer place to live, she had allowed herself to watch daily for a sign that someone new was coming; every morning she glanced down from the back porch to see if there was smoke coming out of the cottage chimney, and every day going down the hill on her way to the store she hesitated past the cottage, watching carefully for the least movement within. The cottage had been sold in January and now, nearly two months later, even though it seemed prettier and less worn with the snow gently covering the overgrown garden and icicles in front of the blank windows, it was still forlorn
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    and empty, despised since the day long ago when Mrs. Winning had given up all hope of ever living there.


    Mrs. Winning deposited the napkins in the pantry and turned to tear the leaf off the kitchen calendar before selecting a dish towel and joining her mother-in-law at the sink. "March already/' she said despondently.


    "They did tell me down at the store yesterday," her mother-in-law said, "that they were going to start painting the cottage this week."


    "Then that must mean someone's coming!"


    "Can't take more than a couple of weeks to paint inside that little house," old Mrs. Winning said.


    It was almost April, however, before the new people moved in. The snow had almost melted and was running down the street in icy, half-solid rivers. The ground was slushy and miserable to walk on, the skies grey and dull. In another month the first amazing green would start in the trees and on the ground, but for the better part of April there would be cold rain and perhaps more snow. The cottage had been painted inside, and new paper put on the walls. The front steps had been repaired and new glass put into the broken windows. In spite of the grey sky and the patches of dirty snow the cottage looked neater and firmer, and the painters were coming back to do the outside when the weather cleared. Mrs. Winning, standing at the foot of the cottage walk, tried to picture the cottage as it stood now, against the picture of the cottage she had made years ago, when she had hoped to live there herself. She had wanted roses by the porch; that could be done, and the neat colorful garden she had planned. She would have painted the outside white, and that too might still be done. Since the cottage had been sold she had not gone inside, but she remembered the little rooms, with the windows over the garden that could be so bright with gay curtains and window boxes, the small kitchen she would have painted yellow, the two bedrooms upstairs with slanting ceilings under the eaves. Mrs. Winning looked at the cottage for a long time, standing on the wet walk, and then went slowly on down to the store.


    The first news she had of the new people came, at last, from the grocer a few days later. As he was tying the string around the three pounds of hamburger the large Winning family would consume in one meal, he asked cheerfully, "Seen your new neighbors yet?"
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    "Have they moved in?" Mrs. Winning asked. "The people in the cottage?"


    "Lady in here this morning," the grocer said. "Lady and a little boy, seem like nice people. They say her husband's dead. Nice-looking lady."


    Mrs. Winning had been born in the town and the grocer's father had given her jawbreakers and licorice in the grocery store while the present grocer was still in high school. For a while, when she was twelve and the grocer's son was twenty, Mrs. Winning had hoped secretly that he would want to marry her. He was fleshy now, and middle-aged, and although he still called her Helen and she still called him Tom, she belonged now to the Winning family and had to speak critically to him, no matter how unwillingly, if the meat were tough or the butter price too high. She knew that when he spbke of the new neighbor as a "lady" he meant something different than if he had spoken of her as a "woman" or a "person." Mrs. Winning knew that he spoke of the two Mrs. Winnings to his other customers as "ladies." She hesitated and then asked, "Have they really moved in to stay?"


    "She'll have to stay for a while," the grocer said drily. "Bought a week's worth of groceries."


    Going back up the hill with her package Mrs. Winning watched all the way to detect some sign of the new people in the cottage. When she reached the cottage walk she slowed down and tried to watch not too obviously. There was no smoke coming from the chimney, and no sign of furniture near the house, as there might have been if people were still moving in, but there was a middle-aged car parked in the street before the cottage and Mrs. Winning thought she could see figures moving past the windows. On a sudden irresistible impulse she turned and went up the walk to the front porch, and then, after debating for a moment, on up the steps to the door. She knocked, holding her bag of groceries in one arm, and then the door opened and she looked down on a little boy, about the same age, she thought happily, as her own son.


    "Hello," Mrs. Winning said.


    "Hello," the boy said. He regarded her soberly.


    "Is your mother here?" Mrs. Winning asked. "I came to see if I could help her move in."


    "We're all moved in," the boy said. He was about to close the
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    door, but a woman's voice said from somewhere in the house, "Davey? Are you talking to someone?"


    "That's my mommy," the little boy said. The woman came up behind him and opened the door a little wider. "Yes?" she said.


    Mrs. Winning said, "I'm Helen Winning. I live about three houses up the street, and I thought perhaps I might be able to help you."


    "Thank you," the woman said doubtfully. She's younger than I am, Mrs. Winning thought, she's about thirty. And pretty. For a clear minute Mrs. Winning saw why the grocer had called her a lady.


    "It's so nice to have someone living in this house," Mrs. Winning said shyly. Past the other woman's head she could see the small hallway, with the larger living-room beyond and the door on the left going into the kitchen, the stairs on the right, with the delicate stair-rail newly painted; they had done the hall in light green, and Mrs. Winning smiled with friendship at the woman in the doorway, thinking, She has done it right; this is the way it should look after all, she knows about pretty houses.


    After a minute the other woman smiled back, and said, "Will you come in?"


    As she stepped back to let Mrs. Winning in, Mrs. Winning wondered with a suddenly stricken conscience if perhaps she had not been too forward, almost pushing herself in. . . . "I hope I'm not making a nuisance of myself," she said unexpectedly, turning to the other woman. "It's just that I've been wanting to live here myself for so long." Why did I say that, she wondered; it had been a very long time since young Mrs. Winning had said the first thing that came into her head.


    "Come see my room," the little boy said urgently, and Mrs. Winning smiled down at him.


    "I have a little boy just about your age," she said. "What's your name?"


    "Davey," the little boy said, moving closer to his mother. "Davey William MacLane."


    "My little boy," Mrs. Winning said soberly, "is named Howard Talbot Winning."


    The little boy looked up at his mother uncertainly, and Mrs. Winning, who felt ill at ease and awkward in this little house she so longed for, said, "How old are you? My little boy is five."


    "I'm five," the little boy said, as though realizing it for the first


    


    time. He looked again at his mother and she said graciously, "Will you come in and see what we've done to the house?"


    Mrs. Winning put her bag of groceries down on the slim-legged table in the green hall, and followed Mrs. MacLane into the living-room, which was L-shaped and had the windows Mrs. Winning would have fitted with gay curtains and flower-boxes. As she stepped into the room, Mrs. Winning realized, with a quick wonderful relief, that it was really going to be all right, after all. Everything, from the andirons in the fireplace to the books on the table, was exactly as Mrs. Winning might have done if she were eleven years younger; a little more informal, perhaps, nothing of quite such good quality as young Mrs. Winning might have chosen, but still richly, undeniably right. There was a picture of Davey on the mantel, flanked by a picture which Mrs. Winning supposed was Davey's father; there was a glorious blue bowl on the low coffee table, and around the corner of the L stood a row of orange plates on a shelf, and a polished maple table and chairs.


    "It's lovely," Mrs. Winning said. This could have been mine, she was thinking, and she stood in the doorway and said again, "It's perfectly lovely."


    Mrs. MacLane crossed over to the low armchair by the fireplace and picked up the soft blue material that lay across the arm. "I'm making curtains," she said, and touched the blue bowl with the tip of one finger. "Somehow I always make my blue bowl the center of the room," she said. "I'm having the curtains the same blue, and my rug—when it comes!—will have the same blue in the design."


    "It matches Davey's eyes," Mrs. Winning said, and when Mrs. MacLane smiled again she saw that it matched Mrs. MacLane's eyes too. Helpless before so much that was magic to her, Mrs. Winning said "Have you painted the kitchen yellow?"


    "Yes," Mrs. MacLane said, surprised. "Come and see." She led the way through the L, around past the orange plates to the kitchen, which caught the late morning sun and shone with clean paint and bright aluminum; Mrs. Winning noticed the electric coffeepot, the waffle iron, the toaster, and thought, She couldn't have much trouble cooking, not with just the two of them.


    "When I have a garden," Mrs. MacLane said, "we'll be able to see it from almost all the windows." She gestured to the broad kitchen
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    windows, and added, "I love gardens. I imagine I'll spend most of my time working in this one, as soon as the weather is nice."


    "It's a good house for a garden," Mrs. Winning said. "I've heard that it used to be one of the prettiest gardens on the block."


    "I thought so too," Mrs. MacLane said. "I'm going to have flowers on all four sides of the house. With a cottage like this you can, you know."


    Oh, I know, I know, Mrs. Winning thought wistfully, remembering the neat charming garden she could have had, instead of the row of nasturtiums along the side of the Winning house, which she tended so carefully; no flowers would grow well around the Winning house, because of the heavy old maple trees which shaded all the yard and which had been tall when the house was built.


    Mrs. MacLane had had the bathroom upstairs done in yellow, too, and the two small bedrooms with overhanging eaves were painted green and rose. "All garden colors," she told Mrs. Winning gaily, and Mrs. Winning, thinking of the oddly-matched, austere bedrooms in the big Winning house, sighed and admitted that it would be wonderful to have window seats under the eaved windows. Davey's bedroom was the green one, and his small bed was close to the window. "This morning," he told Mrs. Winning solemnly, "I looked out and there were four icicles hanging by my bed."


    Mrs. Winning stayed in the cottage longer than she should have; she felt certain, although Mrs. MacLane was pleasant and cordial, that her visit was extended past courtesy and into curiosity. Even so, it was only her sudden guilt about the three pounds of hamburger and dinner for the Winning men that drove her away. When she left, waving good-bye to Mrs. MacLane and Davey as they stood in the cottage doorway, she had invited Davey up to play with Howard, Mrs. MacLane up for tea, both of them to come for lunch some day, and all without the permission of her mother-in-law.


    Reluctantly she came to the big house and turned past the bolted front door to go up the walk to the back door, which all the family used in the winter. Her mother-in-law looked up as she came into the kitchen and said irritably, "I called the store and Tom said you left an hour ago."


    "I stopped off at the old cottage," Mrs. Winning said. She put the package of groceries down on the table and began to take things out quickly, to get the doughnuts on to a plate and the hamburger


    


    into the pan before too much time was lost. With her coat still on and her scarf over her head she moved as fast as she could while her mother-in-law, slicing bread at the kitchen table, watched her silently.


    "Take your coat off," her mother-in-law said finally. "Your husband will be home in a minute."


    By twelve o'clock the house was noisy and full of mud tracked across the kitchen floor. The oldest Howard, Mrs. Winning's father-in-law, came in from the farm and went silently to hang his hat and coat in the dark hall before speaking to his wife and daughter-in-law; the younger Howard, Mrs. Winning's husband, came in from the barn after putting the truck away and nodded to his wife and kissed his mother; and the youngest Howard, Mrs. Winning's son, crashed into the kitchen, home from kindergarten, shouting, "Where's dinner?"


    The baby, anticipating food, banged on her high-chair with the silver cup which had first been used by the oldest Howard Winning's mother. Mrs. Winning and her mother-in-law put plates down on the table swiftly, knowing after many years the exact pause between the latest arrival and the serving of food, and with a minimum of time three generations of the Winning family were eating silently and efficiently, all anxious to be back about their work: the farm, the mill, the electric train; the dishes, the sewing, the nap. Mrs. Winning, feeding the baby, trying to anticipate her mother-in-law's gestures of serving, thought, today more poignantly than ever before, that she had at least given them another Howard, with the Winning eyes and mouth, in exchange for her food and her bed.


    After dinner, after the men had gone back to work and the children were in bed, the baby for her nap and Howard resting with crayons and coloring book, Mrs. Winning sat down with her mother-in-law over their sewing and tried to describe the cottage.


    "It's just perfect," she said helplessly. "Everything is so pretty. She invited us to come down some day and see it when it's all finished, the curtains and everything."


    "I was talking to Mrs. Blake," the elder Mrs. Winning said, as though in agreement. "She says the husband was killed in an automobile accident. She had some money in her own name and I guess she decided to settle down in the country for the boy's health. Mrs. Blake said he looked peakish."


    "She loves gardens," Mrs. Winning said, her needle still in her
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    hand for a moment. "She's going to have a big garden all around the house."


    "She'll need help/' the elder woman said humorlessly, "that's a mighty big garden she'll have."


    "She has the most beautiful blue bowl, Mother Winning. You'd love it, it's almost like silver."


    "Probably," the elder Mrs. Winning said after a pause, "probably her people came from around here a ways back, and that's why she's settled in these parts."


    The next day Mrs. Winning walked slowly past the cottage, and slowly the next, and the day after, and the day after that. On the second day she saw Mrs. MacLane at the window, and waved, and on the third day she met Davey on the sidewalk. "When are you coming to visit my little boy?" she asked him, and he stared at her solemnly and said, "Tomorrow."


    Mrs. Burton, next-door to the MacLanes, ran over on the third day they were there with a fresh apple pie, and then told all the neighbors about the yellow kitchen and the bright electric utensils. Another neighbor, whose husband had helped Mrs. MacLane start her furnace, explained that Mrs. MacLane was only very recently widowed. One or another of the townspeople called on the MacLanes almost daily, and frequently, as young Mrs. Winning passed, she saw familiar faces at the windows, measuring the blue curtains with Mrs. MacLane, or she waved to acquaintances who stood chatting with Mrs. MacLane on the now firm front steps. After the MacLanes had been in the cottage for about a week Mrs. Winning met them one day in the grocery and they walked up the hill together, and talked about putting Davey into the kindergarten. Mrs. MacLane wanted to keep him home as long as possible, and Mrs. Winning asked her, "Don't you feel terribly tied down, having him with you all the time?"


    "I like it," Mrs. MacLane said cheerfully, "we keep each other company," and Mrs. Winning felt clumsy and ill-mannered, remembering Mrs. MacLane's widowhood.


    As the weather grew warmer and the first signs of green showed on the trees and on the wet ground, Mrs. Winning and Mrs. MacLane became better friends. They met almost daily at the grocery and walked up the hill together, and twice Davey came up to play with Howard's electric train, and once Mrs. MacLane came up to


    


    get him and stayed for a cup of coffee in the great kitchen while the boys raced round and round the table and Mrs. Winning's mother-in-law was visiting a neighbor.


    "It's such an old house/' Mrs. MacLane said, looking up at the dark ceiling. "I love old houses; they feel so secure and warm, as though lots of people had been perfectly satisfied with them and they knew how useful they were. You don't get that feeling with a new house."


    "This dreary old place/' Mrs. Winning said. Mrs. MacLane, with a rose-colored sweater and her bright soft hair, was a spot of color in the kitchen that Mrs. Winning knew she could never duplicate. "I'd give anything in the world to live in your house," Mrs. Winning said.


    "I love it/' Mrs. MacLane said. "I don't think I've ever been so happy. Everyone around here is so nice, and the house is so pretty, and I planted a lot of bulbs yesterday." She laughed. "I used to sit in that apartment in New York and dream about planting bulbs again."


    Mrs. Winning looked at the boys, thinking how Howard was half-a-head taller, and stronger, and how Davey was small and weak and loved his mother adoringly. "It's been good for Davey already," she said. "There's color in his cheeks."


    "Davey loves it," Mrs. MacLane agreed. Hearing his name Davey came over and put his head in her lap and she touched his hair, bright like her own. "We'd better be getting on home, Davey boy," she said.


    "Maybe our flowers have grown some since yesterday," said Davey.


    Gradually the days became miraculously long and warm, and Mrs. MacLane's garden began to show colors and became an ordered thing, still very young and unsure, but promising rich brilliance for the end of the summer, and the next summer, and summers ten years from now.


    "It's even better than I hoped," Mrs. MacLane said to Mrs. Winning, standing at the garden gate. "Things grow so much better here than almost anywhere else."


    Davey and Howard played daily after the school was out for the summer, and Howard was free all day. Sometimes Howard stayed at Davey's house for lunch, and they planted a vegetable patch together in the MacLane back yard. Mrs. Winning stopped for Mrs.
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    MacLane on her way to the store in the mornings and Davey and Howard frolicked ahead of them down the street. They picked up their mail together and read it walking back up the hill, and Mrs. Winning went more cheerfully back to the big Winning house after walking most of the way home with Mrs. MacLane.


    One afternoon Mrs. Winning put the baby in Howard's wagon and with the two boys they went for a long walk in the country. Mrs. MacLane picked Queen Anne's lace and put it into the wagon with the baby, and the boys found a garter snake and tried to bring it home. On the way up the hill Mrs. MacLane helped pull the wagon with the baby and the Queen Anne's lace, and they stopped halfway to rest and Mrs. MacLane said, "Look, I believe you can see my garden all the way from here."


    It was a spot of color almost at the top of the hill and they stood looking at it while the baby threw the Queen Anne's lace out of the wagon. Mrs. MacLane said, "I always want to stop here to look at it," and then, "Who is that beautiful child?"


    Mrs. Winning looked, and then laughed. "He is attractive, isn't he," she said. "It's Billy Jones." She looked at him herself, carefully, trying to see him as Mrs. MacLane would. He was a boy about twelve, sitting quietly on a wall across the street, with his chin in his hands, silently watching Davey and Howard.


    "He's like a young statue," Mrs. MacLane said. "So brown, and will you look at that face?" She started to walk again to see him more clearly, and Mrs. Winning followed her. "Do I know his mother and fath-?"


    "The Jones children are half-Negro," Mrs. Winning said hastily. "But they're all beautiful children; you should see the girl. They live just outside town."


    Howard's voice reached them clearly across the summer air. "Nigger," he was saying, "nigger, nigger boy."


    "Nigger," Davey repeated, giggling.


    Mrs. MacLane gasped, and then said, "Davey," in a voice that made Davey turn his head apprehensively; Mrs. Winning had never heard her friend use such a voice, and she too watched Mrs. MacLane.


    "Davey," Mrs. MacLane said again, and Davey approached slowly. "What did I hear you say?"


    "Howard," Mrs. Winning said, 'leave Billy alone."


    


    "Go tell that boy you're sorry," Mrs. MacLane said. "Go at once and tell him you're sorry."


    Davey blinked tearfully at his mother and then went to the curb and called across the street, "I'm sorry."


    Howard and Mrs. Winning waited uneasily, and Billy Jones across the street raised his head from his hands and looked at Davey and then, for a long time, at Mrs. MacLane. Then he put his chin on his hands again.


    Suddenly Mrs. MacLane called, "Young man— Will you come here a minute, please?"


    Mrs. Winning was surprised, and stared at Mrs. MacLane, but when the boy across the street did not move, Mrs. Winning said sharply, "Billy! Billy Jones! Come here at once!"


    The boy raised his head and looked at them, and then slid slowly down from the wall and started across the street. When he was across the street and about five feet from them he stopped, waiting.


    "Hello," Mrs. MacLane said gently, "what's your name?"


    The boy looked at her for a minute and then at Mrs. Winning, and Mrs. Winning said, "He's Billy Jones. Answer when you're spoken to, Billy."


    "Billy," Mrs. MacLane said, "I'm sorry my little boy called you a name, but he's very little and he doesn't always know what he's saying. But he's sorry, too."


    "Okay," Billy said, still watching Mrs. Winning. He was wearing an old pair of blue jeans and a torn white shirt, and he was barefoot. His skin and hair were the same color, the golden shade of a very heavy tan, and his hair curled lightly; he had the look of a garden statue.


    "Billy," Mrs. MacLane said, "how would you like to come and work for me? Earn some money?"


    "Sure," Billy said.


    "Do you like gardening?" Mrs. MacLane asked. Billy nodded soberly. "Because," Mrs. MacLane went on enthusiastically, "I've been needing someone to help me with my garden, and it would be just the thing for you to do." She waited a minute and then said, "Do you know where I live?"


    "Sure," Billy said. He turned his eyes away from Mrs. Winning and for a minute looked at Mrs. MacLane, his brown eyes expression-
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    less. Then he looked back at Mrs. Winning, who was watching Howard up the street.


    "Fine," Mrs. MacLane said. "Will you come tomorrow?"


    "Sure," Billy said. He waited for a minute, looking from Mrs. MacLane to Mrs. Winning, and then ran back across the street and vaulted over the wall where he had been sitting. Mrs. MacLane watched him admiringly. Then she smiled at Mrs. Winning and gave the wagon a tug to start it up the hill again. They were nearly at the MacLane cottage before Mrs. MacLane finally spoke. "I just can't stand that," she said, "to hear children attacking people for things they can't help."


    "They're strange people, the Joneses," Mrs. Winning said readily. "The father works around as a handyman; maybe you've seen him. You see—" she dropped her voice—"the mother was white, a girl from around here. A local girl," she said again, to make it more clear to a foreigner. "She left the whole litter of them when Billy was about two, and went off with a white man."


    "Poor children," Mrs. MacLane said.


    "They're all right," Mrs. Winning said. "The church takes care of them, of course, and people are always giving them things. The girl's old enough to work now, too. She's sixteen, but. . . ."


    "But what?" Mrs. MacLane said, when Mrs. Winning hesitated.


    "Well, people talk about her a lot, you know," Mrs. Winning said. "Think of her mother, after all. And there's another boy, couple of years older than Billy."


    They stopped in front of the MacLane cottage and Mrs. MacLane touched Davey's hair. "Poor unfortunate child," she said.


    "Children will call names," Mrs. Winning said. "There's not much you can do."


    "Well . . ." Mrs. MacLane said. "Poor child."


    The next day, after the dinner dishes were washed, and while Mrs. Winning and her mother-in-law were putting them away, the elder Mrs. Winning said casually, "Mrs. Blake tells me your friend Mrs. MacLane was asking around the neighbors how to get hold of the Jones boy."


    "She wants someone to help in the garden, I think," Mrs. Winning said weakly. "She needs help in that big garden."
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    "Not that kind of help/' the elder Mrs. Winning said. "You tell her about them?"


    "She seemed to feel sorry for them," Mrs. Winning said, from the depths of the pantry. She took a long time settling the plates in even stacks in order to neaten her mind. She shouldn't have done it, she was thinking, but her mind refused to tell her why. She should have asked me first, though, she thought finally.


    The next day Mrs. Winning stopped off at the cottage with Mrs. MacLane after coming up the hill from the store. They sat in the yellow kitchen and drank coffee, while the boys played in the back yard. While they were discussing the possibilities of hammocks between the apple trees there was a knock at the kitchen door and when Mrs. MacLane opened it she found a man standing there, so that she said, "Yes?" politely, and waited.


    "Good morning," the man said. He took off his hat and nodded his head at Mrs. MacLane. "Billy told me you was looking for someone to work your garden," he said.


    "Why . . ." Mrs. MacLane began, glancing sideways uneasily at Mrs. Winning.


    "I'm Billy's father," the man said. He nodded his head toward the back yard and Mrs. MacLane saw Billy Jones sitting under one of the apple trees, his arms folded in front of him, his eyes on the grass at his feet.


    "How do you do," Mrs. MacLane said inadequately.


    "Billy told me you said for him to come work your garden," the man said. "Well, now, I think maybe a summer job's too much for a boy his age, he ought to be out playing in the good weather. And that's the kind of work I do anyway, so's I thought I'd just come over and see if you found anyone yet."


    He was a big man, very much like Billy, except that where Billy's hair curled only a little, his father's hair curled tightly, with a line around his head where his hat stayed constantly and where Billy's skin was a golden tan, his father's skin was darker, almost bronze. When he moved, it was gracefully, like Billy, and his eyes were the same fathomless brown. "Like to work this garden," Mr. Jones said, looking around. "Could be a mighty nice place."


    "You were very nice to come," Mrs. MacLane said. "I certainly do need help."


    Mrs. Winning sat silently, not wanting to speak in front of Mr.
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    Jones. She was thinking, I wish she'd ask me first, this is impossible . . . and Mr. Jones stood silently, listening courteously, with his dark eyes on Mrs. MacLane while she spoke. "I guess a lot of the work would be too much for a boy like Billy/' she said. "There are a lot of things I can't even do myself, and I was sort of hoping I could get someone to give me a hand."


    "That's fine, then," Mr. Jones said. "Guess I can manage most of it," he said, and smiled.


    "Well," Mrs. MacLane said, "I guess that's all settled, then. When do you want to start?"


    "How about right now?" he said.


    "Grand," Mrs. MacLane said enthusiastically, and then, "Excuse me for a minute," to Mrs. Winning over her shoulder. She took down her gardening gloves and wide straw hat from the shelf by the door. "Isn't it a lovely day?" she asked Mr. Jones as she stepped out into the garden while he stood back to let her pass.


    "You go along home now, Bill," Mr. Jones called as they went toward the side of the house.


    "Oh, why not let him stay?" Mrs. MacLane said. Mrs. Winning heard her voice going on as they went out of sight. "He can play around the garden, and he'd probably enjoy . . ."


    For a minute Mrs. Winning sat looking at the garden, at the corner around which Mr. Jones had followed Mrs. MacLane, and then Howard's face appeared around the side of the door and he said, "Hi, is it nearly time to eat?"


    "Howard," Mrs. Winning said quietly, and he came in through the door and came over to her. "It's time for you to run along home," Mrs. Winning said. "I'll be along in a minute."


    Howard started to protest, but she added, "I want you to go right away. Take my bag of groceries if you think you can carry it."


    Howard was impressed by her conception of his strength, and he lifted down the bag of groceries; his shoulders, already broad out of proportion, like his father's and his grandfather's, strained under the weight, and then he steadied on his feet. "Aren't I strong?" he asked exultantly.


    "Very strong," Mrs. Winning said. "Tell Grandma I'll be right up. I'll just say good-bye to Mrs. MacLane."


    Howard disappeared through the house; Mrs. Winning heard him walking heavily under the groceries, out through the open front
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    door and down the steps. Mrs. Winning rose and was standing by the kitchen door when Mrs. MacLane came back.


    "You're not ready to go?" Mrs. MacLane exclaimed when she saw Mrs. Winning with her jacket on. "Without finishing your coffee?"


    "I'd better catch Howard/' Mrs. Winning said. "He ran along ahead."


    "I'm sorry I left you like that," Mrs. MacLane said. She stood in the doorway beside Mrs. Winning, looking out into the garden. "How wonderful it all is," she said, and laughed happily.


    They walked together through the house; the blue curtains were up by now, and the rug with the touch of blue in the design was on the floor.


    "Good-bye," Mrs. Winning said on the front steps.


    Mrs. MacLane was smiling, and following her look Mrs. Winning turned and saw Mr. Jones, his shirt off and his strong back shining in the sun as he bent with a scythe over the long grass at the side of the house. Billy lay nearby, under the shade of the bushes; he was playing with a grey kitten. "I'm going to have the finest garden in town," Mrs. MacLane said proudly.


    "You won't have him working here past today, will you?" Mrs. Winning asked. "Of course you won't have him any longer than just today?"


    "But surely—" Mrs. MacLane began, with a tolerant smile, and Mrs. Winning, after looking at her for an incredulous minute, turned and started, indignant and embarrassed, up the hill.


    Howard had brought the groceries safely home and her mother-in-law was already setting the table.


    "Howard says you sent him home from MacLane's," her mother-in-law said, and Mrs. Winning answered briefly, "I thought it was getting late."


    The next morning when Mrs. Winning reached the cottage on her way down to the store she saw Mr. Jones swinging the scythe expertly against the side of the house, and Billy Jones and Davey sitting on the front steps watching him. "Good morning, Davey," Mrs. Winning called, "is your mother ready to go downstreet?"


    "Where's Howard?" Davey asked, not moving.


    "He stayed home with his grandma today," Mrs. Winning said brightly. "Is your mother ready?"
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    "She's making lemonade for Billy and me," Davey said. "We're going to have it in the garden."


    "Then tell her/' Mrs. Winning said quickly, "tell her that I said I was in a hurry and that I had to go on ahead. I'll see her later." She hurried on down the hill.


    In the store she met Mrs. Harris, a lady whose mother had worked for the elder Mrs. Winning nearly forty years before. "Helen," Mrs. Harris said, "you get greyer every year. You ought to stop all this running around."


    Mrs. Winning, in the store without Mrs. MacLane for the first time in weeks, smiled shyly and said that she guessed she needed a vacation.


    "Vacation!" Mrs. Harris said. "Let that husband of yours do the housework for a change. He doesn't have nuthin' else to do."


    She laughed richly, and shook her head. "Nuthin' else to do," she said. "The Winnings!"


    Before Mrs. Winning could step away Mrs. Harris added, her laughter penetrated by a sudden sharp curiosity: "Where's that dressed-up friend of yours get to? Usually downstreet together, ain't you?"


    Mrs. Winning smiled courteously, and Mrs. Harris said, laughing again, "Just couldn't believe those shoes of hers, first time I seen them. Them shoes!"


    While she was laughing again Mrs. Winning escaped to the meat counter and began to discuss the potentialities of pork shoulder earnestly with the grocer. Mrs. Harris only says what everyone else says, she was thinking, are they talking like that about Mrs. MacLane? Are they laughing at her? When she thought of Mrs. MacLane she thought of the quiet house, the soft colors, the mother and son in the garden; Mrs. MacLane's shoes were green and yellow platform sandals, odd-looking certainly next to Mrs. Winning's solid white oxfords, but so inevitably right for Mrs. MacLane's house, and her garden. . . . Mrs. Harris came up behind her and said, laughing again, "What's she got, that Jones fellow working for her now?"


    When Mrs. Winning reached home, after hurrying up the hill past the cottage, where she saw no one, her mother-in-law was waiting for her in front of the house, watching her come the last few yards. "Early enough today," her mother-in-law said. "MacLane out of town?"


    


    Resentful, Mrs. Winning said only, "Mrs. Harris nearly drove me out of the store, with her jokes."


    "Nothing wrong with Lucy Harris getting away from that man of hers wouldn't cure," the elder Mrs. Winning said. Together, they began to walk around the house to the back door. Mrs. Winning, as they walked, noticed that the grass under the trees had greened up nicely, and that the nasturtiums beside the house were bright.


    "I've got something to say to you, Helen," the elder Mrs. Winning said finally.


    "Yes?" her daughter-in-law said.


    "It's the MacLane girl, about her, I mean. You know her so well, you ought to talk to her about that colored man working there."


    "I suppose so," Mrs. Winning said.


    "You sure you told her? You told her about those people?"


    "I told her," Mrs. Winning said.


    "He's there every blessed day," her mother-in-law said. "And working out there without his shirt on. He goes in the house."


    And that evening Mr. Burton, next-door neighbor to Mrs. MacLane, dropped in to see the Howard Winnings about getting a new lot of shingles at the mill; he turned, suddenly, to Mrs. Winning, who was sitting sewing next to her mother-in-law at the table in the front room, and raised his voice a little when he said, "Helen, I wish you'd tell your friend Mrs. MacLane to keep that kid of hers out of my vegetables."


    "Davey?" Mrs. Winning said involuntarily.


    "No," Mr. Burton said, while all the Winnings looked at the younger Mrs. Winning, "no, the other one, the colored boy. He's been running loose through our back yard. Makes me sort of mad, that kid coming in spoiling other people's property. You know," he added, turning to the Howard Winnings, "you know, that does make a person mad." There was a silence, and then Mr. Burton added, rising heavily, "Guess I'll say good-night to you people."


    They all attended him to the door and came back to their work in silence. I've got to do something, Mrs. Winning was thinking, pretty soon they'll stop coming to me first, they'll tell someone else to speak to me. She looked up, found her mother-in-law looking at her, and they both looked down quickly.


    Consequently Mrs. Winning went to the store the next morning
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    earlier than usual, and she and Howard crossed the street just above the MacLane house, and went down the hill on the other side.


    "Aren't we going to see Davey?" Howard asked once, and Mrs. Winning said carelessly, "Not today, Howard. Maybe your father will take you out to the mill this afternoon."


    She avoided looking across the street at the MacLane house, and hurried to keep up with Howard.


    Mrs. Winning met Mrs. MacLane occasionally after that at the store or the post office, and they spoke pleasantly. When Mrs. Winning passed the cottage after the first week or so, she was no longer embarrassed about going by, and even looked at it frankly once or twice. The garden was going beautifully; Mr. Jones's broad back was usually visible through the bushes, and Billy Jones sat on the steps or lay on the grass with Davey.


    One morning on her way down the hill Mrs. Winning heard a conversation between Davey MacLane and Billy Jones; they were in the bushes together and she heard Davey's high familiar voice saying, "Billy, you want to build a house with me today?"


    "Okay," Billy said. Mrs. Winning slowed her steps a little to hear.


    "We'll build a big house out of branches," Davey said excitedly, "and when it's finished we'll ask my mommy if we can have lunch out there."


    "You can't build a house just out of branches," Billy said. "You ought to have wood, and boards."


    "And chairs and tables and dishes," Davey agreed. "And walls."


    "Ask your mommy can we have two chairs out here," Billy said. "Then we can pretend the whole garden is our house."


    "And I'll get us some cookies, too," Davey said. "And we'll ask my mommy and your daddy to come in our house." Mrs. Winning heard them shouting as she went down along the sidewalk.


    You have to admit, she told herself as though she were being strictly just, you have to admit that he's doing a lot with that garden; it's the prettiest garden on the street. And Billy acts as though he had as much right there as Davey.


    As the summer wore on into long hot days undistinguishable one from another, so that it was impossible to tell with any real accuracy whether the light shower had been yesterday or the day before, the Winnings moved out into their yard to sit after supper, and in the


    


    warm darkness Mrs. Winning sometimes found an opportunity of sitting next to her husband so that she could touch his arm; she was never able to teach Howard to run to her and put his head in her lap, or inspire him with other than the perfunctory Winning affection, but she consoled herself with the thought that at least they were a family, a solid respectable thing.


    The hot weather kept up, and Mrs. Winning began to spend more time in the store, postponing the long aching walk up the hill in the sun. She stopped and chatted with the grocer, with other young mothers in the town, with older friends of her mother-in-law's, talking about the weather, the reluctance of the town to put in a decent swimming pool, the work that had to be done before school started in the fall, chickenpox, the P.TA One morning she met Mrs. Burton in the store, and they spoke of their husbands, the heat, and the hot-weather occupations of their children before Mrs. Burton said: "By the way, Johnny will be six on Saturday and he's having a birthday party; can Howard come?"

  


  
    "Wonderful," Mrs. Winning said, thinking, His good white shorts, the dark blue shirt, a carefully wrapped present.


    "Just about eight children," Mrs. Burton said, with the loving carelessness mothers use in planning the birthday parties of their children. "They'll stay for supper, of course—send Howard down about three-thirty."


    "That sounds so nice," Mrs. Winning said. "He'll be delighted when I tell him."


    "I thought I'd have them all play outdoors most of the time," Mrs. Burton said. "In this weather. And then perhaps a few games indoors, and supper. Keep it simple— you know." She hesitated, running her finger around and around the top rim of a can of coffee. "Look," she said, "I hope you won't mind me asking, but would it be all right with you if I didn't invite the MacLane boy?"


    Mrs. Winning felt sick for a minute, and had to wait for her voice to even out before she said lightly, "It's all right with me if it's all right with you; why do you have to ask me?"


    Mrs. Burton laughed. "I just thought you might mind if he didn't come."


    Mrs. Winning was thinking, Something bad has happened, somehow people think they know something about me that they won't say, they all pretend it's nothing, but this never happened to me
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    before; I live with the Winnings, don't I? "Really," she said, putting the weight of the old Winning house into her voice, "why in the world would it bother me?" Did I take it too seriously, she was wondering, did I seem too anxious, should I have let it go?


    Mrs. Burton was embarrassed, and she set the can of coffee down on the shelf and began to examine the other shelves studiously. "I'm sorry I mentioned it at all," she said.


    Mrs. Winning felt that she had to say something further, something to state her position with finality, so that no longer would Mrs. Burton, at least, dare to use such a tone to a Winning, presume to preface a question with "I hope you don't mind me asking." "After all," Mrs. Winning said carefully, weighing the words, "she's like a second mother to Billy."


    Mrs. Burton, turning to look at Mrs. Winning for confirmation, grimaced and said, "Good Lord, Helen!"


    Mrs. Winning shrugged and then smiled and Mrs. Burton smiled and then Mrs. Winning said, "I do feel so sorry for the little boy, though."


    Mrs. Burton said, "Such a sweet little thing, too."


    Mrs. Winning had just said, "He and Billy are together all the time now," when she looked up and saw Mrs. MacLane regarding her from the end of the aisle of shelves; it was impossible to tell whether she had heard them or not. For a minute Mrs. Winning looked steadily back at Mrs. MacLane, and then she said, with just the right note of cordiality, "Good morning, Mrs. MacLane. Where is your little boy this morning?"


    "Good morning, Mrs. Winning," Mrs. MacLane said, and moved on past the aisle of shelves, and Mrs. Burton caught Mrs. Winning's arm and made a desperate gesture of hiding her face and, unable to help themselves, both she and Mrs. Winning began to laugh.


    Soon after that, although the grass in the Winning yard under the maple trees stayed smooth and green, Mrs. Winning began to notice in her daily trips past the cottage that Mrs. MacLane's garden was suffering from the heat. The flowers wilted under the morning sun, and no longer stood up fresh and bright; the grass was browning slightly and the rose bushes Mrs. MacLane had put in so optimistically were noticeably dying. Mr. Jones seemed always cool, working steadily; sometimes bent down with his hands in the earth,


    


    sometimes tall against the side of the house, setting up a trellis or pruning a tree, but the blue curtains hung lifelessly at the windows. Mrs. MacLane still smiled at Mrs. Winning in the store, and then one day they met at the gate of Mrs. MacLane's garden and, after hesitating for a minute, Mrs. MacLane said, "Can you come in for a few minutes? I'd like to have a talk, if you have time."


    "Surely," Mrs. Winning said courteously, and followed Mrs. MacLane up the walk, still luxuriously bordered with flowering bushes, but somehow disenchanted, as though the summer heat had baked away the vivacity from the ground. In the familiar living-room Mrs. Winning sat down on a straight chair, holding herself politely stiff, while Mrs. MacLane sat as usual in her armchair.


    "How is Davey?" Mrs. Winning asked finally, since Mrs. MacLane did not seem disposed to start any conversation.


    "He's very well," Mrs. MacLane said, and smiled as she always did when speaking of Davey. "He's out back with Billy."


    There was a quiet minute, and then Mrs. MacLane said, staring at the blue bowl on the coffee table, "What I wanted to ask you is, what on earth is gone wrong?"


    Mrs. Winning had been holding herself stiff in readiness for some such question, and when she said, "I don't know what you mean," she thought, I sound exactly like Mother Winning, and realized, I'm enjoying this, just as she would; and no matter what she thought of herself she was unable to keep from adding, "Is something wrong?"


    "Of course," Mrs. MacLane said. She stared at the blue bowl, and said slowly, "When I first came, everyone was so nice, and they seemed to like Davey and me and want to help us."


    That's wrong, Mrs. Winning was thinking, you mustn't ever talk about whether people like you, that's bad taste.


    "And the garden was going so well," Mrs. MacLane said helplessly. "And now, no one ever does more than just speak to us—I used to say 'Good morning' over the fence to Mrs. Burton, and she'd come to the fence and we'd talk about the garden, and now she just says 'Morning' and goes in the house—-and no one ever smiles, or anything."


    This is dreadful, Mrs. Winning thought, this is childish, this is complaining. People treat you as you treat them, she thought; she wanted desperately to go over and take Mrs. MacLane's hand and ask her to come back and be one of the nice people again; but she
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    only sat straighter in the chair and said, "I'm sure you must be mistaken. I've never heard anyone speak of it."


    "Are you sure?" Mrs. MacLane turned and looked at her. "Are you sure it isn't because of Mr. Jones working here?"


    Mrs. Winning lifted her chin a little higher and said, "Why on earth would anyone around here be rude to you because of Jones?"


    Mrs. MacLane came with her to the door, both of them planning vigorously for the days some time next week when they would all go swimming, when they would have a picnic, and Mrs. Winning went down the hill thinking, The nerve of her, trying to blame the colored folks.


    Toward the end of the summer there was a bad thunderstorm, breaking up the prolonged hot spell. It raged with heavy wind and rain over the town all night, sweeping without pity through the trees, pulling up young bushes and flowers ruthlessly; a barn was struck on one side of town, the wires pulled down on another. In the morning Mrs. Winning opened the back door to find the Winning yard littered with small branches from the maples, the grass bent almost flat to the ground.


    Her mother-in-law came to the door behind her. "Quite a storm," she said, "did it wake you?"


    "I woke up once and went to look at the children," Mrs. Winning said. "It must have been about three o'clock."


    "I was up later," her mother-in-law said. "I looked at the children too; they were both asleep."


    They turned together and went in to start breakfast.


    Later in the day Mrs. Winning started down to the store; she had almost reached the MacLane cottage when she saw Mrs. MacLane standing in the front garden with Mr. Jones standing beside her and Billy Jones with Davey in the shadows of the front porch. They were all looking silently at a great branch from one of the Burtons' trees that lay across the center of the garden, crushing most of the flowering bushes and pinning down what was to have been a glorious tulip bed. As Mrs. Winning stopped, watching, Mrs. Burton came out on to her front porch to survey the storm damage, and Mrs. MacLane called to her, "Good morning, Mrs. Burton, it looks like we have part of your tree over here."


    


    "Looks so," Mrs. Burton said, and she went back into her house and closed the door flatly.


    Mrs. Winning watched while Mrs. MacLane stood quietly for a minute. Then she looked up at Mr. Jones almost hopefully and she and Mr. Jones looked at one another for a long time. Then Mrs. MacLane said, her clear voice carrying lightly across the air washed clean by the storm: "Do you think I ought to give it up, Mr. Jones? Go back to the city where I'll never have to see another garden?"


    Mr. Jones shook his head despondently, and Mrs. MacLane, her shoulders tired, went slowly over and sat on her front steps and Davey came and sat next to her. Mr. Jones took hold of the great branch angrily and tried to move it, shaking it and pulling until his shoulders tensed with the strength he was bringing to bear, but the branch only gave slightly and stayed, clinging to the garden.


    "Leave it alone, Mr. Jones," Mrs. MacLane said finally. "Leave it for the next people to move!"


    But still Mr. Jones pulled against the branch, and then suddenly Davey stood up and cried out, "There's Mrs. Winning! Hi, Mrs. Winning!"


    Mrs. MacLane and Mr. Jones both turned, and Mrs. MacLane waved and called out, "Hello!"


    Mrs. Winning swung around without speaking and started, with great dignity, back up the hill toward the old Winning house.


    


    


    make-up, dress, breakfast schedule which would take her through the beginning of the day and out into the morning where she could forget the green grass and the hot sun and begin to look forward to dinner and the evening.


    Because it was raining and the day seemed unimportant she put on the first things she came to; a grey tweed suit that she knew was shapeless and heavy on her now that she was so thin, a blue blouse that never felt comfortable. She knew her own face too well to enjoy the long careful scrutiny that went with putting on make-up; toward four o'clock in the afternoon her pale narrow cheeks would warm up and fill out, and the lipstick that looked too purple with her dark hair and eyes would take on a rosier touch in spite of the blue blouse, but this morning she thought, as she had thought nearly every morning standing in front of her mirror, I wish I'd been a blonde; never realizing quite that it was because there were thin hints of grey in her hair.


    She walked quickly around her one-room apartment, with a sure-ness that came of habit rather than conviction; after more than four years in this one home she knew all its possibilities, how it could put on a sham appearance of warmth and welcome when she needed a place to hide in, how it stood over her in the night when she woke suddenly, how it could relax itself into a disagreeable unmade, badly-put-together state, mornings like this, anxious to drive her out and go back to sleep. The book she had read the night before lay face down on the end table, the ashtray next to it dirtied: the clothes she had taken off lay over the back of a chair, to be taken to the cleaner this morning.


    With her coat and hat on, she made the bed quickly, pulling it straight on top over the wrinkles beneath, stuffed the clothes to go to the cleaner into the back of the closet, and thought, I'll dust and straighten and maybe wash the bathroom tonight, come home and take a hot bath and wash my hair and do my nails; by the time she had locked the apartment door behind her and started down the stairs, she was thinking, Maybe today I'll stop in and get some bright material for slip-covers and drapes. I could make them evenings and the place wouldn't look so dreary when I wake up mornings; yellow, I could get some yellow dishes and put them along the wall in a row. Like in Mademoiselle or something, she told herself ironically as she stopped at the front door, the brisk young businesswoman and
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    her one-room home. Suitable for entertaining brisk young businessmen. I wish I had something that folded up into a bookcase on one side and a Sheraton desk on the other and opened out into a dining-room table big enough to seat twelve.


    While she was standing just inside the door, pulling on her gloves and hoping the rain might stop in these few seconds, the door next to the stairway opened and a woman said, "Who's that?"


    "It's Miss Style," she said, "Mrs. Anderson?"


    The door opened wide and an old woman put her head out. "I thought it was that fellow has the apartment right over you," she said. "I been meaning to catch him about leaving them skis outside his door. Nearly broke my leg."


    "I've been wishing I didn't have to go out. It's such a bad day."


    The old woman came out of her room and went to the front door. She pulled aside the door curtain and looked out, wrapping her arms around herself. She was wearing a dirty house dress and the sight of her made Miss Style's grey tweed suit suddenly seem clean and warm.


    "I been trying to catch that fellow for two days now," the old woman said. "He goes in and out so quiet." She giggled, looking sideways at Miss Style. "I nearly caught that man of yours night before last," she said. "He comes down the stairs quiet, too. I saw who it was in time," and she giggled again. "I guess all the men come downstairs quiet. All afraid of something."


    "Well, if I'm going to go out I might as well do it," Miss Style said. She still stood in the doorway for a minute, hesitating before walking out into the day and the rain and the people. She lived on a fairly quiet street, where later there would be children shouting at each other and on a nice day an organ-grinder, but today in the rain everything looked dirty. She hated to wear rubbers because she had graceful slim feet; on a day like this she went slowly, stepping carefully between puddles.


    It was very late; there were only a few people still sitting at the counter in the corner drugstore. She sat on a stool, reconciled to the time, and waited patiently until the clerk came down the counter with her orange juice. "Hello, Tommy," she said dismally.


    "Morning, Miss Style," he said, "lousy day."


    "Isn't it," she said. "A fine day not to go out."


    "I came in this morning," Tommy said. "I would have given my
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    right arm to stay home in bed. There ought to be a law against rain."


    Tommy was little and ugly and alert; looking at him, Miss Style thought, He has to get up and come to work in the mornings just like I do and just like everyone else in the world; the rain is just another break in the millions of lousy things, in getting up and going to work.


    "I don't mind snow," Tommy was saying, "and I don't mind the hot weather, but I sure do hate rain."


    He turned suddenly when someone called him, and went dancing down to the other end of the counter, bringing up with a flourish before his customer. "Lousy day, isn't it?" he said. "Sure do wish I was in Florida."


    Miss Style drank her orange juice, remembering her dream. A sharp recollection of flowers and warmth came into her mind, and then was lost before the cold driving rain outside.


    Tommy came back with her coffee and a plate of toast. "Nothing like coffee to cheer you up in the morning," he said.


    "Thanks, Tommy," she said, unenthusiastic. "How's your play coming, by the way?"


    Tommy looked up eagerly. "Hey," he said, "I finished it, I meant to tell you. Finished the whole thing and sent it away day before yesterday."


    Funny thing, she thought, a clerk in a drugstore, he gets up in the morning and eats and walks around and writes a play just like it was real, just like the rest of us, like me. "Fine," she said.


    "I sent it to an agent a guy told me about, he said it was the best agent he knew."


    "Tommy," she said, "why didn't you give it right to me?"


    He laughed, looking down at the sugar bowl he was holding for her. "Listen," he said, "my friend said you didn't want stuff like mine, you want people, like, from out of town or something, they don't know if they're any good or not. Hell," he went on anxiously, "I'm not one of these guys fall for ads in the magazines."


    "I see," she said.


    Tommy leaned over the counter. "Don't get sore," he said. "You know what I mean, you know your business better than I do."


    "I'm not sore," she said. She watched Tommy hurry away again, and she thought— Wait till I tell Robbie. Wait till I tell him the soda jerk thinks he's a bum.


    "Listen," Tommy said to her, from halfway down the counter,


    


    80 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    "how long do you think I ought to wait? How long will they take to read it, these agents?" "Couple of weeks, maybe," she said. "Maybe longer/' "I figured it might be," he said. "You want more coffee today?" "No, thanks," she said. She slid down from the stool and walked across the store to pay her check. They're probably going to buy that play, she was thinking, and Fm going to start eating in the hamburg joint across the street.


    She went out into the rain again to see her bus just pulling up across the street. She ran for it, against the light, and pushed into the crowd of people getting on. With a kind of fury left over from Tommy and his play she thrust her way against the people, and a woman turned to her and said, "Who do you think you're pushing?" Vengefully she put her elbow into the woman's ribs and got on the bus first. She dropped her nickel in and got to the last available seat, and heard the woman behind her. "These people who think they can shove anybody around, they think they're important." She looked around to see if anyone knew who the woman was talking about; the man beside her on the seat next to the window was staring straight ahead with the infinitely tired expression of the early-morning bus passenger; two girls in the seat in front were looking out the window after a man passing, and in the aisle next to her the woman was standing, still talking about her. "People who think their business is the only important thing in the world. Think they can just push anyone around." No one in the bus was listening: everyone was wet and uncomfortable and crowded, but the woman went on monotonously— "Think no one else has a right to ride on buses." She stared past the man out the window until the crowds coming into the bus pushed the woman past her down the aisle. When she came to her stop she was timid for a minute about pushing her way out, and when she reached the door the woman was near it, staring at her as though wanting to remember her face. "Dried-up old maid," the woman said loudly, and the people around her in the bus laughed.


    Miss Style put on an expression of contempt, stepping carefully down to the curb, looking up just as the bus pulled away to see the woman's face still watching her from the window. She walked through the rain to the old building where her office was, thinking,


    


    That woman was just waiting for anyone to cross her path this morning, I wish I'd said something back to her.


    "Morning, Miss Style," the elevator operator said.


    "Morning," she said. She walked into the open-work iron elevator and leaned against the back wall.


    "Bad day," the operator said. He waited for a minute and then closed the door. "Fine day not to go out," he said.


    "Sure is," she said. I wish I'd said something to that woman in the bus, she was thinking. I shouldn't have let her get away with it, let the day start off like that, with a nasty incident, I should have answered her back and got to feeling good and pleased with myself. Start the day off right.


    "Here you are," the operator said. "You don't have to go out again for quite a while."


    "Glad of that," she said. She got out of the elevator and walked down the hall to her office. There was a light on inside, making the ROBERT SHAX, Literary Agents, stand out against the door. Looks almost cheerful, she thought, Robbie must be in early.


    She had worked for Robert Shax for nearly eleven years. When she came to New York the Christmas she was twenty, a thin dark girl with neat clothes and hair and moderate ambition, holding on to her pocketbook with both hands, afraid of subways, she answered an ad, and met Robert Shax before she had even found a room to live in. It had been one of those windfall ads, an assistant wanted in a literary agency, and there was no one around to tell Elizabeth Style, asking people timidly how to find the address, that if she got the job it wasn't worth getting. The literary agency was Robert Shax and a thin clever man who had disliked Elizabeth so violently that after two years she had taken Robert Shax away to start his own agency. Robert Shax was on the door and on all the checks, and Elizabeth Style hid away in her office, wrote the letters, kept the records, and came out occasionally to consult the files she allowed Robert Shax to keep on display.


    They had spent much time in the eight years trying to make this office look like a severe environment for a flourishing business: a miserable place that its owners were too busy to pretty up more than enough to meet the purposes of its clients. The door opened into a tight little reception room, painted tan the year before, with
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    two cheap chrome and brown chairs, a brown linoleum floor, and a framed picture of a vase of flowers over the small desk which was occupied five afternoons a week by a Miss Wilson, a colorless girl who answered the phone sniffling. Beyond Miss Wilson's desk were two doors, which did not give the effect of limitless offices, stretching on down the building, that Robert Shax had hoped they might; the one on the left had, on the door, "Robert Shax," and the one on the right had, on the door, "Elizabeth Style," and through the pebbled glass doors you could see, dimly, the shape of the narrow window each office owned, crowding close enough to the door and walls to admit that the two offices together were no wider than the reception room, and to hint darkly that all that protected the privacy of Mr. Shax and Miss Style was a beaverboard partition painted to look like the walls.


    Every morning Elizabeth Style came into the office with the idea that something might be done for it still, that somehow there might be a way to make it look respectable, with Venetian blinds or paneling or an efficient-looking bookcase with sets of classics and the newest books that Robert Shax had presumably sold to their publishers. Or even an end table with expensive magazines. Miss Wilson thought it would be nice to have a radio, but Robert Shax wanted an expensive office with heavy carpeting and desk sitting solidly on the floor and a battery of secretaries.


    This morning the office looked more cheerful than usual, probably because it was still raining outside, or else because the lights were already on and the radiators were going. Elizabeth Style went over to the door of her office and opened it, saying, "Morning, Robbie," because, since there was no one in the office, there was no need to pretend that the beaverboard partitions were walls.


    "Morning, Liz," Robbie said, and then, "Come on in, will you?"


    "I'll take my coat off," she said. There was a tiny closet in the corner of her office where she hung up her coat, squeezing in back of the desk to do it. She noticed that there was mail on her desk, four or five letters and a bulky envelope that would be a manuscript. She spread the letters out to make sure there was nothing of any particular interest, and then went out of her office and opened the door of Robbie's.


    He was leaning down over his desk, in an attitude meant to show extreme concentration; the faintly bald top of his head was toward
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    her and his heavy round shoulders cut off the lower half of the window. His office was almost exactly like hers; it had a small filing cabinet and an autographed photograph of one of the few reasonably successful writers the firm had handled. The photograph was signed "To Bob, with deepest gratitude, Jim," and Robert Shax was fond of using it as a happy example in his office conversations with eager authors. When she had closed the door Elizabeth was only a step away from the straight visitor's chair slanting at the desk; she sat down and stretched her feet out in front of her.


    "I got soaked coming in this morning," she said.


    "It's an awful day," Robbie said, without looking up. When he was alone with her he relaxed the heartiness that he usually stocked in his voice: he let his face look tired and worried. He was wearing his good grey suit that day, and later, with other people around, he would look like a golfer, a man who ate good rare roast beef and liked pretty girls. "It's one hell of a day," he repeated. He looked up at her. "Liz," he said, "that goddamned minister is in town again."


    "No wonder you look so worried," she said. She had been ready to complain at him, to tell him about the woman on the bus, to ask him to sit up straight and behave, but there was nothing to say. "Poor old Robbie," she said.


    "There's a note from him," Robbie said. "I've got to go up there this morning. He's in that goddamned rooming-house again."


    "What are you planning to tell him?"


    Robbie got up and turned around to the window. When he got out of his chair he had just room to turn around to get to the window or the closet or the filing cabinet; on a pleasanter day she might have an amiable remark about his weight. "I don't know what in hell I'm planning to tell him," Robbie said. "I'll promise him something."


    I know you will, she thought. She had the familiar picture of Robbie's maneuvers to escape an awkward situation in the back of her mind: she could see Robbie shaking the old man's hand briskly, calling him "sir" and keeping his shoulders back, saying that the old man's poems were "fine, sir, really magnificent," promising anything, wildly, just to get away. "You'll come back in some kind of trouble," she said mildly.


    Robbie laughed suddenly, happily. "But he won't bother us for a while."
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    "You ought to call him up or something. Write him a letter," she said.


    "Why?" She could see that he was pleased with the idea of coming back in trouble, of being irresponsible and what he would call carefree; he would make the long trip uptown to the minister's rooming-house by subway and take a taxi for the last two blocks to arrive in style, and sit for a tiresome hour talking to the old man, just to be carefree and what he might call gallant.


    Make him feel good, she thought. He has to go, not me. "You shouldn't be trusted to run a business by yourself," she said. "You're too silly."


    He laughed again and walked around the desk to pat her head. "We get along pretty well, don't we, Liz?"


    'Tine," she said.


    He was beginning to think about it now; he was holding his head up and his voice was filling out. "I'll tell him someone wants one of his poems for an anthology," he said.


    "Just don't give him any money," she said. "He has more than we have now."


    He went back to his closet and took out his coat, his good coat today, and threw it carelessly over his arm. He put his hat on the back of his head and picked up his brief case from the desk. "Got all the old guy's poems in here," he said. "I figured I could kill some time reading them aloud to him."


    "Have a nice trip," she said.


    He patted her on the head again, and then reached out for the door. "You'll take care of everything here?"


    "I'll try to cope with it," she said.


    She followed him out the door and started into her own office. Halfway across the outer office he stopped, not turning. "Liz?" he said.


    "Well?"


    He thought for a minute. "Seems like there was something I wanted to tell you," he said. "It doesn't matter."


    "See you for lunch?" she asked.


    "I'll be back about twelve-thirty," he said.


    He closed the door and she heard his footsteps going emphatically down the hall to the elevator; busy footsteps, she thought, in case anyone was listening in this fearful old building.


    


    She sat for a minute at her desk, smoking and wishing she could paint her office walls a light green. If she wanted to stay late at night she could do it herself. It would only take one can of paint, she told herself bitterly, to do an office like this, with enough left over to do the front of the building. Then she put out her cigarette and thought, I've worked in it this long, maybe some day we'll get a million-dollar client and can move into a real office building where they have soundproof walls.


    The mail on her desk was bad. A bill from her dentist, a letter from a client in Oregon, a couple of ads, a letter from her father, and the bulky envelope that was certainly a manuscript. She threw out the ads and the dentist's bill, which was marked "Please remit," set the manuscript and the other letter aside, and opened the letter from her father.


    It was in his own peculiar style, beginning, "Dearest Daughter," and ending, "Yr. Afft. Father," and told her that the feed store was doing badly, that her sister in California was pregnant again, that old Mrs. Gill had asked after her the other day, and that he found himself very much alone since her mother's death. And he hoped she was well. She threw the letter into the wastebasket on top of the dentist's bill.


    The letter from the client in Oregon wanted to know what had happened to a manuscript sent in three months before; the large bulky envelope contained a manuscript written in longhand, from a young man in Allentown who wanted it sold immediately and their fee taken out of the editor's check. She glanced through the manuscript carelessly, turning over the pages and reading a few words on each; halfway through she stopped and read a whole page, and then turned back a little and read more. With her eyes still on the manuscript, she leaned over and reached into the bottom drawer of her desk, stirring papers around until she found a small, tencent notebook, partly filled with notes. She opened the notebook to a blank page, copied out a paragraph from the manuscript, thinking, I can switch that around and make it a woman instead of a man; and she made another note, "make W., use any name but Helen," which was the name of the woman in the story. Then she put the notebook away and set the manuscript to one side of her desk in order to swing up the panel of the desk that brought the typewriter upright. She took out a sheet of notepaper labeled "ROBERT SHAX, Liter-
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    ary Agents, Elizabeth Style, Fiction Department," and put it into the typewriter; she was just typing the young man's name and the address: General Delivery, Allen town, when she heard the outer door open and close.


    "Hello," she called, without looking up.


    "Good morning."


    She looked up then; it was such a high, girlish voice. The girl who had come in was big and blonde, and walked across the little reception room as though she were prepared to be impressed no matter what happened to her there.


    "Did you want to see me?" Elizabeth asked, her hands still resting on the typewriter keys. If God should have sent me a client, she thought, it won't hurt to look literary.


    "I wanted Mr. Shax," the girl said. She waited in the doorway of Elizabeth's office.


    "He was called out on very pressing business," Elizabeth said. "Did you have an appointment?"


    The girl hesitated, as though doubting Elizabeth's authority. "Not exactly," she said finally. "I'm supposed to be working here, I guess."


    Seemed like there was something he wanted to tell me, Elizabeth thought, that coward. "I see," she said. "Come in and sit down."


    The girl came in shyly, although with no apparent timidity. She figured it was his business to tell me, not hers, Elizabeth thought. "Did Mr. Shax tell you to come to work here?"


    "Well," the girl said, deciding it was all right to trust Elizabeth, "on Monday about five o'clock I was asking for a job in all the offices in this building and I came here and Mr. Shax showed me around the office and he said he thought I could do the work all right." She thought back over what she had said. "You weren't here," she added.


    "I couldn't have been," Elizabeth agreed. He's known since Monday and I find out, she thought, what is this, Wednesday? I find out on Wednesday when she shows up for work. "I didn't ask your name."


    "Daphne Hill," the girl said meekly.


    Elizabeth wrote "Daphne Hill" down on her memorandum and looked at it, partly to seem as if she was coming to an important decision and partly to see what "Daphne Hill" looked like written down.


    "Mr. Shax said," the girl began, and stopped. Her voice was high


    


    and when she was anxious she opened her small brown eyes wide and blinked. Except for her hair, which was a pale blonde and curled all over the top of her head, she was clumsy and awkward, all dressed up for her first day at work.


    "What did Mr. Shax say?" Elizabeth asked when the girl seemed to have subsided permanently.


    "He said he wasn't satisfied with the girl he had now and I was to learn her job and get to do it and I was to come today because he was going to tell her yesterday that I was coming."


    "Fine," Elizabeth said. "Can you type, do you suppose?"


    "I guess so," the girl said.


    Elizabeth looked at the letter in the typewriter on her desk and then said, "Well, you go on outside and sit at the desk out there and if the phone rings you answer it. Read or something."


    "Yes, Miss Style," the girl said.


    "And please close my office door," Elizabeth said. She watched the girl go out and close the door carefully. The things she had wanted to say to the girl were waiting to be said: maybe she could rephrase some of them for Robbie at lunch.


    What does this mean, she thought suddenly in panic, Miss Wilson has been here almost as long as I have. Is he trying in his own heavy-handed fashion to beautify the office? He might better buy a bookcase; who is going to teach this incredible girl to answer the phone and write letters, even as well as Miss Wilson? Me, she thought at last. I'm going to have to drag Robbie out of this last beautiful impulsive gesture like always; the things I do for a miserable little office and a chance to make money. Anyway, maybe Daphne will help me paint the walls after five some day; maybe the one thing Daphne knows how to do is paint.


    She turned back to the letter in the typewriter. An encouraging letter to a new client; it fell into a simple formula in her mind and she wrote it without hesitating, typing clumsily and amateurishly, but quickly. "Dear Mr. Burton," she wrote. "We have read your story with a good deal of interest. Your plot is well thought out, and we believe that the character of—" She stopped for a minute and turned back to the manuscript, opening it at random—"Lady Montague, in particular, is of more than usual merit. Naturally, in order to appeal to the better-paying markets, the story needs touching up by
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    a skilled professional editor, a decisive selling service we are able to offer our clients. Our rates—"


    "Miss Style?"


    In spite of the beaverboard partitions, Elizabeth said, "If you want to talk to me, Miss Hill, come in."


    After a minute Miss Hill opened the door and came in. Elizabeth could see her pocketbook on the desk outside, the lipstick and compact sitting next to it. "When does Mr. Shax get back?"


    "Probably not till this afternoon. He went out on important business with a client," Elizabeth said. "Why, did anyone call?"


    "No, I just wondered," Miss Hill said. She closed the door and went heavily back to her desk. Elizabeth looked again at the letter in the typewriter and then turned her chair around to put her still-wet feet on the radiator under the window. After a minute she opened the bottom drawer of her desk again and this time took out a pocket reprint of a mystery story. With her feet on the radiator she settled down to read.


    Because it was raining, and because she was depressed and out of sorts, and because Robbie had not come by quarter to one, Elizabeth treated herself to a Martini while she was waiting, sitting uncomfortably on a narrow chair in the restaurant, watching other unimpressive people go in and out. The restaurant was crowded, the floors wet from the feet coming in from the rain, and it was dark and dismal. Elizabeth and Robbie had come here for lunch two or three times a week, ever since they had opened the office in the building near-by. The first day they had come had been in summer, and Elizabeth, in a sheer black dress—she remembered it still; she would be too thin for it now—and a small white hat and white gloves, had been excited and happy over the great new career opening out for her. She and Robbie had held hands across the table and talked enthusiastically: they were only going to stay in the old building for a year, or two at the most, and then they would have enough money to move uptown; the good clients who would come to the new Robert Shax Agency would be honest reputable writers, with large best-selling manuscripts; editors would go to lunch with them at sleek uptown restaurants, a drink before lunch would not be an extraordinary thing. The first order of stationery saying "ROBERT SHAX, Literary Agents, Elizabeth Style, Fiction Department," had not been delivered; they planned the letterhead at lunch that day.


    


    Elizabeth thought about ordering another Martini and then she saw Robbie coming impatiently through the people in the aisles. He saw her across the room and waved at her, aware of people watching him, an executive late for a luncheon appointment, even in a dingy restaurant.


    When he got to the table, his back to the room, his face was tired and his voice was quiet. "Finally made it," he said. He looked surprised at the empty Martini glass. "I haven't even had breakfast yet," he said.


    "Did you have a bad time with the minister?"


    "Terrible," he said. "He wants a book of his poems published this year."


    "What did you tell him?" Elizabeth tried not to let her voice sound strained. Time enough for that later, she thought, when he feels like answering me.


    "I don't know," Robbie said. "How the hell do I know what I told the old fool?" He sat down heavily. "Something about we'd do our best."


    That means he's really made a mess of it, Elizabeth thought. If he did well he'd tell me in detail. She was suddenly so tired that she let her shoulders droop and sat stupidly staring off at the people coming in and out of the door. What am I going to say to him, she thought, what words will Robbie understand best?


    "What are you looking so glum about?" Robbie asked suddenly. "No one made you go way the hell uptown without breakfast."


    "I had a tough morning anyway," Elizabeth said. Robbie looked up, waiting. "I had a new employee to break in."


    Robbie still waited, his face a little flushed, squinting at her; he was waiting to see what she was going to say before he apologized, or lost his temper, or tried to pass the whole thing off as a fine joke.


    Elizabeth watched him: this is Robbie, she was thinking, I know what he's going to do and what he's going to say and what tie he's going to wear every day in the week, and for eleven years I have known these things and for eleven years I have been wondering how to say things to make him understand; and eleven years ago we sat here and held hands and he said we were going to be successful. "I was thinking of the day we had lunch here when we first started out together," she said quietly, and Robbie looked mystified. "The day we started out together," she repeated more distinctly. "Do you re-
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    member Jim Harris?" Robbie nodded, his mouth a little open. "We were going to make a lot of money because Jim was going to bring all his friends to us and then you had a fight with Jim and we haven't seen him since and none of his friends came to us and now we've got your friend the minister for a client and a beautiful picture of Jim on your office wall. Signed," she said. "Signed, with 'gratitude/ and if he was making enough money we'd be around trying to borrow from him even now."


    "Elizabeth," Robbie said. He was confused between trying to look hurt and trying to see if anyone heard what she was saying.


    "Even the boy in my corner drugstore." Elizabeth looked at him for a minute. "Daphne Hill," she said. "My God."


    "I see," Robbie said, with a significant smile. "Daphne Hill." He turned when he saw the waitress coming. "Miss," he said loudly, and to Elizabeth, "I think you ought to have another drink. Cheer you up a little." When the waitress looked at him he said "Two Martinis," and turned back to Elizabeth, putting on the smile again. "I'm going to drink my breakfast," he said, and then he reached over and touched Elizabeth's hand. "Listen," he said, "Liz, if that's all that's bothering you. I was a dope, I thought you'd figured I'd done something wrong about the minister. Listen, Daphne's all right. I just thought we needed someone around who'd brighten the place up a little."


    "You could have painted the wall," Elizabeth said tonelessly. When Robbie stared she said, "Nothing," and he went on, leaning forward seriously.


    "Look," he said, "if you don't like this Daphne out she goes. There's no question about it, after all. We're in business together." He looked off into space and smiled reminiscently. "I remember those days, all right We were going to do wonders." He lowered his voice and looked lovingly at Elizabeth. "I think we still can," he said.


    Elizabeth laughed in spite of herself. "You'll have to go down the stairs more quietly," she said. "My janitor's wife thought you were the man who leaves skis out in the hall. She nearly broke a leg."


    "Don't make fun of me," Robbie said. "Elizabeth, it really hurts me to see you let someone like Daphne Hill upset you."


    "Of course it does," Elizabeth said. Robbie suddenly impressed her as funny. If only I could keep on feeling like this, she thought,


    


    even while she was laughing at him. "Here comes your breakfast for you to drink," she-said.


    "Miss," Robbie said to the waitress. "We'd like to order our lunch, please."


    He handed the menu ceremoniously to Elizabeth and said to the waitress, "Chicken croquettes and French fried potatoes." Elizabeth said, "The same, please," and handed the menu back. When the waitress had gone Robbie picked up one of the Martinis and handed it to Elizabeth. "You need this, old girl," he said. He picked up the other and looked at her; then he lowered his voice to the same low affectionate tone, and said, "Here's to you, and our future success."


    Elizabeth smiled at him sweetly and tasted her drink. She could see Robbie debating whether to toss his off all at once or to sip it slowly as though he didn't need it.


    "If you drink it too fast you'll be sick, dear," she said. "Without your breakfast."


    He tasted it delicately and then set it down. "Now let's talk seriously about Daphne," he said.


    "I thought she was leaving," Elizabeth said.


    He looked frightened. "Naturally, if you want it that way," he said stiffly. "Seems sort of rotten to hire a girl and fire her the same day because you're jealous."


    "I'm not jealous," Elizabeth said. "I never said I was."


    "If I can't have a good-looking girl in the office," Robbie said.


    "You can," Elizabeth said. "I'd just like one who could type."


    "Daphne can take care of the work all right."


    "Robbie," Elizabeth said, and then stopped. Already, she thought, I don't want to laugh at him any more; I wish I could feel all the time like I did a minute ago, not like this. She looked at him carefully, his red face and the thin greying hair, and the heavy shoulders above the table; he was holding his head back and his chin firm because he knew she was looking at him. He thinks I'm awed, she thought, he's a man and he's cowed me. "Let her stay," Elizabeth said.


    "After all," Robbie leaned back to let the waitress put his plate in front of him, "after all," he went on when the waitress had gone, "it isn't as though I didn't have the authority to hire someone for my own office."


    "I know," Elizabeth said wearily.
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    "If you want to start a fuss about some small thing/' Robbie said. The corners pf his mouth were turned down and he refused to meet her eyes. "I can run my own office," he repeated.


    "You're scared to death I might leave you some day," Elizabeth said. "Eat your lunch."


    Robbie picked up his fork. "Naturally," he said, "I feel that it would be a shame to break up a pleasant partnership just because you were jealous."


    "Never mind," Elizabeth said, "I won't go away anywhere."


    "I hope not," Robbie said. He ate industriously for a minute. "I tell you what," he said suddenly, putting his fork down, "we'll try her out for a week and then if you don't think she's better than Miss Wilson she'll go."


    "But I don't—" Elizabeth began. Then she said, "Fine. That way we can find out exactly how she'll suit us."


    "Splendid idea," Robbie said. "Now I feel better." He reached across the table and this time patted her hand. "Good old Liz," he said.


    "You know," Elizabeth said, "I feel so funny right now." She was looking at the doorway. "I thought I saw someone I knew."


    Robbie turned around and looked at the doorway. "Who?"


    "No one you know," Elizabeth said. "A boy from my home town. It wasn't the same person, though."


    "Always think you see people you know in New York," Robbie said, turning back to his fork.


    Elizabeth was thinking, It must have been talking about old times with Robbie and the two drinks I had, I haven't thought of Frank for years. She laughed out loud, and Robbie stopped eating to say, "What's the matter with you, anyway? People will think something's wrong."


    "I was just thinking," Elizabeth said. Suddenly she felt that she must talk to Robbie, treat him as she would anyone else she knew well, like a husband almost. "I haven't thought about this fellow for years," she said. "It just brought a thousand things back to my mind."


    "An old boy friend?" Robbie said without interest.


    Elizabeth felt the same twinge of horror she might have felt fifteen years ago at the suggestion, "Oh, no" she said. "He took me to a dance once. My mother called up his mother and asked to have him take me."


    


    "Chocolate ice cream with chocolate sauce/' Robbie said to the waitress.


    "Just coffee," Elizabeth said. "He was a wonderful boy," she said to Robbie. Why can't I stop myself? she was thinking, I haven't thought about this for years.


    "Listen," Robbie said, "did you tell Daphne she could go out for lunch?"


    "I didn't tell her anything," Elizabeth said.


    "We better hurry then," Robbie said. "The poor kid must be starving."


    Frank, Elizabeth thought. "Seriously," she said, "what did you and the minister decide?"


    "I'll tell you later," Robbie said, "when I get my ideas straight. Right now I'm not so sure what we did decide."


    And he'll spring it on me suddenly, Elizabeth thought, so I won't have time to think; he's just promised to publish the minister's poems at his own expense; or he's gone out of town, will I deal with it; or someone's going to sue us. Frank wouldn't have been in a place like this, anyway, if he's eating at all, it's some place where everything is quiet and they call him "sir" and the women are all beautiful. "It doesn't matter anyway," she said.


    "Of course it doesn't," Robbie said. He evidently felt it was necessary to add one final clinching touch before they went back to Daphne Hill. "As long as we can fight it together, we'll come through everything fine," he said. "We work well together, Liz." He stood up and turned to get his coat and hat. His suit was wrinkled and he felt uncomfortable in it, from the way he moved his shoulders uneasily.


    Elizabeth finished the last of her coffee. "You get fatter every day," she said.


    He looked around at her, his eyes frightened. "You think I ought to start dieting again?" he asked.


    They came up in the elevator together, standing in opposite corners, each looking off into space, through the iron grillwork of the elevator, into something private and secret. They had gone up and down in this elevator four or six or eight or ten times a day since they moved into the building, sometimes happily, sometimes coldly angry with one another, sometimes laughing or quarreling furiously with quick violent phrases; the elevator operator probably knew more
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    about them than Elizabeth's landlady or the young couple who had the apartment across the hall from Robbie, and yet they got into the elevator daily and the elevator operator spoke to them civilly and stood with his back to them, riding up and down, entering briefly into their quarrels, possibly smiling with his back turned.


    Today he said, "Weather still bad?" and Robbie said, "Worse than ever/' and the operator said, "There ought to be a law against it," and let them off at their floor.


    "I wonder what he thinks of us, the elevator man," Elizabeth said, following Robbie down the hall.


    "Probably wishes he could get off that elevator for a while and sit down in an office," Robbie said. He opened the door of the office and said, "Miss Hill?"


    Daphne Hill was sitting at the reception desk, reading the mystery Elizabeth had left to go out to lunch. "Hello, Mr. Shax," she said.


    "Did you take that off my desk?" Elizabeth said, surprised for a minute into speaking at once without thinking.


    "Wasn't it all right?" Daphne asked. "I didn't have anything to do."


    "We'll find you plenty to do, young lady," Robbie said heartily, the brisk businessman again. "Sorry to keep you waiting for lunch."


    "I went out and got something to eat," Daphne said.


    "Good," Robbie said, looking sideways at Elizabeth. "We'll have to make some arrangement for the future."


    "Hereafter," Elizabeth said sharply, "don't go into my office without permission."


    "Sure," Daphne said, startled. "You want your book back?"


    "Keep it," Elizabeth said. She went into her office and closed the door. She heard Robbie saying, "Miss Style doesn't like to have her things disturbed, Miss Hill," and then, "Come into my office, please." As though there were real partitions, Elizabeth thought. She heard Robbie go quickly into his office and Daphne pound her deliberate way after him, and the door close.


    She sighed, and thought, I'll pretend they're real partitions; Robbie will. She noticed a note standing against her typewriter where she had left it with the letter to Mr. Burton still half-finished. She picked up the note and read it with heavy concentration to drown out Robbie's employer voice on the other side of the partition. The note was from Miss Wilson, and said:


    "Miss Style, no one told me there was a new girl coming and since


    


    I've been working here so long I think you should have told me. I guess she can learn the work as well by herself. Please tell Mr. Shax to send me my money at home, the address is in the file as he knows. There was a call from a Mr. Robert Hunt for you, will you call him back at his hotel, the Addison House. Please tell Mr. Shax to send the money, it comes now to two weeks and an extra week for notice. Alice Wilson."


    She must have been mad, Elizabeth thought, not to wait around for her money, she must have been furious, I guess Daphne was the first to tell her and she felt like I did; he'll never send her any money. She could hear Robbie's voice saying, "It's a terrible business, the most heart-breaking I know." He's talking about freelance writing, she thought, Daphne probably wants to sell her life history.


    She went out of the door of her office and around to Robbie's and knocked. If Robbie says, "Who is it?" she thought, I'll say "The elevator man, come up to sit down for a while." Then Robbie said, "Come on in, Liz, don't be silly."


    "Robbie," she said, opening the door, "Miss Wilson was here and left a note."


    "I forgot to tell you," Daphne said, "and I didn't get a chance yet anyway. She said to tell Mr. Shax to send her money."


    "I'm sorry about this," Robbie said. "She should have been told yesterday. It's a damned shame for her to find out like this." Daphne was sitting in the one other chair in his office and he hesitated and then said, "Sit here, Elizabeth."


    Elizabeth waited until he started to hoist himself up and then said, "That's all right, Robbie, I'm going back to work."


    Robbie read Miss Wilson's letter carefully. "Miss Hill," he said, "make a note to send Miss Wilson her back pay and the extra week she asks for."


    "I don't have anything to make a note on," Daphne said. Elizabeth took a pad and pencil off Robbie's desk and handed it to her, and Daphne made a solemn sentence on the first page of the pad.


    "Who is this Hunt?" Robbie asked Elizabeth. 'Tour old boy friend?"


    I know I shouldn't have told him, Elizabeth thought. "I think it's an old friend of my father's from home," she said.


    "Better call him back," Robbie said, handing her the note.


    


    96 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    "I shall," Elizabeth said. "Don't you think you'd better write Miss Wilson and explain what happened?"


    Robbie looked dismayed, and then he said, "Miss Hill can do that this afternoon."


    Elizabeth, carefully not looking at Daphne, said, "Fine idea. That will give her something to do."


    She closed the door quietly when she went out and closed the door of her own office after herself to give the illusion of privacy. She knew that Robbie would listen to her talking on the phone; she had an odd picture of Robbie and Daphne, sitting silently one on either side of Robbie's desk, two heavy serious faces turned slightly to the partition, listening soberly to Elizabeth talking to her father's old friend.


    She looked up the hotel number in the book, hearing Robbie say, "Tell her we're all sincerely sorry, but that circumstances beyond my control, and so on. Make it as pleasant as possible. Remember to tell her we'll consider her for the first new job we have here."


    Elizabeth dialed the number, waiting for the sudden silence in Robbie's office. She asked the hotel clerk for Mr. Robert Hunt, and when he answered she made her voice low, and said, "Uncle Robert? This is Beth."


    He answered enthusiastically, "Beth! It's fine hearing your voice. Mom thought you'd be too busy to call back."


    "Is she with you? How nice," Elizabeth said. "How are you both? How is Dad?"


    "All fine," he said. "How are you, Beth?"


    She kept her voice low. "Just grand, Uncle Robert, getting along so well. How long have you been here? And how long are you staying? And when can I see you?"


    He laughed. "Mom is talking at me from this end and you're talking at me from that end," he said. "And I can't hear a word either of you is saying. How are you, anyway?"


    "I'm grand," she said again.


    "Beth," he said, "we're very anxious to see you. Got a lot of messages from home and all."


    "I'm pretty busy," she said, "but I'd love to see you. How long are you staying?"


    "Tomorrow," he said. "Just came in for a couple of days."


    


    She was figuring quickly, even while her voice was saying, "Oh, no," with heavy dismay. "Why didn't you let me know?" she said.


    "Mom wants me to tell you everyone sends their love," he said.


    "I'm just sick," she said. Guilt drove her into accenting her words violently. "I don't know how I'm going to get to see you. Maybe tomorrow morning somehow?"


    "Well," he said slowly, "Mom sort of had her heart set on going to Long Island tomorrow to see her sister, and they'll take us right to the train. We thought maybe you'd come along with us tonight."


    "Oh, Lord," Elizabeth said, "I've got a dinner appointment I can't break. A client," she said, "you know."


    "Isn't that a shame," he said. "We're going to a show; thought you might come along. Mom," he called, "what's that show we're going to?" He waited for a minute and then said, "She doesn't remember either. The hotel got tickets for us."


    "I wish I could," she said, "I just wish I could." She thought in spite of herself of the extra ticket they had been careful to buy, the two old people alone for dinner pretending they were celebrating in a strange city. They saved tonight for me, she thought. "If it had been any other person in the world, I could have broken it, but this is one of our best clients and I just don't dare."


    "Of course not." There was so long a silence that Elizabeth said hastily, "How is Dad, anyway?"


    "Fine," he said. "Everyone's fine. I guess he sort of wishes you were home now."


    "I imagine he's lonesome," Elizabeth said, careful not to let her voice commit her to anything. She was anxious to end the phone call, dissociate herself from the Hunts and her father and the nagging hints that she should go home. I live in New York now, she told herself while the old man's voice continued with a monotonous series of anecdotes about her father and people she had known long ago; I live in New York by myself and I don't have to remember any of these people; Uncle Robert should be glad I talk to him at all.


    "I'm so glad you called," she said suddenly, through his voice. "I've got to get back to work."


    "Of course," he said apologetically. "Well, Beth, write to all of us, won't you? Mom is telling me to give you her love."


    They hang on to me, she thought; they're holding me back, with
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    their letters and their "Yrs. afftly.," and their sending love back and forth. "Good-bye," she said.


    "Come back soon for a visit," he went on.


    "I will when I can. Good-bye," Elizabeth said. She hung up on his "Good-bye," and then, "Oh, wait, Beth," when something more occurred to him. I couldn't listen any longer without being rude, she thought.


    She heard Robbie's voice starting then in the next office, "And I guess you understand about things like answering the phone, and so on."


    "I guess so," Daphne said.


    Elizabeth went back to her letter to Mr. Burton, permanently curled from staying in the typewriter, and she heard Robbie and Daphne Hill talking for a while, about names of clients, and the two-button phone extension at the reception desk, and then she heard both of them go out to the reception desk and try the extension, two children, she thought, playing office. Occasionally she would hear Robbie's heavy laugh, and then, after a minute, Daphne laughing too, slow and surprised. In spite of all her attempts to concentrate on their rates for Mr. Burton she found herself listening, following Robbie and Daphne where they moved around the office. Once, louder than the slight murmur which had been going on between them, she heard Robbie's man-of-the-world voice saying, "Some quiet little restaurant," and then when the voice dropped back to its cautious tone she said to herself, Where they can talk. She waited, not to sound like an intruder, until she heard Daphne settle down solidly at the reception desk and Robbie start back for his own office. Then she said, "Robbie?"


    There was a silence and then he came around and opened her office door. "You know I don't like you to yell in the office," he said.


    She paused for a minute because she wanted to speak cordially. "We're going to have dinner together tonight?" she asked. They had dinner together four or five times a week, usually in the restaurant where they had had lunch, or in some small place near either Robbie's apartment or Elizabeth's. When she saw the corners of Robbie's mouth turn down and the faint turn of his head toward the outer office she raised her voice slightly. "I got out of seeing these fool people tonight," she said. "There's a lot I want to talk to you about."


    


    "As a matter of fact, Liz," Robbie said, talking very quickly and in a low voice, "Fm afraid I'm going to be stuck for dinner." Not realizing that he was repeating what he had heard her say on the phone a few minutes before, he went on, putting on a look of annoyance, "I've got a dinner appointment I can't break, with a client." When Elizabeth looked surprised, he said, "The minister, I promised him this morning we'd get together again tonight. I haven't had a chance to tell you."


    "Of course you can't break it," Elizabeth said easily. She waited, watching Robbie. He was sitting uneasily on the corner of her desk, playing absently with a pencil, wanting to leave and afraid to go too abruptly. What am I doing, Elizabeth thought suddenly, playing hide-and-seek? "Why don't you go to a movie or something?" she said.


    Robbie laughed mournfully. "I wish I could," he said.


    Elizabeth reached over and took the pencil away from him. "Poor old Robbie," she said. "You're all upset. You ought to get off somewhere and relax."


    Robbie frowned anxiously. "Why should I?" he said. "Isn't this my office?"


    Elizabeth made her voice tender. "You ought to get out of here for a few hours, Robbie, I'm serious. You won't be able to work this afternoon." She decided to allow herself one small spiteful dig. "Particularly if you have to see that old horror tonight," she said.


    Robbie's mouth opened and closed, and then he said, "I can't think when it's such lousy weather. Rain drives me crazy."


    "I know it does," Elizabeth said. She stood up. "You get your hat and coat on, and leave your brief case and everything here," she said, pushing him toward the door, "and then come back after sitting in a movie for a couple of hours and you'll feel like a million dollars to go out and out-talk the minister."


    "I don't want to go out again in this weather," Robbie said.


    "Stop and get a shave," Elizabeth said. She opened the door of her office and saw Daphne Hill staring at her. "Get a haircut," she said, touching the back of his head. "Miss Hill and I will get along fine without you. Won't we, Miss Hill?"


    "Sure," Daphne said.


    Robbie went uneasily into his office and came out a minute later


    


    100 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    carrying his wet coat and hat. "I don't know what you want me to go out for," he said.


    "I don't know what you want to stay here for/' Elizabeth said, escorting him to the outer door. "You're not good for anything when you feel like this." She opened the front door and he walked out. "See you later."


    "See you later," Robbie said, starting down the hall.


    Elizabeth watched him until he had gone into the elevator and then she closed the door behind her and turned to Daphne Hill. "Is that letter to Miss Wilson anywhere near written?" she asked.


    "I was just doing it," Daphne said.


    "Bring it to me when you finish." Elizabeth went into her office and closed the door and sat down at the desk. Frank, she was thinking, it couldn't have been Frank. He would have said "Hello" or something, I haven't changed that much. If it was Frank, what was he doing around here? It won't do any good, she thought, there's no way of finding him anyway.


    She took the telephone book from the corner of her desk and looked for Frank's name; it wasn't there, and she turned further until she came to the H's, running her finger down the page till she found Harris, fames. Pulling the phone over she dialed the number and waited. When a man answered she said, "Is this Jim Harris?"


    "That's right," he said.


    "This is Elizabeth Style."


    "Hello," he said. "How are you?"


    "I've been waiting for you to get in touch with me," she said. "It's been a long time."


    "I know it has," he said. "Somehow I never seem to get around—"


    "I'll tell you what I called you about," she said. "Do you remember Frank Davis?"


    "I remember him," he said. "What's he doing now?"


    "That's what I wanted to ask you," she said.


    "Oh. Well. . . ."


    She waited a minute, and then went on, "One of these days I'm going to take you up on that standing dinner date."


    "I hope you do," he said. "I'll call you."


    Oh, no, she thought. "It seems like such a long time since we got together. Listen." She made her voice sound like this was a sudden idea, one of those unexpectedly brilliant things: "Why don't we
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    make it tonight?" He started to say something and she went on, "I've been dying to see you."


    "You see, my kid sister's in town," he said.


    "Can't she come along?" Elizabeth asked.


    "Well," he said, "I guess so."


    "Fine," Elizabeth said. "You come on down to my place for a drink first, and bring the kid along, and we can have a grand talk about old times."


    "Suppose I call you back?" he asked.


    "I'm leaving the office now," Elizabeth said flatly. "I'll be running around all afternoon. So let's make it around seven?"


    "All right," he said.


    "I'm so pleased we made it tonight," Elizabeth said. "I'll see you later."


    After she had hung up she sat for a minute with her hand on the phone, thinking, good old Harris, he never has a chance if you talk fast; he must get stuck for every dirty job around town. She laughed, pleased, and then stopped abruptly when Daphne knocked on the door; when Elizabeth said, "Come in," Daphne opened the door cautiously and put her head in.


    "I finished the letter, Miss Style," she said.


    "Bring it here," Elizabeth said, and then added, "please."


    Daphne came in and held the letter out at arm's length. "It isn't very good," she said. "But it's my first letter by myself."


    Elizabeth glanced at the letter. "It doesn't matter," she said. "Sit down, Daphne."


    Daphne sat down gingerly on the edge of the chair. "Sit back," Elizabeth said. "That's the only chair I've got and I don't want you breaking it."


    Daphne sat back and opened her eyes wide.


    Elizabeth carefully opened her pocketbook and took out a pack of cigarettes and hunted for a match. "Just a minute," Daphne said eagerly, "I've got some." She hurried out to the outer office and came back with a package of matches. "Keep them," she said, "I've got plenty more."


    Elizabeth lit her cigarette and put the matches down on the edge of the desk. "Now," she said, and Daphne leaned forward. "Where did you work before you started here?"


    "This is my first job," Daphne said. "I just came to New York."
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    "Where did you come from?"


    "Buffalo," Daphne said.


    "So you came to New York to make your fortune?" Elizabeth asked. This is where I have dear Daphne, she was thinking, I've already made my fortune.


    "I don't know," Daphne said. "My father brought us down here because his brother needed him in the business. We just moved here a couple of months ago."


    If I had a family to take care of me, Elizabeth thought, I wouldn't have a job with Robert Shax. "What sort of an education have you had?"


    "I went to high school in Buffalo," Daphne said. "I was in business school for a while."


    "You want to be a writer?"


    "No," Daphne said, "I want to be an agent, like Mr. Shax. And you," she added.


    "It's a fine business," Elizabeth said. "You can make a lot of money at it."


    "That's what Mr. Shax said. He was very nice about it."


    Daphne was getting braver. She was eyeing Elizabeth's cigarette and had settled down comfortably in her chair.


    Elizabeth was suddenly very tired; there was no sport in Daphne. "Mr. Shax and I were talking about you at lunch," she said deliberately.


    Daphne smiled. When she smiled, and when she was sitting down, without the appearance of that big body resting precariously on small feet, Daphne was an attractive girl. In spite of the small brown eyes, with that incredible mop of hair, Daphne was very attractive. I'm so thin, Elizabeth thought, and she said with pleasure, "I think you'd better rewrite that letter to Miss Wilson, Daphne."


    "Sure," Daphne said.


    "Telling her," Elizabeth went on, "to come back to work as soon as she can."


    "Back here?" Daphne asked, with the smallest beginning of alarm.


    "Back here," Elizabeth said. She smiled. "I'm afraid Mr. Shax didn't have courage enough to tell you," she said. "Mr. Shax and I are, besides business partners," she said, "very good friends. Frequently Mr. Shax takes advantage of our friendship and leaves the disagreeable tasks for me to do."
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    "Mr. Shax didn't tell me anything/' Daphne said.


    "I didn't think he had," Elizabeth said, "when I saw how you went right ahead as though you were staying here."


    Daphne was frightened. She's too stupid to cry, Elizabeth thought, but she's going to have to have everything explained to her in detail. "Naturally," Elizabeth went on, "I don't like having to do this. Possibly I can make it easier for you by trying to help you get another job."


    Daphne nodded.


    "This may help you," Elizabeth said, "because Mr. Shax commented on it earlier, and it's the sort of thing men are particular about. Your appearance."


    Daphne looked down at the ample front of her dress.


    "Probably," Elizabeth said, "you already know this, and I'm very rude to comment on it, but I think you'd make a better impression and if you ever get a job you'd be able to work more comfortably if you wore something to the office instead of a silk dress. It makes you seem, somehow, as though you were just in from Buffalo."


    "You want me to wear a suit or something?" Daphne asked. She spoke slowly and without malice.


    "Something quieter, anyway," Elizabeth said.


    Daphne looked Elizabeth up and down. "A suit like yours?" she asked.


    "A suit would be fine," Elizabeth said. "And try to comb your hair down."


    Daphne touched the top of her head tenderly.


    "Try to be more orderly, in general," Elizabeth said. "You have beautiful hair, Daphne, but it would look more suitable to an office if you were to wear it more severely."


    "Like yours?" Daphne asked, looking at the grey in Elizabeth's hair.


    "Any way you please," Elizabeth said, "just so it doesn't look like a floor mop." She turned pointedly back to her desk, and after a minute Daphne rose. "Take this back," Elizabeth said, holding out the letter to Miss Wilson, "and rewrite it the way I told you to."


    "Yes, Miss Style," Daphne said.


    "You can go home as soon as you're through with the letter," Elizabeth said. "Leave it on your desk, along with your name and address, and Mr. Shax will send you your day's pay."


    "I don't care whether he does or not," Daphne said abruptly.
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    Elizabeth looked up for a minute and regarded Daphne steadily. "Do you think you have any right to criticize Mr. Shax's decisions?" she asked.


    For a few minutes Elizabeth sat at her desk waiting to see what Daphne would do; after the door had closed quietly behind Daphne and she had walked to her desk there had been a heavy silence; she's sitting at her desk there, Elizabeth thought, thinking it over. Then, finally, there was the small sound of Daphne's pocketbook, the snap of the catch opening, the movement of a hand searching against keys, papers; she's taking her compact out, Elizabeth thought, she's looking to see if what I said about her appearance is true; she's wondering if Robbie said anything, how he said it, whether I made it worse or smoothed it over for her. I should have told her he said she was a fat pig, or the ugliest thing he had ever seen; she might not even have seen through that. What's she doing now?


    Daphne had said "Damn" very distinctly; Elizabeth sat forward in her chair, not wanting to let any trace of action escape. Then there was the quiet sound of the typewriter; Daphne was typing the letter to Miss Wilson. Elizabeth shook her head slowly and laughed. She lighted a cigarette with one of Daphne's matches, still on the edge of the desk, and looked blankly at the letter to Mr. Burton, still in the typewriter. Sitting with one arm hooked over the back of the chair and the cigarette in her mouth, she typed slowly, with one finger, "The hell with you, Burton," and then tore the page out of the typewriter and threw it in the wastebasket. That's every single bit of work I've done today, she told herself, and it doesn't matter after looking at Daphne's face when I told her. She looked at her desk, the letters waiting to be answered, the criticisms by a professional editor waiting to be written, the complaints to be satisfied, and thought, I'll go on home. I can take a bath and clean the place and get some stuff for Jim and the kid sister; I'll only wait till Daphne leaves.


    "Daphne?" she called.


    After a hesitation: "Yes, Miss Style?"


    "Aren't you through yet?" Elizabeth said; she could afford to let herself speak gently now. "That letter to Miss Wilson should only take a minute."


    "Just getting ready to leave," Daphne said.


    


    "Don't forget to leave your name and address. "


    There was a silence from the other room, and Elizabeth said to her closed door, raising her voice again, "Did you hear me?"


    "Mr. Shax knows my name and address," Daphne said. The outer door opened, and Daphne said, "Good-bye."


    "Good-bye," Elizabeth said.


    She got out of the taxi at her corner, and after paying the man, she had a ten-dollar bill and some change in her pocketbook; this, with twenty dollars more in her apartment, was all the money she had until she could ask Robbie for more. Figuring quickly, she decided to take ten dollars of her money at home to get her through the evening; Jim Harris would have to pay for her dinner; ten dollars, then, for taxis and emergencies; she would ask Robbie for more tomorrow. The money in her pocketbook would go for liquor and cocktail things; she stopped in the liquor store on the corner and bought a bottle of rye, a fifth, so that she would have some to oEer Robbie the next time he came down. With her bottle under her arm she went into the delicatessen and bought ginger ale; hesitantly she selected a bag of potato chips and then a box of crackers and a liver-wurst spread to put on them.


    She was unused to entertaining; she and Robbie spent evenings quietly together, seldom seeing any people except an occasional client and, sometimes, an old friend who invited them out. Because they were not married, Robbie was reluctant to take her anywhere where he might be embarrassed by her presence. They ate their meals in small restaurants, did their rare drinking at home or in a corner bar, saw neighborhood movies. When it was necessary for Elizabeth to invite people to visit her, Robbie was not there; they had once given a party in Robbie's larger apartment to celebrate some great occasion, probably a client of some sort, and the party had been so miserable and the guest so uncomfortable that they had never given another and had been invited to only one or two.


    Consequently Elizabeth, although she spoke so blithely of "coming down for a drink," was almost completely at a loss when people actually came. As she climbed the stairs to her apartment, her packages braced between her arm and her chin, she was worrying over and over the progress of having a drink, the passing of crackers, the taking of coats.
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    The appearance of her room shocked her; she had forgotten her hurried departure this morning and the way she had left things around; also, the apartment was created and planned for Elizabeth; that is, the hurried departure every morning of a rather unhappy and desperate young woman with little or no ability to make things gracious, the lonely ugly evenings in one chair with one book and one ashtray, the nights spent dreaming of hot grass and heavy sunlight. There was no possible arrangement of these things that would permit of a casual grouping of three or four people, sitting easily around a room holding glasses, talking lightly. In the early evening, with one lamp on and the shadows in the corners, it looked warm and soft, but you had only to sit down in the one armchair, or touch a hand to the grey wood end table that looked polished, to see that the armchair was hard and cheap, the grey paint chipping.


    For a minute Elizabeth stood in the doorway holding her packages, trying clearly to visualize her room as it might be smoothed out by an affectionate hand, but the noise of footsteps above coming down the stairs drove her inside with the door shut and, once in, there was no clear vision; she had her feet on the unpolished floor; there was a dirty fingerprint on the inside doorknob. Robbie's, Elizabeth thought.


    She opened the glass French doors that screened the kitchenette and put her packages down; the kitchenette was part of one wall, with a tiny stove built in under a cabinet, a sink installed over a refrigerator, and, over the sink, two shelves on which stood her collection of china: two plates, two cups and saucers, four glasses. She also owned a small saucepan, a frying-pan, and a coffeepot. She had bought all her small house furnishings in a five-and-ten a few years before, planning a tiny complete kitchen, where she could make miniature roasts for herself and Robbie, even bake a small pie or cookies, wearing a yellow apron and making funny mistakes at first. Although she had been a fairly competent cook when she first came to New York, capable of frying chops and potatoes, in the many years since she had been near a real stove she had lost all her knowledge except the fudge-making play in which she indulged herself occasionally. Cooking was, like everything else she had known, a decent honest knowledge meant to make her a capable happy woman ("the way to a man's heart," her mother used to say soberly), which,


    


    with the rest of her daily life, had sunk to a miniature useful only as a novelty on rare occasions.


    She had to take down the four glasses and wash them; they were dusty from standing so long unused on the open shelf. She checked the refrigerator. For a while she had kept butter and eggs in the refrigerator, and bread and coffee in the cabinet, but they had grown mouldy and rancid before she had been able to make more than one breakfast from them; she was so often late and so seldom inclined to take time over her own breakfast.


    It was only four-thirty; she had time to straighten things up and bathe and dress. Her first care was for the easy things in the apartment; she dusted the tables and emptied the ashtray, stopping to put her dustcloth down and pull the bedcovers even, smoothing the spread down to a regular roundness. She was tempted to take up the three small scatter rugs and shake them, and then wash the floor, but a glance at the bathroom discouraged her; they would certainly be in and out of the bathroom, and the floor and tub and even the walls badly needed washing. She used her dustcloth soaked in hot water from the tap, getting the floor clean at last; she put out clean towels from her small stock and started her bath water while she went back to finish the big room.


    After all her haphazard work the room looked the same; still grey and inhospitable in the rainy afternoon light. She debated for a minute running downstairs for some bright flowers, and then decided that her money wouldn't last that far; they would only be in the room for a short while anyway, and with something to drink and something to eat any room should look friendly.


    When she finished her bath it was nearly six, and dark enough to light the lamp on the end table. She walked barefoot across the room, feeling clean and freshened, conscious of the cologne she had put on, with her hair curling a little from the hot water. With the feeling of cleanness came an excitement; she would be happy tonight, she would be successful, something wonderful would happen to change her whole life. Following out this feeling she chose a dark red silk dress from the closet; it was youthfully styled and without the grey in her hair it made her look nearer twenty than over thirty. She selected a heavy gold chain to wear with it, and thought, I can wear my good black coat, even if it's raining I'll wear it to feel nice.


    While she dressed she thought about her home. Considered hon-
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    estly, there was no way to do anything with this apartment, no yellow drapes or pictures would help. She needed a new apartment, a pleasant open place with big windows and pale furniture, with the sun coming in all day. To get a new apartment she needed more money, she needed a new job, and Jim Harris would have to help her; tonight would be only the first of many exciting dinners together, building into a lovely friendship that would get her a job and a sunny apartment; while she was planning her new life she forgot Jim Harris, his heavy face, his thin voice; he was a stranger, a gallant dark man with knowing eyes who watched her across a room, he was someone who loved her, he was a quiet troubled man who needed sunlight, a warm garden, green lawns. . . .
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    The first person on this block who has been decently polite to a poor old man."


    Mrs. Archer turned the doorknob back and forth nervously. "I'm awfully sorry," she said. Then, as he turned to go, she said, "Wait a minute," and hurried into the bedroom. "Old man selling shoelaces," she whispered. She pulled open the top dresser drawer, took out her pocketbook, and fumbled in the change purse. "Quarter," she said. "Think it's all right?"


    "Sure," Kathy said. "Probably more than he's gotten all day." She was Mrs. Archer's age, and unmarried. Mrs. Corn was a stout woman in her middle fifties. They both lived in the building and spent a good deal of time at Mrs. Archer's, on account of the baby.


    Mrs. Archer returned to the front door. "Here," she said, holding out the quarter. "I think it's a shame everyone was so rude."


    The old man started to offer her some shoelaces, but his hand shook and the shoelaces dropped to the floor. He leaned heavily against the wall. Mrs. Archer watched, horrified. "Good Lord," she said, and put out her hand. As her fingers touched the dirty old overcoat she hesitated and then, tightening her lips, she put her arm firmly through his and tried to help him through the doorway. "Girls," she called, "come help me, quick!"


    Kathy came running out of the bedroom, saying, "Did you call, Jean?" and then stopped dead, staring.


    "What'll I do?" Mrs. Archer said, standing with her arm through the old man's. His eyes were closed and he seemed barely able, with her help, to stand on his feet. "For heaven's sake, grab him on the other side."


    "Get him to a chair or something," Kathy said. The hall was too narrow for all three of them to go down side by side, so Kathy took the old man's other arm and half-led Mrs. Archer and him into the living-room. "Not in the good chair," Mrs. Archer exclaimed. "In the old leather one." They dropped the old man into the leather chair and stood back. "What on earth do we do now?" Mrs. Archer said.


    "Do you have any whiskey?" Kathy asked.


    Mrs. Archer shook her head. "A little wine," she said doubtfully.


    Mrs. Corn came into the living-room, holding the baby. "Gracious!" she said. "He's drunk!"


    "Nonsense," Kathy said. "I wouldn't have let Jean bring him in if he were."


    


    "Watch out for the baby, Blanche," Mrs. Archer said.


    "Naturally," Mrs. Corn said. "We're going back into the bedroom, honey," she said to the baby, "and then we're going to get into our lovely crib and go beddy-bye."


    The old man stirred and opened his eyes. He tried to get up.


    "Now you stay right where you are," Kathy ordered, "and Mrs. Archer here is going to bring you a little bit of wine. You'd like that, wouldn't you?"


    The old man raised his eyes to Kathy. "Thank you," he said.


    Mrs. Archer went into the kitchen. After a moment's thought she took the glass from over the sink, rinsed it out, and poured some sherry into it. She took the glass of sherry back into the living-room and handed it to Kathy.


    "Shall I hold it for you or can you drink by yourself?" Kathy asked the old man.


    "You are much too kind," he said, and reached for the glass. Kathy steadied it for him as he sipped from it, and then he pushed it away.


    "That's enough, thank you," he said. "Enough to revive me." He tried to rise. "Thank you," he said to Mrs. Archer, "and thank you," to Kathy. "I had better be going along."


    "Not until you're quite firm on your feet," Kathy said. "Can't afford to take chances, you know."


    The old man smiled. "I can afford to take chances," he said.


    Mrs. Corn came back into the living-room. "Baby's in his crib," she said, "and just about asleep already. Does he feel better now? I'll bet he was just drunk or hungry or something."


    "Of course he was," Kathy said, fired by the idea. "He was hungry. That's what was wrong all the time, Jean. How silly we were. Poor old gentleman!" she said to the old man. "Mrs. Archer is certainly not going to let you leave here without a full meal inside of you."


    Mrs. Archer looked doubtful. "I have some eggs," she said.


    "Fine!" Kathy said. "Just the thing. They're easily digested," she said to the old man, "and especially good if you haven't eaten for" —she hesitated—"for a while."


    "Black coffee," Mrs. Corn said, "if you ask me. Look at his hands shake."


    "Nervous exhaustion," Kathy said firmly. "A nice hot cup of bouillon is all he needs to be good as ever, and he has to drink it very
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    slowly until his stomach gets used to food again. The stomach," she told Mrs.. Archer and Mrs. Corn, "shrinks when it remains empty for any great period of time/'


    "I would rather not trouble you," the old man said to Mrs. Archer.


    "Nonsense," Kathy said. "We've got to see that you get a good hot meal to go on with." She took Mrs. Archer's arm and began to walk her out to the kitchen. "Just some eggs," she said. "Fry four or five. I'll get you half a dozen later. I don't suppose you have any bacon. Til tell you, fry up a few potatoes too. He won't care if they're half-raw. These people eat things like heaps of fried potatoes and eggs and—"


    "There's some canned figs left over from lunch," Mrs. Archer said. "I was wondering what to do with them."


    "I've got to run back and keep an eye on him " Kathy said. "He might faint again or something. You just fry up those eggs and potatoes. I'll send Blanche out if she'll come."


    Mrs. Archer measured out enough coffee for two cups and set the pot on the stove. Then she took out her frying pan. "Kathy," she said, "I'm just a little worried. If he really is drunk, I mean, and if Jim should hear about it, with the baby here and everything. . . ."


    "Why, Jean!" Kathy said. "You should live in the country for a while, I guess. Women always give out meals to starving men. And you don't need to tell Jim. Blanche and I certainly won't say anything."


    "Well," said Mrs. Archer, "you're sure he isn't drunk?"


    "I know a starving man when I see one," Kathy said. "When an old man like that can't stand up and his hands shake and he looks so funny, that means he's starving to death. Literally starving."


    "Oh, my!" said Mrs. Archer. She hurried to the cupboard under the sink and took out two potatoes. "Two enough, do you think? I guess we're really doing a good deed."


    Kathy giggled. "Just a bunch of Girl Scouts," she said. She started out of the kitchen, and then she stopped and turned around. "You have any pie? They always eat pie."


    "It was for dinner, though," Mrs. Archer said.


    "Oh, give it to him," Kathy said. "We can run out and get some more after he goes."


    While the potatoes were frying, Mrs. Archer put a plate, a cup and saucer, and a knife and fork and spoon on the dinette table. Then,


    


    as an afterthought, she picked up the dishes and, taking a paper bag out of a cupboard, tore it in half and spread it smoothly on the table and put the dishes back. She got a glass and filled it with water from the bottle in the refrigerator, cut three slices of bread and put them on a plate, and then cut a small square of butter and put it on the plate with the bread. Then she got a paper napkin from the box in the cupboard and put it beside the plate, took it up after a minute to fold it into a triangular shape, and put it back. Finally she put the pepper and salt shakers on the table and got out a box of eggs. She went to the door and called, "Kathy! Ask him how does he want his eggs fried?"


    There was a murmur of conversation in the living-room and Kathy called back, "Sunny side up!"


    Mrs. Archer took out four eggs and then another and broke them one by one into the frying-pan. When they were done she called out, "All right, girls! Bring him in!"


    Mrs. Corn came into the kitchen, inspected the plate of potatoes and eggs, and looked at Mrs. Archer without speaking. Then Kathy came, leading the old man by the arm. She escorted him to the table and sat him down in a chair. "There," she said. "Now, Mrs. Archer's fixed you a lovely hot meal."


    The old man looked at Mrs. Archer. "I'm very grateful," he said.


    "Isn't that nice!" Kathy said. She nodded approvingly at Mrs. Archer. The old man regarded the plate of eggs and potatoes. "Now pitch right in," Kathy said. "Sit down, girls. I'll get a chair from the bedroom."


    The old man picked up the salt and shook it gently over the eggs. "This looks delicious," he said finally.


    "You just go right ahead and eat," Kathy said, reappearing with a chair. "We want to see you get filled up. Pour him some coffee, Jean."


    Mrs. Archer went to the stove and took up the coffeepot.


    "Please don't bother," he said.


    "That's all right," Mrs. Archer said, filling the old man's cup. She sat down at the table. The old man picked up the fork and then put it down again to take up the paper napkin and spread it carefully over his knees.


    "What's your name?" Kathy asked.


    "O'Flaherty, Madam. John O'Flaherty."
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    "Well, John," Kathy said, "I am Miss Valentine and this lady is Mrs. Archer and the other one is Mrs. Corn."


    "How do you do?" the old man said.


    "I gather you're from the old country," Kathy said.


    "I beg your pardon?"


    "Irish, aren't you?" Kathy said.


    "I am, Madam." The old man plunged the fork into one of the eggs and watched the yolk run out onto the plate. "I knew Yeats," he said suddenly.


    "Really?" Kathy said, leaning forward. "Let me see—he was the writer, wasn't he?"


    " 'Come out of charity, come dance with me in Ireland/ " the old man said. He rose and, holding on to the chair back, bowed solemnly to Mrs. Archer, "Thank you again, Madam, for your generosity." He turned and started for the front door. The three women got up and followed him.


    "But you didn't finish," Mrs. Corn said.


    "The stomach," the old man said, "as this lady has pointed out, shrinks. Yes, indeed," he went on reminiscently, "I knew Yeats."


    At the front door he turned and said to Mrs. Archer, "Your kindness should not go unrewarded." He gestured to the shoelaces lying on the floor. "These," he said, "are for you. For your kindness. Divide them with the other ladies."


    "But I wouldn't dream—" Mrs. Archer began.


    "I insist," the old man said, opening the door. "A small return, but all that I have to offer. Pick them up yourself," he added abruptly. Then he turned and thumbed his nose at Mrs. Corn. "I hate old women," he said.


    "Well!" said Mrs. Corn faintly.


    "I may have imbibed somewhat freely," the old man said to Mrs. Archer, "but I never served bad sherry to my guests. We are of two different worlds, Madam."


    "Didn't I tell you?" Mrs. Corn was saying. "Haven't I kept telling you all along?"


    Mrs. Archer, her eyes on Kathy, made a tentative motion of pushing the old man through the door, but he forestalled her.


    " 'Come dance with me in Ireland,'" he said. Supporting himself against the wall, he reached the outer door and opened it. "And time runs on," he said.
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    Mrs. Tylor, in the middle of a busy morning, was far too polite to go out on the front porch and stare, but she saw no reason for avoiding the windows; when her vacuuming or her dishwashing, or even the upstairs bedmaking, took her near a window on the south side of the house she would lift the curtain slightly, or edge to one side and stir the shade. All she could see, actually, was the moving van in front of the house, and various small activities going on between the movers; the furniture, what she could see of it, looked fine.


    Mrs. Tylor finished the beds and came downstairs to start lunch, and in the short space of time it took her to get from the front bedroom window to the kitchen window a taxi had stopped in front of the house next door and a small boy was dancing up and down on the sidewalk. Mrs. Tylor estimated him; about four, probably, unless he was small for his age; about right for her youngest girl. She turned her attention to the woman who was getting out of the taxi, and was further reassured. A nice-looking tan suit, a little worn and perhaps a little too light in color for moving day, but nicely cut, and


    


    Mrs. Tylor nodded appreciatively over the carrots she was scraping. Nice people, obviously.


    Carol, Mrs. Tylor's youngest, was leaning on the fence in front of the Tylor house, watching the little boy next door. When the little boy stopped dancing up and down Carol said, "Hi." The little boy looked up, took a step backward, and said, "Hi." His mother looked at Carol, at the Tylor house, and down at her son. Then she said, "Hello there" to Carol. Mrs. Tylor smiled in the kitchen. Then, on a sudden impulse she dried her hands on a paper towel, took off her apron, and went to the front door. "Carol," she called lightly, "Carol, dear." Carol turned around, still leaning on the fence. "What?" she said uncooperatively.


    "Oh, hello," Mrs. Tylor said to the lady still standing on the sidewalk next to the little boy. "I heard Carol talking to someone. . . ."


    "The children were making friends," the lady said shyly.


    Mrs. Tylor came down the steps to stand near Carol at the fence. "Are you our new neighbor?"


    "If we ever get moved in," the lady said. She laughed. "Moving day," she said expressively.


    "I know. Our name's Tylor," Mrs. Tylor said. "This is Carol."


    "Our name is Harris," the lady said. "This is James Junior."


    "Say hello to James," Mrs. Tylor said.


    "And you say hello to Carol," Mrs. Harris said.


    Carol shut her mouth obstinately and the little boy edged behind his mother. Both ladies laughed. "Children!" one of them said, and the other said, "Isn't it the way!"


    Then Mrs. Tylor said, gesturing at the moving van and the two men moving in and out with chairs and tables and beds and lamps, "Heavens, isn't it terrible?"


    Mrs. Harris sighed. "I think I'll just go crazy."


    "Is there anything we can do to help?" Mrs. Tylor asked. She smiled down at James. "Perhaps James would like to spend the afternoon with us?"


    "That would be a relief," Mrs. Harris agreed. She twisted around to look at James behind her. "Would you like to play with Carol this afternoon, honey?" James shook his head mutely and Mrs. Tylor said to him brightly, "Carol's two older sisters might, just might take her to the movies, James. You'd like that, wouldn't you?"


    


    ii7 Of Course "I'm afraid not," Mrs. Harris said flatly. "James does not go to


    movies."


    "Oh, well, of course," Mrs. Tylor said, 'lots of mothers don't, of course, but when a child has two older. . . ."


    "It isn't that," Mrs. Harris said. "We do not go to movies, any of us."


    Mrs. Tylor quickly registered the "any" as meaning there was probably a Mr. Harris somewhere around, and then her mind snapped back and she said blankly, "Don't go to movies?"


    "Mr. Harris," Mrs. Harris said carefully, "feels that movies are intellectually retarding. We do not go to movies."


    "Naturally," Mrs. Tylor said. "Well, I'm sure Carol wouldn't mind staying home this afternoon. She'd love to play with James. Mr. Harris," she added cautiously, "wouldn't object to a sandbox?"


    "I want to go to the movies," Carol said.


    Mrs. Tylor spoke quickly. "Why don't you and James come over and rest at our house for a while? You've probably been running around all morning."


    Mrs. Harris hesitated, watching the movers. "Thank you," she said finally. With James following along behind her, she came through the Tylors' gate, and Mrs. Tylor said, "If we sit in the garden out back we can still keep an eye on your movers." She gave Carol a small push. "Show James the sandbox, dear," she said firmly.


    Carol took James sullenly by the hand and led him over to the sandbox. "See?" she said, and went back to kick the fence pickets deliberately. Mrs. Tylor sat Mrs. Harris in one of the garden chairs and went over and found a shovel for James to dig with.


    "It certainly feels good to sit down," Mrs. Harris said. She sighed. "Sometimes I feel that moving is the most terrible thing I have to do."


    "You were lucky to get that house," Mrs. Tylor said, and Mrs. Harris nodded. "We'll be glad to get nice neighbors," Mrs. Tylor went on. "There's something so nice about congenial people right next door. I'll be running over to borrow cups of sugar," she finished roguishly.


    "I certainly hope you will," Mrs. Harris said. "We had such disagreeable people next door to us in our old house. Small things, you know, and they do irritate you so." Mrs. Tylor sighed sympatheti-


    


    cally. "The radio, for instance," Mrs. Harris continued, "all day long, and so loud."


    Mrs. Tylor caught her breath for a minute. "You must be sure and tell us if ours is ever too loud."


    "Mr. Harris cannot bear the radio," Mrs. Harris said. "We do not own one, of course."


    "Of course," Mrs. Tylor said. "No radio."


    Mrs. Harris looked at her and laughed uncomfortably. "You'll be thinking my husband is crazy."


    "Of course not," Mrs. Tylor said. "After all, lots of people don't like radios; my oldest nephew, now, he's just the other way—"


    "Well," Mrs. Harris said, "newspapers, too."


    Mrs. Tylor recognized finally the faint nervous feeling that was tagging her; it was the way she felt when she was irrevocably connected with something dangerously out of control: her car, for instance, on an icy street, or the time on Virginia's roller skates. . . . Mrs. Harris was staring absent-mindedly at the movers going in and out, and she was saying, "It isn't as though we hadn't ever seen a newspaper, not like the movies at all; Mr. Harris just feels that the newspapers are a mass degradation of taste. You really never need to read a newspaper, you know," she said, looking around anxiously at Mrs. Tylor.


    "I never read anything but the—"


    "And we took The New Republic for a number of years," Mrs. Harris said. "When we were first married, of course. Before James was born."


    "What is your husband's business?" Mrs. Tylor asked timidly.


    Mrs. Harris lifted her head proudly. "He's a scholar," she said. "He writes monographs."


    Mrs. Tylor opened her mouth to speak, but Mrs. Harris leaned over and put her hand out and said, "It's terribly hard for people to understand the desire for a really peaceful life."


    "What," Mrs. Tylor said, "what does your husband do for relaxation?"


    "He reads plays," Mrs. Harris said. She looked doubtfully over at James. "Pre-Elizabethan, of course."


    "Of course," Mrs. Tylor said, and looked nervously at James, who was shoveling sand into a pail.


    "People are really very unkind," Mrs. Harris said. "Those people I


    


    was telling you about, next door. It wasn't only the radio, you see. Three times they deliberately left their New York Times on our doorstep. Once James nearly got it."


    "Good Lord," Mrs. Tylor said. She stood up. "Carol," she called emphatically, "don't go away. It's nearly time for lunch, dear."


    "Well," Mrs. Harris said. "I must go and see if the movers have done anything right."


    Feeling as though she had been rude, Mrs. Tylor said, "Where is Mr. Harris now?"


    "At his mother's," Mrs. Harris said. "He always stays there when we move."


    "Of course," Mrs. Tylor said, feeling as though she had been saying nothing else all morning.


    "They don't turn the radio on while he's there," Mrs. Harris explained.


    "Of course," Mrs. Tylor said.


    Mrs. Harris held out her hand and Mrs. Tylor took it. "I do so hope we'll be friends," Mrs. Harris said. "As you said, it means such a lot to have really thoughtful neighbors. And we've been so unlucky."


    "Of course," Mrs. Tylor said, and then came back to herself abruptly. "Perhaps one evening soon we can get together for a game of bridge?" She saw Mrs. Harris's face and said, "No. Well, anyway, we must all get together some evening soon." They both laughed.


    "It does sound silly, doesn't it," Mrs. Harris said. "Thanks so much for all your kindness this morning."


    "Anything we can do," Mrs. Tylor said. "If you want to send James over this afternoon."


    "Perhaps I shall," Mrs. Harris said. "If you really don't mind."


    "Of course," Mrs. Tylor said. "Carol, dear."


    With her arm around Carol she walked out to the front of the house and stood watching Mrs. Harris and James go into their house. They both stopped in the doorway and waved, and Mrs. Tylor and Carol waved back.


    "Can't I go to the movies," Carol said, "please, Mother?"


    "I'll go with you, dear," Mrs. Tylor said.
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    "Are you all right?" he asked. "Do you think I ought to go with you?"


    "No, of course not," she said. Til be all right." It was hard for her to talk because of her swollen jaw; she kept a handkerchief pressed to her face and held hard to her husband. "Are you sure you'll be all right?" she asked. "I'll be back tomorrow night at the latest. Or else 111 call."


    "Everything will be fine," he said heartily. "By tomorrow noon it'll all be gone. Tell the dentist if there's anything wrong I can come right down."


    "I feel so funny," she said. "Light-headed, and sort of dizzy."


    "That's because of the dope," he said. "All that codeine, and the whisky, and nothing to eat all day."


    She giggled nervously. "I couldn't comb my hair, my hand shook so. I'm glad it's dark."


    "Try to sleep in the bus," he said. "Did you take a sleeping pill?"


    "Yes," she said. They were waiting for the bus driver to finish his cup of coffee in the lunchstand; they could see him through the glass window, sitting at the counter, taking his time. "I feel so funny" she said.


    "You know, Clara," he made his voice very weighty, as though if he spoke more seriously his words would carry more conviction and be therefore more comforting, "you know, I'm glad you're going down to New York to have Zimmerman take care of this. I'd never forgive myself if it turned out to be something serious and I let you go to this butcher up here."


    "It's just a toothache" Clara said uneasily, "nothing very serious about a toothache"


    "You can't tell," he said. "It might be abscessed or something; I'm sure he'll have to pull it."


    "Don't even talk like that," she said, and shivered.


    "Well, it looks pretty bad," he said soberly, as before. "Your face so swollen, and all. Don't you worry."


    "I'm not worrying," she said. "I just feel as if I were all tooth. Nothing else."


    The bus driver got up from the stool and walked over to pay his check. Clara moved toward the bus, and her husband said, "Take your time, you've got plenty of time."


    "I just feel funny," Clara said.
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    "Listen," her husband said, "that tooth's been bothering you off and on for years; at least six or seven times since I've known you you've had trouble with that tooth. It's about time something was done. You had a toothache on our honeymoon," he finished accusingly.


    "Did I?" Clara said. "You know," she went on, and laughed, "I was in such a hurry I didn't dress properly. I have on old stockings and I just dumped everything into my good pocketbook."


    "Are you sure you have enough money?" he said.


    "Almost twenty-five dollars," Clara said. "I'll be home tomorrow."


    "Wire if you need more," he said. The bus driver appeared in the doorway of the lunchroom. "Don't worry," he said.


    "Listen," Clara said suddenly, "are you sure you'll be all right? Mrs. Lang will be over in the morning in time to make breakfast, and Johnny doesn't need to go to school if things are too mixed up."


    "I know," he said.


    "Mrs. Lang," she said, checking on her fingers. "I called Mrs. Lang, I left the grocery order on the kitchen table, you can have the cold tongue for lunch and in case I don't get back Mrs. Lang will give you dinner. The cleaner ought to come about four o'clock, I won't be back so give him your brown suit and it doesn't matter if you forget but be sure to empty the pockets."


    "Wire if you need more money," he said. "Or call. I'll stay home tomorrow so you can call at home."


    "Mrs. Lang will take care of the baby," she said.


    "Or you can wire," he said.


    The bus driver came across the street and stood by the entrance to the bus.


    "Okay?" the bus driver said.


    "Good-bye," Clara said to her husband.


    "You'll feel all right tomorrow," her husband said. "It's only a toothache."


    "I'm fine," Clara said. "Don't you worry." She got on the bus and then stopped, with the bus driver waiting behind her. "Milkman," she said to her husband. "Leave a note telling him we want eggs."


    "I will," her husband said. "Good-bye."


    "Good-bye," Clara said. She moved on into the bus and behind her the driver swung into his seat. The bus was nearly empty and she went far back and sat down at the window outside which her hus-
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    band waited. "Good-bye," she said to him through the glass, "take care of yourself."


    "Good-bye," he said, waving violently.


    The bus stirred, groaned, and pulled itself forward. Clara turned her head to wave good-bye once more and then lay back against the heavy soft seat. Good Lord, she thought, what a thing to do! Outside, the familiar street slipped past, strange and dark and seen, unexpectedly, from the unique station of a person leaving town, going away on a bus. It isn't as though it's the first time I've ever been to New York, Clara thought indignantly, it's the whisky and the codeine and the sleeping pill and the toothache. She checked hastily to see if her codeine tablets were in her pocketbook; they had been standing, along with the aspirin and a glass of water, on the dining-room sideboard, but somewhere in the lunatic flight from her home she must have picked them up, because they were in her pocketbook now, along with the twenty-odd dollars and her compact and comb and lipstick. She could tell from the feel of the lipstick that she had brought the old, nearly finished one, not the new one that was a darker shade and had cost two-fifty. There was a run in her stocking and a hole in the toe that she never noticed at home wearing her old comfortable shoes, but which was now suddenly and disagreeably apparent inside her best walking shoes. Well, she thought, I can buy new stockings in New York tomorrow, after the tooth is fixed, after everything's all right. She put her tongue cautiously on the tooth and was rewarded with a split-second crash of pain.


    The bus stopped at a red light and the driver got out of his seat and came back toward her. "Forgot to get your ticket before," he said.


    "I guess I was a little rushed at the last minute," she said. She found the ticket in her coat pocket and gave it to him. "When do we get to New York?" she asked.


    "Five-fifteen," he said. "Plenty of time for breakfast. One-way ticket?"


    "I'm coming back by train," she said, without seeing why she had to tell him, except that it was late at night and people isolated together in some strange prison like a bus had to be more friendly and communicative than at other times.


    "Me, I'm coming back by bus," he said, and they both laughed, she painfully because of her swollen face. When he went back to his
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    seat far away at the front of the bus she lay back peacefully against the seat. She could feel the sleeping pill pulling at her; the throb of the toothache was distant now, and mingled with the movement of the bus, a steady beat like her heartbeat which she could hear louder and louder, going on through the night. She put her head back and her feet up, discreetly covered with her skirt, and fell asleep without saying good-bye to the town.


    She opened her eyes once and they were moving almost silently through the darkness. Her tooth was pulsing steadily and she turned her cheek against the cool back of the seat in weary resignation. There was a thin line of lights along the ceiling of the bus and no other light. Far ahead of her in the bus she could see the other people sitting; the driver, so far away as to be only a tiny figure at the end of a telescope, was straight at the wheel, seemingly awake. She fell back into her fantastic sleep.


    She woke up later because the bus had stopped, the end of that silent motion through the darkness so positive a shock that it woke her stunned, and it was a minute before the ache began again. People were moving along the aisle of the bus and the driver, turning around, said, "Fifteen minutes/' She got up and followed everyone else out, all but her eyes still asleep, her feet moving without awareness. They were stopped beside an all-night restaurant, lonely and lighted on the vacant road. Inside, it was warm and busy and full of people. She saw a seat at the end of the counter and sat down, not aware that she had fallen asleep again when someone sat down next to her and touched her arm. When she looked around foggily he said, "Traveling far?"


    "Yes," she said.


    He was wearing a blue suit and he looked tall; she could not focus her eyes to see any more.


    "You want coffee?" he asked.


    She nodded and he pointed to the counter in front of her where a cup of coffee sat steaming.


    "Drink it quickly," he said.


    She sipped at it delicately; she may have put her face down and tasted it without lifting the cup. The strange man was talking.


    "Even farther than Samarkand," he was saying, "and the waves ringing on the shore like bells."
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    "Okay, folks/' the bus driver said, and she gulped quickly at the coffee, drank enough to get her back into the bus.


    When she sat down in her seat again the strange man sat down beside her. It was so dark in the bus that the lights from the restaurant were unbearably glaring and she closed her eyes. When her eyes were shut, before she fell asleep, she was closed in alone with the toothache.


    "The flutes play all night," the strange man said, "and the stars are as big as the moon and the moon is as big as a lake."


    As the bus started up again they slipped back into the darkness and only the thin thread of lights along the ceiling of the bus held them together, brought the back of the bus where she sat along with the front of the bus where the driver sat and the people sitting there so far away from her. The lights tied them together and the strange man next to her was saying, "Nothing to do all day but lie under the trees."


    Inside the bus, traveling on, she was nothing; she was passing the trees and the occasional sleeping houses, and she was in the bus but she was between here and there, joined tenuously to the bus driver by a thread of lights, being carried along without effort of her own.


    "My name is Jim," the strange man said.


    She was so deeply asleep that she stirred uneasily without knowledge, her forehead against the window, the darkness moving along beside her.


    Then again that numbing shock, and, driven awake, she said, frightened, "What's happened?"


    "It's all right," the strange man—Jim—said immediately. "Come along."


    She followed him out of the bus, into the same restaurant, seemingly, but when she started to sit down at the same seat at the end of the counter he took her hand and led her to a table. "Go and wash your face," he said. "Come back here afterward."


    She went into the ladies' room and there was a girl standing there powdering her nose. Without turning around the girl said, "Costs a nickel. Leave the door fixed so's the next one won't have to pay."


    The door was wedged so it would not close, with half a match folder in the lock. She left it the same way and went back to the table where Jim was sitting.
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    "What do you want?" she said, and he pointed to another cup of coffee and a sandwich. "Go ahead," he said.


    While she was eating her sandwich she heard his voice, musical and soft, "And while we were sailing past the island we heard a voice calling us. . . *


    Back in the bus Jim said, "Put your head on my shoulder now, and go to sleep."


    "I'm all right," she said.


    "No," Jim said. "Before, your head was rattling against the window."


    Once more she slept, and once more the bus stopped and she woke frightened, and Jim brought her again to a restaurant and more coffee. Her tooth came alive then, and with one hand pressing her cheek she searched through the pockets of her coat and then through her pocketbook until she found the little bottle of codeine pills and she took two while Jim watched her.


    She was finishing her coffee when she heard the sound of the bus motor and she started up suddenly, hurrying, and with Jim holding her arm she fled back into the dark shelter of her seat. The bus was moving forward when she realized that she had left her bottle of codeine pills sitting on the table in the restaurant and now she was at the mercy of her tooth. For a minute she stared back at the lights of the restaurant through the bus window and then she put her head on Jim's shoulder and he was saying as she fell asleep, "The sand is so white it looks like snow, but it's hot, even at night it's hot under your feet."


    Then they stopped for the last time, and Jim brought her out of the bus and they stood for a minute in New York together. A woman passing them in the station said to the man following her with suitcases, "We're just on time, it's five-fifteen."


    "I'm going to the dentist," she said to Jim.


    "I know," he said. "I'll watch out for you."


    He went away, although she did not see him go. She thought to watch for his blue suit going through the door, but there was nothing.


    I ought to have thanked him, she thought stupidly, and went slowly into the station restaurant, where she ordered coffee again. The counter man looked at her with the worn sympathy of one who
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    has spent a long night watching people get off and on buses. "Sleepy?" he asked.


    "Yes," she said.


    She discovered after a while that the bus station joined Pennsylvania Terminal and she was able to get into the main waiting-room and find a seat on one of the benches by the time she fell asleep again.


    Then someone shook her rudely by the shoulder and said, "What train you taking, lady, it's nearly seven." She sat up and saw her pocketbook on her lap, her feet neatly crossed, a clock glaring into her face. She said, "Thank you," and got up and walked blindly past the benches and got on to the escalator. Someone got on immediately behind her and touched her arm; she turned and it was Jim. "The grass is so green and so soft," he said, smiling, "and the water of the river is so cool."


    She stared at him tiredly. When the escalator reached the top she stepped off and started to walk to the street she saw ahead. Jim came along beside her and his voice went on, "The sky is bluer than anything you've ever seen, and the songs. . . ."


    She stepped quickly away from him and thought that people were looking at her as they passed. She stood on the corner waiting for the light to change and Jim came swiftly up to her and then away. "Look," he said as he passed, and he held out a handful of pearls.


    Across the street there was a restaurant, just opening. She went in and sat down at a table, and a waitress was standing beside her frowning. "You was asleep," the waitress said accusingly.


    "I'm very sorry," she said. It was morning. "Poached eggs and coffee, please."


    It was a quarter to eight when she left the restaurant, and she thought, if I take a bus, and go straight downtown now, I can sit in the drugstore across the street from the dentist's office and have more coffee until about eight-thirty and then go into the dentist's when it opens and he can take me first.


    The buses were beginning to fill up; she got into the first bus that came along and could not find a seat. She wanted to go to Twenty-third Street, and got a seat just as they were passing Twenty-sixth Street; when she woke she was so far downtown that it took her nearly half-an-hour to find a bus and get back to Twenty-third.
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    At the corner of Twenty-third Street, while she was waiting for the light to change, she was caught up in a crowd of people, and when they crossed the street and separated to go different directions someone fell into step beside her. For a minute she walked on without looking up, staring resentfully at the sidewalk, her tooth burning her, and then she looked up, but there was no blue suit among the people pressing by on either side.


    When she turned into the office building where her dentist was, it was still very early morning. The doorman in the office building was freshly shaven and his hair was combed; he held the door open briskly, as at five o'clock he would be sluggish, his hair faintly out of place. She went in through the door with a feeling of achievement; she had come successfully from one place to another, and this was the end of her journey and her objective.


    The clean white nurse sat at the desk in the office; her eyes took in the swollen cheek, the tired shoulders, and she said, "You poor thing, you look worn out."


    "I have a toothache." The nurse half-smiled, as though she were still waiting for the day when someone would come in and say, "My feet hurt." She stood up into the professional sunlight. "Come right in," she said. "We won't make you wait."


    There was sunlight on the headrest of the dentist's chair, on the round white table, on the drill bending its smooth chromium head. The dentist smiled with the same tolerance as the nurse; perhaps all human ailments were contained in the teeth, and he could fix them if people would only come to him in time. The nurse said smoothly, 'Til get her file, doctor. We thought we'd better bring her right in."


    She felt, while they were taking an X-ray, that there was nothing in her head to stop the malicious eye of the camera, as though the camera would look through her and photograph the nails in the wall next to her, or the dentist's cuff buttons, or the small thin bones of the dentist's instruments; the dentist said, "Extraction," regretfully to the nurse, and the nurse said, "Yes, doctor, I'll call them right away."


    Her tooth, which had brought her here unerringly, seemed now the only part of her to have any identity. It seemed to have had its picture taken without her; it was the important creature which must be recorded and examined and gratified; she was only its unwilling vehicle, and only as such was she of interest to the dentist and the
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    nurse, only as the bearer of her tooth was she worth their immediate and practiced attention. The dentist handed her a slip of paper with the picture of a full set of teeth drawn on it; her living tooth was checked with a black mark, and across the top of the paper was written "Lower molar; extraction."


    "Take this slip," the dentist said, "and go right up to the address on this card; it's a surgeon dentist. They'll take care of you there."


    "What will they do?" she said. Not the question she wanted to ask, not: What about me? or, How far down do the roots go?


    "They'll take that tooth out," the dentist said testily, turning away. "Should have been done years ago."


    I've stayed too long, she thought, he's tired of my tooth. She got up out of the dentist chair and said, "Thank you. Good-bye."


    "Good-bye," the dentist said. At the last minute he smiled at her, showing her his full white teeth, all in perfect control.


    "Are you all right? Does it bother you too much?" the nurse asked.


    "I'm all right."


    "I can give you some codeine tablets," the nurse said. "We'd rather you didn't take anything right now, of course, but I think I could let you have them if the tooth is really bad."


    "No," she said, remembering her little bottle of codeine pills on the table of a restaurant between here and there. "No, it doesn't bother me too much."


    "Well," the nurse said, "good luck."


    She went down the stairs and out past the doorman; in the fifteen minutes she had been upstairs he had lost a little of his pristine morningness, and his bow was just a fraction smaller than before.


    "Taxi?" he asked, and, remembering the bus down to Twenty-third Street, she said, "Yes."


    Just as the doorman came back from the curb, bowing to the taxi he seemed to believe he had invented, she thought a hand waved to her from the crowd across the street.


    She read the address on the card the dentist had given her and repeated it carefully to the taxi driver. With the card and the little slip of paper with "Lower molar" written on it and her tooth identified so clearly, she sat without moving, her hands still around the papers, her eyes almost closed. She thought she must have been asleep again when the taxi stopped suddenly, and the driver, reaching around to
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    open the door, said, "Here we are, lady." He looked at her curiously.


    "I'm going to have a tooth pulled/' she said.


    "Jesus," the taxi driver said. She paid him and he said, "Good luck," as he slammed the door.


    This was a strange building, the entrance flanked by medical signs carved in stone; the doorman here was faintly professional, as though he were competent to prescribe if she did not care to go any farther. She went past him, going straight ahead until an elevator opened its door to her. In the elevator she showed the elevator man the card and he said, "Seventh floor."


    She had to back up in the elevator for a nurse to wheel in an old lady in a wheel chair. The old lady was calm and restful, sitting there in the elevator with a rug over her knees; she said, "Nice day" to the elevator operator and he said, "Good to see the sun," and then the old lady lay back in her chair and the nurse straightened the rug around her knees and said, "Now we're not going to worry," and the old lady said irritably, "Who's worrying?"


    They got out at the fourth floor. The elevator went on up and then the operator said, "Seven," and the elevator stopped and the door opened.


    "Straight down the hall and to your left," the operator said.


    There were closed doors on either side of the hall. Some of them said "DDS," some of them said "Clinic," some of them said "X-Ray." One of them, looking wholesome and friendly and somehow most comprehensible, said "Ladies." Then she turned to the left and found a door with the name on the card and she opened it and went in. There was a nurse sitting behind a glass window, almost as in a bank, and potted palms in tubs in the corners of the waiting room, and new magazines and comfortable chairs. The nurse behind the glass window said, "Yes?" as though you had overdrawn your account with the dentist and were two teeth in arrears.


    She handed her slip of paper through the glass window and the nurse looked at it and said, "Lower molar, yes. They called about you. Will you come right in, please? Through the door to your left."


    Into the vault? she almost said, and then silently opened the door and went in. Another nurse was waiting, and she smiled and turned, expecting to be followed, with no visible doubt about her right to lead.


    There was another X-ray, and the nurse told another nurse:
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    "Lower molar," and the other nurse said, "Come this way, please."


    There were labyrinths and passages, seeming to lead into the heart of the office building, and she was put, finally, in a cubicle where there was a couch with a pillow and a washbasin and a chair.


    "Wait here," the nurse said. "Relax if you can."


    "I'll probably go to sleep," she said.


    "Fine," the nurse said. "You won't have to wait long."


    She waited, probably for over an hour, although she spent the time half-sleeping, waking only when someone passed the door; occasionally the nurse looked in and smiled, once she said, "Won't have to wait much longer." Then, suddenly, the nurse was back, no longer smiling, no longer the good hostess, but efficient and hurried. "Come along," she said, and moved purposefully out of the little room into the hallways again.


    Then, quickly, more quickly than she was able to see, she was sitting in the chair and there was a towel around her head and a towel under her chin and the nurse was leaning a hand on her shoulder.


    "Will it hurt?" she asked.


    "No," the nurse said, smiling. "You know it won't hurt, don't you?"


    "Yes," she said.


    The dentist came in and smiled down on her from over her head. "Well," he said.


    "Will it hurt?" she said.


    "Now," he said cheerfully, "we couldn't stay in business if we hurt people." All the time he talked he was busying himself with metal hidden under a towel, and great machinery being wheeled in almost silently behind her. "We couldn't stay in business at all," he said. "All you've got to worry about is telling us all your secrets while you're asleep. Want to watch out for that, you know. Lower molar?" he said to the nurse.


    "Lower molar, doctor," she said.


    Then they put the metal-tasting rubber mask over her face and the dentist said, "You know," two or three times absent-mindedly while she could still see him over the mask. The nurse said "Relax your hands, dear," and after a long time she felt her fingers relaxing.


    First of all, things get so far away, she thought, remember this. And remember the metallic sound and taste of all of it. And the outrage.


    And then the whirling music, the ringing confusedly loud music
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    that went on and on, around and around, and she was running as fast as she could down a long horribly clear hallway with doors on both sides and at the end of the hallway was Jim, holding out his hands and laughing, and calling something she could never hear because of the loud music, and she was running and then she said, "I'm not afraid," and someone from the door next to her took her arm and pulled her through and the world widened alarmingly until it would never stop and then it stopped with the head of the dentist looking down at her and the window dropped into place in front of her and the nurse was holding her arm.


    "Why did you pull me back?" she said, and her mouth was full of blood. "I wanted to go on."


    "I didn't pull you," the nurse said, but the dentist said, "She's not out of it yet."


    She began to cry without moving and felt the tears rolling down her face and the nurse wiped them off with a towel. There was no blood anywhere around except in her mouth; everything was as clean as before. The dentist was gone, suddenly, and the nurse put out her arm and helped her out of the chair. "Did I talk?" she asked suddenly, anxiously. "Did I say anything?"


    "You said, Tm not afraid/" the nurse said soothingly. "Just as you were coming out of it."


    "No," she said, stopping to pull at the arm around her. "Did I say anything. Did I say where he is?"


    "You didn't say anything" the nurse said. "The doctor was only teasing you."


    "Where's my tooth?" she asked suddenly, and the nurse laughed and said, "All gone. Never bother you again."


    She was back in the cubicle, and she lay down on the couch and cried, and the nurse brought her whisky in a paper cup and set it on the edge of the washbasin.


    "God has given me blood to drink," she said to the nurse, and the nurse said, "Don't rinse your mouth or it won't clot."


    After a long time the nurse came back and said to her from the doorway, smiling, "I see you're awake again." "Why?" she said. "You've been asleep," the nurse said. "I didn't want to wake you."
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    She sat up; she was dizzy and it seemed that she had been in the cubicle all her life.


    "Do you want to come along now?" the nurse said, all kindness again. She held out the same arm, strong enough to guide any wavering footstep; this time they went back through the long corridor to where the nurse sat behind the bank window.


    "All through?" this nurse said brightly. "Sit down a minute, then." She indicated a chair next to the glass window, and turned away to write busily. "Do not rinse your mouth for two hours," she said, without turning around. "Take a laxative tonight, take two aspirin if there is any pain. If there is much pain or excessive bleeding, notify this office at once. All right?" she said, and smiled brightly again.


    There was a new little slip of paper; this one said, "Extraction," and underneath, "Do not rinse mouth. Take mild laxative. Two aspirin for pain. If pain is excessive or any hemorrhage occurs, notify office."


    "Good-bye," the nurse said pleasantly.


    "Good-bye," she said.


    With the little slip of paper in her hand, she went out through the glass door and, still almost asleep, turned the corner and started down the hall. When she opened her eyes a little and saw that it was a long hall with doorways on either side, she stopped and then saw the door marked "Ladies" and went in. Inside there was a vast room with windows and wicker chairs and glaring white tiles and glittering silver faucets; there were four or five women around the washbasins, combing their hair, putting on lipstick. She went directly to the nearest of the three washbasins, took a paper towel, dropped her pocketbook and the little slip of paper on the floor next to her, and fumbled with the faucets, soaking the towel until it was dripping. Then she slapped it against her face violently. Her eyes cleared and she felt fresher, so she soaked the paper again and rubbed her face with it. She felt out blindly for another paper towel, and the woman next to her handed her one, with a laugh she could hear, although she could not see for the water in her eyes. She heard one of the women say, "Where we going for lunch?" and another one say, "Just downstairs, prob'ly. Old fool says I gotta be back in half-an-hour."


    Then she realized that at the washbasin she was in the way of the women in a hurry so she dried her face quickly. It was when she


    


    134 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    stepped a little aside to let someone else get to the basin and stood up and glanced into the mirror that she realized with a slight stinging shock thaf she had no idea which face was hers.


    She looked into the mirror as though into a group of strangers, all staring at her or around her; no one was familiar in the group, no one smiled at her or looked at her with recognition; you'd think my own face would know me, she thought, with a queer numbness in her throat. There was a creamy chinless face with bright blond hair, and a sharp-looking face under a red veiled hat, and a colorless anxious face with brown hair pulled straight back, and a square rosy face under a square haircut, and two or three more faces pushing close to the mirror, moving, regarding themselves. Perhaps it's not a mirror, she thought, maybe it's a window and I'm looking straight through at women washing on the other side. But there were women combing their hair and consulting the mirror; the group was on her side, and she thought, I hope I'm not the blonde, and lifted her hand and put it on her cheek.


    She was the pale anxious one with the hair pulled back and when she realized it she was indignant and moved hurriedly back through the crowd of women, thinking, It isn't fair, why don't I have any color in my face? There were some pretty faces there, why didn't I take one of those? I didn't have time, she told herself sullenly, they didn't given me time to think, I could have had one of the nice faces, even the blonde would be better.


    She backed up and sat down in one of the wicker chairs. It's mean, she was thinking. She put her hand up and felt her hair; it was loosened after her sleep but that was definitely the way she wore it, pulled straight back all around and fastened at the back of her neck with a wide tight barrette. Like a schoolgirl, she thought, only —remembering the pale face in the mirror—only I'm older than that. She unfastened the barrette with difficulty and brought it around where she could look at it. Her hair fell softly around her face; it was warm and reached to her shoulders. The barrette was silver; engraved on it was the name, "Clara."


    "Clara," she said aloud. "Clara?" Two of the women leaving the room smiled back at her over their shoulders; almost all the women were leaving now, correctly combed and lipsticked, hurrying out talking together. In the space of a second, like birds leaving a tree, they all were gone and she sat alone in the room. She dropped the bar-
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    rette into the ashstand next to her chair; the ashstand was deep and metal, and the barrette made a satisfactory clang falling down. Her hair down on her shoulders, she opened her pocketbook, and began to take things out, setting them on her lap as she did so. Handkerchief, plain, white, uninitialled. Compact, square and brown tortoise-shell plastic, with a powder compartment and a rouge compartment; the rouge compartment had obviously never been used, although the powder cake was half-gone. That's why I'm so pale, she thought, and set the compact down. Lipstick, a rose shade, almost finished. A comb, an opened package of cigarettes and a package of matches, a change purse, and a wallet. The change purse was red imitation leather with a zipper across the top; she opened it and dumped the money out into her hand. Nickels, dimes, pennies, a quarter. Ninety-seven cents. Can't go far on that, she thought, and opened the brown leather wallet; there was money in it but she looked first for papers and found nothing. The only thing in the wallet was money. She counted it; there were nineteen dollars. I can go a little farther on that, she thought.


    There was nothing else in the pocketbook. No keys—shouldn't I have keys? she wondered—no papers, no address book, no identification. The pocketbook itself was imitation leather, light grey, and she looked down and discovered that she was wearing a dark grey flannel suit and a salmon pink blouse with a ruffle around the neck. Her shoes were black and stout with moderate heels and they had laces, one of which was untied. She was wearing beige stockings and there was a ragged tear in the right knee and a great ragged run going down her leg and ending in a hole in the toe which she could feel inside her shoe. She was wearing a pin on the lapel of her suit which, when she turned it around to look at it, was a blue plastic letter C. She took the pin off and dropped it into the ashstand, and it made a sort of clatter at the bottom, with a metallic clang when it landed on the barrette. Her hands were small, with stubby fingers and no nail polish; she wore a thin gold wedding ring on her left hand and no other jewelry.


    Sitting alone in the ladies' room in the wicker chair, she thought, The least I can do is get rid of these stockings. Since no one was around she took off her shoes and stripped away the stockings with a feeling of relief when her toe was released from the hole. Hide them, she thought: the paper towel wastebasket. When she stood up
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    she got a better sight of herself in the mirror; it was worse than she had thought; the grey suit bagged in the seat, her legs were bony, and her shoulders sagged. I look fifty, she thought; and then, consulting the face, but I can't be more than thirty. Her hair hung down untidily around the pale face and with sudden anger she fumbled in the pocketbook and found the lipstick; she drew an emphatic rosy mouth on the pale face, realizing as she did so that she was not very expert at it, and with the red mouth the face looking at her seemed somehow better to her, so she opened the compact and put on pink cheeks with the rouge. The cheeks were uneven and patent, and the red mouth glaring, but at least the face was no longer pale and anxious.


    She put the stockings into the wastebasket and went barelegged out into the hall again, and purposefully to the elevator. The elevator operator said, "Down?" when he saw her and she stepped in and the elevator carried her silently downstairs. She went back past the grave professional doorman and out into the street where people were passing, and she stood in front of the building and waited. After a few minutes Jim came out of a crowd of people passing and came over to her and took her hand.


    Somewhere between here and there was her bottle of codeine pills, upstairs on the floor of the ladies' room she had left a little slip of paper headed "Extraction"; seven floors below, oblivious of the people who stepped sharply along the sidewalk, not noticing their occasional curious glances, her hand in Jim's and her hair down on her shoulders, she ran barefoot through hot sand.
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    Bobby and Harry Jones and Dickie Delacroix—the villagers pronounced this name "Dellacroy"—eventually made a great pile of stones in one corner of the square and guarded it against the raids of the other boys. The girls stood aside, talking among themselves, looking over their shoulders at the boys, and the very small children rolled in the dust or clung to the hands of their older brothers or sisters.


    Soon the men began to gather, surveying their own children, speaking of planting and rain, tractors and taxes. They stood together, away from the pile of stones in the corner, and their jokes were quiet and they smiled rather than laughed. The women, wearing faded house dresses and sweaters, came shortly after their menfolk. They greeted one another and exchanged bits of gossip as they went to join their husbands. Soon the women, standing by their husbands, began to call to their children, and the children came reluctantly, having to be called four or five times. Bobby Martin ducked under his mother's grasping hand and ran, laughing, back to the pile of stones. His father spoke up sharply, and Bobby came quickly and took his place between his father and his oldest brother.


    The lottery was conducted—as were the square dances, the teenage club, the Halloween program—by Mr. Summers, who had time and energy to devote to civic activities. He was a round-faced, jovial man and he ran the coal business, and people were sorry for him, because he had no children and his wife was a scold. When he arrived in the square, carrying the black wooden box, there was a murmur of conversation among the villagers, and he waved and called, "Little late today, folks." The postmaster, Mr. Graves, followed him, carrying a three-legged stool, and the stool was put in the center of the square and Mr. Summers set the black box down on it. The villagers kept their distance, leaving a space between themselves and the stool, and when Mr. Summers said, "Some of you fellows want to give me a hand?" there was a hesitation before two men, Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, came forward to hold the box steady on the stool while Mr. Summers stirred up the papers inside it.


    The original paraphernalia for the lottery had been lost long ago, and the black box now resting on the stool had been put into use even before Old Man Warner, the oldest man in town, was born.
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    Mr. Summers spoke frequently to the villagers about making a new box, but no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black box. There was a story that the present box had been made with some pieces of the box that had preceded it, the one that had been constructed when the first people settled down to make a village here. Every year, after the lottery, Mr. Summers began talking again about a new box, but every year the subject was allowed to fade off without anything's being done. The black box grew shabbier each year; by now it was no longer completely black but splintered badly along one side to show the original wood color, and in some places faded or stained.


    Mr. Martin and his oldest son, Baxter, held the black box securely on the stool until Mr. Summers had stirred the papers thoroughly with his hand. Because so much of the ritual had been forgotten or discarded, Mr. Summers had been successful in having slips of paper substituted for the chips of wood that had been used for generations. Chips of wood, Mr. Summers had argued, had been all very well when the village was tiny, but now that the population was more than three hundred and likely to keep on growing, it was necessary to use something that would fit more easily into the black box. The night before the lottery, Mr. Summers and Mr. Graves made up the slips of paper and put them in the box, and it was then taken to the safe of Mr. Summers's coal company and locked up until Mr. Summers was ready to take it to the square next morning. The rest of the year, the box was put away, sometimes one place, sometimes another; it had spent one year in Mr. Graves's barn and another year underfoot in the post office, and sometimes it was set on a shelf in the Martin grocery and left there.


    There was a great deal of fussing to be done before Mr. Summers declared the lottery open. There were the lists to make up—of heads of families, heads of households in each family, members of each household in each family. There was the proper swearing-in of Mr. Summers by the postmaster, as the official of the lottery; at one time, some people remembered, there had been a recital of some sort, performed by the official of the lottery, a perfunctory, tuneless chant that had been rattled off duly each year; some people believed that the official of the lottery used to stand just so when he said or sang it, others believed that he was supposed to walk among the people, but years and years ago this part of the ritual had been allowed to
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    lapse. There had been, also, a ritual salute, which the official of the lottery had had to use in addressing each person who came up to draw from the box, but this also had changed with time, until now it was felt necessary only for the official to speak to each person approaching. Mr. Summers was very good at all this; in his clean white shirt and blue jeans, with one hand resting carelessly on the black box, he seemed very proper and important as he talked interminably to Mr. Graves and the Martins.


    Just as Mr. Summers finally left off talking and turned to the assembled villagers, Mrs. Hutchinson came hurriedly along the path to the square, her sweater thrown over her shoulders, and slid into place in the back of the crowd. "Clean forgot what day it was," she said to Mrs. Delacroix, who stood next to her, and they both laughed softly. "Thought my old man was out back stacking wood," Mrs. Hutchinson went on, "and then I looked out the window and the kids was gone, and then I remembered it was the twenty-seventh and came a-running." She dried her hands on her apron, and Mrs. Delacroix said, "You're in time, though. They're still talking away up there."


    Mrs. Hutchinson craned her neck to see through the crowd and found her husband and children standing near the front. She tapped Mrs. Delacroix on the arm as a farewell and began to make her way through the crowd. The people separated good-humoredly to let her through; two or three people said, in voices just loud enough to be heard across the crowd, "Here comes your Missus, Hutchinson," and "Bill, she made it after all." Mrs. Hutchinson reached her husband, and Mr. Summers, who had been waiting, said cheerfully, "Thought we were going to have to get on without you, Tessie." Mrs. Hutchinson said, grinning, "Wouldn't have me leave m'dishes in the sink, now, would you, Joe?" and soft laughter ran through the crowd as the people stirred back into position after Mrs. Hutchinson's arrival.


    "Well, now," Mr. Summers said soberly, "guess we better get started, get this over with, so's we can go back to work. Anybody ain't here?"

  


  
    "Dunbar," several people said. "Dunbar, Dunbar."


    Mr. Summers consulted his list. "Clyde Dunbar," he said. "That's right. He's broke his leg, hasn't he? Who's drawing for him?"


    "Me, I guess," a woman said, and Mr. Summers turned to look at
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    her. "Wife draws for her husband/' Mr. Summers said. "Don't you have a grown boy to do it for you, Janey?" Although Mr. Summers and everyone else in the village knew the answer perfectly well, it was the business of the official of the lottery to ask such questions formally. Mr. Summers waited with an expression of polite interest while Mrs. Dunbar answered.


    "Horace's not but sixteen yet," Mrs. Dunbar said regretfully. "Guess I gotta fill in for the old man this year."


    "Right," Mr. Summers said. He made a note on the list he was holding. Then he asked, "Watson boy drawing this year?"


    A tall boy in the crowd raised his hand. "Here," he said. "I'm drawing for m'mother and me." He blinked his eyes nervously and ducked his head as several voices in the crowd said things like "Good fellow, Jack," and "Glad to see your mother's got a man to do it."


    "Well," Mr. Summers said, "guess that's everyone. Old Man Warner make it?"


    "Here," a voice said, and Mr. Summers nodded.


    A sudden hush fell on the crowd as Mr. Summers cleared his throat and looked at the list. "All ready?" he called. "Now, I'll read the names—heads of families first—and the men come up and take a paper out of the box. Keep the paper folded in your hand without looking at it until everyone has had a turn. Everything clear?"


    The people had done it so many times that they only half listened to the directions; most of them were quiet, wetting their lips, not looking around. Then Mr. Summers raised one hand high and said, "Adams." A man disengaged himself from the crowd and came forward. "Hi, Steve," Mr. Summers said, and Mr. Adams said, "Hi, Joe." They grinned at one another humorlessly and nervously. Then Mr. Adams reached into the black box and took out a folded paper. He held it firmly by one corner as he turned and went hastily back to his place in the crowd, where he stood a little apart from his family, not looking down at his hand.


    "Allen," Mr. Summers said. "Anderson. . . . Bentham."


    "Seems like there's no time at all between lotteries any more," Mrs. Delacroix said to Mrs. Graves in the back row. "Seems like we got through with the last one only last week."


    "Time sure goes fast," Mrs. Graves said.


    "Clark. . . . Delacroix."
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    "There goes my old man/' Mrs. Delacroix said. She held her breath while her husband went forward.


    "Dunbar," Mr. Summers said, and Mrs. Dunbar went steadily to the box while one of the women said, "Go on, Janey," and another said, "There she goes."


    "We're next," Mrs. Graves said. She watched while Mr. Graves came around from the side of the box, greeted Mr. Summers gravely, and selected a slip of paper from the box. By now, all through the crowd there were men holding the small folded papers in their large hands, turning them over and over nervously. Mrs. Dunbar and her two sons stood together, Mrs. Dunbar holding the slip of paper.


    "Harburt. . . . Hutchinson."


    "Get up there, Bill," Mrs. Hutchinson said, and the people near her laughed.


    "Jones."


    "They do say," Mr. Adams said to Old Man Warner, who stood next to him, "that over in the north village they're talking of giving up the lottery."


    Old Man Warner snorted. "Pack of crazy fools," he said. "Listening to the young folks, nothing's good enough for them. Next thing you know, they'll be wanting to go back to living in caves, nobody work any more, live that way for a while. Used to be a saying about 'Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.' First thing you know, we'd all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns. There's always been a lottery," he added petulantly. "Bad enough to see young Joe Summers up there joking with everybody."


    "Some places have already quit lotteries," Mrs. Adams said.


    "Nothing but trouble in that" Old Man Warner said stoutly. "Pack of young fools."


    "Martin." And Bobby Martin watched his father go forward. "Over-dyke. . . . Percy."


    "I wish they'd hurry," Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son. "I wish they'd hurry."


    "They're almost through," her son said.


    "You get ready to run tell Dad," Mrs. Dunbar said.


    Mr. Summers called his own name and then stepped forward precisely and selected a slip from the box. Then he called, "Warner."


    "Seventy-seventh year I been in the lottery," Old Man Warner said as he went through the crowd. "Seventy-seventh time."
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    "Watson." The tall boy came awkwardly through the crowd. Someone said, "Don't be nervous, Jack," and Mr. Summers said, "Take your time, son."


    "Zanini."


    After that, there was a long pause, a breathless pause, until Mr. Summers, holding his slip of paper in the air, said, "All right, fellows." For a minute, no one moved, and then all the slips of paper were opened. Suddenly, all the women began to speak at once, saying, "Who is it?," "Who's got it?," "Is it the Dunbars?," "Is it the Watsons?" Then the voices began to say, "It's Hutchinson. It's Bill," "Bill Hutchinson's got it."


    "Go tell your father," Mrs. Dunbar said to her older son.


    People began to look around to see the Hutchinsons. Bill Hutchinson was standing quiet, staring down at the paper in his hand. Suddenly, Tessie Hutchinson shouted to Mr. Summers, "You didn't give him time enough to take any paper he wanted. I saw you. It wasn't fair!"


    "Be a good sport, Tessie," Mrs. Delacroix called, and Mrs. Graves said, "All of us took the same chance."


    "Shut up, Tessie," Bill Hutchinson said.


    "Well, everyone," Mr. Summers said, "that was done pretty fast, and now we've got to be hurrying a little more to get done in time." He consulted his next list. "Bill," he said, "you draw for the Hutchinson family. You got any other households in the Hutchinsons?"


    "There's Don and Eva," Mrs. Hutchinson yelled. "Make them take their chance!"


    "Daughters draw with their husbands' families, Tessie," Mr. Summers said gently. "You know that as well as anyone else."


    "It wasn't fair," Tessie said.


    "I guess not, Joe," Bill Hutchinson said regretfully. "My daughter draws with her husband's family, that's only fair. And I've got no other family except the kids."


    "Then, as far as drawing for families is concerned, it's you," Mr. Summers said in explanation, "and as far as drawing for households is concerned, that's you, too. Right?"


    "Right," Bill Hutchinson said.


    "How many kids, Bill?" Mr. Summers asked formally.
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    "Three/' Bill Hutchinson said. "There's Bill, Jr., and Nancy, and little Dave. And Tessie and me."


    "All right, then," Mr. Summers said. "Harry, you got their tickets back?"


    Mr. Graves nodded and held up the slips of paper. "Put them in the box, then," Mr. Summers directed. "Take Bill's and put it in."


    "I think we ought to start over," Mrs. Hutchinson said, as quietly as she could. "I tell you it wasn't fair. You didn't give him time enough to choose. Everybody saw that."


    Mr. Graves had selected the five slips and put them in the box, and he dropped all the papers but those onto the ground, where the breeze caught them and lifted them off.


    "Listen, everybody," Mrs. Hutchinson was saying to the people around her.


    "Ready, Bill?" Mr. Summers asked, and Bill Hutchinson, with one quick glance around at his wife and children, nodded.


    "Remember," Mr. Summers said, "take the slips and keep them folded until each person has taken one. Harry, you help little Dave." Mr. Graves took the hand of the little boy, who came willingly with him up to the box. "Take a paper out of the box, Davy," Mr. Summers said. Davy put his hand into the box and laughed. "Take just one paper," Mr. Summers said. "Harry, you hold it for him." Mr. Graves took the child's hand and removed the folded paper from the tight fist and held it while little Dave stood next to him and looked up at him wonderingly.


    "Nancy next," Mr. Summers said. Nancy was twelve, and her school friends breathed heavily as she went forward, switching her skirt, and took a slip daintily from the box. "Bill, Jr.," Mr. Summers said, and Billy, his face red and his feet overlarge, nearly knocked the box over as he got a paper out. "Tessie," Mr. Summers said. She hesitated for a minute, looking around defiantly, and then set her lips and went up to the box. She snatched a paper out and held it behind her.


    "Bill," Mr. Summers said, and Bill Hutchinson reached into the box and felt around, bringing his hand out at last with the slip of paper in it.


    The crowd was quiet. A girl whispered, "I hope it's not Nancy," and the sound of the whisper reached the edges of the crowd.
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    "It's not the way it used to be," Old Man Warner said clearly. "People ain't the way they used to be."


    "All right/' Mr. Summers said. "Open the papers. Harry, you open little Dave's."


    Mr. Graves opened the slip of paper and there was a general sigh through the crowd as he held it up and everyone could see that it was blank. Nancy and Bill, Jr., opened theirs at the same time, and both beamed and laughed, turning around to the crowd and holding their slips of paper above their heads.


    "Tessie," Mr. Summers said. There was a pause, and then Mr. Summers looked at Bill Hutchinson, and Bill unfolded his paper and showed it. It was blank.


    "It's Tessie," Mr. Summers said, and his voice was hushed. "Show us her paper, Bill."


    Bill Hutchinson went over to his wife and forced the slip of paper out of her hand. It had a black spot on it, the black spot Mr. Summers had made the night before with the heavy pencil in the coal-company office. Bill Hutchinson held it up, and there was a stir in the crowd.


    "All right, folks," Mr. Summers said. "Let's finish quickly."


    Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual and lost the original black box, they still remembered to use stones. The pile of stones the boys had made earlier was ready; there were stones on the ground with the blowing scraps of paper that had come out of the box. Mrs. Delacroix selected a stone so large she had to pick it up with both hands and turned to Mrs. Dunbar. "Come on," she said. "Hurry up."


    Mrs. Dunbar had small stones in both hands, and she said, gasping for breath, "I can't run at all. You'll have to go ahead and I'll catch up with you."


    The children had stones already, and someone gave little Davy Hutchinson a few pebbles.


    Tessie Hutchinson was in the center of a cleared space by now, and she held her hands out desperately as the villagers moved in on her. "It isn't fair," she said. A stone hit her on the side of the head.


    Old Man Warner was saying, "Come on, come on, everyone." Steve Adams was in the front of the crowd of villagers, with Mrs. Graves beside him.


    "It isn't fair, it isn't right," Mrs. Hutchinson screamed, and then they were upon her.


    


    


    


    


    


    150 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    in any case, an unfamiliar movement to either of them, one tending toward flight and the other toward the complacent whirling of the spheres. The very learned professor of archeology, going inattentively along the slanted corridors, had been seen hopefully contemplating the buckled foundations. The contractor and the architect, along with the ill-tempered daughters of the town, endeavored to blame first the inefficient materials supplied for the building and second the extraordinary weight of some of the antiquities contained therein; the local paper printed an editorial criticizing the museum authorities for allowing a meteor and a mineral collection and an entire arsenal from the Civil War, dug up just outside of town and including two cannon, to be lodged all on the west side of the building; the editorial pointed out soberly that, had the exhibit of famous signatures, and of local costume through the ages, been settled on the west side, the building might not have sagged, or might at least not have done so during the lifetimes of its sponsors. Since the local paper—current and impermanent—was not permitted below the third, or clerical, floor of the museum, the exhibits were allowed to retain their impractical arrangements unmoved by the editorials, although the clerical employees on the third floor read the comics daily and studied the front pages hoping to discover the manners of their deaths. They were given, on the third floor, to meditation, and they believed almost everything they read. In this, of course, they differed in almost no way from the educated inhabitants of the first and second floors who dwelt among unperishing remnants of the past, and made little wry jokes about disintegration.


    Elizabeth Richmond had a corner of an office on the third floor; it was the section of the museum closest, as it were, to the surface, that section where correspondence with the large world outside was carried on freely, where least shelter was offered to cringing scholarly souls. At Elizabeth's desk on the highest floor of the building, in the most western corner of the office, she sat daily answering letters offering the museum collections of pressed flowers, or old sea-chests brought back from Cathay. It is not proven that Elizabeth's personal equilibrium was set off balance by the slant of the office floor, nor could it be proven that it was Elizabeth who pushed the building off its foundations, but it is undeniable that they began to slip at about the same time.
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    The instinctive thought of every person connected with the museum, up to and including the paleontologist, had been to repair, to patch together, to reconstruct, rather than to build anew in a new site, and in order to repair the building at all the carpenters had found it necessary to drive a hole the height of the building, from the roof to the cellar, and had chosen Elizabeth's corner of the third floor to effect an entrance to their shaft. On the second floor the hole in the wall was discovered through a sarcophagus, and on the first floor, not unreasonably, behind a little door marked "Do not enter"; Elizabeth's office allowed of no concealment, and so she came to work of a Monday morning to find that directly to the left of her desk, and within reaching distance of her left elbow as she typed, the wall had been taken away and the innermost skeleton of the building exposed. She was the first person in the room that morning; she hung her coat and hat neatly on the coat hanger just inside the door, and then went across the room and looked down with a swift sense of dizziness and an almost irresistible temptation to hurl herself downward into the primeval sands upon which the museum presumably stood; far below her she could hear the faintly echoing voices of the guides on the first floor; today was an Open Day and the guides were apparently cleaning their fingernails. The complaining voice which, slightly louder, seemed to come from the second floor may have been that of the archeologist, outside the tomb, finding fault with the air. Elizabeth, looking down, sighed because she had a headache, and because she had a headache nearly all the time, and turned to her desk to contemplate a letter offering the museum a model skyscraper made of matchstick. The faint sense of holiday, inspired by not having a fourth wall to her office, had faded almost entirely by the time she opened the third letter on her desk. When she had read the letter once, she got up and looked down again into the cavity of the building, and then returned to her desk and sat down, thinking, I have a headache.


    "dear lizzie," the letter read, "your fools paradise is gone now for good watch out for me lizzie watch out for me and dont do anything bad because i am going to catch you and you will be sorry and dont think i wont know lizzie because i do—dirty thoughts lizzie dirty lizzie"


    Elizabeth Richmond was twenty-three years old. She had no
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    friends, no parents, no associates, and no plans beyond that of enduring the necessary interval before her departure with as little pain as possible. Since the death of her mother four years before, Elizabeth had spoken intimately to no person, and the aunt with whom she lived required little of her beyond a portion of her weekly pay and her prompt presence at the dinner table. Although she had arrived daily at the museum for two years, since her employment the museum had been in no way different; the letters signed "per er" and the endless listings of exhibits vouched for by E. Richmond were the outstanding traces of her presence. There were half a dozen people who spent their time in the same office, and half a dozen others who occupied other offices on the third floor, and all of these knew Elizabeth, and said "Good morning" to her, and even "How are you today?"—this on particularly bright spring mornings—but those of them who, in philanthropy or mortal kindness, had endeavored to become more friendly with her had found her blank and unrecognizing. She was not even interesting enough to distinguish with a nickname; where the living, engrossed daily with the fragments and soiled trivia of the disagreeable past, or the vacancies of space, kept a precarious hold on individuality and identity, Elizabeth remained nameless; she was called Elizabeth or Miss Richmond because that was the name she had given when she came, and perhaps if she had fallen down the hole in the building she might have been missed because the museum tag reading "Miss Elizabeth Richmond, anonymous gift, value undetermined," was left without a corresponding object.


    She had not chosen employment at the museum because of a passionate fondness for learning, or in the hope of someday managing a public institution of her own, but because in her usual undirected way she had followed the information given by a friend of her aunt's, and found a job at the museum open, and because her aunt had added, most pressingly, that Elizabeth might very well try it, since it was necessary for Elizabeth to work at something now that she was old enough to be self-supporting. Her aunt forbore to comment upon her own uneasy sense that it might be easier to identify Elizabeth in some firmer manner if Elizabeth were located in a concrete spot (my niece Elizabeth, who works at the museum) rather than being merely herself and so very obviously unable to account for it. She went to work, then, with no further direction than this
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    crossing of two lines to determine a point, and was taken on at the museum because the clerical work on the third floor required no very sparkling personality, and because her abilities, whatever her disadvantages, included a clear written hand and a moderate speed at the typewriter, and because whatever was given Elizabeth to do, if she understood it, was done. If she took any pride in anything, it was in the fact that everything about her was neat, and distinct, and right in a spot where she could see it. Her desk and her letters were squarely arranged; she came to the museum each morning at the hour she had been told to come, taking always the same bus to work and hanging up her coat and hat where they belonged; she wore always the dark dresses and small white collars which her aunt assumed were proper for an office worker, and when it came time to go home Elizabeth went home.


    No one at the museum had stopped to think that driving an enormous hole through one side of Elizabeth's office might be unhealthy for Elizabeth; no one at the museum had mused, slide rule in hand, "Now, let's see, this shaft down the building ought to pass somewhere close to Miss Richmond's left elbow; will it, I wonder, trouble Miss Richmond to find one wall gone?"


    On Monday, just before noon, Elizabeth took her letter out of the drawer of her desk and put it into her pocketbook; she meant to read it again at lunch. It had nagged her during the morning, with an odd urgency; it was somehow most pleasantly personal, and not at all the sort of thing she was used to. Over her sandwich in the drugstore she read it again, investigating the handwriting, and the paper, and the wording; the most exciting thing about it was probably its lingering familiarity. It did not distress her because she could not conceive of someone imagining it, and taking a pen and a sheet of paper and writing it, and putting it into an envelope addressed to Elizabeth at the museum; it was an act of intimacy from a stranger impossible to picture. Sitting in the drugstore Elizabeth touched the badly written words with her finger and smiled; she had very definite plans for this letter: she meant to take it home and put it into a box on the top shelf of her closet with another letter.


    Although the museum people spent the greater part of their own time in hammering and measuring and patching, it was generally felt that the presence of carpenters and bricklayers repairing the build-
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    ing was out of place during museum hours, and so as Elizabeth left the building as usual at four o'clock, she met the carpenters coming in. It was of no importance to anyone at the museum, and of little significance to the carpenters, but as Elizabeth passed them in the hallway she smiled and said to them, "Hello, there." She went into the street, blinking in the sunlight because she still had her headache, stepped onto the usual bus, sat looking out of the window until she reached her own stop, stepped down from the bus, and walked the half block to her aunt's house. She unlocked the door with her key, glanced at the hall table to see if her aunt had left any message, and into the living room to see if her aunt had got home, then went upstairs to her own room, where she hung her hat and coat carefully in the closet, took off her good shoes and put on sensible slippers, got a chair to stand on to reach the closet shelf, and took down the red cardboard valentine box which had held chocolates on her twelfth birthday. She carefully set the box down on her bed, put the chair back where it belonged, and sat down on the bed with the box. Before she opened it she took the new letter out of her pocketbook and read it again, then folded it and slipped it back into its envelope, addressed so untidily to miss elizabeth richmond, owenstown museum. Then she opened the box and took out the other letter inside; this one was substantially older. It had been written seven years before by Elizabeth's mother and it read, "Robin, don't write again, caught my Betsy at the letters yesterday, she's a devil and you know how smart! Will write when I can and see you Sat. if possible. Hastily, L."


    Elizabeth had found this letter, presumably never addressed and mailed, in her mother's desk shortly after her mother's death. Until now it had been hidden alone on the closet shelf, but today, after reading both letters again carefully, she put both into the valentine box and, taking the chair, put the box back again onto the closet shelf, set back the chair, and went into the bathroom and washed her hands with soap as her aunt came to the foot of the stairs and called "Elizabeth? You home yet?"


    "I'm here," Elizabeth said.


    "You want cocoa for dinner? It's turned cold out."


    "All right. I'll be right down."


    She came slowly down the stairs, kissed her aunt on the cheek
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    because she usually kissed her aunt when she came home and she had not seen her aunt until now, and went into the kitchen.


    "Well," said Aunt Morgen definitely. She sat down heavily at the kitchen table, and folded her hands before her on the table, steadfastly disregarding the chops and the bread and butter. "Now," she said. Elizabeth sat down hastily, and folded her own hands, and looked without expectancy at her aunt. "Lord, bless this food, our lives to Thy service," said Aunt Morgen, speaking the moment Elizabeth folded her hands and seeming with an "Amen" in one pure gesture to unclasp her own hands and reach for the chops. "Have you had a pleasant day?"


    "Same as usual," Elizabeth said. Food of any kind, under any circumstances, was a matter of substantial importance to Aunt Morgen, and her greed was only very slightly frosted over with conversation; there were, at best, only one or two topics in the world which could lift Aunt Morgen's eyes away from her plate, and Elizabeth had never succeeded in saying anything which could surprise Aunt Morgen into putting down her fork before the food was gone. Dinner was calculated exquisitely to Aunt Morgen's appetite, but she was fair; there were precisely as many chops and baked potatoes and slices of bread and pickles set out in Elizabeth's name as were calculated for Aunt Morgen; their conversation was divided as perfectly.


    "Have you had a pleasant day?" Elizabeth asked Aunt Morgen.


    "Not very," Aunt Morgen said. "Rained," she pointed out.


    Although Aunt Morgen was the type of woman freely described as "masculine," if she had been a man she would have cut a very poor figure indeed. If she had been a man she would have been middle-sized, weak-jawed, shifty-eyed, and clumsy; fortunately, having been born not a man, she had turned out a woman, and had of necessity adopted from adolescence (with what grief, perhaps, and frantic railings against the iniquities of fate, which made her sister lovely) the personality of the gruff, loud-voiced woman so invariably described as "masculine." Her manner was free, her voice loud, she loved eating and drinking and said she loved men; she took toward her sober niece an attitude of avuncular heartiness, and among her few friends she was regarded as fairly dashing because of her fondness for blunt truths and her comprehensive statements about baseball. She had reached an age where sustaining this character was no
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    longer quite such a strain as it might have been when she was, say, twenty, and had reached a position of comparative complacence, discovering how the pretty girls of her youth had by now become colorless and dismal, and sometimes blushed when she spoke. She had never once regretted taking her niece in charge after her sister's death, since in addition to being plain, Elizabeth was quiet and unobtrusive, and showed no inclination to interrupt her aunt's conversation, which took place exclusively between the times of dinner's conclusion and their hour of retirement. In the mornings, before Elizabeth left for the museum, Aunt Morgen frequently inquired after her health, and occasionally advised her to wear overshoes; before dinner, in a peaceful hour which Aunt Morgen spent making dinner and drinking sherry by herself in the kitchen and Elizabeth spent, as today, in her room, conversation was impossible; while dinner was being served and while it was being eaten, Aunt Morgen was too much occupied to speak. After dinner, however, Aunt Morgen habitually took a small glass or two, or even several, of brandy, and it was then, lounging back in her kitchen armchair, with coffee, brandy, and a cigarette on the table before her, and Elizabeth hesitating over her cooling cocoa, that Aunt Morgen held forth for the day.


    "If you'd learn to drink coffee," she began tonight, as she frequently did, "I'd let you have some of my brandy."


    "I don't care for any, thank you," Elizabeth said. "It makes me sick."


    "That's because you drink it with cocoa," Aunt Morgen said. She shuddered. "Cocoa," she said. "Cocoa. Damn miserable puny stuff, fit for kittens and unwashed boys. Did Shakespeare drink cocoa?"


    "I don't know," Elizabeth said.


    "You ought to know things like that, you work in a museum. Me, I sit home all day on my fanny, living on my income." She smiled and bowed formally to Elizabeth. "Your mother's income, I should have said. Mine only by the merest faint chance, mine only because of deserving patience and superior intelligence. Mine," said Aunt Morgen with relish, "only because I outlived her. If I had killed her, mind you," she went on, pointing her cigarette at Elizabeth, "they would have caught me. I wouldn't have gotten her money, because they would have caught me if I had killed her, and don't think I


    


    didn't think of it often enough, but they would have caught me. I don't after all suppose that I'm that smart, kiddo."


    Aunt Morgen very often called Elizabeth "kiddo" after dinner, and she talked so much of Elizabeth's mother when they were alone that Elizabeth, who had listened sometimes at first, found that she was now able to slip into a placid unlistening after-dinner state, almost as though she had taken a great deal of Aunt Morgen's brandy. As Aunt Morgen's voice went on, Elizabeth watched without awareness the changing lights on the silverware and the mirror over the sideboard, and the quick shadowy motion as Aunt Morgen lifted her brandy glass, and the endless pattern of rose-edged doorways on the wallpaper.


    "—saw me first," Aunt Morgen was saying, "but of course then your mother, once he met my sister Elizabeth, then it was her of course, and of course there was nothing I could do. But I flatter myself, Elizabeth junior, I flatter myself, that my intelligence and strength showed him finally what a mistake he made, choosing vacuity and prettiness. Vacuity," Aunt Morgen said, enjoying the word, although she used it almost nightly. "Toward the end, J noticed, he came to me more and more, asking ray advice about the money, and telling me his problems. I knew about the other men, but of course he had made his choice, although I must say she wasn't so much by then, was she, up to her neck in mud. Well." Aunt Morgen breathed deeply, leaning back, her eyes half-closed and regarding the brandy bottle. "Stack the dishes, kiddo? Early bed for Auntie."


    "I'll wash them. Mrs. Martin comes to clean tomorrow and she gets mad if she finds dirty dishes."


    "Old fool," said Aunt Morgen obscurely. "You're a good girl, Elizabeth. No fancy notions."


    Elizabeth took the dishes to the sink and turned on the water; because she had begun to recognize, from her headache all day and the first beginnings now of an intolerable stiffness in her back—as though stretching, or rubbing against a doorway like a cat, would relieve her—that she was in danger of another attack of what Aunt Morgen called migraine and what Elizabeth thought of as a "bad" time, she moved deliberately and slowly, taking as long as possible over small motions; activity of any kind helped when she felt "bad." These spells she remembered as from childhood, although Aunt Morgen believed that until the time of her mother's death Eliza-
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    beth had only had temper tantrums, and remarked wisely that Elizabeth's migraine was a "reaction of some kind." In any case, the "bad" times had come with increasing frequency of late, and Elizabeth, recalling that she had been away from her work for four days not two weeks ago, thought dully, against the pain, "They'll let me go if I keep staying home sick/'


    By the time she had finished slowly washing and drying the dishes, and putting them carefully away on the shelves, and scrubbing the frying pan and scouring the sink and washing the table, the pain in her back was considerable; no longer a warning, it was now substantial enough for her to come to the door of the living room, where Aunt Morgen sat doing the crossword puzzle in the evening paper, and ask for an aspirin.


    "Migraine again?" said Aunt Morgen, looking up. "You ought to run in and see Harold Ryan, kiddo."


    "I've always had it," Elizabeth said. "Doctor Ryan couldn't do anything."


    "I'll get you a hot water bottle for that back," Aunt Morgen said good-naturedly, setting down her pencil, "and one of those little blue pills. That'll put you right to sleep."


    "I can sleep all right," Elizabeth said. She was already dizzy, and reached out for the door frame.


    "Poor baby," said Aunt Morgen. "All you need is sleep."


    "Me?"


    "Night after night I hear you tossing and muttering," Aunt Morgen said. She put an arm around Elizabeth. "Come along, old lady."


    She helped Elizabeth undress, because the backache, which came with suddenness and severity, and disappeared again without warning, was by now severe enough to make it difficult for Elizabeth to move.


    "Poor baby," Aunt Morgen said over and over, taking off Elizabeth's clothes, "many's the time I undressed your mother before you were born. She" said Aunt Morgen, chuckling, "was so clumsy then that when you got her on one side she couldn't roll over without help. There you are, now the nightgown. Those last couple months were the only time she ever let anyone help her, anyone female, that is, and even then only me. Always private, she was. I must say, you didn't get her body; more like your father, you are. Other arm, kiddo. She was a lovely girl, my sister Elizabeth, but mud


    


    159 The Bird's Nest


    clear up to the neck. Now for the hot water bottle and that nice little sleeping pill."


    "I'm almost asleep now, Aunt Morgen."


    "Not going to have you tossing all night tonight."


    When Aunt Morgen, walking very softly but stumbling over the night table, had finally turned off the light and gone away, Elizabeth lay in the darkness alone and tried to close her eyes. There was a line of light where Aunt Morgen had left the door a little open—it had not occurred to her that Elizabeth might need her in the night, but she was unable to remember to close a door completely—and Elizabeth could hear, from downstairs, Aunt Morgen's easy movements, from the living room to the kitchen, and the subsequent slam of the refrigerator door, and Aunt Morgen's voice humming to herself, in a kind of pride that she was well, and had outlived so many people.


    Bad old woman, Elizabeth thought, and then was surprised at herself; Aunt Morgen had been very kind to her. "Bad old woman," and she realized that she had spoken it aloud. Suppose she hears me, Elizabeth thought, and giggled. "Bad old woman," she said, very loudly indeed.


    "Did you call me, kiddo?"


    "No, thank you, Aunt Morgen."


    Lying softly in her bed, the pain in her back lessening and the headache fading in the darkness, Elizabeth sang, wordlessly and almost without sound, to herself. The tune she used was of nursery rhymes, of faded popular songs, of whispers and fragments of tune she had heard long ago^ and, singing, she fell asleep. She did not hear Aunt Morgen pass down the hall, nor perceive Aunt Morgen's belated conscientious glance in through her doorway; she did not hear Aunt Morgen whisper, "You all right, kiddo?"


    Aunt Morgen slept soundly of a night and awoke, ordinarily, ill-humored; it did not, therefore, surprise Elizabeth to awaken to Aunt Morgen's displeasure. Elizabeth had lain quietly in bed for perhaps ten minutes, knowing from experience that, once awake, she would not fall asleep again, and, testing delicately, had decided that although she still had her backache, it was so much improved by a good night's rest that she might certainly get up and go to work. The headache still pulsed somewhere at the back of her head, and she
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    repeated what was—although she was not aware of it—an habitual gesture, that-of rubbing her hand violently against the back of her neck, as though she might possibly rub the nerves there into submission, and anesthetize them against the pain; this habit was one of several persistent nervous gestures she used, and it did her headache no good whatsoever. When she came downstairs, dressed as neatly as usual, she came into the kitchen where Aunt Morgen, still in her bathrobe, sat sullenly at the kitchen table drinking her coffee. Elizabeth said "Good morning," and went to the refrigerator for milk. When she sat down at the table opposite Aunt Morgen she said "Good morning, Aunt," and still received no answer; when she looked up she realized that Aunt Morgen was regarding her angrily and without the ordinarily misty look of early morning. "My headache is better," Elizabeth said timidly.


    "So I see," said Aunt Morgen. She tapped ominously on the edge of her coffee cup and prepared her face, by turning down the corners of her mouth and narrowing her eyes, for heavy irony. "I am happy," she said deeply, "to know that your health was so much improved that you were able to leave your bed."


    "I thought I would go to work; I—"


    "I was not referring," said Aunt Morgen, "to your present state. The improvement in your health to which I refer took place, I should say, at approximately one o'clock this morning." She stopped to light a cigarette, her hand shaking noticeably with fury. "When you decided to go out," she finished.


    "But I didn't go out anywhere, Aunt Morgen. I slept all night."


    "Do you really suppose," Aunt Morgen said, "that J am unaware of what goes on in my own house? Do you really suppose, you overgrown baby, that I am going to be taken in by your pretense of being sick and be sympathetic and bring you hot water bottles and give you pills and come to see how you are and put you to bed and be as nice as I can, and then for all my pains get laughed at? Do you really suppose" Aunt Morgen went on, her voice rising intolerably, "that I don't know what you're doing?'*


    Elizabeth stared, speechless; childish defenses came back to her, and she dropped her eyes and looked at her glass of milk, and twisted her fingers together, and trembled her lip, and stayed quiet.


    "Well?" Aunt Morgen leaned back. "Well?"


    "I don't know," Elizabeth said.


    


    161 The Bird's Nest


    "You don't know what?" Aunt Morgen's voice, softer for a moment, rose again. "What don't you know, fool?"


    "I don't know what you mean."


    "I mean what's going on in my house, I mean what you're doing, I mean whatever dirty horrible nasty business you do in the middle of the night that even your own aunt can't know about and you have to sneak out like a dirty thief, going down the stairs with your shoes in your hand—"


    "I didn't."


    "You did. And I will not be lied to. Now," said Aunt Morgen, rising and leaning terribly across the table, "I mean to hear, before you leave this house today, exactly what you think you're getting away with. And the sooner," said Aunt Morgen, "the better."


    "I didn't."


    "It won't do you any good. Where did you go?"


    "I didn't go anywhere."


    "Did you walk? Or was someone waiting for you?"


    "I didn't."


    "Who? Who was waiting to meet you?"


    "No one. I didn't do anything."


    "Who was he?" Aunt Morgen slammed her hand down onto the table so that Elizabeth's glass of milk rocked and spilled; the milk ran to the edge of the table and dripped onto the floor, and Elizabeth was afraid to move to find a cloth to wipe it up; she was afraid to do anything more than sit, avoiding Aunt Morgen's eyes and twisting her hands under the table. "Who?" Aunt Morgen demanded.


    "No one."


    Aunt Morgen opened her mouth, gasped, and took hold of the edge of the table with both hands. She closed her eyes tightly, shut her mouth, and stood, visibly calming herself.


    After a minute she opened her eyes and sat down, and spoke quietly. "Elizabeth," she said, "I didn't want to frighten you. I'm sorry I lost my temper. I realize that by yelling at you I'm doing more harm than good; suppose I try to explain."


    "All right," Elizabeth said. She looked quickly at the milk, and it was still running off onto the floor.


    "Look," Aunt Morgen said persuasively, "you know that as your only guardian I feel a great deal of responsibility. After all," she


    


    l62 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    said with a friendly grin, "I was your age once, much as I hate to admit it, and I can remember how hard it is to feel that people are keeping an eye on you. You feel independent, and free, and sort of as though you don't have to account to anybody for what you do. But please try to realize, kiddo, that as far as Fm concerned, you can go ahead and do whatever you please. Fm not a dragon, or one of your fidgety old maids who faints when she sees a man. Fm your same crazy aunt, and I may be an old maid but I bet there's not much left can make me faint." Aunt Morgen hesitated and then, obviously resisting a train of thought which threatened to carry her away, went on firmly, "What Fm trying to say is, you don't need to sneak in and out, and be afraid of my finding out something you're ashamed of. If there's some fellow you want to see, and you think for some reason I might mind your seeing him, don't you think you'd be smarter to have me mad at you for seeing him—which I certainly couldn't do anything about—than to have me mad at you for sneaking around and hiding things behind my back—which I certainly can do something about, and you just watch me—and all things considered, doesn't it seem as though you'd be better off out in the open?" Aunt Morgen ran out of breath, and stopped.


    "I guess so," Elizabeth said.


    "Then, look, kiddo," Aunt Morgen said gently, "suppose you just tell auntie what it's all about. Believe me, nothing is going to happen to you. You've got a right to do what you please, and remember, Fm not going to scold you, because I always did what I pleased, and I can remember perfectly well how you feel."


    "But I didn't," Elizabeth said. "I mean, I didn't do anything."


    "Suppose you didn't do anything," Aunt Morgen said reasonably, "that's still no reason for not telling me, is it?" She laughed. "It's if you did do something you ought to be scared," she said.


    "But I mean I didn't do anything."


    "Then what did you do?" Aunt Morgen asked. "What on earth can you find to do at that hour of the night if you didn't do anything?" She laughed again, and shook her head, bewildered. "What a hell of a way to talk," she said. "Don't you know any honest words?"


    "No." Elizabeth thought. "I mean," she said, "I didn't do anything."


    "Good lord," Aunt Morgen said. "Good holy lord God almighty,
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    I can't say it again. Are there any words," she asked delicately, "which might communicate with your dainty brain? I am trying to ask you precisely what occurred, and with whom, at one o'clock last night."


    "Nothing," said Elizabeth, twisting her hands.


    "I am by now completely convinced that it was nothing," said Aunt Morgen fervently. "I am only astonished that he could have expected anything else. There must be people," she said as though to herself, "like that in the world, but how does she find them? Who, then," she continued to Elizabeth, "was this optimistic young man?"


    "No one," said Elizabeth.


    "Blood from a stone," said Aunt Morgen, "gold from sea water, fire from snow. You're your mother's own daughter, mud up to the neck." She laughed, unexpectedly good-humored. "I don't know why" she said, still laughing, "I should believe that you would go out on a cold night to meet a young man. My own private guess, being you're your mother's daughter, is that you'd make a big mystery of going out to mail a letter, and hope someone would think the worst of it. Or to find a nickel you lost last week. And if it is some fellow," she added, pointing jeeringly at Elizabeth, "I'll bet your poor dear father's fortune he isn't fooled. You're like your mother, kiddo, a cheat and a liar, and neither of you could ever get around me."


    "But I didn't," Elizabeth said helplessly.


    "Of course you didn't," Aunt Morgen said. "Poor baby." She rose and left the kitchen, and Elizabeth was finally able to get the dishcloth and wipe up the spilled milk.


    There was still a gaping hole in her room at the museum, and it stayed just beyond her left elbow all day. In the morning mail, which included a letter asking the museum for a complete listing of the exhibits in the Insect Room, and a letter asking for a final decision upon an unparalleled collection of Navajo hammered silver, there was another letter for Elizabeth, "ha ha ha," it read, "i know all about you dirty dirty lizzie and you cant get away from me and i wont ever leave you or tell you who i am ha ha ha."


    Coming home that afternoon with the letter in her pocketbook Elizabeth stopped suddenly on the street between the bus stop and her aunt's house. Someone, she thought distinctly, is writing letters to me.


    She put this letter also into the red valentine box which had held
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    chocolates on her twelfth birthday, and opened and re-read the other two. "i will catch you . . ." "She's all I have . . ." "you cant get away from me . . ."


    "Well?" Aunt Morgen said after dinner. "You decided to give in?"


    "I didn't do anything."


    "You didn't do anything," Aunt Morgen said. "All right." She looked coldly at Elizabeth. "You got another one of your phony backaches?"


    "Yes. I mean, I have my backache again. And my head aches."


    "For all the sympathy you'll get from me tonight," Aunt Morgen said heavily. "How often you think you can get away with it?"


    "And how is our poor head this morning?" Aunt Morgen inquired at breakfast.


    "A little better, thank you," said Elizabeth, and then she saw Aunt Morgen's face. "I'm sorry," she said involuntarily.


    "Have a pleasant time?" Aunt Morgen asked. "Poor devil still hoping?"


    "I don't know-"


    "You don't know?" Aunt Morgen's irony was heavy. "Surely, Elizabeth, even your mother—"


    "I didn't."


    "So you didn't." Aunt Morgen turned back to her coffee. "How do you feel?" she asked finally, grudgingly.


    "About the same, Aunt Morgen. My back hurts, and my head."


    "You ought to see a doctor," Aunt Morgen said, and then, standing abruptly, and slamming her hand on the table, "honest to God, kiddo, you ought to see a doctorl"


    ". . . and i can do whatever i want and you cant do anything about it and i hate you dirty lizzie and youll be sorry you ever heard of me because now we both know youre a dirty dirty dirty . . ."


    Elizabeth sat on her bed, counting her letters. Someone had written her lots of letters, she thought fondly, lots of letters; here were five. She kept them all in the red valentine box and every afternoon now, when she came home from work, she put the new one in and counted them over. The very feel of them was important, as though at last someone had found her out, someone close and dear, someone
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    who wanted to watch her all the time; someone who writes letters to me, Elizabeth thought, touching the papers gently. The clock on the stair landing struck five, and reluctantly she began to gather the letters together, folding them neatly and putting them back into their envelopes. She would not like to have Aunt Morgen see her letters. They were all safely back in the box and she had put away the chair she stood on to put the box onto the shelf of her closet, when the door crashed open and Aunt Morgen came in. "Elizabeth," she said, "kiddo, what's wrong?"


    "Nothing," said Elizabeth.


    Aunt Morgen's face was white, and she held tight to the doorknob. "I've been calling you," she said. "I've been knocking on your door and calling you and outdoors looking for you and calling you and you didn't answer." She stopped for a minute, holding tight to the doorknob. "I've been calling you," she said at last.


    "I've been right here. I was just getting ready for dinner."


    "I thought you were—" Aunt Morgen stopped. Elizabeth looked at her anxiously, and saw that she was staring at the table by the bed. Turning, Elizabeth saw one of Aunt Morgen's brandy bottles on the table. "Why did you put that in my room?" Elizabeth asked.


    Aunt Morgen let go of the doorknob and came toward Elizabeth. "God almighty," she said, "you stink of the stuff."


    "I don't." Elizabeth backed away; Aunt Morgen, unreasonably, frightened her. "Aunt Morgen, please let's go have dinner."


    "Mud." Aunt Morgen took up the brandy bottle and held it to the light. "Dinner," she said, and laughed shortly.


    "Please, Aunt Morgen, come downstairs."


    "I," said Aunt Morgen, "am going to my room." Eyeing Elizabeth, she backed toward the door, the brandy bottle in her hand. "J think," she said, her hand again on the doorknob, "that you are drunk." And she slammed the door behind her.


    Perplexed, Elizabeth went over to sit on the bed. Poor Aunt Morgen, she thought, I had her brandy. Absently, she noticed that the bedside clock said a quarter past twelve.


    ". . . i know all about it i know all about it i know all about it dirty dirty lizzie dirty dirty lizzie i know all about it. . ."


    Because the next day there was proof to correct on the museum
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    catalogue, Elizabeth, with her new letter safely in her pocketbook, did not leave the building until quarter past four, when the workmen were already engaged on the hidden structure of the building. As a result, she missed her usual bus home. When she finally came into the kitchen where Aunt Morgen sat drinking her brandy, Elizabeth saw first that Aunt Morgen had not eaten any dinner, and then she looked up into her aunt's hard stare. Wordless, Elizabeth could only hold out placatingly the box of chocolates she suddenly discovered she was carrying.


    Mr. and Mrs. Arrow fancied themselves as homey folk in a circle where all their acquaintance collected Indian masks, or read plays together of an evening, or accompanied one another on the sackbut; Mr. and Mrs. Arrow served sherry, and played bridge, and attended lectures together, and even listened to the radio. Mrs. Arrow was accustomed to deplore as extreme Aunt Morgen's habit of going to the movies alone, and both Mr. and Mrs. Arrow felt that Elizabeth was allowed too much freedom; Mrs. Arrow had said as much, indeed, to Aunt Morgen when Elizabeth first went to work at the museum. "You allow that girl too much leeway, Morgen," Mrs. Arrow had said, making no bones about the way she felt, "a girl like Elizabeth takes more watching than one of your . . . one of those . . . that is to say, Elizabeth, you know as well as I do, takes watching. Not that Elizabeth's not normal." Mrs. Arrow had stopped and lifted her eyes to heaven and spread her hands innocently, so that no one would ever believe that Mrs. Arrow meant to imply for a minute that Elizabeth was anything apart from normal, "I don't mean that at all," Mrs. Arrow explained earnestly. "What I mean is, Elizabeth is an unusually sensitive girl, and if she is going to go off by herself every day for long periods of time, it would be most judicious, Morgen, most wise of you, to check carefully that she is always among people of the most genteel sort. Of course," Mrs. Arrow went on, nodding reassuringly, "over at the museum they're mostly volunteer workers. I always think," she finished, "that it's so kind of them."


    Mr. Arrow had at one decisive point of growth taken a set of singing lessons to improve his poise, and he was still very apt to sing when even very slightly invited to; Mr. Arrow customarily entertained guests with songs like "Give a Man a Horse He Can Ride," and "The Road to Mandalay," and Mrs. Arrow accompanied him on


    


    the piano, pedalling furiously and occasionally humming the easy parts; "For God's sake," Aunt Morgen said to Elizabeth, pressing her finger insistently upon the doorbell, "don't ask Vergil to sing."


    "All right," Elizabeth said.


    "Ruth," Aunt Morgen said, as the door opened, "how good to see you again."


    "How are you, how are you," said Mrs. Arrow, and Mr. Arrow, behind her in the hall and smiling largely, said "How are you? And here is Elizabeth, too; how are you, my dear?"


    Because the Arrows neither collected Indian masks nor patronized a decorator, they were forced to use ordinary pictures on their walls, and whenever Elizabeth thought of the Arrows' home she remembered the bright reproductions of country gardens and placid smooth hills and sunsets; the Arrows also had an umbrella stand in their hallway, although both of them laughed about it and Mr. Arrow, in his faint deprecating way, said that after all it was the very best place to put wet umbrellas. When Elizabeth, coat neatly hung in the Arrows' hall closet, sat in a great chair in the Arrows' living room, with her hands folded correctly in her lap and Aunt Morgen spreading herself comfortably in just such another chair, and Mr. and Mrs. Arrow nervously together on the sofa, Elizabeth felt safe.


    The whole room partook somehow of the smooth hills and sunsets; the chair in which Elizabeth sat was soft and deep and upholstered in a kind of cloudy orange, her feet lay on a carpet in which a scarlet key design ran in and out and around a geometric floral affair in green and brown, and the wallpaper, pervading and emphasizing the room, and somehow the Arrows, presented the inadvertent viewer with alternate squares of blue and green, relieved almost haphazardly by touches of black. There was nothing of harmony, nothing of humor, in the Arrows' way of life; there was everything of compromise and yet, comfortably, a kind of deep security in the unmistakable realization that all of this belonged without dispute to the Arrows, was unmovable and after a while almost tolerable, and was, beyond everything else, solid. Not even Aunt Morgen could deny the Arrows the reality of their living room, and when one met them at a lecture on reincarnation, or walking placidly together toward the park on a Sunday afternoon, or dining at the home of one of those odd people who always seemed to invite them, Mr. and Mrs. Arrow brought with them, and spread infectiously, an air of unfading
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    wallpaper and practical carpeting, of ironclad and frequently unendurable mediocrity.


    From where she sat Elizabeth could see her own reflection in the polish of the grand piano, and sparks from her own face glancing off the cut glass bowl of wax fruit, and glitters when she moved her hand, flashing and glinting, from the gilt mirror over the marble mantel and the glass beads on the lampshade and Mr. Arrow's cuff links and the painted jar on the table, kept always full of sugared almonds. Mr. Arrow was going to get them some sherry, Mrs. Arrow hoped they would take a chocolate, Mr. Arrow was willing to break the ice with a song, if anyone liked; Mrs. Arrow wondered if Elizabeth was not getting thin, and the lights danced on the glass of the picture where the roses and peonies were massed in the country garden. Elizabeth identified a disturbance; she was getting one of her headaches. She rubbed the back of her neck against the chair, and moved uneasily. The headache began, somehow, at the back of her head and progressed, creeping and fearful, down her back; Elizabeth thought of it as a live thing moving down her backbone, escaping from her head by the narrow avenue which was her neck, slipping onto and conquering her back, taking over her shoulders and finally settling, nestled in safety, in the small of her back, from which it could not be dislodged by any stretching or rubbing or rolling; to a large extent her rubbing the back of her neck was an attempt to cut off the path of this live pain; firm enough rubbing might make it turn back, discouraged, and keep only to her head; "—museum?" Mrs. Arrow asked her.


    "I beg your pardon?" Elizabeth said to Mrs. Arrow.


    "Are you well, Elizabeth?" Mrs. Arrow asked, peering. "Do you feel all right?"


    "I have a headache," Elizabeth said.


    "Again?" Aunt Morgen asked.


    "It will go away," Elizabeth said, sitting still. Mr. Arrow would bring her an aspirin, and thought he might better not sing until her poor head was better; Mr. Arrow remarked smilingly to Aunt Morgen that frequently the headtones of the human voice were most irritating to the sensitive membranes of the brain, although, of course, many people found it soothing to be sung to when their heads ached. Mrs. Arrow had a kind of headache pill which she had always found more efficacious than aspirin, and would be delighted to bring one


    


    169 The Bird's Nest


    to Elizabeth; Mrs. Arrow herself always took two of these pills, but felt that Elizabeth had better not at first venture more than one. Aunt Morgen thought that Elizabeth should have her eyes examined, because these headaches came so often, and Mr. Arrow told about the headaches he had had before he got his glasses. Mrs. Arrow said that she would be very happy to go and get Elizabeth one of her headache pills if Elizabeth thought it would help and Elizabeth said untruthfully that she felt better now, thank you. Because everyone was looking at her she picked up the glass of sherry which Mr. Arrow had poured for her, and sipped at it daintily, loathing the underneath bitter taste of it, and feeling her head swim sickeningly.


    "—to breed Edmund," Mrs. Arrow was saying to Aunt Morgen. "It seems like a long way to go, of course, but we felt, Vergil and I, that it was worth it."


    "Got to take a lot of care with that kind of thing," Mr. Arrow said.


    "I remember," Aunt Morgen began, "when I was about sixteen—"


    "Elizabeth," Mrs. Arrow said, "are you sure you feel all right?"


    Everyone turned again and looked at her, and Elizabeth, sipping at her sherry, said, "I feel fine now, really."


    "I don't like the way that girl looks," Mrs. Arrow said to Aunt Morgen, and shook her head worriedly, "she doesn't look well, Morgen."


    "Peaked," Mr. Arrow amplified.


    "She used to be strong as a horse," Aunt Morgen said, turning to look intently at Elizabeth. "Lately she's been getting these headaches and backaches and she hasn't been sleeping at all well."


    "Growing pains," Mrs. Arrow said tentatively, as though there was still a chance that it might turn out to be something worse. "She could be working too hard, too."


    "Young girls," Mr. Arrow said profoundly.


    "How old is Elizabeth?" Mrs. Arrow asked. "Sometimes when a girl spends too much of her time alone. . . ." She gestured delicately, and dropped her eyes.


    "I'm all right," Elizabeth said uneasily.


    "Fanciful," Mr. Arrow said, with a gesture reminiscent of Mrs. Arrow's. "Wrong ideas," he added.


    "I've been wondering if she ought to see Doctor Ryan," Aunt Morgen said. "This business of not sleeping. . . ."
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    "Always just as well to go with the first symptoms," Mrs. Arrow said firmly, '^foii never know what might turn up later"


    "General check-up/' said Mr. Arrow roundly.


    "I think so," Aunt Morgen said. She sighed and then smiled at Mr. and Mrs. Arrow. "It's a great responsibility," she said, "my own sister's child, and yet it's not as though I've been much of a mother"


    "No one could have been more conscientious," Mrs. Arrow declared, immediately and positively. "Morgen, you must not, you simply must not, blame yourself; you've done a splendid job. Vergil?"


    "Fine job," said Mr. Arrow hastily. "Often thought about it."


    "I've always tried to think of her as though she was my own," Aunt Morgen said, and the sudden quick smile she sent across the room to Elizabeth made the words almost pathetic, because they were true. Elizabeth smiled back, and rubbed her neck against the chair.


    "-—Edmund," Mrs. Arrow was saying.


    "But I don't understand," Aunt Morgen said. "Was the mother brown?"


    "Apricot," Mrs. Arrow said reprovingly.


    "That was why we had to go so far out of town," Mr. Arrow explained. "We wanted to get just the right color combination. But of course," he went on mournfully, "as it turned out, we could have saved ourselves a trip."


    "It is a shame," Aunt Morgen said.


    "So of course we had to take the black one," Mrs. Arrow said, and shrugged, to show how helpless they had been.


    Mr. Arrow touched his wife on the shoulder. "All water under the bridge," he said. "How about a little music? Elizabeth's head all right?"


    "Fine," said Elizabeth.


    "Well, then," said Mr. Arrow, moving with speed toward the piano. "Ruth? Care to play along?" As his wife rose and came toward the piano, Mr. Arrow turned to Aunt Morgen. "Which shall it be? Mandalay?"


    "Lovely," said Aunt Morgen, settling herself into her chair and reaching without formality for the sherry decanter. "Mandalay would be perfectly grand."


    Elizabeth opened her eyes then because instead of the sound of the piano playing the introduction to "The Road to Mandalay,"
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    there was a silence, and then Mr. Arrow said, "Well, really." He closed the music on the piano and said to Elizabeth, "I'm sorry. I asked if your head was all right. Really," he said to Mrs. Arrow.


    "He did, you know, Elizabeth," Mrs. Arrow said. "I'm sure no one wants to make you listen."


    "I beg your pardon?" Elizabeth said, perplexed. "I want to hear Mr. Arrow sing."


    "Well, if it was a joke," Aunt Morgen said, "it was in extremely poor taste, Elizabeth."


    "I don't understand," Elizabeth said.


    "It's all forgotten now, anyway," Mr. Arrow said peaceably. "We'll go ahead, then."


    Elizabeth, waiting again, again heard only silence and opened her eyes to find them all looking at her. "Elizabeth" Aunt Morgen was saying, chokingly and half-rising from her chair, "Elizabeth"


    "Never mind, Morgen, really," Mrs. Arrow said. She got up from the piano bench, her hands shaking and her mouth tight. "I'm certainly surprised" Mrs. Arrow said.


    Mr. Arrow, not looking at Elizabeth, folded the music slowly and put it with some care onto the other music on the back of the piano. After a minute he looked around the room, smiling his faint smile. "Let's not have our nice evening spoiled, ladies," he said. "Sherry, Morgen?"


    "I have never been so humiliated," Aunt Morgen said. "I can't understand it at all. I do apologize, Vergil, I honestly do. All I can say is—"


    "Please don't mind it," Mrs. Arrow said. She put her hand gently on Aunt Morgen's arm. "Let's forget all about it."


    "Elizabeth?" Aunt Morgen said.


    "What?" said Elizabeth.


    "-feel all right?"


    "What?" said Elizabeth.


    "She ought to lie down or something," Mr. Arrow said.


    "I had no idea—" Mrs. Arrow said.


    "She's taken eight glasses of sherry, by my count," Aunt Morgen said grimly. "Where she ought to be is home in bed; I never saw her drink anything before."


    "But just sweet sherry—"


    "—see a doctor," said Mrs. Arrow wisely. "Can't be too careful."
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    "Elizabeth," Aunt Morgen said sharply, "put down your cards and get up and put on your coat. We're going home."


    "Must you?" Mrs. Arrow asked. "I don't really think she needs to go home. 77


    Aunt Morgen laughed. "Three rubbers of bridge is about my limit," she said. "And Elizabeth has to get up in the morning."


    "Well, it's been lovely to have you," Mrs. Arrow said.


    "Come again soon," Mr. Arrow said.


    "We've enjoyed it so much," Aunt Morgen said.


    "Thank you for a very nice time," Elizabeth said.


    "It was nice to see you, Elizabeth. And, Morgen, do make a point of getting to that science lecture. Maybe we can all go together—"


    "Thanks again," Aunt Morgen said.


    When the door had closed behind them and they were going down the walk in the cool night air Aunt Morgen took Elizabeth's arm and said, "Look, kiddo, you frightened me. Are you sick?"


    "I have a headache."


    "No wonder, after all that sherry." Aunt Morgen stopped under the street light and took Elizabeth's chin and turned her face to look at her. "You're not tight on sherry," Aunt Morgen said, wondering. "You look all right and you talk all right and you walk all right-there is something wrong. Elizabeth," she said urgently, "what is it, kiddo?"


    "Headache," Elizabeth said.


    "I wish you'd talk to me," Aunt Morgen said. She put her arm through Elizabeth's and they began to walk on. "I get so goddamned worried" Aunt Morgen said. "All during the bridge game I—"


    "What bridge game?" Elizabeth said.


    "Well, now, Morgen," Doctor Ryan said. He leaned back in his chair and the chair creaked under his huge weight, as it had been doing, Elizabeth thought, all her lifetime; she had never thought of it so clearly before, but all she remembered of Doctor Ryan after leaving his office was the way his chair creaked. "Well, now, Morgen," Doctor Ryan said. He put his fingers together in front of him and raised his eyebrows and looked quizzically at Aunt Morgen. "Always were one to get het up about trifles," he said.


    "Hah," said Aunt Morgen. "I cart remember a time, Harold Ryan-"
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    They both laughed, similarly, greatly, looking at one another with wrinkles of laughter around their eyes. "Damn disrespectful woman," Doctor Ryan said, and they laughed.


    Elizabeth looked at Doctor Ryan's office; she had been here before, with her mother, with Aunt Morgen; Doctor Ryan had been here in this office ever since Elizabeth could remember, and so far as Elizabeth knew he had no other home. He had been in Aunt Morgen's house when her mother died, his arm around Aunt Morgen's shoulders, his great voice saying small things; he had come once in the night, looming jovially at the foot of Elizabeth's bed, speaking coolly through the feverish, inflamed phantoms crowding the pillow; "You're making quite a fuss, my girl," he had said then, "over nothing but a couple of measles." The rest of the time, the rest of Elizabeth's life, Doctor Ryan had been here in this office, leaning back in his chair and making it creak. Elizabeth did not know the names on the backs of any of the books in the glass-doored case behind Doctor Ryan's back, but she knew peculiarly well the tear on the leather spine of the one third from the end on the second shelf, and wondered, now, if Doctor Ryan ever turned around and took down one of the books to look at. While Doctor Ryan and Aunt Morgen laughed, Elizabeth looked at the grey curtains over the window, and the books, and the glass inkwell on Doctor Ryan's desk, and the little ship model which Doctor Ryan had made himself, long ago, when his fingers were nimbler.


    "But honestly, Harold," Aunt Morgen said, "she did frighten me. There was poor old Vergil, just opening his mouth, and Elizabeth shouts out this obscenity—I mean, honestly—" Aunt Morgen's lips moved, and she made a visible effort to keep from smiling. "I mean," she said helplessly, "I've thought of it myself, when Vergil—" She put her hands over her face and began to rock back and forth. "If you could have seen . . ." she said. "Mandalay . . ."


    Doctor Ryan covered his eyes with his hand. "Mandalay," he said in confirmation. "I've heard Vergil do Mandalay," he added.


    "I didn't," Elizabeth said. "I mean, I didn't say anything."


    Aunt Morgen and Doctor Ryan both turned their heads to look at her, both soberly interested.


    "That's it," Aunt Morgen said. "I really don't think she remembers."


    Doctor Ryan nodded. "Physically, of course," he said, shrugging,
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    "all you can do is check the things you know about. I can tell you she's overtired, or nervous, or some such nonsense, but then you can come right back at me with something you and I both know is impossible, and we're right back where we started. Tell you what I think we ought to do," Doctor Ryan said, suddenly determined, and reaching across his desk for a prescription pad, "there's an old friend of mine, fellow named Wright, Victor Wright. You know, Morgen, and J know, that I'd be the last person in the world to send Elizabeth to one of these psychoanalysts, knowing her the way I do; no telling what they might say. But I do want you to run over and see Wright, Elizabeth, and have him take a look at you. He's an odd duck," Doctor Ryan said to Aunt Morgen, "always been kind of interested in this kind of problem. No . . ." Doctor Ryan gestured, reassuringly. "No couch or anything, Morgen, you understand."


    "You're a dirty old man, Harold," Aunt Morgen said agreeably.


    Doctor Ryan looked up and grinned. "Aren't I?" he asked, pleased.


    "Do you think if there's anything wrong this fellow will find it?" Aunt Morgen asked.


    "There's nothing wrong with Elizabeth," Doctor Ryan said. "I think she's worried about something. Boys, maybe. You ever ask her about boy friends?"


    Aunt Morgen shook her head. "I can't get her to talk to me at all."


    "Well," Doctor Ryan said, rising, "if anyone can get it out of her, it's Wright."


    Aunt Morgen got up and turned to Elizabeth, and then yelped. "Harold Ryan," she said, "I've been telling you to cut that out for twenty-five years."


    "Still the best pinching surface in town," Doctor Ryan said, and winked at Elizabeth.


    


    2 DOCTOR WRIGHT


    I believe I am an honest man. Not one of your namby-pamby modern doctors, with all kinds of names for nothing, and all kinds of cures for ailments that don't exist, and none of them able to look a patient in the eye for shame—no, I believe I am an honest man, and there are not many of us left. The young flashy fellows just starting out, who do everything except put their names in neon lights and run bingo games in the waiting room, are my particular detestation, and that is largely why I am putting my notes on the case of Miss R. into some coherent form; perhaps some one of your young fellows may read them and be instructed, perhaps not. I can remember joking with my late wife about a patient a doctor could get his teeth into—although that, too, I suppose, will be liable to misconstruction by your head doctors with their dreams and their Freuds; boys I brought into the world, too, some of them. It is gratifying to know that the extraordinary case of Miss R. was taken and solved and lies transcribed here for all the world to read, by an honest man; gratifying, at any rate, to myself. I make no excuses or apologies for
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    my medical views, although perhaps my literary style will leave something to be desired, and I preface this account by saying, as I have said for forty years or more, that an honest doctor is an honest man, and considers his patient's welfare before the bills are sent in. My own practice has dwindled because most of my patients are dead— (that is another of my little jokes, and we'll have to get used to them, reader, before you and I can go on together; I am a whimsical man and must have my smile)—naturally, because they grew old along with me, and I survived 'em, being a medical man.


    Thackeray says somewhere (and I had my finger on it not two days ago, somewhere in Esmond, anyway) that a man's vanity is stronger than any other passion in him; I've read that twenty times and more in as many years, and I daresay a good writer is much the same as a good doctor; honest, decent, self-respecting men, with no use for fads or foibles, going on trying to make our sensible best of the material we get, and all of it no better and no worse than human nature, and who can quarrel with that for durable cloth? And yet, along with Thackeray, I have my prides and my little passions, and perhaps fancying myself Author is not the least of them.


    With all of this, there wasn't much joking in me the first time I met Miss R., poor girl. Ryan had made the appointment for her, and, to tell the truth, I wasn't much inclined to her at first, thought her a sullen type, perhaps. Young women who fancy "character-reading" or "fortune-telling" might have thought her shy. "Colorless" was a word came to my mind when I looked at her. She had brown hair, taken smoothly to the back of her head, and fastened there with strong combs or a bit of ribbon, maybe; brown eyes, hands long and graceful and quiet when she sat down, not fussing with her gloves or her pocketbook like these nervous women; altogether, if I may be permitted a term which has got sadly out of use, I thought Miss R. a gentlewoman. Her gown was suitable for her age and position; dark, neatly made and not at all stylish, perhaps even—although I liked it, I recall—a bit prim. Her voice was low and level, and I thought her cultured. I cannot recall that she ever laughed genuinely, although when she came to know me she frequently smiled.


    Miss R/s symptoms—dizzy spells, occasional aboulia* periods of


    * aboulia; a state which I can describe for the layman who reads and runs as an inhibition of will, preventing a desired action; Miss R. showed this largely in speech, almost as though she were prevented from uttering a syllable.
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    forgetfulness, panic, fears and weaknesses which were causing her to function poorly at her employment, listlessness, insomnia—all indications of a highly nervous condition, perhaps of an hysteric, had been faithfully reported to me by that amiable blackguard Ryan, to whom her family had taken her when her state became too apparent to be ignored; like most families, the members of this one—in this particular case, I believe, only a middle-aged aunt—chose to overlook the obvious symptoms of nervousness in the patient, and excuse them variously and charitably until the case was too far advanced to be dismissed; I know of one family where it was not until a lad had made off with some thousands of dollars from his father's safe that his doting family confessed that he had been a sleepwalker since childhood! At any rate, Ryan, finding himself at a loss with regard to Miss R. when she did not respond to his usual treatments (nerve tonic, sedatives, rest in the afternoon), and knowing of my own interest in the deep problems of the mind (although, as I cannot say often enough, I am not one of your psychoanalysts, but merely an honest general practitioner who believes that the illnesses of the mind are as reasonable as the illnesses of the body, and that your analytical nastiness has no place in the thoughts of a decent and modest girl like Miss R.) he arranged with me to give her an appointment.


    Miss Hartley, my nurse, had taken down the name of the patient, her address, age, and such vital information, and the card bearing these facts was set upon my desk when Miss R. entered.*


    She smiled at me almost timidly as she sat down; my office is so constructed as to display the maximum reassurance to timid patients—something your chromium and enamel physicians seem to regard as superfluous—and its dark rows of books (from my school days, madam; I admit it before you charge me) against the walls, its heavily curtained windows (enriched, my dear miss, with cigar smoke and ashes and a terror to moths therefrom) and its deep chairs and pillowed sofa (to which, sir, I would gladly at any convenient time admit your ample bottom, for an hour or so of comfortable sitting, and a glass of good wine and one of the cigars which Miss dislikes so much)—all this seemed to bring a measure of quiet


    * Naturally, for reasons of discretion, I cannot call this young woman by her full name. V.W.
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    to Miss R., who looked about her almost stupidly, but showed, at least, no immediate signs of hysterical terror, a reaction, I might point out, not unheard of in patients forwarded to me by good old Ryan. Miss R. set her long hands upon her lap, as one who has been well brought up and taught that a lady seats herself quietly, and looked steadily to one side of me, and wet her lips nervously, and smiled without meaning at the corner of my desk, and opened her mouth, and closed it again. "Well," I said heartily, to show that I knew she was there and that our interview had, so to speak, commenced itself, and my valuable time for which her aunt was paying had been placed at her entire disposal, "well, Miss R.," I said, "what seems to be the trouble?"


    I half-expected her to tell me. Sometimes—it is astonishing—a quiet girl who regards the corner of your desk will, without more than the faintest encouragement, bring herself readily to recount the most amazing fantasies, but she only dropped her eyes to examine the foot of the ashstand and said "Nothing."


    "Probably," I agreed. "Probably nothing at all. But Doctor Ryan seemed to feel that you and I should have a little talk, and perhaps-"


    "It's just wasting your time," she said.


    "I suppose so." I dislike being interrupted, but Miss R. seemed so sure that she was well that I was curious; I confess I almost thought at that moment never to see her again. "Doctor Ryan says," I told her, consulting Ryan's note, "that you have difficulty sleeping."


    "I don't," she said. "I sleep all right. My aunt told him I didn't sleep but I do."


    "I see." I made a meaningless note, and said cautiously, "And the headaches?"


    "Well," she said, moving her hands together slightly. I waited, thinking that she was going to continue, and then looked up expectantly. She was gazing raptly at my desk calendar, as though she had never seen such a thing before.


    "And the headaches?" I repeated, a little sharp.


    She looked at me squarely for the first time, dull, uninterested, stupid, turning her hands one within the other. "And the headaches?" I said. As though I had reminded her, she put one hand to the back of her neck, and closed her eyes; "And the headaches?" I


    


    179 The Bird's Nest


    said, and she looked at me, her eyes wide and aware of me, and said loudly, "I'm frightened."


    "Frightened, Miss R.?"


    "I haven't any headache," she said. "I feel fine."


    "But frightened," I said. I noticed that I had begun to fidget with my letter opener, and put it down firmly on the desk and set my hands evenly one beside the other.


    Miss R. folded her own hands neatly in her lap and smiled dully at the corner of the curtain.


    "Well, now, Miss R.," I said, wondering at myself for an intense desire to turn and look at the curtain with her, "suppose we . . ."


    "Thank you very much, Doctor Wright," she said, rising. "I am sure you have done me a great deal of good. Am I to come again?"


    "Please do," I said, scrambling out from behind the desk as she started for the door. "Perhaps Miss Hartley can give you an appointment for the day after tomorrow."


    "Goodbye," she said. I sat down again as the door closed behind her, and had my look at the curtain, and reflected that if Miss R. could be brought to tell me anything at all of her ailments, it would not be willingly or even—I perceived even then—consciously.


    That, then, was my first introduction to Miss R. (and before my reader gasps, and stops, and turns jeering to point at a grammatical error in the good doctor's notes, let me interject with dignity that I use the tautology "first introduction" deliberately, almost in the nature of a joke; I had, as my reader, abashed, will soon see, more than one introduction to this remarkable girl). My own opinion then, I will say honestly, was of a personality disturbed and beset with problems it was incapable of solving alone; I am not a maker of quick judgments and could not, even then, damn Miss R. with a pat name for her illness.


    My own special hobbyhorse has long been hypnosis; the great and enduring good brought about by hypnotic treatments, its value in a case such as Miss R/s, its soothing and consoling effect on the patient, have persuaded me after much practice and definite estimate of results that the skillful and sympathetic use of hypnosis is of inestimable value to the medical man whose patients justly fear placing themselves in the hands of your modern name-callers; I had determined already that hypnosis was the best—indeed, as I saw it, the only—method to induce Miss R. to reveal enough of her diffi-
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    culties to aid us toward alleviating them, and hypnosis I determined to try.


    On her second visit to my office, we again scrutinized the curtains, the ashstand, the calendar, and I spared a moment to wonder what poor old Ryan had made of her; I hesitated to return directly to her statement that she was frightened, and so began by covering the same ground as before; again she insisted that she slept perfectly well, that she had no headaches, and, going by her words alone, it would seem that a visit to a doctor was, to her way of thinking, an absurd and unreasonable imposition; when she looked at me directly, however, there was in her eyes the mute appeal of an animal (and I am an animal lover; I do not degrade Miss R. by the comparison; indeed, I have seen many dogs more intelligent and aware than Miss R. seemed then, on our second meeting) hurt beyond its understanding and longing for help.


    "Are you afraid of me?" I asked her gently, at last.


    She shook her head no.


    "Are you afraid of Doctor Ryan?"


    Again no.


    "Of speaking to me of your illness?"


    And she nodded her head yes. She regarded still the edge of the carpet, but I was persuaded that her answers related to my questions, and continued, heartened, "Do you have difficulty speaking?"


    Yes again.


    "Then will you permit me to hypnotize you?"


    Staring at me then, eyes wide, she first shook her head violently no, and afterward, as one less frightened of the cure than its practitioner, nodded her head yes.


    That, then, was Miss R/s second priceless interview with Doctor Wright. I felt, however, that I had made progress; I could hardly boast that I had won my patient's confidence, but I had, at least— and I defy Ryan to say the same—had from her an answer to a question.


    When she left I remarked casually that we would, then, attempt an hypnotic trance upon her next visit and so I was—from bitter and long-suffering experience—not more than mildly surprised when she entered my office upon the occasion of her next appointment with a step slower than usual and a look so furtive that she dared not face the curtain squarely, but regarded instead the toe of her shoe. She
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    spoke at once, from the doorway, before I had even time to tell her good afternoon; "Doctor Wright/' she said, "I have to go. I can't stay."


    "And why not, Miss R.?"


    "Because," she said.


    "Because, Miss R.?"


    "I have an appointment," she said.


    "With me, surely."


    "No, with someone else. I have to go back to work," she added, inspired.


    Our appointments, for alternate days, were always at four-thirty, since Miss R. left her employment at four; it was remotely possible that Miss R. might today be required to return to her office, but I said in a leisurely fashion, "Well, Miss R., and is this all true?"


    She was unused to falsehood, and had the grace to blush. "No," she said. She shifted her pocketbook to her other hand and said, "The truth is that my aunt is opposed to hypnotism."


    "Indeed?" I said. "I am astonished that it was not mentioned. Surely Doctor Ryan—"


    "I agree with my aunt," said Miss R. "I oppose hypnotism."


    I might perhaps have accepted this as a moderately reasonable attitude (considering, heaven help us, the fakeries and lies practiced upon the general public in the name of hypnosis, I am only surprised, sometimes, that the uninformed people of this world continue to respect medical men at all), even considering Miss R.'s extremely limited area of experience, and the unlikelihood of her having formed any very decided opinions about anything whatsoever, had I not observed, glancing at her at that moment, that her eyes were imploring me, almost as though, speaking, she wanted one thing and looking, another.


    "Nevertheless," I said firmly, "I intend to continue with the treatment as we agreed at your last visit."


    "How?" she asked, surprised. "If I don't want you to?"


    The look of entreaty which accompanied these words caused me to continue, as firmly, "It would be foolish to suppose that I could or would treat you against your will, nor would I wish to do so, but surely you cannot find any objection to continuing our conversation of your last visit? I found it most enjoyable."


    Warily, as though afraid that I might perhaps leap at her and
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    force upon her my horrendous treatments, she moved toward her usual chair v and I found myself experiencing a strong relief when she was at last induced to sit quietly, and fix her gaze, as always, upon some unoffending object.


    How to begin was not a problem; Miss R., having once been brought to consent to treatment, needed no further persuasion, I knew; what Miss R. needed was some method, palatably presented, whereby what she actually wanted (and of this I was positive by now, that she did want treatment, and by the means I suggested) could be offered her in disguise, as it were, so that her objections, however unreasonable, might be circumvented with her own unconscious aid. At any rate, with Miss R., whose mental resources were, to say the least, untapped, nothing so patently on the surface as her rejection of treatment needed to be dealt with by any more than the most perfunctory deviousness; I smiled amiably down at my desk and remarked that at least I might have the pleasure of conversing with her; she looked at me swiftly and away, perceiving the heavy emphasis I used and seeing what I meant her to see, that I was both vexed and disappointed.


    "I'm sorry," she said, and such a voluntary statement from Miss R. was worth almost any effort to me, in the step ahead it represented. "I wish I could let you hypnotize me."


    I bowed politely, as befits a gentleman whose generous offers have been civilly rejected (Victor Wright, Marquis of Steyne!) and I repressed my smile as I said smoothly, "Perhaps at another time; when we know one another better you will trust me."


    "I trust you," Miss R. said uncertainly to the floor.


    I endeavored to turn the conversation onto Miss R/s family and her work, since discussion of her physical condition had found her so reticent, but discovered, as I had more than half expected, that Miss R. was ready with no more comprehensive descriptions of her family life or the museum where she was employed; indeed, at one point, despairing, I was almost persuaded that the girl was largely unaware of place and time, and might, if asked suddenly, have difficulty remembering her own name! I learned—through a cross-examination of which the Spanish Inquisitors might have been proud—that she was at this time doing a kind of menial clerical work at the museum, typing (the kind of a formal learned activity, requiring no imagination or inventive qualities in discovering the correct
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    letters, which Miss R. might be expected to do splendidly) and dealing with routine correspondence (again, I ascertained, requiring no initiative) and matter-of-fact listings which required only the ability to copy down names and numbers.


    It was this work which had suffered so extremely from her ill health, since she depended upon its income for her livelihood (although I strongly doubted whether her unknown aunt, no matter how heartless, would have let poor Miss R. starve for lack of an income, since various of Miss R.'s answers to my questions indicated that her aunt was in possession of what must have amounted, even today, to a fairly handsome fortune) and she would, without her occupation, have lost even that shred of independence left to her, and as a result— mutatis mutandis— suffered the worse. Her aunt had found her the job, persuaded her to take it, and encouraged her to continue at it, and I did Aunt the discourtesy of supposing that she, too, might have found Miss R/s daily, regular absence a source of some refreshment. In answer to searching questions Miss R. admitted to having her headache still, and was further persuaded to agree that she did, after all, suffer from headaches almost constantly, and backaches almost as often. That Miss R. was entirely inert I soon had reason to doubt, for, seeing me glance once at the clock, she rose immediately, although I had supposed her regarding, as usual, the corner of the desk, and, remarking that her aunt expected her home, made as to take her leave. I assured her that I noted the clock because of an appointment of my own which was still almost two hours away, but could not prevail upon her to stay, although I felt most strongly that we were making a kind of progress.


    "Doctor Wright," she said unexpectedly, pausing on her way to the door but not turning to look at me, "I think this is wasting your time. I have nothing wrong with me/'


    I smiled reassuringly, although unnecessarily, at her back. "If you were able to diagnose your own case, Miss R.," I said, "you would hardly have to come to a doctor. Moreover," I went on, before she could point out that she had not come to a doctor at all, but had been sent, "one or two hypnotic sessions will surely show if there is nothing wrong."


    "Goodbye," Miss R. said, and took her departure.


    I need not further detail for the impatient reader (you are patient, sir? Then you and I are left behind, inhabitants of a slower and
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    more leisurely time, when we were not restless with an author for his painstaking efforts to entertain us, and demanded paragraphs of rich and rewarding meditation, and loved our books for the leather and the weight; we are forgotten, sir, you and I, and must take our quiet contemplation in secret, as some take opium and some count their gold)—I need not further trouble the reader, then, with a meticulous account of the progress which I made in persuading Miss R. to permit hypnosis; she was finally brought to agree to a brief experiment, although I am assured that she thought herself yielding to a kind of sinfulness rather than an honest attempt at therapeutic assistance, since she insisted upon the provision that she should not be required to answer any "embarrassing" questions, and was not to remain under hypnosis for more than a minute or so—too little time, I could not help noting cynically (although privately, sir; I am not a monster!) for any overt nefarious act on my part. To all of these stipulations I acceded willingly, knowing that even a brief experiment would certainly ease Miss R.'s fears, and might even prove of some assistance in quieting her nervous illness. As I had long suspected, she was, once she had brought herself to the point, a willing and cooperative subject, and in a very short space of time I had subdued her into a light hypnotic slumber.


    When she was breathing easily and quietly, her hands and face relaxed, and her feet resting comfortably upon a small footstool, I was agreeably surprised at her appearance of pleasant, intelligent comeliness and reflected at the time that very possibly Miss R/s nervous constraints stretched even farther than headaches and sleeplessness, and threw over her whole personality an air of timidity and stupidity; I recall that I even wondered briefly if Miss R. might not be a gay and merry companion under her mask of illness. Marveling at the relaxation in her face, which for the first time seemed to me pretty, I asked her quietly, "What is your name?"


    "Elizabeth R."—without hesitation.


    "Where do you live?"


    She named her street and city address.


    "Who am I?"


    "You are Doctor Wright."


    "And are you afraid of me, Miss R.?"


    "Of course not."—smiling slightly.


    It was most gratifying to see that, just as the anxious lines upon


    


    Miss R.'s face smoothed out under hypnosis, just as the tightness of her mouth relaxed and her voice lost its reluctance, so her funds of information were ready-tapped, as it were, and she answered my questions readily and without hesitation, although I had before heard from her only the briefest of replies and those spoken falteringly and with much hesitation; I foresaw, what I had believed all along, that with the priceless assistance of Miss R/s own mind, freed of its pressure of constraint, we might easily and without terror soon have her as free from nervous ailments as the best of us.


    At this first attempt, I was most unwilling to rouse Miss R. from her happy sleep, but, mindful of my promise to keep her in trance for only a minute or two, I emphasized in her mind (in the form of what is called post-hypnotic suggestion, 2. most compelling influence) the conviction that she would sleep soundly and dreamlessly that night, and awaken the next morning refreshed (concluding that, once we had Miss R/s insomnia under control, we might be strengthened to attack the headache and backaches, which I half believed to be little more than the result of fatigue) and awakened her. Immediately she became the Miss R. of my previous acquaintance, sullen, silent, looking anywhere but at me as she asked immediately, "What did I say?"


    Silently I passed her my notes across the desk, and she glanced at them hastily and then said in great astonishment, "Is this all?"


    "Every word," I told her truthfully, although, needless to add, I had prudently kept back my own words which were to instill in her the suggestion of a night's dreamless sleep.


    "Why did you ask me if I was afraid of you?"


    "Because naturally a doctor's first duty is to establish trust between himself and his patient," I said glibly, and, no doubt still marveling at my tremendous restraint when she was—as I have no doubt she thought of it vividly—in my power, she arose shortly afterward and took her leave.


    My treatment, as generally planned at that time, was simple enough for the most untutored layman to understand. Shorn of technicalities, my intentions were thus: through the use of hypnosis, under which I suspected Miss R. might speak and act far more freely than in a waking state, to discover and eliminate whatever strain was causing her deliberately to confine herself in an iron cage of uncom-municativeness and fear. I was positive that at some time lost to
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    conscious memory, Miss R. had forsaken herself as she was meant to be, and ..imposed upon herself the artificial state of stupidity in which she had been living for so many years; I may liken this state and its cure to (if my reader will forgive such an ignoble comparison) a stoppage in a water main; Miss R. had somehow contrived to stop up the main sewer of her mind (gracious heaven, how I have caught myself in my own analogy!) with some incident or traumatic occurrence which was, to her mind, indigestible, and could not be assimilated or passed through the pipe. This stoppage had prevented all but the merest trickle of Miss R.'s actual personality from getting through, and given us the stagnant creature we had known. My problem was, specifically, to get back through the pipe to where the obstruction was, and clear it away. Although the figure of speech is highly distasteful to one as timid of tight places as myself, the only way in which I might accomplish this removal was by going myself (through hypnosis, you will perceive) down the pipe until, the stoppage found, I could attack it with every tool of common sense and clear-sighted recognition. There; I am thankful to be out of my metaphor at last, although I confess I think Thackeray might be proud of me for exploring it so persistently, and it does, I fear, portray most vividly my own diagnosis of Miss R.'s difficulty and my own problem in relieving it. Let us assume, then, that the good Doctor Wright is steeling himself to creep manfully down a sewer pipe (and I wonder mirthfully, whether by calling poor Miss R/s mind a sewer I might not be approaching wickedly close to your psychoanalytic fellows, those plumbers to whom all minds are cesspools and all hearts black!). Oh, Miss Elizabeth R., to what a pass have you brought your doctor!


    One other matter remains (and now I speak more seriously) which, in the interests of future clarity, ought now to be clearly understood. It has long been my habit—and I believe the practice of many who use hypnosis professionally as a therapeutic method—to distinguish between the personality awake and the personality in hypnotic trance by the use of numerical symbols; thus, Miss R., awake and as I originally saw her, was automatically Ri, although use of the prime number did not necessarily mean that I regarded Ri as Miss R. well, or healthy, or fundamental; Ri was Miss R. the first, in my mind and in my notes. Miss R., then, in the light hypnotic trance in which I had already seen her, was R2, and in my notes I was


    


    of course easily able to distinguish between Miss R/s comments and answers awake or asleep by noting whether my questions had been answered by Ri or R2, with already in my own mind a distinct preference for the answers, and, indeed, the whole personality, of R2.


    Indeed, when Miss R. came again to my office two days later, I thought I detected already traces of R2 in her manner; her step was lighter, perhaps, and although she did not look directly at me she contrived to speak, beyond the sulky "Good afternoon" with which she always responded to my greeting; "I feel better already," she remarked, and I thought I saw a brief lightening in her face.


    I was heartened, as any doctor must have been. "Splendid," I said. "Have you slept well?"


    "Very well," said Miss R.


    "However," I said, "we must not therefore assume—"


    "So I won't be hypnotized again," said Miss R.


    I was sorely tempted to speak to her tartly, to point out to her that her purely temporary feeling of well-being might without my assistance suddenly forsake her and lower her once more into the deep despondency from which I had a little way lifted her, and yet I only said gently, "Any treatment, even any clear diagnosis, of your case, dear Miss R., is impossible without adequate knowledge. I do not believe that voluntarily you can or will give me the information I need; in a state of hypnosis you will answer me freely and truly." Had I at this moment remembered her stricture upon "embarrassing" questions, I might not have been so blunt; at any rate, she subsided sullenly into her chair and did not answer. Regretting immediately my sharp words, I fell silent for a moment, so that my self-annoyance might not find utterance in remarks which might seem to be taking out on Miss R. my own irritation. So silent we sat both, and then at last, fetching a deep sigh, I smiled at myself and said frankly, "I do not ordinarily become angry with my patients; perhaps, my dear Miss R., you will do me good."


    I had, without realizing it, found a way of procedure; Miss R. looked at me, and almost laughed. "I won't make you angry again," she promised.


    "Indeed I believe you will, and it may be good for a stern fellow who tends to think of his patients as problems rather than as people. By all means, whenever you find me regarding you as a problem in arithmetic—" (or in sewage, I might have said; O unfortunate
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    analogy!) "—do at once bring me sharply up by an appeal to my temper. You shall never find me wanting in anger, my dear."


    We gazed amiably upon one another, quite as though Miss R. were already the person she might someday become, and I verily believe that in the brief moment of anger, and my graceless apology, we came closer together than we had been before. In any case, the unkind question of treatment, brought up of necessity once more, found Miss R. less inclined to flat refusal, and it must suEce to say that she was once again brought to submit herself to hypnosis. "But no embarrassing questions, please?" she asked, blushing as though ashamed of this insistence and yet constrained to make it, as a patient will ask a dentist over and over again not to let the extraction hurt. Since I had at this time no slightest notion of what might seem to Miss R/s tender sensibilities an embarrassing question, I could only agree helplessly, like the dentist, and promise myself privately to fulfill the obligation as nearly as possible; I had at the same time a notion that Miss R/s reading of embarrassing questions might be wholly different from my own; I had a conviction that my own assumption, in a like case, of what might constitute an "embarrassment" would be a line of questioning tending toward the point of stoppage in the pipe, but I strongly suspected that what Miss R. meant by "embarrassing" was precisely what any untutored young girl might mean by the word: i.e., anything she would be ashamed to discuss before me, any secrets the poor girl might possess, although these need not be—indeed, very probably were not— the secret I was in search of; I thought tolerantly of love letters and such, and resolved roundly that Miss R/s maiden sentiments should remain her own still, untampered with by me.


    As Miss R. slipped softly into the trance state, I was anxious to meet again the pleasant girl I had spoken with before, and welcomed the amiable face with the delight of one greeting a charming acquaintance; I had decided that it would be most proper and practical to initiate the little series of questions I had first asked as a formal beginning for all hypnotic questioning, establishing, as it were, a little ritual of introduction, and I hoped that after a short time it might have the double effect of reassuring Miss R. in the first moments of trance, and in addition, perhaps, serve as a complementary trance-inducement; that is, when Miss R., falling asleep, heard my
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    familiar pattern, she would be confirmed in the hypnotic state. So, I began again, "What is your name?"


    "Elizabeth R."


    She again told me where she lived, and assured me that she had no fear of me. When I asked her if she remembered what she had told me upon her previous visit, R2 smiled and said she did, that she had told me she was not afraid of me, and she was not. I felt that this emphasis upon complete trust in myself was very necessary, and endeavored to stress constantly, in my questions and my manner, my utter and entire sympathy with her. I thought of myself, frequently, as fatherly, and often found myself addressing her as a fond parent speaks to a precious child.


    Since I had not been restricted, upon this second attempt, to "only a minute or so," I was able to question Miss R. at greater length about her illness, which she admitted frankly in this trance state, and about her daily life; I learned, for instance, much more clearly, about her work at the museum, and her routine homelife with her aunt. I also learned, without really intending to press the matter, that the substantial fortune which kept Miss R. and her aunt so easily was in actuality the future property of Miss R. herself, left in trust by her father; and for years to come, through a skillful and (I must confess I thought it) foresighted maneuver among lawyers and bankers, would be administered entirely by Aunt, with due deference to Miss R.'s comfort and convenience; I do not pretend to understand financial matters, and Miss R. obviously knew less of them, even, than I, but I could not help applauding the wisdom which would preserve Miss R. secure and safe from the many pitfalls which must beset a very young girl possessed of a large fortune and as passive and acquiescent as Miss R. had shown herself to be. Aside from the casual remark which elicited this information, my questions were largely trivial, aimed as much at establishing communication as at securing information, and we got along swimmingly, until I asked, "And why did you refuse to be hypnotized at first, then?"


    She wrung her hands, and turned helplessly in her chair, which was so much unlike her relaxed R2 trance state that I felt suddenly and strongly that we were getting, at last, to a closer view of Miss R.; after a minute, still wringing her hands, she brought out, "I won't answer that question." She spoke harshly, and as though reluctantly, and it was the first sign she had shown as R2 of lack of
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    cooperation. I smiled privately at the fancy that I might have asked an "embarrassing" question, and so meekly abandoned the subject and went on, "And so you slept well?"


    "Very well," she said, relaxing and smiling. "And thank you for telling me to sleep soundly, because I know that it was your idea/'


    "Why are you turning your hands in that fashion?" She had commenced twisting her fingers together again and bringing her hands insistently to her eyes.


    "I want to open my eyes, but they won't open."


    "I should prefer that you keep your eyes closed, if you please."


    "But I want to open them."—petulantly.


    "Closed, please."


    "If I could open my eyes," she said wheedlingly, "then I could look at you, dear Doctor Wright."


    "There is no need for your looking at me, dear Miss R., so long as you can hear me."


    "But if I can't see you, then I don't choose to hear you/'


    And no question of mine, after that, could provoke a response. She set her lips stubbornly, folded her arms, and scowled, eyes shut. Seeing at last that further questioning was worse than useless, I gave her finally the same suggestions about sleeping well, and added that her appetite should be better, and, in no very good humor with my patient, awakened her. Again she asked me what she had said, but this time, instead of passing her my notes as before, I told her that she had become cross with me and refused to answer me at all. In genuine dismay she said impulsively, "I can't believe it of myself; what will you think of me?" And then, slyly, "Are you going to give up my case?"


    I told her, believing her sincerely contrite, that such stubbornness was not unusual, and added humorously that I really believed her to be more stubborn asleep than awake, which made her laugh. We parted amiably, and good friends, and she came to my office the next day but one substantially more cheerful and gay, and much easier with me, as though my human vexation at her last visit had somehow proven us equally fallible, and close. There was color in her cheeks at this next visit, and she reported, almost chattering, that not only had she slept well and without waking during the past two nights but that (as I had suggested to her in hypnosis) her appetite had improved and her headache, which had troubled her inter-
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    mittently for the past several years and almost constantly for the last few months, had vanished for the whole of the previous day and had only returned briefly this morning, disappearing by breakfast-time; this did much to confirm, of course, one of my beliefs about the headache and the backache and the appetite being all outgrowths, as it were, of the insomnia, and I had great hopes of all of these symptoms clearing away readily as Miss R. rid herself of the extreme fatigue from which she suffered. This must not be taken to mean that I felt Miss R.'s difficulties to be merely physical, and that all I had to do was persuade her through post-hypnotic suggestion that she should sleep well, and so cure her entirely; Ryan, even, could have accomplished that with a pill or two; my belief was sincerely that the trifling physical symptoms were precisely that—symptoms; the cure we were seeking must be applied for deeper and more insistently. I confess, too, that I perceived that the easier Miss R.'s physical state, the stronger her trust in me, and the easier, consequently, my endeavors toward understanding her.


    She accepted the hypnotic trance readily by now, and fell without difficulty into her usual light slumber. Again I began formally by asking her who she was, and where she lived, and again she answered me without hesitation, smiling a little, and doing my heart good with her smiling, friendly face.


    "Do you choose to hear me today?"


    "Of course."—surprised.


    "The other day you did not, you know."


    "I? I could not have done such a thing."


    I turned to my previous notes and read her her own remarks upon refusing to hear me if she could not open her eyes. As I read she brought up her hands and began again twisting them and rubbing at her face.


    "Then," she asked, "may I open my eyes now?"


    "I insist that you keep your eyes closed." I paused. "Do you choose to hear me with your eyes closed?"


    "I suppose I must."—pettishly. "You won't leave me alone unless I do."


    I frowned a little, at a momentary loss how to proceed, and it was at that moment, I think, that I received the most shocking blow of my life. I sat, as always, upon a stool next to Miss R.'s chair, with a low table next me upon which I could write my notes; Miss R. lay
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    back in the large chair, with her feet on a footstool and a pillow behind her head. I remember that I looked at her for a minute, in the half-light the room was in with the curtain closed, and saw her almost clearly, her face pale against the dark chair, the merest line of late-afternoon sunlight touching her from the crack in the curtain. Her face was turned a little toward me, her lips still parted in a little smile, and her eyes, of course, closed. Her hands were at her breast, still twined together; she is like a sleeping beauty, I thought childishly; I wonder, though, how I ever thought her handsome. Because she was not, I saw, at all handsome, and as I watched her in horror, the smile upon her soft lips coarsened, and became sensual and gross, her eyelids fluttered in an attempt to open, her hands twisted together violently, and she laughed, evilly and roughly, throwing her head back and shouting, and I, seeing a devil's mask where a moment before I had seen Miss R/s soft face, thought only, it cannot be Miss R.; this is not she.


    A moment, and it was gone; the laughter ended, and she turned timidly toward me. "Please/' she asked, "may I open my eyes?"


    I awakened her at once; I was myself too shaken by the grotesque sight of her to be able to do more than bid her good afternoon; I believe she felt that I was displeased with her, and she would not have been far wrong; I was, as I say, shaken, and I am shaken now, writing of it. What I saw that afternoon was the dreadful grinning face of a fiend, and heaven help me, I have seen it a thousand times since.


    I was not well in time for Miss R/s next visit, nor the next, so it was nearly a week before she came again to my office. When she entered, and I greeted her, I felt rather than perceived what a good deal of our progress had been lost; from her reluctant step and sullen voice I realized that she was very nearly again the Miss R. who had come to me first. I felt this, I say, rather than perceived it, because when I glanced at her I saw only in her face the shadow of the grinning fiend who had laughed at me, and so I took my turn, in this visit, at looking at the table leg and the rug and a thousand other sane objects, that I might not look into Miss R/s face. She for her part seemed restless, and in discomfort; she confessed to a return of her headache, and I had great difficulty in subduing her into the trance state; this may perhaps have been because of my own horror of hear-


    


    ing again that jeering laughter. Our visit was brief; I merely imposed the usual post-hypnotic suggestions, and awakened her; I was myself not entirely well, and unequal to great exertion.


    On her next visit we seemed again to have gained ground; I felt that I had thrown off the clinging nervousness which resulted from my own illness, and was better able to cope—as one who has raised demons, and must deal with them—with any manifestation Miss R. might choose to exhibit while under hypnosis. We had very little difficulty, however; Miss R. fell almost immediately asleep, and we conversed, R2 and I, upon the several subjects we had before started, of her aunt, her home, her work. Once or twice she begged most pitifully to be allowed to open her eyes, but I was firm in my refusal, and she desisted for the time. When I awakened her, although there was still some constraint between us—the cause entirely unsuspected, I fear, on her side, poor girl—she bade me goodbye with a trace of her former friendliness. In my notes for that day I find the phrase "R2 unusually charming." She wore a dress I had not seen before, I recall, of a somewhat lighter blue than was usual for Miss R.


    It seemed, however, that we were never to step forward without going an equal step back; for every time I found cause to congratulate myself on some appearance of progress, I was given equal cause to despair. For, the next visit after the one when R2 had been so unusually charming, Ri, or Miss R., arrived at my office in a state where I could not persuade her to answer me, or, indeed, to speak at all. Hypnosis was out of the question under these circumstances, and I could hardly dismiss my patient in tears; I had no recourse but to administer a soothing draught, and to wait. I busied myself at my desk, and let Miss R. compose herself in her chair; after a time, when it seemed that her agitation had subsided, I half-turned toward her, affectionately, and asked, "What has disturbed you so, dear Miss R.?"


    Handkerchief again to her eyes, she held out to me a letter which, as helplessly, I took. "Do you want me to read this?" I asked, and she nodded.


    I took it to my desk, where I had set my glasses, and held it under the lamp, and read, half-aloud: "Dear Mr. Althrop, The Museum of Natural Arts and Sciences of the City of Owenstown, although it would be pleased to display your interesting collection of matchbook folders, is nevertheless a non-profit, endowed organization, and as
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    such is not in a position to pay for donated exhibits. Therefore, with great regret, I. must inform you that you are a silly silly foolish girl and you are v going to be sorry when i catch you—"


    "Indeed," I said. "Singular." The letter was typewritten carefully, up to the line which began "you are a silly silly," et cetera. These last few words were handwritten in heavy black pencil, in a straggling, ill-formed hand. "Singular indeed," I said again.


    "I typed it this morning," Miss R. said, tormented into speech. "It was on my desk to finish this afternoon and when I came back from lunch it was like that and I—"


    "Quietly," I said, "Miss R., quietly, please."


    "But I don't want him to get the letter. Mr. Althrop."


    "Surely not. Now, you say you discovered this when you came back from lunch?"


    "It was right on my desk where I left it."


    "Pardon me, dear Miss R., but is there anyone in your office who might wish to do you an injury? Discredit your work, perhaps?"


    "I don't think so. I don't know of anyone. Mostly," said the poor girl, "they don't care whether I work or not."


    "I see." I longed to speak to R2, to ascertain the truth of Ri's opinions of her office mates, but the time was certainly not ripe for summoning my friendly R2, and I had to make what unwilling use I could of Ri. I questioned her closely about her office, its availability to others, the time she had taken for lunch, even the Mr. Althrop to whom the letter was addressed, of whom she knew nothing. His letter had simply been given her to answer in the form used for such refusals, and that was all she knew—that, and the fact that the letter would now have to be done over, which, even considering Miss R.'s feelings about her personal neatness, seemed a disproportionate cause for her grief; she told me over and over that Mr. Althrop must not have the letter; she wanted, with more passion than I had seen Ri bring to anything, to take the letter off with her and hide it, and, even though I smiled at the childish notion that an error hidden is an error forgotten, I agreed with her that the letter must surely be done over, and offered, indeed, to aid her in an apology to her superiors for the delay, if such was required.


    When Miss R. had calmed herself sufficiently, I sent her home. Our usual treatment was impossible after the upsetting experience in her office; I sent her home tranquil, and resolved to question R2
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    at the earliest opportunity, to see if she in turn could throw any light upon this bewildering experience. My hoped-for opportunity came at Miss R/s next visit, when, seeing her in what was almost her old sullen state, I ventured to suggest our usual hypnotic treatment, and got a sulky permission, although I knew by that time—I believe Miss R. did not—that her permission was hardly necessary; I could by then subdue her into the trance state at will; without some strong motive for resisting, she could no longer revolt against my treatment. Thus it was possible for me to summon my friend R2 with ease, and I was splendidly glad to see her that day. My usual formalities regarding her name and address were spoken, I believe, in a tone of real jubilation, and I know she greeted me with equal enthusiasm. I never met R2 without a strong impulsive regret for the person Miss R. might well have been for all this time, so securely shut away, so well forgotten, and I believe that a large part of my determination upon Miss R/s cure was exerted upon R2's behalf; perhaps I saw myself—even I!—as setting free a captive princess.


    At any rate, it was with deep disappointment that I heard that R2, usually so helpful, was now completely in the dark about the ugly lines scrawled upon the bottom of Miss R/s letter, and unable to help me at all. She could only suggest that Miss R. had, through her very inoffensiveness, made an enemy in her office who had chosen this cowardly means of avenging herself. "Not everyone," said R2 in her gentle way, "is as lucky as I am; everyone I meet is kind to me," and she smiled at me.


    This explanation, however, seemed to me manifestly impossible, if only because it was as difficult to imagine Miss R/s making an enemy as it was to imagine her making a friend. Beyond this R2 had no suggestions to offer, and I determined at last upon trying a method which I had so far not found necessary—i.e., a deeper hypnotic trance, in which I hoped should stand revealed those facts and incidents about which R2 was as ignorant as myself.


    It was certainly true that the answers to many of our questions lay deeply hidden in Miss R. herself, and I believed implicitly that only the most penetrating investigation would disclose them. I therefore threw R2, my pretty one, into a deeper hypnotic sleep, and watched aghast as her soft features coarsened again into those of the fiendish face I so well remembered and which I already feared sincerely and instinctively. She first began those twistings of her
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    hands which I remembered so well, and then her face contorted and —I at the same time wanting badly to awaken her, and drive out the possessing demon—her mouth turned crookedly down into the evil smile I had seen before, and she brought her hands to her eyes in what seemed a desperate attempt to open them.


    Hence, Asmodeous, I thought, and said quietly, "I prefer your eyes closed, please."


    "What," she said, or rather shouted, in the roughest voice I have ever heard, "you giving me orders again, wicked man? I warn you that one of these days I am going to eat you!" She began to laugh again, and, dismayed, I thought of adverting to my opening formula, hoping to quiet her. "What is your name?" I asked her, in my levellest tone.


    She stopped laughing at once, and said demurely (and oh, the cruel crooked mask on the face of R2!), "I am Elizabeth R., doctor dear, indeed I am. You must not think, doctor dear, that because I am sometimes a little bit rude to you that I do not respect you deeply, very very deeply indeed, doctor dear, very deeply indeed."


    This, said with an echo of the wild laughter, and an air of mockery that shocked me, coming from a person and face still strongly reminiscent of my own R2, almost with her own voice, interrupted my next question and I was still endeavoring to collect my thoughts when she went on in the same jeering voice, "And Elizabeth is going to tell you how sorry she is to have spoken to you so, doctor dear, indeed she will, and I myself am going to make her do it."


    "I should think you would," I said irritably. "Now, please, Miss R., let us continue with the questions. I should like to hear more about this annoying letter which—"


    She began to laugh again, and, mindful of my nurse in the next room, I attempted to quiet her by lowering my voice slightly so that she would have to be more restrained in order to hear me. "Do you think you are able to give me any information?" I asked.


    "I can tell you all about it, my good friend."


    "Yes?"


    "And I will, too, if only . . ." She dragged out her sentence tor-mentingly. "If only you will let me open my eyes," she finished, laughing again.


    Letter or not, I had had almost enough of this rude creature. "You will continue to keep your eyes closed," I said sharply, "and if you


    


    can give me any information, I certainly expect you to do so. Now, after you had typed the letter—"


    "I? I cannot type."


    "The letter," I said shortly, "was certainly typewritten."


    "By her, surely. You don't expect that I trouble myself to do her work?"


    I was bewildered. "Her?" I said.


    "Elizabeth," she said in a great shout, "your dear Miss R., Lizzie the fool, Lizzie the simple." And she screwed her face up into a dreadful parody of Miss R.'s usual vacant expression. (And forgive me, reader, if I say that in the midst of my distress I was tempted to laugh; that she should mock R2 troubled me greatly, but Ri had no such hold upon my friendship.)


    "Then," I asked her, "who are you?* 9


    "I am myself, doctor dear, as you will soon find out. And who, do you suppose, are you?"


    "I am Doctor Wright," I said, somewhat stiffly.


    "No," she said, shaking her head and grinning at me from under her hands, "I believe you are an imposter. I believe you are Doctor Wrong." Her voice rose again in laughter. "And you are asking questions," she went on, shouting, "which are most embarrassing indeed."


    "If you are not quiet," I said, with all the authority I could command, "I shall awaken you." This, spoken at random—and, indeed, what I most wanted at the moment to do—turned out to be an unexpectedly useful threat; she was immediately silent, and lay back against the chair.


    "May I open my eyes?" she asked meekly.


    "You may not."


    "I shall open my eyes."


    "You shall not."


    "Someday," she said evilly, rubbing her hands against her eyes, "I am going to get my eyes open all the time and then I will eat you and Lizzie both." She was silent, and seemed to be meditating, and then she said quietly, "Doctor Wrong. And Lizzie the fool."


    "Why, tell me, do you want to harm Elizabeth?"


    There was another long pause, and at last she said, with hatred in her voice, "She's outside, isn't she?"
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    This was, indeed, a dismaying turn to Miss R/s case. The cure had seemed so simple, so much a matter of time and patience before we set our feet on the right path and brought Miss R. home to health and vigor, and now, here, barring our way, gibbering and mouthing and shouting foulness, was a demon whose evil seemed at first almost unconquerable. The mind is a curious thing, to be sure, for I found myself angry rather than frightened, much in the manner of a knight (rather elderly, surely, and tired after his long quest) who, in the course of bringing his true princess home, has no longer any fear, but only a great weariness, when confronted in sight of the castle towers by a fresh dragon to slay.


    Miss R/s treatments had now gone on for several months, and I began to see that it would be a longer matter than I had heretofore suspected. The considerable improvements in the minor aspects of her health, which she found so incredibly wonderful, were perhaps the only progress we had so far made, and we were, I confess, certainly no nearer to understanding. I know as well as any medical man that the concept of "demonic possession" has been largely given up as a diagnosis; naturally Miss R— and her aunt, of course, a dragon of a different sort, whom I had yet to encounter face to face —were kept in ignorance of the new development in Miss R/s case; neither of them knew more of the treatment than the superficial improvement in Miss R., and I believe that they thought the incomparable Doctor Wright was performing miracles of restoration. I felt strongly that it would be unwise to inform Miss R. of the deeper progress, or lack of it, in her case, because of the danger of alarming her and setting us back in the small improvement we had made; Miss R., being in an hypnotic trance during the greater part of her time spent with me, knew nothing of what occurred, and her aunt knew nothing because neither Miss R. nor Miss R/s doctor told her. I had called Ryan and told him briefly my conclusions about Miss R/s case and my proposed method of treatment, and, since he was a busy man (your jovial, hearty physician so often is, regardless of his abilities) I had not found myself troubled in that neighborhood further.


    Ruefully, then, I added a new number to my notes—R3, the hateful, the enemy. Perhaps my numerical system was at fault, perhaps I was too persuaded of my belief that we could slough off the paralyzing past and bring back Miss R. as R2, perhaps the rarity of the case
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    and the horrid aspects of it slowed down my usually acute perceptions—it was, at any rate, quite some time before I, dreaming over my comfortable fire at home, half-asleep with my book fallen to the floor and the first intimations of dream touching me—it was not until then, some time later, that I first recognized what I should have known at once, and saw through to the correct diagnosis of Miss R/s case.


    Now, for the layman, demonic possession would do as well as anything to describe Miss R. at that time, and in my heart I suspect that the pictures are close: I remember most vividly Thackeray's words, which I must have been reading before I slipped off, and which stay with me still: "All of you here must needs be grave when you think of your own past and present. . . ." And I before the fire, alone, and almost dreaming, to awaken remembering that devil's face.


    But let me turn to a medical authority, whose more palatable phrases hold out hope of a cure more certain (and more permanent) than mere exorcism: "Cases of this kind are commonly known as 'double' or 'multiple personality/ according to the number of persons represented, but a more correct term is disintegrated personality, for each secondary personality is a part only of a normal whole self. No one secondary personality preserves the whole physical life of the individual. The synthesis of the original consciousness known as the personal ego is broken up, so to speak, and shorn of some of its memories, perceptions, acquisitions, or modes of reaction to the environment. The conscious states that still persist, synthesized among themselves, form a new personality capable of independent activity. This second personality may alternate with the original undisintegrated personality from time to time. By a breaking up of the original personality at different moments along different lines of cleavage, there may be formed several different secondary personalities which may take turns with one another." (Morton Prince, The Dissociation of a Personality\ 1905.)


    I myself had already met Miss R. in three personalities: Ri, nervous, afflicted by driving pain, ridden by the horrors of fear and embarrassment, modest, self-contained, and reserved to the point of oral paralysis. R2 was, it was assumed, the character Miss R. might have been, the happy girl who smiled and answered truly and with serious thoughtfulness, pretty and relaxed, without the lines of worry which so deformed Ri's face; R2 was largely free of pain, and could
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    only sympathize sweetly with Ri's torments. R3 was, on the other hand, R2 with a vengeance: where R2 was relaxed, R3 was wanton; where R2 was unreserved, R3 was insolent; where R2 was pleasant and pretty, R3 was coarse and noisy. Moreover, each of the three had a recognizable appearance—Ri, of course, the character I had first met, shy and unattractive by reason of her timidity and clumsiness; R2, amiable and charming; R3, the rough, contorted mask. The shy, fleeting smile of Ri, the open, merry face of R2, were in R3 a sly grin or an open shout of rude laughter; if it be suspected that I did not particularly love our new friend R3, it can as readily be seen that I had good reason; when my good R2 began to raise her hands to rub her eyes, when her voice grew louder and her expressions freer, when her eyebrows went up sardonically and her mouth twisted, I had perforce to spend a while with a creature who felt and showed me no respect, who attempted enthusiastically to undo any good I might have done Miss R., who delighted in teasing all whom she met, and who, after all, knew no moral sense and no restrictions to her actions save only those of lack of sight; who, upon occasion, called me a damned old fool!


    Now, it seemed to me that we had come closest to R3 on the question of Miss R.'s defaced letter, and perhaps that thought, aided by a chance reflection of my own, put us first directly on the track of R3; I, looking at the letter when Miss R. first showed it to me, thought irritably that I could write a better hand with my eyes shut —and had, although it was a while before I perceived it, my clue. In the course of a seemingly aimless discussion of the letter with R2, I had asked her, placing pencil and paper by her hand, to write a few words to my dictation, that I might see her handwriting, and, bringing her hands feverishly to her eyes, she first cried out "I can't, I can't, I must open my eyes," and so awoke, voluntarily, although she had never done so before. I wondered if she had perhaps not forced herself awake because of the pressure of R3 to come to the surface. Miss R., questioned again at another visit about the letter, burst into tears and refused to speak of the matter, saying only that her headache was too severe to allow of any discussion.


    Steeling myself, I determined to summon R3 to an interview which I was not disposed to enjoy, but which I felt might be enlightening; I had seen almost nothing of her since her last visit, except for an occasional quick grin or gesture through R2's conversation, or
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    now and then an echo of her mocking laughter in R2's merry voice, and, of course, the frequent gestures with her hands, accompanied by entreaties to be permitted to open her eyes. Summoning her required, I knew now, only inducing Miss R. into a deeper hypnotic slumber than that which brought R2, when she immediately began to take on the characteristic facial and vocal qualities of R3.


    "So we meet again, Doctor Wrong," she said at once, and quite in the fashion of the possessing demon, "I wondered how long you could struggle on without me."


    "I suspect, Miss R., that you can give me information I need."


    "Not," said R3 flatly, "if you call me by that disgraceful name. I am no more Miss R. than you are. I am only inside her." She finished off this remark with a disgusting leer and an additional remark which was to me so distasteful that, not content to omit it from my notes, I have since made every effort to forget it, and all similar remarks made by R3. Consequently, it was a moment or so before we could get on; R3 had the disagreeable ability to confound me and render me speechless for important seconds at a time, so that I lost my train of thought and had perforce to allow her free rein during my own moments of distraction.


    Now she continued, while I sat aghast, "Elizabeth, Beth, Betsy, and Bess, they all went together to find a bird's nest . . . Perhaps, you handsome Doctor Wrong, you would care to rename us? We must surely not be the first children you have brought into the world." And she burst again into her wild laughter, and—although Miss Hartley, my nurse, must surely by now be accustomed to loud noises from my office—I was half-afraid that Miss Hartley might conclude that I was being laughed at by one of my own patients, since the laughter was so clearly not hysterical. Interesting R3, or threatening her, were the only two methods I so far knew to quiet her, so I said in a low voice, "I shall awaken you, Miss R., if you do not tranquillize yourself."


    She was silent at once, but murmured wickedly, "Someday you will not be able to get rid of me, Doctor Wrong; someday you will try to awaken her, and, when you think you have got back your disgusting Miss R., will find that you still have just me. And then," she said, her voice rising and her hands at her eyes, "and then, and then, and then!"


    Fear touched me lightly, but I said, "Why, then if I find I have
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    only you no matter who I seek, I shall have to learn to love you." I smiled wryly at the thought of loving this monster, and I suppose she detected my expression in my voice, for she said at once, "But do you suppose I could learn to love you, Doctor Wrong? When you wish me evil?"


    "I wish no one evil, Miss R."


    "Then you are a liar as well as a fool," she said. (I note down these remarks in the interests of thoroughness; I know I am not a liar and I hope I am not a fool, and I perceived that R^'s object was to enrage me; I am happy to add that although I was irked at her rudeness, I endeavored, I believe with success, to keep her from realizing it.) "I know a good deal about people," she continued with complacency, "and when I have my eyes open all the time I will get along nicely. No one will ever suspect how long I have been a prisoner, I think."


    I hardly dared breathe, hearing R3 rattle along so, revealing herself more with every word; this boastful chatter made it unnecessary to question her, and I would not have interrupted her for the world. "Now" she said, as one explaining an awkward position, "I can only get out when she is looking the other way, and then only for a little while before she comes back and shuts me in again, but someday very soon she is going to find that when she comes back and tries to—" She broke off suddenly, and chuckled. "Eavesdropping, Doctor Wrong?" she asked. "Do you add poking and prying to your list of sins?"


    "I am trying to help my friends, Miss R."


    "Please stop calling me that," she said petulantly. "I tell you, I am not Miss R., and I hate her name; she is a crybaby and a foolish stupid thing, and I certainly am not."


    "What shall I call you, then?"


    "What do you call me in those notes? The ones you showed her once?"


    I was astounded at her knowing of my notes, and that Miss R. had once seen them, but I only said, "I have no name for you, since you disclaim your natural one. I have called you R3."


    She made a face at me, putting out her tongue and shrugging her shoulders. "I certainly don't choose to be called R3," she said. "You can call me Rosalita, or Charmian, or Lilith, if you like."


    I smiled again at the thought of this grotesque creature naming
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    herself like a princess in a fairy romance. "Do you also disclaim the name Elizabeth?" I inquired.


    'That's her name."


    "But," I cried, struck with an idea, "you yourself have suggested it: 'Elizabeth, Beth, Betsy, and Bess . . /"


    She laughed rudely. "Elizabeth is the simple, Beth is the doctor's darling; very well, then I choose Betsy." And she laughed again.


    "Why do you laugh?"


    "I was wondering about Bess," she said, laughing.


    And so, my dear reader, was I.


    So Betsy she was till the end of her chapter. I found that as these several different girls grew more familiar to me, and of course in the second case more dear, the names Betsy had chosen for them became easier and pleasanter to use than the cold clinical Ri and R2; R2 consented graciously and with a smile to my plea to be allowed to address her as Beth, and I think the name suited her quiet charm. I do not know if Miss R. ever perceived that I had moved quietly away from addressing her formally, or at least from calling her "my dear Miss R." to calling her Elizabeth; I suppose that she was too accustomed to constant authority in the shape of her aunt to remark being addressed as a child. Betsy, of course, was Betsy and nothing else, although she sometimes amused herself by giving herself grandiose titles or surnames, and I had no difficulty, subsequently, in identifying a note signed Elizabeth Rex as of Betsy's doing.


    My immediate attempt must be, I thought, to discover the point at which the unfortunate Miss R. had subdivided, as it were, and permitted a creature like Betsy to assume a separate identity; it was my old teasing analogy of the sewer, but complicated in that I was now searching for a branch line! (I do most heartily wish that I had chosen some comparison nearer the stars; a flourishing oak tree, perhaps, but I confess that I misguidedly chose that which seemed most vivid to me, and most indicative, although ignoble, of the circumstances; I am ashamed to think that without going through and correcting all of my manuscript, and my notes, too—for this comparison found a place even there—I must abide by it.) It seemed to me that only a very severe emotional shock could have forced Miss R. to slough off the greater part of herself into subordinate
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    personalities (until I had, with a magic touch, called them into active life) and I was fairly certain that their separate existence— although Betsy claimed a life of her own, in thoughts at any rate, ever since Miss R. had been born—must date from the most patent emotional shock in Miss R.'s life, the death of her mother. To show what kind of a problem I was manipulating, let me from my notes present the reader with the varying descriptions of this event which I received, first from Ri, or Elizabeth, then from R2, the cooperative and lovely Beth, and then, lastly, from our villain Betsy.


    (On May 12, to Elizabeth, in office consultation): Wright: Do you think you can tell me anything about your mother, my dear?


    Elizabeth: I guess so.


    W. When did she die?


    E. I guess over four years ago. On a Wednesday.


    W. Were you at home?


    E. (confused) I was upstairs.


    W. Did you live then with your aunt?


    E. With Aunt Morgen?


    W. Do you have any other aunts?


    E. No.


    W. Then, when your mother died, were you living with your aunt?


    E. Yes, with Aunt Morgen.


    W. Do you think you can tell me anything more about your mother's death? (She seemed most unwilling, and I thought on the edge of weeping; since I knew I could secure all the information I needed from the other selves, I did not intend to persist in a cruel cross-examination, but I did want as much information as possible for purposes of comparison.)


    E. That's all I know. I mean, Aunt Morgen came and told me my mother died.


    W. Came and told you? You mean, you were not with your mother when she died?


    E. No, I was upstairs.


    W. Not with your mother?


    E. Upstairs.


    W. Was your mother downstairs, then?


    E. Aunt Morgen was with her. I don't know.


    W. Try to stay calm, if you please. This was all very long ago, and I think talking about it will be helpful to you: I know it is a painful


    


    205 The Bird's Nest


    subject, but try to believe that I would not ask you unless I felt it to be necessary.


    E. No. I mean, I only don't know.


    W. Had your mother been ill?


    E. I thought she was all right.


    W. Then her death was quite sudden, to your mind?


    E. It was—(thinking deeply)—a heart attack.


    W. But you were not there?


    E. I was upstairs.


    W. You did not see her?


    E. No, I was upstairs.


    W. What were you doing?


    E. I don't remember. Asleep, I guess. Reading.


    W. Were you in your own room?


    E. I don't remember. I was upstairs.


    W. I beg you to compose yourself, Miss R. This agitation is unnecessary and unbecoming.


    E. I have a headache (touching her neck).


    And that was, of course, the end of my information from Elizabeth; I knew by now that her headaches, all-enveloping, would obliterate almost all awareness of myself and my questions. So I pursued my line of questioning, most pleasantly, by summoning Beth. I longed, at this time, to chat with Beth informally, and at length, and I longed to permit her to open her eyes, so that we might seem friends rather than doctor and patient, but the ever-present fear of Betsy prevented; since blindness was now the only thing I knew of which held Betsy in check, I dared not follow my inclinations and admit Beth as a free personality. I was sad, frequently, to think that Beth's whole existence had heretofore been passed only in my office, and that none but I knew this amiable girl; my conviction that Miss R. must once have been very like Beth was so far unconfirmed, and yet I deeply wanted to see Beth take her place in the world and in her family, the place to which my most unscientific heart told me she was entitled. At any rate, it was always a great pleasure to me to call Beth, and hear her affectionate greeting. Here are my notes on this conversation, which followed immediately upon the conversation with Elizabeth which I have just described.


    (On May 12, Beth, or R2, in office consultation): Wright (after
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    preliminary trance-inducing introduction of name and place identification ) My dear, I want to talk about your mother.


    B. (smiling wistfully) She was a lovely lady.


    W. Much like yourself?


    B. Yes. Very lovely and very happy and very sweet to everyone.


    W. Do you remember her death?


    B. (reluctantly) Not very well. She died that day.


    W. Where were you when she died?


    B. I was thinking of her.


    W. But where?


    B. Inside. Hidden.


    W. As you usually are?


    B. Except when I am with you.


    W. I hope we can change that someday, my dear. But you must help me.


    B. I will do anything you ask me to.


    W. Splendid. I am most anxious, right now, to learn all I can about your mother's death.


    B. She was very kind to everyone, even Aunt Morgen.


    W. You lived with your aunt at the time?


    B. Oh, yes, we have lived with her for years, ever since my dear father died.


    W. And your father died when?


    B. When I was two years old, or about that. I don't remember him very well.


    W. Were you with your mother when she died?


    B. I? I was never allowed to be with her. I am always kept hidden.


    W. Compose yourself, Beth dear. We can talk of something else if this disturbs you.


    B. No, I am eager to help in any way I can; I don't want you to think badly of me.


    W. I assure you, I never shall. Can you tell me, then, precisely what you did after your mother's death?


    B. (perplexed) We had lunch. And Aunt Morgen said not to worry.


    W. Not to worry? You mean, not to grieve?


    B. Not to worry. We had lunch and Aunt Morgen said not to


    


    worry, Aunt Morgen said not to cry over spilled milk. Aunt Morgen cried. It was disgusting.


    W. (amused) You will not allow your aunt her grief?


    B. She cried over spilled milk.


    W. (laughing outright) Beth, this is cynicism.


    B. Indeed not; I do not think evil of anyone.


    A man who has just spoken, however inconclusively, with Beth, does not turn hastily to a conversation with Betsy. Nevertheless, it was obvious that the information which Elizabeth and Beth found themselves unable to give must be mined from Betsy, and so, resolutely, I denied the appeal of Beth's pretty face and dismissed her for Betsy; I made an effort to keep my countenance when Beth's turned head disclosed that grinning face, even though she could not, of course, see me, and I forced my voice to remain even and controlled.


    (May 12, Betsy, or R3, in office consultation): W. Good afternoon, Betsy. I hope I find you in excellent health.


    By. (jeering) The others won't help, so you come and ask me.


    W. I hoped you might tell me—


    By. I know. I was listening, (contemptuously) What do you think they can tell you?


    W. —about your mother.


    By. My mother? Do you think I claim that poor dead thing as my mother? Perhaps (impudently) I have a mother of my own, question-asker.


    W. (Indeed if you had, you demon, I thought, she's a fiend in damnation) Miss R.'s mother, then.


    By. As you are her father? (raucous laughter)


    W. Miss R.'s mother, who died some years ago. Elizabeth's mother.


    By. I know whose mother you mean, old man. The one she— (here she shut her lips, and grinned mysteriously, and put her finger to her mouth in a childlike gesture of secrecy)—Talking about Lizzie when her back is turned, my dear! For shame!

  


  
    W. Betsy, I would like you to trust me. Believe me, I am only a person who wants to do whatever I can to ensure that you and Elizabeth and Beth will live together peaceably and happily; would you not like to be one person again?


    By. I was never one person with her, I have always been her prisoner, and you wouldn't help me if you could. You may want to help
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    Beth, and maybe even Lizzie, but you have no place for me in your pretty little ^vorld.


    W. Indeed, I am truly sorry to see anyone so bitter as to refuse help when it is so badly needed.


    By. I have told you hundreds of times that the best way to help me is to let me open my eyes, (gestures of wringing hands, and bringing them up to her eyes)—May I?—(wheedlingly)—May I open them, dear Doctor Wright? And I will tell you everything you want to know, about Lizzie and about Lizzie's mother and about old Auntie and I will even put in a good word for you with Beth if I may only have my eyes open.— (This was said in a tone of such mockery that I was gravely concerned; I had suddenly the notion that Betsy was teasing me, and might perhaps open her eyes this minute if she chose, and I was genuinely frightened at the thought.)


    W. I insist that you keep your eyes closed. Do you realize, young lady, that if I find that you are of no use to me in my investigations, I will surely send you away and never let you come again? (I would have liked to, certainly, and perhaps even then I still could have.)


    By. (apprehensive) You will not send me away.


    W. I may; it was I who brought you here in the first place.


    By. I can come by myself.


    W. (not choosing to press this point) We shall see. (carelessly) Perhaps you are fond of sweets? (I had thought of this earlier; it occurred to me that a creature so childish might be fairly treated on childish terms; I had as alternatives a doll, and some tawdry jewelry.) Shall I put a candy in your hand?


    By. (eagerly) Do you have candy right here?


    W. (placing in her outstretched hand a piece of candy which she consumed greedily) I am glad you begin to find me more friendly. No one would give you candy who did not wish you well.


    By. (with satisfaction) If you poisoned me, then Lizzie and Beth would die.


    W. I have no intention of poisoning you. I should like to have us friends, you and I.


    By. I will be friends with you, old well-wisher. But I want more candy, and I want to open my eyes.


    W. I assure you, you will never open your eyes with my permission. But can we not talk together as friends, Betsy?


    By. (craftily) You have not given me any more candy yet.


    


    W. (craftier still) When you tell me about your mother.


    By. (unexpectedly gentle) Elizabeth's mother? She was always nice. She danced around the kitchen one day when she had a new dress and she said "Nonsense" to Morgen and she curled her hair. I liked to watch her.


    W. Where were you?


    By. A prisoner, always a prisoner, inside with Beth, only no one knew I was there.


    W. Were you ever free? Outside, I mean?


    By. (nodding, dreamy) Sometimes, when Lizzie is sleeping or when she turns her head away for a minute, I can get out, but only for a small time, and then she puts me back, (recollecting herself suddenly) But I am not going to tell you, you are not friendly to me.


    W. Ridiculous; you know now that we are friends. Were you inside when Elizabeth's mother died?


    By. Surely, and I made her scream even louder, and beat on the door.


    W. Why did she beat on the door?


    By. Why, to get out, Doctor Wrong.


    W. To get out of what?


    By. To get out of her room, Doctor Wrong.


    W. What in heaven's name was Elizabeth doing shut in her room while her mother was dying?


    By. Now, see, Doctor Wrong, I did not say that her mother was dying, although she surely was, and yet it was not in heaven's name —(laughs wildly)—and as for what Lizzie was doing in her room, why, she was beating on the door.


    W. Will you explain it to me?


    By. Now certainly not, Doctor Wrong; we all went together to seek a bird's nest; do you remember the man who was wondrous wise and jumped into a bramble bush and scratched out both his eyes . . . may I open my eyes now?


    W. No.


    By. —put her in a pumpkin shell, and there she kept her very well. And so Lizzie's mother died, and it was a good thing, too. She wouldn't have cared for our Lizzie now.


    W. Did Elizabeth change after her mother died?


    By. (tormenting) I only said that to tease you, eye-closer. I can tell you wonderful stories about your dear. Ask Lizzie about the box of
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    letters in her closet. Ask Beth about Aunt Morgen. (laughing wildly again) Ask,Atfnt Morgen about Lizzie's mother.


    W. That will do, please. I am going to send you away now.


    By. (suddenly sober) Please, may I stay a minute longer? I have decided to tell you why Aunt Morgen locked Lizzie in her room.


    W. Very well. But no more nonsense.


    By. First, you promised me more candy.


    W. One more, only. We should not care to make Elizabeth sick.


    By. (carelessly) She is always sick, anyway. I never thought of a stomachache, though.


    W. Do you make her head ache?


    By. Why would I tell you that? (impudently) If I told you everything I know, then you would be as wise as I am.


    W. Then tell me why Elizabeth was locked in her room.


    By. (emphatically) Because she frightened her mother and Aunt Morgen said they all went together to find a bird's nest.


    W. I beg your pardon?


    By. May I open my eyes now?


    W. How did she frighten her mother?


    By. She put her in a pumpkin shell. Silly silly silly silly. . . .


    I dismissed her, more distressed than I can say by the odd, hinted stories she brought me, although far less inclined to credit them than to see Betsy herself as a wicked and mischievous creature, bent on making trouble, and with what fearful designs in that black heart I could not begin to imagine. When Elizabeth awakened, seeing me disturbed, she asked with some anxiety whether she had been talking foolishly while asleep, and I bade her leave me, reassuring her with the not-entire falsehood that I was not well. The next morning—a Tuesday—when I reached my office, there was on my desk a message, put there by Miss Hartley, who had taken it by phone from Miss R/s aunt, to the effect that Miss R. had a touch of the influenza and so would not be able to keep her appointments for at least the rest of the week, and very possibly the week following. I noted on my appointment book my intention of dropping in upon Miss R. and her aunt within the next day or so, ostensibly to make a polite inquiry after Miss R/s health, actually to determine if her recovery might not be hastened by a brief treatment from myself; I was of course aware that in such a case the attending physician would be Doctor Ryan, and had no doubt of securing a half hour or so alone with my patient.


    


    211 The Bird's Nest


    I do not, as I believe I have before indicated, see many patients these days, and so found myself relieved by Miss R/s illness of my greatest concern; I feel myself greatly favored by fortune in that, in the prime of life, I am, although a widower, luckily enough circumstanced to be able to avoid the pushing and scrambling which accompanies the work of many medical men, in their efforts to make a living in a field where the emphasis is upon conformity rather than upon genius (how often have I sighed over the cynicism of the old saw that a good doctor buries his mistakes!) and which is overcrowded at the mediocre level, and unfortunately not crowded at all at the top. Thackeray tells me that any stupid hand can draw a hunchback, and write Pope underneath; calumny, I know, succeeds to misunderstanding in the hearts of the best-intentioned. No one who desired my services was deprived of them, although many who needed my services were discouraged from visiting me; had I been more a crusader, I suspect, I might have had my waiting room filled from morning till night, but it has never been my way to seek out quarrels, and push an issue to a disagreement; I have been content to sit back and, knowing full well my own worth, made no effort to force it upon others. This, I submit meekly, is not modesty, a virtue with which I am not abnormally endowed (and you, sir?), but earnest common sense.


    Thus, although Miss R. was much upon my mind during the next day or so, so was Thackeray, and the old gentleman and I spent many an amiable hour together with the office door closed and Miss Hartley outside, no doubt supposing that I was busied upon some abstruse problem of research or else—Miss Hartley is a rare humorist —napping.


    On Wednesday morning I telephoned Miss R/s residence and spoke, as I was told, to her aunt, a Miss Jones. Our conversation was brief and matter-of-fact; I identified myself and inquired after Miss R/s health, Miss Jones told me that Miss R. felt most unwell, was running a high temperature and had been, her aunt said, delirious upon waking in the middle of the night. I was concerned, and inquired after Ryan's treatment, fearing that he regarded this illness more lightly than he should, but Miss Jones reassured me, telling me that Ryan appeared at Miss R/s bedside twice a day, etc., and I was forced to ring off, after expressing my hopes for a swift return of Miss R/s health. It seemed most unlikely that a personal visit
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    from myself would be of any value at the moment, nor, indeed, could I reasonably contemplate hypnosis, with its possible unsettling effect upon Miss R. in her present condition. As a result, then, I spared a moment to wonder wryly what conceivable form Miss R.'s delirium might take which could be more frightening than what I had already met here in my office, and to hope that my next word of her might be more encouraging; I then resigned myself to hearing no further news of her for a few days and returned, with complacency, to Thackeray.


    It was, then, not until Thursday evening that the blow fell. I had spent a quiet evening at home and retired and was, indeed, asleep, when the telephone at my bedside rang and, having for the last few years become unaccustomed to middle-of-the-night emergency calls, I was at first startled and then frightened and angry when I heard Miss Jones' voice, controlled but showing agitation nevertheless, asking me most urgently to hurry to her house. "My niece/' she said, in that strained voice which so often accompanies terror under iron control, "insists upon seeing you at once; she has been calling your name for over an hour."


    "Have you not called Doctor Ryan?" I asked, determined to keep to my warm bed.


    "She won't let him in," Miss Jones said; she seemed, in her anxiety, to be unable to stop talking and I could not hush her. "She has locked the door against us," Miss Jones continued, her voice rising hysterically.


    I sighed, and told her without enthusiasm that I should be with her directly. Even so, she persisted—as frightened relations so often do—in keeping me by urging me to hurry! "For a long time," she said, "we couldn't imagine what doctor she wanted; she kept calling for Doctor Wrong."


    I hung up the telephone while she still talked on, and dressed with more speed than I have ever done in my life; childbirth, surgery, accidents—all these can bear to wait for the ten seconds it takes for the doctor to dash cold water on his sleepy eyes, but now I delayed for no such indulgence; there was, I knew to my sorrow, only one person in the world who called me Doctor Wrong.


    And she was waiting for me behind the locked door of Miss R.'s bedroom; I could hear her shouting as Miss Jones opened the house door for me, and, hesitating only to mutter my name at Miss Jones,
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    I brushed past her and, still in my coat and hat, took the stairs two at a time—an exertion, indeed, at my age, and one I could ill afford at the moment—and so came to the door from behind which came Betsy's voice shouting a song which surprised me only in that I could not imagine how she came to learn the words during Miss R.'s limited experience. "Betsy," I said, tapping on the door, "Betsy, open this door at once; it is Doctor Wright/'


    I was aware of my own hard breathing as I stood with my head against the door, listening to the voice inside; Betsy had broken off her song when she heard my voice and appeared now to be talking softly to herself. "Is it really the old fool?" she asked—meaning me, of course—and, "I think it is Ryan again, come to tease me."


    Miss Jones was coming up the stairs behind me, and I wanted badly to be into Miss R.'s room with the door closed before there was any question of Miss Jones' joining us; "Betsy," I said, "let me in immediately, I tell you."


    "Who is it?"


    "It is Doctor Wright," I said impatiently, "open the door."


    "It is not Doctor Wright at all; it is Doctor Ryan."


    "I," I said in a fury, "am Doctor Victor Wright, and I command you to open this door."


    "Commands?" Her voice lingered mockingly. 'To me, Doctor Wrong?"


    "Betsy" I said as emphatically as I could; Miss Jones was rounding the landing.


    "Then tell me who you are," said Betsy.


    "I am Doctor Wright."


    "Indeed you are not," said Betsy, laughing.


    I took a deep breath and thought briefly and lovingly of punishments for Miss Betsy; "I am Doctor Wrong," I said, and very softly, too.


    "Who?"


    "Doctor Wrong," I said.


    "Who?" I could hear her laughing.


    "Doctor Wrong."


    "Oh, of course," she said, and I heard the key in the lock. "If you had told me who you were sooner, my dear doctor, I would have let you in at once." And the wicked girl opened the door and stood aside as I slipped quickly in, and then she shut the door behind me, full
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    in her aunt's face. "Poor dear," she said loudly, "did Aunt Morgen attack you?"


    "Miss R.," I said, "this is intolerable. I will not be treated so."


    "And I," she said, "will not be treated at all, and I am surprised that you finally came to visit me professionally instead of as my dear friend." She turned a languishing glance upon me, and for the first time I met Betsy face to face, with her eyes open, the pair of us meeting as equals without the protective barriers of my office and hypnosis and sightlessness, and I perceived, looking at Betsy, that she was as fully and acutely aware of this as I was.


    "Well?" she said, amused.


    I took a deep breath, endeavoring to resume my control of myself, and said as quietly as I could manage, "I see that you have your eyes open."


    She nodded, and hugged herself, and laughed, and grinned, and widened her eyes to show me, and turned herself around gaily. "I told you, I told you, I told you," she chanted, and then, coming close to me and looking slyly into my face, "and what are you going to do about it, old eye-closer?"


    I surmised that for all her posturing and bravado she was still honestly in awe of me and upon that surmise—indeed, the only hope left us—I decided to base my own actions. Smiling back at her placidly, I seated myself upon the edge of the bed and took out my pipe. "I understood that you were ill," I said conversationally.


    "She was; I am never ill."


    "Then," I said ironically, "a good doctor like myself ought rightly to allow you to remain until the course of Miss R.'s infection has run itself out."


    She laughed. "I believe I have done her good," she said complacently. "If she hadn't been weak and sick, I couldn't have gotten out, and if I hadn't gotten out, she would still be weak and sick." She spread her hands as one who demonstrates an utterly reasonable point. "So you see I am good," she said. She seated herself on the chair next the bed and looked at me soberly. "Doctor Wright," she said—and I have never seen Betsy so demure—"don't you think that now I am out, I should be allowed to stay?"


    She must have mistaken my silence for a hesitation as to whether or not I should agree with her, for she went on persuasively, "You can see that I am healthier and happier than she is, and I have been


    


    215 The Bird's Nest


    very patient for a long time, and it's only fair to give me a chance. Besides," she went on as I started to speak, "all that I used to say about wanting to do you harm and wanting to hurt her was only because I was so tired of being a prisoner and I just wanted to get out and be happy and not be a prisoner any more, and—"


    "Betsy," I said gently, "how can I let you stay? Think of Elizabeth, think of Beth."


    "Why should I think of them just because you care more for them than you do for me, and you expect me to give up just because you decide you'd rather have them?"


    I repressed a smile at her impulsive self-interest, and told myself again that she was in actuality little more than a child, and so I said tolerantly, "Well, Betsy, suppose I make a bargain with you? Suppose I agree to let you stay tonight?"


    "Let me have a week, then," she said. "A week, and no one to bother me."


    "But Miss R. is ill."


    "She will be well," said Betsy grimly, and then looked at me, all innocence. "At least," Betsy said, "she will not be delirious any more."


    "Of course," I said, realizing. "It was you."


    "I had a lovely time," Betsy said. "And poor Aunt Morgen outside the door, wringing her hands and trembling."


    I could not point out to Betsy the callousness of this, any more than I could explain to her childish mind the impossibility of letting her take over, as it were, the whole personality of Miss R.; all I could do, as one does with a difficult child, was to pretend to fall in with her plans, reserving privately the right to determine with my own —and, I must say, my superior—judgment, what was best for all of us. Consequently, I continued blandly, "So, my dear Betsy, are we agreed, then? If I consent to your staying out for a day or so, will you then co-operate with me in helping to heal Miss R.?"


    "I will," she said earnestly, and I do believe she thought she meant it. "I will do all I can, if I can only be free, sometimes, and be happy for a little while."


    "That does not sound unreasonable," I conceded. "Now will you go back into bed and go quietly to sleep?"


    "I never sleep," she told me. "I lie there inside all the time."


    Again I must repress my amusement; how many children have we
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    heard, who declare absolutely that they do not sleep, that they never sleep, that they would not know how to sleep if they tried? However, I only said, "Will you let Elizabeth come back, very briefly, then, so that I may put her under hypnosis for a minute and tell her to feel better?"


    She considered, chin on hands. "Even if you do not sleep," I added solemnly, "Elizabeth must rest, and I propose a brief suggestion or two from myself to effect that. There is nothing in any case for you to do tonight unless you decide to keep your unfortunate aunt wringing her hands outside your door again, and so, if you want any freedom at all, you would be most wise to help Miss R. regain her health."


    "She's no use to me sick," said Betsy agreeably. "Even if I feel well Aunt Morgen wouldn't let her go anywhere."


    "That's true," I said, thanking heaven for the dragon downstairs. "But you must also promise," I added, "that while you are free you do not in any way attempt to harm Miss R. By stuffing her with sweets, for instance, or damaging her in the eyes of her friends."


    "Or making her walk in front of a train," said Betsy, grinning. "You must think I'm crazy," she said, and giggled.


    I stood up from the bed, and attempted to smooth the tumbled sheets. "Now hop into bed like a good girl," I said, with a heavy and most reluctant attempt at heartiness. I patted her shoulder as she climbed into the bed, thinking how extraordinarily different Betsy was from Elizabeth or Beth; I felt like an uncle putting a bad child to bed, and even Miss R.'s grown-up person did not detract from the strong avuncular feeling. I pulled the blankets up under her chin, and then sat on the bed beside her. "Now show me how you let Miss R. come back," I said, and then, as I spoke, I saw her eyes turn on me dully, and knew that without my perceiving it Betsy had withdrawn herself swiftly and completely and Miss R. lay there before me, wide-eyed and startled, as any young girl might be, who wakes up from what must have seemed a heavy sleep to find a man, albeit her doctor, sitting familiarly upon the edge of her bed and apparently continuing a conversation with her.


    "Doctor Wright!" she said, recognizing me, and she attempted to sit up, but I put her gently back.


    "It's all right," I told her soothingly. "You have been ill, and your aunt has sent for me." She lay back, still uneasy, and I spoke to her


    


    gently, telling her that she had called out for me in her sleep, and that her aunt had felt that I might be able to help her, so there I was, and I was planning to "put her to sleep" for only a minute or so. I could see that she had been very ill; her face was substantially thinner in even the few days since I had seen her, and she was pale and so weak that she could not protest hypnosis; I subdued her easily into a light trance, and then, speaking hastily, and dropping my voice for fear Miss Jones might be listening outside, I said, "Beth-Beth, is it you?"


    She stirred, and smiled, and said, "My dear friend, I have been longing to hear your voice." My poor Beth, too, was wasted and pale, and it saddened me to see her sweet face worn by illness and hear her soft voice so tired; "Dear Beth," I said, taking her hand, "I am sorry you have been so unwell, but we will soon have you better."


    "I am better now," she said, "with you here."


    "But, Beth, you must do something for me, something extremely important; do you think you can? It will help me, and help you to be well much sooner."


    "I can do whatever you tell me to."


    I hesitated only a minute, debating how most forcefully to drive home my point; then I said urgently, "This is what you must do; you must insist, constantly and as strongly as you know how, that you are recovered from your illness; you must watch constantly for signs of weakness and absent-mindedness; keep insisting upon your own strength and control. Try to keep your aunt near by as much as possible. And, most important, resist absolutely any actions not usual to you. Be vigilant. If you feel yourself compelled to misbehave before your friends, or to consume quantities of sweet things, or to throw yourself before a train, or to do any of a hundred things which would ordinarily not occur to you, fight against the impulse. Now, can you promise me all this?"


    "I promise," she said, whispering.


    "I will help you all I can, and stay as close to you as possible. It is more important than I can tell you now, but someday I will explain it all to you."


    "If you want me to, I will do it," she said.


    "Dear Beth," and I pressed her hand.


    She opened her eyes, grinning. "I bet you never dreamed I could do Beth so well," Betsy said.
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    I know not how I stumbled down the stairs, past Miss Jones halfway; "Is she all right, Doctor?" I believe Miss Jones asked me, and I, shaking my head blindly, made my way somehow to the door, and abandoned that house.


    A general who retreats while his army is strong, and able to fight, is a coward, but who can condemn a warrior who, shorn of weapons, seeing his allies desert him, confronted by a field upon which his adversary reigns triumphant, withdraws from battle? I sat up late that night composing a letter to Miss Jones, resigning her niece's care; I told her I was old and ill, I explained to her that my strength was inadequate, I described to her my many pressures of business and affairs, I recommended returning to Ryan, and suggested (with what pangs for my lovely Beth) that she seriously consider some good private institution, and I closed, her humble servant, having covered four sides and said everything, except the truth, which I knew to be that I was badly frightened and unwilling to jeopardize my own health in the service of a girl who had misled me; I had placed my faith on Beth and been deceived, and although I could hardly condemn her for being no more than a weak pawn, my trust in her was gone. I wrote late, as I say, and very well (indeed, I have saved the letter, and it is before me now), but I might have slept that night, and saved my inadequate words.


    In the morning, as I turned wearily from my writing desk, Miss Jones telephoned me again. In the levellest tones, as one who endeavors not to judge prematurely and unfairly, she told me that her niece had gone. Suitcase secretly packed, her clothes hastily assumed in the dead of night, our enemy had deceived us; Betsy had carried off Miss R. and Beth, we knew not when or where.
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    too. "Take me to the bus station, please/' she said to the taxi driver; these were the first free words she had ever spoken, but the taxi driver only nodded and took her to the bus station. She gave him a dollar bill from her pocketbook, he gave her back change, and she said "Thank you," and "Good night/' when she closed the door of the taxi. No one turned, no one shouted, no one stopped to point at her and burst into laughter; everything was going to be very very very good.


    She had eleven single dollar bills in her pocketbook, and the rest, some hundred-odd dollars she had taken from Aunt Morgen's wallet, was carefully hidden in the pocket of her suitcase, since under no circumstances must she be thought careless or a fool, and the loss of all her money, besides indicating that she was not entirely able, might put her into the uncomfortable position of having to ask strangers for help. She had determined with precision that as soon as she got off the bus again she would go to a hotel, where of course in a room of her own she would be able to open her suitcase in private and take out whatever money she wanted.


    Since she had both money and time, she was able to have a cup of coffee in the bus station while she was waiting, and she bought herself, also, a magazine; she did not care to read, generally, but she was attracted by the bright cover and had observed that nearly all the people standing in the station carried magazines or books, and she must on no account be thought strange or different. She had a book in her suitcase, a large dictionary for use in case she needed help in talking or writing or spelling; in any case, since she intended eventually to dispose of all her possessions, the book, which was large and solidly printed, might be a source of money sometime if she needed it, but she must remember to cross out Lizzie's name on the first page. At present, it was perfectly safe with her money in the suitcase and was hardly worth removing just to seem to be reading on the bus. She finished her coffee and set the cup back into the saucer just as everyone else did, and got down from the stool and picked up her pocketbook and suitcase and went to the ticket window. Ahead of her a woman was telling the clerk, "One way to New York, please," and, since the clerk neither looked up nor laughed, this must be the usual manner of getting a ticket; she felt a deep grateful satisfaction for the clerk and for the woman ahead and for the man who sold coffee and to the taxi driver and for all
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    this wholly strange world; "One way to New York, please," she said, careful to get the right inflection, and the clerk neither looked up nor smiled, but passed her her change wearily. "How soon does the bus go?" she asked the clerk boldly, and he glanced at the clock and told her, without surprise, "Twelve minutes, side door."


    Wondering what to do for twelve minutes, since it would certainly be remarked upon if she had another cup of coffee so soon after the first, she noticed a rack of picture postcards, and the idea of a farewell message came to her; they would naturally perceive that she had left them, but she could not forego the pleasure of telling them that they had driven her away. She chose two postcards, regretting that there were no pictures of the museum; she addressed the one with a picture of the monument to Aunt Morgen, writing with the pen which Lizzie always carried in the pocketbook. "You will never see me again," she wrote. "I am going to parts unknown. I hope you are sorry." And then, since the postcard seemed so unfeeling, and Aunt Morgen had, after all, never done her any active harm, she added, "Love, from E. R."


    The other card she addressed, having saved this particular satisfaction for the last, to Doctor Wright, and for a minute she thought, pen in hand, of how most clearly and vividly in this small space reserved for messages, to say what Doctor Wright needed to be told; the recollection of the imminent departure of the bus stirred her at last, and finally she wrote quickly, "Dear Doctor Wrong, never try to find me. I will never come back. I am going somewhere where people love me, and not like you. Yours very sincerely, Betsy." This message did not particularly please her, but there was no time to try another because the man was calling, "Bus to New York, side door, leaving in three minutes, bus to New York, side door, leaving in three minutes, bus to New York, side door. . . ."


    She hurried out, following the woman who had been ahead of her in the ticket line, and climbed into the bus, marveling for a moment at its size and deep comfort, compared with the smaller busses Lizzie used to ride on her way to work at the museum. After hesitating for a minute inside the door she sat down next to the woman who had been ahead of her in the line, and then got up again to put her suitcase into the rack overhead, as she observed other people doing, because of course she must not seem to be different in any way, and must not have her suitcase on the floor next to her
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    if everyone else had their suitcases in the rack over their heads. Once settled, her magazine and pocketbook in her lap, she leaned back and sighed, and turned her head slightly to see that the woman in the seat next to her was staring at her (had she done something to be stared at? Too slow with her suitcase? Too quick, leaning back?) and so she said hastily, "How long a trip do we have?"


    "Where are you going?" asked the woman, raising her eyebrows.


    "To New York, same as you."


    The woman frowned, glanced forward at the driver, and then said, "How did you know I was going to New York?"


    "I heard you buy a ticket, so I bought a ticket the same way."


    "Oh?" said the woman, raising her eyebrows again and looking sideways.


    It is not going to be safe to rely on anyone, Betsy thought with quick sad clarity, not anyone at all. This woman was old, as old as Aunt Morgen, looking tired and as though she did not much relish this night trip on a bus instead of a sleep at home in bed; it was not fair that a woman as old as Aunt Morgen and looking so tired should be untrustworthy as well. Perhaps even more than wishing she was young again and full of life, the woman wished to be trusted by Betsy, because she turned now and made a big smile for Betsy alone, and said, "So you're going to New York?" and nodded, and turned her whole face and body at Betsy as though promising a home, and safety. Does she think that I am going to think that she is young again? Betsy wondered, and said, "I guess so. I mean, I have a ticket for New York, but I might decide to go somewhere else. Is New York exciting?"


    "Not very," the woman said. She glanced again at the driver, and then leaned closer to Betsy. "No place is very exciting unless you have dear ones there," she said, and nodded again. "For me, New York is nothing—nothing. My dear ones are beyond."


    Betsy looked past her at the dark window of the bus and thought suddenly that it was not, after all, impossible that they would not come after her; could that be Aunt Morgen's face peering in blindly through the glass, or the doctor gesturing imperiously from the station doorway? "How soon do we start?" she asked the woman, and the woman put a hand in a black glove over Betsy's hand, and said, "One longs to join them, dear, yearning for dear ones is sometimes almost a pain, a pain here" and she took her hand off Betsy's long
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    enough to touch herself lingeringly on the breast, and then she put her hand down on Betsy's again.


    But, Betsy thought, even if they knew now about the suitcase and the money and the bus (could that be Aunt Morgen, running, calling out, waving her handkerchief frantically?) they would never look for her talking to a dismal woman in black gloves, never look under the woman's hand to see if Betsy's hand lay there, and she sat back again, and turned her head courteously to the woman; they were two ladies engaged in conversation, and the bus stirred, and groaned. The driver nodded reassuringly at the station, the doors of the bus closed, and then the bus moved hugely out of the station and into the street (the doctor, was it? Stepping from a taxi, shaking his umbrella?) and then gathered speed toward the edge of town. "I guess we've started," Betsy said happily.


    "—very fortunate," the woman said. "I, you see, have no dear ones awaiting me in New York. A child like yourself can never understand—"


    Goodbye, goodbye, Betsy thought, turning to see the town behind them. Goodbye.


    "Beyond, if only I might reach them."


    "Why can't you reach them?" Betsy turned back and looked curiously at the woman who still had her hand over Betsy's and was now using the other hand to wipe at her eyes with a handkerchief. "Where are they?"


    "In Chicago. I am unfortunately absolutely without means of traveling farther than New York. A child like yourself, unsuspicious, happy, free—a child like yourself, with an ample allowance—"


    "I haven't got an allowance," Betsy said, and giggled. "All I have is what I got from Aunt Morgen."


    "Perhaps a small loan—"


    "Thank you anyway, but I have enough," Betsy said. "It's in my suitcase."


    The woman glanced up, briefly, and then pressed Betsy's hand. "Such a sweet child," she said. "What is your name, dear?"


    "Betsy."


    "Is that all?"


    Suddenly, perhaps because Betsy had been listening and looking through the window at the moving lights, or perhaps even just because she had allowed herself to become excited and interested—
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    Lizzie got out, and she looked coldly at the woman while Betsy, caught completely off guard, struggled and tried to catch control again, and Lizzie said, "I beg your pardon?" and then looked wonderingly around the bus.


    "I only said 'What is your name?'" the woman said, drawing back.


    "Elizabeth Richmond, madam. How do you do?"


    "How do you do?" said the woman weakly, and then Betsy caught onto a deep breath and put Lizzie under again, and said as politely as she could, "I don't want to talk any more now, thank you. You've been very nice, but I would rather not talk any more."


    Without, she hoped, being particularly rude, she got up and went to an empty seat at the back of the bus; she could hardly try to take down her suitcase with the bus moving so quickly, but it was more important to be where she need not talk to anyone, and she could watch her suitcase easily from here. The woman with whom she had been sitting turned once, and looked at her, and then, shaking her head a little, glanced up at the suitcase and then opened her book to read. That's good, Betsy thought; perhaps she didn't even notice Lizzie speaking up like that; perhaps she has a Lizzie of her own.


    Although Betsy did not sleep, and did not think she ever had, it was of course necessary for Elizabeth to sleep; ever since Betsy had been a prisoner she had watched while Elizabeth slept, lying far back in her own hidden corner of the mind, inert and almost helpless, looking as though up through a dizzying fog at the world of Elizabeth's dreams, seeing the dim figures of Elizabeth's world when Elizabeth's eyes were open, and the screaming phantoms of Elizabeth's nightmares when Elizabeth's eyes were shut; she had lain there crying out, soundless and numb, helpless to move Elizabeth's hands or feet, frantic for motion, for sight, for speech, paralyzed and wrapped in agonizing silence; now, riding the surface of Elizabeth's mind, she indulgently permitted Elizabeth to dream, and luxuriated in the picture of Elizabeth down there, dumb and helpless and waiting. Beyond Elizabeth, in the far kingdom of the mind, Beth lay, moving drowsily, unaware, not watchful, lost in soundless shadows. Betsy could feel that they were beneath, ready to rouse, as she had been, to any sharp sight or sound calling them awake. Now, Elizabeth slept, and frowned a little, and turned uncomfortably in the soft seat of the bus, and swayed with the movement of the
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    bus, and Betsy lay back against the soft cushion of Elizabeth's dreams, planning what she was going to do, now that she was free.


    She knew that she was going to get off the bus in New York, and follow everyone else out of the bus station into the street (it would be a street, she supposed, much like that she had left behind; she must not let her fears of strangeness carry her into imaginary difficulties; she must be prepared to assume a certain steadiness upon the part of the world outside) and then take a taxi, as she had done to get to the bus station—only now, she supposed, it would be daylight, and consequently easier to find a taxi, and she could look out the windows as they traveled. She would then go to a hotel. Aunt Morgen had stayed once at a hotel named Drewe; this, since she knew from Aunt Morgen's staying there that it must be a proper place and suitable for a lady traveling alone (Aunt Morgen had surely been traveling alone?), would be the best place for her to go at first. Later, when she had had time to unpack her suitcase and perhaps look around a little and get to know the city, she would move to another hotel whose name Aunt Morgen would not know; she could not remember whether Doctor Wrong had ever mentioned being familiar with the names of any hotels in New York, but thought she might safely assume that he would not be acquainted with the names of hotels suitable for ladies traveling alone. I have been very strictly brought up, she thought with satisfaction, and I shall be very well-behaved. Particularly she recalled that she had told both Aunt Morgen and Doctor Wrong that they would not be able to find her, so very likely they would not think of looking in New York, because in New York they might find her. A thought struck her, and she giggled—Elizabeth turning in her sleep—perhaps, she thought, she should have sent postcards to Lizzie and Beth, telling them goodbye; I'll do that first chance I get, she promised herself, I'll write them each a nice card from the hotel, it's no more than they deserve. Elizabeth stirred again, and groaned, and Betsy was still, wanting Elizabeth to stay asleep.


    All during the dark hours of the night the bus moved on, going smoothly and rocking Elizabeth gently; because it was important not to seem wakeful when everyone else was sleeping Betsy closed her eyes, and a kind of wonder came to her, at herself going alone through the night. She was for the first time in the indifferent hands of strangers, entrusting her person to the tenderness of the bus
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    driver, her name to the woman napping in the seat far ahead; she was going to spend the rest of her life in a room belonging to someone else and she would eat at a stranger's table and walk streets she did not recognize under a sun she had never seen, waking, before. Soon no one would even know her face; Doctor Wrong would forget and Aunt Morgen would be looking for Elizabeth; from this moment on no eyes which looked upon her would ever have seen her before; she was a stranger in a world of strangers and they were strangers she had left behind; "Who am I?" Betsy whispered in wonder, and not even Elizabeth heard, "where am I going?"


    It was, then, urgently important to be some person, to have always been some person; in all the world she was entering there was not anyone who was not some particular person; it was vital to be a person. "I am Betsy Richmond," she said over and over quietly to herself. "I was even born in New York. And my mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond, Elizabeth Jones before she was married. My mother was born in Owenstown, but I was born in New York. My mother's sister is named Morgen, but I never knew her very well." Invisible in the darkness of the bus, Betsy grinned. "My name is Betsy Richmond," she whispered, "and I am going alone to New York because I am easily old enough to travel alone. I am going to New York on a bus by myself and when I get to New York I am going to a hotel in a taxi. My name is Betsy Richmond, and I was born in New York. My mother loves me more than anything. My mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond, and my name is Betsy and my mother always called me Betsy and I was named after my mother. Betsy Richmond," she whispered softly into the unhearing movement of the bus, "Betsy Richmond."


    "My mother," she went on, half-remembering, and Elizabeth moaned, and pressed her hands together, and dreamed. "My mother was angry with her Betsy and now I am alone, I am on a bus going to New York; I am old enough to travel alone and my name is Betsy Richmond, Elizabeth Jones before I was married. 'Betsy is my darling,' my mother used to say, and I used to say 'Elizabeth is my darling,' and I used to say, 'Elizabeth likes Robin best.'"


    Betsy sat up straight in the bus, so suddenly that Elizabeth half-awakened and opened her eyes and said "Doctor?" "No, no," Betsy said, and then, shivering, looked around to see if she had made any loud noise, if she had forgotten to be careful while everyone else was
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    sleeping. It's Robin, she thought, Robin nearly woke up Lizzie. She waited a minute, trying to see through the darkness of the bus; the driver ahead seemed calm enough, and then someone far down on one side moved, and sighed deeply, and Betsy sat back in relief; if s all right, she thought, other people move and make sounds; no one cares. She sat back and looked out the window; I don't even know where Robin is, any more, she thought, and he wouldn't remember me any more than anyone else, even if he saw me Robin would think I was someone he didn't know at all, and if my mother knew about him he'd be sorry. My mother loves me best, anyway, Betsy told herself forlornly, my mother was only teasing about not loving me best, my mother pulled my hair and laughed and said, "Elizabeth loves Robin best," and my mother loves me better than anyone. My name is Betsy Richmond and my mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond and she calls me Betsy. Robin did everything bad.


    She wanted to get up and move around, but dared not; it was important for Elizabeth to sleep, and even if she did go up—say—to the driver and ask him how fast they were going, or when they would reach New York, or whether his name was Robin, people would notice her and look at her, because for all she knew it might be extremely unusual for people to wonder how fast the bus was going. Thinking of Robin always made her very nervous, however, and it was important not to be nervous or afraid, and she twisted her hands together and rubbed her eyes and bit at her lip; what must I do, she wondered, if I see Robin somewhere in New York?


    The bus went widely around a curve, and Betsy fell against the side of the seat and giggled; it's fun, she thought. Then, suddenly very happy because she was running away, after all, and no one could find her—so how would she find Robin, then?—she sat back and folded her hands and spoke to herself very sternly.


    If I'm going to keep it all straight and make a real person by myself, she told herself silently, Robin has to be in it like anyone else; he can't get out of it as easily as that. And besides, everyone who remembers at all has bad things to remember along with good things; it would seem very funny to people if all I had for a life I remembered was good things. There have to be some bad things or it looks funny. So keep Robin in, because he was bad and nasty. We went on a picnic, Robin and my mother and me. No, she thought then, shaking her head, if it's going to be in, it's all got to be in, right from
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    the beginning, the way things ought to be remembered, so start the remembering - right from the beginning of that day, right from the top, and remember it all. No one ever remembers just a bad thing, they remember all around it, all that happened before it and after it, and of course, she told herself consolingly, one bad thing is probably enough, and when they ask you what do you remember that's bad and nasty you can say Robin, and that will satisfy them. So, she went on silently, I woke up in the morning that day and the sun was shining and the blanket on my bed was blue. There was a green dress hanging on the bottom of my bed and I thought it would look funny with the blue blanket but it didn't. I heard my mother downstairs and she was saying "A wonderful day for a picnic with my Betsy, a wonderful wonderful day," and I knew she was saying it to me and saying it on the way upstairs over and over so I would wake up hearing her say it. And then she came in and she was smiling and the sun was shining brightly on her face, and I can't remember how she looked that morning because of the sun shining on her face. "A wonderful day for my Betsy," she said, "a wonderful wonderful day for a picnic, let's go to the bay." And she came and tickled me and I rolled out of bed and she hit me with the pillow and I was laughing. Then she said "Peanut butter" and ran out of the room, and I said "Jelly," calling it after her and I put on the green dress and went downstairs and I had oranges and toast for breakfast that morning because it was hot. My mother made peanut butter sandwiches and jelly sandwiches and all the time I was eating my orange she would look at me and say "Peanut butter" and I would look back at her and say "Jelly," and it was funny because she wanted peanut butter and I wanted jelly and it was funny that two people who loved each other and had the same name liked two different things like that. She made hard-boiled eggs and packed everything in a basket with cookies and a thermos bottle full of lemonade and then my mother said "Let's take your poor old Robin along with us, Betsy, my girl. Because poor old Robin is lonesome and he is Elizabeth's darling," and I said "Jelly," and she made a face at me and said "Peanut butter, but let's take him anyway."


    I pretended to throw a hard-boiled egg at my mother but she went anyway and telephoned Robin and told him to come right away and we took our bathing suits. Robin and my mother and Betsy went on the streetcar out to the bay and my mother and Betsy put on
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    their bathing suits and Robin put on his bathing suit and the water was warm and whenever Betsy splashed at my mother Robin splashed at Betsy and he said "Betsy is a mean mean girl" and the sun was bright and there was no one anywhere around. Robin and my mother and Betsy ate the hard-boiled eggs and the peanut butter sandwiches and when Betsy said "Jelly" my mother said "Betsy, must you tease all the time?" and everyone lay down on the beach in the sun. Then my mother said, "Betsy, my nuisance, go down along the beach and collect seventy-three shells all the prettiest you can find, and we will be sirens and make them into a crown for our Robin." Betsy went down the beach and gathered shells, and she was all alone, not even strangers near her, and the water on one side and the beach on the other side and the rocks beyond, and she was singing, "I love coffee, I love tea, I love Betsy and Betsy loves me," and matching shells because she was the sea-king's daughter and she was gathering the eyes of drowned sailors to ransom her love from the sea-king's prison in the rocks. There was an empty popcorn box, and it was a coral chest where she put her jewels, and the two rocks were her throne, and when she sang the waves came running up to her feet, and she was shipwrecked, and living alone on an island, and the empty popcorn box was washed up on the shore, and inside it she found corn to plant, and a hammer to build a house. She made plates and pots out of sand, and baked them in the sun, and overhead she had a roof of seaweed and it kept out the sun. The rocks were her signal tower, to light a fire for passing ships. Pirates came by, and captured her, and the rocks were the cabin of the pirate ship where they kept the gold, and they sank a merchant ship and made all the shells walk the plank, and the popcorn box was full of emeralds and pearls. Then Betsy stood up suddenly, feeling cold, and the shells fell out of her lap and the rocks were rocks again and the sand was only scuffed and piled instead of plates and growing corn and there were no drowned sailors in the bay. "I stayed away too long," Betsy thought, and she gathered up her shells in the popcorn box and walked fast, because she was cold, and she heard Robin saying, "Leave the damn kid with Morgen next time."


    "No," said Betsy, loudly enough so that people in the bus heard her, and someone turned around to look; I was having a nightmare, she thought violently, having a nightmare, is all. She waited, tense,
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    and then people turned and moved and fell asleep again, and no one knew that Betsy was even awake, or had been awake at all.


    "My name is Betsy Richmond," she began again at last, whispering, "and my mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond, Elizabeth Jones before she was married. . . ."


    When the bus stopped at last and people stirred and opened their eyes and a man down the aisle stood up and began to put on his coat, Betsy was relieved at having no longer to watch the same inside of the bus, and the windows which, whatever they framed, made it look all the same; she was among the first people standing, and she made her way hastily down the aisle, edging past the man putting on his coat, to where her suitcase was, just as the woman in the black gloves stood up and lifted Betsy's suitcase down. "Good morning," the woman said, smiling at Betsy. "Did you sleep? I'll take the bag, dear."


    "I want my suitcase," Betsy said. It was not usual, she knew, to struggle over a suitcase in a bus, and she must not be angry, so she took hold of the woman's arm and said again, "I want my suitcase, please."


    "I'll carry it for you," the woman said, smiling brightly at the other people in the bus. "Dear," she added, bringing her smile around again to Betsy.


    This was wrong and very unfortunate. "I want my suitcase," Betsy said once more, not knowing what else to say, and not sure just how far she might trust herself to show anger; here, in a situation like this, was where her unpreparedness showed most clearly—how angry, really, might a person be when her suitcase was taken forcibly away from her? How reprehensible was this false smiling woman, with her unreal sprightliness and her tawdry dull shoddy air; might Betsy strike her? Push her back? Call for help?


    She turned, wanting advice, and met the eye of the bus driver; "I want my suitcase," Betsy said to him down the length of the bus, and, because most of the people had left by now, he came out of his seat and toward Betsy.


    "Something wrong, lady?" he asked the woman who still had a clinging grasp on Betsy's suitcase, and who gave him her free black-gloved hand on his arm, with a sigh of relief; "I wish this child would behave," she said, with a gesture at Betsy that endeavored to exclude Betsy from the circle of maturity in which the woman and the bus
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    driver were naturally included. "Alone in the big city," the woman said vividly.


    The wickednesses of the city were not lost upon the bus driver; he nodded and regarded Betsy with sadness. "If people want to help you," he began, "seems like you ought to treat them nicer."


    Any needless waste of emotion in Betsy's position would be an almost criminal extravagance; "Old suitcase-stealer," she said to the woman, "Just because I told you all my money was in the suitcase."


    "Well, surely . . ." said the woman, lifting her head high. "I wanted to help the child," she said to the bus driver. "Her money . . ." and she indicated that of all counterfeit gratification in which she dealt, money was the least regarded and the most unreliable; "alone in a strange city," she said, "someone offers to help you, and right away you start accusing them of stealing." She took away her black gloves, and gave Betsy and the bus driver each a long and unhappy look of compassion. "I can always tell your kind of person," she said flatly to Betsy.


    "Lady," said the bus driver sadly, "if the kid don't want your help, you can't make her. Maybe," he added without humor, "maybe she just likes to carry her own money."


    "Naturally," the woman said, and turned her back on them both; she took up her own suitcase and pocketbook and went out of the bus, walking with the proud step of one who does not steal. "You want to watch out about getting into some kind of real trouble," the bus driver said to Betsy. "Can't trust anybody, almost."


    "I know it," Betsy said. "I plan to be careful."


    "You got any people here or anything?" the bus driver asked, looking for the first time at Betsy instead of at her suitcase. "I mean, you got anywhere to go?"


    "Certainly," said Betsy, perceiving clearly for the first time where she had come. "I'm going to meet my mother."


    The Drewe Hotel was a sign on an awning, a gold script on caps and vest pockets and matchbook folders; Betsy had never before walked on a carpet where her feet made no sound, and even in the museum she had not seen so high a polish on brass fittings. She was impressed by the thoughtfulness of the management on her account; someone had arranged where the bed was to go and had counted the hangers in the closet, and no disguise of satin or water-color or walnut veneer could conceal the fact that someone had contrived a


    


    232 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    closed room where Betsy was to perform all the most private acts of her life for a space of time depending upon herself, in whatever order she cnose, at her own expense, carefully and securely hidden away. When the door was safely closed and locked (Aunt Morgen and Doctor Wrong would surely not think to look for her in a room with blue satin bedspreads, but she had promised the bus driver to take good care of her suitcase, so locking the door seemed a faithful precaution) she went at once to the window and leaned out. Her room was high, and not far away, between buildings, she could see the river; leaning against the windowsill, it seemed to her that she could feel a gentle touch, as of the river moving against its banks and jarring the land in little waves, so that even the Drewe Hotel was caressed, distantly; somewhere she heard the indefinable stir of music.


    A thought of the world swept over her, of people living around her, singing, dancing, laughing; it seemed unexpectedly and joyfully that in all this great world of the city there were a thousand places where she might go and live in deep happiness, among friends who were waiting for her here in the stirring crowds of the city (oh, the dancing in the small rooms, the voices singing together, the long talks at night under the cool trees, the swaggering arm in arm, the weddings and the music and the spring!); perhaps there were some, searching face after face with eager looks, wondering when Betsy would be there. A little touch of laughter caught her, like the touch of the waves of the river, and she tightened her fingers delightedly upon the windowsill; how happy we all are, she thought, and how lucky that I came at last!


    Far below her, upon a narrow ledge between one of the buildings and the river, a man came, edging his way; she could not see his face or his objective, but she watched contentedly, knowing that he would accomplish with competence whatever he had started for. When he stumbled, he caught himself and sent what was surely a grin backwards over his shoulder, as one who says "Nearly lost me that time," and then, idly, lifted his head as though to make sure that Betsy was watching. While she held her breath with pleasure, he took one hand from his grip on the ledge and waved, although she knew it was not to her, and grinning and wavering precariously, shouted something to someone, and made his way on across the ledge and disappeared. She looked on still at the moving water of
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    the river, wondering at the man who went so easily, thinking of him now safely across the ledge, laughing and going on already to some new occupation, moving among his friends now and on his way perhaps to some good place where he was welcome; he may someday be a friend of mine, she thought; I may be welcome there too.


    Now that she knew she was here to find her mother, the city had begun to take on a more coherent shape for her, because somewhere in the center was the solitary figure which was her mother, and radiating out from that figure in all directions were signals and clues which she might find and which would lead her surely to the center of the maze. Anything, she thought, looking with anticipation at the windows across the way, anything might be a clue.


    Although upon reflection she perceived that her mother must always have expected that Betsy would come someday, it was impossible for her mother to foresee exactly when Betsy would be able to escape, so she could probably expect very little in the way of assistance from her mother, until her mother learned definitely (perhaps from the man on the ledge?) that Betsy had come at last, and had begun her search. They might just possibly stumble upon one another by chance, but that seemed unreasonable, considering the numbers of people in the city. Betsy decided wisely that what she must do was recall as well as possible all that she had ever heard her mother say about New York, because all that time, long years ago, her mother had been leaving clues for Betsy to find her someday, building against a future when she and Betsy might be free together.


    First, then: Betsy and her mother had left New York when Betsy was two years old; consequently Betsy could not be expected to remember much about the city herself, although she had a suspicion that she might at any moment turn a corner and walk without foreknowledge onto a scene clearly remembered and more real than anything she had ever seen since. All that Betsy knew now about the city, beyond what she had seen from the taxi window, the Hotel Drewe, and her acquaintance on the ledge—although probably the bus driver and the woman with the black gloves were by now somewhere among the city people—was what she had heard her mother say, and that was little more than a dozen idle references in one or another conversation. Carefully, Betsy tried to evoke her mother's clues.


    "—The one from that little dress shop I told you about, Morgen,
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    you remember—Abigail's." Betsy recalled this remark most clearly, and even tie faint impatient voice her mother had used always in speaking to Aunt Morgen; oddly, she could not remember the dress her mother had been talking about and could not even picture her mother and Aunt Morgen talking together about it; only the lonely sentence stayed in her mind, and that almost certainly made it a clue.


    And then . . . had her mother not spoken longingly of the place she had lived alone with Betsy? ". . . And I danced with my baby, and sang, and in the mornings we watched the sun rise; it was like Paris." Should she perhaps consider searching for her mother in Paris? Wiser, she decided, to look here first; Paris was difficult to get to, and she already was in New York; besides, although Elizabeth knew some French, Betsy had never troubled to learn it, and she would feel extremely awkward, having to get Lizzie to translate the simplest things; no, she thought, not Paris. But we danced together, and sang, and we lived high up, because there had been many stairs (". . . and my Betsy went down the stairs and down the stairs and down the stairs, and I sat at the bottom and waited and waited and waited . . .") She laughed aloud, leaning on the windowsill and thinking of her mother.


    She would spend this first morning in her hotel room, partly because here in private she might relax her vigilance over Elizabeth for a while, and partly because she thought it would look odd if she went out again so soon after coming in; they would think downstairs that she had not unpacked her suitcase or even washed her face. This reminded her that it would not do at all, surely, to continue in Elizabeth's drab clothes, since if Aunt Morgen and Doctor Wrong were really looking for her, they would have a description: Elizabeth Richmond, twenty-four years old, height five foot six, weight a hundred and twenty pounds, hair brown, eyes blue, wearing a dark blue suit, white blouse, low-heeled black shoes, plain black hat, last seen carrying a tan suitcase. Thought to have been kidnapped by a young woman known as Betsy Richmond, about sixteen years old, height five foot six, weight a hundred and twenty pounds, hair brown, eyes blue, wearing a dark blue suit ... no, new clothes were essential. Betsy thought wryly that if anything could impel Elizabeth to reassert her authority it would surely be the sudden spectacle of herself in scarlet shoes and sequined gown, so she reluctantly decided upon
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    a compromise, perhaps only a red hat and some inexpensive jewelry.


    She unpacked the suitcase, putting Elizabeth's neat underwear and extra stockings into the dresser drawer, hanging up Elizabeth's plain coat and clean blouse in the closet. She undressed and bathed, and then, coming out of the tub, met herself unexpectedly in the full length mirror in the bedroom and for a minute almost lost herself in surprise. Where, she wondered, is Elizabeth? Where in the tightness of the skin over her arms and her legs, in the narrow bones of her back and the planned structure of her ribs, in the tiny toes and fingers and the vital plan of her neck and head . . . where, in all this, was there room for anyone else? Could Lizzie be seen moving furtively behind the clarity of the eyes, edging in caution to peer out at herself; was she gone far within, waiting behind the heart or the throat, to seize with both hands and take control with a murderous attack? Was she under the hair, had she found refuge in a knee? Where was Lizzie?


    For a moment, staring, Betsy wanted frantically to rip herself apart, and give half to Lizzie and never be troubled again, saying take this, and take this and take this, and you can have this, and now get out of my sight, get away from my body, get away and leave me alone. Lizzie could have the useless parts, the breasts and the thighs and the parts she took such pleasure in letting give her pain; Lizzie could have the back so she would always have a backache, and the stomach so she would always be able to have cramps; give Elizabeth all the country of the inside, and let her go away, and leave Betsy in possession of her own.


    "Lizzie," Betsy said cruelly, "Lizzie, come out," and Elizabeth, looking for a moment out of her own eyes, saw herself standing naked in a strange room before a long mirror, and, turning to cower fearfully against the mirror, she began to cry, and clutched at herself, and looked with horror into the room.


    "Where?" she said, whispering, "who?" and searched with her eyes, hoping perhaps to catch sight of her attacker, of the villain who, enfolding her all unperceiving in a crowd, had brought her here evilly to satisfy his white-slave passions; "Hello?" she said finally, weakly, and Betsy laughed and pushed her down. "You poor thing," Betsy said, looking again in the mirror at the body which had so frightened Elizabeth, "you poor silly thing."
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    Apd then, with Elizabeth's tears still on her cheeks, she thought, "I wish I had £ real sister."


    She heard, as clearly as though it had been spoken in the room with her, her mother's voice saying, "No, I want the child with me. I won't give up my Betsy."


    That was my mother, she thought, turning, my mother was talking, she wants me to come with her. But she didn't say that now, Betsy thought, when did she say it? When was I listening and heard my mother say that? "No, I want the child with me . . ."


    "Get rid of the little pest. Leave her with Morgen. What good is she to us?" And that, Betsy thought, was Robin's voice. "I hate that child," he said, some time long ago, some time to Betsy's mother, "I hate that child." And had her mother said "But she's my Betsy; I love her"; —had her mother said that? Had she?


    "Poor baby's cold," Betsy said, and went into the bed and rolled herself in blankets, and she could lie and think; Lizzie was restless as she grew warmer and Betsy sang, "Baby, baby, have you heard, Mother's going to get you a mocking bird; if that mocking bird won't sing, Mother's going to get you a diamond ring ..." I wish I had a diamond ring, she thought, as Lizzie quieted; if I had a diamond ring I could tell them I was engaged to be married. If I was engaged to be married they couldn't take me back because my husband wouldn't let them. If I had a husband then my mother could marry him and we could all hide together and be happy. My name is Betsy Richmond. My mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond, Elizabeth Jones before I was married. Call me Lisbeth like you do my mother, because Betsy is my darling Robin. . . .


    ("You're a silly baby," her mother said.


    "But I want Robin to call me Lisbeth too. Because whatever he calls you he's got to call me."


    "Betsy," said Robin, laughing, "Betsy, Betsy Betsy.")


    While Elizabeth dreamed of flight and falling, Betsy planned to get herself some new clothes, perhaps today if she could find Abigail's shop right away. Perhaps at Abigail's she could find a way to locate her mother at once; perhaps—and the thought made her laugh secretly and wriggle in the bed—perhaps she might, opening the door of the shop, find her mother there already, looking at herself in the glass, wondering over the sequined dress, the jewels; "Betsy, Betsy,"
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    her mother would say, holding out her arms, "where have you been? I've been waiting and waiting and waiting for you."


    Some time later, when she had wondered over her clothes and spent more time at the window (although the man on the ledge did not come back again) and dressed herself and Lizzie had slept, she thought of food, and was suddenly hungry. I didn't have any breakfast, she thought; with Aunt Morgen by now I'd be having lunch, soup or waffles or macaroni or sandwiches with lettuce and mayonnaise and milk and hot cocoa and little cupcakes and cookies and puddings and dishes of pineapple and pickles; she hesitated in the doorway of her room, looking back. Everything was safely put away and there was no sign of her having been there, so if they should, by some chance, come here looking for her, there would be nothing to show where she was or where she was going. She locked the door carefully and put the key into Elizabeth's pocketbook, which she was carrying for lack of any other. In it was Elizabeth's pencil and a lipstick which Elizabeth used to put a faint color on her lips, and the clean handkerchief which Elizabeth always made sure to carry, and a pencil and a small notebook and a little tin of aspirin; Betsy grinned as she closed the pocketbook, wondering how the key to an unknown hotel room would ever explain itself inside the pocketbook to Elizabeth's chaste white handkerchief, and she went down the hall to the elevator thinking here I am at last.


    The most important thing she had learned so far—and it was something to know, after only twelve hours—was that she need not pretend, always, to be competent or at home in a strange atmosphere. Other people, she had learned, were frequently uneasy and uncertain, lost their way or their money, were nervous at being approached by strangers or wary of officials; this made it considerably easier for Betsy to manage, since she could go up to the clerk at the hotel desk and ask her way to the dining room without seeming odd or unwell, and she relied strongly upon getting through a meal upon the same principle; so long as she did not try to order anything with a French name, and observed carefully to see what other people did by way of sitting down, and moving plates, and summoning service, she thought that she would do nicely. She was not awed by the size or the whiteness of the dining room, after having seen the satin bedspreads upstairs, and all tables not Aunt Morgen's were equally
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    strange to her. She sat down, thinking with humor that if she stepped on the waiters foot, or dropped her pocketbook, or perhaps missed the chair altogether, sitting down, she could always slip off and leave Lizzie to cope. She unfolded her napkin and looked around, and sat back in the soft chair with satisfaction. Each thing, she thought pleasurably, is nicer than the last; everything gets better and better.


    With an enormous feeling of delighted wickedness she ordered an Aunt-Morgen-ish glass of sherry, and did not notice the waiter's hesitation over whether she was as old as she looked, and entitled to be served, or as old as she acted, and must necessarily be refused; the waiter, however, was in the last analysis philosophical, and concluded that a woman was more likely to look her age than to act it, so that Betsy was served with sherry and she sipped it gracefully, quite as professionally as Aunt Morgen might. Because it was not possible, in this most charming of worlds, for anything to be either mistaken or out of sorts, when Betsy desired company she looked up at the first person passing her table and said "Hello/'


    "Hello," he said, surprised, and hesitating by the table.


    "Sit down, please," Betsy said politely.


    He opened his eyes wide, glanced beyond her at the empty table which had been his objective, and then laughed. "All right," he said.


    "I feel funny sitting here alone," Betsy explained. "No one to talk to, or anything. At home there was always Aunt Morgen there and even when she didn't talk I could have someone to look at. Someone I knew, that is," she said.


    "Of course," he said, sitting down. "Have you been here long?" he asked, taking up his napkin.


    "I just got here this morning, and the bus driver told me to be careful, so of course I am, but I thought you looked all right to talk to." He seemed a very civil man, not so old as Doctor Wrong, but older than Robin, and not at all uncomfortable at talking like this to someone he had not met before. "You weren't outside my window a little while ago?" she asked him suddenly, "climbing across a ledge?"


    He shook his head, surprised. "I'm not spry enough," he said.


    "I could if I wanted to. Lizzie gets faint, but of course I never do."


    "Who is Lizzie?"


    "Lizzie Richmond. I brought her with me, and she wants to get out, but she can't." She stopped and looked at him suspiciously. "I wasn't going to tell anyone about Lizzie," she said.
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    "It doesn't matter/' he said. "I won't tell."


    "Anyway, my mother's going to get rid of Lizzie—we're not going to have her around all the time, after the trouble we've already had, getting rid of Robin and all."


    "Are you having lunch?" He took the menu from the waiter, smiling at her, and Betsy said, "This is the first time I've ever been in a restaurant," and wriggled happily. "And I'm extremely hungry," she added.


    "Then we had better make this a special lunch," he said. "Shall I choose for you?" He held the menu toward her, and said, "Or would you rather order something for yourself?"


    Betsy took the menu and glanced at it briefly and then handed it back. "Lizzie speaks French," she said, "but of course I never bothered to take it up much, so you'd better choose. Only lots of things, please. Everything exciting." She hesitated. "Nothing," she said, "nothing like . . . macaroni, or pickles, or sandwiches, or things like that. Things Aunt Morgen makes."


    "Well," he said profoundly. He regarded the menu in deep thought. "No pickles," he said, debating, "no sandwiches." Finally, with the waiter standing by, and both of them nodding reassuringly at Betsy, he ordered smoothly and quite as though he very frequently had occasion to order lunches for young ladies who wanted everything exciting, and no pickles. While she listened to the lovely words which meant foods so exciting she did not even know the order in which they would be served, and listened to music coming distantly from some upper corner of the room, and listened to the fine harmonious sound of forks touching knives, and cups touching saucers, Betsy told herself, this is what it is going to be like all the time, now.


    "There," he said at last, handing the menu to the waiter. "I think you're going to like everything. Now, tell me—I don't even know your name."


    "I'm Betsy. Betsy Richmond. My mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond, Elizabeth Jones before she was married. I was born in New York."


    "How long ago?"


    "I forget," she said vaguely. "Is that for me?" The waiter set a fruit cup before her, and she took the cherry from the top with her fingers and put it into her mouth. "My mother left me with Aunt Morgen," she went on indistinctly, "but she didn't go with Robin."
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    'The one you had such trouble getting rid of?"


    Betsy nodded violently, swallowed, and said, "But I don't have to remember fiiat part, I decided in the bus. One bad thing about Robin ought to be enough, don't you think?"


    "I should think so," he said. "Seeing as you got rid of him, anyway."


    She giggled, lifting her spoon. "And I got rid of Aunt Morgen, and I got rid of Doctor Wrong, and I'm going to get rid of Lizzie, and I'm the gingerbread boy, I am."


    "I wonder if Aunt Morgen will be worried about you," he said carefully.


    She shook her head again. "I wrote her a postcard with a picture on it and I said I wasn't coming back, and anyway they'll be looking for Lizzie, not me. Can I have some more fruit?"


    "He'll be bringing you something else in a minute."


    "I can pay for it—I have plenty of money." When she saw that he was smiling she thought, and then said acutely, "That was wrong, wasn't it? That was wrong to say—why?"


    "I invited you to lunch, sort of," he said. "That means that I am going to pay, so you mustn't say anything about paying. You must wait, and then be very gracious about my paying."


    "Gracious," she said. "You mean 'Thank you so much'? Like Aunt Morgen?"


    "Exactly like Aunt Morgen," he said. "Where is your mother now?"


    "I don't know just where it is. I'm still finding out. Like the man down on the ledge. They're going to have to tell me because I'll just keep asking and looking and looking and asking and asking and looking and looking and—" She stopped abruptly, and there was a silence. When she looked up, he was placidly finishing his fruit. "Sometimes," she said with great caution, "I get mixed up. You'll just have to excuse it."


    "Of course," he said, without surprise.


    "So you see," Betsy said, looking with deep satisfaction into a bowl of clear soup in which, far down, small strange shapes moved, and stirred, and stared, and strode.


    "Who are you?" asked Elizabeth, blankly.


    "How do you do?" he said. "I'm a friend of yours."


    


    241 The Bird's Nest


    Betsy looked up, gasping, and moved far back in her chair, and scowled at him. "Don't you listen to her," she said. "She tells lies."


    "All right," he said, and moved his spoon in his soup.


    "I don't want any soup," Betsy said sullenly.


    "All right," he said. "It's good, though, I always like soup."


    "Aunt Morgen likes soup," Betsy said. "All the time."


    "And pickles?"


    Betsy giggled, in spite of her annoyance. "Old Aunt Pickle," she said.


    "Old Doctor Pickle," he said.


    "Old Lizzie Pickle."


    "Elizabeth Jones that was?"


    "What?" said Betsy.


    "Elizabeth Pickle before she was married," he said.


    "You stop that right now," Betsy said furiously. "You just stop talking like that. I'll tell my mother."


    "I'm sorry," he said. "It was a joke."


    "My mother doesn't like jokes. Not mean jokes, and when Robin made mean jokes my mother told him to stop and when you make mean jokes you sound like Robin."


    "And you'll get rid of me?"


    She laughed. "That was smart, how I got rid of Robin," she said, and then, breathlessly, "Oh!" turning to look at a tray of pastries being wheeled past her chair. "Can I have one?"


    "First eat your lunch. Your nice soup."


    "I want cake," said Betsy.


    "Your mother wouldn't want you to have dessert first."


    Betsy was quiet suddenly. "How do you know?" she said. "How do you know what my mother would want?"


    "She certainly wouldn't want you to be sick. That would be silly."


    "That's right," Betsy said joyfully, "Mother's Betsy can't be sick, Betsy is Mother's baby and she mustn't cry, and Aunt Morgen said stop spoiling the child."


    "I think," he said slowly, "that we don't like Aunt Morgen, do we, you and I? I don't think Aunt Morgen is so much."


    "Aunt Morgen says to make the child stop fawning on Robin all the time. Aunt Morgen says the child is too old to scramble around with Robin like that. Aunt Morgen says the child knows more than is good for her."


    


    242 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    "Old Aunt Pickle," he said.


    "I want cake," Betsy said, and he laughed, and gestured to the waiter with the dessert wagon. "Only one," he said, "and then you eat the rest of your lunch I ordered for you. We're not going to have you sick, remember."


    "Not me" said Betsy, bending lovingly over the tiny rich cakes, her eyes sparkling with the reflections of whipped cream and chocolate and strawberries; "it's Lizzie who gets sick," she said; one had bananas and one had chopped nuts and one had cherries; Betsy sighed.


    "And you say they'll be looking for Lizzie?"


    "Maybe the little square one," Betsy said. "Just to start. I choose the little square one," she said to the waiter. "Because then later I can try another kind and if any of them are very very good I can come back and have them again, after I've tried them all. Because I live right upstairs," she said parenthetically to the waiter, "so I can keep coming back and coming back. So I choose—"


    She broke off as the headwaiter came to their table. "Telephone for you, Doctor," he said.


    "Doctor?" said Betsy, rising. "Doctor?" She snatched at her pocketbook, and said in anger, "You're just Doctor Wrong in another face and you tried to fool me—"


    "Wait a minute, please," he said, putting out a hand to stop her, but she brushed past him, her lips trembling and her hands shaking with anger. "It was mean of you," she said, "and I'll tell my mother you pretended to be friends, and now I can't have the little square one." She started off, and then remembered. "Thank you so much for paying," she said, bowing her head graciously, and then, almost running, left the restaurant and went through the hotel lobby into the street. A bus, she was thinking, always take a bus to get away, and she turned to her right and hurried down the street. She could see a bus coming to the corner to stop, and she ran and got onto it and sat down with relief, next to a woman in green silk, who looked at her briefly.


    When she caught her breath, she leaned forward to look out of the window past the woman and said, "I wonder where this bus goes."


    "Downtown, of course," the woman said stiffly, as though Betsy
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    had somehow impugned the honor of the bus, or, worse, the discrimination of the woman in green silk; "this bus goes downtown/'


    "Thank you," Betsy said. "I hope I can find the place I'm looking for. It's not very likely, just starting out like this, but I can try, anyway."


    "Some people," said the woman, consideringly, "think it's harder to find places downtown. Myself, I always have a good deal more trouble uptown. Are you going far?"


    "Well, of course I can't be sure," Betsy said. "I'm just looking. Lots of stairs. And pink walls," she went on, remembering, "and there's a view of the river from the window."


    "That would be the west side, then," the woman said. "They've all got stairs, there." She sighed. "I live east, myself," she said, "but of course we're moving in the fall."


    "West of what?"


    "West of the bus, of course," the woman said. "To your right as you get off."


    "Then I turn right, and just anywhere might do?"


    "Just anywhere?" said the woman, with a delicate inflection, and she turned emphatically and looked out of the window.


    People keep getting so mixed up, Betsy thought helplessly, and she said, "It's because I'm looking for my mother, and I don't know exactly where she lives because I haven't been there in so long."


    "Really?" said the woman, looking out of the window.


    Oh, dear, Betsy thought, and she put her hand timidly on the woman's arm. "Please," she said, "if you don't mind, can I just ask you?"


    The woman turned, hesitating as though half-convinced Betsy might have in mind an improper question—whether she had always lived east, perhaps, or did her building have an elevator?—and then nodded briefly. "Naturally," the woman said, "I can't answer everything."


    "I need only a kind of direction," Betsy said. "A clue. I know where I'm going, of course, and I'm positive I'll recognize it at once, but I'm just not quite sure of which house. The window looks out over the river, and the walls are painted pink—"


    "Pink?"


    "And," Betsy said triumphantly, "I remember there was one good picture on the wall." (And heard, distantly, her mother's voice, "And,
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    really, if you have just one good picture you don't need . . ." Need what? Flowers, was it? Beds? Betsy?)


    The woman next to her was thinking gravely. "You remember the street?" she asked hopefully at last.


    "Downtown, I'm sure. Because of the stairs."


    "Well," the woman said. "I do know," she went on at last, "that some people we knew once—not friends, of course, not anyone I knew, not the sort of people—"


    She gestured with a small dismissal, and Betsy said eagerly, "I know lots of people like that, yes."


    "They had, these people, a place over on . . . let me see; it was Tenth because when we came out we went directly . . . no, no, I'm a liar. Sixteenth, I'm positive. Middle of the block."


    "Middle of the block," said Betsy. "Could you see the river?"


    "The reason I remember it, now you mention it," the woman said, "because of course I never went back, not really knowing the people and it was just a party, and all, was because they had a picture they thought a lot of. Painter, he was."


    "Oh," said Betsy. "No, she's not a painter, my mother."


    "Oh, not professional" said the woman. "Not bohemian. I'm sure I wouldn't send you any place you shouldn't go. After all." And she folded her arms and turned her face firmly to the window.


    "I didn't mean that at all, I'm sorry," Betsy said. "I just meant it didn't sound like the right place."


    "Well, you did say a picture," the woman said.


    "You see, it's my mother," Betsy explained again. "She's waiting for me to come after a long time."


    "You get off here," said the woman, with finality.


    "Thank you," said Betsy, rising. "And thank you for telling me where to go."


    "No need to mention me when you get there," said the woman. "They probably don't even remember my name."


    The street was not one to be joyfully remembered; she looked eagerly at things which would, unmolested, tend to be permanent— the view down to the end, down to the narrow spot where it disappeared, presumably into the river, but the long sight of it was not prettier than the nearer view, and the sidewalk beneath her feet was not inscribed in the cement ELIZABETH LOVES BETSY and the
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    dirty fence on her left bore no recognizable carving and even the arrow in chalk and the scrawl "go this way" indicated only a low gate with "clubhowse" uncertainly inscribed over it. Not my club, Betsy thought, my mother's not there, anyway, and that's at least one place ruled out. Middle of the block, she said, middle of the block, view of the river, and not a place marked ROOMS, Dressmaker, Canaries for Sale, Medium. Across the street was a white stone apartment house, crowding defensively against its neighbors advertising ROOMS, and Betsy crossed the street to get to it; it announced its number and the sizes of its apartments in bold emphatic placards, but said nothing about whether or not there were stairs, and Betsy, wondering at which point now the sudden recollection might begin, went hurriedly down the path of the canopy and up the one shallow step—perhaps only ostentation, since directly inside there was another step going down the same distance—and into the small foyer, where there was a mural of orange fish against a black sea. However live the fish may have been when the mural was painted, they were long dead now, floating miserably upon the painted surface of their water, fins dragging; perhaps at one point they might have been saved, when, gasping for breath, they first came to the surface and turned their agonized suffocating eyes upon the casual guest entering the foyer of the apartment house; a little fresh water, a kindly look, might have revived the painted fish and made the visitor welcome in the dim light. The fish had died, however, and there was a stout woman in a plaid cotton dress sitting at a table, searching eagerly for gentility; "You want a room, I guess?" the woman said, leaning forward against the table and resting herself heavily upon her magazine, and the reassuring weight of her bosom upon the table recollected her, because she sat back and said, "May I ask whom you are looking for?"


    "My mother," Betsy said.


    "She's here?" Again the woman recollected herself, and sat back. "Name, please?"


    "My name is Betsy, but I'm looking for my mother. Is she here?"


    "I couldn't say, dear. What apartment you want?"


    "I'm not sure. But it has pink walls and a view of the river, and one good picture, because if you have one good picture you don't need . . ." Betsy stopped, but the woman could not help; she was staring absently at an advertisement in her magazine which promised
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    to teach her engineering in six weeks. "Pink walls?" the woman said when Betsy stopped.


    "And a view of the river."


    The woman glanced up, then sideways, then down. "Makes you think you got a mother here?" she asked. "Anybody's mother's here, I certainly don't know it."


    "But she said-"


    "Pink walls," said the woman irritably, in some obscure impatience with a world where there could be pink walls, and she spent her days seeing orange fish on a black sea; "one of those decorators," she added, in ultimate condemnation.


    "Then my mother's not here?" asked Betsy despondently.


    "No," said the woman, "she's not. Poor kid. Lost your mommy, have you?" She turned the pages of her magazine quickly as though looking up a reference, and said, "You run along, now, you hear me?"


    Betsy turned obediently and went past the dead fish again, and as she came to the step up which would correspond to the step down outside, she heard the woman saying with disgust, "Always want something you haven't got. Pink walls!"


    Outside, she started off again down the street. There did not seem to be any other possible place to look, and Betsy gave up almost immediately the idea of trying from door to door, and then, when she saw someone coming down the street toward her, indistinct in the shadows of the buildings, she thought it would surely do no harm to ask, and when they took word back to her mother they could report that Betsy was really trying hard.


    "Excuse me," she said, reaching out to touch the man on the arm, "but have you seen my mother? Mrs. Richmond?"


    "Hello," he said.


    "Robin?" said Betsy, and then, again, "Robin?" and then turned and ran, and heard him laughing behind her, as one whose hunting is leisurely, his quarry sure; then she came to lights and safety.


    "Give me Doctor Wright, please. I must speak to the doctor, hurry, please."


    "Who?"


    "Please, I'm on a public telephone and I've got to hurry. Please, Doctor Wright. Tell him it's Beth."


    "Who you want?"


    


    "Please, the doctor. Doctor Wright."


    "You got the wrong number, lady."


    "Sure I got the wrong number, you silly fool. You think I'm crazy?"


    Safely back in the hotel, she was still both frightened and angry, and yet did not dare indulge herself in either fear or anger, since both used up vital stores of control. She was angry at Beth for getting slyly to a phone and nearly ruining them all; she was afraid of the man who said he was Robin and yet let her run away. Mostly, in the hotel, she was angry and afraid of that doctor who stayed around watching for people in trouble, so he might offer to buy them lunches, and then betray them; it was not going to be safe, Betsy reminded herself bitterly, to trust anyone at all. She sat down heavily in the chair by the desk, the door of her room soundly locked and the key back in her pocketbook, and tried hard to think. Things were not going well, not at all as well as they had gone at first. She had done something wrong, obviously, and she was fairly sure that it had been her talking to the doctor at lunch (had he not promised to be a friend during the brief moment when Lizzie got out; did he not mean, therefore, to be a friend to Lizzie?); fortunately, Robin's presence had warned her in time against the neighborhood she had visited tonight; her mother was not there. Therefore, although she had surely grieved her mother, she was not abandoned altogether; she must only be more careful with the next clue, and not risk running directly into Robin's arms. ("Darling Robin," she said aloud, "call me Lisbeth.") Then, when she turned, cold and suddenly trembling, she saw clearly that everything was not all right; something had happened.


    She thought immediately that she had been caught, and then realized that she was alone still, with the first light of morning coming over the buildings across the street. Suddenly, wildly she ran at the door, pulling at it frantically to make sure it was locked, and almost cried with relief when she found it secure; she didn't get away, then, Betsy thought, and then wondered, Who?


    It was still almost too dark to see in the room; when Betsy turned on the light next to the door, her hands still trembling so that it was difficult for her to touch the little switch, she saw first of all Lizzie's suitcase lying open in the middle of the floor. "So she found the suitcase," Betsy said aloud, and then, cold and still, said
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    into the continuing silence of the room, "Lizzie! Where are you?" But there was no answer.


    There were tears on her cheeks, Lizzie's tears again, and Betsy brushed them away irritably, thinking, the messy messy sloppy thing, can't she leave my stuff alone? The suitcase was half-packed, clothes thrown in wildly, and, as though Lizzie had given up despairingly in the middle of packing, other clothes were strewn around the room, torn and scattered. Lizzie's own best white blouse lay over the end of the bed, collar ripped off and buttons hanging by threads, and Betsy, looking slowly around the room, saw with fear the sheets pulled from the bed and cut with the nail scissors, the pillow slashed open, the paper from the desk tossed wildly in a scattered heap, as though swept off altogether by an arm wild with fury; the curtains were pulled down and lay on the floor, the shades pulled askew, and even one corner of the rug had been tugged aside and turned back on itself; "Don't be afraid," Betsy whispered, "Betsy is my darling, my darling." She pressed hard against the wall, feeling still the weakness of panic, and knowing that if she yielded only the smallest particle of her strength she was gone again; she could not afford anger or fear or despair; she could not waste a moment to look behind her. "I am Betsy Richmond," she whispered, "my mother's name is Elizabeth Richmond . . ."


    Gradually she became quieter. The light in the room grew, coming stronger over the tops of the buildings, and she thought of the man on the ledge and was heartened. At last she stood away from the wall, sighing deeply like a child who has finished crying, and walked around the room slowly, thinking, wouldn't you think she'd have more respect for other people's things? She picked up a stocking, hacked with the scissors and tied into knots, and then laughed suddenly. Why, Betsy thought, she's learning from me; this is my kind of thing, not hers, and she's even with me now for spoiling that letter of hers. And she's got more life than she ever had before, Betsy thought, laughing still, as she took up the soft white blouse ripped apart; the picture of Elizabeth's tired hands pulling wildly at the weak seams of the blouse caught Betsy suddenly as irresistibly funny, and she fell back onto the bed and rolled in helpless laughter. Poor baby, she thought, working so hard to spoil my things, poor frantic baby. Her face and hair were full of feathers from the torn pillow, and as her laughter eased, she found that she could blow a


    


    feather into the air again and again, catching it each time as it fell; then, luckily, the sunlight touched her face, luckily because of course she still had a great deal of work to do about finding her mother, and could not afford to lie on a bed playing games with feathers. She rose, and looked at herself in the mirror with distaste. Her clothes had certainly suffered during the night; they were covered with feathers and disarranged, and for a minute she wondered that they too had not been cut and torn, before she realized that of course Lizzie had been planning to escape, and in these clothes. She wondered idly if Lizzie had attacked the room desperately because she had tried to escape and could not find the doorkey, or if she had destroyed the room first, vengefully, planning to escape afterward, and been caught by exhaustion; "Poor silly baby," Betsy said again, and, whistling, began a hunt for any piece of her comb so that she might smooth her hair. Then, suddenly, one hand on the suitcase, she turned as cold and sick and frightened as she had ever been. The big dictionary she had brought with her, so that she might check spelling and various usable words, was lying just inside the suitcase, its binding torn off, its pages pulled out and crumpled, its millions of good, practical, helpful words hopelessly destroyed.


    "Lizzie," Betsy said aloud, backing off, "but Lizzie wouldn't ever have done anything to her own book, not to her own good book—"


    Suddenly, madly, she took up the book, and rising and turning, threw it as hard as she could at the mirror. "There," she said out loud, through the crash, "that'll show you I'm still worse than you are, whoever you are!"


    Sometime later, back on the bed playing her game with the feather, she was quieter again. This only meant, she reasoned, that she had less time than she had thought. She must quite simply get to her mother just as quickly as possible.


    It was by then nearly noon, and she could not remember whether or how she had had dinner the evening before. She turned her back resolutely on the icy little reminders that there seemed to be a good deal of time unaccounted for, all around; why, for instance, had it been afternoon when she left the lunch table, and night when she returned after meeting Robin? She thought she had probably not had dinner, because she was now so extremely hungry, and she dwelt with gratitude upon her hunger, which was surely a healthy and a
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    normal feeling, and not at all dangerous, except that it entailed going out of her hotel room. At last she reasoned shrewdly that if the doctor was still watching for her downstairs he had to stop sometime to eat, too, and if he stopped to eat his lunch or his dinner he would put someone else to watching her, and whoever he got to watch her would have to have dinner or lunch, too, so she would be, to all effects, invisible, if she was only having dinner or lunch, and might come and go as she pleased. Thinking of the little cakes, she moved hastily to the shattered mirror and arranged her hair and then, taking her pocketbook—thankful that because she had Aunt-Morgen-ishly hidden it on the closet shelf, it had escaped the ruin of the room—she unlocked the door of the room and locked it again, leaving the chaos inside, and dropped the libertine key into Elizabeth's chaste pocketbook and went down the hall to the elevator. When she came into the dining room she walked proudly, and even stopped for a minute inside the door to consider and choose a particular table; she sat down with perfect ease, and ordered herself a glass of sherry.


    "But then why did Robin run away?" he asked.


    "Because I said I'd tell my mother what we did." She looked up, dumfounded, fork in hand; "no," she whispered, staring fearfully, "no," she said, and then, just like Elizabeth, "why?" looking from him to her plate to her fork to the pastries, "why are you talking to me?" she said.


    "Please," he said, half-rising, "please, it's all right, Bess, really—"


    "Bess?" she said. "Bess?"


    Now she knew concretely that she had almost no time; she had wasted so many minutes, looking out of windows and gloating over cakes, and they were close behind her now, the doctor in the dining room and Aunt Morgen and perhaps even the betraying bus driver, and the whole city still to search for her mother. Perhaps, she thought, stopping in her flight to stand for a minute in the half darkness apart from the hotel entrance, perhaps if I just stand here she might come. Mother, she said silently at the people going past, mother, come and find me; I'm lost and I'm tired and I'm afraid, come and find your baby, please?


    "My dear child," he said, coming silently up behind her, "do come back inside; I promise you I only want—"
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    "It's Robin," she said, and ran again, going in and out between people, not wondering if they saw her or thought she was strange, listening only to hear if he was following her. She came to a corner and turned, and went into a lighted doorway into an endless bright store; "Too late, closing," a girl said to her, just inside, and she turned without speaking and ran out another doorway into another street and down the street and on until she saw a crowd ahead and thought, "He's in there, waiting," and turned and ran back down the street and turned at the corner and stopped.


    "How can he find me?" she thought, reasonably at last. "He doesn't even know my name." She breathed deeply, standing against the wall of a building. This corner was darker and there were fewer people passing, going always toward the lights beyond; for a few minutes she watched the street light turn red and green and red and green, and then she thought no sense wasting any more time, no one could ever find me here, and she laughed that she still had her pocketbook, because all the time the strap had been firmly hooked over her elbow.


    "Where is a bus?" she asked a man passing by, and the man stopped, and thought, and then said, "Bus to where, miss?"


    "I don't care," she said.


    "Well," the man said, "if you don't care, why take a bus? Why not walk?"


    "I don't know," she said. "Where are you going?"


    "I'm going over across town about three blocks," he said. "I'm going to get my wife a birthday present, a necklace."


    "Can I come? My mother likes necklaces and things like that."


    "Come along," he said. "You can help me pick it out. She likes," he went on, as Betsy walked along beside him, "she likes jewelry, but not ordinary jewelry. Not the kind you get just anywhere. Unusual stuff."


    "That's the best kind," Betsy said. "Of course, almost anything is unusual if you're not used to it."


    "Well, that's what I mean," the man said. "There's this little shop I know about, and of course she doesn't. So it's got to be a surprise."


    "I'm sure she'll like it very much," Betsy said. "Coming from you, that is."


    "Well, I guess she will," the man said. "She likes just about everything I pick out, because of course I always look for unusual things."
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    "Of course I do too/' Betsy said. "Right now, I'm looking for my mother anc]^ being new here I don't know what's unusual or not, but my mother will know. She lives here somewhere."


    "It's a pretty good town," the man said, consideringly. "Of course you have to live here to appreciate it."


    "I'm going to live with my mother when I find her," Betsy said.


    "She live in Brooklyn?"


    "Probably," Betsy said doubtfully.


    "How're you going to find her?" the man asked.


    "Well," Betsy said, "you're looking for something, and I'm looking for my mother, and so if I go along with you maybe I'll find my mother."


    "My mother now," the man said, "you could find her any time."


    "Well, you see, I came here to meet my mother and I just haven't gotten to her yet. It just takes looking. Does your wife live in Brookyn?"


    "No," the man said, surprised. "She lives with me."


    "Where do you live?"


    "Uptown." He stopped, and looked at her searchingly. "You all right, kid?" he asked.


    "Of course," Betsy said. "Why?"


    "Thinking I lived in Brooklyn," the man said, going on. "At this time of night."


    "Does your wife," Betsy asked, hurrying to catch up with him again, "know you're getting her a birthday present?"


    "Sure," the man said. "Only she doesn't know where, you see."


    "How about a cake?" Betsy asked. "She ought to have a cake, with 'Happy Birthday' and candles."


    "Golly," the man said, stopping again. "Golly. Let's see," he said. "You figure a cake costs—what? Say, sixty cents?"


    "Just about that, I guess," Betsy said.


    "And then you got to have candles," the man said. "Now, let's think this over. You say candles cost maybe a dime? And the cake sixty? Because then you got to get a thing says 'Happy Birthday' and that's maybe twenty-nine cents, you find a five and ten open if you can. So there goes another buck. So the necklace costs—"


    "I know," Betsy said. "I get the cake and all. You get the necklace. Then it's all right. Cake from me, necklace from you."
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    "Right/' the man said. "Cake from you, necklace from me. You say chocolate, maybe? Mocha?"


    "I like chocolate," Betsy said. "Get a nice card, too, and tell her it's from me." She stopped under a street light and gave him a handful of change from her pocketbook. "Because," she pointed out, "if you're going uptown or to Brooklyn it's no help to me anyway, because my mother's the other direction. But thank you very much anyway."


    "Right," the man said. "Cake from you," he went on, worried, "necklace from me. But listen—" he called, as Betsy turned to go the other way, "who'll I say? On the card and all?"


    "Tell her it's from Betsy, with my love."


    "Right," the man said. And as Betsy hurried down a side-street she heard him calling, "Hey—thanks."


    "Many happy returns," she called back, and went on her way. Although she had very little hope of finding her mother so soon, she was glad she had remembered the cake anyway. We always have cakes on birthdays, she thought; my mother would be disappointed if I forgot; my name is Betsy Richmond and my mother's name is . . . She stopped short and laughed aloud; things were good again at last.


    "I beg your pardon," she said, stepping out among the people passing; she took hold of the arm of a woman going by alone and said "I beg your pardon" again.


    "Well," said the woman good-humoredly, "if you're not a cop, you can beg my pardon and get away with it. Something you want?"


    "Do you know someone named Elizabeth Richmond? Where she lives, I mean?"


    "Richmond? No. Why," the woman asked, peering at Betsy, "you looking for her?"


    "It's my mother. I'm to meet her, and I've forgotten where she lives."


    "Whyn't you look in a phone book? Under R, for instance?"


    "I didn't think of that," said Betsy blankly.


    The woman laughed. "You kids," she said, and went on.


    It was so easy Betsy was almost afraid. She walked down to the corner to a lighted drugstore, went inside and directly back to a rack where the phone books were piled; it was too easy, she thought dubiously, not willing to touch the pages, it was a trap; but how could she ever look at her mother and say she had taken so long be-
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    cause she thought it was a trap? Could people afford to be afraid if they were going to their mothers? Why would her mother want to make a trap for her Betsy who was her darling?


    RICHMOND, ELIZABETH. It stood out from the page, blackly, and then, below it, RICHMOND, ELIZABETH, and below that, RICHMOND, ELIZABETH, and, again, RICHMOND, ELIZABETH. Who, Betsy thought, staring, who? My mother's name . . .


    She turned hastily away from the telephone books and then told herself sternly no, no traps, and turned back again, and put her finger down on the page. Silly, she thought, lots of people have the same name. I have the same name. And anyway it's the place I want, I already know my mother's name. So find an address, and it's somewhere near sixteenth, she said, and anyway how many people are having birthdays tonight? It's west of the bus, I know that, and you can see the river, and I'll just be careful not to tell anyone where I'm going because of traps.


    One of the addresses said West Eighteenth, and that seemed good, and so did West Twelfth, and the others were East, and one of them was a hundred and something, which seemed fairly uptown, so that narrowed it down to two, and now, Betsy thought triumphantly, things are getting very very good, because now I've got the best clue of all, and I can go right there and maybe even be in time for the candles.


    When she came out of the bright drugstore into the darker street she realized that it had really gotten quite late, and she did not dare look for a bus, with so little time; she got, instead, into a taxi, and told him West Eighteenth Street. Her time was growing shorter; she felt the minutes pulling at her, and when she looked out of the taxi window at the lights outside she felt them surge sickeningly against her, and had to hold tight to keep her eyes from blurring and she wanted acutely not to breathe. Just a little while more, she whispered, just a little while more, Betsy is my darling. The taxi let her off at the corner of Fifth and Eighteenth, and the driver showed her which way to start. She hurried, because it was better, walking, and the streets were almost empty. I said I'd do it and I will, she whispered, I said I'd do it and I will, my mother is waiting for me and the rest of you will die.


    She could not remember at all whether the first address had been twelve or a hundred and twelve or twelve squared or a hundred and
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    twenty-one; twelve seemed to be a shop and as she looked into the darkened windows, going by, she saw that it might be a dress shop and, although she could not read the name darkly on the window, she knew that it must be Abigail's and she knew she was right, at last; here I come, she whispered, I am coming and my name is Betsy . . . It must be a hundred and twelve or a hundred and twenty-one; they were almost across the street from one another and she stopped and looked at the lights of a hundred and twelve and thought, here it is, this is it.


    No fish here, she thought, entering, and wondered with surprise why it should seem important not to have fish painted on the walls. "Excuse me," she said, putting her face close to the little barred window which seemed so absurdly small for her mother to get through, "I'd like to find Mrs. Richmond. Elizabeth Richmond."


    "Not here."


    "But I'm sure this was the address. Do your rooms have a view of the river?"


    "Naturally, miss. All our rooms—"


    "Then she might be using her other name. Try under Jones."


    "Not here."


    "But I'm sure-"


    "Try over across the way."


    Of course, she thought; it was the place with the fish after all, they probably just pretend to see the river. She crossed the street, setting her back firmly to the useless apartment house, and came into another lobby; no fish here, she thought with satisfaction. "I'm looking for my mother," she said, standing with her knees tight against the desk in the lobby; the lady behind the desk had a pink dress on and of course that was a very very good sign. "My mother," she explained.


    "Name?"


    "Richmond. Elizabeth Richmond. Or maybe Elizabeth Jones."


    "Make up your mind, which."


    "She'd be up there now, getting ready; we were going to have a party because it's her birthday."


    "No noise allowed after ten p.m. No parties any time."


    "Just for our birthday celebration. Just my mother and me and I'm going to buy her a necklace."


    "No parties here. Try somewhere else."
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    "But my mother—"


    "Try over across the way."


    She went^out proudly, because she was ashamed at having been misled into talking to strangers about her mother and giving both these people her mother's name; what would the man on the ledge think of her if he knew she was going around telling people where her mother lived? Here she was, so close to her mother, and she could have spoiled it all right then by telling the fish; "I beg your pardon," she said, and took the arm of a lady passing by, "you're not my mother, are you?"


    "Well, really" said the lady, and then laughed. "Your error," she said. "Excuse it, please."


    "Richmond," she said. "Elizabeth Richmond."


    The woman turned, and scowled. "Her calls herself Lili?" she demanded. "Lili?"


    "Maybe." Betsy tried to draw away, but the woman held her tight. "If that's your mother, young lady," she said, "and I'm not saying it isn't, you're the one to know, after all, but if that's your mother, I'd be ashamed to say so, and that's final."


    "Richmond," Betsy said.


    The woman nodded, keeping hold of Betsy's arm. "And that's the one," she said, nodding, "and I'd be ashamed if it wasn't that I had nothing to be ashamed of in all of it, and doing my share and pulling my weight and here all the time he was after her, see? And coming to me with a straight face, and me not even knowing, what I mean, unless you got a suspicious turn of mind you don't think about that kind of thing "


    "Robin," Betsy said. "I already know about Robin."


    "Another one, is it? But of course sooner or later they're going to find out, what I mean. What I mean, something's going to happen, you can't stay a dope forever. So when he came to me there I was and he said hello same as usual and me—what I mean, I wasn't letting on at first, see?—I said hello and then he says what's wrong and I don't answer and he says it again, like this, 'Hey, what's wrong?' and then, what I mean, I let him have it. You think I'm a dope, I said to him, you think I'm going to stand for this thing forever, you think I'm going to wait and wait and wait and wait and wait and you after her all the time? It isn't the money, I told him straight out, it isn't the money—"


    


    "It was Robin," Betsy cried out, pushing against the woman, "it wasn't anybody except Robin, I know"


    "Maybe you do know, too," said the woman with hatred, holding Betsy off to look at her, "maybe you do know all about it, and I for one wouldn't be surprised, being well aware that I was the last to know, so he says what are you talking about—innocent, see?—and I said how long you think I'm going to wait and wait and wait and wait and wait for you? People are talking already, I said, and I guess I'm the last to know. You think I'm crazy? I asked him right out. So then don't you think he had the gall to admit it? And tell me? I was so mad I couldn't even cry and me, I cry when I'm mad, whenever I'm real mad I can't help it, you know what I mean? And so he says she's nice. What do you mean, I ask him, nice? You mean nice? What's a nice girl got to do with you? I asked him right out."


    "Not Robin," Betsy said forlornly. "I'm a nice girl, aren't I?" She caught her breath and said tightly, "You wouldn't let me go around Robin again?"


    "Carnal," the woman said with satisfaction. "Carnal desires, and that's what you call nice! And, what I mean, can you take that kind of thing forever? So I came right out with it and I told him, either her or me, I said, and you can make up your mind while I stand right here waiting, either her or me. I mean I wasn't going to make any kind of a fuss, if he wanted her, she was what he got, and if he wanted me, all he had to do was prove it. So I came right out with it, see, I never liked beating around the bush and I wasn't going to give him any satisfaction, see, and any chance to say I tried to hold him when he wanted to go, you know, if he wanted to waste his carnal desires with her he could go ahead with my blessing. Because it had gotten to that point, see, where it was either her or me."


    "Where is she?" said Betsy.


    "Halfway down the block. See that light, there? Likely," said the woman, whom Betsy now perceived to be Aunt Morgen, "y° u '11 find them together."


    Now, she thought, striding greatly down the street, now I am really very angry with this mother of mine, hiding away with Robin and trying to keep me from finding Robin all this time, and all I ever wanted was to be happy and it was lucky Aunt Morgen happened to tell me, because otherwise they'd just keep on getting away
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    with it, and pretending it was her birthday all the time. No fish here, she noticed, coming up the low step which compensated for itself by going immediately down again; lucky for them; "I want my mother, please," she said to the man at the desk just inside. "They'll be trying to hide."


    "Your mother?"


    "They probably haven't been here very long. They wanted to be all by themselves, and hide. But she's my mother."


    The man at the desk smiled. "The rose room?" he suggested significantly.


    "Yes," said Betsy, "the rose room."


    "Miss Williams," said the man, leaning back in his chair to speak to the girl at the telephone switchboard. "Anyone in, in 372?"


    "I'll check, Mr. Arden. That would be our rose room?"


    "I believe so, Miss Williams. This young lady is inquiring."


    "Number 372 is busy, Mr. Arden. There must be someone there, since they're using the phone. In our rose room, Mr. Arden."


    "The rose room," said Mr. Arden tenderly. "Miss Williams, did the management send up champagne?"


    "I'll check, Mr. Arden. Champagne and a rose corsage. Compliments and congratulations. This morning, Mr. Arden."


    "Splendid, Miss Williams. And now this young lady is inquiring." He turned and smiled on Betsy. "A little ceremony," he explained. "Compliments of the establishment. The . . ." he hesitated. "The personal touch," he said, and blushed visibly.


    "Can I go right there?" Betsy asked.


    "Are you expected?" he asked in return, raising his eyebrows.


    "Of course," Betsy said. "They're waiting for me."


    "Well," said Mr. Arden, and turned one hand eloquently. "Are you sure?"


    "Of course," said Betsy. "And I'm late now."


    Mr. Arden bowed. "Miss Williams," he said, "take the young lady up to our rose room."


    "Certainly, Mr. Arden. Will you come with me, please, miss?"


    There were no fish painted on the walls of the elevator and that was a very very good sign, and the walls upstairs were pale green and not at all like sea water, even though pale green was a color for deepness and going down and losing and fading and sinking and failing; "Our rose room is very popular," Miss Williams said walking softly


    


    as they left the elevator. "The management invariably sends up champagne and a corsage of roses for the bride. Compliments of the hotel, of course. Such a charming custom."


    "They'd be wanting to hide," Betsy said.


    "Right down here. Last room on the left. Privacy, you know/' Miss Williams giggled, but very softly.


    "Here?"


    "No, no," said Miss Williams. "Let me knock, if you please." She giggled again. "Always knock twice on the door of our rose room," she said, and giggled.


    "Someone said to come in," Betsy said.


    "Good evening," Miss Williams said, opening the door. "Here's a young lady you were waiting for, Mr. Harris."


    "Good evening, Betsy," said Robin, grinning hideously from across the room.


    "No, no," said Betsy, stumbling back against Miss Williams, "not this one, not Robin again?"


    "I beg your pardon?" said Miss Williams, staring, "I beg your pardon?"


    "I won't let you, not ever any more," Betsy said to Robin, "and neither will my mother." She turned and struggled violently past Miss Williams in the doorway, broke free, and ran. "I'm terribly sorry, Mr. Harris," Miss Williams said behind her, "in our rose room ... I didn't dream . . ."


    "It's perfectly all right," he said. "A mistake of some kind."


    And she could hear him after her, down the hall and down the stairs, praying not to stumble, not Robin again, it wasn't fair, not after all she'd done, not after all she'd tried, not Robin again, it wasn't fair, no one could do that again, praying to move quickly enough, to be safely out of it and away before he could touch her, to be safely out of it; "Robin," she said, "Robin darling, call me Lisbeth, Lisbeth"; was he following? To be out of the light and invisible, to be easily around the corner and gone, to lose him long behind . . . was he below? In the doorway? Waiting grinning with his arms wide to catch her, could she go any faster? There was the end of the stairway ahead, and the door leading out, and she threw herself against the opening and it opened and there he was, as always, waiting for her always, and she said "No, no more, please" and went under his hand and sobbed and hurried for the door; "Thief," someone called
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    in a loud voice, and someone else cried, "Help?" and beside her she heard him laughing as she hurried and she put her arms up to hide her face arid ran and nearly stumbled on the low low step which went up and down; there were lights, and she opened her eyes a little and never dared to look behind her because she heard him coming.


    "Robin," she said, "Robin, call me Lisbeth, Lisbeth, call me Lisbeth, Robin darling, call me Lisbeth." And fell, and fell, and could not be caught, and fell.


    She was in the hotel room, and trying to pack into her suitcase what fragments of clothing seemed worth taking with her. She had ripped and torn at the clothes and the curtains and the bedpillows because she was angry, but now she had the pocketbook and the key, and felt only a pressing need for hurry, because—and she knew clearly where her great danger lay—Betsy might come back at any moment. It was on the desk, among the broken pens and spilled ink, that she discovered the highly important paper which she knew was to be hidden among her things and delivered to someone as yet unidentified. Although she did not understand how anything of vast importance could be written on such a tiny slip, she knew perfectly that it must not fall into Betsy's hands; she had the swift impression that it was an artificially valuable thing, like the thimble in hide-the-thimble or the handkerchief in drop-the-handkerchief, of value only so long as the game went on, and then of interest to no one. Besides, she could not read it. It resembled the hundreds of small papers which come into people's hands every day, enclosed in packages of laundry, for instance, recommending dry-cleaning of curtains for the spring, or the labels which certify that Easter eggs are pure, or the slip of paper enclosed in the theatre program pointing out that there was an inadvertent mistake on page twelve, where Miss Somebody's name had been mistakenly rendered as Miss Something Else; at any rate, she could not read it.


    She had no idea who had written it, or why, or who it was supposed to be given to, or how, or when, but she put it into her pocketbook anyway, since if Betsy was not to see it that in itself was sufficient reason for her to conceal it and make every effort to see that it was properly delivered. She wasted precious time attempting to read it, and, puzzling, could only decide that it seemed to contain num-
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    bers of some kind, and words which, while clear and distinct to any passing glance, turned into meaningless markings when she brought it close enough to read. Because she was so sure of its desperate importance she decided to pin the paper into the money in her wallet; she knew she would not take out a bill to pay for candy or magazines or the taxi to the bus station without considering very carefully, and so ran no chance of losing the little paper.


    There was not much she could find to put in her suitcase. It was irritating to reflect that if Betsy had been sensible and given up the key without trouble none of this would have happened and her good clothes, which, after all, cost money, need not have been ruined, but Betsy was a dangerous, scheming girl, and was, besides, a wastrel; consider, for one thing, this hotel room, which must surely have been an unnecessary expense and would have to be paid for with other people's money. She badly wanted to be paid up and out of the hotel before the hotel people found out about the damage to the room; it had been Betsy's fault, after all, and they would almost certainly expect her to pay as well for the mirror which Betsy had broken.


    When she had packed the suitcase with everything she thought could be mended, or patched together, or used for something else, she snapped the suitcase shut and stood up to look around the room for anything she might have overlooked. Then, moving quickly, she slipped into her coat and took up her pocketbook and the suitcase. Then she stopped and stood perfectly still; Betsy was coming back.


    There was no time now for the suitcase, and she dropped it and scrambled the key out of her pocketbook and ran for the door. Just as she touched the key to the keyhole Betsy found her and with a furious shout snatched at her hand and bit it until she dropped the key and Betsy grabbed for it as it fell. If Betsy once got a hand on the key there was no hope of escape; wildly, she got a hand in Betsy's hair and pulled, and dragged her back away from the key, and it lay there on the floor while both of them, panting, stood back and waited for one another like two cats circling. Then, with unbelievable speed, Betsy went for the key again, the tips of her fingers just touching it, and she put her foot down hard on Betsy's hand and held it there.
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    Nothing could pain Betsy, she knew; no kind of hurt could register on that black, mind, and so she could only try to overpower Betsy physically, ;knd force her down; with quiet slow strength she put her hand almost gently around Betsy's throat and tightened her fingers as slowly and surely as she could; she made no sound, because she needed all her breath, but Betsy screamed, and gasped, and then ripped at her hand with sharp, cutting nails, and kicked out, and screamed again, sinking; the heel of Betsy's shoe caught in the light cord and brought the lamp smashing down; the noise will bring someone, she thought. She felt Betsy's nails rake the side of her face, and then Betsy called out "Mother!" and was vanquished.


    She took her hand from Betsy's throat and, sobbing for breath, rolled over on the floor and got the key in her hands. Then, moving slowly and with pain, she stood up, got the key into the door, and turned it.


    "Well," said the nurse with great enthusiasm, "you have had quite a sleep. Feeling all chipper now?"


    Many rooms have white walls and many beds have white covers, but only hospitals have white walls and white covers and a bed table with a glass of water and a glass bent straw and nurses who speak with quite that quality of enthusiasm; "Where?" she said, and it hurt her achingly to talk.


    "Mustn't chatter," said the nurse, holding up a playful finger. "We've got a pretty sore throat there, haven't we? But we're not going to think about it at all; we're going to have a nice wash-up and then Doctor will be here and give it a look-see. And we're not going to talk and we're not going to get excited and mostly we're not going to think about what happened, because after all it was pretty horrid, wasn't it? Let's just turn our head a little, so I can go over those scratches on your cheek without hurting. Now." The nurse stood back and beamed with wholehearted simplicity. "Soon be just as pretty as ever," she said gaily.


    "Where?"


    "Where what? You do say the silliest things." The nurse laughed, and held up her finger again. "We're going to be in trouble," she said, "if Doctor comes in and finds us talking. And won't he be pleased to see how nice we look today, after the way we looked yesterday!
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    And I must say that we were a pretty smart girl to be carrying around that little paper, we were indeed." She turned, and almost curtsied, her jolly air replaced immediately by one of extreme gravity. "Good morning, Doctor," she said.


    "Good morning. Good morning, Miss Richmond. How's the throat this morning?"


    "Hurts."


    "I imagine it does," said the doctor. He hesitated, and then went on, "I don't want you to talk any more than you have to, but I'd like you to try and give me some idea of how it happened. Do you know who tried to choke you?"


    "No one."


    "Miss Richmond," said the doctor, "someone has had a hand around your throat, making those violent bruises. Do you mean that you don't know who did it?"


    "She scratched me."


    "Who?"


    "Doctor," said the nurse, coming forward in an ardent little rush, "Miss Richmond's doctor is here, just outside."


    "Bring him in, by all means. Miss Richmond, thanks to the memo we found in your pocketbook, we have been able to locate your aunt and your doctor and get them here quickly." He rose, and went to the door, where she could hear him speaking quietly. "Since last night," she heard him say, and another voice speaking, questioning, "—an eye on her in the hotel," the doctor said.


    The nurse came over and looked down on her with vast kindliness. "You've been a lucky girl," said the nurse enigmatically.


    "•—self-inflicted, but it's impossible that—"


    "Aunt Morgen?" she asked the nurse.


    "Downstairs," said the nurse. "Came to take her girl home."


    The door opened wide, and the doctor came back, with another, smaller man, who walked with small steps and seemed pale and worried. "A paper with my name and address," he was saying as he walked, seemingly in confirmation of what had just been said, and the doctor nodded; they both came and stood looking down at her from the two sides of the bed, and the nurse stepped hastily back. "I wish she could talk more," the doctor said. "She can't seem to tell us who did it."
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    "I know who did it," the little man said absently; he was looking down at her gravely, and then he reached out and touched the scratches on* her face briefly and withdrew his hand. "Poor child," he said. "We were worried about you," he told her.


    She looked up at him, perplexed. "Who in sin are you?" she said.
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    lavish upon their own performances, they have none for the work of others.


    In any case, I shall curtail my presentation of Miss R/s case, and go as quickly as I can to my conclusion. I believe I may have given my reader the notion that I am not an even-tempered man by nature; few are, in truth, I believe. I was hugely annoyed by Miss R/s abduction at the hands of Betsy, and hardly less aggravated at being called upon, some three days later, to travel to New York—a spot which I particularly loathe—and by airplane, which is, to my thinking, a mode of travel only slightly less nauseating than riding camel-back. I traveled with Miss Jones, the venerable aunt of Miss R., and Miss Jones' company did not materially improve my voyage. She was alternately enormously amused at my discomforts in the airplane, and reproachful over what she deemed my "letting the child escape" —which, since it was I alone who kept Betsy under so long as she did stay, seemed to me both ungrateful and uningratiating; I have, altogether, rarely undertaken a less rewarding journey.


    We found our young lady substantially the worse for her holiday. No one knows, even now, the entire story of what had happened to her, and my most astute questioning, since, has not uncovered all the facts, by any means; we knew, of course, from the phone call which told us she was in hospital, that she had been taken unconscious from the floor of a hotel corridor, that she had been beaten, scratched, and half-strangled, and that she seemed to be suffering from what the New York doctors called, with unshakable assurance, partial amnesia. I myself came into her hospital room with some misgivings, having reason to doubt the cordiality of my reception by Betsy, and found upon the bed a gid whom I would unhesitatingly have denounced as an imposter, had I not, in the past, seen the facial changes produced when Elizabeth R. became Beth, and then Betsy. This girl—she impressed me as considerably younger than either Elizabeth or Beth, Betsy of course being physically ageless—seemed slighter, somehow, and almost frail; even allowing for the probable harrowing effect of her miserable days in New York, she did not impress me as a young woman of robust health. She resembled Elizabeth strongly, but her face was sharper and of a more cunning turn; I thought she had a sly look.


    At any rate, she and I were strangers. She addressed me civilly enough, but was surprised that I should have come so far to see her,


    


    and concluded of her own accord that it was done in duty to her aunt, in whose name she thanked me courteously. Her medical attendant, she further informed me, was Doctor Ryan, and she supposed that if I called at his office upon my return to Owenstown he would be willing to oblige me with any future bulletins with regard to her health, should my interest in her continue so long. She spoke very lamely because of the painful condition of her throat, but we none of us, the attendant physician, the nurse, or myself, had any difficulty whatsoever in determining that Doctor Wright's services were superfluous to the present Miss R.


    I confess I felt a momentary pang of sympathy for whoever had gotten a hand around her throat, but bowed in silence and retired with what grace I could muster, amused privately at the chagrin of the hospital doctor, who had summoned me in haste because a slip of paper containing my name and address was found in Miss R/s pocketbook. I assured Miss Jones that her niece was in most capable hands; then, very willingly, I abandoned Miss R. to her aunt to bring home, and a pleasant trip I wished them both. I myself returned by train, a longer but less unsettling mode of travel, and reached my own office and my good fire with an aching head and a deep desire never to hear more of either Miss R. or her aunt. I felt, not to put too fine a point on it, that Miss Jones would probably be completely satisfied with the girl we had found in New York, that my own Miss R. was gone, probably for good, and that I had undertaken a wild goose chase for nothing more than to be mocked in a hospital room by an impudent girl, and to risk my life in an airplane with her fright of an aunt; I found in myself nothing but a kind of sublime impatience with Miss R. and all her family.


    Two things I knew which I do not believe anyone else suspected: that Beth had written the note with my name and address and tucked it into Miss R/s pocketbook, and that the bruises on Miss R/s throat were made by the fingers of Betsy; I believe they would have thought me mad in New York had I proposed either as a clue to Miss R/s condition. I contented myself, therefore, with my anger, and did well with it.


    I was not, nevertheless, altogether dumfounded when, two days after her return, Miss R. came to my office; Miss Hartley, of course, announced her only as Miss R., and it was a genuine pleasure to me to find myself greeting Elizabeth who, timid and hesitant as always,
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    sat down as though she thought she had an appointment, and indeed, upon questioning, it developed that she really thought she had. The poor girl knew of nothing that had passed, and assumed, in all innocence, that she was merely continuing her regular series of visits! I was touched, and perhaps a little guilty over my anger with the poor creature, and so it was with great cordiality that I affected to act as though nothing untoward had occurred since our last meeting.


    "Have you completely recovered your recent illness, my dear Elizabeth?" I asked her. "You look extremely well." There were still dark bruises on her throat, which she had tried to cover with a silk scarf under her collar, and the scratches on her face had not entirely faded, but there is no doubt but what she looked better than she had the last time I had seen her—or the time before that, for that matter.


    "I feel better," she said. "I have been sick a long time, I think."


    "You caused your aunt much concern." With a genuine sense of well-being I opened the desk drawer and took out the notebook which I used for recording my conversations with Miss R., and smiled at her rueful face when she saw it. "We have a good deal of time to make up," I told her. "How long has it been since we last talked together?"


    "About a week?" She was doubtful.


    "It seems to have done you good, at any rate. Now, let us begin with our usual catechism. Headaches?"


    "None, except for a slight one a day or so ago, when I woke up from a bad dream."


    "I assume," I said, "that since you woke up, you had been asleep, and from that I deduce that your insomnia has not been so troublesome as before?"


    "I have been sleeping soundly. Except . . ." She faltered. "Except ... I have had very bad dreams."


    "Indeed? Can you recall anything of them?"


    "I was standing," she said reluctantly, "and I was looking at myself. There was a big mirror—it went as high as I could see. And even though I don't want to speak unkindly of anyone I think it is cruel of Aunt Morgen to lock my door at night. I am no longer a child, you know."


    My eyes were on my notebook, but I heard the curious change in
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    her voice, and asked, without looking up, "Did you write my name and address on a slip of paper?"


    "You did see it, then?" Her voice was delighted. "I was so frightened, and I tried to telephone you, because I knew that you would always come to help me, but the man wouldn't call you to the phone, and I was so frightened."


    I looked up at her; it was surely Beth, come to me voluntarily without hypnosis, pale and tired and brutally disfigured by her scratched face, but my own lovely girl nevertheless. "If you hadn't written that note," I told her, "we could not have rescued you."


    "Rescued me?" she asked wonderingly.


    "I will explain it in good time. Let me only say that you were most wise to make that note. There are a great many things I am anxious to discuss with you, but I fear that you are not entirely well even yet, and I think you should rest." I had not until now met Beth face to face, and—just as when I first saw Betsy with her eyes open I recognized suddenly that she was an independent personality, a being whole and apart from any other, rather than a mere angry manifestation engendered solely in my office—I saw that Beth now, looking about her and drawing herself together, was endeavoring to form herself, as it were; let my reader who is puzzled by my awkward explanations close his eyes for no more than two minutes, and see if he does not find himself suddenly not a compact human being at all, but only a consciousness on a sea of sound and touch; it is only with the eyes open that a corporeal form returns, and assembles itself firmly around the hard core of sight. This was, at any rate, my impression of Beth's growing consciousness; she had been at first no more than a voice and a look, but as she hardened into an individual the separation between her and the other personalities grew visibly greater; it was impossible, for instance, to look now at Beth, as I was doing, and believe her the same person as Elizabeth, who had been sitting in that chair not ten minutes earlier; except that they wore the same clothes, and their faces, although subtly different, wore the same ugly scratches, they were two entirely different girls. Thus, my growing clumsiness with Beth; I can only say again, helplessly, that there is a world of difference between a wraithlike shadow and a real girl. So, I stumbled and got through my stiff sentences, and made a note which read—I swear it; I have it in my notebook still— "Elizabeth Beth brillig; o borogrove" and then Beth said primly,
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    "Do you know that I have never seen you before, doctor?" and I thought that perhaps my own expression had been fairly fatuous, being accustomed to dealing with Beth sightless. I asked her if she felt well enough after all, to talk with me for a while, and she was eager to stay, adding that Aunt Morgen was "so cross all the time now/'


    I was not very much surprised at that, to be sure, and asked her what her aunt thought of her continuing to visit my office.


    "She said I could come," Beth said. "When I go out she wants to know where I am going and when I am coming back, as though I were a baby still."


    I wondered at this; from what I had seen of Aunt I would have expected her to keep her runaway niece chained to the bedpost, but I suppose that actually, short of a legitimate confinement in an institution, she could hardly endeavor to keep her niece under constant supervision; she knew only the hospital's diagnosis of "amnesia" and so imagined, I suppose, that her niece had forgotten that she ran away, and why, and might be assumed to be fairly safe from another attempt. I sighed, and Beth said quickly, "It is you who are tired, and I have stayed too long."


    "No, no indeed," I said. "I am only perplexed."


    "I know," she said. "You are worried about me, and wondering over my health, and hoping I will be well." She thought. "Are you going to put me to sleep?" she asked.


    I most certainly did not want to attempt hypnosis; indeed, I wanted only to send her home until I might prepare myself more adequately for returning to her case. But she had come to me faithfully, and I was still her physician. "I shall," I said steadily. "If you wish it, we shall resume our regular treatments now."


    Perhaps because she was excited she was most difficult to subdue into a deep hypnotic slumber this afternoon; with her eyes closed and lying back in her chair she more nearly resembled the Beth I remembered, the girl who had once been only R2! I had never before put Beth under further hypnosis without arriving at Betsy, and perhaps that thought, too, delayed our achievement of her hypnotic trance; time after time she would open her eyes and smile at me and I, smiling back, would begin again, patiently. At last her eyes closed and she began to breathe evenly and I, hardly daring to speak above a whisper, said, "What is your name?"
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    Her eyes snapped open, and she scowled at me. "Monster," she said, the scratches showing red on her face, "wicked man."


    "Good afternoon, Betsy. I trust you are rested from the fatigues of your journey?"


    She turned her face away sullenly, and I repressed a great jubilation at seeing her so chastened; here was no wild laughter and tormenting teasing, but only a vicious creature trapped and held fast. "Betsy," I said, abandoning my ironic tone, "I am truly sorry for you. You treated me unfairly, but I am sorry, nevertheless, to see you so miserable, and I still offer to help you in any way I can."


    "Let me go, then," she said, to the wall.


    "Where can you go?"


    "I won't tell," she said sullenly. "You haven't any right to know."


    "Then, Betsy, will you tell me where you went, when you ran away? We found you in New York, you know—did you go there directly?"


    She shook her head mutely.


    "Why did you run away, Betsy?" I asked her, most gently.


    "Because you wouldn't let me be free and happy. And when I was in New York I was happy all the time, and I had lunch in a restaurant and I went on a bus and everyone I met was nice, not like you or her or Aunt Morgen."


    I confess I could have found it in my heart to feel sorry for the young sinner; a giddy day or so, a few hours of freedom, a taste of luxury—they would appeal to the best of us. But, I told myself sternly, the best of us would not thereby jeopardize the lives of Beth and Elizabeth, and so I went on, "And in the hospital?"


    "I wasn't there," she said, and it was a cry of agony, "I wasn't even there!"


    "You mean you were inside?"


    She shook her head. "I was gone," she said. "I didn't even know about it, and I always know everything, what Lizzie does and what Beth does and what they say and think and what they're dreaming and now I know about the hospital just because I heard her talking to Morgen, and I wasn't even there— 1


    "Her?"


    "Her," Betsy said with loathing.


    "Then," I said, with an attempt at geniality, "it was not you who denied me in the hospital."
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    Betsy grinned. "I heard about it," she said. "She said that you—" "The subject is not worth discussion/' I said. "We have more important things to worry about, and primary among these is the question we were working on before Elizabeth fell ill; I mean, of course, the death of your—of Elizabeth's mother." "I won't talk to you," she said, sullen again. "You don't like me." "I don't," I agreed readily. "You have been most unfair to me. But I believe that I should like you a good deal more if you answered my questions sensibly."


    "I won't talk to you," she said, and made the same answer to everything I said, and finally would not speak at all.


    I found in her sullenness the conviction that she knew she was beaten, and, much heartened by this taming of the villain of our piece, I gave up my questions, and wondered if I might untangle my hypnotic snarl by awakening her, but I found this almost as difficult as I had found hypnosis in the first place. Again and again I found Betsy's hating eyes fixed on mine, and I began to suspect that matters among these several personalities were coming to a head, as it were, and that instead of slipping from one to another easily through hypnosis, they were each of them enough aware of individuality to resist being pushed under, and were clinging tenaciously to the surface, each in hope of finally establishing dominance. It seemed reasonable to assume that power was closely coordinated with conscious control, and the more time any personality spent governing the others, the stronger that personality would be, bleeding the others of their precious consciousness. I already knew that here knowledge was surely power, and the personality most basic in Miss R. was the one to whom the mind was most open; Elizabeth had lost, and was losing, a large portion of her conscious life, with no conception of what was going on when she was under, and my poor Beth was very little better off; Betsy had, so far, with her ability to comprehend both Elizabeth and Beth, seemed easily the most basic of the ones I had met, and yet how unwilling I was to admit itl Now, however, Betsy's dark hints of a "she," to whose mental workings Betsy did not have constant and easy access gave me hopes that perhaps Miss R. might be coming to herself again, although I trusted that the girl I had met in the hospital was not to be the entire final form of the personality; I could have wished her a little of Beth's sweetness!
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    I finally put Betsy aside, then, and awakened, as I thought, my friend Beth; she opened her eyes, looked around, sighed, and sat up at once. "Again?" she said, as though to herself, and then her eyes fell on me. For a long minute she looked at me, and then she said deliberately, "I thought I asked you not to bother me any more. If you will not leave me alone I will tell my aunt."


    It may be imagined that I was not overly complimented by this address; I resisted a strong impulse to rise and show her the door, and said only, "My name is Victor Wright. I am a doctor and you have been, miss, my patient for upwards of twenty months."


    "I? Impossible."


    "I thank you," I said stiffly. "It is not quite so impossible as you think; there are, in fact, those in this town who could, if they would, point to me as a man of science and integrity. However, madam, it is not my credentials which are in question, but your own. Can you tell me who you are?"


    She flashed a look of dislike upon me. "If I have been your patient for as long as you say," she told me arrogantly, "then you must have found out my name by now." And she gave a short laugh which reminded me disagreeably of her aunt.


    "Your name," I said flatly, "is Elizabeth R., although in any future conversation between us I am going to surprise you by calling you Bess."


    "Bess?" she said, more nettled than surprised. "But why?"


    "Because I choose to," I said, just like Betsy. I believe that if she had not reminded me of her aunt (a picture which will always remind me in turn, most vividly, of my experiences in the airplane) I should have not been so brusque; I ought to have spoken to her kindly and patiently, and brought her slowly to an acceptance of myself, but even a man of science cannot always be impartial, and sensible, and invulnerable, and she had antagonized me hopelessly.


    She was not stupid; she perceived this at once, and perhaps had some inkling of future favors to be gained from me, for she changed her tone and said more civilly, "I am sorry to be rude. I have not been myself since my mother's death; I have been very nervous, and I may say things I never really mean to. I was very much affected by my mother's death." She seemed to consider this a most handsome apology, and flounced and simpered at me to show that she bore me no ill-will for having insulted me twice before.
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    I thought her tawdry, and artificial, and mincing, and I did not at all care for her obvious attempts to sound refined; how, I wondered, could Elizabeth and Beth speak like quietly-educated girls, and this one speak so lispingly, and then thought that the mind behind this one was surely faulty, although strong, and must be securely incorporated with Elizabeth and Beth to manufacture a final endurable personality. As soon as I felt that I might answer her with composure, I said, "I am not surprised, of course, that you felt grief at your mother's death; it would be unnatural if you had not. But surely, in this length of time . . ."


    I paused, and she lifted her handkerchief to her eyes.


    "After all," I continued, when it appeared that she was too much "affected" to speak, "your aunt was also devoted to your mother, and she has succeeded in overcoming her loss."


    "Aunt Morgen has no fine feelings at all." This coincided very nearly with my own view of Aunt Morgen, but I said nothing; after a minute she went on, "Besides, Aunt Morgen is old and fat and foolish, and I am young and" (she simpered) "attractive and rich; surely it is a shame that sorrow should-—"


    "Blight?" I suggested ironically.


    She gave me another look of dislike, and continued, "Many people have told me that I look very much like my mother when she was younger, except that my hair has a better color than hers did, and my ankles are narrower." She regarded her ankles with pleasure, and I could not resist saying, "Then let us hope that those scratches do not leave scars on your face."


    She looked up at me and for a minute she was as badly frightened as anyone I have ever seen. Then she said, with a false smile, "They won't, thank you for asking. I checked with Doctor Ryan."


    "Did you tell him how you got them?" I asked.


    "I fell," she said quickly, still desperately afraid. "I don't know why you keep asking about them, it isn't polite and it doesn't matter anyway."


    "And Betsy?"


    She stood up, trembling, and said ferociously, "There isn't any such thing as Betsy, and you know it, you want to frighten me again and I won't have itl" She stopped, caught her breath, and then went on more quietly. "I told you that I have not been myself since
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    my mother's death. I sometimes . . . imagine things. I am a very nervous person by nature."


    "I see," I said. "And how long did you say it had been, since your mother died?"


    She lifted the handkerchief again. "Three weeks," she said.


    "I see," I said. "Most distressing. But your aunt has completely gotten over it?"


    "To tell you the truth," she said, sitting down again and obviously relieved that we had gotten away from the scratches on her face, "Aunt Morgen and I don't get on very well. I expect to be moving out on her soon."


    I did not envy Aunt the graceless society of this young lady, and would have liked to send her home Miss R. in the form of Elizabeth, as a gesture of common humanity, but I could not really see my way clear to proposing soberly to Miss that I put her into an hypnotic trance, so I only said, "I trust your agitation will have abated somewhat, Miss Bess R., by our next appointment."


    "Our?" she said in absolute astonishment. "My dear man, you do not suppose that I am coming here again?"


    "Indeed?"


    She laughed, with a return to her former arrogance. "There are so many people who speak so well of you," she said, "that you hardly need to beg for patients to come to your office. I told you I had seen Doctor Ryan; he is my doctor, and I am telling you plainly, once and for all, that I do not want or intend to be any patient of yours. There is nothing personal in it, and I have told you already that I am sorry for being rude before, but just because I apologized to you, you needn't expect to send me a bill and get paid for this short conversation. I may be rich, but I am not going to be taken in by every . . ."


    I showed her the door at last.


    Without enthusiasm, I added R4 to my notes, and hoped she was the last; each of Miss R.'s varying selves, I thought, proved more disagreeable than the last—always, of course, excepting Beth, who, although weak and almost helpless, was at least possessed of a kind of winsomeness, and engaging in her very helplessness. I found myself, lying awake that night in bed—one finds, I think, that even with a clear conscience there comes an age when sleep forsakes the weary
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    mind; I am not elderly, but I frequently, now, court sleep in vain— I found that I was telling over and over, as though they were figures in a charade, my four girls: Elizabeth the numb, the stupid, the inarticulate, but somehow enduring, since she had remained behind to carry on when the rest of them went under; Beth, the sweet and susceptible; Betsy, the wanton and wild, and Bess, the arrogant and cheap. I perceived that no one of these could possibly be permitted to assume the role of the true, complete (by very definition none of them could be complete!) Miss R., and, equally, none of them could be judged "impostors"; Miss R. would be at last a combination in some manner of all four, although I must admit that the contemplation of a personality combining Elizabeth's stupidity with Bern's weakness, Betsy's viciousness with Bess's arrogance, left me with an urge to throw the blankets over my face and hide myself!


    I saw myself, if the analogy be not too extreme, much like a Frankenstein with all the materials for a monster ready at hand, and when I slept, it was with dreams of myself patching and tacking together, trying most hideously to chip away the evil from Betsy and leave what little was good, while the other three stood by mockingly, waiting their turns.


    As I sat the next morning at my desk, putting my notes in order, I heard Miss Hartley's surprised voice in the outer office, and then the door to my private office slammed open, and Betsy ripped in, raging like a fury, shaking and white; "What is this, you old fool," she shouted, without even closing the door, "what is this I hear, that you have chosen this proud cold beastly bitch* to manage all of us now? Do you think I'm going to let you get away with anything like that? Do you suppose—"


    "Close the door, please," I said quietly, "and moderate your language. Even if you are not a lady, you are addressing a gentleman."


    She laughed, uncaring for the harm she did her own cause by angering me, and I swear that I thought for a moment she might strike me; she came up to the desk and leaned over (and I most heartily grateful to be securely behind such a solid piece of furniture) and shouted into my very face, "Madman! What are you doing to all of us?"


    * These are Betsy's words, not mine; I hesitate to copy them, but accuracy compels. V.W.


    


    "My dear Betsy," I said imploringly, "do compose yourself, I beg of you; I cannot possibly discuss the matter with you so long as you are in this overwrought state."


    She quieted somewhat, and stood with her hands shaking and her eyes, flashing, pressed close against the other side of the desk. Still more than half afraid that she might suddenly spring at me, I held myself tense, back against the wall, and with an effort ^ept my voice quiet and steady as I asked her to sit down. "For," I added, "we cannot talk quietly, you and I, until we sit together like human beings, and do not hold one another at bay like animals."


    Apparently seeing that I was not afraid of her, she gave a resigned shrug and threw herself into her usual chair, where she sat with her face turned from me and her hands still clenched into fists. I took the first real breath I had drawn since she entered my office, and passed warily around her to close the door. "Now, my dear," I said, returning to my own chair behind the desk, "tell me what has upset you so."


    "Well," said Betsy, as one diagramming an enormous injustice, "Lizzie and Beth and I are all your old friends, and even though you don't like me, it's not fair to pick a stranger to take charge of us."


    "I am not going to put anyone in charge, as you call it. This Bess is merely another self, just like yourself and Beth and Elizabeth."


    "She's not like me," Betsy said. "She's awful."


    I smiled at the pot calling the kettle black, and continued, "My intention is not to choose among you, but to coax you all back together into a whole person again. Why should you suppose that I am discriminating against the rest of you in favor of Bess?"


    "She says so," Betsy said sullenly.


    I was growing excited; somewhere in here it was going to be possible to define the precise area of consciousness of each of these characters, and, when I could break down the barriers of silence between them, my cure was more than half accomplished; "How?" I asked, and then, when Betsy looked up in surprise, I said more evenly, "How do you and Bess communicate?"


    "So there are things the old man doesn't know?" said Betsy with sudden amusement. "Well," she said, lying back in her chair, "why should I tell you? Suppose I just don't tell you anything so long as she's around? How do you like that?" She got to her feet, and looked
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    down at me from across the desk. "You can't be friends with her and me," sh,e said flatly, and turned toward the door.


    "Betsy," I said urgently, but when she turned her face to me again it was politely disdainful and my heart sank—I confess it—to see that I had for the moment lost Betsy, with our quarrel still unsolved, and was entertaining Bess. "Why don't you leave me alone?" Bess asked, surveying me without anger, but surely without cordiality.


    "I regret," I told her coldly, "that you were brought here without my desiring it. My patient—"


    "Your patients do not concern me," she said. "I was a little excited a few minutes ago, and I hope you are going to forget what I said. About people being put in charge of other people."


    "You are aware of everything that has been said in this room since you entered?"


    "Of course." She was surprised. "I am sometimes very nervous, and say wild things. My mother's death—"


    "I know," I said hastily. "Will you come back and sit down? I badly need your assistance."


    She hesitated. "If you need any assistance," she said, "I will stay for a minute, but since I am not consulting you as a patient—"


    "No bill will be sent you for my time," I told her, with absolute conviction, and, reassured, she came back and sat down again. As soon as she was seated, "Tell me, then," I said, "why you deny the actuality of any other personality in yourself?"


    She wet her lips, and glanced nervously about her, as though afraid of retaliation from Betsy, perhaps, for what she was about to say. Finally she said haltingly, "I was so sick when my mother died, and I am only beginning to get well again. If I get to thinking that there is some other person making me do things, they will all believe that I'm really crazy, and maybe lock me up somewhere, and Aunt Mor-gen will take all the money."


    "I see," I said. "And if I tell you that I do not believe that you are 'crazy/ as you call it, and that together we may overcome this illness of yours, will you then agree to help me?"


    "If there really is someone else," she said slowly, "then I was stronger than she was, when we were in New York, because I drove her down. So why should I go to the expense of hiring you to drive her away, if I can do it myself?"


    I felt as though I were going mad along with her. "Miss R.," I
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    said, "out of the kindness of my heart and friendship for Doctor Ryan I undertook your case. Since I first began, with nothing but the purest scientific integrity, nothing but your own good health my objective, no cause to serve and no glory to gain beyond the sight of Miss Elizabeth R. well and happy and prepared to assume a normal place in the world—since I began, I say, I have met with nothing but insolence and obstruction from you and from your sisters; only Beth has in any way tried to help me and she is too weak to remain consistently loyal. If I had my way—" and I am afraid that, in my turn, I raised my voice—"if I had my way, Miss, you would be soundly whipped and taught to mind your manners. As it is, you leave me no choice but to give up your case; as of this moment, Miss R., my association with you is ended/'


    "Oh, Doctor Wright," she said in tears, and it was Beth, "what have I done to anger you so?"


    I was a man bedeviled. Wordlessly I rose and stamped out of my office, leaving the field to my enemies, whose wild triumphant laughter echoed behind me.


    I do not suppose that even my least cynical reader will expect that my association with Miss R. ended here, on such a strong note of my own; I was prepared without further question to give up Miss R/s case, upon what I thought full and sufficient provocation, but I could not persuade Miss R/s case to relinquish me; I might as well have shouted my tirade to an empty office as to Beth, who was as little able to understand me as if I had been babbling Greek, and my heroics went for nothing. Elizabeth presented herself at my office promptly the next day, sat in the chair across the desk, and told me she had a headache.


    Betsy about this time became addicted to a kind of spiteful practical joke, practiced largely against Bess, her particular enemy (it was amusing, incidentally, to see how Betsy's loathing of Elizabeth and Beth had modified itself when Bess appeared on the scene) but sometimes Betsy was not above entertaining herself with dull Elizabeth or guileless Beth; one afternoon Miss R. was extremely late, and I had almost decided to await her no longer, when Beth telephoned; she could not get out of the house, because her aunt had gone out after locking the back door, and someone (and I knew
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    who, although Beth, of course, did not) had pushed a heavy desk before the front door, so that Beth could not get out; she was too weak to move the desk and too self-conscious to be seen climbing from a window, and so home she stayed, until her aunt returned to unlock the back door and help her move the desk. When I scolded Betsy for this prank she explained innocently that she had intended it for Bess, who had planned to go shopping that afternoon, and had thought that if Bess could not move the desk she would remain at home and so permit the other personalities to pay their usual visit to my office.


    Again, Betsy was not above a kind of petty dishonesty; several times Elizabeth exhausted her small supply of strength walking to my office because Betsy had stolen all her money and hidden it. Poor Elizabeth would rather walk to my office than not come at all; I think it was one of the few spots where the unfortunate creature was allowed any freedom, with the more powerful personalities lording it over her at home.


    Bess was most particularly sensitive about her money, and strongly disliked spending it upon anything but herself; she grudged every penny her aunt spent for household items, but lavished large sums upon clothes and jewelry of her own. One of Betsy's favorite tricks, and one which never failed of driving Bess to a frenzy, was to assume control of the personality and then, as Miss R., distribute Bess' possessions generously among everyone she saw; she gave an expensive coat to the old woman who cleaned house for Miss R. and her aunt, and sums of money to beggars on the street (I think, myself, that Betsy was more able to take control of the personality when someone approached who needed money; Bess was very apt to become nervous and excitable when she thought she might be asked to give away her precious pennies, and easier of access to Betsy; this, however, may be pure malicious reasoning on my part); each time, wickedly, bringing Bess back in time to hear the fulsome thanks of the recipient of Betsy's charity. Bess spent long hours shopping, and many times (since, we discovered, she had still only the most partial access to Betsy's actions), believed she had been shopping when the rest of them were with me at my office; we were something of a clandestine crew, with Betsy on guard. For several months after my last scene with Bess, Betsy took it upon herself to protect the rest of us, and, gleefully, stood watch while I talked with Elizabeth or
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    Beth; at the first sign of Bess' coming Betsy would hastily shepherd Miss R. out of the office and into the street and when Bess arrived she would find herself standing gazing into a shop window safely outside. Betsy's favorite spot, by the way, was the window of a shop across the street from my office, which sold sporting goods, and Betsy reported with mirth that Bess was not able to understand the peculiar fascination the window of the sporting-goods shop held for her; she knew only that several times she had strayed unconsciously toward it, and had found herself gazing raptly at a display of tennis rackets, fishing rods, and golf clubs.


    Careful questioning uncovered the reassuring fact that, although Betsy felt perfectly free to play her tricks on her fellows, and to tell me about them, she was enough in awe of her aunt to stay relatively circumspect when there was a chance of her aunt's discovering her. The girls all seemed to behave fairly well around Aunt Morgen, and I am sure that Aunt—although she could hardly have avoided perceiving that her niece was odd—had no notion of the real state of the case.


    During all this time Betsy's attitude toward me was changing materially. We could never trust one another entirely, but she knew, of course, of my treatment at Bess' hands, and felt that in any balance of power I would stand on the side of the angels, which, to Betsy's mind, meant no one but Betsy. I was greatly appreciative of the assistance Betsy was giving me, in numberless ways, to enable me to mine information from Elizabeth and Beth; I still knew that the final personality of Miss R. could only be one which was fully cognizant of Miss R.'s life and experiences, full and entire, and my present hope was to strengthen Beth, by whatever means, and bring her slowly to a complete open realization of the whole personality. Beth already knew of the existence of herself and Elizabeth; I now told both of them about Betsy and Bess, taking a great deal of time, and explaining as slowly and patiently as I could. The minds of Betsy and Bess were still closed to them, of course, just as Bess could still shut Betsy out for spaces of time, exerting maximum control, and Betsy could do the same for Bess. I found that as the four of them became more distinct they drew farther away from one another, also, so that what once might have been mere cracks of cleavage were now gulfs between them.


    I grew quite accustomed to my little group of girls and we were
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    frequently very merry; Elizabeth and Beth were astonished at Betsy's knowledge of their actions, and I think she even developed a kind of fondness for them; she never really liked Beth considerably, but she became really quite protective toward Elizabeth, and several times helped Elizabeth, unasked, when Elizabeth was in trouble; being titeless, and given to fits of enthusiasm, she twice did all of Elizabeth's personal laundry, scrubbing and ironing with great fervor and little efficiency; once, when Bess put on a blouse which Betsy had freshly ironed, Betsy irritably poured a bottle of ink on her head; her fondness for Elizabeth did not, of course, exempt Elizabeth from being the victim of various practical jokes which occurred to Betsy, but whenever Elizabeth became innocently entangled in some snare Betsy had set, we wete sure of a contrite apology from Betsy, and a wide-eyed declaration that the trap had, of course, been set for Bess.


    I have among my notes numberless instances of various possessions spilled, torn, or hidden by the indefatigable Betsy, of the long walks she would take in order to leave Beth or Elizabeth stranded far away in an unfamiliar spot, with no way of getting home except to walk upon legs already wearied by Betsy's brisk pace; she sent Bess screaming hysterically through the house one night, a result of finding her bed full of spiders; she brought me affectionate little gifts stolen from Bess' desk, and a red candy box full of Betsy's own letters which she said she had taken from Elizabeth. When I showed this last to Elizabeth she was utterly taken aback, but confessed that she had received the letters before she had ever begun treatments with me, while she was still employed at the museum. Oddly enough, the discovery that these lettets had been composed by Betsy only increased the fondness which they felt for one another. Betsy, unless she was sulking, rately afflicted Elizabeth now with aches and pains, reserving all her malevolence for Bess, and when Betsy discovered that I disapproved of her pranks against Bess, even though I felt little sympathy for her victim, she stopped reporting these details to me, so that for this period of several weeks I heard little or nothing of Bess, since Betsy would not tell me about her, and Beth and Elizabeth could not.


    This period—which I may perhaps be pardoned for calling Miss R.'s golden age—came to an abrupt period one afternoon when, expecting my friends, I was both shocked and surprised when Miss
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    Hartley, announcing Miss R., ushered in Bess. I had almost forgotten the sharp face and. the snapping eyes, the unpleasant voice and manner, and it was not a joy to me to see them again; I had hoped to be far better prepared before I tried to deal with Bess. She flounced to the chair, and sat herself down, and gave me a condescending smile, and said at last that she supposed I was surprised to see her and— I admitting this without comment—that she hoped I bore her no malice. I told her that I did not, which was not true, and she explained to me that her mother's recent death had left her very nervous. I told her dryly that I was sorry to see her still grieving and she gave me a suspicious glance and then, settling herself more firmly in her chair, went on, "That's one reason I'm here, you see. I don't seem to be recovering as quickly as I should, and I am a little worried about my health."


    "Let me see/' I asked her. "How long ago was it? Your mother's death?"


    "Three weeks," she said.


    "Still three weeks?" I asked. "Surely, a good time ago, you told me—


    "I guess I know when my own mother died," she said flatly.


    "Of course," I said. "And the nature of this nervousness of yours?"


    "You mean, why do I think I'm nervous? I've always been nervous; I was a very nervous child."


    "I meant, what particular causes do you have, to worry about your health? Headaches, for instance, or insomnia?"


    "I . . ." She hesitated, and then said rapidly, "I'm just frightened, all the time. Someone is trying to kill me."


    "Really?" I asked, thinking of three people who would have enjoyed killing Bess if they could, "why do you imagine such a thing?"


    "Because they are. They want my money."


    "I see." I thought. "Why?" I asked.


    "Because she hates me, and the day before yesterday I was coming down the stairs and she caught my foot and I almost fell, and then today when I was cutting tomatoes for sandwiches for lunch she turned the knife right around in my hand and c-cut me." I thought she was about to cry; she held out her left hand, inadequately bandaged in a handkerchief. I came round the desk and took away the handkerchief and examined the cut; it was neither deep nor serious,
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    but must have bled freely and to Betsy's satisfaction. "It could hardly have proved fatal," I told her. "Betsy would not—"


    "Betsy?" she cried out. "Who says it was Betsy? There isn't any such thing."


    "Then who do you think is trying to harm you—your aunt?"


    She could not pretend to believe that, and she dropped her eyes and slowly rewound the handkerchief around her hand. "I'm left-handed," she said. "This is very awkward for me."


    This was of some interest to me; Elizabeth and Beth and Betsy were all right-handed. I said to her gently, "I think a great deal of your fear would be dissipated if you could bring yourself to face the reality of Betsy. You could at least give up thinking, then, that your life is in danger; Betsy could not harm you without harming herself."


    "There isn't any Betsy."


    "Very well. Did you put spiders in your own bed?"


    She stared at me. "Who told you that?"


    "Betsy did," I said blandly.


    She dropped her shoulders and looked away resignedly, and I felt for her. She was taking a bold stand on Betsy, and perhaps by steadfastly refusing to admit the existence of any other personality to Miss R., she might have succeeded eventually in eliminating Elizabeth and Beth, but Betsy was made of stronger stuff and poor Bess was fairly cornered; she had either to bow to the fact of Betsy's existence, and admit that she was not the only Miss R., or explain to herself why it had come about that—say—she had gotten into a bed full of spiders, or cut her own hand, or pushed herself downstairs.


    "Look," she said earnestly at last, leaning forward as though she wanted to avoid being overheard, "I get the money, no one can take it away; Aunt Morgen even admits that the money is mine. And I'm not going to let any Betsy or anyone come along and pretend she's me and try to take it all away."


    "But surely the money is not that important; consider—"


    "Of course the money is important," she said, interrupting me sharply. "You idealists always think you can invent something better, but I notice that when it comes to paying the rent—"


    "Young lady," I said, interrupting in my turn, "I do not care to be called names by a person who has only the vaguest idea of what her words entail. I am not interested in whose money it is, or what Aunt Morgen says; I am only interested in—"
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    "I know you say that," she said coolly, "but what you'd better know is, if you've made some arrangement with Aunt Morgen, say, about this Betsy of yours, and you're trying to fix up something to run me out so's I have to give up the money—well, what I want to say is that whatever Aunt Morgen or this Betsy or anyone has promised you, the money is mine, and I'll make you a better offer than any of them, and I'm the one can back it up."


    "Good heavens," I said, hearing her through because I lacked words to speak to her, "Good heavens, my dear Miss R.! What a deplorable ... I mean to say, how outrageous!" And I believe I was almost struck dumb; I gasped, and floundered, and have no doubt I turned purple in the face; she apparently accepted my shock as genuine, because she had the grace to hesitate before she continued, "Well, if I'm wrong, I'll be the first to say I'm sorry, doctor. But I do think you ought to get it clear that I'm the only one really able to offer you anything. Because after all, if you were taken in by someone who said they'd pay you, I'm just doing you a favor by making sure you know they won't. Because the money—"


    I believe that only my knowledge of the fear behind her words saved me from an apoplexy; in spite of my speechless fury, I noted that under her brazen assurance, her lip was trembling, and beyond her arrogant gestures her right hand moved constantly over to touch the bandage on her left hand, to tug at it and fold it back, to move and turn and clench itself, as though it held. . . . My anger gone, scarcely attending to her unending financial monologue, I carelessly slid a pad of paper across the polished surface of the desk, and sent my pencil after it. When the pencil touched her arm her fingers seized it, and then—poor Bess continuing all this time about the obligations of wealth, and the luxuries she had had to forego because of her aunt's extravagances—Bess' right hand, without her knowledge, took to scribbling on the pad, while I drew a deep sigh and sat back in my chair, smiling and nodding like a great idol who has just seen a whole calf roasted at his altar. (I am not an irreligious man, but I suspect myself occasionally; here the analogy is irresistible, and I think it is because this present satisfaction was utterly worldly, almost akin to spite, and I do not, certainly, find human pettiness an aspect of the Almighty; thus, perhaps, the pagan conception.) At any rate, I eyed the scribbling pencil with far more attention (although disguised, surely) than I gave to Miss R. and her large, if
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    diaphanous, plans for endcr. pitals and setting up charitable


    utions for the poor.


    Certai uy. I said occasionally, and nodded, and sometimes I said, *\By all means/' ;: "\:t at all." I have no notion of what I may have agreed to, but I do not think she was listening in any case, any more than she was attending to the earnest labors of her own hand with a pencil. At length, seeing the top page of the pad entirely filled with wiiliug, I reached forth again casualty—although I believe I might have snatched the page, without noticeably withdrawing Bess from her monetary devotions—and took off the top page, her hand holding back while I did so, as though waiting to start another.


    "Do you not think I have a case, my dear doctor?" Bess asked me just then, and I looked up, and shook my head with great deliberation, and told her I hardly knew what to think, and she sighed, and said it v hard for a young woman alone, and so went on, and


    I bent my gaze ardently to the page of paper.


    "doctor wrong," it read, "aunt m lawyers stop money poor bess ask her ask her where is mother what aunt m says ask her ask her she is not saying true ask her i am here and i am here and she is not no money poor bess laughing betsy"


    ■d thus ended my page, but the pencil wrote on and on. I put my hand down firmly and flat on the page I held, and lifted my head, and said, into a pause where Bess stopped to draw breath, "My dear ! IL, what did you do to your mother


    There was a dead silence, and then she said, whimpering, "You're - again, Doctor Wright; what have I done?" : dung, nothing," I said, as to a fretful child, "nothing, Beth."


    "You don't always call me the way you used to. I think you don't like me any more, and I think that now you'd rather talk to Bess, and I never thought you'd like her better than you do your own Beth, but I guess that if you'd rather—"


    ~Oh, Beth," I said, and sighed. "I only want Bess to tell me about your mother's death."


    "If I'm in your way," Beth said, *you just don't need to call me again. You can spend all your time with Bess; 111 never know. I thought yoa liked me, though."


    "Oh," I said in weary desperation, "I'd rather have Be:


    "Fine," she said, grinning. "I never thought, my dearest doctor, my
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    dearest dearest Doctor Wrong, that I would hear you calling upon Betsy as :ld call upon—"


    "Stop," I said, "no blasphemy; is it not enough mat I am driven and tormented by all of you: must I be blamed, too?"


    She giggled maliciously. Ton were clever to give me the pencil," she said. "I couldn't get out until you drove her away." She added more seriously, "Aunt Morgen made her come see you todi


    "I rather imagined that there had been some crisis; Bess would not have risked a consultation fee without grave provocation."


    "Well," said Betsy, consideringly, "first of all, she was scared. She cut her hand, you know," and the imp glanced at me demurely. "But it was really Aunt Morgen deciding to write to the lawyers that made her come—I told you, with the pencil."


    "I don't really understand it, however, it has to do with her precious money, I assume?"


    "Indeed it does; Aunt Morgen wants to tell the lawyers that she can't have the money because . . ." Betsy hesitated, with a long, innocent face ". . . because she has been so very nervous since her mother died," said Betsy. Then she asked me bluntly, "Are yon going to let her pay you money for telling the lawyers and everyone she's all right?"


    "Certainly I am not going to become involved in any such foolishness. I don't want any money, or at least not hers, and I have no intention of discussing her with lawyers or anyone else, and I am furthermore prepared to abandon the subject of this infernal financial lunacy forever; I am neither an accountant nor a bank clerk, and I am heartily tired of dealing with a ledger when I am concerned with a flesh-and-blood—"


    iddle-dee-dee," said Betsy, "fiddle-dee-dee. The mouse has married the bumblebee."


    "And," I said roundly, "I fully intend to discover what hand you, ^ad in all this mischief."


    "Me?" said Bet> Jle-dee-dee,"


    "Did you, for instance," I wondered aloud, "hint to your aunt of some irrational behavior over expenditures . . . did you, perhaps, demonstrate some such silliness?"


    "Fiddle-dee-dee." said Betsy, eyes cast heavenward in innocence.


    "I should not be surprised if you had—say—torn up, or burned, some large bill in your aunt's presence—"
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    "You mean," Betsy asked, 'like lighting a cigarette with a ten-dollar bill? piddle-dee-dee."


    "I see," I said.


    "I did" Betsy continued with great candor, "put a little notion into Beth's head about how you were always talking to her these days. I thought maybe when you heard how bad it made Beth feel you'd be a little nicer to us all."


    "That was unkind," I said.


    "Tell Beth," said Betsy, grinning, and turned to me Beth's tearful face.


    "I don't want to talk to you any more," Beth said.


    "Beth," I told her with irritation, "I tell you that I have not seen Bess for weeks until this afternoon when she walked into my office. I did not invite her here, and I assure you that I view her with the most sincere dislike. There is no reason in the world for you or anyone else to be upset; I am a doctor and in order to make any progress upon this case—"


    "If you don't like her," said Beth sullenly, "then why do you talk to her all the time instead of me?"


    "Oh, Betsy, Betsy," I cried, in despair.


    "She's just jealous," Betsy said. "She'll get over it. Fiddle-dee-dee," she added, with a giggle.


    "If I could only persuade you to behave," I said wearily.


    "Do you know," said Betsy, falling suddenly back into her familiar sullenness, "do you know that if you had left me alone I could be free now? I would be with . . ." She stopped abruptly, and when I looked up questioningly she was turned away.


    "Tell me about it, Betsy," I said.


    "No. Besides, if I told you about Robin you'd be angry with me and hate me worse than you do now, even, because that was a bad thing. And I wouldn't tell you about the rest of it because then you'd find out about Robin."


    "And suppose I promise not to be angry?"


    She laughed. "Fiddle-dee-dee," she said. "Said the mouse, 'Dear bee, will you marry me, will you marry me, sweet bumblebee?' Can you sing, Doctor Wrong?"


    "Poorly," I said. "Betsy, I am persuaded that in all of this, even including your nonsense, there is a pattern of sorts to be discovered, and I am determined that it shall not remain hidden. At every


    


    crucial point of Miss R.'s life one or another of you steps forward to confuse and bewilder me; you tell me meaningless trifles when I require absolute facts, you babble nonsense at me when I come close to home, you mock me."


    "Fiddle-dee-dee. I treat you very nicely, I think."


    "And," I continued, "I have observed that whenever I am speaking to you or to Bess, and my searching becomes too sharp for comfort, you withdraw and send Beth with her tenderness and her tears, and evade my questions. I think that you and Bess between you can tell me my story, and I fully intend that you shall. Therefore—"


    "Beth won't come, anyway," Betsy interrupted, giggling. "Beth's mad and I'm glad and I know what will please her; a bottle of wine, to make her shine, and Doctor Wrong to—"


    "Betsy," I said, "in heaven's name!"


    "Now who's blaspheming?" she said pertly.


    "I want you to take a note to your aunt," I said in sudden decision. "I'll tell you what I shall write, since I expect you would read it in any case. I shall ask Miss Jones to call here at my office, at any time convenient to her, to discuss the progress of her niece's case."


    Although I had serious misgivings about entrusting such an errand to Betsy, I felt that I had no choice; I disliked addressing Miss Jones through the common post, and could not endeavor to communicate through Elizabeth, who would most probably not be allowed to remain conscious long enough to carry a message, or through Beth, who was in the same state of subjection, and angry at me besides, or through Bess, who would surely find the message of ominous import to her security. I might have telephoned Miss Jones, indeed, but, to own it frankly, I was very reluctant to converse with the lady on any grounds but my own, safe in my own office with my own books and my good stout desk before me. I dreaded her mockery, and it was a delicate subject I brought her.


    All of these doubts passed swiftly through my mind as I wrote a quick note to Miss Jones, asking only that she call on me to discuss the health of her niece, while Betsy sang to herself in her chair; I then thought to fortify the safe delivery of my message by remarking, as I handed the folded note across the desk, "I expect that you will keep this from Bess."


    "I will," she said, and added slowly, "if I can." And then, in a rush
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    of words that seemed born of a terror not until now acknowledged, "I think she is getting stronger all the time/'


    I glanced* up at her frightened face, and said easily, "I believe we shall have her down yet. Don't be afraid of her/'


    "Mother's Betsy mustn't cry," she said, and turned and left me quickly.


    Well, then, I sent my note, and had my answer, and my exasperation for my pains; a letter reached me two days later, and a staggering surprise it was—although my reader must do me credit, and suppose that I was not, after the first moment, altogether taken in —to read: "My dear Doctor Wright: I don't think you seriously meant what you said in your letter, and if you did, you should be horsewhipped. I am a poor lone woman but you are a bad old man. Sincerely yours, Morgen Jones." This odd document, laboriously composed, had an air unmistakable, and even though it caused me some honest amusement, I was acutely aware of my own folly in supposing that Betsy's seeming friendliness was to be trusted for a moment; I had been taken in by her cheerfulness and seeming cooperative spirit. When I thought, finally, of what nonsense might even now lie in Miss Jones' hands, purporting to be from me, I was inclined to berate myself for a madman. I do believe, however, that this superlative insolence of Betsy's put the final stamp upon my conviction that matters must be brought to a head as soon as possible; I perceived that my present policy of tactful patience had been shortsighted, in allowing Betsy to wander almost freely, and Bess to establish herself almost firmly; knowledge is power, I told myself, and determined to seek my knowledge from Miss Jones, and, armed with my knowledge, lead an unscrupulous flank attack upon her niece.


    I was, moreover, deeply concerned at the blatant tricks Betsy seemed willing to employ in order to avoid a meeting between her aunt and myself; I wondered that Betsy so much feared her aunt. That these obstructions came from Betsy I had no reason to doubt, and any question in my mind concerning the author of the letter I received was banished when I discovered, on the afternoon of the same day, that although Elizabeth came in resigned misery to my office, and turned shortly to Beth, from whom I had ten minutes of reproaches and tears, I was not able, that afternoon, to bring Betsy by any ingenuity. I asked her politely to come, I called her, I scolded and entreated, and the best I could do was Bess, who fell immedi-
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    ately to lamenting her aunt's criminal activities with regard to the bank account.


    I had never found Bess so trying as on that afternoon; I attempted again and again to drive her away, and she only stayed on like an unwelcome guest, greeting my questions with blank stares or foolish answers, and relating every subject brought forward to her tiresome money. Again and again I tried to bring her to an understanding of the true state of her affairs, again and again I tried to explain to her that she was no more than one-quarter of an individual, that there were three others who shared her life and her person, and must be granted a share in the consciousness of Miss R., but each time I reached a point of final definition, where it seemed that surely this time she must comprehend, she turned aside from me and went back to her unending talk of money; it veritably seemed that she would willingly sacrifice three-quarters of her conscious life, if she might only be allowed to hold onto four-quarters of her money. I had put a pencil close by her hand, but sulky Betsy refused to write, and at last I said in disgust, "Miss R., this cannot continue. I am unable to go on today; we shall take up this conversation at another time, after I have spoken to your aunt."


    "What are you going to speak to my aunt about?" Bess demanded with suspicion.


    "I must give her a report on your present condition," I said thoughtlessly.


    "What will you tell her?" Bess spoke imperatively, and I thought with anxiety; she leaned forward and asked again, "What will you tell her?"


    "Merely my own opinions with regard to your mental health," I said; now, indeed, her hand was writing, and I thought more of that than of Bess; this time she caught my glance and looked also down at her hand; "I have done this before," she whispered, gazing in horror at her writing hand, "my hand is moving by itself." She seemed horrified and filled with loathing for her own hand, and yet fascinated, for she made no attempt to lift her hand from the page, but leaned forward to see what was written. A ghostly kind of conversation then commenced, with Bess, speaking in a land of muted sick voice, communicating with her own right hand. The hand had written: fool fool fool do not let him go he does not love you


    Bess: (speaking) Who? Who does not love me?
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    Hand: (it was clearly Betsy, and so I shall call it) robin does not love you or coffee or tea or girls love me


    Bess: What do you want? Why are you writing? (to me) I can't even feel it; it goes right on moving and I can't make it stop.


    Doctor Wright: (to Betsy) Indeed, there has been wickedness done.


    Betsy: fiddle-dee-dee.


    Bess: This is how my hand cut me with the knife, then.


    Betsy: cut your head off next time ha ha dear bumblebess


    Doctor Wright: Betsy, I think I shall forgive you for your impertinence to me, but will you fare so easily with your aunt?


    Betsy: aunties mad and im glad


    Bess: Her aunt? Does she mean Aunt Morgen?


    Betsy: Go marry the mouse you filthy bess


    Doctor Wright: (at something of a loss) Here is an honor I had not expected. Bess, this is Betsy; I thought you two had already met.


    Bess: This is some kind of a joke, I suppose. Or else you are trying to frighten me, Doctor, and I promise you that I am not going to think better of you for these cruel tricks. You seem to think that all you have to do is say "Betsy" and I'll come running to you for help; I wish I could make you understand that this is not at all the way to deal with me. I am willing to be reasonable and helpful, but I won't have you thinking I'm a fool.


    Betsy: foul dirty thing


    Bess: I hope, Doctor, that you won't think I am as vulgar as this writing; I assure you that—


    Doctor Wright: I have known Betsy for a long time.


    Betsy: old man knows well i am not tame bess will know someday bess darling go away leave go away live somewhere else never come back find someone richer


    Bess: I thought that sooner or later we would come around to talking of money. Just because I will be very rich, everyone thinks they can play tricks on me to get money.


    Betsy: poor bess no more money do not let him go


    Bess: Who?


    Betsy: old doctor money-taker tell aunt m


    Doctor Wright: Betsy, I will not endure any more mischief from you, remember.


    Betsy: better hide nestegg went together to find
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    Bess: (lifting her hand violently from the page, and speaking to me) This is more than I can stand, my own fingers holding a pencil and speaking to me so rudely and then you play tricks and try to take away my money and Aunt Morgen is angry, and all I want is to be left alone and not bothered and I would be so happy!


    Doctor Wright: I am not able, seemingly, to persuade you of my good intentions; there is nothing more I can do.


    Bess: (writing again) My hand won't stay still—Doctor, can you make it stop?


    Betsy: all went together to find a nestegg elizabeth beth betsy and bess


    Doctor Wright: Betsy, if you will not come yourself, will you send Elizabeth?


    Betsy: fiddle-dee-dee


    "I think I have overstayed my time, Doctor Wright," Elizabeth said, rising and pulling on her glove. "My aunt will wonder why I am late."


    "Will she worry?" I asked, rising.


    "No, no," said Elizabeth, "she knows where I am, of course. But she doesn't like waiting dinner."


    "Goodbye, then, until day after tomorrow," I said.


    She stopped in the doorway and looked at me over her shoulder. "Fiddle-dee-dee," she said, and closed the door behind her.


    I have in my notes the record of the preceding conversation between Betsy and Bess; I naturally preserved Betsy's scrawl, and noted down Bess' remarks in my book. This odd performance was repeated only once, to my knowledge, and at Bess' insistence, on the occasion of Miss R/s next visit to my office. Betsy had again refused to put in an appearance, and had shown no sign of her presence; I had spoken briefly to Elizabeth and even more briefly to Beth, who was still downcast, and who had broken off in the middle of a sentence to turn abruptly into Bess, who was seemingly so anxious to talk to me that she could not observe even fundamental good manners, but must interrupt her sister to catch my attention. She had been thinking, she informed me earnestly, and had concluded that it was unjust to suspect me of trickery. (She had been very nervous since her mother died three weeks before.) She had, however, been vastly entertained by my cleverness in causing her hand to write of itself,
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    and hoped that I would show it to her again. Could I, did I think? Would I be so kind?


    Betsy's Writing seemed to have a kind of horrid fascination for her, the kind of delight so many of us experience when told of our babblings when asleep, or the half-wary excitement of having one's fortune told; I suppose there is a kind of stimulation in a stranger's catching one off guard, as it were; I have felt it myself. At any rate, Miss Bess was charmed with the conversation of her own right hand, and eager to test it again. From the nervousness which possessed her I think that she half-hoped, too, to catch Betsy and Doctor Wright in some kind of a conspiracy against her, so that she might triumphantly reveal a plot against herself and her fortune and emerge victorious from our insidious conniving; in this last, I fear, she was sadly disappointed.


    We sat ourselves down, then, Bess with the pencil in her right hand (grasped now, I noted, in the clumsy fashion of one who habitually uses her left, and not at all in the easy manner in which Betsy wrote) and a larger pad of paper provided for the purpose; I with my notebook on the shelf below my desk, quite out of Bess* view, since I did not put it past her to suspect me of a kind of written ventriloquism. Then, after waiting for some few minutes, and Bess watching her hand avidly, and I wondering to myself at her eagerness, and Betsy perhaps off chasing butterflies, for all the writing that was being done, finally Bess leaned a little forward and spoke tensely to her hand.


    "Now," she said, "you wouldn't do it at home because you were afraid. And I wasn't afraid, so I came here and I'm sitting here waiting, and if you're anything at all, show yourself, or I'll laugh myself sick thinking how silly you are/'


    It seemed to me that this was no way to summon Betsy, who was not, in my experience, intimidated by strong words, so I said quietly, "Perhaps if you spoke more civilly, and called her by name, she might come."


    "She isn't worth it," Bess said with contempt. "All I want is to prove she doesn't exist, and I don't need to worry any more. It's nothing—" she turned the hand holding the pencil over in a gesture of mockery, "nothing but my imagination. And now are you convinced, Doctor?"


    "Betsy," I said, half-humorously, "now you must defend me"


    


    295 The Bird's Nest


    Immediately her hand turned, and wrote on the page, and I felt an unworthy satisfaction in the thought that Betsy had resisted all challenges until I asked her support. All the hand wrote at first, however, was "Doctor, doctor"


    Bess: (ironically) She seems to prefer you, Doctor Wright; perhaps you would rather hold the pencil?


    Betsy: doctor open my eyes


    Bess: Betsy darling—if you will not be offended at my speaking familiarly to you?


    Betsy: hateful


    Bess: Now, that is rude, and I am being so polite. I don't even believe that you exist, and yet I am far too polite to say so; I am even calling you Betsy to please you and your dear doctor.


    Betsy: bumblebess


    Bess: I don't think that's very polite, either, and I think you and Doctor Wright should know that it's much better to be polite to me,


    Betsy: polite to a pig


    Bess: That's much better; at least you show that you can understand what I'm saying. Now listen to this: I am so displeased at your manners that I am quite seriously planning to get rid of you for good. You and (to me) your doctor.


    Doctor Wright: (without anger) You have tried before, I think.


    Bess: But this time little Betsy knows I will manage. Poor Betsy is going to be badly hurt if she troubles me again.


    Betsy: cut your head off


    Bess: But you can't, can you? You tried again with the knife and I was too quick for you, wasn't I? I was watching for you, wasn't I?


    Betsy: sleep


    Bess: No, indeed; you aren't strong enough now. I think you are hardly able to keep writing from weakness.


    Betsy: fiddle-dee-dee


    Bess: I think I hurt you, when I caught you in the hotel, and I think you've been afraid of me ever since because I was stronger and I brought you back from your little escapade; Betsy darling, shall I tell Doctor Wright where you were going and what you were looking for?


    Betsy: (suddenly stilled; then) no one knows


    Bess: I know, darling; you've forgotten that pleasant doctor who treated you to lunch—shall I tell you what he told me?
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    Betsy: no


    Bess: (mocking) You must have told him all sorts of things, Betsy darling.


    Betsy: if you tell i will tell too


    Bess: And you know how they are all going to laugh at you, when I tell them, Doctor Wright and Aunt Morgen and that nice doctor in New York, that you went wandering and whining all over the city looking for your—


    Betsy: now i will tell what you and aunt morgen did and when she came in the door you went to her and said is this true what aunt morgen said and when she looked at you and smiled a little because she was drunk you took your hands—


    At this point Bess raised her left hand and dashed the pencil from her right hand, in a gesture of such violence that I was shocked, and half-rose to expostulate.


    "This is frightful," she said, her voice still shaking with anger. 'That I should have to sit here and read the ravings of a maniac . . ."


    "Then you concede that it is Betsy?" I asked her dryly.


    "Indeed not. It is . . ." She thought deeply. "Hypnotism," she said at last.


    "Remarkable," I said. "You make me out an amazing performer."


    She reached down slowly and picked up the pencil and put it again into her right hand. Then she said slowly and with venom, "Goodbye, Betsy darling. Say goodbye like a nice girl and I won't hurt you any more."


    The pencil wrote, laboriously, "doctor open eyes"


    "Betsy," I said sharply, "you may open your eyes."


    She took a deep breath and said with relief, "I feel sometimes like I would like to start eating at her from the inside and eat away at her until she was nothing but a shell and then I would crack her in half and throw her away. And then I would take the little pieces and-"


    "She is not an attractive girl," I conceded with a sigh. "What were you going to write, when she struck you?"


    "Nothing." Betsy spoke more quietly than usual, and when I looked at her I could see that she was suffering from this unending battle; more than either Elizabeth or Beth she was dejected, and weaker. She saw my glance, and perhaps read a kind of sympathy
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    into it, for she said, "It's harder now for me to come out, almost as hard as it was at first with Lizzie."


    I wondered if Betsy was not perhaps ready to give up, and I said, "Elizabeth and Beth cannot fight her."


    Betsy grinned wanly. "I used to want you on my side," she said. "I always told you she would be worse than I was."


    "Actually," I said frankly, "she is infinitely worse."


    "I used to know everything," Betsy said wistfully. "All that Lizzie did and thought and said and dreamed and everything. Now I come out sometimes when she lets go for a minute, and it's harder every time, and harder to stay out, with her pushing at me. Funny," she went on, "if I went back under now, after all I've tried."


    "You are none of you going to be under/ as you call it. When Elizabeth R. is herself again, you will all be part of her."


    "Like raisins in a pudding," Betsy said.


    "You might just tell me," I suggested, "why you are trying to keep me from your aunt."


    "I'm not sure," Betsy said, and I think she was telling the truth. "I think it's because I know something's going to happen and I'm afraid of Aunt Morgen."


    "What could be going to happen?" I asked cautiously, but Betsy only stretched and made a face at me.


    "Fiddle-dee-dee," she said. "Let her walk home; I'm too lazy."


    Bess, sitting in the chair, apparently perceived that she was putting on her gloves, for she rose to go. "I think," she said, as though nothing at all had happened since she bade goodbye to Betsy, "that I shall not care, Doctor, to try your game again. I am satisfied that it is no more than hypnotism, or a trick like spiritualism."


    Nothing could be more calculated to infuriate me, but I said with restraint, "I am no more anxious to continue than you are, Miss R."


    "Good afternoon, then," she said.


    It was clear to me from her voice and actions that she knew nothing of Betsy's brief visit, and I was greatly relieved to think that, even now, Betsy could still come without Bess' knowledge. I bade her goodbye with some cheerfulness, and took up the telephone to call Miss Jones. I knew that her niece could not reach home, walking, for a good twenty minutes, and I felt that it was no longer possible for me to attempt dealing with my four Miss R.'s without Miss Jones' active and knowledgeable help. If it meant some sacrifice of
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    dignity on my part, that was, I told myself sternly, a minor hazard of my profession, and I kept my voice extremely businesslike, asking Miss Jones only for the privilege of an appointment with her, in order to "discuss the illness of her niece," and adding that, if possible, I should like our conversation to be unattended by Miss R., and, in fact, kept secret from her, since I had medical details to communicate which were best kept, at present, from Miss R/s hearing. Miss Jones, as icy and formal as I myself, readily agreed to grant me an audience on the following evening, but preferred not to come to my office; would I consent to attend her at home, since her niece would be hearing a concert with friends.


    I should point out, I think, that Miss R. was at this time so much quieter than she had been at various previous times—Bess and Betsy having apparently established a kind of equilibrium in their warfare, and both believing that any overt hostile act might endanger the perpetrator more than the victim—that it was felt by Miss Jones, and approved by me when consulted by Elizabeth, that Miss R. might with safety be allowed into public under supervision. As I have pointed out before, no one, without using actual restraint, had much control over her actions generally, and she came and went largely as she pleased when alone. To public functions such as concerts, where she would certainly be seen by people who had known her since childhood, and her slightest abnormality remarked, she went only when accompanied by her aunt, or by trusted old friends. She did not leave her home often, except for visits to my office, and when she went out alone it was always by day, and for never longer than an hour or so; I was confident that, operating under the dangerously poised balance of power between Betsy and Bess, so delicate that neither dared jolt the other unduly, she had heretofore kept her actions under strict control, but I made a point of discovering from Betsy where Miss R/s journeying had taken her. There was, I thought, no longer any need to fear Betsy's eloping again, with the powerful opposition she must meet from Bess in any such attempt, and when it began to be apparent that Betsy was going to need all her strength to cope with Bess, and so must give up her unkind practical jokes upon Elizabeth and Beth, there was not even any danger of her repeating her favorite prank—taking them too far away to get home, and abandoning them. She spent much time walking, and even more time, when Bess was dominant,
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    in going from one bank to another, where she stood outside and examined the architecture of the institution, presumably trying to decide upon the one least vulnerable to bandits; she sometimes went alone to soda shops—this usually Betsy's doing—where she indulged herself in quantities of chemically sweet concoctions; once she went to the museum and entered as a visitor, going from exhibit to exhibit, and showing the greatest interest, quite as though she had never come near the place before. She never visited any place of amusement, such as a theatre—which I believe she knew instinctively might overexcite her and shake her stability—but spent her time, largely, in mere wandering. She once rode a bus as far as the bay, and spent an afternoon looking out over the water, and, of course, mainly, there were Bess' famous shopping trips, where she went earnestly from store to store, fingering cloth and sniffing perfume, and lavishing upon herself numerous small rich indulgences.


    It was thus relatively easy for Miss Jones to guarantee that her niece would be absent during our interview, and my cold tone and insistence upon my entire preoccupation with business had, I think, the effect of persuading her that she was entirely secure in both honor and reputation (oh, that I knew what Betsy had written her in my name!) in permitting me to visit her alone in the evening. Indeed, I felt as I set down the telephone that my disagreeable task was half done.


    Betsy, unchastened still, made one more attempt to prevent my seeing her aunt, although I do not believe that she was aware that our appointment had already been settled. I had half-expected to see Betsy on the afternoon following my conversation with her aunt, but I reached my office late, after having been unavoidably detained by a most disagreeable session at the dentist's, and found upon my desk a note, written in a childish, unformed hand. This note was from poor Beth, and it said, "Dearest dearest Doctor, I did think you liked me in spite of everything and I didn't ever think you would really want me gone, but if you want to there isn't anything poor Beth can do. I guess there's no one in the world who likes me any more now that you have given me up. I guess I will just be lonely and sad all the time. Your own Beth."


    I was grieved, and a little perplexed, at this epistle, and at a loss how to reassure the poor child until, happening to glance into the
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    wastebasket to see if my pen had accidentally fallen within, I took out several sheets of my office paper. The top one was a note of my own, left on my desk when I went out, and meant to tell Betsy that I would be a few minutes late that afternoon, because of an unavoidable appointment elsewhere. Below this, on the same sheet was scrawled, in the stylish handwriting which Bess affected, "Dear Doctor, just dropped by to say hello. Sorry I missed you. Elizabeth R."


    On another sheet, and written with my pen instead of the pencil which the others had used, I found Betsy's characteristic blind scrawl: "i wont go i will stay you cant make me remember i can tell" and, again, "i will write what i please you cant hurt me i will tell him about what you did"


    And, on still another sheet, in what seemed an attempt at imitating my own handwriting—an attempt, I must confess, which would delude no one but the sillier Miss R/s—but the same attempt, I reflected wryly, that Miss Jones might have read-—was written the following composition:


    "Miss R., although I have been patient with you for a long time, and put up with a good deal of your nonsense, I will not stand for your bad habits any longer. This is therefore my final and only notice that I am giving up your case, permanently and for ever. Do not come to my office again, if you please. Notify your aunt. Yrs. very truly, Victor }. Wright."


    Even allowing for the execrable literary style of this masterpiece, I found it one of Betsy's more entertaining pranks, and amused myself in endeavoring to plot out what had taken place: I imagined that Bess had for some (probably financial) reason come to my office, and found my note. She had, reasonably enough considering that it was Miss Hartley's day off and the office was therefore empty, jotted down a note telling me she had called, and, of course, once Betsy got the pen between her teeth (oh dear; I am trying to learn to do without metaphors, and would have said I was getting on nicely, but see what comes up here to plague me!) she was off into a conversation with Bess, taunting and tormenting, and driving Bess closer toward that dark area where Bess felt herself in danger and was easily overcome, until, once dominant, Betsy could hold her precarious position for a while. Then, with what malicious gigglings I could only imagine, I thought that Betsy had with loving care composed the pseudo-letter from me in which I so blithely gave up Miss R/s case.
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    Betsy would then retreat, bring Beth forward, and lie back in delight while Beth remained long enough to read the unkind letter (which by a positive effort of silliness she might believe was actually from me) and write her plaintive answer.


    I later learned that my recapitulation was largely correct, although Betsy had, in the refinement of her wickedness, first allowed Elizabeth out to read the letter of dismissal, before she summoned Beth, thus, if I may be permitted to phrase it so, killing two birds with one stone; Elizabeth had been too shocked and hurt to do anything but retreat silently, and Betsy, returning, had with great delight gathered up and thrown away all but Beth's final sad cry, and left that one for me.


    It is a kind of practical joke of which I must warn the reader to beware, involving as it does the swift and almost certainly bewildering shift in identity of the joker—although if, as in this case, successful, an alarmingly thorough kind of prank! I should call it, as a matter of fact, a completely practical practical joke, not for the general order of person, but most effective if one just happens to have four warring personalities, and one pencil.


    Having been so roundly dismissed, I dined pleasantly, and then, donning a dull necktie and a forbidding medical scowl, and forgetting my overshoes, I made for Miss Jones'. My steps were labored, for I went rehearsing the sounding phrases with which I intended to bring Miss Jones to an understanding of the precarious situation of her niece; withdrawn as I tried to hold myself, I could not help an involuntary feeling that we were all "choosing sides," as the children call it, and Miss Jones was too powerful a figure in our game to remain long unsolicited.


    I dare not, in my capacity as writer, essay an attempt at describing either Miss Jones or the house in which she lived with her niece. My feelings with regard to Miss Jones are, I fear, too strongly tinged with prejudice to enable me to picture her with absolute accuracy, and, as for her house, I thought it an abomination. Let me only say, then, that I regard Miss Jones as a singularly unattractive woman, heavy-set and overbearing, with a loud laugh and a gaudy taste in clothes, as much unlike the prettier aspects of her niece as could be conceived, although it must be admitted that Betsy bore a strong family resemblance to her aunt. The house where they lived, in a
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    neighborhood generally regarded as the most exclusive in our town, had, I thought, been put together by some family eccentric whose taste found its most perfect expression in the bleak, pudding-colored style so popular not too long ago among our grandparents, when taste and financial security were felt to be most surely expressed by a kind of ruthless ornamentation. I do not mean to say merely that Miss Jones' home was ugly; to my mind it was hideous. It had been freely embellished outside with many of the small details which so depress a lover of the classic in architecture; it was heavy with wooden lace and startling turrets, and gave the impression (and here I confess I am malicious) of having been assembled by the same unartistic hand as Miss Jones.


    Miss Jones was, I should think, an accurate heir of the designer of the house, for she had assumed its aesthetic education in much the same state of mind as must have fired the dream which first envisaged those turrets, and Miss Jones had at her disposal fashions more repelling than were dreamed of a hundred years ago. (And, before Madam approaches me with a fire in her eye and a swatch of turkey-red in her fingers, let me hasten to admit that I, a peace-loving man, spend my leisure hours in a room executed by a woman's taste: my late wife, whose silken dreams were luckily limited by her means; I am still however, in undisputed possession of my worn leathery old chair, sir—are you?) Where the original Mrs. Jones had hung brocade at the narrow windows of her new house, the present Miss Jones had substituted a calico kind of thing, with great hideous "modern" designs; she had tried to compensate for the turrets outside by an equally fungoid growth within, a kind of embellishment which I have heard her describe as "art"; in the front hall, where one of my pedestrian generation would fully have expected to find, say, a marble urn, or a ha track, or even a mirror (and I am persuaded, myself, that Mrs. Jones kept there some sort of inlaid table which held some sort of beaded and painted card tray)—in the front hall Miss Jones had settled a lifesize (I presume that it was lifesize) figure of black wood, unclad, and exhibiting much the same random unbeautiful physique as Miss Jones (and I have caught myself forcibly withdrawing my mind from the irresistible sense that it may very well have been a representation of Miss Jones; in that case it would have been only just barely lifesize, but I have no grounds whatsoever for this supposition which, as I say, I have steadfastly
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    refused to entertain; for one thing, the statue had no hair and Miss Jones had). Beyond the hall, the stairway, once certainly handsome and sweeping, was now utterly vulgarized by a series of paintings on the wall supporting it, which I am not willing to suppose the work of Miss Jones' own hand. I used to shudder when I remembered those paintings, and think of the many Misses Jones who must have come as brides, blushing and smiling beneath their veils, decked in the pearls which I am positive good Mr. Jones hung about the necks of his daughters on their wedding days, down that staircase to pause and toss a bridal bouquet, and then I would try to picture a contemporary bride, perhaps our own Betsy, grinning like a jackanapes, turning under those unmaidenly paintings to hurl her flowers into the hall, where they would be caught, surely, by the black outstretched hand of the wooden figure below.


    Oh, well. I have taken a roundabout way to get me to Miss Jones' house, but I have outgrown the minor vices of my youth, and am unwilling to find them painted on people's walls today. Enough; I have brought myself with laggard steps (and without my overshoes!) from my own fireside and into Miss Jones' front hall, and am regarding the black wooden figure with misgivings while Miss Jones gallantly takes my hat and coat and throws them, with an incomparable air, roughly over the end of the balustrade; and I, all unmanned, must needs follow her into her living room, a spot uninhabitable for human creatures. I wondered irreverently at the comparative mildness of Miss R.'s mental illness, looking at the great mounds and masses of bright colors, the overlarge furniture (overlarge for me, overlarge for Miss R., but of course suited nicely to Miss Jones), the great splashing decorations, of which the "modern" design upon the curtains was not the least, the bizarre ornaments. I sat myself down timidly upon a chair covered over with orange peacocks and found at my elbow a shivering creation composed entirely of wire and bright metals; as I breathed this airy creature moved and fluttered, swung half around and back, and continued pendulum, while I hesitated to breathe again, for fear I should send it lofting altogether out of sight and lose Miss Jones a precious object. I had hoped briefly that there might be some spot in it for a man to lay his pipe, but no: the ashtray was a hand, reaching out avariciously as though to snatch away my pipe—and indeed, my pouch and matches, too—in its porcelain grasp, and I thought, again
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    in wonder, of how everything in this house seemed to have an air of seizing at a person, and I put my pipe away. It is a fine pipe, and I should hate to have it taken from me, but I had then perforce to accept a cigarette from Miss Jones and allow her to light it for me. During all this time—since she was of course not utterly insensate-she had kept up a kind of conversation, wanting to know how I did, and how I liked the weather, and did I find my chair to my taste, and would I take brandy?


    When, thoroughly wound about with spider webs, I consented to a glass of brandy, she poured me a generous share in a goblet which, it pleased me to fancy, the grandfather of the patriarchal Jones had brought home in his piratical loot, and I set it upon the table next me, where it provoked my airy acquaintance into a frenzy of oscillation. Miss Jones, then, composed herself with her own brandy and the bottle with it, onto a sofa of radiant pink and green, which did not become her; "Well?" she said squarely, "what do you have to say for yourself?"


    "Madam," I said (and I had upon her very step concluded upon addressing her as "Madam"; I feared that too free an address might defeat my end, and mark me as much interested in "Miss Jones" as "Miss R/s aunt"; "Madam," therefore, I began), "I cannot imagine that you have gone for this long time in entire ignorance of your niece's deteriorating mental health." (Thinking, you see, that by an implied reproach over lack of interest I might compel her to listen to me respectfully, since surely no one could accuse me of lack of interest, or of ignorance on the subject!) She signified slightly that she conceded the first point—if I may so call it—to me, and I continued as delicately as I could manage in my formal, prepared speech: "I have been most anxious to discuss these matters with you, since it is now apparent to me that Miss R. is approaching a climax in her illness, and one of which we must take immediate advantage. I propose, if you will allow me, to lay before you the full history" (the devil; I had absolutely decided to use some such phrase as "ensure that you have been fully informed," in order to drive home the point about her lack of interest, and even hint that her niece may not have been entirely truthful with her always; but it was done now, and I continued fairly smoothly) "of the various manifestations of Miss R/s illness during this period when she has been my patient, and to see if you will agree with me in my outline for further treat-
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    ment" (should we have at Bess, all together, I was asking her, but hardly liked to phrase it so) "and to ask, naturally, for your assistance in bringing about a complete and final cure."


    There, I thought; she cannot complain of a lack of polish in me; surely she has not for a long time sat patiently under such a well-turned speech, or one, I must admit in honesty (and you thought, reader, that I did not know it?) so entirely meaningless.


    There was a short silence, during which Miss Jones, apparently in meditation, sipped of her brandy, and touched her necklace, and regarded the floor, and nodded slowly, and then she raised her eyes candidly to me, and began with a grave inclination, "My dear doctor, in the past few years with my niece, I have frequently thought of— and even suggested—her taking professional advice. Believe me, I should not have recommended what is for me such an extreme step (and you will forgive me, I know, for this attitude, understandable in a layman) if I had not felt that a person better qualified would better understand and assist my niece than one who, like myself, has had little or no experience with the mentally ill. Except/' Miss Jones continued reflectively, "with her goddamned mother. But certainly I believe that your superior judgment must be consulted first, and I shall of course be prepared to follow through on any course of action suggested by yourself/'


    Score one for Miss Jones, I thought, a veritable tiger among women; I myself would have shaded the ironic inflection upon "layman," but it is of course a matter of taste; we all have our preferences and I would be the last to deny my own; now I said smilingly, "Then you will not prevent me from describing to you what gives me a good deal of understandable satisfaction—my own conduct of Miss R.'s case so far?"


    "Indeed not," she said. "More brandy?"


    I permitted her to refill my glass, and most generously, too, and then launched—having come already prepared with my notebooks— into a detailed account of Miss R.'s case, omitting only those factors which might prove distressing to Miss R.'s own aunt—an occasional off-color reference in Betsy's activities, and of course the greater part of her animadversions upon myself, and various slighting remarks upon her aunt and, naturally, all reflections upon the unfortunate dead woman who had been mother to the one, and sister to the other. As I spoke—and I spoke well, having so thoroughly re-
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    hearsed myself, and having my notes besides—Miss Jones listened attentively, with every appearance of great fascination; she interrupted me once with a question about Betsy's early appearance— whether it was possible that Betsy had been able to express herself briefly and violently before my first awareness of her; she recounted to me the incidents of an evening spent by herself and her niece at a friend's house, which had directly influenced her in seeking medical assistance. I listened to her with patience, since of course all facts are vital, but during her interruption I was strongly afraid of losing the thread of my own narrative, and its perfect balance, and had at last to cut her off in order that I might continue. Again, she asked and insisted on a more detailed and simpler description of the dissociated personality, as described by Doctor Prince, and again I must break off and give it her. We were wasting time, I thought, since I knew the subject perfectly and she need not know any more than she did, and always present in my mind was the approaching return of Miss R., so I said at last, "Then, Miss Jones, you agree with me that an attempt must be made to force these various personalities into assimilation?"


    "Your superior judgment . . ." she murmured. "More brandy?"


    I had by this time taken so much of Miss Jones' keen potations: her flattery, her brandy, her stimulating intelligence, that I was perhaps a little heady; at any rate, I permitted her to fill my glass again, and I continued, "My dear," and then stopped, with my face no doubt as scarlet as I felt it to be, "I beg your pardon," and I stumbled. "I am afraid that I was assuming, most unintentionally, the tone and manner which I employ for your niece. I do beg your pardon."


    The amiable woman laughed outright. "It is not an address which I hear often," she said. "By all means feel free to honor me as your dear."


    I laughed in turn, and felt most comfortable; we were beginning to understand one another better, I felt, and was moved to say in a kind of sadness, "Our generation, madam, yours and mine, was a kinder one as regards the small graceful ways of life . . ."


    "I never found it so," she said. "Indeed, when I think back on my own youth—"


    "But to Miss R.," I said. "I look forward to seeing her, at any


    


    rate, gay, and happy, and free of worries and pain; it is within our power, my dear Miss Jones, to set her free/'


    "Work together, and bring a new being into the world?" asked Miss Jones, without inflection.


    "Ah . . . precisely," I said. "In a manner of speaking/'


    "I would be pleased," said the girl's aunt, "if she could just get around the house without falling over the furniture. First I couldn't talk to her because she used to sit there with her mouth open and her hands hanging down like paws, and then she goes wild, laughing and yelling and all cheerful and fine, and then she runs away and when I bring her back . . ." She shivered dramatically. "Look," she said finally (and I sitting speechless) "try to understand my position, if you can." She smiled at me winningly. "You know that I have no knowledge about these things, and I am afraid very little sympathy; I have always been very sound, I think, and have the ordinary person's feeling that being cr—mentally ill is a disgrace." She held up her hand as I was about to interrupt. "No," she said. "I realize perfectly how foolish I sound. But kindly do not forget that all the time Elizabeth was growing up, and having the devil's own time with adolescence and getting into all this mess without anyone even noticing—and you can thank me for that, I guess; Ym the one who cared for her, really; anyway, during all this time, I was not only trying to keep a decent home here for the child, and something she could be proud of, but I was also taking care of a brutal, unprincipled, drunken, vice-ridden beast. Her mother."


    Miss Jones stopped abruptly, overcome by emotion, and for a moment I only sat helpless, avoiding looking at her as she sat with her hand over her eyes; at last she sighed deeply, and lifted her head. "Sorry," she said. "I guess confessions like this are the usual thing for you, doctor, but it hurts me to have to speak so of my own sister. Brandy, I think."


    For a few minutes we sat in silence, sipping our brandy and I, for one, brooding upon the mournful revelation of the character of Miss R.'s parent; at last poor Miss Jones sighed again, and then laughed a little. "Well," she said, "I've told you our secret, and I think I feel better. I suppose I've spent so long trying to forget what my sister was like, and trying to believe it couldn't touch Elizabeth . . ." She let her voice trail off, and I could only nod sympathetically.


    Finally I shook myself together, and set down my glass with a
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    sigh of my own. "I appreciate your distress/' I said. "Why did you lock Elizabeth in her room while her mother was dying?"


    "Well, gdddam," she said. "You have been getting it out of the girl." She laughed, as though I had made some huge joke, and then finally she began, not, perhaps, so solemnly as before, "All right, then, but I warn you it was better the other way. I didn't want Elizabeth around when I saw her mother that morning, because I was honestly scared of the effect her mother's dangerous state-dangerous, I mean, because she was dying; not her moral state that time—might have on a girl of Elizabeth's delicacy. She had been through a severe nervous strain during early adolescence, and I thought . . ." She looked up and saw my smile, and shrugged. "Well," she said defensively, "she did have a hell of a time when she was about fifteen."


    "I am sure you did your best for her," I said obscurely.


    "I'm sure I did better than that," she said. "And I find I am beginning to like you, doctor, so I have decided that I will be doing my best still if I tell you the truth, which I suppose is what you want."


    "If you can bring yourself to it," I said, and she grinned, reminding me of Betsy again.


    "Well," she said, looking deep into her glass, "maybe you'd better know what kind of a person my sister was." She looked up at me curiously. "You know the kind of person who walks all over other people without really meaning to, and then goes back to pick them up and apologize and steps on their heads again? She was like that, a really pretty girl, and delicate and fragile—not like me." She stopped for a minute, until I thought that she had forgotten the train of her narrative. Then, when she went on, her tone was colder, almost dispassionate. "She just seemed to do everything the wrong way. When she wanted a new dress, it always turned out to be just the only dress that would have looked nice on someone else, if she hadn't gotten it first. She contaminated everything, even when she didn't know she was doing it. Whenever she decided to go to a dance or a party or a picnic, it always turned out that her going would mean inconvenience or trouble for someone else—maybe someone had to stay home because there wasn't room for everyone on the hay wagon, or the only fellow left to take her was just getting ready to ask someone else ... I remember once," she added with an odd smile, "there just weren't enough sandwiches to go round.


    


    Anyway, no matter what she did, even when she picked out a man to marry, she always managed to do it at the worst possible time, in the worst possible style. I didn't really hate her, you see," she said, raising her eyes to mine. "No one could."


    "Was she older than you?"


    "Yes." She was surprised. "But only a year or so." Silently she rose and poured more brandy into my glass, and rilled her own. "When— when her husband died, she left the place where they had been living in New York and came back here to live with me, and she brought Elizabeth with her. Elizabeth was only two then, named after her mother, naturally. Who would ever think of naming a baby Morgen?" Again she was silent, thinking, and then after a minute she went on. "It was the only time in her life she couldn't get her own way, with Ernest's money. Even Ernest," she continued slowly, "wasn't completely taken in by her, and he figured just the way everyone else always did—when you have trouble with Morgen's pretty sister, get Morgen to take care of it for you. Anyway, if you had a lot of money and wanted to be reasonably sure your baby daughter would get some of it when she grew up and needed it, Elizabeth Jones would be the last person you'd think of giving it to. I think," she said, "that he tried to tell me then how much he had always cared for me, but the lawyers made him take it out."


    "Then your niece is actually an heiress?"


    "In about two months, when she's twenty-five. And," said her aunt darkly, "when she gets it she won't find a penny of it wasted unless you count what was spent on educating her a waste of money. In spite of what she says."


    Miss Jones scowled fearsomely, and I said in haste, "Miss R. has mentioned her inheritance to me. I believe, however, that when she is herself again you will find her more just with regard to your management."


    "If Ernest ever thought I wanted the money," Miss Jones said plaintively, "he would have given it directly to me."


    "It certainly is a pity," I agreed, "that the question of this money has entered into Miss R.'s case; we were quite confused enough without it, and it can certainly have no bearing upon her cure, except insofar as a feeling of personal security can help to tranquilize her mind."
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    "She had the gall to tell me that she was going to spend whatever she liked anyway, and buy all the clothes and things she wanted no matter who ^>aid. As if I hadn't always let her do what she pleased, for no thanks either, and given up all the dresses and picnics all the time, because Morgen was so good-humored and didn't care whether she stayed home or not; at least," said Miss Jones with satisfaction, "I outlived her."


    "But how did she die?" I asked at last, softly.


    "Badly. As I knew she would—whining and saying it wasn't her fault and she was sorry and if she didn't die everything was going to be different." Miss Jones looked up at me grinning, although I think she had largely forgotten whom she was talking to, and even, indeed, if she was addressing anyone at all; "She was mud clear up to the neck," Miss Jones said. "I told her I was sorry she was dying, too, and I cried for her. It was the best I could do. And of course I insisted upon Elizabeth's grieving for her too."


    "Quite natural."


    "Certainly. I don't know what people would have thought. Anyway, Elizabeth was sick again for a while, the way she was before, what everyone kept saying was growing pains. A kind of nervous fever, I called it, and it was good enough for my mother."


    Not caring to unravel this dubious piece of medical effrontery, I said, "I suppose the actual death of her mother was most trying for your niece."


    "Most trying," she agreed solemnly. "As a matter of fact, I cannot remember a time when my niece behaved better."


    "It happened . . . when? In the morning, I believe you said?"


    "About eleven, I think. I remember I was having a hell of a time with Elizabeth about where her mother was that morning; there was some foolishness about a party, or something—as a matter of fact, it may have been my sister's birthday, although I'm not sure—they had so many little things together—anyway, I couldn't give the girl any new story about where her mother had been all morning and all night and all the day before. I knew she was out somewhere, that's all, but it's a hell of a thing to have to explain to her own daughter, when she's seen enough of it already to begin to wonder a lot. And then the door opens very softly, like she hoped to get in before we noticed, and she was standing there . . ."


    "Smiling," I said softly.


    


    3ii The Bird's Nest


    "Smiling, kind of fearful, and wondering, hoping she'd gotten away with it one more time. She had to hold onto the door to keep from falling. And I'd just been saying to Elizabeth . . ." She stopped, and shook her head, and took up her glass.


    "And?"


    "Well," said Miss Jones, "Elizabeth was very upset, naturally, when we realized that there was something wrong—really wrong, that is, this time—and I took her right upstairs and told her to lie down and I'd take care of things, and naturally I called Harold Ryan and he came over. He can tell you more about it than I can, naturally. When Elizabeth was told, it was, naturally, a great shock to her. Another nervous fever, as a matter of fact."


    "Unfortunate," I said prudently. "And terribly hard on you."


    "I enjoyed every minute of it," said Miss Jones. "I felt kind of sorry for Elizabeth, of course, losing her mother so suddenly, but we were both better off afterward. You can't bring up a child in an environment like that, not that I condemn my sister for her way of life, but she should have given the child to me outright. He wanted me to have her. It was like my own child."


    I was suddenly seriously alarmed for fear she might begin to cry, and was hardly reassured when she chose, instead, to refill my glass and her own, moving with a steadiness which I found, even then, impressive. When she had settled down again and taken up her glass she looked at me dreamily for a moment and then, fetching a deep breath, smiled and said. "Let's not talk about it any more. It makes Morgen very unhappy. So tell me about your wife."


    "My wife, madam?"


    She smiled still. "Yes," she said, "tell me about your wife."


    "She is dead, madam."


    "I know." She looked up at me with surprise. "But what did she use to be like?"


    "She was a fine woman," I said, and then, because I thought that I had perhaps shown a shade more curtness than was my wont when discussing my unfortunate wife, I went on more gently, "she was a woman of intelligence, of spirit, and of kindness. A truly great helpmeet, and a sincere loss to those she left behind."


    "Ah," Miss Jones said happily. "And who did she leave behind?"


    "Myself," I said. "She was a great loss to me."


    "Ah," said Miss Jones. "Irremediable, I suppose?"
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    "Precisely, madam."


    "I wonder sometimes what it would be like to suffer from the loss of a loved one. Does one tend to become reconciled?"


    "Indeed, madam, I cannot tell. For my own part ... in any case, your sister, madam. Surely. A woman among thousands. . ."


    "And who gave you the idea she was among thousands?" Miss Jones laughed rudely. "I knew some of them," she said, "the thousands she was among." She laughed again. "I wouldn't be caught dead with any of them," she said.


    She lost herself again in her obscure musings, and I, sitting back in my chair, touched briefly by the aerial creature at my elbow, pipeless and overfull of bad brandy, endeavored to clarify my mind and decide whether I might with politeness take my departure. It did not seem that Miss Jones had any further information she was prepared to give me, but from what I already knew I was able, I thought, to define my next attack upon Miss R. Carefully, my eye fixed almost unseeing upon a painting which may have been black polka dots on a red background, or a red field filled with black holes—and my eyes, without my mind's attention, focusing in and out, from holes to polka dots and back again—I set up my little mental figures: Elizabeth, relaxing into stupor, situated between a foul-living mother and a foul-tongued aunt; Bess, grieving for a mother only three weeks dead; Betsy, not grieving for a mother she had never believed she had; could I bring these three, together, face to face with their mother, let them see her clear, if I dared?


    I know myself, surely, and not at any time with more accuracy than at that moment; I am a man easily weakened, and by nothing more surely than the temptation to yield. I could not afford the picture of Miss R.'s stalwart knight, the road behind him strewn with dragonish corpses, bringing his princess safely home and then, full within the citadel, turning her over once more to the wicked enchanter who had first put her into jeopardy; if I had time, I thought, it might almost be safer to bring Bess cautiously along the narrow path of days and years into the present. But there was not time—


    "And then, by the great god, I told her so," remarked Miss Jones, turning violently at me, and seeming to think that she had been speaking aloud all this time, "and I will not hear any voice that says I did wrong."
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    "My dear madam, I—"


    "I have never admitted to doing wrong, not in my whole rotten misbegotten sodden flodden ambergodden life, not wrong, not evil, not trespass against, no, nor adultery neither."


    "Surely you do not accuse me of—"


    "And now I will be heard." And with a great shout Miss Jones arose, towering in that great room, and lifting a voice almost great enough to shatter her fragile ornaments, some of them so dangerously close to my person, "And when I choose to be heard, the lowest legions of hell may turn in vain to silence me and when I choose to speak not all the winds of earth can drown my voice for I speak truly and well and raise not your hand to me, sirrah, for I might strike you down as a reptile or a craven bellyful wanderer upon my green earth if you so much as whimper; I charge you, sirrah, look not on me."


    "Indeed, madam. ..." I was dismayed, and hoped, somehow, for some auspicious catastrophe; one of her feet to smash through the floor, perhaps, or a flailing arm to crash down a wall; "Indeed . . ."


    "Now listen, rascal, and be alarmed, for I shall not be tampered with nor restrained; when I speak, you will tremble and be afraid."


    Good heavens, I thought, trembling in verity; might I with any optimism anticipate an apoplexy? After the quantities of brandy she had taken, if she continued thus . . .


    "And now I tell you that having let your devils loose upon me you look to see me fall, and your horrid revenge accomplished, and filthy and crawling you hope to spit and gulp at my blood and snarl over my flesh and scratch and claw at one another to catch your teeth in my bones and I will not have it, for I alone and in myself will defy you and your legions, and defy me if you will! For I challenge you and I dare you here on this spot and I challenge you—do you dare to touch me? Will you defile me in the manner of my death? Am I to be done by children and by changelings, by yappings and by mut-terings, by blood-drinkers and by bone-suckers, am I to die underfoot? Indeed, am I your little creature, to suffer whimpering under your hands and submit with tears to your hardness and take joy in my lowness? Surely when you question me you mistake; surely there are those who bow lovingly to your words and your sharp looks and your little touchings and will talk and talk and talk and I charge you here, sir, look well before you come to me! For I have done it, and I say I have, and I tell you here in my own voice that I have—"
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    "Goodnight, Miss Jones/' I said, offended at last—as who would not be, singe she had in so many words announced that she despised my questions?—and making ready to leave her.


    "You are not half a man, clown, and not worth my presence!"


    "Madam," I told her civilly enough, "if you were half a woman you would have had your sister's husband." I thought this a final shot, and would have fled hard upon it, but she shouted after me, "I had her child—will you deny it? I stole my sister's child—"


    "Morgen dear" It was a voice cool, and dispassionate, and I turned, thinking to find a stranger (and in confession I will say here that I, too, had touched too heavily upon the Jones brandy, for I could not at once determine who stood in the doorway, fresh from outdoors, and icy).


    "Doctor Wright will have a very bad opinion of our family," she said, coming forward into the silence which was, after that peroration, overwhelming.


    "Not at all," I said, caught off balance.


    "I hope you weren't listening to Aunt Morgen, doctor. She is worried about me, and I think she has been losing sleep, listening at my door all night."


    "Go away," said Miss Jones flatly.


    "Doctor Wright came to see me, you know; he is my physician. I think he would be relieved if you went to bed."


    "Of course," I said, with almost unseemly haste. "But I greatly fear that I also—"


    "I shall stay, until I have told what I have to tell, and I defy the legions of . . ." But it was weaker.


    "Now, please, both of you." She turned, holding out her hands prettily to her aunt and to me. "I know how worried you both are over my health, and I would be the first to admit that I haven't been entirely certain of myself, but now you must both stop fretting yourselves; you are two dear people, and I love you both very much, and it makes me very happy to know that I can promise you both that there isn't going to be any more trouble. I'm all well now."


    "My God, she looks like her mother," Miss Jones said to me. "All these years I've been trying to make her see what her mother was like, and now she looks like her."


    "My mother was your sister," her niece said reprovingly, "and
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    you're not going to talk like that any more, with her only three weeks dead. Morgen, will you leave us, please?"


    "Now you see her," Miss Jones said to me. "Help me."


    "Not I," I said, honest to the last; I would not have given her the aid of my hand for worlds; I was seeing defeat as possible for the first time, and knew it; I had no strength to spare for another dragon. "Indeed, madam," I said, "we must leave her."


    "I defy-"


    "Not me, Morgen."


    "Betsy," I said wildly, "Betsy."


    "Please." Her voice was quiet, and contained; I should not, even without the brandy, have recognized it; I am a man deeply afraid of failure, and yet I would not even have recognized her voice. "This is going to be the end of it," she said. "I tried to be nice about it, and yet here is Aunt Morgen shouting at me and calling me names, when I would have treated her kindly and never said a word against her, and here are you, doctor, and I thought better of you, I admit, but now you're after me again. I am going to tell you both, finally and flatly, that I do not need anything from either of you. I," and her voice grew very cold, "am going to get along very much better without you two."


    I looked at Morgen; speech—although she had denied it me, when in full possession of the room and the air in it—seemed now to be my prerogative, and I knew that if I spoke, defeat for me was certain, for I was genuinely and honestly and sincerely angry; I had been insulted in my profession, my manhood, and my associates, and was in no temper to submit quietly to this impertinent girl; I can, however, neither justify nor explain myself by admitting that I knew in advance that submission at the moment was my wiser course; all the cures for all the Miss R/s in the world would not, I think, have at that moment moderated my rage. "My dear young lady," I said then, in a voice full as measured as her own, "I assure you that this kind of childish insolence will gain you nothing save further misery; you will not speak again in my presence unless it be an apology; consider that it is only through my misguided sufferance that you continue to exist at all. This temporary power, this brief and insecure dominance, will not endure; take thought now of the months of preparation which brought you into being, kept you safe when you could not defend yourself, preserved you without harm until this moment; do
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    you think that you may with impunity bring your pert words to bear against a power like that? If I relinquish you—and I am going to; I tell you now, Miss Bess, you have made your last charge against me —how long do you think you will survive, alone, without a guide or a friend or an ally? You are at best, young lady, only a slight, only a poor and partial creature, and for all your fine words, you will not stay long; I am leaving you in the entire conviction that without my aid you will only for a while be suffered to trouble your friends with your arrogance; I promise you, here and now, that you as a person will, with the knowledge of you I have, cease, absolutely and finally and without possibility of petition, cease, I tell you, unalterably cease to exist!"


    Surely—I can see it now—a very substantial and well-rounded diatribe for a doctor dedicated to quiet and stealth; I confess to a little adjusting at this distance—surely no one, possessed of such an opportunity for such a fine speech, could resist altering a period here and there—but in truth I was very angry, angrier than I believe I have ever been before, and rendered reckless besides. I stormed out of the house—had I ever left it in peace?—and the black figure in the hall caught my coat sleeve as I passed.


    I thought to myself as I came into the cool evening air that I would be repentant soon enough, and I believe the first coherent thought I knew reached me as I came off the Jones walk onto the street; I heard clearly the name of my wicked enchanter, to enrich whom I had slain so many dragons—it was Victor Wright. Thus comforted, I could spare a pang for poor Bess, blundering through another girl's life inadequately equipped; had I the temper, I thought, I might have stayed by her, coaxing her back into Betsy, and been impervious to her clawed words; she, on her side, had no such recourse, and could only, by calling my name, bring an even more unsympathetic, if less brandied, Doctor Wright.


    Understand, then, reader—if you have stayed with me, cheek un-reddened, all this while—I, too, repudiate all of this; it was a shameful scene for a quiet man whose pipe had been forcibly taken from him; I am now, thinking of it, still embarrassed at the picture of myself standing, eyes blazing and posture threatening, against these two women, one of whom I loathed and the other of whom I often dominated; I cannot believe that I so stood, and declared myself,
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    and laid myself low; I hope—I appeal it to you—that you cannot so see me, driven by anger into outrage and repudiation.


    We are all measured, good or evil, by the wrong we do to others; I had made a monster and turned it loose upon the world and—since recognition is, after all, the crudest pain—had seen it clearly and with understanding; Elizabeth R. was gone; I had corrupted her beyond redemption and in the cool eyes which now belonged entirely to Bess I read my own vanity and my own arrogance. I reveal myself, then, at last: I am a villain, for I created wantonly, and a blackguard, for I destroyed without compassion; I have no excuse.


    


    5 AUNT MORGEN


    Breakfast, never at all an auspicious meal for Morgen Jones, was never less ingratiating than the morning after her talk with Doctor Wright, only half-remembered in this cold spring sunlight, but disagreeably vivid in many aspects; Morgen recalled, for instance, that the doctor had left in a rage, nearly toppling the Nigerian ancestor figure in the hall, that someone had been making a good deal of noise, and that her niece had been insolent again. Her intended breakfast this morning had included warm sweet buns and butter, somehow reminiscent in spiced richness of the impractical meals she might have if she were—say—-living alone on a tropical island, tasting fruit hot from the sun, or lying upon cushions in a tented harem, accepting lazily of comfits from a sandaled eunuch; the doctor had been poor company last night, she thought, and set aside her cinnamon buns, unwarmed. In her most optimistic recollections she could not believe that the interview had gone well; even before the doctor had become so unaccountably angry there had been a flavor of disagreeable .insistence about the evening. Morgen had spoken at
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    length about her sister Elizabeth, when, actually, Elizabeth was easily the least interesting subject to be taken up; at the thought of the untraveled countries of their conversation Morgen sighed, and looked at the clock to see if she might safely have three more aspirin. The sight of her niece entering the kitchen was not calculated to brighten Morgen's breakfast, and she watched with a cold and resentful eye as her niece poured a cup of coffee at the stove and then sat down at the table. She avoided her aunt's eye and did not speak, and at last Morgen—knowing that surely, as the day bore on, she would get to further aspirin and an eventual return of her good humor—said darkly into her coffee, "Thought of putting out four cups. One," she explained with care, "for each of you."


    Her niece looked at her speculatively. "He likes to hear himself talk," she said. "I didn't think you'd get taken in by it, though."


    "Then do me a favor," Morgen begged. "I promise to keep it a secret, but I've got too bad a headache for arithmetic this morning. Just tell me how many of you there really are."


    "Me. Your niece Elizabeth."


    "Well, now, there's something doesn't take me in," Morgen said, setting down her cup to nod, and then regret it. "Something I know," she went on, holding her head still, "is, you're not Elizabeth, anyway."


    "Don't be silly, Aunt Morgen. Just because I used to—"


    "You used to be well-behaved and a lady; no matter what other damn fool things you did, you knew how to behave. And now, you sweet baby, you act like your mother."


    "I refuse to discuss my mother with you. I am still too deep in grief-"


    "Oh, shut up," said Morgen. "I can get awful sick of hearing you blabber about your grief. Anyway, the doc says you're only a splinter named Bess."


    "Well," said Bess, stung, "he called you Madam and you're—"


    "Common civility is as much beyond your infantile comprehension," Morgen said grandly, "as ... as ... oh, hell. Anyway," she went on, amused, "maybe I am a Madam, for all you know. I've got a house full of nice girls." And she laughed in spite of her headache.


    "I don't know how you can talk like this," Bess said viciously, "with your sister just dead, in a house of mourning, and me an orphan."


    "Look," Morgen said, "I'm going to go right on talking however I
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    please, and it's my house and there's no mourning in it, for your mother or anyone else, and I would like to take this unparalleled opportunity of letting you know that, orphan or not, I have been for the past six years feeding you and dressing you and doing everything but wiping your nose and all of a sudden you turn around and try to tell me I don't know what year it is and you're an orphan. Orphan!"


    "I tell you this," said her niece, pointing a butter knife at her aunt, "it may be a good story about feeding and dressing me and spending my money for me, but pretty soon you and a lawyer are going to have a little talk about what's been happening to that money since my father died. Because I'm going to get a lawyer to make you give it all back."


    Morgen snorted. "You're going to get a spanking, better," she said. "And stop fidgeting with the silverware, because it's mine."


    "Nothing is yours," said Bess, "and if I don't see an accounting of my-"


    "You know," said Morgen, leaning back with some pleasure, "if you don't watch yourself with all that wild talk one of these days Auntie is going to get really mad and let you have it. And if you don't stop scrabbling that butter knife around right now my headache is liable to get worse and then I will take that thing out of your hand and slice off your fingers one by one."


    She giggled. "You scare her with that kind of talk," she said. "She hates people talking about hurting her."


    "Hello," said Morgen agreeably. "You're supposed to be another one, aren't you?"


    "Betsy," she said. "I'm the one you like best."


    "Well, keep mighty quiet, then. Auntie feels like hell."


    "Too bad," Betsy said. "I don't ever feel bad; I don't even know what it's like to feel bad."


    "Dandy," said Morgen heartily. "I wish it was you instead of me."


    "Poor Morgen."


    "That damned doctor," Morgen said. "Why couldn't he stay where he belongs?"


    There was a silence, and then Betsy said fearfully, "You mean Doctor Wrong? Was he here?"


    "Last night. We had a long heart-to-heart-to-heart-to-heart little talk. Oh, lord," said Morgen, putting her hand over her eyes.
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    Betsy was quiet for so long this time that Morgen uncovered her eyes to see if Betsy was still there. "What's the matter, kiddo?" Morgen asked. "You don't like him either?"


    "He doesn't want anyone to enjoy themselves," Betsy said. She leaned forward across the table and said persuasively, "Look, Morgen, first thing you know he'll be lecturing and ranting at you, too. Don't you talk to him any more."


    "Couldn't if I wanted to," Morgen said, remembering. "He's not coming back any more. He doesn't like any of us much."


    "Who cares?" said Betsy. "Good riddance to bad rubbish."


    "I wish he'd gone before he came," Morgen said. "I do feel sad." She closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of her chair.


    "J know," Betsy said brightly, "I'll send you someone feels worse than you do." Her eyes fell, and lifted timidly, and the smile died on her face, and she looked up apprehensively at her aunt. "Hello," she said. "Aunt Morgen."


    Aunt Morgen opened her eyes, and closed them again. "No," she said. "Go away, child. Auntie loves you but she's already got troubles enough. Just go away."


    "I'm sorry," Elizabeth said falteringly.


    "God almighty holy God almighty go away," Morgen said. "You make a big horrible muddy dirty black cloud come down over the whole goddam world when you give me that long face; go away go away go away go away go—"


    "All right" said Betsy, coming back laughing. "Now don't you like your nice Betsy?"


    "You just stay around for a while," Morgen said earnestly, "and don't leave me with that clam again."


    "Be nice or I'll send Beth," Betsy said. "She's the one who calls you 'Auntie darling' and says you're all she has in the world and do you still love her?"


    Morgen groaned.


    "Tell you about that doctor," Betsy said conversationally, "what he wanted to do was set Bess up as me, and let her go on pretending to be me all the time, so's they could share up all that money."


    "I'm going to give that money to a home for stray cats," said Morgen. "So help me."


    "Well, J don't want it," Betsy said.


    "That one," said Morgen, as one to whom a vast injury has been
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    done, "that puny white-faced slimy bitch, she doesn't think Auntie ought to take a glass of brandy after meals. Account for every penny!" She glared at her niece. "Me!" she said.


    "I wouldn't do that," Betsy said. "I don't want the money at all."


    "Look," Morgen said with great reasonableness, "I'm a simple character. All I want is to be comfortable, and sleep and eat and drink and talk the way I always have, the way I like to eat and drink and sleep and talk. For a long time I got along fine. I had this niece, and she wasn't much good to anyone, but I liked her fine, and I thought she liked me, and we used to talk to each other and she listened to me when I got sounding off and maybe I wasn't always careful to be so delicate with her, but I always thought things were going along all right. I just thought that if I liked her and she liked me and we got along together it didn't matter if maybe some people thought she was lacking a little, so long as I kept an eye out for signs that she was going like her mother. Because one thing I did know," said Morgen with a sigh, "was that there she needed watching. But I wasn't bright enough to see how things were going till it was too late, so now I've got you. I'm not complaining, and I brought it on myself, and anyway you're a little brighter than she—you—used to be, but I spent a long time with her. The way I see it, no matter what the doc says or you say or old moneybags says, you're all of you still my niece, and I'm responsible for you. But I'm not used to being teased and defied and coaxed and whined at, and I like people to keep their voices down when I have a headache, and I don't like having people's problems dumped in my lap, and one thing I've got to say for the old Elizabeth I had for so many years—she never had any problems I knew about, except how to sit down in a chair without falling off the seat."


    "Well," said Betsy, with something of embarrassment, "of course, a lot of that was me. I guess she would have gotten along a little bit better if it hadn't been for me."


    "Don't tell me about it," Morgen said. "You kids can fight your own battles. I don't care if there are twenty of you, what you all boil down to is still my niece Elizabeth, and you can play all the games you want with yourself, so long as you lay off me."


    "Perhaps," she said sweetly, "if I were dead?"


    Aunt Morgen raised her eyes briefly, and then dropped them again.
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    "If you were dead/' she said, "I could maybe get a little quiet to drink my coffee. In case you care."


    "I don't," she said. "And don't you think for a moment that I was joking about that lawyer. Because if I don't get an accounting—"


    "Why was I ever born?" Morgen asked rhetorically, and got up and left the table. "I am going back to bed," she said over her shoulder. "Soak your head in the coffeepot."


    Left alone, Bess poured herself out a fresh cup of coffee, and sat down again at the table. After a minute she got up again to search for a pad of paper and a pencil in a corner of the kitchen counter, and then sat down again and tried to figure, starting with the estimated amount of her father's fortune and, trying to remember all she could about interest and capital, and puzzling over what it might cost Morgen to run this house, and feed and clothe both of them, and how much Morgen had probably used of her own money, and how much from her niece's inheritance. The terms of her inheritance were not at all clear to Bess, and she had been unsuccessful in any attempt to learn more from her aunt; she knew only that what sounded like a vast sum of money was waiting for her, and that Aunt Morgen had probably helped herself freely by pretending to buy clothes and food for her niece; Bess had been vainly hoping to make Aunt Morgen give her a lot of money in advance, but Aunt Morgen was quite unreasonably stubborn about allowing her niece access to liquid funds since they had come back together from New York, and the best Bess had been able to manage was the ability to buy whatever she pleased from the stores in town on her aunt's accounts. Lately, however, since various small silly things had been happening —like the time Aunt Morgen had walked in and found Bess taking money from Morgen's pocketbook, although Bess had surely no intention of stealing, and had, in fact, no actual consciousness of being anywhere near Morgen's room—anyway, lately, Morgen had closed all the accounts and hidden her household cash, and now Bess couldn't buy the smallest thing unless she got permission first, and couldn't even have carfare unless she begged it from Morgen. It was no way to treat a nineteen-year-old girl who was going to have all the money she wanted someday. Bess sat back and looked at her page scribbled with figures. They looked like money, all with dollar signs in front, and decimal points; a good lawyer would know what
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    to make of them. Suddenly, with curiosity, Bess switched the pencil to her right hand and held it over the pad. "Come on, silly," she whispered. "A penny for your thoughts/' The pencil stayed unmoving in her relaxed hand, and Bess, looking at it, fell to wondering about rings, when she had her money. She did not care for diamonds, she thought, and most rings she had seen in the jewelry stores had such small stones it was hard to see them, much less know whether they were real or not; something like a ruby was more to her taste, but a big one. She fell back then before Betsy, who thoughtfully took up the pencil and drew heavy black lines through all of Bess' figures, tasted her coffee, and then dosed it richly with sugar and cream. For a few minutes Betsy amused herself with the pencil and paper, drawing circle heads with eyes and noses and mouths, which she labeled "Doctor Wrong" and "Aunt Morgen" and "Bess." After a few minutes Betsy wearied of the pencil and paper, yawned, and disappeared before Elizabeth, who touched the back of her neck daintily, looked with nausea on the coffee, and got up to take the cup and saucer to the sink, where she rinsed it out thoroughly, and then moved back to the table to gather up the coffeepot and Aunt Morgen's breakfast dishes. When she had washed and dried the dishes, and while she was on her way to the refrigerator for a glass of milk, Bess reestablished herself and took herself into the hall where she listened carefully for a minute to hear if Aunt Morgen was stirring, then put on her coat and hat and left the house softly.


    When Morgen came downstairs again, early in the afternoon, it was with the deep sense of well-being which comes with the general over-all effect of many aspirin judiciously administered, and the consequent rosy and painless impression of walking in a cloud; her headache was gone, as was her humiliating consciousness of the night before, and so, as a matter of fact, was her ordinary conviction that her feet were touching the floor as she walked. Her hand, as she opened the refrigerator door, was independent and intelligent, and the smile upon her face was beatific. I shall have a little something to eat, Morgen was thinking; soft-boiled eggs? I am an invalid, barely convalescent, and something buttery and soft . . .


    The refrigerator was full of mud. Morgen stood for a minute staring at it, not at all comprehending the ugly slimy mess where she had
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    expected to find white and shining shelves, with eggs and butter and cheeses neatly arranged; the inside of the door was smeared and the ice trays were oozing, and somewhere within, where the cold meats were kept, a worm stirred, almost frozen and yet still moving, turning blindly toward the light. Morgen stepped back, her stomach turning, and then without closing the door fled. She could not dress, could not wash; when she looked at her hands she thought there were worms on her fingers, working their way in and out and between and over, wet and cold, and she put her hands under her pillow and closed her eyes and held her mouth tight shut to keep the worms out, and screamed silently in her bed. I am all alone and I am an old woman and I will die without love, she thought, with her face hidden in the pillow, and at last slept again.


    When she awakened she was well, without the intercession of aspirin, and she rose firmly, straightened her clothes and her hair, looked at her hands carefully, and told herself she was an old fool, and ten times an old fool. She went downstairs into her spotless kitchen, where the refrigerator stood clean and immaculate, regarding her askance, and the breakfast dishes were neatly back on the shelves, and the coffeepot scrubbed and put away. After a minute Morgen (I am an old fool, she thought) touched the handle of the refrigerator and pressed it and swung open the door, and inside the white eggs and clean yellow butter box shone on her, although she knew without question that she did not care for food. A drink, she thought, not daring to put her hand or even a finger to the ice trays; a glass of brandy to insure that I am well now, and she took down the brandy bottle from the shelf and poured steadily into a glass. Your health, she thought, raising her glass to herself.


    Morgen Jones, of the Owenstown Joneses, was not by any means to be described as a fool. Her life was circumspect, rigid, and extremely private, because she found very little in the world outside to tempt her into mingling with its people. A woman well-educated when a good education was still thought of among her mother's friends as somehow the best possible occupation for an unmarried girl—better, surely, than going out as a governess, or taking up the painting of china—she had been bred to reason and comprehend and read whatever she pleased, and in the very particular workings of her mind, now, there was much humor, some tolerance, a great deal of unexpressed affection, and no space whatever for the appreci-
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    ation of the remarkable. Morgen had been, for a very long time, the most remarkable object in her own landscape, and anything stranger than herself was, to her mind, either an obvious sham, or nonexistent.


    She was, therefore, unprepared to accept in her niece any more startling manifestation than an entirely ladylike "nervous breakdown," and in all that she had seen of Elizabeth, and in all that she had been told by Doctor Wright, she found nothing to worry her. She had watched, and nodded, and her mind had been actively dismembering, analyzing, separating, and scrutinizing, grinding up all information into a palatable mixture of nervous illness in her niece and fanciful phraseology in the doctor; she was confident, finally, of her stern ability to bring a sensible matter-of-fact eye to bear upon the situation, and in short order reduce the niece and the doctor to separate embarrassed creatures, wholly well, and slinking away to bury their romances realistically in everyday life. If Morgen's practical eye could be said to perceive a cure where she did not acknowledge a disease, it might be phrased as "Don't appear to notice," or "They're only doing it to get attention," or even—in extreme cases —"Humor them."


    She had not materially altered herself in more years than she chose to remember. Her manner of dress, of speech, of doing her hair, of spending her time, had not changed since it first became apparent to a far younger Morgen that in all her life to come no one was, in all probability, going to care in the slightest how she looked, or what she did, and the minor wrench of leaving humanity behind was more than compensated for by her complacent freedom from a thousand small irritations. At first she had found it necessary to remind herself often of the clamors and demands other people made upon one another, the attentions expected, the answers awaited, the gifts and visits and good wishes to be returned, the affections to be reciprocated, but with the securing of her niece she found at last that there was nothing other people had which she needed to regard, any more, with a longing eye. Elizabeth immediately assumed the position of most importance in the little group of mortal folk with whom Morgen still held converse of one kind or another, and it was assumed by all of them that Elizabeth felt as much deep affection for her aunt as Morgen felt for her niece.


    Although Morgen had not changed in so many years that she had
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    fallen to regarding the world outside her windows as in a state of constant fevered activity, she was fond of her own whims—changes in the decorations of the house, for instance, which, although in a world of styles and ages, never strayed from the basic pattern of the architecture: one of extreme and loving ugliness—and did not take kindly to having them disputed. One of Morgen's notions had set up the Nigerian ancestor figure in her front hall, and she disliked having her niece's doctor jostle it when he left in anger. She was deeply pleased with the sound of her own voice, and did not care to be interrupted; she had been prepared to frown upon Doctor Wright because she felt that in some obscure fashion he was responsible for the change in her life which came with the change in her niece. She discovered herself, in all honesty, to be further annoyed with Doctor Wright because he seemed to regard her without proper attention to her uniqueness—surely ungallant in a man so prepared to find realms in her niece—and had, finally, showed himself as almost entirely devoid of meekness and sweetness of temper, qualities which Morgen admired to excess in people with whom she came into intimate contact.


    When she learned that Doctor Wright and her niece were conspiring between themselves over the romantic idea that Morgen had a niece Elizabeth, a niece Beth, a niece Betsy, and a niece Bess, she was first of all startled, and then enchanted with the novelty of a chameleon personality, reflecting that this was a highly-colored version of an idea she had sometimes used to deck herself. She thought with humorous self-deprecation of the times she had seen in herself a Jekyll-and-brandy personality, of the wise Morgen at midday who at evening turned into a cynical Morgen and at morning became a snarler over breakfast, and when she had identified this in herself, she was prepared to countenance it in Elizabeth. When she found herself angry at Elizabeth, she thought, she need only remind herself of the morning Morgen to speak more gently, and when Elizabeth whined or spoke rudely or smirked, it must be recalled that the girl had spent many years with the many Morgens and so, perhaps, deserved a turn of her own. Then, having reasoned to this point, pleased with her own perception and more pleased than not with her niece's unexpected variety of imagination, Morgen came downstairs with the drag end of a bad hangover and found her refrigerator full of mud.
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    Swift-change artists she could countenance, mad doctors and fiendish scientists she might accept, burbling nieces with notions of stolen inheritances she could regard with composure, but she could not and would not endure any tampering with her refrigerator, which was where she kept the greater part of her food. Moreover, her mind was where she lived the greater part of her life, and the cleaning of the refrigerator before she came back a second time was a deliberate attempt to clog up the workings of her mind. Although she would sooner have given up thinking than eating, she resented being pushed into depriving herself of either; she had no difficulty whatsoever in reassuring herself that she was sane, hangover-Morgen or not, and she was thus the victim of a wicked trick, performed in a cruel and vicious manner which would automatically set a distinction between the reasonable, regular alterings of a sensible person—Morgen—and the unreasonable, erratic alterings of a non-sensible person—Elizabeth.


    Morgen's first sensible thought—to slap Elizabeth's head right off her shoulders—was quickly abandoned in favor of saying nothing and waiting; Morgen was a splendid person at getting even with people, and if she accused her niece of filling the refrigerator with mud and Elizabeth denied it, revenge would be far less satisfactory, and would probably have to be taken in a more subtle form than if the subject were never mentioned or dealt with until an opportunity turned up. Musing thus, drinking her brandy, Morgen sat at ease in her own living room, among her own possessions, which she felt for the first time she was called upon, vitally, to defend.


    When a key turned in the door and she heard her niece's step in the hall, Morgen was quiet for a minute, listening; her niece closed the door gently, and set her pocketbook down on the hall table. Then, from the sounds, she opened the door of the hall closet to hang up her coat and hat; such neatness and order established that either Elizabeth, who was neat from bewilderment, or Bess, who was neat because of a profound respect for her own property, had come in; the quietness and ease with which the actions were performed argued with certainty that it was not Elizabeth.


    "Bess?" said Morgen, raising her voice.


    "Yes?"


    "Will you come in here for a minute, please?"


    Bess came to the living room doorway, narrowing her eyes to see
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    in the darkened room. "What's the matter with you?" she asked, without rudeness, but without solicitude.


    "A slight malaise," said Morgen comfortably, "the weakness of the living and the sight of death, the abandonment of worldly care in the face of holiness; I decided that you were going to make dinner tonight."


    "Go to a restaurant," said her niece. "Fve already had dinner."


    "Who with?"


    "None of your business."


    "Someone must have paid," said Morgen. She sat up. "Have you been into my pocketbook again?"


    "Certainly not," said Bess, and then, after a minute, added reluctantly, "I found an old penny bank, if you must know."


    Morgen began to laugh, and swung around to turn on the lamp on the table next to her. "You poor baby," she said. "You can have dinner anywhere you like. Tell me next time and I'll give you a couple of dollars."


    "You don't know how I'm going to get even with you someday," Bess said. She spoke slowly, and she looked at her aunt with hatred. "You don't know all the things Fve been thinking of to do to you. When I have all my money, and I don't have to live with you any more, I'm going to spend half my time doing nasty things to you."


    "All right." Morgen was unconcerned. "Seems to me, though, my pretty wealthy darling, that you've started out fairly well, on that refrigerator."


    "What refrigerator?" said Bess innocently.


    "Know what I ought to do with you?" Morgen said, lying back to look up at her, "I ought to take you and rub your nose in it, and maybe I will. Or maybe I'll just turn you over my knee and spank the hell out of you."


    "You wouldn't dare," said Bess, backing away.


    "Indeed I would," said Morgen, genuinely surprised; she had in all her life found few things she did not dare to do, although there had been a number of things, which, fortunately, had not occurred to her. "I'll do just as I please, as a matter of fact," said Morgen, "with you or anyone else."


    "I don't care what you do to anyone else," Bess said. "But when I get a lawyer—"


    Aunt Morgen laughed again, with such honest and uncontrollable
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    hilarity that tears came into her eyes and she had to sip at her brandy to keep from choking. "You'll have a sweet time with a lawyer," she said helplessly, "when you can't even find out what year it is. My problem, sir," she went on in a mincing voice parodying Bess, "is that I'm going to come into all this money when I'm twenty-five years old, and I'm going to be twenty-five in a few months, but I think I'm still nineteen, and no one can tell me any different . . . Oh, lord." And Aunt Morgen sighed weakly, while Bess sat tense and angry and looked at her. "Anyway," Morgen said at last, more firmly, "you let me know when you get your lawyer, kiddo, and I'll pay his bill for you."


    "I wish my mother was alive to see how you treat me," Bess said, and her aunt looked up angrily.


    "Maybe you've forgotten how your mother treated you," she said. "When you talk like that you make me mad enough to—"


    She sighed; Bess had turned abruptly into Elizabeth, who was sitting watching her aunt with numb fear.


    "Who you staring at?" Morgen demanded, annoyed at herself for having, as always, said more than she intended to.


    "Nothing. I mean, I guess I don't feel very well."


    "Well, go to bed, for God's sake," Morgen said, turning impatiently away.


    "May I make myself something to eat?"


    "I thought you had dinner."


    Elizabeth shook her head miserably. "If you'll let me, I'll have a sandwich or something."


    "Go ahead," said Morgen. "Make me something, too."


    Elizabeth got up with eagerness. "I'll make you something nice," she said. "I think I'd feel better if I ate something."


    Wearily Morgen took up the magazine she had been reading last night when the doctor came. "Don't knock yourself out," she said, and then, with some remorse, "If you need any help, yell."


    "I'll be all right." Elizabeth went busily away, and Morgen hesitated, and then refused herself more brandy. For a few minutes she half-listened, wondering if Elizabeth would be able to manage, and then she shrugged and told herself that Elizabeth had been capable of feeding herself for a long time now, and she gave only a fragment of her attention to the faint sounds from the kitchen, alert for a fall or a scream. After a while, when she heard returning footsteps,
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    she set her magazine aside with pleasure, and turned to the doorway to watch her niece entering with a tray. "What you got?" Morgen inquired.


    Betsy giggled, tilting the tray dangerously. "That Elizabeth" she said. "You could starve to death before she got around the kitchen; I finally had to come and do it myself. Cheese sandwiches and milk."


    "Mustard?" said Morgen.


    "She did most of it, though, really," Betsy said. "It isn't fair to say she didn't. I poured the milk, anyway."


    She set the tray down on the coffee table which Morgen cleared for her, and drew up a chair on the other side. "You know," Morgen said, taking a napkin, "this is the first food I've had since ... oh, Jesus." She sat, staring for a minute, and then began frantically brushing the bite of sandwich from her mouth, choking and making frightful sounds of disgust.


    "What is it?" Betsy half-rose, backing away. "Robin?"


    Morgen threw the sandwich across the room and emptied her mouth into the paper napkin. "Bitch," she said, "bitch, nasty bitch."


    Betsy looked at her own sandwich. "What?" she said.


    "Mud," said Morgen, "sandwich full of mud." She twisted her face and looked away. "I'm sick," she said.


    "Mine's all right," Betsy said. "Eat it." She held her sandwich out but Morgen pushed her hand away. "I'm sick," she said, "go away."


    "What's wrong, Morgen dear? Has something upset you?"


    "Get out of here," Morgen said wildly, "get out of here before I throw something at you, you dirty filthy bitch."


    "Really," said Bess, "I should think you'd make an effort to behave yourself; throwing food around and making horrible noises; it sounds perfectly—"


    "Will you get out of here?" Morgen demanded, rising and lifting her hand, "you lying monster—"


    Elizabeth began to cry. "You're always picking on me," she said. "I didn't do anything."


    Morgen caught her breath and was silent; perhaps she was saying "morning-Morgen, morning-Morgen" over and over to herself, because after a few minutes she spoke gently. "Sorry," she said. "I was upset. I don't mean to frighten you, kiddo. Come on, I'm going to see you safely in bed before I do another thing." She rose, and Eliza-
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    beth followed her almost cheerfully. "I'll be glad to go to bed/' Elizabeth said, coming after her aunt to the stairs, "I'm tired and I haven't been sleeping well again. Maybe I could take a hot bath."


    "Good idea." Morgen was remorseful, and brought a quality of unfamiliar enthusiasm to the prospect of a hot bath. "Just what you need to make you sleep, a hot bath and I'll giwe you a little blue pill."


    "All right." Elizabeth went toward the door of her room, and Morgen, saying "I'll start your water," went into the bathroom. She started the water in the tub and then, because she was truly sorry to have made Elizabeth cry, she got a jar of pine bath salts from her own dressing table; it had not yet been opened and Morgen had been promising it to herself as a particular luxury tonight, bath salts being a fanciness for which she ordinarily did not have time; now, however, it was no more than what was due to Elizabeth, and she poured a generous helping of pine bath salts into the tub. When Elizabeth came into the bathroom the air was already warm and rich with an odor only faintly reminiscent of outdoors and trees and growing things; Elizabeth bent over the tub to turn the water off and smiled gratefully.


    "Wonderful," she said. "Just what I needed." She hesitated, standing beside the tub in her robe and slippers, and from the timid smile she turned on her aunt it seemed that she was almost going to speak with tenderness; at last, with an effort, she said, "Won't you . . . Aunt Morgen, won't you stay in here and talk to me while I bathe?"


    Morgen, perceiving without effort Elizabeth's attempt at affection, and moved by it, said, touching her niece on the shoulder, "Sure, kiddo. I used to give you a bath all the time, you know."


    She sat uncomfortably on the bathroom stool and caught Elizabeth's robe from the floor and held it. "Warm enough?" she asked as Elizabeth got into the tub, and Elizabeth nodded and said "Fine, thanks."


    "You feeling any better?"


    "I think so, Morgen," and she stopped, soap in hand. "Did the doctor tell you about . . . about the others?" she asked.


    "How do you know the doctor was here?" Morgen said.


    Elizabeth stared. "I guess I heard you say so."


    "He made me mad. But yes, he told me."


    "Did he say I was going to be . . . well?"
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    "Depends on what you mean by well/' Morgen said cautiously.


    "Like I was before."


    "Well," said Morgen, "you weren't so well then." She was wondering, now, what to say; she had a clear idea that in a spot like this the most reasonable, the most sensible, the most reassuring statements were invariably the most dangerous, and she very much did not want to frighten Elizabeth again; it came to her with an acute, almost physical pain, that the reason Elizabeth spoke so much more fluently and freely tonight might be that it was the first time in many months she had found tenderness in her aunt. "I want you really well," she said awkwardly, and then found Elizabeth looking at her with eyes full of tears. "What'd I say now?" Morgen demanded.


    "It's because . . ." Elizabeth faltered, and patted the water with her hand. "He said, the doctor, that when I was cured it would be that all of us, Betsy and Beth and all, were all back together. He said I was one of them. Not myself, just one more of them. He said he was going to put us all back together into one person."


    "So?" Should Elizabeth be speaking of this, concerning herself over it? Even haltingly, clumsily as she spoke, should she be allowed to continue? "Why not wait and see what happens?" Morgen suggested, inspired.


    "Look." Elizabeth turned and looked at her. "I'm just one of them, one part. I think and I feel and I talk and I walk and I look at things and I hear things and I eat and I take baths—"


    "All right," Morgen said. "Conceded that you do it all, what's wrong with it? I do too."


    "But I do it all with my mind." Elizabeth spoke very slowly, feeling her way. "What he's going to have when he's through is a new Elizabeth Richmond, with her mind. She will think and eat and hear and walk and take baths. Not me. I'll maybe be a part of her, but I won't know it— she will."


    "I don't get it," said Morgen.


    "Well," said Elizabeth, "when she does all the thinking and knowing, won't I be . . . dead?"


    "Oh, now, look," said Morgen, and then sat helplessly, facing the definition of annihilation. Finally she shook herself, and said with great briskness, "Now, look, kiddo, I don't know anything about
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    these things, and neither do you. You just figure that everything's going to turn out for the best, that's all."


    "I guess so." Laboriously, Elizabeth rose and stepped out of the tub and took the towel Morgen handed her. She turned the handle which let the water out of the tub, and began to dry herself. When she finally had her robe and slippers on again she spoke. "Anyway," she said, "when you've got her you won't have someone sick all the time."


    "I won't think about it, and neither will you," Morgen said, but she was speaking to Bess.


    "What are you doing in here?" Bess demanded. "Watching me every minute?"


    "I came in," Morgen said, "to draw your bath for you."


    "Well, do it," Bess said. "I don't mind."


    "Look," Morgen said, "what makes you think I wouldn't drown you?"


    "You couldn't get the money that way," Bess said. She turned around and bent down to start the water in the tub, and said, "Mind if I use your bath salts?"


    "Not at all," Morgen said. "Help yourself." She watched, speechless, while Bess put bath salts in the tub, and got in herself, handing Morgen her robe to hold. Bess scrubbed herself diligently and thoroughly, chattering all the time. "This is nice of you, Morgen," she said. "There isn't really any reason why we can't be friends, you and me, you know, even if I do get the money. Maybe I sometimes say things I don't mean, but so do you, you know, and if I'm willing to make allowances for you, I guess you ought to do the same for me. Besides, I'm going to be wealthy, and the way I see it I'll have a position of great responsibility—the responsibility of wealth, you know—and I can't afford to hold grudges and hate people, even you. A person in my position has to keep the same distance from everyone—no enemies, and no friends, because of course if they pretend to be friends it's really only the money they're after. Because—"


    "Indeed yes," said Morgen earnestly. "And no one in your position can ever be too careful."


    "Of course not," Bess agreed. "Morgen, I've been thinking that I'd like to get you something, pay you back, sort of, for taking care of me
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    all these years. A nice pair of gloves, maybe, or some handkerchiefs. What would you like?"


    "Well/' said Morgen thoughtfully, "I have been needing a new nail file. But whatever you say."


    Bess rose and stepped out of the tub. She waited for a minute until Morgen reached over and found her a dry towel, and then she began to dry herself. "Something to remember me by," she said. "Because of course we won't be seeing much of each other when I get my money. I'll be too busy with charitable pursuits and shopping, and things."


    Morgen rose, taking a deep breath. "I've decided that I will drown you, after all," she said. "Better than a new pair of gloves, even."


    As she had expected, Bess fled when Morgen approached, and Beth, untying the cord of the bathrobe which Bess had just tied, said happily, "Did you come to see me have my bath? How nice, Aunt Morgen dear."

  


  
    "Just came to start the water for you," Morgen said straight-faced. "I thought you'd sleep better for a hot bath."


    "You darling." Morgen successfully dodged as Beth tried to kiss her, and leaned past Beth to turn on the hot water tap. "Do not," Morgen said, "forget your bath salts."


    "These for me? Morgen, how lovely"


    "Not at all," Morgen said, going back to her stool. She watched in a kind of stupor as Beth filled the tub, got in, and deliberately soaped and scrubbed the same neck and feet and legs and arms and ears that Elizabeth and Bess had been scrubbing for the past forty minutes. "Bath feels good," Beth said, flicking a bubble with her finger. "I'm glad I thought of it."


    "It's very relaxing at bedtime, a hot bath," Morgen said.


    "It's nice to have you sit here while I take my bath, the way you used to."


    "Oh," said Morgen, "I've watched you take a lot of baths."


    "I don't get much chance to talk to you any more," Beth said, turning her wide, innocent eyes to her aunt. "I wish I did, Aunt Morgen. I wish we were more intimate, because I do think just the world of you, and I wish we could be . . . well. . . pals."


    "Pals," said Aunt Morgen.


    "I could take such good care of you, if you'd only let me. We could have real fun together."
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    "Yes," said Aunt Morgen. "Well, we must try to see a lot more of each other from now on."


    Beth tufhed to her, eyes tearful among the soap bubbles. "You don't really like me," she said. "No one ever does. I don't have a single friend in all this whole wide world, because no one loves me, not even my own aunt"


    "I gave you my bath salts," Aunt Morgen pointed out.


    Beth sniffled, and then wiped the soap off her face with the back of her hand and stood up in the tub. "Don't want any bath," she said. "I'm just too miserable to take a bath."


    "You weren't very dirty anyway," Aunt Morgen said heartlessly.


    By the time the water had gone out of the tub and Beth was dressed in her robe again she had recovered her usual silly self, and she was just saying, "But Auntie, we've got to get you some clothes" when she vanished and Betsy, clean and scrubbed, turned and bowed ironically to her aunt.


    "Well," said Betsy, "everyone wash behind their ears?"


    Morgen began, at last, to laugh. "Betsy, my girl," she said, "come on downstairs and have a spot of brandy with Auntie."


    "Can't," said Betsy. "Got to have my bath."


    "Heaven save me," said Morgen, "I will go mad if I watch you scrub your feet again. Couldn't you give up your bath just this one night?"


    "No, oh, no," said Betsy, "what would the rest of them think?"


    "I thought," Morgen said with curiosity, pausing on her way to the bathroom door, "I thought Bess always knew all that the rest of you were doing?"


    Betsy shook her head, her look of ironic amusement fading before a kind of puzzlement. "She used to, most of the time," Betsy said. "The last few days, though, she hasn't been any better than the rest of us. That's why she's so scared, too," and Betsy capered on the wet floor.


    "Betsy," Morgen said slowly, "what did you have to do with all that mud?"


    "Mud?" said Betsy, "what mud?" She looked complacently down at her naked body. "No mud on me" she said.


    "Yeah," said Morgen. "I'll be downstairs, kiddo. Get nice and clean."


    As she went down the stairs toward the living room, the bathroom
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    door behind her opened and Betsy shouted, "Say, Morg—you mind if I use the rest of your bath salts? There's only a little left."


    Morgen awakened the next morning out of sorts and worn with a weakness which she finally identified as hunger; for a minute she lay in bed, thinking that she had not eaten anything at all the day before, that someone had once told her that brandy contained all the necessary minerals and vitamins to sustain life for an indefinite length of time, that she might, had she been born somehow differently, be at this moment awakening into the boudoir of Madame de Pompadour, a jeweled page kneeling beside her bed proffering chocolate. She rose, fancying herself among turquoise satin hangings, and asked herself, whistling, whether milady would wear the ruby tiara or the pearl stomacher. Dressed at last, in the corduroy housecoat she always wore in the mornings, her hair combed and her feet in splendidly comfortable old sheepskin slippers, she went, still whistling, down the hall to the bathroom, amused at the thought that her niece might be still in the tub, and washed her face and hands and took up her toothbrush, which she held under the running water to wash the mud out of it. Then she dropped it, and moved back and held her hands, trembling, against the lock of the door and wanted to cry and heard herself whimpering, "I'm an old woman."


    "No more, no more, no more," she said at last, and unlocked the door, leaving her toothbrush where it lay in the basin, and went stamping downstairs to the kitchen. She looked carefully into the coffeepot and rinsed it out thoroughly before starting the coffee, and during the time the coffee was cooking she stayed in the kitchen all the time, and did not touch anything without looking at it twice. When the coffee was done she poured herself a cupful, after washing the cup, and drew out a chair at the table and looked carefully at the seat of the chair and at the floor under the table before she sat down. Then, in a clean chair with a clean cup of coffee, she leaned her head down to let the hot clean fragrance come freshly to her, and tried to think.


    First of all, it didn't matter, not at all, whether it was Elizabeth or Bess or Beth or Betsy fouling her, dirtying everything she touched; it wasn't important, because the whole pack of them were leaving. For the first time Morgen isolated and looked clearly at what she
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    now knew she intended to do; she had, in the back of her mind, a confused and terrible picture of what she called an "institution," which hacf until this minute revolted her because of a medieval uneasiness about chains and barred windows and dark wormy food; now that the Richmond fortune had been brought into such prominence, it seemed an equivocal thing for an aunt to send her only niece off to be bound in chains in darkness, and continue to live alone with that niece's money. For the moment there was no mud anywhere in sight, however, and Aunt Morgen endeavored to see the question impartially. There are places, she thought, I've certainly heard of places like country clubs, where they live in luxury and get the best of care and food, and places like that cost plenty, too, so she'd be getting her share of the money after all. I'd probably have to cut down here considerably, as a matter of fact, to keep her in a place like that, and no one could say . . . We could both go, Morgen thought wryly; one more mouthful of mud and I'd be ready; maybe I could leave her here and go myself, and get the best of care and food. She laughed, thinking of what people would say then: of course, Morgen got the money and all, and there she is, off in that loony-bin, living on the fat of the land, and her poor crazy niece half-starving at home. . . .


    No, Morgen thought suddenly and firmly. She's infected me; I can't even think about what's best to do for her without beginning to wonder what people will say about the money; this is not intelligent of me. No one needs it, she thought, no one cares, only Bess, and then the minute she mentioned the money we all stopped being able to think about good things like eating and drinking and being well, and just started squabbling; I'll give her a big bag of silver dollars, Morgen thought; she can take it in her suitcase when she goes. I'll tell her she's got it all. No, no, Morgen thought, I will decide this without ever once thinking again about that money. Now. In order to take any steps at all in even locating the proper place-one near enough for visiting, where Morgen might, personally, inspect at regular intervals the quality of the food, the cleanliness of the floors, the servility of the attendants, one where the lawns were green and the tennis courts well rolled, where Bess could stroll and Betsy could romp; where, to put it most distinctly, Morgen might visit without feeling uncomfortably under restraint—in order to find such a place, it was distressingly necessary to apply to Doctor
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    Wright; Harold Ryan would know, too, of course, but to Doctor Wright, Morgen's decision would seem fair, without justification or explanation, might even seem humorously overdue. Harold Ryan would have to have too much talking done at him, and it was important, Morgen thought, to get moving at once on a thing like this; if 'twere done, she thought, surprising herself, 'twere well it were done quickly.


    She laughed, tasting her coffee, and began aloud, declaiming "—that struts and frets his little hour upon the stage; it is a tale—"


    "Good morning, Morgen," said Bess, from the kitchen doorway. "You praying or something?"


    "Good morning," Morgen said, thinking, I know now that she is going soon; done quickly.


    "Did you make coffee? Fine." Bess poured herself a cup of coffee and came to sit down at the table. "Before I forget," she said, looking delicately at her spread fingers, "I want you to pay for some things I ordered sent home. They'll probably be coming today."


    "What?"


    "Some clothes. A few things for my room. Nothing that really need concern you."


    "They don't concern me at all," Morgen said, "because I won't pay for them."


    Bess smiled. "Morgen, dear" she said, "I am paying for them. You just give the man the money."


    "I won't do it," Morgen said flatly, and then rage caught her again and she slammed her hand down onto the table and opened her mouth to shout, and then was quiet at Bess' smile. "If I get sore," Morgen said, "you'll run away. And if I can't get sore, what can I do?"


    "Try to behave like a lady, dear," said Bess. "Try to behave like me"


    "Tell you what I'll do," Morgen said, controlling herself and thinking: how soon she will be gone, "We'll compromise. Some of the things you ordered—" (the ones you can take with you, she was thinking) "—you can keep, and the others we'll send back. That way, each of us is giving in to the other, and we can both be satisfied."


    Bess thought. "All right," she said at last, "but I do the deciding."


    "We'll make a list of everything," Morgen said. She left the table
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    and went to her desk in the living room to get a pencil and paper; when she came back Elizabeth was heating herself some milk at the stove a"nd Morgen's coffee was suspiciously thick and dark; without tasting it Morgen made a mouth of disgust and set the cup in the sink. "How'd you get here?" she asked Elizabeth.


    "Good morning, Aunt Morgen," Elizabeth said. "I had a wonderful sleep last night."


    "Fine," Morgen said, "fine." She hesitated, not knowing how to say it, and then began carefully, "Elizabeth, I hope you'll try to understand when you know what Fm doing. If I didn't think that it was the only possible way—"


    Elizabeth poured her hot milk into a cup and sat down at the table, and said, looking wistfully at her milk, "I wish just once they'd let me stay long enough to eat something J like."


    "Why not try?" Morgen asked with interest. "I mean—when they push at you, push back."


    "I guess so," Elizabeth said vaguely; "I wish you wouldn't keep meddling" she said. "I'm perfectly all right."


    "I'm waiting for you to tell me what you ordered," Morgen said. "We'll have to send back anything too expensive, because we simply can't afford it."


    "Don't be silly," Bess said. "I can afford anything I want."


    "Yeah," Morgen said.


    "Well, a little radio," Bess said. "It's coming from that big store. I had lunch there," she said, "and there's a fountain in the restaurant, and goldfish."


    "Arnold's," said Morgen, writing. "Radio. I thought you had a radio?"


    "This was smaller than mine," Bess said. "And I ordered a coat, dark green with a fur collar, leopard, and a little hat to match."


    "Green's not a good color on you, anyway," Morgen said.


    "And some stockings and underwear and gloves ... I don't know. I went around picking out things and the girl was going to put them all in a package together and send them."


    "And I'll keep them all in a package together and send them back," Morgen said.


    "And some costume jewelry. I even ordered a necklace for you, Morgen. Little shells."


    "Great," Morgen said. "So I could hear the sound of the sea?"


    


    34i The Bird's Nest


    "I beg your pardon?"


    "Never mind. Is that everything?"


    "Yes," said Bess, looking away.


    Morgen put the pencil down and sat back, looking at the list. "Not too bad," she said. "You don't need the radio and you can't have the coat. I don't want the jewelry, and you have more underwear and stockings and gloves now than you can wear. We'll send it all back."


    "If you expect any favors from me," Bess said, "you'd better be careful now."


    "What favors?" Morgen laughed rudely.


    "I was going to let you go on living here," Bess said. "Last night, when you promised to treat me better, I half-decided to give you an allowance."


    "Generous of you," Morgen said. "That's more than I'd do for you."


    Bess took up Morgen's pencil and pointed it dangerously across the table. "Someday," she said, "you are going to come crying to me, and then—"


    "All right," Morgen said agreeably. "When I come crying to you for a dark green coat with a leopard collar and a little hat to match, you may take great pleasure in denying it me. As," she said, "I am doing to you."


    "Morgen," Bess said, "if you won't let me get what I want today, then tomorrow I'll go again and order the same things sent all over again, and if I can't get them from the same store I'll get them somewhere else, because I plan to have what is due me, and I'm just going to go on and on buying whatever I please with my money."


    "So long as it keeps you happy," Morgen said, watching Bess' hand and the pencil and paper. While Bess was talking her hand had added, not neatly but clearly, "wristwatch," "cigarette case," "pocketbook" to the list of items Bess had bought, and Morgen began to laugh. Bess looked down and saw her hand writing, and scowled.


    "Stop," she said in a whisper, and tried to unclench her fingers from the pencil; while Morgen, sitting back, watched without expression, Bess tried with her left hand to twist the fingers of her right hand away from the pencil, tried to lift her arm from the table, whispering, "Stop, stop, I won't let you."
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    "hahaha," Bess' right hand wrote, the letters scrawling across the page as Bess tried to drag her hand away.


    "Morgeti," Bess said in appeal.


    "J won't help you," Morgen said, and grinned. "After you changed your mind about my allowance?"


    Bess abandoned her struggle with her hand to look long and angrily at Morgen. "I suppose you think this is going to work out fine for you," she said, and her hand wrote freely; Morgen looked away from Bess' hand, sickened at seeing the thing released and capering off in pursuit of its own mad ends; "I can't make it stop," Bess said, looking at her hand.


    Morgen rose and came around the table to lean over Bess' shoulder and read what Bess' hand was writing. "It's beastly," Bess said.


    "It's loathsome," Morgen said. The hand had written: "poor Cinderella bess poor cinderbess no pumpkin coat no ball"


    "It never writes anything but nonsense," Bess said.


    "cinderbess sitting in ashes and mud up to neck."


    "Mud up to the neck," Morgen said. "That's funny." She smiled down at the back of Bess' head. "I say that," she said.


    "cruel sisters," said the hand, and made a kind of final heavy line, as though a telling point had been made.


    "Someone," said Bess, very carelessly, "keeps a suitcase all packed in my room. I don't know who it belongs to, but it looks like someone is planning to sneak away some night. Again," she finished.


    "no morgen no morgen no morgen poor betsy ask bess mud."


    "This is silly," Bess said, trying again to lift her hand.


    Morgen laughed. "You girls keep telling on each other," she said, "first thing you know, no one's going to have any secrets left."


    "poor lizzie," the hand wrote, "poor lizzie poor morgen poor betsy not paris never now"


    "Are you Betsy?" Morgen asked, leaning forward.


    "betsy over ocean betsy over sea"


    "Betsy broke a teacup, and blamed it all on me," Bess said. She tried to lift her hand again, "I can't stand those things," she said.


    "What things?" Morgen was puzzled.


    "Nursery rhymes," Bess said. "She does it—" She stopped abruptly.


    "hahaha," Bess' hand wrote.


    "I remember your mother teasing you with that rhyme," Morgen
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    said, looking from Bess to Bess' hand and back again. "When you were a baby/'


    "Kindly do not recall my grief," Bess said grandly.


    "Rubbish," Morgen said, and then, "She's gone." The pencil lay idly in Bess' hand. "Well," Morgen said at last, "I've got to make a phone call. And I don't want you listening."


    "I? Aunt Morgen!"


    Morgen closed the kitchen door with a slam, leaving Beth in tears at the table, and went into the hall to the phone. When she took up the receiver it slipped and turned in her hands and she let it drop and sat for a minute, choking back nausea and whispering to herself. Then, valiantly, she found her handkerchief and used it to hold the phone, almost amused at herself for dialing the doctor's number without having to look it up. When his nurse answered, Morgen said, keeping her voice low, "Doctor Wright, please. This is Morgen Jones."


    And, after a minute, the doctor's sharp voice said, "Good morning, Miss Jones. Doctor Wright here."


    "I'm sorry to disturb you, doctor, but I badly need your help."


    There was a silence, and then he said, "I am extremely sorry, Miss Jones, but I could not be of any possible assistance to you. Perhaps Doctor Ryan?"


    "No," she said. "I have . . ." She thought, searching for a noncommittal phrase, aware with certainty of Bess pressing her head against the kitchen door to listen. "I have decided," Morgen said, "to follow your example." An idea came to her. "Birnam wood has come to Dunsinane," she said.


    "I beg your pardon? Is this Miss Jones?"


    "Don't be an idiot," she said. "I'm trying to tell you something."


    "I assure you that if you are in this manner endeavoring to revive my interest in your niece—"


    "Look," said Morgen dangerously, "I am most goddamn certainly in this manner endeavoring to whatever you call it. The fact that I can forget my own dignity long enough to listen to you chattering ought to convince you that you're just as much tangled up in this as any of us, and I want you over here fast."


    "You do not mean to be impolite, I am convinced," the doctor said coldly. "And if you stop to think for a minute you must cer-
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    tainly agree that my objections to seeing your niece again are legitimate; I can be of no conceivable help to either her or you."


    "To me? you can/' Morgen said. "As a matter of fact, now I think of it, I don't believe you can get things into a muddle like this and then quit on me. So I think if you don't get over here as fast as you can travel I'll call Harold Ryan and get you unfrocked."


    "Disbarred from practice," said Doctor Wright with some amusement. "I can hardly come if you threaten me."


    "I take it back," Morgen said. "It's almost impossible for me to talk clearly."


    "There has been trouble?"


    "Yes. I am—" She glanced back over her shoulder at the kitchen door "—very much disturbed."


    "I can appreciate that," said the doctor. "I can be there within an hour."


    "Right," said Morgen.


    "I hope you realize," the doctor said, "what violence I am doing to my own pride in resuming the care of your niece, Miss Jones. Only my conscience—"


    "If you're worried about violence," said Morgen evilly, "you'd better keep quiet to me about your conscience." And she hung up, pleased to think that she had had the last word, but that he would be coming anyway.


    The kitchen door was shut tight, and Morgen turned her back on it and went into the living room, where she sat tiredly on the couch and wondered what was best to do. She had a fear of putting into motion, through Doctor Wright, legal forces overwhelming and un-combatable; it was one thing to take your niece, nervous and failing in health, to a highly recommended physician, but another thing entirely to turn her over to a faceless, mechanical operation of papers and commitments and, perhaps, publicity; I'll tell everyone she's gone off to have an illegitimate child, Morgen told herself consolingly; it's better than admitting I had her locked up. She looked up, then, and said, "What do you want now? Or are you just following me?"


    "There's a man here," Elizabeth said. "He has a package to be paid for."


    "And she sent you to tell me, did she? Well." Morgen got up heavily and went into the front hall, where a delivery man stood
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    with a package which might have held a radio or a green coat with a fur collar or even-a cigarette case. "The order," Morgen told him moderately, "has been cancelled. I'm sorry/'


    "Sure." He took up his package and put his hand on the door. "You don't want it now?" he said, looking back over his shoulder.


    "We don't want it now," Morgen said firmly.


    "You're the boss." He opened the door and was turning to shut it behind him when Bess pushed Morgen aside and called out, "Wait-wait a minute!"


    "Yeah?" said the delivery man, pausing.


    "We do want it; bring it back."


    "Okay," said the delivery man, turning.


    "We don't want it," Morgen said. "Take it away."


    The delivery man hesitated, holding the package without affection. "Look," he began reproachfully. He gave a little shove with the package, as though to toss it out through the door. "I don't want the package," he said to Bess, "she don't want it," and he gestured with his head at Morgen, "you say wait, wait, you do want it. All right. There's thirty-seven dollars and eighty-five cents on this package. Tell me now, I either go out the door with the package or I leave the package here and I go out the door with thirty-seven dollars and eighty-five cents. Well?" He stopped, holding the package out ingratiatingly.


    Morgen cocked her head at Bess. "Well?"


    Bess stood undecided, her face flushed and angry. She was unused to easy communication, and she did not think quickly. She looked from the man to Morgen, both watching her with interest, and then turned abruptly into Beth, who was first aware of Morgen's regard, and then perceived the delivery man and the package.


    "Ooh," said Beth, "is it something for me? Morgen, did you get me a present?"


    "No," Morgen said. "The man is going to take it away."


    After a minute the delivery man shifted the package, sighed, and opened the door again, waiting for a minute on the threshold as though expecting to be called back again. "You never get me anything," Beth said. Two large tears started down her cheeks. "Everyone gets presents but me, and I guess no one likes me, because no one ever gives me presents."


    The door closed gently. Through the glass of the door Morgen
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    could see the delivery man going down the steps to his truck. He stopped once, and looked back at the house for a minute, and then shrugged and tossed the package into the truck.


    "Someday I'll get even with you, Morgen."


    "Oh, stop talking like that." Morgen stamped back into the living room and felt that Bess was following her without sound; Morgen turned, with a faint cold chill going up her back and said, over-heartily, "Come on, Bess, be reasonable; I told you the stuff was going back."


    "You said I could keep half of it."


    "You said you had given me the whole list."


    "Who'd tell the truth to you? 77 Bess said scornfully. "You never heard of the truth in your life—you tell lies and you make up lies and you try to hurt people with lies, and you won't let anyone come around you unless they tell you lies. You're a bad bad bad—"


    "Now look," Morgen said. The quick apprehension she had felt at Bess' approach stayed with her; she was a little bit unsure, and she raised her voice. "Now look," she said, standing with defiance in the middle of her own living-room carpet, chosen and put down under her supervision, surrounded by walls whose color she had dictated, and windows whose view met with her approval, standing firm and not to be shaken by any alien fear, "now look," she said, "this is all I am going to take from you." She swept her arm largely around, as one who calls forces to her support, and said in a less emphatic tone than she intended, "You've driven me out of patience, the way your mother did before you. You blame me the way she did, and call me names, and when I look at you all I can see is her whining face. And do not—" she said, gesturing, "try to give me any phony tears or stories about your grief; I know what you thought of your mother."


    Bess wavered, on the edge of tears, or perhaps on the edge of Elizabeth; she brought up her handkerchief and looked from side to side, but Morgen said, "If you send Elizabeth and run away, now, you'd better not come back. Because if you ever do come back, I'm going to be waiting right here for you, like a cat on a mousehole, and the minute I see you looking out at me, I'm going to be after you; so, if you want to go, go, but remember I tell you not to come back once you're gone."


    "I'm not going," Bess said, taking down the handkerchief. "I," she said, smiling at Morgen, "am not ever going. You can just plan, Mor-


    


    gen, on having me from now on, thinking of anything I can do to make you miserable, lying awake nights hating you, and wishing you were dead. You won't," she finished, with loving slowness, "y° u won't ever be rid of me!*


    "You sound like your mother" Morgen said. "You sound exactly precisely not to be mistakenly like your goddamn whining mother and if I were you I would stop it right there because, believe me, Miss Elizabeth Beth Betsy Bess, your mother is the last person I want to hear talking right now—you hear? I spent one rotten lifetime with her and I was just as glad to see the last of her as I'm going to be to see the last of you." Shouting, Morgen turned and swept wildly up and down the room, but never came close to her niece. "We're going to put you in a place," Morgen said, speaking quietly again, her voice shaking, "into an institution, a madhouse, a head-whorehouse, where you can take yourself apart and put yourself together again like a goddamn jigsaw puzzle and all the pretty doctors will stand around and clap their hands when you subdivide like a building lot and all the nice nurses will pat your head when you split four ways from Sunday and then they'll all giggle and drag you off and lock you up and I'll be rid of you and the world will be rid of you, and your precious doctor will be rid of you and the world will be a better place with you going to pieces in private. And, now I think of it, just to make you happy I'll take your piles and piles of money and I'll buy up a couple of acres of swampland and I'll dig it up and go and pour it on your late lamented mother's grave, so the world will know what I think of what she did to you and me. And if they ever let you out again—which they won't, I tell you—and you come all whining and old to me and begging for me to take care of you—which I can tell you I won't—and your mouthing doctor to come and put the pieces back together—which I will just bet he won't—we can shove the mud off your mother's last resting place and dig up enough of it to put you in, and your poor old Auntie will buy a marble bench to come and sit on and snicker over the two of you dead. And to think," Morgen said at last, and wearily, "that I thought your father was the finest man who ever lived."


    She sat down on the couch, tired and miserable and afraid. I can't back out now, she was thinking, and she moved defensively as Bess took a step forward.


    "I don't believe you," Bess said flatly. "You won't in all your life be
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    as good or as nice as one-quarter of my mother. It's true/' she insisted defiantly, as Morgen raised her head in fury, "and you know it too. And everyone else knows it, and I'd even rather go to ... go to a place like you said, than stay here with you. Even Betsy," she cried wildly, crossing her arms and holding her shoulders, as though keeping herself compact, and solid, "she wants to run away again, doesn't she? Away from you? She hates it here, doesn't she? She wants to get away and find her mother again, doesn't she? What do you suppose she wants from you—love?"


    "What mother?" Morgen said softly, looking up. "Whose mother?"


    "Betsy's mother, in New York. That's what she was looking for, and she's going back as soon as she can, and when she finds her mother she won't ever come back here because her mother wouldn't let her near you."


    "Her mother?" Aunt Morgen's voice was enormous. "Her mother? That foul thing that married her father? She wants that?"


    "Give me a pencil, and ask her."


    "Bring Betsy here." Aunt Morgen was commanding, imperial. "Bring that girl to me at once."


    "But you said-"


    "Bring me Betsy."


    "Well?" Betsy smiled provokingly.


    Morgen leaned back and breathed heavily. With Betsy, at least, she need not be so on guard; Betsy represented no danger and brought no hatred. "Why did you go to New York?" Morgen asked quietly.


    "None of your business," said Betsy.


    "Betsy, I want to know."


    "None of your business."


    "Were you listening while I talked to Bess?"


    "Couldn't. Tried, but couldn't. I heard you yelling, though." Betsy giggled. "Even that far down I couldn't miss your yelling."


    "Tell me this, then, Betsy, honestly. Are you going to try and run away again?"


    Betsy tossed her head. "In came the doctor, in came the nurse, in came the lady with the big fat purse."


    "Betsy, I command you—"


    "Try and make me."


    "Doctor Wright is coming," said Morgen, who found herself want-


    


    ing almost irresistibly to laugh. "He'll keep you in line, young lady."


    "I won't stay/' Betsy said. "How's he going to make me?"


    Elizabeth, coming to the surface, found herself chanting, ". . . Maw told Paw; Johnnie got a licking, hee haw haw." She turned red, looking at her aunt. "I'm sorry," she said.


    Aunt Morgen suddenly found it safe to laugh. "You silly baby," she said, laughing and full of relief.


    "You're not mad at me?"


    "Not at you, I'm not. How do you feel?"


    "Fine," said Elizabeth, pleased. "I really do feel fine. Except," she added, after a minute and with reluctance, "I guess I do have a headache."


    "Well, take something for it," Morgen said. "There's going to be a lot of noise around here for a while."


    "Have I done something?"


    "Nope." Morgen sighed, and looked at the clock. "Your doctor's on his way."


    "To see you, Aunt? I never thought—"


    "Kiddo." Aunt Morgen sighed again, and then said, "Another ten minutes, and I'd pass for a patient. They could give us a room together, maybe."


    "I don't understand," said Elizabeth, falteringly.


    "I didn't know when I was well off, is all," Morgen said. "I had to send you to a doctor, we were doing all right till then."


    "I won't go any more if you don't want me to. I only went to please you, anyway. I always . . ." Elizabeth came forward timidly and touched her aunt on the arm. "I always tried to do what you wanted me to."


    "Why, kiddo?" Morgen looked at her clearly for a minute. "I never did anything you wanted me to; why would you want to be nice to me?"


    Elizabeth smiled shyly. "Just because my black hen laid eggs for gentlemen; I always thought you lashed him and you slashed him and you laid him through the mire—"


    "Will you please shut up?" Morgen said. "I don't really think I can stand—"


    "I'm sorry." Elizabeth's eyes filled with tears. "I only wanted to—"


    "Oh, lord." Morgen patted her on the head. "I wasn't talking to you, kiddo, I was talking to—"
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    "Me, dear?"


    "Yes, you,>,.goddamn it. Oh, lord" Stamping, Morgen made for the kitchen and came back with the brandy bottle. "Eleven o'clock in the morning or not eleven o'clock in the morning, Morgen is going to have a big full intoxicating glass of brandy and I defy the pack of you to stop me/'


    "Sot," said Elizabeth, but when Morgen swung on her she was standing, unaware, smiling fearfully through her tears.


    "Oh god oh god," said Morgen, sitting down on the couch. "Elizabeth, do Auntie a favor, will you?"


    *Tes?" said Elizabeth, coming forward eagerly.


    "Just don't talk to me any more, not for a while, not till the doc gets here, will you?"


    "Jumped into a bramble bush and scratched out both his eyes. Of course not," said Elizabeth. "I mean, if you want me to be quiet, I'll keep perfectly—"


    "Thanks," said Morgen.


    "There was an old woman lived under the hill," said Elizabeth. "If she's not moved away—"


    "Brandy, brandy," said Morgen. "Food for the mad."


    "—got a licking, hee haw haw."


    "Elizabeth, sister Elizabeth," Morgen said, "is that the doctor coming?"


    Elizabeth went to the window and looked out carefully, as she had been taught, between the curtains. "I think so," she said doubtfully. "I've never seen him with a hat on before."


    "He can keep his hat on if he wants," Morgen said. She rose and Elizabeth turned from the window and came over to her and put her hands firmly on Morgen's shoulders and pushed her down again onto the couch. "What the devil?" said Morgen, struggling, stunned because for a few minutes she had forgotten to be afraid. "What the devil are you doing?"


    Bess laughed, one knee on Morgen's chest. "You're old" she said, in pleased surprise. "I'm stronger than you."


    "Get out of my way, you misbegotten jellyfish," Morgen said fiercely, "I'll step on you."


    "I don't think so," Bess said, and laughed again. "Poor Morgen," she said. "He'll ring the doorbell and ring the doorbell and ring the doorbell, and he'll decide that it's another of Betsy's tricks and he'll
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    go away again. And then when he's gone I'll let you get up again. Maybe."


    Morgen was helplessly caught, as much by the indignity as by the weight of her niece pressing her down; she looked up into the flushed, wicked face of her niece, and closed her eyes in distaste, trying to gather her strength, to move, without even breath to shout.


    "Now you know how I feel," Bess said, "when you're talking to Betsy."


    "Betsy," Morgen said. "Betsy."


    Betsy gasped, and moved aside, scraping her shoes against Mor-gen's legs, digging in her elbows trying to scramble off; "You're lucky she was frightened," Betsy said. "I almost couldn't get out."


    "She was frightened!" said Morgen fervently.


    Betsy looked around at her nervously, and shivered. "I can't stay," she said. "I almost couldn't get here at all. Everything's mixed up." The doorbell rang, and Morgen, who had put her arm affectionately around Betsy's shoulders, found that she was embracing Bess, and drew back violently. "Don't think I'll forget this," Morgen said quietly to Bess, standing off. "Laying hands on me." She started carefully around Bess, out of reach, to get to the door, but Bess moved quickly, and darted past her, screaming, "I'll kill her, I won't let her do it any more—I'll make her stop it," and Morgen could not catch her before she ran down the hall and threw open the front door and then fell back before Doctor Wright.


    "Good morning," said Doctor Wright civilly, and then, to Morgen, "Good morning, Miss Jones."


    "Good morning, Doctor Wright," said Morgen, blowing slightly, "nice of you to drop in."


    "No trouble at all, I assure you. Although I ordinarily see patients only in my office, in this case, naturally I was willing to make an— Bess? Is something wrong?"


    "Where did you put her?" Bess demanded, staring from one to the other of them.


    "Odd," said the doctor. "Where would I put her? Since I assume you mean your aunt?"


    "I thought she was coming again," said Bess, breathless, and staring wide-eyed.


    "The chances are remote. Since I assume you mean your mother,"
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    said the doctor. "May I put my own coat on the bannister rail, Miss Jones?"


    "By all means/' said Morgen. "My niece and I were just talking of you/'


    "Complimentary, I hope." The doctor beamed genially at both of them. "Now, then," he said. "Bess upset?"


    "Overexertion," said Morgen evilly. "Shadow-boxing."


    "Pity," said the doctor. "Come in and sit down, Miss Bess. If you will forgive," he said over his shoulder, "my presumption in making free with your house."


    "Certainly," said Morgen. "Not at all."


    "Now, then," Doctor Wright said, and gestured Bess to go ahead of him, but she pushed him aside and turned wildly to the door. "I can't talk to you," she said, "don't you see that she's got to be stopped? She'll ruin us all . . . it's her birthday," she told the doctor tearfully. "No one remembered."


    "It was, too," said Morgen. "I had a present for her and afterwards I took it out and threw it in the trash."


    "My mother's coming home," said Bess, and turned unexpectedly, saying it, into Betsy, who made a face at Morgen. "I got back after all," she said, pleased.


    "Good morning, Betsy," said Doctor Wright.


    "You here at last? Good morning, wondrous-wise."


    "Betsy," said the doctor urgently, "tell us what Bess was trying to do—do you know?"


    "She wanted," said Betsy hesitantly, "to ... to walk a crooked mile and find a crooked sixpence."


    They were still standing, the three of them, in Morgen Jones' front hall; behind the doctor the Nigerian ancestor figure grinned and waited and held out its hand, and Betsy sat down on the low bench near the door and looked up at Morgen. "I can't tell you," she said finally.


    "Why not, Betsy?" asked the doctor, but Morgen came forward and said angrily, "I don't see why you won't, Betsy, my girl— she told on you."


    "Told what?" Betsy, sitting on the bench between them, shrank back and seemed to cower. "Told what?" she asked, but her fear seemed to be of Morgen. "I was just going to go away," she said. "I
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    wasn't going to do anything bad, I was just lonesome. You'd go away if you weren't happy."


    Morgen smiled sadly. "I would if I could," she said. "But you can't go anywhere, Betsy, because there's one thing you don't know. When Bess went running to the door, ready to hurt someone, she was . . . looking for your mother."


    Betsy shook her head wisely. "Not my mother," she said with confidence. "My mother is safe."


    "No longer." The doctor stepped aside as Aunt Morgen kneeled beside Betsy. "Your mother is gone, Betsy. Elizabeth Jones, my sister, the prettiest girl in town, Elizabeth Richmond. She's gone."


    "Elizabeth Richmond? There were four of them in the telephone book."


    "I was with her when she died," Morgen said helplessly.


    "Not my mother," Betsy said.


    "She stood right there in the doorway," Morgen said insistently, "you remember it as well as I do, smiling and kind of frightened, because she knew she'd done something terrible, with your birthday celebration waiting here for her, and no one even knowing where she was for two days—not worse than she'd done before, in a dozen different ways, but this time you were waiting and waiting and waiting for her, and I kept telling you kiddo, be patient, she'll come; don't you remember—I said we'd pretend it was my birthday, instead? And you sat there and looked out the window and waited and waited and then we heard her coming?"


    "I remember," Betsy said, moving uneasily. "It was her mother who came."


    "No," said Morgen, "it wasn't. We heard her key and the front door slammed open and you went running down the hall and there she was standing there smiling and frightened, and that was when I knew you were angry, because she could see your face, and I couldn't, and she was frightened—and she said—"


    "She said," said Betsy levelly, "she said, 'Hello, am I late for the birthday party?'"


    "No, she didn't," Morgen said. "She said, 'Hello, Betsy my darling, am I late for the—'"


    "She didn't" said Betsy, rising and catching at the doctor's hand, "she didn't because my mother loved her Betsy and I was her darling and when she was there J was inside laughing because I wasn't her


    


    354 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    darling, she didn't say Betsy darling . . " She turned in frantic urgency to the doctor, and he shook his head, watching Morgen.


    "You wete her darling, you were her baby darling," said Morgen tonelessly. "It was all I ever liked in her. She used to sing to you and dance with you and you wouldn't let anyone else near you. Even when she was out somewhere, you wouldn't let me sing to you."


    "Who shook her and shook her and shook her?" Betsy demanded, pulling at the doctor's hand, "who ran at her and hurt her?"


    "Bess." Aunt Morgen made a gesture of helplessness and spoke to the doctor. "I took her up and locked her in her room," she said. "And please don't think that I believe for a minute that my niece . . ." she took a breath ". . . killed my sister," she said. "My sister was a strong woman, and the shaking she got from her daughter was nothing, really. When I talked to Harold Ryan afterward he said it was bound to happen anyway, it was no one's fault, not to worry, and not to trouble the child with guilt she couldn't understand. He said it wasn't anyone's fault."


    She might have gone on talking endlessly, saying these things which of all things had not been spoken of in years, but the doctor touched her on the shoulder, and she followed his glance down to Betsy, who was sitting crying broken-heartedly, as a baby cried. "She believes you now," said the doctor.


    And when Betsy raised her eyes, tear-stained, she was Bess, looking at Morgen with eyes wide and blank and clear. "You told her," Bess said to Morgen, "you told her, and you blamed me."


    "It was you," Morgen said.


    "No, it wasn't," Bess said. "Because I waited and I looked out the window, and I knew she was coming soon, and you told me, 'She's off with some man; you think she ever cares for you when there's a man hanging around?' And you said she never loved me, only because of the money, because she couldn't ever get the money unless she stayed with me, and you said if it wasn't for the money she'd go and never come back. You said not even when my father was alive—"


    "Don't you talk about your father, you foul bitch," said Morgen.


    "Poor Morgen," said Bess to Doctor Wright, "she wanted my father and she wanted me and all she's going to get is the money; I wish J had the money," she said wistfully.


    Morgen stood up suddenly and walked across the hall; she stood with her back towards both of them, looking up into the black
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    wooden face, her hand almost resting in the outstretched wooden hand, and said quietly, "I cannot believe, somehow, that I have managed all this very well, Doctor Wright. I have never tried to make any secret of the way I felt about my sister, or the way I felt about her husband. I always loved my niece, too, and all those times when I used to wish that we were alone together, Elizabeth and I, I pictured our life, I am afraid, as pleasant and peaceful. Not the way it is now. I thought that once my sister was gone, all her badness would go with her; I was afraid of what was happening to my niece because she loved her mother. I suppose," she said, without turning, "you've heard about this fellow Robin, Doctor Wright. That was entirely her mother's fault, keeping a child around the two of them all the time, letting her see and hear things she shouldn't, until she got herself in real trouble/'


    "Robin," said Bess, and laughed.


    "Well," said Morgen, turning to smile tiredly at her niece, "I suppose you're right. That kind of thing looks worse to someone outside it, like me. But," she went on, raising her voice a little, "it was me Robin called to come and get you that night, and it was me took care of you when your mother died, and ever since, and before you were old enough to know the difference, it was me, plenty of times, who dressed you and put you to bed and saw you got fed. And it's me," she said, "who's going to help Doctor Wright lock you up forever. That's what I want to do," she said to the doctor.


    The doctor came over and touched Morgen's arm reassuringly. "I don't think," he said, "that you need feel quite so desolate. Bess, after all, does not represent your niece in a state of health, and what she says is motivated largely by malice; surely your own heart will acquit—"


    "Morgen!" Bess said, and Morgen and the doctor turned, startled at what had seemed almost a cry for help. Bess was standing, looking at them fearfully; her hands were clasped in front of her, and as they watched, her right hand got free.


    "Hold Betsy!" the doctor shouted, and Morgen, thinking, now I have lost my mind, ran to Bess and caught her right arm and held it, pulling and straining against its strength. The doctor had thrown his arms around Bess, holding her still and away from Morgen, who clung desperately onto Bess' right arm; how could she be so strong,
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    Morgen wondered, how is it I can hardly hold her? "We're going to rip her in half," Morgen said, gasping, and the doctor answered grimly, "I wish we could/'


    Then the strength pulling against Morgen slackened, and she looked up to see that Betsy lay, relaxed and grinning, in the doctor's arms; "Don't pull so, Morgen," Betsy said with amusement, "you'll have us ail on the floor." She stayed so quiet for a minute that involuntarily they loosened their hold on her and then suddenly, without warning, she was scratching at her eyes and Morgen sobbed and strained to get her hands down; "I don't want to hurt you, Morgen," Betsy said, "so let go."


    "No," said Morgen doggedly.


    "Please, Morgen." Betsy's voice rose entreatingly. "I never did anything to you, Morgen, and I don't think I'll get any more chances . . . Morgen, please let go."


    "No," said Morgen. She looked beyond Betsy to the doctor, who had his arms tight around Betsy, imprisoning her other arm, and he shook his head violently.


    "Morgen," Betsy said quietly, "I'll get rid of her for you. She'll be gone, and never come back. Because I don't think I'm coming back any more, either."


    "Goodbye," said Morgen, setting her teeth.


    "Morgen," said Betsy despairingly, and fled.


    Morgen looked up again, thinking that they were again holding Bess, but it was Elizabeth, white-faced and helpless, lying back against the doctor; it seemed suddenly laughable to be clinging madly to Elizabeth's limp arm, and Morgen stood back, letting the arm drop to Elizabeth's side. The doctor relaxed his hold and stood free, but cautiously close.


    "Elizabeth," said Morgen weakly, "how do you feel?"


    "Fine." Elizabeth looked uncertainly from Morgen to the doctor and back to Morgen again. "I'm sorry," she said.


    "My dear child," said the doctor, breathing hard, "you have little to be sorry for."


    Morgen put her hands behind her because they were shaking, and Elizabeth said, "They all went together to find a bird's nest. Aunt Morgen," she went on seriously, "you were always very kind to me."


    "Thank you," said Morgen, past surprise.


    


    "And Doctor Wrong/' said Elizabeth, "thank you, too."


    Her face seemed to waver; she half-grinned, and swayed. "The money," she said. "No one likes me."


    "Not Bess," said the doctor, "I pray that it may not be Bess; Mor-gen, can you influence her?"


    "Elizabeth," said Morgen, "Elizabeth, come back."


    "I'm back," Elizabeth said. "I never went away, auntie dear, I never never did." She looked at the doctor and said clearly and without faltering, "I did it. I'm the real one, Doctor Wrong, I am the one who gets the money and who never did anything, and I jumped into a bramble bush and I am going to close my eyes now and you will never see me again."


    "God almighty," said Morgen. She turned and moved to the other side of the hall and leaned her head despairingly against the shoulder of the black wooden figure, who had seen and heard everything. I was wrong, she thought, I did harm; I coveted.


    "You will never see me again any more," said her niece.


    Quickly, Morgen came back to put her arm around her niece and hold her tight. "Baby darling," she said, "Morgen's here."


    Between them they carried her into Morgen's living room and set her on the couch. She opened her eyes once and smiled at them together, and then slept.


    "What do we do now?" Morgen asked, whispering, and the doctor laughed.


    "When she awakens," he said dryly, "we can ask her. Meanwhile, we, you and I, can wait."


    "We'll make coffee," Morgen said. "Maybe she'll want some when she wakes up." Turning to follow the doctor out of the room, she stumbled and was made aware of her old robe and battered slippers; it was probable, she thought, that the doctor had not noticed, but when she came into the hall she said to him with some awkwardness, "I'll dress, if you'll excuse me."


    "Morgen?" said the doctor; he was standing looking with dislike into the face of the black Nigerian figure.


    "Yes?"


    "I want you to get rid of this fellow," the doctor said. Then he turned and smiled. "I beg your pardon," he said. "I should put that more tactfully; I am not myself. But he offends me, this creature; he
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    does nothing but watch and listen and wait hopefully to snatch at people."


    "All right" said Morgen lifelessly.


    "A good many of our sins may go with him," the doctor said, and he reached out brazenly, and patted her on the shoulder.


    


    Three months later, when the warm weather had really come to stay, and rain and cold and dismal dark days seemed set aside forever, Doctor Wright's patient, who had been his patient for a little more than two years, Aunt Morgen's niece, who had been her niece for a little more than twenty-five years, found unexpectedly that she wanted to run down the sidewalk, instead of pursuing the sedate crisp walk she had heretofore found so fitting. She wanted to pick flowers and feel grass under her feet, and she stopped not half a block from Doctor Wright's office and turned slowly and wonderingly around in a full circle, approving even the geraniums staunchly blooming in the doctor's windowbox; it was the first time she had looked at anything with her own true eyes; I am—and it was her first privately phrased thought—all alone; it was clear and sparkling as cold water, and she said it again to herself: I am all alone.


    She had come up and down this street many times, and the geraniums were not strangers to her. Gropingly, holding firmly to Doctor Wright's hand, keeping her eyes upon Aunt Morgen, wandering
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    and bewildered and faltering, she had been brought slowly to remembrance; much of what she recalled now was sharply distinct, present in her mind as it would have been if it had really happened to her; she could remember the outlines of emotions, and the looks of places, and the gestures of yearning, and the patterns of movements. She could lift her head, still, and hear sweetly the far faint sound of music (I was in a hotel, she would notify herself, that was when I was in a hotel) and see far away the diminishing figure of the doctor (of course; I was in a bus, and thought I saw him) and sometimes, superimposed over other pictures, tennis rackets and boxing gloves and saddle soap (in the window of the sporting goods store, naturally; I looked often into that window); she could remember in perfect detail the room at the hospital, and the Nigerian ancestor figure that Doctor Wright had made Aunt Morgen put away in the attic, and she could, moreover, answer freely all their questions: "Who put the mud in the refrigerator?" Aunt Morgen asked her, and she answered, with simple truth, "I did."


    The act of recollection, at first halting and uncertain, had soon become compulsive; now, when she looked at the doorway to the doctor's office, she saw reflected against it the countless entrances she had made; Aunt Morgen's eyes were layers of doubt and surprise and love and anger, Aunt Morgen's voice echoed in infinite turned phrases, from as far back as time stretched; the doctor's office was crowded and shifting, kaleidescopic with her own visits there, and during the past week or so, when she sat down in the doctor's office she wondered always if she was sitting down this time or just remembering sitting down the last time, if she had come at all, or if. she had perhaps made only one compressed actual visit, to be expanded infinitely in her memories of it. She was clouded with memory, bemused with the need for discovering reason and coherence in a patternless time; she was lost in an endless reflecting world, where only Aunt Morgen and Doctor Wright followed her, as she pursued them. When she turned to Aunt Morgen, crying her name, Aunt Morgen might answer from fifteen years ago, her voice clear but her arms never reaching far enough to provide a refuge; when she clung to Doctor Wright his hands might hold her steady, but his voice came to her from some pinnacle of mockery, rounding a splendid period of nonsense.


    She was awakened from her enchantment at a quarter to four on
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    an afternoon in July, brought back from a weary contemplation of the composition of her own mind. Her first clear thought was that she was all alone; it had been preceded by a rebellious, not-clear feeling that she had succeeded in remembering absolutely all her mind would hold; the second thought she ever phrased clearly she phrased almost aloud: I haven't any name, she told herself, here I am, all alone and without any name.


    Everything was astonishingly bright and rich; all about her were the commonplaces of the present, the one-at-a-time actions which had no echoes in the past, the thoughts which were new, and the streets not habitually followed. She perceived this with genuine pleasure, and walked past the doctor's office. The sidewalk on the untraveled section beyond the doctor's office was a little more carefully put down: one block of cement met the next block of cement without more than the slightest line to trouble the eye with uneasiness; although she knew that she had come along here before she realized without question that it was not necessary, any more, to make an effort to remember the precise time and occasion; I am through with remembering, she thought. Turning the corner onto a busier street she went more slowly, and stopped at last because she had come to a shop where she might have her hair cut. She had not before felt any intention of cutting her hair, but, once conceived, the idea would not die, and she went into the shop, and smiled at the pretty young woman dressed in blue, who came forward through the fragrant dimness to speak to her.


    "I would like to have my hair cut, please."


    "Surely," said the young woman, as though people had their hair cut every day, and they both laughed, because everything was working out so nicely, and so agreeably.


    She sat in a chair with a blue bib around her, and the cold scissors against her neck made her shiver suddenly; "I've never cut my hair in my life," she said, and the young woman murmured, "In this heat ... so refreshing." She watched herself from out of the mirror, watching the young woman in blue move the flashing scissors, and cut off the hair she had worn when she was a small baby and her mother touched it gently with a soft brush, the hair which had curled around her face when she came down the stairs and down the stairs and down the stairs, and cut off the hair which had been growing when she gathered seashells on the beach and the hair which had
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    been long and gathered back with a ribbon when Aunt Morgen said not to cry over, spilled milk and which had been braided and folded over itself but still growing when Doctor Wright asked her if she was afraid, and growing still and not well combed when she met the strange man at lunch in the hotel, and brushed by the nurses in the hospital and pulled and tangled and washed and wound around her head for all the twenty-five years of her life, and the pleasant young woman in blue pushed it aside on the floor with her foot, and held up a mirror behind and said, "Well, how do we like ourselves now?"


    "So that's what I'm going to look like," she said.


    "You'll find it makes a difference, getting rid of that weight of hair." The young woman shook her head approvingly. "You are a different girl," she said.


    She was entertained, walking back down the street, to find that now she had to think constantly of holding her head high, because she had no weight of hair to pull back against her, and she felt an inch or so taller without any hair, the top of her head closer to the stars. Best of all, when she turned and started up the steps to the doctor's office, she knew that now, of all times, she was coming in actuality, since in all her pictures and reflections of herself coming to the doctor, and sitting with him inside, there was no time when she had come with her hair short and her head high.


    Doctor Wright was cross. He rose briefly when she entered, nodded at her, and sat, unsmiling and wordless, at his desk. He noticed that her hair was cut, she knew, because he was accustomed to noticing everything about her, and when at last she said, "Well, good afternoon, Doctor Wright," he glanced up, his eyes touching the top of her head, and then looked down again.


    "It is five and twenty after four," he said at last. "I am able to recollect, much as you may doubt it, that youth feels little sense of time, with all the future at its beck and call; regrettably, we who have had the pressure of years forced upon us—"


    "I had to have my hair cut," she said.


    "Had to have your hair cut? Did you gain your aunt's permission? Because, to my knowledge, you had not mine."


    "It's such a lovely day."


    "Hardly relevant," he said dryly. "Such a lovely day for disposing of one's hair? A sacrifice, might be, to ensure a temperate summer? Or perhaps, a shorn lamb, you hope to appease a wintry blast?" He
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    sighed, and set straight the inkwell on his desk. "I am annoyed with you," he said. "We will not spend a great deal of time today; I am annoyed, it is late, I preferred your hair the way I was used to it. What is the state of your health—aside—" his glance touched her head, briefly, again—aside from the probability of your catching cold?"


    "Excellent. And if you insist, I shall wear a hat until the rigors of the July climate have abated."


    "You are mocking me, young woman. You are shorn and bold."


    She laughed, and he looked at her in surprise. "I'm happy," she said, and then stopped and listened to the echo of her words, surprised in turn as she became aware of their meaning. "I am," she confirmed.


    "I have no objection," he said. "You may even laugh if you like. Has there been any difficulty with your aunt? Any quarrels? Embarrassment?"


    "No." She was uncertain. "She seems quieter, though."


    "Her experiences, recently, may have been somewhat unsettling for one of your aunt's . . . ah . . . placid temperament. You treated her unkindly, I think."


    "The mud?" She frowned, puzzling out a way to explain. "I don't think that was against Aunt Morgen, exactly. I can remember doing it, and it seems to me that it wasn't to hurt her or anything, but just because something had to happen, there had to be some kind of explosion, and it had to come from outside, because there wasn't any force in me."


    "Perhaps." The doctor, who much preferred doing the talking himself, cut her short and went on, "A decisive gesture was necessary, certainly, to bring matters to a climax, and the struggle between personalities had reached a point where their very counter-tensions made them static. The balance between them had to be shaken, weight had to be thrown on one side or another: Aunt Morgen had to be brought into the fray, to shatter the violent equilibrium in which they were locked. A . . ." he paused, and looked up at her speculatively. "A death struggle," he said, and then nodded, amused. "The two cats of Kilkenny," he said. "Instead of two cats, there weren't any."


    Could I have behaved like that? she wondered, was that really what I did? With my own hands, wearing my own face, walking on my own
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    feet, using my own head (and she could still feel the mud on her fingers, hear herself laughing), did I really think of things like that? She looked*down at her clothes, and remembered with an odd kind of tenderness that her own hands had torn this blouse when she was angry in New York, and ironed this skirt in a deep rush of love toward herself; she had scratched her own face. She looked at her hands with their round nails and their soft fingers, and lifted her right hand and put it gently around her throat, tightening the fingers with slow care; the doctor spoke quickly, sharply, and she shook her head (its hair cut short), and laughed. "I'm just playing," she explained. "I can remember, but I can't think why, 79


    He was lighting his pipe, not looking at her. "Do you think they are gone?" he asked; he had not, in all this time, asked her point-blank before.


    "Yes," she said. "Gone," and she thought, searching down and half closing her eyes and feeling, as one moving in the dark with hands outstretched to touch a solid object; "Melting together," she said, "like snowmen."


    He nodded, his pipe going satisfactorily. "I suppose we could say that you had absorbed them," he said.


    "Eaten them all," she amended, and sighed again happily.


    "We are not out of the woods yet, by any means. You are confident, you cut your hair, you are easy with me, you call yourself 'happy/ But may I point out that you have just eaten your four sisters?"


    "You can't catch me, Fm the gingerbread man," she said impudently. "Doctor Wrong."


    He frowned at her. "We are not, as I say, out of the woods yet. At the moment you may choose to amuse yourself at the expense of your doctor, but—since you at the same time assure me of your great good health—we may plan to commence, at your next visit, a severe and thorough series of treatments and hypnotic explorations; we shall scrutinize with extreme and tiresome exactitude every aspect of your illness, until we have determined the why which you say you do not know; we will not rest until—"


    "A punishment?" she asked. "Just because I laughed?"


    "Have a care, my dear young lady. You have interrupted me again, and you speak pertly. I am attempting to describe a great concern for your future welfare. We shall study your past in order to discover—"
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    "My future? But suppose I—"


    "There/' he said. "You have interrupted me once again. Three times in ten minutes. I think it is easily time you went back to your aunt. I hope that by the time we meet this evening you will have somewhat recovered your usual good manners."


    "I may be worse," she said, still possessed of an irresistible tendency to giggle. "I've run away from a little old woman and a little old man."


    "I beg your pardon?"


    "I'm the gingerbread man," she said.


    He shook his head, and rose to show her to the door. "It is gratifying, I must confess, to see you cheerful," he said. "Although I am not fond of good humor at my own expense. Until this evening, then."


    "When we're with Aunt Morgen I can interrupt you all I want to."


    "On the contrary," he said. "When we're with Aunt Morgen, it is Aunt who interrupts. A splendid woman," he said, "but overly fond of talk."


    She came out of the doctor's office laughing, feeling her head cool and aware for the first time of this day as separate from all other days; she walked lingeringly toward the corner where she would catch her bus, thinking, I am all alone and I have no name; I have cut my hair, I'm the gingerbread man, and wanting to prolong this little time of perfect freedom, although she thought that she would never lose it completely now; without more concrete thought than, it's Thursday, closing's not till seven, she crossed the street to wait for a bus that would take her to the museum.


    She could remember, of course, that she had gone to the museum every day, and she could remember whole paragraphs and pages of letters and lists she had written; she knew perfectly the look of the desk where she had worked, and she knew, too, that she had gone, afterwards, to the museum one afternoon, but had not gone above the first floor; had wandered without purpose or interest through the most available rooms. If she had known that day what she was looking for, she could have remembered it now, but all that that grey afternoon brought back was an intense loneliness, untouched by the people who walked through the rooms with her; she had sat on a bench and watched others go by, stepping firmly through a world to them almost secure. I wonder why I went that day, she thought, leaning forward in the bus to see where she was; she remembered all
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    the other buses, and all the running away. She was simultaneously awake and asleep; she was talking with a lady in green silk; she was holding tight to her suitcase.


    The bus stopped directly in front of the museum, and she came down from the high bus step and turned to look at the austere white stone of the building. It looks well, she thought, it hasn't changed since I left; how pleasant, she thought, to come calling on the scenes of one's past, and find the past of all the ages there too; how can I tell that the girl who used to come here and call herself me was not just a remnant of a stone age culture—no, a glacial deposit?


    Just outside the museum entrance was the white stone statue of General Zaccheus Owen, in whose questionable honor the museum had been erected; General Owen sat as he always had, not having even recrossed his legs in all this time (although, of course, he could have crossed and recrossed them any number of times, so long as he finished with them the same way he began), and he still rested his head on his hand and his elbows on a white stone table, and he studied still in his white stone book, weary and bored and hopeless, although he might very well have turned over a page or two in all this time. He was not a proper general, she thought, to sit reading while the battle surely raged; he had been thought to represent the conquest of brute force by intellect, and his sword, unwieldy with its great ribbons of white stone, lay idle at his feet.


    "Good afternoon, general," she said at last. "If you belonged to Aunt Morgen, Doctor Wright would put you in the attic." There was no one around at the moment—or else, naturally, she would not have spoken aloud—but the general apparently did not dare risk turning over another page; he bent his eyes down doggedly, and perhaps only glanced at her for one swift second. "I probably won't be seeing you again, general," she said, "so goodbye."


    The general did not speak as she went on inside, suddenly aware that she had not come to see the general, but to visit a particular painting on the second floor. The painting had never attracted her before with any personal communication, and she did not know why she wanted to see it now, but, coming through the museum entrance, she suddenly wanted to go and look at it, and she remembered where it was and how to turn to reach it, how to go up the main wide staircase with her hand on the wide stone balustrade, and she remembered, with a kind of sadness, that she had never
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    before come to look at this picture, although she had passed by it many times. Here at last, she thought, is a choice entirely my own.


    When she stood before the picture she thought only, at first: I would like to have that; then she looked at it more carefully, wondering why she had longed for it so, and telling herself at the same time that for a long time to come she must study every thought carefully, and test its reality, and examine it for flaws and for traces of weakness or sentiment, for invitations to turn back. The picture was bright and lovely against a background of black silk, a thing of small jeweled greens and blues and scarlets and yellows; an Indian prince sat in contemplative happiness against a clean colored pattern of eight-petaled flowers, with his feet close together on a tiny mosaic floor and his small hand open before him. He was touched with gold, on the belt of his robe, at the corners of his eyes, and beyond him lay a green meadow ending in a row of even little trees topped by precise little mountains, and at his feet lay a basket of oranges. She stood and looked at him, deeply satisfied with the clarity of the tiny jewels glowing against the black silk, and when she turned away her eyes, blinded by the colored flowers, there was a reflected light in the white stone ceiling of the museum, and a glitter along the floor.


    She knew the hidden stairway that led to the third floor of the museum, and went up its iron steps without hesitation, although she had not been up here for a very long time. It, too, had not changed, and she turned with assurance down the hallway and to the door of the big office room where she had at one time come every day, and, entering, looked at once to the last desk on the left, where she suddenly half-expected to find her work set out as she had left it, her letters demolished by crude messages, her back still aching. The office was empty, because it was late, and the desks were neat and bare; she did not want at first to leave the shelter of the doorway and then perceived that it was because she badly wanted to turn to her right and hang her hat and coat on the rack ready there for them. Not ever again, she thought, and moved resolutely forward toward her own desk.


    "Were you looking for someone?" She turned, and smiled. There was a girl standing in the doorway, looking severe because of course visitors were not allowed on the third floor, and yet tentative, because her jurisdiction extended only so far as the third floor went,
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    and visitors to the museum were a special order of trespasser, and a girl who might ^freely order strangers away from the third floor must herself leave the museum by the iron stairway which, hidden, went all the way down through the museum to the employees' entrance in the back basement; she was carrying a flower in her hand, far too small for the buttonhole of General Owen and overblown for the garden of the jeweled prince. She held the flower with care, because it was made of metal and had been carved and fashioned and created with the hands and so was very likely worth money. The stem had been sharply broken off and as the girl stood, staring but patient, she caressed the hard petals, running the tip of one finger around them.


    "I'm sorry to walk in like this. I used to work here, and I just wanted to look around again."


    "Yes?" said the girl, undecided. (There was another way to get off the third floor, then?)


    "That was my desk, the last one on the left."


    "That's Emmy's desk," said the girl defensively, holding the flower close to her.


    "Really?" There was nothing more to say; she had seen her desk, and the flower was broken off, and Emmy had gone home for the day; there was nothing new to be found up here. She nodded her head at the desk, remembering, and said, "Once there was a big hole in that wall. It went right down through the whole building."


    "A hole?" said the girl. "In the wall?"


    Aunt Morgen was in the doorway, peering out, tapping her fingers, biting her lip, frowning. "God almighty," Aunt Morgen said, "am I going to spend all my life— what in sweet heaven's name have you done to your head?"


    "I've been to the doctor's. I cut my hair."


    "I called the doctor. You left there an hour ago. He said you were—" Aunt Morgen broke off, and made a small ceremony of closing the door behind her niece. "Have you and the doc been squabbling?" she asked, once the door was safely closed behind her, and dropping her voice a little, as though the very air might carry her irreverent words to the doctor's ear; "he said you were light-headed."


    "And so I am. Look at me."
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    "It doesn't suit you," Aunt Morgen said, after a minute. "You'll have to let it grow again."


    "I can't; I'm the gingerbread man."


    "What?"


    "I've run away from a little old woman and a little old man."


    "I sometimes think," Aunt Morgen said amiably, following her into the kitchen, "that a nice home for old ladies is what I really need. The kind of a place where they play croquet. And wear brooches made out of the hair of all their dead friends."


    "And Doctor Wright would come every Sunday evening to call on you," said her niece, settling happily into her place at the kitchen table.


    "For our weekly hymn sing," said Aunt Morgen. "I made cabbage and sour cream, merely because you used to like it, although I must say that with your majesty's tastes shifting the way they do, I hardly dare-"


    "You suppose they'll let you cook in the old ladies' home? You're one of the best cooks in the world."


    The table looked pretty and warm in the soft light of the kitchen corner. Aunt Morgen was using new dishes, yellow on a brown cloth, and when she touched the round edge of her yellow cup she wondered that she had not noticed it sooner; Aunt Morgen had changed a number of small things, relinquishing, it seemed, the harsh defiant colors, the sharp, outflung angles, the obtrusive patterns; "Morgen," she said, "you're getting mellow."


    "Hm?"


    "Your new dishes. And the tablecloth. The front hall."


    Sitting, Morgen said, "—lives to thy service," and passed the rolls to her niece. "I didn't know you noticed," she said, and sighed, looking without enthusiasm at her butter plate. "I don't suppose you want to talk about it," she went on finally. "I've been waiting until you said something, or the doc, and I figured I'd spent so long never catching up with what was going on that I could afford to hang on a while longer. But." She put her fork down with sudden determination, and looked sternly at her niece. "All these jokes about old ladies' homes," she said. "I keep feeling as though the house was empty now, everyone gone for the summer, place closed up, windows boarded, everyone off in the country. Like I was left all alone, sitting here wondering where in hell everyone's got to. Did you know I
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    went and bought you that green coat you wanted and it's been hanging in your closet for three weeks?"


    "I didn't even see it," said her niece blankly.


    "That's what I mean," Aunt Morgen said. "I thought you really wanted that coat. I've been waiting for you to mention it. And now you've gone and cut your hair," she finished helplessly, and pushed her plate away.


    "You thought I really wanted that awful coat?"


    "You either really wanted the coat, or else you were trying to buy it to show me who was boss or to make me miserable or maybe just to make up to yourself for all the things you figured I should have done for you and gotten you and never did. So I talked myself into thinking you really wanted a new coat."


    "I suppose it's too late to take it back to the store."


    There was a silence, and then Aunt Morgen said, "Yes, it's too late to take it back. You'll have to wear it and maybe pretend you like it. Pretend," she went on carefully, "that it was a gift from a doting old relative in the old ladies' home and you have to wear it to avoid giving offense. Because," she said, "with a thing like that it is very easy indeed to give offense; you have really no idea how touchy old ladies get about their gifts." Shutting her lips tight, Morgen held her breath for a minute, and then got up without speaking and took her plate over to the sink. "I'll leave the dishes," she said in a voice almost normal. "We're a little late; the doc should be here any minute."


    "I'll help you with the dishes when we get back."


    "Thank you," said Aunt Morgen. "Thank you very much." Silently she cleared the dishes from the table and put them in the sink. Then, impulsively, she turned and came back to the table and sat down next to her niece. "Look," she said, and stopped, and put her elbows down on the table, and lighted a cigarette, and fussed with the ashtray, and rubbed her nose foolishly with the back of her hand. "I'm damned if I know how to say it," she said. "I keep trying and trying —maybe the doc can get a straight answer from you; maybe he can get to you. Me, all I keep doing is wondering and worrying and praying it's all going to come out all right, and maybe I'm wrecking everything speaking out like this—I know I'm clumsy and silly and I've got no head for all this fancy figuring you do with the doc, but here all of a sudden, here I never had any trouble in all my life
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    making myself understood and my wants known, and here all of a sudden I can't even talk to you after all these years. All I want to know is this." She stopped, and carefully set her cigarette down in the ashtray so she could fold her hands and turn attentively to her niece. "Where do I fit in?" she asked.


    Seeing her niece regarding her with curiosity, but without comprehension, Morgen faltered, and gestured, a pathetic little turn of her hand. "You don't understand," she said. "I suppose I am really talking? I'm not just moving my mouth and waving my arms and not making any noise? You do hear me? Because it is beginning to look to me like you don't care in the least whether I talk or not, or whether the doc sees you or not, or whether we go out or stay in or whether we eat or don't eat or whether I live or don't live or whether I'm happy or not; I keep feeling that when I work to make something special for your dinner that you used to like once and then forget to tell you what it is you don't even know what you're eating."


    "Dinner was very nice, Aunt Morgen."


    "I know it was very nice, I made it and it was very very very damned nice and if I hadn't told you what it was you could honest to God have sat there all through dinner moving your fork and putting it in your mouth and maybe if it's my lucky day just happening to notice that for the past month we've been using new dishes. I keep telling myself it isn't possible, not after all this time." Morgen put out her cigarette with care, and said, "I don't want to sound like the kind of person who says I've got a right to your affection just because I've spent a lot of time taking care of you as though you were my own child. I'd have to be pretty damn silly to think that people had rights to other people's love; in my life I've earned more love and got less than anyone I know. But I could have sworn," she said, making her tone light, and smiling a little, "I could have sworn you wouldn't let me go off alone to an old ladies' home."


    She was watching Aunt Morgen carefully, looking at the big earnest ugly face and the false little smile and the mouth still a little open, and she thought, people shouldn't ever look closely at one another, they're not like pictures. There was not any sure way to know, from the eyes of her aunt or the mouth of her aunt or the hair or the eyebrows or the lines in the face of her aunt, whether the expression stated by her aunt's face was a faithful delineation of
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    fear or anxiety or expectancy; it might be a kind of ecstasy, or it might be wholly false, and not at all the expression corresponding to Aunt Morgen's thoughts. There was too much there to be defined clearly; the jeweled prince was beautiful, General Owen was tired, but Aunt Morgen's face was a portrait too heavily shaded, with too much detail. And that is because, she thought, in a picture all the unnecessary misleading parts of the face have been eliminated, all the extra lines are gone and the painter has only left in the useful things; painting Aunt Morgen's face and calling it Agony, she thought, one would probably have to eliminate the greater part of the nose, which detracted sensibly from the composition of the whole, and surely avoid the sense of bestial, inarticulate pain introduced by the eyebrows, which were overheavy; a general thinning of the design . . .


    "I think I'm being patient," Aunt Morgen said, and her voice was cold.


    "Aunt Morgen," she said slowly, "you know what I was thinking, today in the museum?"


    "No," Aunt Morgen said, "what were you thinking, today in the museum?"


    "I was thinking what it must feel like to be a prisoner going to die; you stand there looking at the sun and the sky and the grass and the trees, and because it's the last time you're going to see them they're wonderful, full of colors you never noticed before, and bright and beautiful and terribly hard to leave behind. And then, suppose you're reprieved, and you get up the next morning and you're not dead; could you look again at the sun and the trees and the sky and think they're the same old sun and sky and trees, nothing special at all, just the same old things you've seen every day? Not changed at all, just because you don't have to give them up?"


    "Well?" said Aunt Morgen when she stopped.


    "That's what I was thinking today in the museum."


    "Were you now?" said Aunt Morgen, rising heavily. "Well, if you don't mind," she said, taking up the coffee cups, "I'll save it. Think about it some other time, when I'm not so worried about my own affairs. My own tawdry affairs," she said, and slammed the new cups into the sink with a crash.


    "She has still a great deal to learn," said the doctor soothingly,
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    and quite as though he and Aunt Morgen were walking all alone; "she has a long path to retrace. We must not make too many demands upon her/'


    "Goddamn unfeeling heartless icicle/' said Aunt Morgen roundly. "I mean you** she said over her shoulder to her niece.


    "I have the constant impression," the doctor went on, "that she is . . . how shall I say it? ... as a vessel emptied, if she can forgive me such a graceless comparison. Although she seems to be, my dear Morgen, in undisputed possession of the citadel, too many of its defenses are down, too much has been lost in victory/' He stopped, and for a minute they walked on, unperceiving, and then realized, and turned to him as he gestured at them eloquently with his rolled umbrella. "Such a pleasant evening for a walk/' he said, "you must not stomp along, Morgen. Let us put it this way, then. Much of what was emotion has been lost; the facts are there, the memory clear, but the feeling for these things is suspended. Take, for instance, some person toward whom she has displayed, in these troubled times, mixed reactions." He thought, started to speak, stopped, and thought again. "Doctor Ryan," he said at last, with satisfaction. "At different times, she has felt differently toward Doctor Ryan; under one influence she very likely hated him violently, and under another influence she may even have valued him enormously. Now, suppose her to remember perfectly the circumstances under which she at one time admired, and at another time detested, Doctor Ryan; the circumstances recalled, which emotion, presuming them equally strong, which emotion might be expected to remain with her?"


    "Who cares about Ryan?" Morgen demanded. "For twenty-odd years I've been—"


    "If you please," said the doctor, holding up his umbrella, but falling into step again with Aunt Morgen, "allow me to continue. You will recall that there was—I believe I may say this with the entire safety from contradiction, even from you, Morgen—no area so far explored in which there was not dissension. Almost, if I may be permitted the term, open warfare. Absolute diametric opposition," said the doctor, walking rhythmically, "on every point. Thus," he continued, holding up his umbrella again at Aunt Morgen, who had raised her arm to gesture, "emotion has been, so to speak, cancelled out. No resolution has taken place, no compromise has been reached, no workable truce declared in that warfare. And our responsibility, Mor-
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    gen/' he went on, raising his voice slightly, "our responsibility is, clearly, to people this vacant landscape—fill this empty vessel, I think I said before—and, with our own deep emotional reserves, enable the child to rebuild. We have a sobering duty. She will owe to us her opinions, her discriminations, her reflections; we are able, as few others have ever been, to recreate, entire, a human being, in the most proper and reasonable mold, to select what is finest and most elevating from our own experience and bestow!"


    Morgen said disagreebly, "You can be her mommy, and I'll be her daddy, and what I am going to bestow on her is a good swift—"


    "We always quarrel," the doctor said ruefully. "We strongly resemble an old married pair, I think. The wicked enchanter marries the dragon, after all, and they live happily ever after."


    Aunt Morgen laughed. "You and your empty vessels," she said, suddenly good-humored again. "Hollering down a rain barrel, I call it. Well, come on," she said to her niece, catching her niece's hand and holding it, "well start all over again like friends. You like the hair?" she asked the doctor across her niece.


    "Unwomanly," said the doctor, "but not unbecoming, I think."


    "I suppose I'll get used to it," said Morgen. She turned, taking precedence going up the narrow walk to the front door, and said, stopping and turning, "Now, remember, for heaven's sake, don't ask Vergil to sing."


    "Morgen!" said Mrs. Arrow with delight, as she opened the front door for them, "and it's Doctor Wright, too, isn't it? So dark, with no moon, but of course I did know you were coming, didn't I? So how could it be anyone else? And how are you, my dear?"


    "A lovely night, lovely," said Mr. Arrow, with his back to the door, and standing with both arms out ready to receive the coats his wife took away from their guests and handed to him; he held his arms wide and even their three light coats seemed heavy for him, with Doctor Wright's hat and umbrella neatly on top; he seemed wondering, suddenly, where to put all of this, and he turned vaguely around and around until Mrs. Arrow led him to the closet, and took everything away from him, lifting carefully from the bottom, and then Mr. Arrow stood the doctor's umbrella in the umbrella stand and hung the doctor's hat on a peg and then carefully put the coats one by one onto hangers.


    While Mr. and Mrs. Arrow were giving the coats back and forth,
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    and making small anxious gestures at one another, in extreme concern lest the tail of Doctor Wright's coat should touch the floor or Aunt Morgen's scarf mingle commonly among the Arrow mufflers, Aunt Morgen, as senior guest, who had known Ruth and Vergil Arrow since they were all children together and had been free with their house for long years, led the way into the Arrow's living room, followed by her niece and the doctor. "Well," said Aunt Mor-gen, touched with a faint embarrassment because these people were her friends and Doctor Wright had not been here before, "here we are." She sat down without looking, as one who knows absolutely that in a room belonging to the Arrows the furniture does not permit itself to be moved from one place to another; "sit here, kiddo, beside me," she said, and bit her lip. "In case you should feel called upon to repeat your remarks on Vergil's singing," she said, and grinned at her niece.


    "Perhaps she would be more comfortable over here," said the doctor; he was poised uncertainly between the sofa, which showed by a deep indentation in one corner that it was dedicated to an Arrow, and a chair whose trim lines bespoke, at first glance, a background not in keeping with the rest of the furniture, until a second, and more critical, observation showed its unmistakable ripeness, the line too long, the curve too full, which had surely brought it favor in Mrs. Arrow's eye; "would you sit by me?" the doctor asked.


    "Leave her here," said Aunt Morgen. "She's all right."


    "Near me, if you please," said the doctor.


    They looked at one another, in a kind of quick wonder, and then Mrs. Arrow came between them, gay, and almost clapping her hands. "I'm so glad you came at last" she said. "Morgen, it's been years! And the doctor, too, of course." She turned, admiring everyone. "And I do believe youve cut your hair," she said.


    "This afternoon."


    "So nice. And it looks nice, too; Vergil?"


    "Very pretty indeed. Sit down, doctor, sit down."


    Pressed, the doctor made his decision and reconciled himself to the ill-made chair. He adjusted his well-proportioned limbs with difficulty to the inaccurate composition of the chair, wriggled uncontrollably once and then, never utterly inarticulate, turned politely to Mrs. Arrow. "A charming home," he said. "So conveniently located."


    Mrs. Arrow, who was about to regret their long walk coming, was
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    caught unprepared, and could only say, "So nice that you came. And Morgen, too,"


    "Kiddo," Morgen said, turning to look over her shoulder, "won't you light somewhere? Makes me nervous, you wandering like that/'


    "It's such a lovely night; I'm looking out at the garden."


    Mr. and Mrs. Arrow, who had confidently supposed that all their windows were securely blockaded with the backs of chairs, and small tables holding potted ferns, rose immediately and approached from opposite sides of the room, Mr. Arrow intending to move a chair a little sideways to clear a passage to a window, Mrs. Arrow offering to loop back the curtain; "The roses are not as rich as usual this year/' Mrs. Arrow said apologetically, and Mr. Arrow pointed out that the lilac had not done as expected, "but the hedge," he said, "the hedge is coming marvelously well. That back privet," he said, turning, to Morgen, "would amaze you; you wouldn't believe it."


    "Edmund is there," Mrs. Arrow said softly, "in the back, under the roses."


    "Could I go out for a while? It looks so quiet."


    "That's kind of you." Mrs. Arrow was touched. "Come along, dear; I'll take you through the back." She nodded reassuringly at Morgen. "It's perfectly all right," she said, "we've got that high fence," and then, turning red, said, "I mean, no one can get in or anything," and went hastily out of the room.


    "Put on a sweater, kiddo," Morgen said.


    "Veil that naked head," said the doctor.


    "It's a nice night for the garden," said Mr. Arrow. "Often spend a few minutes out there myself. Bench, and all." He sat down again, on the end of the couch near Doctor Wright, and turned to say, with masculine concern, "You given any thought, Doctor, to this new idea about street lighting? Waste of money, I call it; when you consider—"


    Mrs. Arrow hurried back into the room and over to Morgen. "Perfectly happy," she said. "Quite warm enough, sheltered, quiet, and I thought she was so sweet about Edmund. He was genuinely fond of her, you know."


    "We let her do pretty much as she pleases," Morgen said solemnly.


    "You know, she looks better," Mrs. Arrow said confidentially. "Tell you the truth, Morgen, last time I saw her—that must have been nearly a year ago, wasn't it? that day I met you two in the restaurant,
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    and she was laughing so?—well, anyway, I thought then she seemed poorly, not at all herself. Has she been . . ." Mrs. Arrow paused delicately, and lifted her eyebrows at Doctor Wright inquiringly.


    "A nervous fever," said Aunt Morgen smoothly.


    Mrs. Arrow turned and looked openly at Doctor Wright. "I would have thought," she said, "that Doctor Ryan ... of course, he's a younger man."


    "We have the greatest confidence in Doctor Wright," said Morgen, raising her voice slightly to be heard with clarity across the room. "Complete confidence."


    "Not unlike," said Doctor Wright to Mr. Arrow, "the familiar practice of impaling a living man on a maypole. Disagreeable only to the victim, if, indeed, he himself is not transported with ecstasy. I would not suppose, however, that in the present day . . ."


    "Not," said Mr. Arrow valiantly, "with the town manager system the way if s set up most places."


    Mrs. Arrow put her hand over Morgen's. "I just want to say that I think you've been pretty brave, Morgen, just pretty brave. There aren't many people," she finished, and nodded emphatically. "I wonder," said Morgen, half-rising. "I'll just take a look at her through the kitchen window."


    "Of course." Mrs. Arrow smiled sympathetically. "I know she's all right, though; you mustn't worry so."


    "I just want to know if she's still there," Morgen said.


    Mrs. Arrow smiled at Morgen's back, shook her head with a tender little sigh, and turned to the gentlemen; "A glass of sherry?" she asked brightly.


    "Ah?" said Mr. Arrow dimly.


    "Sherry, Doctor Wright?"


    "Thank you, thank you. On the other hand, although I am at best only very slightly informed in these matters, I would suppose that the mandrake, which shrieks, you will recall, only when uprooted—"


    "You all right, kiddo?" Aunt Morgen said, looking down from the kitchen window.


    "Yes, thank you, Aunt Morgen."


    "What you doing?"


    "Sitting on the bench. The roses are lovely."


    "You warm enough?"


    "Yes, thank you."
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    "All right. Call me if you need anything."


    "—And I Jihihk Morgen will bear me out in my theory that witchcraft is little more than the judicious administration of the bizarre/'


    "Yes, indeed," said Morgen, seating herself. "She's fine," she told the doctor.


    "Certainly. This is overprotection, Morgen; our lamb will not leave the fold, particularly since the fence is so high. Morgen's interest in what is called 'modern' art—"


    "Modern rubbish, I call it," said Mr. Arrow, stung to vehemence. "I don't know about your interest in music, sir, but I always say that a ten-year-old boy could do better."


    "You're talking to the man who wanted to burn all my paintings, Vergil," said Morgen. "Until I offered to throw him in after them."


    "I have very little desire," said the doctor dryly, "to stand in as a human sacrifice to ensure the fertility of Morgen's artistic self-expression." He gave a pleased little wriggle in his uncomfortable chair.


    "I wouldn't have minded," Morgen said.


    "Each life, I think," said the doctor, "asks the devouring of other lives for its own continuance; the radical aspect of ritual sacrifice, the performance of a group, its great step ahead, was in organization; sharing the victim was so eminently practical."


    "And such a social occasion," Morgen murmured. "I can just see you, Victor."


    "And you wouldn't be the first, either," said Mr. Arrow, coming squarely to grips with the conversation. "You take Kipling, and all the great musicians. They didn't have anyone to help them."


    "Kipling?" said Doctor Wright injudiciously.


    "Mandalay, I was thinking of. Maybe, if you haven't ever heard it, I could-"


    "Lovely," said Morgen, looking at the doctor with evil intensity. "Victor would love to hear you sing."


    "I should be delighted," said the doctor. "I was speaking of the custom of human sacrifice; I have been led to understand that although it is, as a practice, deplored generally today, the initiate into the secret society—"


    "What exactly was wrong with her?" Mrs. Arrow, coming up to Morgen with a tray, spoke too loudly, and there was silence in the room. Mrs. Arrow looked around, discomfited, and then said boldly,
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    "Well, we've known her ever since she was so high, and I think we've shown enough interest to be told/'


    "Very old family friends," Mr. Arrow confirmed.


    "A nervous fever," Morgen said.


    The doctor spoke slowly, in a measured voice, seeming to estimate the suitability of each of his phrases for the ears of Mr. and Mrs. Arrow: "The human creature at odds with its environment," he said, "must change either its own protective coloration, or the shape of the world in which it lives. Equipped with no magic device beyond a not overly sharp intelligence," and the doctor hesitated, perhaps lost in wonder at his own precarious eminence, "intelligence," he went on firmly, "the human creature finds it tempting to endeavor to control its surroundings through manipulated symbols of sorcery, arbitrarily chosen, and frequently ineffectual. Suppose a gazelle, discovering itself to be colored blue when all other gazelles—"


    "A nervous fever, you said?" Mrs. Arrow whispered to Morgen, and Morgen nodded.


    "My cousin—" Mr. Arrow began in a low voice, but Doctor Wright frowned him down.


    "—will take refuge, first, in disbelief, in a convincing refusal to perceive colors, a state of confused bewilderment—"


    "Like that fellow you mentioned, the one on the maypole," said Mr. Arrow, hoping to atone for his previous interruption by a show of intelligent comprehension.


    "In any case," said Morgen, overwhelmingly, "I think our pet gazelle had better come indoors." She rose. "I'll get her."


    Doctor Wright turned alertly to Mr. Arrow, but this time Mr. Arrow was ready. "Since you were kind enough to ask me," Mr. Arrow said, "I'll just get out my music."


    Later, walking home companionably through the warm summer night, she put one hand through Morgen's arm and one hand through the doctor's arm and walked in step between them. "And all that faradiddle," Morgen was saying.


    "Not faradiddle at all." The doctor was hurt. "I thought I did it very nicely."


    "Hah," said Morgen. "And the way you play bridge."


    "Bridge is a game for the undivided intellect," said the doctor.
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    "Like your own." He bowed to Morgen, as well as he could, walking through the flight with her niece between them.


    "You know what I was thinking, out in the garden?"


    "What?" said Aunt Morgen, and "Yes?" said the doctor.


    "I was looking at the flowers, thinking of their names, as though I were naming them, and had to see that each one had a name, and it was the right name. It's harder than it sounds."


    "Like what?" said Morgen.


    "And the stars—I named some of the stars, too."


    "And yourself?" said the doctor.


    She nodded, smiling.


    "This child is without a name," the doctor said across her to Morgen. "Did you know?"


    Morgen thought, and then laughed. "I guess she is," she said, "but I hadn't noticed." She laughed again, and pressed her niece's arm. "If you're taking on a new name, how about Morgen this time?"


    "Victoria?" suggested the doctor.


    "Morgen Victoria," Morgen amended generously.


    "Victoria Morgen," said the doctor.


    She laughed, too, holding both their arms. "I'm happy," she said, just as she had that afternoon. "I know who I am," she said, and walked on with them, arm in arm, and laughing.
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    I say, I cannot think of a preferable way of life, but then I have had to make a good many compromises, all told.


    I look around sometimes at the paraphernalia of our living—sandwich bags, typewriters, little wheels off things—and marvel at the complexities of civilization with which we surround ourselves; would we be pleased, I wonder, at a wholesale elimination of these things, so that we were reduced only to necessities (coffeepot, typewriters, the essential little wheels off things) and then—this happening usually in the springtime—I begin throwing things away, and it turns out that although we can live agreeably without the little wheels off things, new little wheels turn up almost immediately. This is, I suspect, progress. They can make new little wheels, if not faster than they can fall off things, at least faster than I can throw them away.


    I remember the morning, long ago, when the landlord called. Our son Laurie was three and a half, and our daughter Jannie was six months old, and I had the lunch almost ready and the diapers washed, along with the little shirts and the nightgowns and the soakers and the cotton blankets, and they were all drying on the line (and I don't care what cmyone says, that's a morning's work, when you consider that I had also made brownies and emptied the ashtrays) and then the landlord called. He was a kindly man, and a paternal one, so that he asked first about my health, and my husband's health, and then he asked how was our boy? and how was the baby? and when I said that we were all fine, fine, he said that of course we were aware that our lease was up? I said well, no, we hadn't really known that our lease was up. So he said well, he supposed that we hadn't looked at the lease recently and I (wondering if that was the paper Laurie had torn up and eaten) said that it had been quite a while, really, since we sat down together and read over our lease. That was too bad, he said. Wasn't it, I said. Because, he said, his voice gentle, the apartment had been rented to someone else. After a minute I said rented? to someone else? Then I laughed and said what were we supposed to do—move? He said well, yes, we were supposed to do just that.


    "Naturally," he went on, "we could evict you if we wanted to."


    "You could?" I was thinking of letters to the president, appeals for the sake of our two small children. "We'd much rather you'd just move out," he said.


    "But where?"


    


    He laughed genially. "Ask me another," he said. "Apartments are mighty tough to find these days."


    "I suppose we could take a look around," I said dubiously. Letters, I was thinking, sue them for the piece of plaster that fell on my husband while he was shaving: lawyers.


    "We'll expect to take possession around May first," he said.


    "Today is March twenty-fifth," I said.


    "That's right," he said. "Rent almost due," and he laughed again.


    The next day we got a letter saying that it was "first notice of warning to evict." I began to think in terms of pouring boiling oil from the windows and barricading the doors with the dining room table. What made both of us even angrier was the fact that we had never had any intention of renewing our lease, but had planned vaguely on moving as soon as we found another place. "The very idea," I told my husband indignantly, "renting this apartment to someone else without fixing that broken step. The one on the stairs."


    "Leave a note for the new people about the cockroaches," my husband advised. He also advised strenuously against bringing suit for some undetermined reason (the piece of plaster? the neighbor's radio?) and said, patting me on the shoulder, that he knew how anxious I had been to find another place.


    Our fondest dream had been to move to Vermont, to a town where a couple we knew had settled and from which they had written us glowing accounts of mountains, and children playing in their own gardens, and clean snow, and homegrown carrots, and now suddenly it looked overwhelmingly as though we moved either to Vermont or to a tent in the park. I called half a dozen city agents, and they all laughed as gaily as our landlord had laughed; "Got any relatives you could move in with?" one of them asked me.


    Finally, two hardy adventurers making for unexplored territory, we left the children with their grandparents, got ourselves and our suitcases and our overshoes onto a train at the station, and set out, an advance scouting party, for the small town where our friends lived, and where the mountains were so high and the snow so clean. There was no doubt, we discovered, about the snow. Our city overshoes went in over their heads as we stepped off the train, and for the three days we were there we both went constantly with damp feet and small bits of ice melting against our socks.


    One nice thing was, there were lots and lots of houses available.
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    We heard this from a lady named Mrs. Black, a motherly old body who lived in a nearby large town, but who knew, as she herself pointed out^ every house and every family in the state. She took us to visit a house which she called the Bassington house, and which would have been perfect for us and our books and our children, if there had been any plumbing.


    "Wouldn't take much to put in plumbing," Mrs. Black told us. "Put in plumbing, you got a real nice house there."


    My husband shifted nervously in the snow. "You see," he said, "that brings up the question of . . . well. . . money."


    Mrs. Black shrugged. "How much would plumbing cost?" she demanded. "You put in maybe twelve, fifteen hundred dollars, you got a real nice house."


    "Now look, if we had fifteen hundred dollars we could give an apartment superintendent—" my husband began, but I cut in quickly, "You must remember, Mrs. Black, that we want to rent"


    "Rent, did you?" said Mrs. Black, as though this proved at last that we were mere fly-by-nights, lookers at houses for the pleasure of it. "Well, if I was you folks, small children and all, well, I'd buy."


    "But money—" my husband said.


    "Money?" said Mrs. Black scornfully. "Two, three thousand dollars." She thought. "On the other hand," she said brightly, "if you was to fix up yourselves— set in the plumbing, do a little painting, fix a few things maybe, you might cut your price down considerable."


    She was looking directly at my husband as she said this, and he smiled weakly and nodded, obviously for that brief moment taken in by the notion that he might himself set in the plumbing. "You got to figure," Mrs. Black pursued, "you put down maybe two, three thousand dollars, you get a first mortgage from Henry Andrews down to the bank, you sign to put in a few improvements—all you got to figure there is title, I think, and maybe equity, Henry Andrews can tell you exactly what Taxes, o'course. Insurance, you'd want, and then you figure heat and electric, and maybe you could get Bill Adams to put in the plumbing for you for less on account it's his wife's sister owns the house, and there you are. Ten, fifteen years, you got a real nice house here, and you own it. Other way, you'd still be paying rent."


    "But money—" my husband said.


    


    Mrs. Black continued smoothly, "Other hand/' she said, "you might like the McCaffery house. Now there's one with plumbing."


    The McCaffery house may have had plumbing for all we ever knew; we could not get to it because the dirt road leading up to the top of the hill where the house sat was impassable with snow. "Have to clear this out some," Mrs. Black said, as we all stood at the bottom of the hill looking up at the house.


    A Mr. Miller, who wore a leather jacket and a cap with earmuffs, took us to see the Donald house. This was a pretty place, set in an acre of marsh, but we unreasonably required a furnace, which Mr. Miller figured we ought to be able to put in for maybe two, three thousand. "Heat it with stoves, I would," he said. "Don't cost's much to run's a furnace."


    "Money—" my husband said.


    "Might be," Mr. Miller said, looking doubtfully at my husband, "might be you're handy-like around a house?"


    Mr. Faber, who wore checked hunting pants and rolled his own cigarettes, showed us the Grant house, which had only three rooms and a lovely garden, and the Exeter house, which was big and rambling and heated and even had plumbing. "Real nice house here," Mr. Faber said as we stood, wondering, in the panelled dining room. "Priced at fifty thousand, but he ought to come down some on that"


    "Fif—" said my husband.


    "Well," Mr. Faber said sadly, "I didn't suppose you cared to go that high, but I figured you'd enjoy seeing it."


    Mrs. Black, who picked us up again at nine the next morning, took us to see the Hubbard house, which had been made over from an old farmhouse, and had lovely floors and high ceilings and fireplaces and clean colored walls and even a garage, but no bedrooms. "The living room alone is seventy foot," Mrs. Black said. "Studio type house, you might say." She hesitated. "Matter of three, four thousand to build on a wing," she suggested hopefully.


    "But we want to rent" I said, wailing. "We don't want to put things in and build things on and plough things out, we want to rent a house that's all put together before we move in."


    Mrs. Black sighed. "There's a nice place, the Exeter house," she said at last. "Real big, suit you folks fine. Priced at—"


    By the end of the second day we had even looked at a barn which someone had thought he might just rent out, but there were two
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    cows and a tractor in that, and even Mrs. Black's optimistic suggestion that we could easily make up the stalls into bedrooms for the children could not encourage us.


    "Well," Mrs. Black said as she said goodbye to us in front of our friends' house, "I guess you folks are pretty lucky you got a place to live in the city."


    Wearily, that evening, we sat in the comfortable living room of our friends' house, sheltered beneath a roof, securely, though temporarily, housed, and tried frantically to plan. It was April second, we had had our second notice of warning to evict, and we had begun to think wildly of renting a trailer, or having the children live with their grandparents, or borrowing a tent and a canoe and exploring the Great Lakes.


    "Exeter," my husband said, miserably, "Exeter, McCaffery, Grant. Bassington, Hubbard, Donald. McCaffery, Bassington, Donald, Grant. Exeter, Hubbard—"


    "We just can't live in a house without plumbing," I said.


    "Or a furnace," my husband said. "McCaffery, Hubbard—"


    "Maybe we could get an extension from our landlord," I said without hope. "Maybe if he knew how hard we tried he might let us have a few weeks more."


    Our friends sat, shaking their heads sympathetically, although their own home was paid for and firmly fixed upon its foundations, with its furnace working smoothly and its plumbing in repair.


    "If we only had some money" my husband said and everyone sighed.


    We had to take the train home next day, and on the way to the station I stopped in at the one grocery in town for cigarettes. After I had paid him the grocer said, "Couldn't find a place, I guess."


    "No," I said, surprised, although I was to learn later that the grocer not only knew our housing problems, but the ages and names of our children, the meat we had been served for dinner the night before, and my husband's income.


    "Too bad you weren't interested in the Fielding place," the grocer said.


    "We didn't even hear about it," I said.


    "Would have called you," the grocer said, "but Mae Black, she said you only wanted to buy. Not for sale, the Fielding house."


    "What's it like?"
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    The grocer waved his hand vaguely. "Old," he said. "Been in the family a long time." He accepted a nickel from a small boy, helped him take the wrapper off a popsicle, and said, "Whyn't you call old Sam Fielding? I bet he'd be real glad to take you over there."


    There was only one train a day from the town. If we stopped long enough to look at the Fielding house we would not be able to leave until tomorrow; I hesitated, and the grocer said, "Won't do any harm to look, anyway."


    I went outside and put my head in through the window of the car where my husband was waiting with our host and hostess. "Ever hear of a house called the Fielding house?" I asked.


    "The Fielding house?" said our hostess, and our host said, "What on earth do you want with that?"


    "What's the matter with it?" I asked.


    "Well," said our hostess, "it's a thousand years old, I think."


    "A million," said our host. "It's . . ." He gestured helplessly. "It's got these big white pillars across the front," he said.


    "Is there a house in back of the pillars?" my husband asked. "Because if there is, and it has plumbing and a furnace and bedrooms and they'll rent it to us, we're going to be living there."


    The Fielding house was a very old house about a mile out of town. It was the oldest in its neighborhood and the third oldest in the township; we had passed it, we realized with something of a shock, several times when we drove with Mrs. Black or Mr. Miller or Mr. Faber to look at other houses. It had been built—I looked it up in the town history shortly after we moved in, when I was vainly trying to come to terms with it—about eighteen-twenty, by a doctor named Ogilvie, who set it up as a manor house in the center of a great farm. The classical revival was upon the country then, and Doctor Ogilvie modeled his house after, presumably, a minor Greek temple; he set up the four massive white pillars across the front, threw wings out to both sides and then, with true New England economy, left the house only one room deep behind its impressive facade. When the Ogilvie family died off or moved away, as it did shortly after the house was built, it passed into the hands of a family named Cortland, who sold off most of the farm land and changed Doctor Ogilvie's woodshed into a summer kitchen. The Cortlands eventually sold the house to a family named Fielding, who promptly bought back all the surrounding land, now somewhat built up with
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    houses, rented the houses out, set up a lumber mill on the river that used to run across Doctor Ogilvie's farm, and hired their tenants as employees r It seemed from the town records that the original Fielding had been a farm hand for Doctor Ogilvie, and the family no doubt had their eyes on the place even then. As the town developed the Fieldings became wealthier, and eventually the final generation of authentic Fieldings died off in the house and the entire property went to three cousins, all of whom lived in severely modern houses in neighboring towns, doing handsomely on their interests in the lumber mill.


    When the manor house was put up for rent it was as though a vital part of the town had slid imperceptibly into the river, and a great coolness arose between the Fielding heirs and the Bartletts, who owned the second oldest house in town. During the worst housing shortages, when the lumber mill was going full blast night and day, the old manor house on top of the hill stayed empty, its white pillars sagging and its driveway choked with dead leaves or smooth with unmarked snow. When we saw it first it looked faintly ridiculous, and even the fences on either side and along the front leaned a little bit away from it, without actually renouncing it, as though they deplored it privately and yet wanted to present a unified front to the world of inhabitants. Sam Fielding was the only one of the Fielding cousins who retained the family name and so it had apparently been felt that he was the logical one to show us the house; he was a small quiet old man with the slow voice of the thoughtful Vermonter, and he stood with us at the foot of the lawn and he and my husband and I stared silently up at the huge pillars, the spread wings, the iron weather vane which stared mutely back at us.


    "That's it," said Mr. Fielding undeniably. "I'd like to get some use out of it." He looked away quickly, as though avoiding an accusing glance from the house. "Good house," he added.


    "It looks so ..." I hesitated. "Imposing," I said finally.


    "Imposing," Mr. Fielding agreed. He declined a cigarette from my husband and took out a cigarette of his own; it was the same brand, but it was his own. "Clean it up some," he said, nodding his head at the house.


    "May we go inside?" I asked. "If we were interested in the house, I'd rather like to see the inside."


    "Door's open," Mr. Fielding said.
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    We hesitated, my husband and I. Mr. Fielding settled himself comfortably on a tree stump and crossed his legs. "Door's open," he said again.


    Together my husband and I made our way to the front door, avoiding just in time the broken step that led onto the porch. Once among the pillars the sense of the house came upon one with a rush; here was a house, as compared with the makeshift McCafferies and Exeters. My husband tried the front door tentatively, and it swung open. Gingerly, watching out for broken floorboards, we went inside, into a wide hall shadowed by the pillars and backed by a straight, lovely, colonial stairway; somewhere to our right were a carpet flooded with red cabbage roses and a harmonium, under dark old pictures which seemed to lean forward a little to watch us, surprised; we went into a kitchen where a monumental ironwork stove threatened to fall on us, and in the kitchen there was a table thick with dust and on it were a dusty cup and a plate with two solid, ancient doughnuts on it. There was a chair pushed a little away from the table.


    "I'm sorry we stayed," I said to my husband earnestly, my hands shaking as I looked at the two hideous doughnuts, "we interrupted their lunch, let's leave right away."


    "If it weren't the only house in town . . ." he said, but he followed me rapidly outside.


    Mr. Fielding rose to meet us as we came back down between the pillars, and when we were near him he said, "Weather's closing in. Snow before morning." He escorted us solemnly to the station, discussing the weather, and as our train came in he remarked, "Fix her up some, then, before you folks come in the spring."


    "Tell me," I said, "how long since anyone's been in that house?"


    "Not since the old man died," he said. "Four year I figure that might be."


    "But to straighten it up?" I insisted. "Look over his things, or anything?"


    "Never really figured it would rent," he said thoughtfully. "No sense rushing things."


    He waved to us kindly when we got onto the train. During most of that next two weeks I held firmly to the impractical conviction that I didn't care if it was the last house in the town, or in the world for that matter, and I didn't care if it meant living in the park, I
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    was not going to live in a house with two petrified doughnuts. The following week, however, we received a letter from Mr. Fielding, saying that^he house was being fixed up, and did we feel that fifty dollars a month was too much rent?


    "You seem to have taken the house," I said unjustly to my husband.


    "It's probably because we went inside," he said. "No one else has ever gone inside, and that probably constitutes a lease."


    A week later we received another letter from Mr. Fielding, saying that the house was all ready for us, except for the outside, which would be painted when the weather opened up. Since we had not answered his last letter, he figured that his rent was too high, and did we think we could manage forty?


    A strong sense of guilt impelled my husband to write back immediately saying that fifty dollars a month was fine; "before he gives it to us," he told me.


    "But Fm not—" I said, realizing that of course I was.


    I came up on the train, a day after my husband. I brought with me a wildly excited Laurie, and Jannie, in a basket; and all the way up on the train, crushed in between Laurie and the baby's basket and the suitcases and the sandwiches, I was wondering if anyone had thought to take away the kitchen table and the doughnuts: my husband had promised that if we really couldn't stand it we could try once more to find something in the city. Mr. Fielding was with my husband to meet us at the station, and when I saw Mr. Fielding again the whole clear sense of the house came back to me and I was ready to turn around and go back right then. He smiled at me cheerfully, said, "Afternoon, young fellow," to Laurie, and stared gravely at the baby for a minute; she stared back at him, and then he nodded to me and said reassuringly, "Fixed her up some."


    I knew what he meant when I saw the house. It had been literally scraped clean, down to the wood in the walls. Mr. Fielding had put on new wallpaper, rich with great gorgeous patterns, the windows had been washed, the pillars straightened, the broken step repaired, and a cheerful man in the kitchen was putting the last touches of glittering white paint to the new shelving; there was a brand new electric stove and a new refrigerator, the floors had been repaired and varnished, a hornets' nest had been removed from the farthest pillar on the right. The lawn was just beginning to show green, and
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    Laurie ran in and out between the pillars, touching every one, and then, shouting, up and down the straight stairway. In her basket Jannie smiled, looking up at the sky over the trees.


    "It's beautiful," I said to Mr. Fielding, almost in tears. "I thought it would look like it did before/'


    "Needed some work done," Mr. Fielding agreed. Then he nodded at the new kitchen stove and said, "Did the old place good."


    Just then our moving van arrived, and the three muscular, brazen fellows who had looked so natural carrying our furniture out of the apartment became abruptly incongruous carrying our small chairs and tables in between the pillars.


    "Put in some more plumbing, too," Mr. Fielding said, and departed.


    For the first week or so things were completely at cross-purposes. Our furniture, which had been more than adequate for a city apartment, here spread all too thinly among the echoing rooms of the house, and we had to fill out with odd tables and chairs bought from Mr. Fielding and from nearby second-hand shops. The house had grown enormously, I later learned, from Doctor Ogilvie's original structure. The Cortlands had added the summer kitchen, but the Fieldings had added on and on, so that the room which had been the summer kitchen, for instance, and hitched on to the back of the house in the first place, was now smack in the middle, tucked in among larger and sturdier rooms, and was no longer a kitchen at all but only a dark little room which was sometimes difficult to find. We had only three beds and we had six bedrooms, so Mr. Fielding sold us, for fifty cents, a bed that had been only recently taken out of the house and put into one of the capacious barns. We tried to buy the harmonium but the Fieldings had sold it to an antique dealer; we did buy the carpet with the cabbage roses, since it was the only one which would fit into the vast desert of the parlor; we declined, with one voice, the old kitchen table. All these things, the ones that had been in the house before, and other things which had been in similar old houses and knew their ways, fell naturally into good positions in the rooms, as though snatching the best places before the city furniture could crowd in. No matter how much we wanted to set our overstuffed chairs on either side of the living room fireplace, an old wooden rocker that Mr. Fielding had given us insisted upon pre-empting the center of the hearth rug and could not
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    in human kindness be shifted. An old highboy, which was a contemporary of the rocker although it had come from a barn across town, took over the living room corner near the rocker, and the two of them lived there in silent companionship.


    After a few vain attempts at imposing our own angular order on things with a consequent out-of-jointness and shrieking disharmony that set our teeth on edge, we gave in to the old furniture and let things settle where they would. An irritation persisted in one particular spot in the dining room, a spot which would hold neither table nor buffet and developed an alarming sag in the floor when I tried to put a radio there, until I found completely by accident that this place was used to a desk and would not be comfortable until I went out and found a spindly old writing table and set a brass inkwell on it.


    There was a door to an attic that preferred to stay latched and would latch itself no matter who was inside; there was another door which hung by custom slightly ajar, although it would close good-humoredly for a time when some special reason required it. We had five attics, we discovered, built into and upon and next to one another; one of them kept bats and we shut that one up completely; another, light and cheerful in spite of its one small window, liked to be a place of traffic and became, without any decision of ours, a place to store things temporarily, things that were moved regularly, like sleds and snow shovels and garden rakes and hammocks. The basement had an old clothesline hung across it, and after the line I put up in the back yard had fallen down for the third time I resigned myself and put up a new line in the basement, and clothes dried there quickly and freshly. We stocked the woodshed, since we had four fireplaces, and my husband discovered an odd pleasure in splitting wood, and the sound of an axe in the woodshed echoed agreeably through the kitchen. One bedroom chose the children, because it was large and light and showed unmistakable height-marks on one wall and seemed to mind not at all when crayon marks appeared on the wallpaper and paint got spilled on the floor. We put bookcases in the little dark room downstairs, and after the second week my husband got so he could find it nine times out of ten.


    It was a good old house, after all. Our cats slept on the rocking chair; our friends came to call. We accustomed ourselves to trading at certain stores and we bought our cheese locally and we found a


    


    doctor and a dog; Laurie entered the community nursery school and learned, as I had, to identify the house by saying "It's the old Fielding house—the one with the pillars." Toward the end of our first year there the painter arrived to do the outside of the house, and he painted it white with green trim, the colors it had always been painted before; indeed, I doubt if he owned any other colors of paint. "Not many houses like this nowadays," he told me, smiling benignly down at me from the top of his ladder, "don't find houses built like this any more."


    I looked from the front porch in through the glass of the front door, seeing the slim line of the stairway and the bright curtains in the dining room. "It's a good old house," I said.


    "Can always tell by the cats," the painter said enigmatically.


    I found that, where in the city I had always been too busy to do anything at all, I was now making odd things like gingerbread and cabbage salad. Laurie started a crude garden out back, and Jannie took her first step in the dining room. Once I left both of them with our next-door neighbor, and went into the city for a wild two-day shopping trip; when I wandered into our old neighborhood and stood in front of our old apartment house I could only think how small and dirty it looked. "No pillars there" I told myself with deep gratification, and wished I could write our old landlord and tell him.


    So, the house was old when we found it, and noisy when we entered it, and it took very little time for it to fill up. Our children brought in friends and rocking horses and paint brushes, we brought in friends and books and little wheels off things. I learned to make pie crust—although I have not the touch of a born pie-maker, I am afraid. People from the city began driving up for weekends in the nice weather.


    Jannie spoke for a long time about a faraway voice in the house which sang to her at night, and we put the Christmas tree in the corner of the living room where the lights shone at night out between the pillars; we raked leaves on the front lawn and went sledding down the hillside. We began to speak slightingly of city-folk.


    I have, as I say, never found a way of life preferable to this; its only fault—aside from the back-breaking labor and the vicious pie crusts which refuse to brown—is that it goes on and on, without, it seems, any major change at all. I observe my neighbors and it seems to me that they are content to live on, registering and employ-
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    ing each day but not in the least distinguishing one day beyond another, and, although that is obviously the best way of passing time, it makes, I leeT, for little or no excitement. Even a major event (like our hurricane, or the time we had the flood, or that terribly heavy snow when all the electricity was out for three days) tends to become, by the next day, only a remembered landmark—"that was two days, I recollect, before the hurricane, because we had all those raspberries to set out . . ."—and even the last trump will, I am afraid, make no more of an impression on our community (". . . well, now, let's see; that there bugle blowed around about three in the afternoon, and I remember the day because it was the day I's supposed to hammer on the boards on that there gate, and here it's been maybe six weeks since that ol' bugle, and there hangs the gate right now . . ."). When I think about it, I can only remember the year Laurie was born because I was waiting to get a new winter coat.


    One of the most unnerving, and least original, observations I have made about my children is that as these years turn and Christmas inevitably follows the fourth of July and the fourth of July inevitably follows Christmas, they tend to grow older. Every October, for instance, Laurie has a birthday. Every November, incredible as it may sound, Jannie has a birthday; the fact that I also have a birthday every December is unfortunately entirely believable but somehow less heartwarming. When we first came to the house in the country, Laurie was something over three years old, and Jannie was six months, and then suddenly—although I had in the meantime grown a year older, and so had my husband, and we wished one another "Happy Birthday" very properly—Jannie was almost two and had become a legitimate member of the family named Jannie (instead of Baby, or The Baby), and Laurie was just short of five and was clamoring for the right to vote on domestic policies.


    The day Laurie started kindergarten he renounced corduroy overalls with bibs and began wearing blue jeans with a belt; I watched him go off the first morning with the older girl next door, seeing clearly that an era of my life was ended, my sweet-voiced nursery-school tot replaced by a long-trousered, swaggering character who forgot to stop at the corner and wave goodbye to me.


    He came home the same way, the front door slamming open, his cap on the floor, and the voice suddenly become raucous shouting, "Isn't anybody here? 7 '


    


    At lunch he spoke insolently to his father, spilled Jannie's milk, and remarked that his teacher said that we were not to take the name of the Lord in vain.


    "How was school today?" I asked, elaborately casual.


    "All right," he said.


    "Did you learn anything?" his father asked.


    Laurie regarded his father coldly. "I didn't learn nothing," he said.


    "Anything," I said. "Didn't learn anything."


    "The teacher spanked a boy, though," Laurie said addressing his bread and butter. "For being fresh," he added with his mouth full.


    "What did he do?" I asked. "Who was it?"


    Laurie thought. "It was Charles," he said. "He was fresh. The teacher spanked him and made him stand in a corner. He was awfully fresh."


    "What did he do?" I asked again, but Laurie slid off his chair, took a cookie, and left, while his father was still saying "See here, young man."


    The next day Laurie remarked at lunch, as soon as he sat down, "Well, Charles was bad again today." He grinned enormously and said, "Today Charles hit the teacher."


    "Good heavens," I said, mindful of the Lord's name, "I suppose he got spanked again?"


    "He sure did," Laurie said. "Look up," he said to his father.


    "What?" his father said, looking up.


    "Look down," Laurie said. "Look at my thumb. Gee, you're dumb." He began to laugh insanely.


    "Why did Charles hit the teacher?" I asked quickly.


    "Because she tried to make him color with red crayons," Laurie said. "Charles wanted to color with green crayons so he hit the teacher and she spanked him and said nobody play with Charles but everybody did."


    The third day—it was Wednesday of the first week—Charles bounced a seesaw onto the head of a little girl and made her bleed and the teacher made him stay inside all during recess. Thursday Charles had to stand in a corner during storytime because he kept pounding his feet on the floor. Friday Charles was deprived of black board privileges because he threw chalk.


    On Saturday I remarked to my husband, "Do you think kinder-
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    garten is too unsettling for Laurie? All this toughness and bad grammar, and this Charles boy sounds like such a bad influence."


    "It'll be all right," my husband said reassuringly. "Bound to be people like Charles in the world. Might as well meet them now as later."


    On Monday Laurie came home late, full of news. "Charles," he shouted as he came up the hill; I was waiting anxiously on the front steps, "Charles," Laurie yelled all the way up the hill, "Charles was bad again."


    "Come right in," I said, as soon as he came close enough. "Lunch is waiting."


    "You know what Charles did?" he demanded, following me through the door. "Charles yelled so in school they sent a boy in from first grade to tell the teacher she had to make Charles keep quiet, and so Charles had to stay after school. And so all the children stayed to watch him."


    "What did he do?" I asked.


    "He just sat there," Laurie said, climbing into his chair at the table. "Hi Pop, /old dust mop."


    "Charles had to stay after school today," I told my husband. "Everyone stayed with him."


    "What does this Charles look like?" my husband asked Laurie. "What's his other name?"


    "He's bigger than me," Laurie said. "And he doesn't have any rubbers and he doesn't ever wear a jacket."


    Monday night was the first Parent-Teachers meeting, and only the fact that Jannie had a cold kept me from going; I wanted passionately to meet Charles' mother. On Tuesday Laurie remarked suddenly, "Our teacher had a friend come see her in school today."


    "Charles' mother?" my husband and I asked simultaneously.


    "Naaah," Laurie said scornfully. "It was a man who came and made us do exercises. Look." He climbed down from his chair and squatted down and touched his toes. "Like this," he said. He got solemnly back into his chair and said, picking up his fork, "Charles didn't even do exercises."


    "That's fine," I said heartily. "Didn't Charles want to do exercises?"


    "Naaah," Laurie said. "Charles was so fresh to the teacher's friend he wasn't let do exercises."


    "Fresh again?" I said.
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    "He kicked the teacher's friend/' Laurie said. "The teacher's friend told Charles to touch his toes like I just did and Charles kicked him."


    "What are they going to do about Charles, do you suppose?" Laurie's father asked him.


    Laurie shrugged elaborately. "Throw him out of school, I guess," he said.


    Wednesday and Thursday were routine; Charles yelled during story hour and hit a boy in the stomach and made him cry. On Friday Charles stayed after school again and so did all the other children.


    With the third week of kindergarten Charles was an institution in our family; Jannie was being a Charles when she cried all afternoon; Laurie did a Charles when he filled his wagon full of mud and pulled it through the kitchen; even my husband, when he caught his elbow in the telephone cord and pulled telephone, ashtray, and a bowl of flowers off the table, said, after the first minute, "Looks like Charles."


    During the third and fourth weeks there seemed to be a reformation in Charles; Laurie reported grimly at lunch on Thursday of the third week, "Charles was so good today the teacher gave him an apple."


    "What?" I said, and my husband added warily, "You mean Charles?"


    "Charles," Laurie said. "He gave the crayons around and he picked up the books afterward and the teacher said he was her helper."


    "What happened?" I asked incredulously.


    "He was her helper, that's all," Laurie said, and shrugged.


    "Can this be true, about Charles?" I asked my husband that night. "Can something like this happen?"


    "Wait and see," my husband said cynically. "When you've got a Charles to deal with, this may mean he's only plotting."


    He seemed to be wrong. For over a week Charles was the teacher's helper; each day he handed things out and he picked things up; no one had to stay after school.


    "The P.-T.A. meeting's next week again," I told my husband one evening. "I'm going to find Charles' mother there."


    "Ask her what happened to Charles," my husband said. "I'd like to know."


    "I'd like to know myself," I said.
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    On Friday pf that week things were back to normal. "You know what Charies did today?" Laurie demanded at the lunch table, in a voice slightly awed. "He told a little girl to say a word and she said it and the teacher washed her mouth out with soap and Charles laughed."


    "What word?" his father asked unwisely, and Laurie said, "Fll have to whisper it to you, it's so bad." He got down off his chair and went around to his father. His father bent his head down and Laurie whispered joyfully. His father's eyes widened.


    "Did Charles tell the little girl to say that?* 7 he asked respectfully.


    "She said it twice" Laurie said. "Charles told her to say it twice! 1


    "What happened to Charles?" my husband asked.


    "Nothing," Laurie said. "He was passing out the crayons."


    Monday morning Charles abandoned the little girl and said the evil word himself three or four times, getting his mouth washed out with soap each time. He also threw chalk.


    My husband came to the door with me that evening as I set out for the P.-TA. meeting. "Invite her over for a cup of tea after the meeting," he said. "I want to get a look at her."


    "If only she's there," I said prayerfully.


    "She'll be there," my husband said. "I don't see how they could hold a P.-T.A. meeting without Charles' mother."


    At the meeting I sat restlessly, scanning each comfortable matronly face, trying to determine which one hid the secret of Charles. None of them looked to me haggard enough. No one stood up in the meeting and apologized for the way her son had been acting. No one mentioned Charles.


    After the meeting I identified and sought out Laurie's kindergarten teacher. She had a plate with a cup of tea and a piece of chocolate cake; I had a plate with a cup of tea and a piece of marshmallow cake. We maneuvered up to one another cautiously and smiled.


    "I've been so anxious to meet you," I said. "I'm Laurie's mother."


    "We're all so interested in Laurie," she said.


    "Well, he certainly likes kindergarten," I said. "He talks about it all the time."


    "We had a little trouble adjusting, the first week or so," she said primly, "but now he's a fine little helper. With lapses, of course."


    "Laurie usually adjusts very quickly," I said. "I suppose this time it's Charles' influence."


    


    "Charles?"


    "Yes," I said, laughing, "you must have your hands full in that kindergarten, with Charles."


    "Charles?" she said. "We don't have any Charles in the kindergarten."


    It was soon after this meeting—the whole question of Charles having somehow dissipated and become without discussion a forbidden topic—that my husband, moved by some obscure impulse which may or may not have been connected with Charles, bought himself an air gun. I have never really believed that my husband is the Kit Carson type, but it is remotely possible that occasionally a feeling for the life romantic overcomes him; this air gun was large and menacing and he told me, in that terribly responsible voice men get to using when they are telling their wives about machinery, or guns, or politics, that he got it for target practice.


    There had been a rat in the cellar, he said; he was sure he had seen a rat when he went down to start the furnace. So, of course, he was going to shoot it. Not trap it or poison it—that was for boys and terriers; he was going to shoot it.


    For the better part of a Sunday morning he crouched dangerously at the open cellar door, waiting for the rat to show his whiskers, which the rat was kind enough not to do. Our two excellent cats were also staying inside, sitting complacently and with some professional interest directly behind my husband. The rat hunt was broken up when the kitchen door banged open and Laurie crashed in with three friends to see how his father shot the rat. Eventually, I suppose, the rat wandered off, although I do not see how he could conceivably have been frightened by the prospect of being shot. Probably he had never realized until then that he had strayed into a house with cats and children. At any rate, my husband and the cats, hunting in a pack, managed to bring down even better game; it must have been about the Tuesday after the rat hunt that our female cat, Ninki, who is something of a hunter, caught a chipmunk. She has done this before and will do it again, although I am sure she will never again ask my husband to sit in with her. The chipmunk she caught that morning—it was about nine-thirty—was not cooperative, and when Ninki brought him into the kitchen, where she usually brings chipmunks with some odd conviction that she
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    must eat them in her own dish, the chipmunk ducked under her paw and raeed madly to a rather tall plant on the window sill. The plant was just strong enough to bear the weight of one chipmunk, and Ninki, in a sort of frenzy, hurried into the dining room where my husband was just finishing his coffee and talked him into going into the kitchen to see her chipmunk in the plant. My husband took one look and went for his air gun.


    Ninki was able to get onto the window sill, but the plant was tall enough and the pot it stood in shaky enough so that she could not quite reach the chipmunk, who was standing precariously on the very top of the plant. My husband drew a careful bead with the air gun and then found that unless he stepped up and held his weapon against the chipmunk's head, he stood a very good chance of missing the chipmunk, if not actually the cat, who was a large and intrusive target.


    By this time, of course, I had put down my coffee cup and was standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, safely out of range as women should be when men are hunting, and saying things like "Dear, why don't you put a paper bag over it or something and take it outside?" and "Dear, don't you think it would be easier if—"


    Ninki was by this time irritated beyond belief by the general air of incompetence exhibited in the kitchen, and she went into the living room and got Shax, who is extraordinarily lazy and never catches his own chipmunks, but who is, at least, a cat, and preferable, Ninki saw clearly, to a man with a gun. Shax sized up the situation with a cynical eye, gave my husband and his gun the coldest look I have ever seen a cat permit himself, and then leaped onto the window sill and sat on the other side of the flowerpot. It made a pretty little tableau: Ninki and Shax sitting on either side of the flowerpot and the chipmunk sitting on top of the plant.


    After a minute the chipmunk—feeling rightly that all eyes were upon him—fidgeted nervously, and the plant began to sway. As the chipmunk was very nervous and the top of the plant very supple, soon the top of the plant began to swing from side to side, like a pendulum, so that the chipmunk, going faster and faster, rocked over to one cat and then to the other, grazing a nose of each, while they backed away dubiously. My husband still had his aim on the chipmunk, and he began to rock back and forth. When the cats

  


  
    


    finally realized what was happening, they took turns batting the chipmunk as he swung between them.


    All of this happened so quickly that I believe—unless I prefer to move out I have no choice but to believe—that my husband pressed the trigger of the air gun without really meaning to, because it is certain that he missed the chipmunk and the cats, and hit the window. The crash sent cats, chipmunk, and Nimrod in all directions— the cats under the table, the chipmunk, with rare presence of mind, out the broken window, and my husband, with even rarer presence of mind, back to the dining room and to his seat at the table. I advanced from my post in the kitchen doorway and picked up the air gun from the floor; then, with what I regard as unique forbearance, I went for the broom and dustpan. All I permitted myself, spoken gently and without undue emphasis, was "Thank heaven Laurie is in school."


    I was indulgent enough to return the air gun to my husband after a few days, but I would have thought that Ninki had more sense. Perhaps she never dreamed I would give the air gun back, or perhaps she just thought target practice around the house had been given up as impractical; perhaps, with some kind of feline optimism I cannot share, she believed that the chipmunk episode had been a freak, the sort of thing that might happen to any man confronting an oscillant chipmunk.


    So it was not more than a week later that Ninki gave the air gun another chance. It was a cool evening, and I was lying on the couch with a blanket over me, reading a mystery story; my husband was sitting quietly in his chair reading the newspaper. We had just congratulated one another on the fact that it was now too late for casual guests to drop in, and my husband had mentioned three or four times that he thought he might like some of that pot roast in a sandwich before he went to bed. Then we heard Ninki's unmistakably triumphant mighty-hunter howl from the dining room.


    "Look," I said apprehensively, "Ninki's got something, a mouse or something. Make her take it outside."


    "She'll get it out by herself."


    "But she'll chase it around and around and around the dining room and kill it there and—" I gulped unhappily "—eat it. Get it out now while it's still alive."


    "She won't—" my husband began, when Ninki's triumphant wail
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    broke off with a muffled oath and Ninki herself came hurriedly to the dining toom door and stared compellingly at my husband.


    "Do you always need help?" he asked her crossly. "Seems to me a great big cat like you—"


    I shrieked. Ninki lifted her head resignedly, as one whose bitterest views of fate have been confirmed; my husband gasped. Ninki's supper, a full-grown and horribly active bat, was sweeping magnificently down the length of the living room. For a minute I watched it with my mouth open and then, still yelling, buried my head under the blanket.


    "My gun," I heard my husband shouting at Ninki, "where is my gun?"


    Even under the blanket I could hear the flap of the bat's wings as it raced up and down the living room; I put my knees under my chin and my arms over my head and huddled under the blanket. Outside, they were stalking the bat; I could hear my husband tiptoeing warily down the room, with Ninki apparently right behind him, because he was saying, "Don't hurry, for heaven's sake, give me a chance to aim*'


    A hideous thought came to me. "Is it on me?" I said through my teeth, "just tell me once, is it on me, on the blanket? Ninki, is it? Is it?"


    "Now you just stay perfectly still," my husband said reassuringly. "These things never stay in one place for very long. Why, only the other day I was reading in the paper about a woman who—"


    "Is it on the blanket?" I insisted hysterically, "on me?"


    "Listen," my husband said crossly, "if you keep on shaking like that, Fll never be able to hit it. Hold still, and I'm sure to miss you."


    I do not know what the official world's record might be for getting out from under a blanket, flying across a room, opening a door and a screen door, and getting outside onto a porch with both doors closed behind you, but if it is more than about four seconds I broke it. I thought the bat was chasing me, for one thing. And I knew that, if the bat were chasing me, my husband was aiming that gun at it, wherever it was. Outside on the porch, I leaned my head against the middle pillar and breathed hard.


    Inside, there was a series of crashes. I recognized the first as the report of the air gun. The second sounded irresistibly like a lamp going over, which is what it turned out to be. The third I could not


    


    identify from the porch, but my husband said later that it was Ninki trying to get out of the way of the air gun and knocking over the andirons. Then my husband spoke angrily to Ninki, and Ninki snarled. Each of them, it seemed, thought the other one had frightened the bat, which had left the blanket when I did, although not half so fast, and was now circling gaily around the chandelier.


    "Come on in," my husband said through the door; he tried to open it but I was hanging on from the outside; "Come on in, it won't hurt you. I promise it won't/'


    "I'll stay out here," I said.


    "It's just as frightened as you are," he said.


    "It is not" I said.


    Then he apparently spoke to Ninki again, because he said excitedly, "It's landing; keep away now, you'll be hurt."


    There was a great noise of rushing and snarling and shooting, then a long silence. Finally I asked softly, "Are you all right?"


    Another silence. "Are you all right?" I said.


    Another silence. I opened the door a crack and peered in cautiously. My husband was sitting on the couch, beating his hands on his knees. The air gun was on the floor. Ninki and the bat were gone.


    "Is it all right to come in?" I asked.


    "I don't know," my husband said, looking at me bitterly, "have you got a ticket?"


    "I mean," I said, "where's the bat?"


    "She's taken it into the dining room," my husband said.


    There was a nick in the wallpaper over the couch. In the dining room Ninki was growling pleasurably, deep in her throat. "She went faster than the pellet, is all," my husband said reasonably. "I was just getting ready to aim and she passed me and passed the pellet and hit the bat just as the pellet hit the wall."


    "Hadn't you better get it out of the dining room?" I asked.


    He began to beat his knees again. I went back to the couch, shook the blanket thoroughly to make sure there had been only one bat on it and that one was gone, and settled down in my chair with my mystery story. After a while Ninki came out of the dining room, nodded contemptuously at my husband, glanced at me and, with a grin at the air gun, got onto my husband's chair and went to sleep on his paper.


    I took the air gun and put it on the top shelf of the pantry, where
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    I believe it still is. Now and then it occurs to me that in case of burglars I can. take it down to protect the house, but I really think one of the*kitchen knives would be safer, if Ninki is not around to take care of me.


    It was only the next morning that the man came to fix the glass in the kitchen window, and when Laurie, who was on his reluctant way to school, told the man his father had shot it out with a gun, I laughed cheerily and remarked that boys always had such good stories to cover their own misdeeds. Laurie looked at me in honest indignation, and I told him that he could take a package of gum from the pantry. Although I do not believe in actually encouraging children to tell lies, and do not in any case suppose that one pack of gum can cover up a flagrance like that one, Laurie gave every impression of being satisfied to share a joke about his father. It never occurred to me that the foundations of our parental authority were being slowly shattered until he came home from school some three or four days later with his jacket torn and an air of great innocent suffering. He was half an hour late, and he was accompanied by two of his friends, both of unsavory character; they strode manfully into the house and on into the study where my husband was peacefully doing research for an article on extinct fishes. I heard part of the conversation from upstairs where I was trying to dress Jannie after her nap. With my mind almost unoccupied, I listened without any real attention. "And they threw stones," one of Laurie's friends said in a thin, excited voice; he is somewhat older than Laurie, and he usually tells Laurie's stories for him when Laurie is too modest to tell them for himself, "and they said terrible language, and they hit Laurie, and everything"


    "Where were you all this time?" my husband asked. I could feel through the floor the righteous indignation mounting in the study. "Where were you two while these boys were hitting Laurie?"


    There was a moment of quiet, and then Laurie's voice: "George was behind the tree, and William was running up here to tell you." Laurie apparently stopped to think for a minute. "I didn't run," he added finally, "because I cant very well, in these snow pants."


    The enemy—I could see them from the upstairs front window— were still lingering outside, backing down the hill slowly, prepared to do further battle. Then I heard the front door slam. My husband issued forth, supported valiantly on either side by Laurie's two


    


    friends, while Laurie, with commendable discretion, stayed just inside the front door, yelling, "Here comes my father!"


    Halfway up the hill, the enemy waited for my husband, and, although I could not hear, I could see them—my husband, speaking fiercely and the enemy looking at him with wide, honest eyes. Presently the battle was resolved; my husband turned and stamped back to the house and the enemy went on down the hill, turning at a safe distance to call inaudible insults.


    When my husband came inside, I went downstairs to meet him. "Well?" I said.


    All of them began talking at once. "And they hit Laurie and everything," his talkative friend said; "They even chased me" his other friend added.


    "And these darn old snow pants," Laurie said at the same time, while over all of them rose the voice of my husband saying, "Ought to be taught better manners. Boy like that deserves a good whipping."


    Jannie came down the stair behind me, asking hopefully, "Was Laurie bad? I'm good, aren't I? Did Laurie do something new bad?"


    When I had isolated the various political maneuvers into offense and defense, the story went something like this: Laurie and his two friends were walking home from school, entirely without malice, not hurting anybody and minding their own business. As a matter of fact, they stopped quite of their own accord to pick up the books of a little girl who had dropped them into a mud puddle. Furthermore, they were not even thinking any harm, because they were all three most unpleasantly surprised when the largest of the enemy, a boy named David Howell, came up behind them and pulled on the hood of Laurie's jacket. When Laurie said "Hey!"—and we all agreed he was perfectly justified—David spat at him, pronounced half a dozen forbidden epithets, and finally struck him. Laurie's two friends took no active part in the battle, partly because David was bigger than any of them and partly because, as they explained at great length, they felt strongly that it was Laurie's fight and interference would not be sporting. They had come home with Laurie, however, to be his witnesses and to see that justice was done.


    "What did you do to David?" I asked my husband.


    "I said you'd tell his mother," he said virtuously.


    I have seen David's mother, have even spoken to her at P.-TA.
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    meetings. She is one of those impressive women who usually head committees on supervising movies, taking the entire sixth grade on a tour of *bne of our local factories, or outlawing slingshots, and I daresay she would be the first person everyone would think of if there should arise an occasion for the mothers to lift the school building and carry it bodily to another location. I felt very strongly, as a matter of fact, that bringing David's mother into this incident was a grave tactical error.


    But there were the four of them looking at me trustingly—five, if you count Jannie, who was saying "Poor, poor Laurie," and rubbing his head violently.


    "I'll phone her right away," I said, trying to make it sound resolute and threatening. After some unavoidable fumbling with the telephone book I found the Howells' number and finally, with everyone sitting around the phone expectantly, cleared my throat, straightened my shoulders, and briskly gave the number to the operator. After a minute, a strong, no-nonsense voice said "Hello?"


    "Hello," I said faintly, "is this Mrs. Howell?"


    "Yes," she said. She sounded quite civil, so I changed my mind and said as politely as I could, "Mrs. Howell, I don't know if your boy David has told you about attacking my son Laurie on his way home from school today, but I thought I'd better call you anyway and see if we can't do something about it." Realizing that I had ended a little weakly, I added, "Laurie is quite badly hurt."


    Laurie looked up, gratified, and nodded. "Tell her I'm dead," he said.


    "Mrs. Howell," I said into the phone, scowling at Laurie, "I do think that a boy so much bigger than Laurie—a boy so much bigger, as David is—I mean, David is so much bigger than Laurie that I do think-"


    All this time Mrs. Howell had been silent. Now she said amiably, "I quite agree with you, of course. But I can't quite believe this of David; David is such a quiet boy. Is your little boy sure it wasn't David Williams or David Martin?"


    "Are you sure it wasn't David Williams or David Martin?" I asked hopefully of the audience beyond the telephone. They all shook their heads violently, and one of Laurie's friends—the one who ran— said enthusiastically, "I know David Howell, and it was him all right.


    


    Anyway, he's always doing things like this. Two, three times now, he's hit Laurie. And me, too. He hits everybody."


    "It was certainly your David," I said to Mrs. Howell. "They all agree on that. He picked a fight with Laurie on the way home from school and really hurt Laurie quite badly."


    "Well," she said. "I'll certainly speak to David," she added after a minute.


    "Thank you," I said, perfectly content to depart with this empty triumph, but my husband said, "Tell her he was fresh to me, too."


    "He was fresh to my husband, too," I said obediently into the phone.


    "Really?" Mrs. Howell said, as though David were fresh to her husband all the time and this was no surprise. "Well," she said again, "I'll certainly speak to him."


    "Tell her he's hit me lots of times," Laurie said.


    "Don't forget the bad words," one of Laurie's friends prompted.


    "Make it really forceful," my husband said. "Why should he get away with a thing like this?"


    "Will you see that this is stopped once and for all?" I demanded emphatically into the phone.


    Her voice sharpened. "I said I'd speak to David," she repeated ominously.


    "Thank you," I said hastily, and hung up.


    We were congratulating one another on our victory when the phone rang. "This is Mrs. Howell," she said when I answered, and her voice had lost much of its civility. "I spoke to David," she went on. "I told you I would. And it seems that David was not entirely at fault." She dwelt on the last few words as though they gave her some fierce pleasure.


    "I don't understand," I said. "Laurie was just walking along the—"


    "I beg your pardon," she said, still with great relish. "What about the rock he threw at David?"


    I looked at Laurie over the top of the phone, and he returned my glance with sober earnestness. "What rock?" I said, and Laurie's gaze did not waver, but an odd sort of reminiscent pleasure crept into his eye.


    "Laurie," said Mrs. Howell plainly, "threw a rock and hit David in the head. There's a big big bump. David hadn't done anything up to then. But if your little boy throws rocks, I can hardly blame—"
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    I retreated abruptly to safer ground. "Surely," I said, "you are not going to say that there is any excuse for a bigger boy hitting a smaller boy?" I


    "I shall certainly speak to David about that," she said stiffly. "But then, when Laurie's father called David a little sneak and said he ought to be horsewhipped-—"


    "What about what David called Laurie?" I countered tellingly. "It was so bad that Laurie wouldn't dream of repeating it."


    Laurie and his two friends immediately said loudly what it was.


    "Your husband said David ought to be horsewhipped," she said, not shaken, and almost, I thought, as though he were not actually the first person who had suggested major punishment for David, "and poor little David tried to tell him that Laurie had been throwing rocks. You really ought to do something about a child throwing rocks. None of my children throw rocks; if s something I can't stand. But poor little David—"


    "David did so throw rocks," I said. "And if my husband said—"


    "I did not say it," my husband said.


    "Surely there is no excuse," she said, "for a grown man to pick on a poor little boy."


    I backed up again. "What about poor little Laurie?" I asked. "He was quite badly hurt. Surely there is no excuse—"


    "Poor little David—" she began.


    "And my poor little—" I said, and then started again. "My husband, I mean. What about the names they yelled at him?"


    I was suddenly reminded of the time Mrs. Howell had taken part in a local debate, holding and maintaining with absolute conviction the position that our state should secede from the United States to avoid having its natural resources completely depleted. "Furthermore—" she was saying.


    "What a way to bring up a child," I said gently. "What kind of a mother are you?"


    My audience, I perceived, was growing restless. Laurie's two friends were putting on their overshoes; Laurie himself had entered into an elaborately casual game with Jannie that had taken them almost to the kitchen doorway, and my husband was sauntering almost noiselessly back to the study.


    "Now you listen to me," Mrs. Howell began, her voice rising, "now you listen to me—"
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    I hung up gracefully and followed Laurie into the kitchen.


    "Laurie," I said sternly, "did you throw a rock at David?"


    Laurie pondered, frowning, his head on one side and one finger thoughtfully tapping his cheek. "I forget," he*said at last.


    "Try to remember," I said threateningly. Laurie shook his head in despair. "I just forget," he said.


    I went to the study door. "Did you call David a little sneak?" I demanded.


    My husband looked up from his article on extinct fishes. "A little what?" he said.


    "A little sneak."


    "Don't be ridiculous," my husband said. "Why would I call what's-his-name a little sneak?" He turned back to his article. "Are you still worrying about that?" he asked.


    The phone rang. I strode over and slammed it out of the receiver. "Well?" I said.


    "If you think you can just hang up on people just because your son is a little bully and goes around throwing rocks and—"


    "If you think you and your half-witted David can get away with picking on every child in the neighborhood just because he's overgrown and stupid—"


    "If you would care to—"


    "Perhaps you would like to—"


    We hung up simultaneously. My husband opened the study door and looked out. "Who were you talking to?" he asked.


    "Look," I said, "if you'd just take care of your own affairs and let Laurie fight his own battles and not come to me to—"


    "I'm good, aren't I?" Jannie said. She came over and pulled at my hand. "I'm good, aren't I?"


    My husband said loudly, "Let's box for a while, son. Get the gloves." Without looking at me he added, "We'll box out in the woodshed. Then," he said thoughtfully, "the noise won't bother Mother when she's on the phone."


    "Aren't I?" said Jannie urgently. "Aren't I?"


    I reached for the phone, and then hesitated. It was time to start the potatoes for dinner; I had a quick picture of Mrs. Howell peeling potatoes with one hand while she held a phone with the other, and I heard Laurie yelp as he walked into what was almost certainly a right cross.
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    "Want to help Mommy make dinner?" I asked Jannie.


    Mrs. Howell and I met at the meat counter in the grocery the next moriting; she smiled and I smiled and then she said, "How is Laurie today?"


    "He seems much better, thanks," I said solemnly. "And David?"


    "Fairly well," she said without turning a hair.


    "Horrible little beasts," I said.


    "Liars, all of them," she said. "I never believe a word they say."


    We both laughed and turned to regard the meat. "They certainly do eat, though," she said mournfully. "I suppose it's hamburger again today."


    "I was thinking about liver," I said.


    "Will Laurie eat liver?" she asked with interest. "David won't touch it; do you cook it any special way?"


    I remember that during that fall and winter Laurie was still wearing, when I forced him, a pair of red overalls onto which I had embroidered—during a time when I was somewhat more free and had a good deal more time to spend on the pretty little delicacies of life—a "Laurie" in green silk. He wore it to school only once, as I remember, and after that we made a bargain about how if I didn't make him wear it in public he would try to bring himself to it on strictly private occasions. When it began to grow noticeably short on him, without being noticeably worn, I whimsically crossed out the "Laurie" with a green embroidered line, and embroidered "Joanne" underneath, and shortened it along with half a dozen other pair of overalls for Jannie. She wore it during the late spring and early summer, when Laurie first started going to the barber to get his hair cut; she was now wearing the green corduroy jacket Laurie had worn the day we moved. This was when my personal schedule resolved itself into a round of hemlines and chocolate pudding. When I was not shortening or lengthening the one I was stirring the other. The summer saw Jannie inherit a number of pullover shirts, which are fortunately without gender, and thousands of bachelor socks, in preparation for nursery school in the fall. Laurie had a new jacket for school, which we were taught to call a windbreaker rather than a jacket, and his shoes were so huge that I was uncomfortably made aware that he had passed from the lower-priced size into the higher-priced size.
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    Summers go by so quickly, with a minimum of washing and a maximum of daylight, that we none of us have ever been able to perceive that infinitely cruel moment when the year turns and the days draw in; one morning the children were drinking lemonade in the back yard and talking largely of what they planned to build during the summer, and the next afternoon they were raking leaves and Jannie had lost a sandal in the leaf pile, to be hidden until perhaps next spring. Mothers have their own seasonal occupations; one afternoon I was sitting quietly in the living room, lengthening and shortening overalls in a sort of unworldly account; I had done three pair—one short and two long—when Laurie wandered in and stood in the center of the room, regarding me bleakly. Behind him trailed his dear friends Stuart and Robert, and after a few minutes, about as long as it takes short fat legs to catch up, Jannie plodded in. Our big dog Toby followed her. They lined themselves up in the center of the carpet and stood looking at me silently.


    I looked up, forcing an expression of bright cheer onto my face. Unasked I said, "You may each have a piece of candy from the dish on the table."


    "No, thank you," said Laurie gloomily.


    "No, thank you," said Robert.


    "No, thank you," said Stuart.


    They stood sadly, watching me as I pushed the needle in and out of the cloth.


    "No, thanks," said Jannie.


    Laurie sighed deeply; so did Stuart and then Robert. I smiled falsely and said, "Would you each like an apple then?"


    Laurie shook his head, so did Stuart and Robert and then, finally, Jannie.


    "Nothing at all," said Laurie tragically. He paced over and sat down on the couch, and Robert and Stuart followed him. The three of them watched me sewing, and I tried with some embarrassment to hide what I was doing.


    Toby still sat in the middle of the floor, looking with perplexed eyes first at me and then at the boys.


    "Would you like to run down to the store and get some ice cream for all of us?" The boys shook their heads, as one man.


    Jannie sat down solidly on the floor next to Toby and asked me, "Are you fixing Laurie's overalls?"


    


    416 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    "Why, I certainly am," I said gaily.


    "For school tomorrow?" Jannie asked.


    There was a long silence. Then Laurie said, "Aaaaaah, keep quiet/' to Jannie.


    "What you talking about it for?" Stuart demanded.


    "Old big-mouth Jannie," Robert said.


    "Never mind, boys," I said. "You've had a fine summer/'


    "But school" Laurie said, as one to whom a vast injustice has been done.


    "I know," I said. "Would you each like a cookie?"


    "Naw," Laurie said.


    "Why'n earth they want us to go to school cmyway?" Stuart demanded.


    "Old first grade," Robert said.


    "Why," I said treacherously, "first thing you know you'll be having a wonderful time in school. You've just forgotten what school is like?


    "No, we haven't," Robert said.


    "I used to love school," I said.


    This was a falsehood so patent that none of them felt it necessary to answer me, even in courtesy. They sat and stared at me instead.


    "Why don't you do something—play, or something?" I asked. "Then you'd forget all about it."


    "We could play school," Jannie suggested. "Why don't we play school?"


    She was silent as the three faces turned evilly toward her.


    "We could ride our bikes," Robert said unenthusiastically.


    "Why don't you?" I said, with great animation. "That would be fun."


    "We could have a war," Stuart said.


    "We could play store," Laurie said.


    "We could play school," Jannie said.


    "Listen," Stuart said, "we could be Indians and Jannie could be our prisoner . . ."


    "We could tie her up," Laurie said, looking at his sister speculatively.


    "I will be your prisoner," Jannie said cheerfully, "and you must all tie me up and be Indians."


    "No, listen" Robert said. Activity came to all three of them at


    


    once. Robert rolled off the couch and ran into the hall, and the other two followed. After a minute Jannie hoisted herself off the floor and went along too. Toby, opening one eye, sighed deeply and got up; he had just started across the floor when the three boys and Jannie came hurrying back.


    "Listen," Laurie said to me excitedly, "we're going to make a show. You're going to be the audience, and you got to go out in the kitchen while we get ready."


    It was the last day of vacation; I put my needle carefully through the hem I was sewing and folded all the overalls and set them aside. Laurie and Robert pushed me out into the kitchen, where I took a handful of cookies and sat down, munching, to wait.


    After about five minutes and much loud consultation they called me back and sat me down on the couch. Then Stuart sat in the chair I had vacated and took up the newspaper.


    "I'm supposed to be reading the paper," he told me condescendingly.


    Laurie and Robert and Jannie and Toby were in the dining room; I could hear them arguing. Finally there was a knock on the dining room door and Stuart put down his paper and said, "Come in." Laurie entered, wearing his cowboy hat, his spurs, his gun, his cowboy vest, his neckerchief, his lasso, and his boots. "Hi, pardner," he said.


    "Hi, pardner," Stuart said.


    Laurie sat down in the chair across from Stuart, and he and Stuart regarded one another intently.


    "How are you, pardner?" Laurie inquired at last.


    "Oh, I'm fine, pardner," Stuart said. They giggled slightly and then Stuart, with a large expansive gesture, said, "Have some candy, pardner."


    "Thanks, pardner, don't mind if I do," Laurie said. He swaggered over to the table, helped himself to a piece of candy, and went back to his chair. He finished the candy, licked his fingers and then, with a loud and dramatic groan, grasped his stomach and rolled off the chair onto the floor, where he lay still groaning. "See," he said, raising his head to look at me, "the candy was poisoned."


    "I see," I said. "Very effective."


    Laurie subsided, and there was a long pause, during which Stuart began to fidget, looking at the candy dish. Then finally he said,
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    "Robert, come on," and Robert said from the dining room, "Okay, I'm coming. J got to get my gun on, don't I?"


    Then there was another knock on the dining room door, and Stuart said "Come in."


    Robert came in, said "Hi, pardner," and sat down.


    "Hi, pardner," Stuart said. "Have a piece of candy."


    "Don't care if I do," said Robert. He took his candy, swallowed it whole, and then fell groaning on top of Laurie.


    "Now me," Jannie howled from the dining room, and she hurried in, said "Hi, pardner," over her shoulder to Stuart, and took a piece of candy. "Can I have two?" she asked me, and I shook my head no. She ate her candy, groaned shrilly, and sat on Robert.


    "Guess I'll have a piece of candy too," Stuart said. He fell groaning onto the heap on the floor.


    I began to applaud, and Laurie put his head up and said, "That's not the end."


    "Sorry," I said. I started to take a piece of candy, remembered in time that it was poisoned, and drew back my hand.


    Laurie disengaged himself from the pile on the floor. "Now the stagecoach," he said.


    The others got up and dusted themselves off. Everybody retired to the dining room, and I waited.


    Finally Laurie reappeared, leading Toby by the collar. "I'm the good cowboy," he explained to me. "I'm Hopalong Cassidy and I—"


    "I'm Hopalong Cassidy," Robert's voice rose protestingly from the other room.


    "I'm Roy Rogers," Laurie continued smoothly, "and this is the stagecoach and I'm riding along with it."


    "What's the stagecoach?" I asked, confused.


    "Toby is," Laurie said. Toby glanced at me in mild apology. "See," Laurie said, "the gold is in the stagecoach and the bad guys are going to try and get it, but me and my gang, we're riding close along . . ." He began to hurry Toby across the room, making galloping cowboy noises, while Toby stumbled reluctantly along behind him.


    "Good dog," I said reassuringly, and Toby put his head down and galloped resolutely. "Good dog," I said.


    As they passed the dining room door for the second time the horde of bandits fell upon them. Stuart and Robert brandished


    


    their guns, shouting fearfully and making simultaneous sounds of horse hooves and gunfire. Jannie, a small stout cowboy in a flapping hat, carrying a water pistol, followed fiercely, saying "Bang," with outlaw abandon.


    "We got ya covered," Hopalong Cassidy remarked. Roy Rogers, undaunted, took cover behind a chair, while the stagecoach trotted hastily over to the couch and tried to get into my lap.


    Stuart and Robert had now taken cover also, one in the dining room doorway, the other in the angle of the fireplace. They were shooting across the room, taking careful aim and exposing themselves rashly before leaping back into hiding.


    Jannie sat down in the middle of the floor and began to take off her sandals. "Something in my shoe," she told me. "Wait a minute, boys, till I get my shoe fixed."


    "Get into a safe place," Laurie shouted at her, "you want to get killed, woman?"


    "Bang," Jannie said, aiming her water pistol at him. "Bang," she said, at Stuart, and "Bang" at Robert. "I killed you all three," she said. "Now I can fix my shoe."


    Laurie began to inch out from behind the chair until he was standing free of it. "Reach," he said suddenly. "Drop them guns."


    Obediently, Stuart and Robert dropped their guns and raised their hands. Laurie walked over, gun ready, and frisked them both. Then he shot them. They both fell, dying fearfully. Robert raised himself on one elbow and said, "Joe, Joe."


    "What, Joe?" Laurie said, turning.


    "Get the guys that did this, Joe," Robert said.


    "I shore will, Joe," Laurie said. He turned thoughtfully and shot Jannie, who looked up, surprised. "I said I was fixing my shoe" she said irritably.


    "Y'got it anyway," Laurie said.


    "Okay," said Jannie. She fell obligingly over onto her side and went on putting on her shoe that way.


    "Well," I said, applauding again, "this has certainly been an exciting—"


    "Listen," Laurie said earnestly, "this is only our practice. You're only seeing the practice, so far."


    "We're going to do a real play when we finish our practice" Stuart confirmed.
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    "Reach/' Laurie said to him.


    "I won't,",Stuart said pettishly. "Why do I always have to be the guy that teaches?"


    "Keep them hands up," Laurie ordered. Robert stole up behind him and put a gun into his back. "Yoiz reach," Robert said.


    Laurie dropped his gun and Stuart picked it up. Robert shot Stuart and Laurie and they both fell groaning.


    "Who's the good guy?" Stuart asked suddenly. "I forget."


    "I'm Gene Autry," Laurie said.


    "I'm Roy Rogers," Robert said.


    "I'm the good guy, then," Stuart said with satisfaction. "Reach."


    Stuart shot Robert and Laurie.


    "Listen," Laurie said from the floor, "we don't die right. We ought to roll more."


    "Sometimes we ought to get dragged by our horses," Robert added.


    "Reach!" Jannie said suddenly. Stunned, Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, and Hopalong Cassidy turned; Jannie had them all covered with her water pistol.


    "It's a dame" Stuart said.


    "A cowgirl," Robert amplified.


    "It's Jesse James," Laurie said. "Now you must shoot us all, Jan."


    "Bang, bang, bang," Jannie said, and the heroes fell, rolled, groaned, and were even dragged a little by their horses.


    While they were still groaning I stole away, back into the kitchen, where I poured four glasses full of fruit juice and put cookies on a plate. When I came back into the living room the actors were dusting themselves off.


    "That was a great show," I said.


    "We'll do a real one tomorrow," Laurie said. Then his face fell. "I forgot," he said.


    I thought briefly and comfortably of the quiet mornings, the long lovely afternoons, the early bedtimes. "Well," I said, with immense heartiness, "it will be summer again before we all know it."


    "A what?" said Jannie. "What for?" said Laurie.


    Everyone always says the third baby is the easiest one to have, and now I know why. It's the easiest because it's the funniest, because
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    you've been there twice, and you know. You know, for instance, how you're going to look.in a maternity dress about the seventh month, and you know how to release the footbrake on a baby carriage without fumbling amateurishly, and you know how to tie your shoes before and do knee-chests after, and while you're not exactly casual, you're a little bit off-hand about the whole thing. Sentimental people keep insisting that women go on to have a third baby because they love babies, and cynical people seem to maintain that a woman with two healthy, active children around the house will do anything for ten quiet days in the hospital; my own position is somewhere between the two, but I acknowledge that it leans toward the latter.


    Because it was my third I was spared a lot of unnecessary discomfort. No one sent us any dainty pink sweaters, for instance. We received only one pair of booties, and those were a pair of rosebud-covered white ones that someone had sent Laurie when he was born and which I had given, still in their original pink tissue paper, to a friend when her first child was born; she had subsequently sent them to her cousin in Texas for a second baby and the cousin sent them back East on the occasion of a mutual friend's twins; the mutual friend gave them to me, with a card saying "Love to Baby" and the pink tissue paper hardly ruffled. I set them carefully aside, because I knew someone who was having a baby in June.


    I borrowed back my baby carriage from my next-door neighbor, took the crib down out of the attic, washed my way through the chest of baby shirts and woolen shawls, briefed the incumbent children far enough ahead of time, and spent a loving and painstaking month packing my suitcase. This time I knew exactly what I was taking with me to the hospital, but assembling it took time and eventually required an emergency trip to the nearest metropolis. I packed it, though, finally: a yellow nightgown trimmed with lace, a white nightgown that tied at the throat with a blue bow, two of the fanciest bed-jackets I could find—that was what I went to the city for—and then, two pounds of homemade fudge, as many mystery stories as I could cram in, and a bag of apples. Almost at the last minute I added a box of pralines, a bottle of expensive cologne, and my toothbrush. I have heard of people who take their own satin sheets to the hospital, but that has always seemed to me a waste of good suitcase space.


    My doctor was very pleasant and my friends were very thoughtful;
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    for the last two weeks before I went to the hospital almost everyone I know called me almost once a day and said "Haven't you gone yet?" My "mother-and father-in-law settled on a weekend to visit us when, according to the best astronomical figuring, I should have had a two-week-old baby ready to show them; they arrived, were entertained with some restraint on my part, and left, eyeing me with disfavor and some suspicion. My mother sent me a telegram from California saying "Is everything all right? Shall I come? Where is baby?" My children were sullen, my husband was embarrassed.


    Everything was, as I say, perfectly normal, up to and including the frightful moment when I leaped out of bed at two in the morning as though there had been a pea under the mattress; when I turned on the light my husband said sleepily, "Having baby?"


    "I really don't know," I said nervously. I was looking for the clock, which I hide at night so that in the morning when the alarm rings I will have to wake up looking for it. It was hard to find without the alarm ringing.


    "Shall I wake up?" my husband asked without any sign of pleased anticipation.


    "I can't find the clock' 9 I said.


    "Clock?" my husband said. "Clock. Wake me five minutes apart."


    I unlocked the suitcase, took out a mystery story, and sat down in the armchair with a blanket over me. After a few minutes, Ninki, who usually sleeps on the foot of Laurie's bed, wandered in and settled down on a corner of the blanket by my feet. She slept as peacefully as my husband did most of the night, except that now and then she raised her head to regard me with a look of silent contempt.


    Because the hospital is five miles from our house I had an uneasy feeling that I ought to allow plenty of time, particularly since neither of us had ever learned to drive and consequently I had to call our local taxi to take me to the hospital. At seven-thirty I called my doctor and we chatted agreeably for a few minutes, and I said I would just give the children their breakfast and wash up the dishes and then run over to the hospital, and he said that would be just fine and he'd plan to meet me later, then; the unspoken conviction between us was that I ought to be back in the fields before sundown.


    I went into the kitchen and proceeded methodically to work, humming cheerfully and stopping occasionally to grab the back of a chair and hold my breath. My husband told me later that he found


    


    his cup and saucer (the one with "Father" written on it) in the oven, but I am inclined to believe that he was too upset to be a completely reliable informant. My own recollection is of doing everything the way I have a thousand times before—school morning short cuts so familiar that I am hardly aware, usually, of doing them at all. The frying pan, for instance. My single immediate objective was a cup of coffee, and I decided to heat up the coffee left from the night before, rather than taking the time to make fresh; it seemed brilliantly logical to heat it in the frying pan because anyone knows that a broad shallow container will heat liquid faster than a tall narrow one like the coffeepot. I will not try to deny, however, that it looked funny.


    By the time the children came down everything seemed to be moving along handsomely; Laurie grimly got two glasses and filled them with fruit juice for Jannie and himself. He offered me one, but I had no desire to eat, or in fact to do anything which might upset my precarious balance between two and three children, or to interrupt my morning's work for more than coffee, which I was still doggedly making in the frying pan. My husband came downstairs, sat in his usual place, said good-morning to the children, accepted the glass of fruit juice Laurie poured for him, and asked me brightly, "How do you feel?"


    "Splendid," I said, making an enormous smile for all of them. "I'm doing wonderfully well."


    "Good," he said. "How soon do you think we ought to leave?" "Around noon, probably," I said. "Everything is fine, really." My husband asked politely, "May I help you with breakfast?" "No, indeed," I said. I stopped to catch my breath and smiled reassuringly. "I feel so well," I said.


    "Would you be offended," he said, still very politely, "if I took this egg out of my glass?"


    "Certainly not," I said. "I'm sorry; I can't think how it got there." "It's nothing at all," my husband said. "I was just thirsty." They were all staring at me oddly, and I kept giving them my reassuring smile; I did feel splendid; my months of waiting were nearly over, my careful preparations had finally been brought to a purpose, tomorrow I would be wearing my yellow nightgown. "I'm so pleased," I said.


    I was slightly dizzy, perhaps. And there were pains, but they were
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    authentic ones, not the feeble imitations I had been dreaming up the past few weeks. I patted Laurie on the head. "Well," I said, in the tone I had used perhaps five hundred times in the last months. "Well, do we want a little boy or a little boy?"


    "Won't you sit down?" my husband said. He had the air of a man who expects that an explanation will somehow be given him for a series of extraordinary events in which he is unwillingly involved. "I think you ought to sit down," he added urgently.


    It was about then that I realized that he was right. I ought to sit down. As a matter of fact, I ought to go to the hospital right now, immediately. I dropped my reassuring smile and the fork I had been carrying around with me.


    "I'd better hurry," I said inadequately.


    My husband called the taxi and brought down my suitcase. The children were going to stay with friends, and one of the things we had planned to do was drop them off on our way to the hospital; now, however, I felt vitally that I had not the time. I began to talk fast.


    "You'll have to take care of the children," I told my husband. "See that ..." I stopped. I remember thinking with incredible clarity and speed. "See that they finish their breakfast," I said. Pajamas on the line, I thought, school, cats, toothbrushes. Milkman. Overalls to be mended, laundry. "I ought to make a list," I said vaguely. "Leave a note for the milkman tomorrow night. Soap, too. We need soap."


    "Yes, dear," my husband kept saying. "Yes dear yes dear."


    The taxi arrived and suddenly I was saying goodbye to the children. "See you later," Laurie said casually. "Have a good time."


    "Bring me a present," Jannie added.


    "Don't worry about a thing," my husband said.


    "Now, don't you worry," I told him. "There's nothing to worry about."


    "Everything will be fine," he said. "Don't worry."


    I waited for a good moment and then scrambled into the taxi without grace; I did not dare risk my reassuring smile on the taxi driver but I nodded to him briskly.


    "I'll be with you in an hour," my husband said nervously. "And don't worry."


    "Everything will be fine" I said. "Don't worry."


    "Nothing to worry about," the taxi driver said to my husband,


    


    and we started off, my husband standing on the lawn wringing his hands and the taxi tacking insanely from side to side of the road to avoid even the slightest bump.


    I sat very still in the back seat, trying not to breathe. I had one arm lovingly around my suitcase, which held my yellow nightgown, and I tried to light a cigarette without using any muscles except those in my hands and my neck and still not let go of my suitcase.


    "Going to be a beautiful day," I said to the taxi driver at last. We had a twenty-minute trip ahead of us, at least—much longer, if he continued his zig-zag path. "Pretty warm for this time of year."


    "Pretty warm yesterday, too," the taxi driver said.


    "It was warm yesterday," I conceded, and stopped to catch my breath. The driver, who was obviously avoiding looking at me in the mirror, said a little bit hysterically, "Probably be warm tomorrow, too."


    I waited for a minute, and then I was able to say, dubiously, "I don't know as it will stay warm that long. Might cool off by tomorrow."


    "Well," the taxi driver said, "it was sure warm yesterday"


    "Yesterday?" I said. "Yes, that was a warm day."


    "Going to be nice today, too," the driver said. I clutched my suitcase tighter and made some small sound—more like a yelp than anything else—and the taxi veered madly off to the left and then began to pick up speed with enthusiasm.


    "Very warm indeed," the driver babbled, leaning forward against the wheel. "Warmest day I ever saw for the time of year. Usually this time of the year it's colder. Yesterday it was terribly—"


    "It was not," I said. "It was freezing. I can see the tower of the hospital."


    "I remember thinking how warm it was," the driver said. He turned into the hospital drive. "It was so warm I noticed it right away. This is a warm day/ I thought; that's how warm it was."


    We pulled up with a magnificent flourish at the hospital entrance, and the driver skittered out of the front seat and came around and opened the door and took my arm.


    "My wife had five," he said. "I'll take the suitcase, Miss. Five and never a minute's trouble with any of them."


    He rushed me in through the door and up to the desk. "Here," he said to the desk clerk. "Pay me later," he said to me, and fled.
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    "Name?" the desk clerk said to me politely, her pencil poised.


    "Name," I said vaguely. I remembered, and told her.


    "Age?" she asked. "Sex? Occupation?"


    "Writer," I said.


    "Housewife," she said.


    "Writer," I said.


    "I'll just put down housewife," she said. "Doctor? How many children?"


    "Two," I said. "Up to now."


    "Normal pregnancy?" she said. "Blood test? X-ray?"


    "Look-" I said.


    "Husband's name?" she said. "Address? Occupation?"


    "Just put down housewife," I said. "I don't remember his name, really."


    "Legitimate?"


    "What?" I said.


    "Is your husband the father of this child? Do you have a husband?"


    "Please," I said plaintively, "can I go on upstairs?"


    "Well, really" she said, and sniffed. "You're only having a baby."


    She waved delicately to a nurse, who took me by the same arm everybody else had been using that morning, and in the elevator this nurse was very nice. She asked me twice how I was feeling and said "maternity?" to me inquiringly as we left the elevator; I was carrying my own suitcase by then.


    Two more nurses joined us upstairs; we made light conversation while I got into the hospital nightgown. The nurses had all been to some occupational party the night before and one of them had been simply a riot; she was still being a riot while I undressed, because every now and then one of the other two nurses would turn around to me and say, "Isn't she a riot, honestly?"


    I made a few remarks, just to show that I too was lighthearted and not at all nervous; I commented laughingly on the hospital nightgown, and asked with amusement tinged with foreboding what the apparatus was that they were wheeling in on the tray.


    My doctor arrived about half an hour later; he had obviously had three cups of coffee and a good cigar; he patted me on the shoulder and said, "How do we feel?"


    "Pretty well," I said, with an uneasy giggle that ended in a squawk. "How long do you suppose it will be before—"


    


    "We don't need to worry about that for a while yet/' the doctor said. He laughed pleasantly, and nodded to the nurses. They all bore down on me at once. One of them smoothed my pillow, one of them held my hand, and the third one stroked my forehead and said, "After all, you're only having a baby."


    "Call me if you want me," the doctor said to the nurses as he left, "I'll be downstairs in the coffee shop."


    "I'll call you if I need you," I told him ominously, and one of the nurses said in a honeyed voice, "Now, look, we don't want our husband to get all worried."


    I opened one eye; my husband was sitting, suddenly, beside the bed. He looked as though he were trying not to scream. "They told me to come in here," he said. "I was trying to find the waiting room."


    "Other end of the hall," I told him grimly. I pounded on the bell and the nurse came running. "Get him out of here," I said, waving my head at my husband.


    "They told me—" my husband began, looking miserably at the nurse.


    "It's allllll right," the nurse said. She began to stroke my forehead again. "Hubby belongs right here."


    "Either he goes or I go," I said.


    The door slammed open and the doctor came in. "Heard you were here," he said jovially, shaking my husband's hand. "Look a little pale."


    My husband smiled weakly.


    "Never lost a father yet," the doctor said, and slapped him on the back. He turned to me. "How do we feel?" he said.


    "Terrible," I said, and the doctor laughed again. "Just on my way downstairs," he said to my husband. "Come along?"


    No one seemed actually to go or come that morning; I would open my eyes and they were there, open my eyes again and they were gone. This time, when I opened my eyes, a pleasant-faced nurse was standing beside me; she was swabbing my arm with a piece of cotton. Although I am ordinarily timid about hypodermics I welcomed this one with what was almost a genuine echo of my old reassuring smile. "Well, well," I said to the nurse. "Sure glad to see you"


    "Sissy," she said distinctly, and jabbed me in the arm.


    "How soon will this wear off?" I asked her with deep suspicion; I
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    am always afraid with nurses that they feel that the psychological effect of a hypodermic is enough, and that I am actually being inoculated with*some useless, although probably harmless, concoction.


    "You won't even notice," she said enigmatically, and left.


    The hypodermic hit me suddenly, and I began to giggle about five minutes after she left. I was alone in the room, lying there giggling to myself, when I opened my eyes and there was a woman standing beside the bed. She was human, not a nurse; she was wearing a baggy blue bathrobe. "I'm across the hall," she said. "I been hearing you."


    "I was laughing," I said, with vast dignity.


    "I heard you," she said. "Tomorrow it might be me, maybe."


    "You here for a baby?"


    "Someday," she said gloomily. "I was here two weeks ago, I was having pains. I come in the morning and that night they said to me, 'Go home, wait a while longer/ So I went home, and I come again three days later, I was having pains. And they said to me, 'Go home, wait a while longer/ And so yesterday I come again, I was having pains. So far they let me stay."


    "That's too bad," I said.


    "I got my mother there," she said. "She takes care of everything and sees the meals made, but she's beginning to think I got her there with false pretenses."


    "That's too bad," I said. I began to pound the wall with my fists.


    "Stop that," she said. "Somebody'll hear you. This is my third. The first two—nothing."


    "This is my third," I said. "I don't care who hears me."


    "My kids," she said. "Every time I come home they say to me, 'Where's the baby?' My mother, too. My husband, he keeps driving me over and driving me back."


    "They kept telling me the third was the easiest," I said. I began to giggle again.


    "There you go," she said. "Laughing your head off. I wish I had something to laugh at."


    She waved her hand at me and turned and went mournfully through the door. I opened my same weary eye and my husband was sitting comfortably in his chair. "I said," he was saying loudly, "I said, 'Do you mind if I read?'" He had the New York Times on his knee.


    


    "Look/' I said, "do I have anything to read? Here I am, with nothing to do and no one to talk to and you sit there and read the New York Times right in front of me and here I am, with nothing—"


    "How do we feel?" the doctor asked. He was suddenly much taller than before, and the walls of the room were rocking distinctly.


    "Doctor," I said, and I believe that my voice was a little louder than I intended it should be, "you better give me—"


    He patted me on the hand and it was my husband instead of the doctor. "Stop yelling," he said.


    "I'm not yelling," I said. "I don't like this any more. I've changed my mind, I don't want any baby, I want to go home and forget the whole thing."


    "I know just how you feel," he said.


    My only answer was a word which certainly I knew that I knew, although I had never honestly expected to hear it spoken in my own ladylike voice.


    "Stop yelling," my husband said urgently. "Please stop saying that."


    I had the idea that I was perfectly conscious, and I looked at him with dignity. "Who is doing this?" I asked. "You or me?"


    "It's all right," the doctor said. "We're on our way." The walls were moving along on either side of me and the woman in the blue bathrobe was waving from a doorway.


    "She loved me for the dangers I had passed," I said to the doctor, "and I loved her that she did pity them."


    "It's all right, I tell you," the doctor said. "Hold your breath."


    "Did he finish his New York Times?"


    "Hours ago," the doctor said.


    "What's he reading now?" I asked.


    "The Tribune," the doctor said. "Hold your breath."


    It was so unbelievably bright that I closed my eyes. "Such a lovely time," I said to the doctor. "Thank you so much for asking me, I can't tell you how I've enjoyed it. Next time you must come to our—"


    "It's a girl," the doctor said.


    "Sarah," I said politely, as though I were introducing them. I still thought I was perfectly conscious, and then I was. My husband was sitting beside the bed, smiling cheerfully.


    "What happened to you?" I asked him. "No Wall Street Journal?"


    "It's a girl," he said.
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    "I know/' I said. "I was there."


    I was in a,pleasant, clean room. There was no doubt that it was all over; I Sould see my feet under the bedspread.


    "It's a girl," I said to my husband.


    The door opened and the doctor came in. "Well," he said. "How do we feel?"


    "Fine," I said. "It's a girl."


    "I know," he said.


    The door was still open and a face peered around it. My husband, the doctor, and I, all turned happily to look. It was the woman in the blue bathrobe.


    "Had it yet?" I asked her.


    "No," she said. "You?"


    "Yep," I said. "You going home again?"


    "Listen," she said. "I been thinking. Home, the kids all yelling and my mother looking sad like she's disappointed in me. Like I did something. My husband, every time he sees me jump he reaches for the car keys. My sister, she calls me every day and if I answer the phone she hangs up. Here, I get three meals a day I don't cook, I know all the nurses, and I meet a lot of people going in and out. I figure I'd be a fool to go home. What was it, girl or boy?"


    "Girl," I said.


    "Girl," she said. "They say the third's the easiest."
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    he said then what did CALL PICTURE mean? and when I explained that it meant I must call the picture-framer before I started out and was'in big letters because if I took the list out in the store and found I had forgotten to call the picture-framer I would then have to stop in and see him, he sniffed and said if he managed his filing cabinet the way I managed my shopping. . . . The other list I found in my summer coat pocket started out "summer coat to clnrs."


    The fact that I hadn't taken my summer coat to the cleaners (oh, those first fall days, with the sad sharpness in the air and the leaves bright so that our road is a line of color, and the feeling of storing-in against the winter, and the pumpkins) does not materially affect my conviction that the kind of progress from one thing to another which makes up a list is deeply logical, if ineffectual. Say to my next-door neighbor that you admire her new kitchen linoleum, and she will tell you, "Do you like it, really? I wanted to get white instead of blue, but it gets dirty so quickly, and then of course John always did like blue best, but of course the canister set and the kitchen table are lighter blue, and it would have meant replacing them, but then the curtains . . ." From here she may go off onto any of several tangents (I am assuming, of course, that she is not interrupted by my telling of my own experiences, or John's saying how about bringing out some crackers and cheese for everybody, or a child crying somewhere upstairs), such as the dirt detour; she may give you a list of things which do get dirty (". . . a black linoleum, and do you know it showed every single track . . .") or things which do not get dirty (". . . and even though it was really a pale yellow it just wiped off . . ."), or she may become interested in kitchen fixtures (". . . and she had the prettiest curtains, but they were sort of odd, I thought, in a kitchen; they were . . .") or bathroom fixtures (". . . and they had the same tiles in the bathroom, only these were pink, and the curtains there . . .") or even John's likes and dislikes (". . . but of course he won't eat anything with garlic in it, so I have to take all the recipes I get and put in . . .").


    I think that may be why my summer coat never got to the cleaners. You can start from any given point on a list and go off in all directions at once, the world being as full as it is, and even though a list is a greatly satisfying thing to have, it is extraordinarily difficult to keep it focussed on the subject at hand. Right at this point, for instance, I was thinking about demitasse cups. I personally prefer a
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    double-sized coffee cup, but with those tiny cups coffee is served so graciously (I see a list here, going on off into tiny spoons, and after-dinner liqueurs, and me in a long gown at the table, and everyone speaking wittily, and the children sweetly asleep in the nursery with an efficient Nanny on guard)—so easily (this list includes a maid and a butler to wash the cups and polish the tiny spoons) and so elegantly (years ago my mother promised me a silver coffee service, and then there's always the coffee table we inherited from Great-Aunt Martha, and if my husband would just get to work and sand it down and varnish it . . .) that, infected as I am by the constant desire to change everything, I may give in to the demitasse, after all. What persuaded me to think about demitasse cups at all was a statement made recently by one of my close friends, who said that she personally did not like our big cups for dinner coffee, but preferred a demitasse because she liked her coffee scalding hot. That, of course, sent me off onto several tangents on her housekeeping; she is a very good friend, and I would not for the world mention to her that the last time we visited there, there was no soap in the bathroom. I am terribly fond of her, but it is true that her guest room windows do not open. She is a grand girl, and if she likes her coffee in small cups at my house, she shall have it that way, in spite of the fact that the last time we dined there I found a spider in the salad.


    Perhaps—following still another list—if we did have demitasse cups, our after-dinner hour, which is complicated by the presence of children coming out of bathtubs, and children with pressing problems in elementary reading, and dishes on the table waiting to be washed, and dogs and cats clamoring for their supper—perhaps our after-dinner hour would somehow become imperceptibly more gracious; perhaps the children, seeing us endlessly refilling our demitasse cups, would tiptoe thoughtfully away from the dining room door. Perhaps if we had demitasse cups a local couple, who have no children and have exhibited a vast distaste for our hospitality, would come to call. Perhaps, as a matter of fact, if we had demitasse cups, we could overlook the fact that the vast distaste of the local couple was provoked by our short-tempered reception of their resentment of our children. We should live more graciously, after all.


    Then, naturally, there is the question of the cups themselves. I am immediately tempted to buy them just as cheaply as possible (there's a list for you, the prices of things) and have thought of the
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    five and ten (". . . and I got the sweetest little cups right there, can you imagine, and even though the cups and saucers came separately I didn't really pay much more . . .") but dismissed the idea through pride (". . . and everyone could tell because of course those same patterns . . ."). I shall have to go off and purchase them in some big store where I have a charge account (". . .a charge account? Let me just tell you what happened to me when . . .") and I suspect that I will end up after a day of shopping with four cheap flowered demitasse cups and a set of dishes (I have so been needing dishes) and a set of glassware which will be wonderful for the children to use when they have company for breakfast, and while I am in that department I think I ought to look at electric mixers because it is only four months to my birthday.


    I tabulated recently a conversation, or double-listing, between two women, one of them me. The conversation began, civilly enough, with a compliment from me about my friend's new slipcover, which she had made herself. We then went rapidly through slipcovers (custom-made, prices of), the value of a sewing machine, the clothes children wore to school, and children's shoes (prices of). She then remarked that she hated to repeat cute things her children had said, but she just had to tell me what her daughter said the other day. I retaliated with a really clever story about Jannie. She said that prices were awful, weren't they; the conversation could have ended right there, with both of us crying, but fortunately one of our husbands stepped in with a remark about how we had really planned to play bridge, hadn't we? because if we had, here were the cards dealt and the chairs ready. We sat down, and she told me about how angry her husband had been the last time we played bridge, because she had reneged twice, and I told her a little sad story about how my husband had opened once with two hearts and I had said two spades and he said three diamonds and there I sat with the king, jack, seven of diamonds and . . . well, she told me about these people they used to know, and I told her about these people we used to know, and then she said, well, the way some people bring up their children, and I told her about the bad manners of the children of these friends of ours, and she said well, of course, progressive education, and my husband said were we going to play bridge or weren't we? So then she said that she loved my new blouse and I said I wished I could make things for myself, and she said the stores were awful,
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    weren't they. I told her about how a salesclerk was so rude I walked out without buying anything, and she said that the butcher in our mutual grocery was really terribly mean today about the hamburger. I said that even hamburger was almost out of our range these days and she told me about how prices are up at least two cents a pound since practically yesterday. I told her that I understood that the main reason they had given up school lunches was the cost, and she said that it really cost less to make lunch at home and send it, the way things were these days. I said the only trouble was, Laurie preferred sandwiches made with cold meat, and she said had I tried this new spread made with olives. When I said no, she said that she had also tried a new cake mix and it was marvelous, but of course you really needed an electric mixer, and I said my birthday was only four off. My husband bid three hearts in a loud voice. I bid three spades, and said that I envied her the cookies she made, that my children preferred to stop off for cookies at her house because our cookies were all store-bought. She said shyly that she had made a new kind of lemon meringue tart to serve after our bridge game and my husband said oh, were we playing bridge? Her husband then bid four hearts, she bid four no trump, and I said that I was planning to get a set of demitasse cups.


    We played the hand in six spades, and made it easily, but it turns out that if I am going to get an electric mixer I shall have to shop around and get a really good one; she has a friend who used hers once and it fell apart. Of course she got a new one right away from the manufacturers, but my husband believed that if his partner had led anything except the ace of hearts ... I took the recipe for the lemon meringue tarts, and when I got home I made a new list, which began "lemons, demitasse cups, summer coat to cleaners. . ."


    That summer coat was a good one; I had worn it my last two years in college and every summer since. With three small children I perceived clearly what I had suspected when I had only one child, and half-believed when I had only two children—that parents must automatically resign themselves to wearing every article of their own clothing at least two years beyond its normal life expectancy. During the long summers—which are hotter, by the way, than they used to be when I was a child, just as the winters are colder—I can get along nicely on my summer coat and my few surviving cotton dresses, but the winter is another thing; unless I find someone who can fix
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    the pockets of my old fur coat I shall not even be able to carry a handkerchief any more, unless I pin it to the front of me the way I do with Jatinie. However, mending a fur coat is so ridiculous in the middle of summer that I have a little list, in my top dresser drawer, which has been there for—I think—two years. "Mend fr coat," it says.


    By the time I woke up on a summer morning—the alarm having missed fire again, for the third time in a week—it was already too hot to move. I lay in bed for a few minutes, wanting to get up but unable to exert the necessary energy. From the girls' room, small voices rose in song, and I listened happily, thinking how pleasant it was to hear a brother and two sisters playing affectionately together; then, suddenly, the words of the song penetrated into my hot mind, and I was out of bed in one leap and racing down the hall. "Baby ate a spider, Baby ate a spider," was what they were singing.


    Three innocent little faces were turned to me as I opened the door. Laurie, in his cowboy-print pajamas, was sitting on top of the dresser beating time with a coat hanger. Jannie, in pink pajama pants and her best organdy party dress, was sitting on her bed. Sally peered at me curiously through the bars of her crib and grinned, showing her four teeth.


    "What did you eat?" I demanded. "What do you have in your mouth?"


    Laurie shouted triumphantly. "A spider," he said. "She ate a spider."


    I forced the baby's mouth open; it was empty. "Did she swallow it?"


    "Why?" Jannie asked, wide-eyed. "Will it make her sick?"


    "Jannie gave it to her," Laurie said.


    "Laurie found it," Jannie said.


    "But she ate it herself," Laurie said hastily.


    I went wearily back into my own room, resisted the strong temptation to get back into bed, and began to dress. The conversation from the children indicated that they, too, were what might be called dressing.


    "Put it on Baby," Laurie remarked.


    "It's too little," Jannie objected.


    "That's all right," Laurie said. "Put it on her anyway."


    "She can wear my bluuuuuuuue shirt," Jannie said.


    


    "That shirt's no good," Laurie said.


    "It is so/' Jannie said.


    "It is not," Laurie said.


    "It is so," Jannie said.


    "It is not," Laurie said.


    "Children," I called, my voice a little louder than it usually is at only nine in the morning. "Please stop squabbling and get dressed."


    "Laurie started it," Jannie called back.


    "Jannie started it," Laurie called.


    Hastily I pushed the comb through my hair and hurried down the hall; hurrying made me hotter. I lifted Sally out of her crib and set her on Jannie's bed to dress her, and Laurie and Jannie immediately abandoned their dressing and came to sit on the bed and watch. I changed Sally with the casual speed that comes to mothers of three, decided against putting anything more than a diaper on her, and started downstairs with her under my arm. Behind me Jannie lifted her voice tearfully.


    "I can't find my shooooooes," she howled.


    Laurie began to chuckle maliciously. I saw that he was putting Jannie's red sandals on his own feet, reflected briefly and bitterly on the theory that seven-year-olds have good days and bad days, and said briskly, "Just for that, you can put Jannie's shoes on her feet, and buckle them for her, too."


    I knew immediately what he was going to do, and, with speed, I made a strong tactical retreat downstairs before I could see him do it. In the kitchen it was hotter than ever, and I set Sally in her high chair and began opening windows and doors to get some air. The bright sunlight reassured me; by ten o'clock breakfast would be done with, I would have had my coffee; I might even feel like taking the children swimming, or on a picnic. Acting with all the alertness and vivid grace which I usually bring to the breakfast hour, I filled the coffee pot and set it on the stove, filled Sally's bottle and put it on to heat, and then looked around for Phoebe. Phoebe was our household help, and, being a local girl, she possessed all the native Ver-monter's independence of thought and action; she was supposed by me to arrive every morning by eight o'clock and frequently arrived, having clearly established her emancipated state, by nine. This morning there was no sign of her, not even in her favorite spot for morn-
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    ings when I get up late, which is out on the side porch playing solitaire. I began to set the table irritably.


    Laurie dame bounding heavily down the stairs, with Jannie's infuriated wail following him.


    "Where's Phoebe?" he demanded.


    "Not here yet," I said briefly, because I could not trust myself to speak fully. "Dime if you set the table."


    Laurie began to sing loudly, and rattled the silverware vigorously. As his singing grew louder, a suspicion grew in me. "Did you brush your teeth?" I asked him.


    He sang more sweetly still. "Did you brush your teeth?" I said.


    The phone rang. Because I was on the wrong side of the table, and hampered by the chairs, Laurie beat me to it by a full five feet.


    "Hello?" he said politely, as he has been taught. "This is Laurence." His eyes circled meaningfully around to me and he looked sorrowful. "No," he said sadly, "she's not up yet. She's still asleep."


    "Young man," I said ominously, and he backed away so I could not reach the phone. "I'll tell her when she wakes up," he said, and hung up hastily. "I knew you wouldn't want to talk to her" he said. "She always talks so long, and you're so busy with breakfast and everything."


    "Who?" I asked.


    "I'll write it down for you," Laurie said. He took the telephone pad and pencil and began, with his laborious printing. The coffee boiled over, and I fled back into the kitchen. I turned off the coffee, gave Sally her bottle—she was learning to drink her milk from a cup, but insists also upon having her bottle, full, for no better apparent reason than as a weapon with which to brain anyone foolish enough to bring a head near her—and began to break eggs into a bowl. Jannie came downstairs with a clatter, her shoes, as I had known inevitably they would be, on the wrong feet.


    "Where's Phoebe?" she said.


    "She didn't come today," Laurie said. "Mommy's terrible mad. Mommy's probably going to kill her."


    "Laurie," I said, but they had already started, "Mommy's going to kill Phoebe, Mommy's going to kill Phoebe."


    My husband came downstairs without that spring in his step which is usually associated with daddies coming down to a good


    


    nourishing breakfast with their kiddies; he came into the kitchen and glanced around. "Where's Phoebe?" he said.


    "Not here/' I said.


    "Mommy's going to kill Phoebe/' the children chanted.


    "You'll really have to fire that girl," my husband observed. "Good morning, children."


    "Good morning, Daddy," Jannie said sweetly.


    "Good morning, Dad," Laurie said manfully.


    I turned around. Jannie was balancing the fruit juice glasses one on top of another. Laurie was making a train of knives and forks. Sally finished with her bottle abruptly and threw it on the floor.


    "It's hot," my husband remarked. He sat down at the table, rescued a knife and fork from Laurie and a glass of fruit juice from Jannie. "Why do you let the children play with things on the table?" he asked. "Don't they have enough toys of their own?"


    I did not feel equal to answering. I put the eggs, the toast, and the coffee on the table and sat down; I could tell by looking that my coffee was going to be too hot and it was perfectly clear that the toast was burned.


    "What's this junk?" Laurie said, regarding his plate.


    "Once," Jannie observed, through a mouthful of egg, "once there was a little boy and he had no mother or father and he ran out into the middle of the street."


    "What happened to him?" Laurie asked with interest.


    "He was eaten by a truck," Jannie said demurely.


    "That's no good," Laurie said.


    "It is too," Jannie said.


    "It is not," Laurie said.


    The phone rang. I was cornered behind Sally's high chair and Laurie beat me again. 'This is Laurence," we could hear him saying precisely. "Who is calling, please?"


    He came into the kitchen and addressed his father. "It's Mr. Feeley," he said. "He wants to know can you play poker tonight."


    My husband avoided looking at me. 'Tell him I'll call him back," he said.


    "Once there was a little boy," Jannie said, "and he had no mother or father."


    "What happened to him?" I asked dutifully, Laurie being still on the phone.
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    "He was eaten by a bear/' Jannie said. "Can I have some candy when I finish my breakfast?"


    Each ot the children had a toy filled with candy which sat on the table; they were little glass airplanes, and the candy inside was the sort usually used for cake decoration, tiny little colored balls of sugar. This candy enchanted Jannie, although Laurie was cynically aware that the whole amount contained in the airplane was hardly worth one chocolate-covered peppermint.


    "If you eat every single bite of your breakfast," I said, "you may have some of your candy."


    "Once there was a little boy," Jannie said, shoving her egg around the plate with the handle of her fork, "and he had no mother or father."


    "What happened to him?" Laurie said, sliding into his chair. "He says call back before two," he remarked confidentially to his father.


    "He was eaten by an elephant," Jannie said. "Look, no more breakfast."


    I lifted her plate and, with a spoon, gathered the egg off the table and put it back onto the plate. "Every bite," I said firmly, "or no candy."


    "Once there was a little boy," Jannie said mournfully, "and he had no mother or father."


    She waited for a minute, but no one spoke; Laurie was engaged with his toast, I was trying to get Sally's spoon out of her mouth, and my husband was counting the money in his wallet.


    " 'Once there was a little boy/ " Jannie said loudly, " 'and he had no mother or father/ I said."


    "What happened to him?" Laurie asked resignedly.


    Jannie giggled. "He was eaten by a bicycle," she said.


    "Through," Laurie announced suddenly. "See?" He turned his plate upside down, his milk cup upside down on top of that, and balanced his fruit juice glass on top of the whole thing.


    "Laurence," his father said absently, "your napkin is on the floor."


    Laurie snatched his airplane full of candy, and retired. I picked his napkin up off the floor, unloaded the milk cup and the fruit juice glass, caught Jannie's plate just as it was sliding off the edge of the table, rescued the spoon from Sally, and said "More coffee?" to my husband.


    He looked deeply into his cup. "Yes, please," he said.


    


    Breakfast was nearly over.


    Laurie had emptied his candies into a small bowl, and was stirring them around vigorously. "Look," he said, coming around to Jannie's side of the table. "Look, whirlpools."


    "I want my candy/' Jannie said immediately.


    "Look, whirlpools," Laurie said to his father. "Whirlpools," he said to me. An idea struck him suddenly and he took a handful of the candies and put them on the tray of Sally's high chair; they rolled back and forth and Sally regarded them dubiously.


    "Eat, Sally," Laurie said. "Eat, eat, eat, eat, eat, eat, eat, eat. . ."


    "Laurence," I said feverishly.


    "Okay, okay," Laurie said. "Look, Sally. Candy."


    He pointed to the small candies and Sally tried experimentally to pick one up. Her fingers were not well enough controlled to take hold of it, and she began to giggle, chasing the candies around the high chair tray.


    "Listen," Laurie shouted, "Phoebe's coming."


    "Phoebe's coming," Jannie agreed loudly. She began to struggle, and Laurie at the same time tried to gather his airplane and candy together preparatory for a dash at the door. Jannie teetered backward in her chair, Laurie crashed into her, and they both went over, Jan-nie's plate, with egg, moving gracefully off the table after them.


    "Can I have my candy now?" Jannie asked me, looking up hopefully from the floor. "Laurie did it."


    "Phoebe," Laurie was shouting from the front door, "Mommy's going to kill you, and Daddy says—"


    The phone rang. This time I made it first, and, breathing hard, I lifted the receiver and said "Hello?"


    "Hello?" said a high thin voice. "May I please speak to Laurence?"


    Phoebe was the last, for a long, long time, of my adjuvants. Not that I can't use help around the house, but I am, not to put too fine a point on it, the person to whom the almost unemployable slack-jawed mother's helper gravitates as to a natural home. I have never in my life made any pretense at being an efficient housekeeper; I can make a fair gingerbread and I know a thing or two about onion soup, but beyond the most rudimentary sweepings and dustings I am not capable. Not for me the turned sheet, the dated preserve, the fitted homemade slipcover or the well-ironed shirt. Nor do I stack up par-
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    ticularly well in the hired girl department; in our town the employer (obviously a" staunch New England type who because of a broken leg or some incurable malady has found it necessary to "get help") is expected to "work along," to check dirt, to remain, at all times, level-headed.


    That is why I always end up with people like Phoebe. If she could make chowder or raised doughnuts she would, in our town, have a home of her own. If she had a natural gift for getting things clean, or an instinctive ability at getting three rebellious children into bed, she would be gainfully employed in our nearest big town. If she knew how to do anything right at all, she would not be working for me.


    Take Hope, for instance. I always get hold of these people because they answer an ad I put in the paper, and someone apparently read it to Hope. I wanted to phrase the ad in some cute irresistible fashion such as "I am almost helpless around a house. I honestly don't know a thing about housework. Isn't there some kind girl who wants to help me, at a moderate salary?" Instead, at a dollar for ten words for three days, what I usually say is "Houseworker wanted. Good ref. Mod. sal. Children. Meals. Laundry. Cleaning."


    I always hire the first person who comes, usually without remembering to check on the good ref. This is not only because I am extremely gullible, but at least partially because I am openly terrified of anyone who looks me straight in the eye and speaks emphatically, and these women, looking for jobs at mod. sal. and with no serious intentions whatsoever about Meals. Laundry. Cleaning., always use a voice of great clarity and strength when talking to me. I am usually not able to say anything at all, or else what I do say comes out entirely wrong, and modest disclaimers turn out to be flat denials—a statement to the effect that no one can cook for my husband except me because he has odd ideas about food turns out to say that I intend to do all the cooking myself, in spite of what my ad said, with the rider that I have a crazy husband who lives exclusively on bread and water.


    The only person, by the way, whom I ever escaped in a situation like that was a gentlewoman of about two hundred years who came one day in answer to one of my usual ads; I tried to conduct the interview with gravity, and she answered all my timid questions with modesty and restraint until I mentioned, in the laughing voice that
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    I reserve for controversial subjects, that dishes were a problem in a family the size of ours, particularly, I added, washing them.


    "Dishes," she said eagerly, "now, I love dishes."


    "I suppose you collect them?" I asked, for want of anything better to say.


    "Washing dishes/' she said. "Now, washing dishes I can't stop. If I don't watch myself—" she cackled delightedly "—I just go on washing dishes over and over and over and over and over and over again, all day long. All day long, now," and she cackled again.


    I told her I would let her know about the job, and after she had left I telephoned the number she gave me and left a message that I had just had word that my mother was coming to live with me and so I wouldn't need anyone to help around the house.


    I passed up that nice old lady, who was essentially agreeable and had at least one cleanly virtue, to hire Hope. Hope disliked washing dishes, but she did them. She wore neat house dresses, although she had a weakness for high-heeled, ankle-strap black sandals around the house. She did not quarrel with my cooking for my husband, although, as it turned out, it was unnecessary; Hope spent most of her time in the kitchen making biscuits which were light and pleasant, and cheese souffles, and chocolate cakes, and fried chicken. I even checked her good ref. The old lady to whom I spoke was enthusiastic in her praise. "She's a good girl," the old lady said insistently—perhaps, I feel now, too insistently. "You don't need to worry about Hope any, she's a good girl. Don't you pay any attention to what you may hear— that Hope is a good girl."


    The only trouble with Hope was that she disappeared at the end of the first week, taking with her her salary, ten dollars she had borrowed from me, and my overshoes. Two days after Hope disappeared I answered a ring at the door, and found standing there a lady of unequivocal firmness and a most suspicious eye. "Is Hope here?" she asked me.


    "She is not," I said shortly, not overanxious to dwell lengthily upon the subject of Hope.


    "I'm her parole officer," the woman said. "If you know where she is it's your duty to tell me."


    "She's got my overshoes, wherever she is," I said, and tried to close the front door, but the parole officer put her shoulder against the frame and said, "It's your civic duty as a citizen to report this
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    matter." After I had told her all about Hope and my overshoes I pointed quf 'that the ten dollars was relatively unimportant but that with this constant wet weather it was hard going without anything on my feet, and asked nervously what chance there was of getting them back.


    "We'll get them/' she said enigmatically, "they can't get far without stealing a car/'


    A week later I was invited to the local jail to see Hope, who gave me back my overshoes with an apology for having kept them so long, asked kindly after the children, the cats, and the dog, remarked parenthetically that she had never really gotten to know my husband, and asked me to go five thousand dollars bail for her.


    I told her civilly enough that these constant ads in the paper made such a drain on my pocketbook that I had really nothing left for more than household expenses, and asked nicely what she was in for. It turned out to be grand larceny; my overshoes, she said, she had never regarded as anything but a loan; it was a difficulty with a former employer's fur coat which worried her now. I shook hands cordially with the jailer's wife, declined a piece of fresh-made sponge cake, and departed. I sent a carton of cigarettes and some magazines to the jail for Hope about a month later, and got back an earnest letter saying she would be sure to come back to work for us when she got out, and could we wait three years?


    Between the time I last saw Hope and the time I got her letter, Amelia had come and gone. Amelia had been recommended to me by a neighbor, with the specific statement that Amelia was not an intelligent girl, but she was able, my neighbor was confident, to do simple household tasks. Amelia washed dishes, but not very clean. She arrived every morning on foot, by a process which required that she inquire at every house in the neighborhood each day before she found ours. She never tried to borrow my overshoes, which I was keeping anyway in the only closet in the house which locked, and I sincerely believe that after working for us for two days she was still unable to find her way from the kitchen to the front door without falling over the furniture.


    Like Hope, Amelia had but one major failing. The second day she was with us—which turned out, coincidentally, to be the last-she made cookies, spending all one joyous afternoon in the kitchen, droning happily to herself, fidgeting, cluttering, measuring.


    


    At dinner, dessert arrived with Amelia's giggle and a flourish. She set the plate of cookies down in front of my husband, and my husband, who is a nervous man, glanced down at them and dropped his coffee cup. "Sinner," the cookies announced in bold pink icing, "Sinner, repent."


    Phoebe did not stay with us much longer than Amelia had. She was accustomed to arriving mornings on a motorcycle, but after two weeks her mother called one morning to say that there had been an American Legion convention in a nearby city and that Phoebe was now in Kansas City. It was terribly hot all that summer, and I kept thinking about poor old Phoebe in Kansas City on her motorcycle. Perhaps I privately envied the motorcycle, it being a species of abandoned travel with which I am respectably unfamiliar; perhaps the notion of wild noisy motion appealed to Laurie. He asked me one morning later that summer, "Why don't we have a car?" I was stirring chocolate pudding—a talent of the late Phoebe's—at the stove, and he was painting at the kitchen table. Jannie was laboriously dressing her doll on the floor, singing quietly to herself while she stuffed the doll's arms brutally into one of the baby's nightgowns.


    "Why don't we have a car?" I repeated absently. "I suppose because no one around here can drive."


    "If we had a car," Laurie said, in the tone which I was beginning to recognize as one all seven-year-old boys use to their mothers, as of one explaining a relatively uncomplicated situation to a sort of foolish creature, apt to become sentimental and impertinent unless firmly held in check, "if we had a car, we could ride around."


    "But no one around here can drive," I said.


    "And we could go anywhere we wanted," Laurie said. "And we wouldn't have to walk, or drive with other people, or take taxis."


    "Who would drive us?"


    "I could sit in the front seat," Laurie said, "and Jannie and Sally could sit in the back seat." He thought. "And Daddy could ride on the running board."


    "What would I be doing?" I asked. "Driving?"


    "I want to ride in the front," Jannie said, lifting her head to scowl at her brother. "I want to ride in the front and Laurie in back with Baby."


    "I'm going to ride in the front," Laurie said. "I'm older."


    "But I'm a girl," Jannie said, undeniably.
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    "But who would drive?" I said.


    "Listen," "Laurie said to me, a thin edge of contempt in his voice, "can't you drive a car?"


    "No, I can not/'


    "Can Daddy?"


    "No."


    "Can't either of you drive?"


    "No."


    Laurie put his paint brush down and looked at me for a long minute. "Then what can you do?" he asked.


    "Well," I said, "I can make chocolate pudding, and I can wash dishes, and I can . . ."


    "Anybody can do that," Laurie said. "What I mean is, can't you drive a car?"


    "No," I said sharply, "I can not drive a car. And I do not, furthermore, intend to learn. And I also do not want to hear one more—"


    "If we had a car," Jannie said, "I could ride in the front and Laurie could ride in the back with Baby."


    "I'm older," Laurie said mechanically. "You ride in back."


    "I'm a girl," Jannie said.


    "Why not let Baby ride in front?" I asked in spite of myself. "She's younger. And she's a girl."


    "But if Laurie and I rode in back we would fight," Jannie said.


    "That's true," I said. "So why not—" but the chocolate pudding thickened and I had to stop talking.


    Jannie began to sing one of her morning songs. "On earth, what are you doing," she sang softly, "on earth, what are you doing? I am going splickety-splot. On earth, what are you doing, on earth, what are you doing? I am going thumpety-thump. We do dig and it does rain." While she sang she rocked her doll, Laurie painted amiably, and I hummed to myself while I poured the pudding into dishes and wondered whether I could get away with chicken soup again for lunch today.


    Jannie began her song for the third time, and Laurie set his page aside and asked absently, "Why did you say we don't have a car?"


    "We don't have a car," I said wearily, "because both Daddy and I would rather rollerskate."


    "Can Daddy drive?" Jannie asked. "Daddy can do anything, can't he?"


    


    I hesitated, not at the moment able to find an answer, and Laurie said, "If we had a car you could take us for rides."


    "Now listen to me, both of you," I began with great firmness, but at that moment the baby woke up and as I started upstairs I heard Laurie asking dreamily, "Jannie, what would you do if a snake came and ate you?"


    In our family a conversation such as this one about the car does not end, ever. At dinner that night Laurie remarked to his father, "Mommy is going to get a car and drive it around."


    "And I'm going to ride in front," Jannie said.


    "I'm going to ride in front," Laurie said. "I'm—"


    "I'm a girl," Jannie said.


    My husband regarded me with mild surprise. "A car?" he said, perplexed. "You mean, drive me if I wanted to go for a haircut? And I wouldn't have to—"


    "Wait," I said, "wait, wait."


    "I'm going to ride in front" Laurie said. 1 m a—


    "I am going to ride in front," my husband said flatly.


    The man from the driving school was named Eric, and he was about eighteen years old and undisguisedly amused at meeting anyone who could not drive a car. When I told him sharply that in his business he must meet quite a few people who could not drive a car he laughed and said that usually people my age did not try to learn new tricks. I eyed the dual-control car he had parked in our driveway and said falsely that I might surprise him by learning faster than he expected. He patted me on the shoulder and said, "That's my girl."


    Laurie and Jannie and my husband holding the baby stood on the front porch cheering and waving as I rode off with Eric, crushed into a corner of the seat to avoid touching any of the dual controls, and desperately afraid that if I did the car would go out of control and rocket madly off the road, no doubt killing other innocent people and very probably ending my driving lessons. Laurie and Jannie and my husband holding the baby were again on the front porch cheering, two hours later, when I came back with Eric, dismayed and bewildered and not prepared to take levelly any childish prattle about how we would drive around when we had a car.
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    I took ten lessons from Eric, including lessons in stopping and starting, making a U turn—that was how I got the dent in the back of the cHr, but Eric said they were insured against that kind of thing—making right turns and left turns, shifting gears, backing and filling, allemande left, and reeling and writhing and fainting in coils. He neglected to teach me how to turn on the lights and what to do when a funny little noise started somewhere inside. Every time I got out of his car in front of my own house, weak-kneed and with my hands stiffened into a permanent grasp on a steering wheel, I was greeted with cheers and friendly criticism by my faithful family. I completely captivated one of Laurie's friends—a young gentleman from Cub Scouts whose mother and father both know how to drive, and have for years—by running smack into the stone wall at the foot of our garden, something no one else has so far been able to do, since the wall is set approximately seven feet from the driveway and is clearly visible. Evenings, I studied a little book Eric had sold me, which told in graphic detail what to do in case the car skidded out of control, what to do in case the steering wheel came off in my hands (from this I got the vivid impression of running the car like a bobsled, and steering by leaning from side to side), and how to bandage a compound fracture.


    My test, which I shall always believe was supposed to be a test of whether or not I could drive a car, I passed seemingly without effort, and with only one bad moment when, told to stop completely halfway up a hill which may well have been Mount Everest, I realized that the head inquisitor assumed with infinite amusement that I would be able to start again. He was a very patient man, and waited for several minutes, tapping his fingers gently against the window while I scoured my mind for Eric's directions on starting a car on a hill. ("Swing your wheel sharp? Turn down your lights? Keep one foot on the clutch and one foot on the brake and one foot on the starter . . . ?") "Well?" said the inquisitor, looking at me evilly.


    I gestured competently with one hand, keeping the other one locked to the wheel in some obscure belief that only my grip on the wheel kept the car from rolling back down the hill. "State law," I said carelessly. "Child coming, can't start."


    He glanced at me briefly and then craned his neck out of the window to see where a boy about twenty was sauntering down the side-


    


    walk. I had hoped to distract his attention, and did, but I then discovered that it is not possible to be surreptitious about starting a stalled car on a hill. I firmly believe that the inquisitor gave me a license only because he was sure I could never start a car and so could never become a substantial menace on the highways.


    Meanwhile, it had been decided who was to ride in front (Baby), I had learned to drive, the lessons had been paid for, and I had a little piece of official paper saying that I knew how to drive. We lacked only a car. This was adjusted by a gentleman who, saying he acted only from pure friendship, sold us one of his cars. He said he was very reluctant to part with it, particularly at that price, he said it was a better car than any of the new ones on the market, he praised its spark plugs and its birdlike appetite for oil.


    "The cigarette lighter doesn't work," I pointed out in a spirit of pure critical inquiry.


    "Neither does the clock," said my husband.


    "And the fender is sort of caved in," I added.


    "Tell you what I'll do," the man said. "I'll pay for the license plates."


    "Better get the cigarette lighter fixed right away," my husband told me, as we surveyed our new car. "And the clock. Best to be on the safe side."


    "I'll have to find a place to get them fixed," I said.


    "Can't be too careful," my husband said.


    I got into the car and reasoned out how to start it and drove with great caution, in the middle of the road, to a garage that could be reached without a left turn, and there I talked for quite a while with a young man covered with grease and oil who had "Tony" written across the front of him in big red letters. "Got a nice car there," he said, after I had told him we had just bought it, and what we paid for it, and had added trustingly that I had just learned to drive and had never before owned a car and knew nothing about cars or motors or, as a matter of fact, driving. "You're even going to have to tell me what gas to use," I added laughingly.


    Tony nodded soberly. "But you got a real nice car there," he insisted, "for the price you paid, you couldn't get a better one. Needs a little attention, of course." He laughed. "Wouldn't be a car if it didn't," he told me.
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    "Yes, I know/' I said. "The cigarette lighter—"


    "You take that clutch, for instance," Tony said. He opened the door and pushed the pedal up and down reflectively. "Now I guess you don't know anything about the clutch, do you?" he asked. I shook my head, and he went on, "Well, it's a funny thing about the clutch. You go along for maybe one, two thousand miles and then all of a sudden . . ." He shrugged expressively. "You got a repair job costs you maybe two, three hundred dollars. Always better to get the clutch fixed in time, saves you money, expense, wear and tear."


    "You mean I have to get something fixed?"


    He shrugged again. "You don't need to, of course," he said. "But you got to look at it this way. You got small children, you're driving them around in the car, you're not going to take chances with them"


    Nervously I agreed that I was not going to take chances with my small children.


    "Well, then," said Tony. "Now brakes are important, too." He pushed the brake pedal down and shook his head sadly. "That guy sold you this car," he said.


    "Is this going to be very expensive?" I asked.


    "Well, now," Tony said, and laughed. "But let's look it over and see just exactly what you need. No sense getting something you don't need" he said jovially.


    From then on, as nearly as I can remember, it was wheel alignment and something called camber or clamber or clabber, and wheel work was always expensive because every single car in the world except the make and model I owned had little adjustable pegs which could be fixed for next to nothing, but when Tony had to work with nonadjustable pegs, well, peg work was always expensive. Body work, too, would always set you back plenty, but it was the lives of my children I was taking in my hands if I let the fenders go.


    "You got to regard this as an investment" Tony said earnestly. "Now, I wouldn't be treating you fair if I let those spark plugs go, for instance. You'd say I played you a pretty dirty trick if you had to come back a month from now for a big repair bill, you'd say to me, Tony, why didn't you fix those spark plugs a long time ago before I had to pay this big repair bill?' You see, it's an investment now so's it won't cost you so much later. Now take the muffler."


    "Muffler," I said. Tony pointed to something under the car which I could not see.


    


    "You see that?" he said. "I guess you didn't notice it before or you would of called it to my attention sooner. Lucky thing I saw it in time, I wasn't looking for anything like that."


    "What would have happened?" I asked him nervously.


    He shook his head. "Can't ever tell/' he said. "Nothing might have happened—for a while. And then one day you're going up a hill, car full of children . . ." He shook his head again. "And the brake lining," he said. "And the ignition system."


    I then made one of the bigger mistakes of my life. "How are the tires?" I asked.


    Tony laughed. "You call those tires?" he demanded. "Why, let me tell you, one day I saw a guy, had his two little children with him, and I said to him—"


    Two weeks later I had my car back and we had managed to borrow enough extra money to pay the bill, upon which Tony had presumably retired to a little home in the hills to grow hollyhocks. The car looked and acted almost exactly the same except that the tank full of gas I had left in it was down almost to nothing. Tony said that was because they had to drive it in and out of the garage so many times.


    I took everybody, including the dog, for a ride, and we went around the block four or five times, congratulating one another upon our new mobility. I discovered that my former usual attitude of timid acquiescence was not consistent with someone who could drive a car, so I fell gradually into a new personality, swashbuckling and brazen, with a cigarette usually hanging out of one corner of my mouth because I had to keep both hands on the wheel. We began to make plans for driving across the country to visit Grandma and Grandpa in California.


    Some time later, while I, cigarette in the corner of my mouth, was stirring butterscotch pudding at the stove, and Laurie was glueing a model airplane at the kitchen table and Jannie was making double marshmallow chocolate ice cream pineapple coffee cake at her stove, Laurie raised his head and asked, "We've got a car now, haven't we?"


    "We have," I said. "Why?"


    "Why'd we get a car?" Laurie asked. "We never had one before."


    "Daddy still walks for his haircut," Jannie said to her stove.


    "That's because he's scared to get in the car," Laurie said.
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    "You know what I wish?" Jannie said. "I wish we had a airplane" "Hey," Laurie said, interested. "That would be good. I could ride


    on the wingand Baby—" "I could ride on the wing," Jannie said immediately. "I'm—" "And what would I be doing?" I asked in a deadly voice. They both turned and looked at me, their sweet trusting little


    faces confident.


    At this time, Laurie was seven and a half, Jannie was four and a half, and Sally was one and a half. We had been in our big old house for four years, and space which had at one time seemed vast had contracted into little more than enough to hold us and the children and the cats and the dog. We had a car, and we had taken to telling one another that we couldn't imagine how we had ever got along without it. One of the left-hand pillars had begun to tremble during storms, and it was necessary to have it re-enforced.


    It was when Jannie was very nearly five that the question of her name became desperately important. When she was born her father wanted to name her Jean and I wanted to name her Anne, and we compromised upon an arbitrary Joanne, although I frequently call her Anne and her father very often calls her Jean. Her brother calls her Honey, Sis, and Dopey, Sally calls her Nannie, and she calls herself, variously, Jean, Jane, Anne, Linda, Barbara, Estelle, Josephine, Geraldine, Sarah, Sally, Laura, Margaret, Marilyn, Susan, and— imposingly—Mrs. Ellenoy. The second Mrs. Ellenoy.


    The former Mrs. Ellenoy—I have this straight from my daughter-was a lovely woman, mother of seven daughters, all named Martha, and she and Mr. Ellenoy used to be very angry with one another, until one day they grew so very angry that they up and killed each other with swords. As a result my daughter is the new Mrs. Ellenoy and has inherited all the Marthas as stepdaughters. When she is not named Jean, Linda, Barbara, Sally, and so on, but is being Mrs. Ellenoy, her daughters are allowed to assume these names, so that there is a constant bewildering shifting of names among them, and it is sometimes very difficult to remember whether you are addressing Janey Ellenoy or a small girl with seven daughters named Martha.


    Since there is enough confusion in our house anyway, no one worries excessively about anyone else's name. Laurie has recently taken a flat stand on being called Laurie, and insists upon being


    


    addressed as either Laurence or Sir. Sally was named Sarah when she started, got shortened to Sally, and immediately got into trouble with Sally Ellenoy, so now we call the one Baby and the other Sallyellenoy. Baby is unmistakable, as is Dog for the dog, since his name is Toby and Baby renamed him Bowowby and Laurence renamed him Trigger and Mrs. Ellenoy generally calls him Child. The two cats look easterly alike, so we call them Kitty, generally. I myself use two names, a maiden name professionally and a married name, and my husband, who is addressed in all variants of father from Pappy to Da, now answers to almost anything, even—being a man not easily thrown off balance—Mr. Ellenoy.


    In places where we have specific locations, such as our beds, or the dinner table, it is easy enough for us to address one another by facing the place we want. Equally, particular questions may be identified and caught by the person they most concern, so that something like "Did you know the bank called about that overdraft?" or "Didn't I tell you to change into a clean dress?" or "Do you want to go outside again?" or "Did she eat up all her nice cereal?" can easily be answered by the correct character, without all the trouble of trying to remember a name, or the rudeness of pointing. It is only on such a general question as "Well, who hasn't washed for dinner?" that the bitter matter of identification comes up.


    I know what they all look like, of course. The dog has four feet and is far larger than the cats, who operate as a two-part unit anyway. The boy is dirty and wears a disgraceful pair of blue jeans. The father looks worried and a little bit overwhelmed. The older daughter is larger than the younger daughter, although there is an uncanny shifting of identity there, since the smaller wears the clothes the larger wore a short while before, and they both have blond curls and blue eyes. But as to trying to remember, for instance, which two out of three have already had chicken pox and which one was inoculated for whooping cough and whether any given one of them got all three prescribed injections or one of them got nine, and, worst, which of the Ellenoy girls got spanked for breaking Laurence's six-shooter and who told on her, I go all to pieces.


    For example: I glanced out of the kitchen window one Sunday morning and found my older daughter up to her knees in a mud puddle. "Joanne," I said sharply, rapping on the glass in traditional manner with my wedding ring. She turned and smiled and I dried
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    my hands on the dish towel and made for the back door. "What are you doing in that mud?"


    My daughter looked at me, amused. "This is Mrs. Ellenoy," she said. "I'm over there." And she pointed.


    One trouble about all this is that it is extraordinarily easy to be taken in by any particular statement.


    "Joanne," I said, addressing the empty air where she was pointing* "get out of that mud puddle this minute."


    "Get out at once," Mrs. Ellenoy added emphatically. "Joanne, I'm ashamed of you." She turned to me. "I don't know what we're going to do with her," she said. "Joanne," she added again, "you heard your mother. Get out of that mud puddle right now." She nodded reassuringly at me. "She'll be right in," she said. "I'll stay out here and wait for her."


    I went back inside, talking to myself, and after a minute Mrs. Ellenoy poked her head in through the kitchen door. "Martha's out here," she said, "and she won't stop crying till you give her a cookie."


    "I'm not giving a cookie to any little girl covered with mud," I said.


    "Martha's not covered with mud," Mrs. Ellenoy said reasonably. "That was bad Anne. Martha's been playing quietly under the apple tree all this time."


    There was the frightful moment in the restaurant when all seven Ellenoy girls tried to climb onto Mrs. Ellenoy's lap just as the waitress was putting down a plate of soup. "You can't get into my lap now, can't you see I'm having my lunch?" Mrs. Ellenoy said crossly, and the waitress gave me a startled look and retreated, backing directly into Laurence's spurs. There was the black morning the census taker spent at our house, since she arrived before I was dressed and my daughter entertained her until I came down. There was the uncomfortable incident when my daughter trotted in to me and said, "There's a lady outside named Mrs. Harper and she wants to know will you give her a dollar?" and I replied absently, "Tell Mrs. Harper she may take the penny off my desk and not to bother me any more." My daughter told Mrs. Harper and Mrs. Harper went away furious and a little frightened, and I was entered on the P.-T.A. books as refusing to pay my dues.


    Or there was this most touching incident which has really exposed my husband; as I say, he is a man not easily thrown off balance.


    


    I glanced into the study the other morning and found my older daughter settling herself on the couch next to her father, who was reading the paper. She had The Wizard of Oz under her arm and as I passed by, smiling fondly, she asked her father, "Will you read for a minute to me?" In my subsequent wanderings through the house I frequently passed the study door and heard the comfortable drone of my husband's voice plowing his way toward the Emerald City. Finally, looking in and seeing him still reading aloud, but alone, I said in surprise, "Still reading?"


    "I'm reading to Marilyn till Jean gets back," he said, not looking up from the book.


    I went outdoors to where my daughter was sitting drawing pictures under the apple tree and said conversationally, "Dad's still reading to Marilyn."


    "I know," said my daughter, nodding. "I got too restless so I left."


    We played a game of croquet and picked some flowers for the house and ordered the groceries and my husband was still reading.


    After a while my daughter went back into the study, said softly, "Move over, Marilyn," and settled down to hear the rest of the book.


    "Dad was reading out loud to himself all morning," my son observed as he sat down at the dinner table that evening.


    "No, I wasn't," said my husband. "I was reading to Marilyn."


    "I thought you were reading to yourself," Laurie said.


    "Marilyn doesn't brush her teeth," Mrs. Ellenoy said. "None of my girls brush their teeth," she added wistfully, "but all of them were dancing this afternoon. All the girls were dancing in the garden. There was Martha, and Sallyellenoy and Janey and Linda and Margaret—"


    "You know what I wish?" Laurie demanded of his father. "I wish I was in Texas right now on a horse."


    "—and Estelle and Barbara and Josephine and they were all dancing," Mrs. Ellenoy continued. "And all us Ellenoys, we were dancing too."


    "Did you call the bank?" my husband said, raising his voice to be heard.


    "All dancing," said Mrs. Ellenoy happily, "all the girls were dancing."


    "Mommy," said Sally, thumping crazily on her dish with her spoon, "Daddy, Nannie, Kitty, Mommy, Okay, Goodbye, cookie?"
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    Jannie sang softly, in a minor counterpoint, "Sally's bottom is dry as a fly, so goodbye, my peekaboo Sally."


    Sally ha4 consumed her chicken and her potatoes and was eating her peas one by one with her fingers, Jannie was daintily making designs in her potatoes with the back of her spoon, Laurie waved a chicken leg at his father and said vigorously, "say, listen, you know what's funny?" I was remembering the time the waitress backed into Laurie's spurs; sooner or later, I suppose, there must be in every mother's life the inevitable moment when she has to take two small children shopping in one big store. Although I keep telling myself that Laurie and Jannie are not more undisciplined, less poised, than any other two children of their age, I could not, for anything in the world, take them into public view again. Jannie had needed shoes, and Laurie some kind of trousers, made of any material on the order of sheet iron, to wear to school, where apparently the second-graders amuse themselves during the long weary days by cutting holes in one another's clothes with scissors. I felt, erroneously, that it was preferable to buy Jannie's shoes and Laurie's pants in a large department store in the nearest city, rather than relying so entirely upon our small local stores, and it seemed to me that I should have the children with me to try things on. I have tried buying shoes for children with an outline of the child's foot traced on paper, but it is never completely satisfactory, aside from the pleasure the child gets out of having his foot traced.


    It was a Wednesday morning when I assembled the children, Laurie having been kept home from school because I had a faint idea that Wednesday was the day when the stores were least crowded. I have no idea what persuaded me that the stores were going to be least crowded on Wednesday, although, as it turned out, it hardly mattered, since my children proved to be able to assemble a crowd at any given time on any given day.


    We all looked very nice when we started out. Jannie was wearing her best dark red coat, with high blue stockings and a blue beret. Laurie was wearing his suit, which was a little too small for him, his dark blue tie, his spurs, and two pearl-handled revolvers, although I took a firm stand on his not loading them with caps. I was wearing a gray fur coat and the low-heeled shoes which I ordinarily wear around the house, but which I chose to wear shopping this day because low heels seemed more practical for the broken field running


    


    I expected to be doing. I had also, with rare good sense, stripped for action in that I carried absolutely nothing—no pocketbook, no gloves, no hat. I assumed, and correctly, that I was going to need all the hands I could get. I had my money in a little purse in my pocket, which I kept feeling nervously to make sure it was still there. I had left simple instructions for my husband on care of Sally ("if she cries, ignore her, unless she seems to be crying because she's in trouble— you'll be sure to recognize the difference—or else she might be crying because she's dropped her little suitcase out of the crib and wants you to pick it up, but be sure not to let her have the doll in the blue dress because its arm is broken and if she wants a drink make her take the half-glass of milk in the left-hand lower corner of the refrigerator because that's what she left from breakfast and if she goes in the playpen—") and he had given each of the older children a dime.


    We sailed off in fine style, as far as the front door, where Jannie flatly declined to move further unless allowed to take along her doll carriage and doll. There was a violent argument; I took the always-losing position of "Either the doll stays home or you do/' and Laurie swung on the knob of the front door saying "Come on, let's go." We got the doll carriage into a bus, finally, and all the way into town Jannie bent over it, crooning to her doll about how no one was going to leave sweet dolly at home while Jannie had anything to say about it. Laurie shot people from the bus window with his pearl-handled revolvers. I made rapid and inaccurate mental calculations about the probable price of lunch and the cost of transporting the doll carriage in taxis. Fortunately, my shopping list was simple: J. shoes; L. pants, and if I did happen to be anywhere near a suit department I might take a look at dark suits, the simple kind they don't seem to make any more.


    "Move over," Jannie said to me, "you're sitting on Linda."


    "Linda's not coming?" I said incredulously.


    "Certainly she's coming," Jannie said, "and you're sitting on her."


    "You and your old girls," Laurie said, drawing in his head and pointing his gun. "There, I shot her."


    A crisis was averted at that moment because the bus stopped in front of the department store where I fondly believed they had shoes in Jannie's size and pants in Laurie's strength and suits in my shade of darkness. We got out of the bus, apologizing, and reached
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    the sidewalk without trouble—quite an accomplishment, with the doll carriage, Linda, and Laurie, who remembered his manners at the last minute, and ran back from the sidewalk to hold the door for me after I had already gotten out, leaving Jannie alone and disconsolate, so that she started sadly down the street alone pushing her carriage, with the crowd separating to make a path for her, and one or two old ladies turning to smile and tell one another that she was sweet, and cute, and adorable.


    By the time Laurie and I, shouting, had caught up, Jannie and the doll carriage were almost inextricably caught in a revolving door.


    I think, every time I step into a department store with my children, surely, I think, it is possible to take children shopping, otherwise, the ten thousand mothers and children surrounding us at this moment are either figments of my imagination, which is perfectly possible, or else actors paid by the store to make itself look busy, which is also perfectly possible, but impractical considering the amount of trade I am likely to bring in with Laurie and Jannie; it must be, I keep telling myself, a simple and wholesome business, to buy one's children clothes. Doll carriage, revolvers, and all, we got onto the escalator, a machine which I am absolutely convinced is intent upon trapping small unwary feet or, preferably, well-shod maternal feet, and I said, "Careful, children, please/'


    "Watch your feet, Linda," Jannie said repeatedly as we went from the first to the second floor, "watch your feet, Marilyn. Susan, watch your feet"


    I was carrying the doll carriage by then, under my arm; when I recognized the third, and boy's floor, I said briskly, "All right, we get off here." Doll carriage under my arm, I alighted and used my free hand to swing Jannie off the escalator. Laurie disembarked with a theatrical gesture which found me leaping backward to catch him before he went along with the escalator to whatever submerged and awful depths it departs; "What's the matter with you?" Laurie demanded irritably, "scared or something?"


    "Linda," Jannie said anxiously, "watch your step getting off the escalator. Susan, be careful. Linda, jump now; Barbara, help Linda; Marilyn, wait for your turn; Margaret—"


    "Jannie," I said, "please stop. They can get off by themselves." I was beginning to be aware of a familiar and dreadful feeling: that of being stared at by hordes of people—salesladies, floorwalkers,


    


    mothers, immaculate children, and perhaps truant officers. "Come on," I said nervously, and added just in time, "my dears."


    I put the doll carriage down and Jannie settled herself behind it, hands on the bar, alert and ready to start. "Linda," she said softly, "all girls, get in line behind me, please."


    "We going to get clothes?" Laurie demanded, looking about him with vast contempt. "I thought you said lunch"


    "A pair of pants for you, dear," I said sweetly. I was tacking the "dear" onto every sentence I spoke for fear someone should hear me. At this moment, just as our procession was ready to get under way, a large red-faced man in a rumpled brown suit accosted us. "Madam?" he said inquiringly to me.


    He was not a floorwalker, he was certainly not a salesclerk; he might just possibly have been some cowboy hero in mufti—although in that case he would probably have addressed himself to my son, where he would be assured of at least some comprehension—and he was not, I discovered by feeling at my pocket, a thief. "This little boy buying clothes?" he asked me, gesturing grandly toward Laurie.


    "He is," I said. "Aren't we, dear?" to Laurie.


    "Well, Madam," the man went on, smiling alternately at me and— with some tentative geniality—at Laurie, "I represent the Real Western Rancho Clothes for Boys Company. We are meeting boys shopping here, talking to them and to their mothers, trying to find out what boys really like in clothes. For instance," he went on, obviously gaining courage as Laurie and I—not being notoriously quick thinkers—only stared blankly at him, "for instance, here is a boy, I can tell right away, who is lively and full of fun and a real Western Rancho type, right out there with the cowhands at chow time—" he squatted down by Laurie and looked Laurie straight in the eye, "—and this critter here needs real cowpunching duds. Why, I bet this hombre knows a good suit of clothes when he sees it, don't you, pardner?" He gave Laurie's shoulder a friendly shake. "What's this?" he demanded, "your shooting iron?"


    Laurie stepped back. "It's a gun," he said. "You think it was a squirrel or something?"


    The man laughed commercially, and I said in warning, "Laurie," and added, "dear." "Bright boy," the man said to me. "Now, come along, pardner, and let this here coyote take your picture."


    "Do what?" said Laurie.
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    The man laughed again, and tried to give Laurie a little tug over to where another, unhappy-looking man, this one in an ill-fitting cowboy hat, was standing behind a camera, looking as though he would have been more at ease sitting on a corral fence in front of a dry martini; "You're next, Pancho," the man in the brown suit said insistently to Laurie.


    "Hey," Laurie said, holding back. I could tell that he had not yet decided upon his final attitude toward this, but I could have told the man a thing or two about getting a firm grip on a boy's arm (never below the elbow). Jannie, who had wandered off down the aisles, pushing her doll carriage and indicating to Linda, Marilyn, Susan, and the rest various interesting sights they passed, now turned and called to me from the other end of the store, "Mommy, Linda wants you to get her this cowboy hat/'


    "Cut it out," Laurie said, pulling away easily.


    "That gun loaded?" said the man, grinning. "You aim to shoot, stranger?"


    "What?" said Laurie.


    The man looked up at me. "He have TV yet?" he asked.


    "Yes," I said, "but-"


    "Well, what we waiting for, fella?" said the man. "Put your picture in the paper," he said. "All the girls'll see it."


    Laurie froze. "Girls?" he said. "What girls?"


    "Don't you have a girl friend?" the man said.


    "I'm a married man," Laurie said.


    "Laurie" I said.


    "Mommy." The doll carriage smacked against the backs of my knees. "Mommy," Jannie said, "I called you and called you and Linda called you too and you didn't answer me. Who's that man talking to Laurie?"


    She went over close to the man and stared curiously into his face. "Who're you?" she asked. "Does Mommy know you're talking to Laurie?"


    "M'sister," Laurie said; perhaps it was the last shred of courtesy left in him, or perhaps he was just terribly afraid that this stranger might think Jannie a girl friend.


    "Well," said the man, "and is this little sister? Do you pull her hair?" he asked Laurie.


    "My hair?" said Jannie, and laughed shortly. "And this," she
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    added, "is Linda, and this is Marilyn, and this is Susan, and this is Barbara, and this is—Margaret? Where is Margaret?"


    "Margaret?" said the man in the brown suit.


    "Margaret," Jannie said sharply. She stamped her foot. "Margaret," she said, "you come here at once. How dare you run away like that? You ought to be spanked right now and here. You bad, bad, bad, bad-"


    "Jannie," I said helplessly, "please don't scold her. She's so little."


    "The more reason she should stay with Linda," Jannie said.


    The man in the brown suit, who had been steadily backing away, now rose to his feet and looked long at Laurie and long at Jannie and then, inscrutably, at me. As he turned away, Jannie said, "You can take my picture if you want to, and Linda's and Marilyn's and everybody's but Margaret."


    A large lady accompanied by a young boy swept past me and grabbed the stranger by the arm. "You the man taking pictures in the paper?" she asked. "Look, you the man?"


    "I always wear Western Rancho clothes," said the little boy anxiously; he was wearing a pale blue gabardine suit, with a darker blue shirt and a dark red figured tie, neatly knotted. His shoes were polished, his tie pin glittered. His nails, I could see, were clean, as were his ears. He was wearing a neat cap, which he took off when he addressed the man in the brown suit. I glanced at Laurie; he was staring with his mouth open.


    "Hello, boy," Jannie said. She turned to Laurie. "Boy?" she whispered, "or girl?"


    "Huh," said Laurie.


    "Madam," said the man in the brown suit, "here is a boy, I can tell right away, who is lively and full of fun and a real Western Rancho type, right out there with—"


    "In all the papers?" said the woman; she was removing a spot from the boy's face with the corner of her handkerchief.


    "Look," said Laurie loudly, "he got dirty, poor thing."


    With a certain obscure pride in my son I took him by the back of the collar and hauled him purposefully toward the department where they had pants in his size; I pushed the doll carriage with my other hand while Jannie shepherded Linda, Marilyn, and the rest, with loud, laughing directions. I was also carrying Jannie's beret and her coat—they could not be set on top of the carriage without dis-
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    turbing sweet dolly—and Laurie's suit jacket, and my own coat. My voice was getting shrill, but I was still doggedly adding "dear" to every sentence.


    Once I got Laurie into the department where I wanted him, there was small trouble in getting him to choose a pair of pants. He also chose a gabardine suit much like the one the boy with his picture in the paper had been wearing, priced at $59.95, a complete suit of space cadet armor, priced at $47.00, a very odd fur hat which for some reason he admired, and which would have cost me $7.50, a shaggy suede jacket which was called a Buffalo Bill jacket, and which was priced modestly at $32.50, pants to match $17.00. I one by one eliminated these articles, on the grounds that they were too heavy, too furry, too shaggy, or too expensive. I proffered a bright red bow tie, priced at sixty-nine cents, as a substitute. After some argument, during the course of which I told him he could buy anything he wanted with his father's dime, he was persuaded to take the bow tie or nothing, and the salesman remarked in an aside to me, "I don't think these fads will last." Jannie had amused herself during this time by trying on one fur hat after another, to the extreme bewilderment of Linda, Marilyn, and the rest. She also fell into conversation with a harmless old lady who was trying to find a birthday gift for her nephew and who had great difficulty resisting Jannie's invitation to come shopping with us and Mommy would buy her a pair of shoes.


    I added the package with the bow tie and two pairs of corduroy pants to the doll carriage, Jannie's coat and beret, Laurie's suit jacket, and my own coat. Fortunately Jannie's shoes were on the same floor; we could not conceivably get into an elevator, and I was most reluctant to get back onto the escalator. In the shoe department, Jannie sat herself down, ranged her girls about her, and, folding her hands peaceably, announced that she intended to have a pair of shiny black shoes with high heels and pretty straps and sparkles and no toes.


    "Shoes for the kiddies?" said the shoe clerk brightly, setting his little stool down before us.


    "Just me and my girls," Jannie said. "We all want shoes."


    The clerk did not hear this because I was telling him loudly that we wanted something in a solid brown oxford with a good sole. I knew I was going to have to reach a compromise somewhere along


    


    this line, and I thought I would start from rock bottom and so, going up, have more bargaining power. When the clerk brought the brown oxford Jannie dismissed it after a brief glance. "That's for my brother," she said, "bring something for me."


    During the excruciating process of Jannie's buying herself a pair of shoes, Laurie amused himself by counting the number of boxes the clerk brought out, Jannie held steadfastly to the high-heeled black sandal, and I grew very tense and began saying things like "How will you go to school without shoes because you are certainly not going to have any shoes until you start behaving like a little lady . . ."


    We reached a tearful compromise on a pair of black patent leather shoes, completely impractical, but better, I reassured myself, than the black sandals with the high heels. Jannie remarked, as we left the shoe department, "I'm glad you're not my mommy. My mommy always buys me the shoes I want, and if you were my mommy I would run away."


    "Those are the worst shoes I ever saw in all my life," Laurie told her.


    "They're beautiful," said Jannie. "All my girls have shoes just like them."


    I had added the package with the shoes to my other portage.


    "Let's have lunch/ 7 Laurie said.


    I looked at the clock with the faint unconscious hope common to all mothers that time will somehow have passed magically away and the next time you look it will be bedtime. It was ten minutes to twelve; a good eight hours to go before the nightly miracle, but a legitimate time for lunch.


    "Well, children," I said, smiling sweetly and falsely around the table in the restaurant, "well, now we're going to remember our company manners, aren't we?"


    Jannie looked bright and alert, and said sweetly, "Can we have two desserts?"


    "Perhaps, dears," I said with that same sweet smile, "if we eat allllll our lunch."


    Waitresses always take a very long time when you are waiting at a restaurant table with children. I would prefer not to believe that this is due entirely to the general appearance and deportment of my children at the table. At any rate, we had been sitting—me with my
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    hands neatly folded, Laurie with his elbows on the table, and Jannie sliding down m her chair so that her chin rested comfortably on the edge of the table—waiting, I say, for perhaps ten minutes, while waitresses scurried busily past, serving the tables on either side of us, bringing extra pats of butter, stopping to chat merrily, hovering solicitously over customers who could not make up their minds.


    "When is she going to come?" Laurie demanded.


    "I want my lunch," Jannie amplified. She reached out and gave a sharp slap against one of Laurie's elbows, so that his head crashed down and his chin cracked on the table. "Keep your elbows off the table," she said admonishingly.


    "Now, children," I said in my gentle voice, scowling fiercely at Jannie, "now, children, remember we intended to use our very best manners."


    "Well, she— " Laurie began righteously.


    "He had his elbows on the table," Jannie said. "Mommy dearest, Laurie was putting his old elbows on the table, Mommy dear."


    "Listen" Laurie said, "she went and—"


    "Darlings," I said, my voice more sugary, if possible, than before, "let us remember that other people are trying to eat their lunches, too, and we—"


    "What?" Laurie said to Jannie, who was whispering earnestly in his direction.


    "Nothing," Jannie said, looking attentively at me. "We are being good children, Mommy dearest. We are letting other people eat their lunch."


    "That's right, dear," I said to her, "my children are such good—"


    "Why are you talking funny like that?" Laurie asked me, interested, just as the waitress showed up beside us. "You sound like a cat."


    He and Jannie both began to laugh loudly. "She sounds like a cat," Jannie told the waitress.


    "You wanna order?" the waitress said to me.


    "I want spaghetti," Jannie said immediately.


    "I want spaghetti," Laurie said.


    "Let me see." I consulted the menu. "Omelette?" I said to Laurie. And, to Jannie, "Vegetable plate?"


    "No," Jannie said, "spaghetti."


    


    "No spaghetti today/' the waitress said. She sighed deeply, fussing with her hair. "Ony what's onna menu," she said.


    "Chicken salad?" I said. "Liver?"


    "Liver," Laurie said, and made a noisy gesture of distaste. "Liver-biver-shiver-tiver-wiver-niver—"


    "Liver-liver-liver," said Jannie.


    "Children," I said, recollecting myself in time, so that it came out gentle. "We must not take up all this time deciding."


    "I decided," Laurie said. "Spaghetti."


    Jannie switched sides abruptly. "Vegetable plate," she said. "Mommy dear."


    "Justa minute," the waitress said, and departed.


    Two unpleasant-looking women wearing flowered hats got up ostentatiously from the next table and moved to a table across the room. "Look here," I said, my voice just loud enough to carry across our own table, "one more word out of either of you and you—" eyeing Laurie "—will find yourself being spanked right here in public where everyone will laugh at you and you—" eyeing Jannie "—will find yourself being spanked somewhere in private where no one can hear you. And right now Jannie is going to have a vegetable plate for lunch and Laurie is going to have a chicken salad and I am going to have spaghetti—I mean, a club sandwich. Now does anyone have anything to say?"


    They stared at me numbly. Laurie scowled, and showed his teeth, and was quiet. Jannie's face moved, the corners of her mouth turned down, her great blue eyes filled with tears, and she took a deep breath. "Just one howl out of you," I said sweetly, "and all your girls get shut outdoors tonight." She closed her mouth, and blinked.


    Laurie made a move as though to reach for his gun. "That man can still take your picture, you know," I said. He put both hands back on the table.


    "Ha, ha," Jannie said bitterly to me, "you've only got one head."


    "Put your foot in here," Laurie told me, extending his water glass.


    The waitress reappeared. "Kids made up their minds?" she said.


    "Vegetable plate," said Jannie meekly.


    "Chicken salad," Laurie said politely. "And two cups of coffee, please."


    "Two glasses of milk," I told her. "And I will have a club sandwich."
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    "And Linda will have spaghetti/' Jannie said, "and Marilyn will have spaghej:ti;'and Susan will have spaghetti. . ."


    "Jannie," I said sharply.


    "And Margaret," Jannie whispered, "Margaret has to have the vegetable plate."


    If I gave up any idea of my dark suit, all we still had to do was manage the escalator going down and get ourselves into a bus and out again at home. I sighed. "I wonder how Daddy and Sally are getting along," I said.


    It was at that moment that the waitress approached our table with the plate of soup and the seven little Ellenoys backed her into those spurs.


    We are all of us, in our family, very fond of puzzles. I do double-crostics and read mystery stories, my husband does baseball box scores and figures out batting averages, and says he knows the odds against drawing a fourth ace, Laurie is addicted to the kind of puzzle which begins "There are fifty-four items in this picture beginning with the letter C," Jannie does children's jigsaws, and Sally can put together an intricate little arrangement of rings and bars which has had the rest of us stopped for two months. We are none of us, however, capable of solving the puzzles we work up for ourselves in the oddly diffuse patterns of our several lives, and along with such family brainteasers as 'Why is there a pair of rollerskates in Mommy's desk?" and "What is really in the back of Laurie's closet?" and "Why doesn't Daddy wear the nice shirts Jannie picked out for Father's Day?" we are all of us still wondering nervously about what might be called the Great Grippe Mystery. As a matter of fact, I should be extremely grateful if anyone could solve it for us, because we are certainly very short of blankets, and it is annoying not to have any kind of an answer. Here, in rough outline, is our puzzle:


    Our house is, as I have said, large, and the second floor has four bedrooms and a bathroom, all opening out onto a long narrow hall which we have made even narrower by lining it with bookcases so that every inch of hall which is not doorway is books. As is the case with most houses, both the front door and the back door are downstairs on the first floor. The front bedroom, which is my husband's and mine, is the largest and lightest, and has a double bed. The room next down the hall belongs to the girls, and contains a crib and a


    


    single, short bed. Laurie's room, across the hall, has a double-decker bed and he sleeps on the top half. The guest room, at the end of the hall, has a double bed. The double bed in our room is made up with white sheets and cases, the baby's crib has pink linen, and Jannie's bed has yellow. Laurie's bed has green linen, and the guest room has blue. The bottom half of Laurie's bed is never made up, unless company is going to use it immediately, because the dog traditionally spends a large part of his time there and regards it as his bed. There is no bed table on the distaff side of the double bed in our room. One side of the bed in the guest room is pushed against the wall. No one can fit into the baby's crib except the baby; the ladder to the top half of Laurie's double-decker is very shaky and stands in a corner of the room; the children reach the top half of the bed by climbing up over the footboard. All three of the children are accustomed to having a glass of apple juice, to which they are addicted, by their bedsides at night. Laurie uses a green glass, Jannie uses a red glass, Sally uses one of those little flowered cheese glasses, and my husband uses an aluminum tumbler because he has broken so many ordinary glasses trying to find them in the dark.


    I do not take cough drops or cough medicine in any form.


    The baby customarily sleeps with half a dozen cloth books, an armless doll, and a small cardboard suitcase which holds the remnants of half a dozen decks of cards. Jannie is very partial to a pink baby blanket, which has shrunk from many washings. The girls' room is very warm, the guest room moderately so; our room is chilly, and Laurie's room is quite cold. We are all of us, including the dog, notoriously easy and heavy sleepers; my husband never eats coffee cake.


    My husband caught the grippe first, on a Friday, and snarled and shivered and complained until I prevailed upon him to go to bed. By Friday night both Laurie and Sally were feverish, and on Saturday Jannie and I began to cough and sniffle. In our family we take ill in different manners; my husband is extremely annoyed at the whole procedure and is convinced that his being sick is somebody's fault, Laurie tends to become a little light-headed and strew handkerchiefs around his room, Jannie coughs and coughs and coughs, Sally turns bright red, and I suffer in stoical silence, so long as everyone knows clearly that I am sick. We are each of us privately convinced that our own ailment is far more severe than anyone else's. At any rate,
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    on Saturday night I put all the children into their beds, gave each of them half aji aspirin and the usual fruit juice, covered them warmly, and then settled my husband down for the night with his tumbler of water and his cigarettes and matches and ashtray; he had decided to sleep in the guest room because it was warmer. At about ten o'clock I checked to see that all the children were covered and asleep and that Toby was in his place on the bottom half of the double-decker. I then took two sleeping pills and went to sleep in my own bed in my own room. Because my husband was in the guest room I slept on his side of the bed, next to the bed table. I put my cigarettes and matches on the end table next to the ashtray, along with a small glass of brandy, which I find more efficacious than cough medicine.


    I woke up some time later to find Jannie standing beside the bed. "Can't sleep," she said. "Want to come in your bed."


    "Come along/' I said. "Bring your own pillow."


    She went and got her pillow and her small pink blanket and her glass of fruit juice, which she put on the floor next to the bed, since she had got the side without any end table. She put her pillow down, rolled herself in her pink blanket, and fell asleep. I went back to sleep, but some time later Sally came in, asking sleepily, "Where's Jannie?"


    "She's here," I said. "Are you coming in bed with us."


    "Yes," said Sally.


    "Go and get your pillow, then," I said.


    She returned with her pillow, her books, her doll, her suitcase, and her fruit juice, which she put on the floor next to Jannie's. Then she crowded in comfortably next to Jannie and fell asleep. Eventually the pressure of the two of them began to force me uneasily toward the edge of the bed, so I rolled out wearily, took my pillow and my small glass of brandy and my cigarettes and matches and my ashtray and went into the guest room, where my husband was asleep. I pushed at him and he snarled, but he finally moved over to the side next to the wall, and I put my cigarettes and matches and my brandy and my ashtray on the end table next to his cigarettes and matches and ashtray and tumbler of water and put my pillow on the bed and fell asleep. Shortly after this he woke me and asked me to let him get out of the bed, since it was too hot in that room to sleep and he was going back to his own bed. He took his pillow and his cigarettes and matches and his ashtray and his aluminum glass of water and went


    


    padding off down the hall. In a few minutes Laurie came into the guest room where I-had just fallen asleep again; he was carrying his pillow and his glass of fruit juice. "Too cold in my room," he said, and I moved out of the way and let him get into the bed on the side next to the wall. After a few minutes the dog came in, whining nervously, and came up onto the bed and curled himself up around Laurie and I had to get out or be smothered. I gathered together what of my possessions I could, and made my way into my own room, where my husband was asleep with Jannie on one side and the baby on the other. Jannie woke up when I came in and said, "Own bed," so I helped her carry her pillow and her fruit juice and her pink blanket back to her own bed.


    The minute Jannie got out of our bed the baby rolled over and turned sideways, so there was no room for me. I could not get into the crib and I could not climb into the top half of the double-decker, so since the dog was in the guest room I went and took the blanket off the crib and got into the bottom half of the double-decker setting my brandy and my cigarettes and matches and my ashtray on the floor next to the bed. Shortly after that Jannie, who apparently felt left out, came in with her pillow and her pink blanket and her fruit juice and got up into the top half of the double-decker, leaving her fruit juice on the floor next to my brandy.


    At about six in the morning the dog wanted to get out, or else he wanted his bed back, because he came and stood next to me and howled. I got up and went downstairs, sneezing, and let him out, and then decided that since it had been so cold anyway in the bottom half of the double-decker I might as well stay downstairs and heat up some coffee and have that much warmth, at least. While I was waiting for the coffee to heat Jannie came to the top of the stairs and asked if I would bring her something hot, and I heard Laurie stirring in the guest room, so I heated some milk and put it into a jug and decided that while I was at it I might just as well give everybody something hot so I set out enough cups for everyone and brought out a coffee cake and put it on the tray and added some onion rolls for my husband, who does not eat coffee cake. When I brought the tray upstairs Laurie and Jannie were both in the guest room, giggling, so I set the tray down in there and heard Sally talking from our room in the front. I went to get her and she was sitting up in the bed talking to her father, who was only very slightly awake. "Play card?"
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      she was asking brightly, and she opened her suitcase and dealt him, onto the pillow next to his nose, four diamonds to the ace jack and the seven or clubs.


      I asked my husband if he would like some coffee, and he said it was terribly cold. I suggested that he come down into the guest room, where it was warmer. He and the baby followed me down to the guest room, and my husband and Laurie got into the bed and the rest of us sat on the foot of the bed and I poured the coffee and the hot milk and gave the children coffee cake and my husband the onion rolls. Jannie decided to take her milk and coffee cake back into her own bed, and since she had mislaid her pillow she took one from the guest room bed. Sally of course followed her, going first back into our room to pick up her pillow. My husband fell asleep again while I was pouring his coffee, and Laurie set his hot milk precariously on the headboard of the bed and asked me to get his pillow from wherever it was, so I went into the double-decker and got him the pillow from the top, which turned out to be Jannie's, and her pink blanket was with it. I took my coffee cake and my coffee into my own bed and had just settled down when Laurie came in to say cloudily that Daddy had kicked him out of bed and could he stay in here. I said of course and he said he would get a pillow and he came back in a minute with the one from the bottom half of the double-decker which was mine. He went to sleep right away, and then the baby came in to get her books and her suitcase and decided to stay with her milk and her coffee cake, so I left and went into the guest room and made my husband move over and sat there and had my coffee. Meanwhile Jannie had moved into the top half of the double-decker, looking for her pillow, and had taken instead the pillow from Sally's bed and my glass of brandy and had settled down there to listen to Laurie's radio. I went downstairs to let the dog in and he came upstairs and got into his bed on the bottom half of the double-decker, and while I was gone my husband had moved back over onto the accessible side of the guest room bed so I went into Jannie's bed, which is rather too short, and I brought a pillow from the guest room, and my coffee.


      At about nine o'clock the Sunday papers came and I went down to get them, and at about nine-thirty everyone woke up. My husband had moved back into his own bed when Laurie and Sally vacated it for their own beds, Laurie driving Jannie into the guest room when


      he took back the top half of the double-decker, and my husband woke up at nine-thirty and found himself wrapped in Jannie's pink blanket, sleeping on Laurie's green pillow and with a piece of coffee cake and Sally's fruit juice glass, not to mention the four diamonds to the ace jack and the seven of clubs. Laurie, in the top half of the double-decker, had my glass of brandy and my cigarettes and matches and the baby's pink pillow. The dog had my white pillow and my ashtray. Jannie in the guest room had one white pillow and one blue pillow and two glasses of fruit juice and my husband's cigarettes and matches and ashtray and Laurie's hot milk, besides her own hot milk and coffee cake and her father's onion rolls. The baby in her crib had her father's aluminum tumbler of water and her suitcase and books and doll and a blue pillow from the guest room, but no blanket.


      The puzzle is, of course, what became of the blanket from Sally's bed? I took it off her crib and put it on the bottom half of the double-decker, but the dog did not have it when he woke up, and neither did any of the other beds. It was a blue-patterned patchwork quilt, and has not been seen since, and I would most particularly like to know where it got to. As I say, we are very short of blankets.


      With colder weather setting in, and school once more in sight, I took out the somewhat worn pair of red overalls which had had "Laurie" embroidered on them and crossed out, and "Jannie" embroidered underneath; I now crossed out the "Jannie" and embroidered "Sally" on them. They were a little thin in the seat, and the bottoms of the legs were frayed, but the sentiment was there. Sally also inherited hundreds of pullover shirts and thousands of unmatched socks. Laurie got a leather jacket, Jannie took to carrying a pocketbook, Ninki's third litter of kittens turned out to include one without a tail, and the family of a friend of Jannie's eagerly seized upon this one as a particularly delightful pet. Jannie entered a kind of private kindergarten, which consisted entirely of little girls and which met mornings in the home of a retired grade-school teacher; Jannie began to skip instead of walk and giggled unendurably with her friends. By the end of the first two weeks of school the mother of Jannie's friend called up indignantly to tell me that the kitten had suddenly begun to grow a tail, had grown half a tail and stopped, and that they now had a kitten with a half-tail, which they did not
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      regard as a particularly delightful pet, and she strongly implied that we had deliberately misled them into believing that they were getting a kitten which would be permanently without a tail.


      Sally at this time gave up any notion of being a cooperative member of the family, named herself "Tiger" and settled down to an unceasing, and seemingly endless, war against clothes, toothbrushes, all green vegetables, and bed. Her main weapon was chewing gum, which she stole out of Laurie's pockets and with which she could perform miracles of construction on her own hair, books, and, once, her father's typewriter.


      I estimated that since we had moved into this house I had used up more than five hundred packages of chocolate pudding. A new school bus was proposed, to be put into service the next school year; the younger Harvey boy, who had been in high school when we moved into town, was to be the driver. Most reluctantly, with a great deal of hesitation and judicious packing and unpacking, and some vast confusion with white shirts, my husband made ready for a major trip to New York.


      It was a solemn parting at the station; our two older children stood close to us, and Sally sat, rocking, on a luggage cart. Laurie had said "Where's the train?" four times, and Sally had indicated seven times that she planned to accompany her father. My husband had said perhaps eleven times that he was sure everything would be all right while he was gone, and I cannot remember how many times I must have said that he was not to worry about us; we would be fine. The train was fifteen minutes late, which gave us all time to repeat ourselves, and to make various other completely reasonable remarks like "Boy, I bet you wouldn't stand on those tracks when the train comes," (Laurie, to Jannie) and "Are you sure you packed those warm socks?" (me, to my husband) and "Suppose the train doesn't ever come?" (Jannie, to her father).


      "Old Mother Hubbid went to the cubbid," Sally said loudly and insistently.


      "Boy," Laurie said to his father, "I sure wish that train would come. Let's go home," he said to me abruptly, "he can get on a train by hisself."


      There was a general nervous stirring among the people on the platform; I had begun a stern remark to Laurie about how we had come here to say goodbye to Daddy, after all, but everyone began to


      say "Here it comes, here it comes," and Sally bounced up and down, shouting, and Jannieand Laurie both moved forward so that I had to grab quickly for the backs of their jackets. "Well," my husband said to me.


      "Goodbye, goodbye," I said. My husband, running, turned and waved. The children all waved back enthusiastically and called "Goodbye, goodbye," and I hung on to the backs of their jackets. Sternly repressing a pang of honest envy, I watched the train move off and my husband waving at the window. "Well, children," I said at last, "home we go."


      "Has Daddy gone?" Sally asked.


      "All gone," Laurie said.


      I shepherded them into the car, prevented Sally from climbing right on out the window on the other side, and began to pull on my gloves. "Old Mother Hubbid," Sally said, "went—"


      "Hubbid, hubbid, hubbid/' Laurie said. "What's so special about Mother Hubbid?"


      "J was talking," Sally said with dignity. "Old—"


      "Can't you ever talk about anything else in the world?"


      "Can we have a popsicle?" Jannie asked, hanging over the back seat behind my head, "because Daddy's gone away, can we have a popsicle or a piece of bubble gum or a lollipop or a frozen custard or a popsicle? Because Daddy's gone away?"


      "We're going directly home for dinner," I said. "Chocolate pudding for dessert."


      "No chocolate pudding for Dad" Laurie said mournfully.


      In honor of Daddy's departure we also had hot dogs and baked beans; I fed the children first and then, fighting down as unworthy the thought of my husband dining, no doubt, on roast beef and caviar in that haunt of iniquity and high living, the railroad dining car, I had my dinner on a tray, eating my hot dog absent-mindedly and reading a mystery story. The house was very quiet after the children were asleep, and I remembered suddenly, without at all wanting to, that our nearest neighbors had gone to Florida for the winter. I went to bed early, taking along my mystery story and the cat, and fell asleep with the light on. Several times during the night I awoke nervously, because the cat was restless, and although it was uncomfortable sleeping with the light on, I was reluctant to turn it off; there was a distinct ominous creaking in the hall just outside my
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      door and I was growing increasingly positive that I smelled smoke. At any rate, J woke up in the morning cross and uncooperative, to find that It was seven-thirty instead of seven (had that ominous creaking been the alarm I had forgotten to set?) and that what looked and sounded like rain outside the window was, actually, rain. I leaped out of bed, slammed the window shut, turned of! the light, opened the door and yelled, "Isn't anybody up?" There was a swift, answering disturbance, as of several children hastily dropping coloring books and crayons, and moving purposefully toward school clothes. My teeth not brushed (first things first, I kept telling myself), I hurried to the kitchen, set water on to boil for oatmeal, filled the fruit juice glasses, and—first things first—plugged in the coffee pot. By the time Jannie reached the kitchen I had the bowls and spoons out; I gave her a quick appraising glance and said, "Take off that necklace. Those are your best shoes and ifs raining. Put on a sweater instead of that blouse. Brush your teeth/' And, beyond her to Sally, "Shoes on wrong feet. And I put out a pair of decent overalls for you last night, not a sunsuit. And you've got to wear socks." I put back my head and shouted, "Laurie!"


      After a minute he called back "I'm getting dressed."


      "Sally," I said, "go and wake your brother."


      "It's cold," Jannie said. She shivered elaborately. "It's terribly cold."


      "If you had on a sweater instead of a silk blouse—" I said. "Sally, wake your brother!'


      Tm cold," Sally said.


      "Awake," Laurie said, appearing in the kitchen doorway in his pajamas. "Hey, it's cold."


      It began to occur to me that it was cold; I had been moving so fast up to now that I had not noticed the faint undefinable chill on everything I touched—the spoons, the cereal box, the backs of the chairs. I looked at Laurie, and Laurie looked at me, and then he said, nodding, "Yup. I sure bet it is."


      I went into the living room, Laurie following me, Jannie following him, and Sally padding on behind, murmuring, "To get her poor doggie something to eat." The thermostat in the living room was set at seventy-two, the thermometer below it read sixty-one. I looked at Laurie again and he nodded reassuringly. Gingerly I turned the thermostat up to seventy-five, to eighty, and, not breathing, we all lis-


      
        tened. There was no answering roar from the cellar; the furnace was off.


        I am not of a mechanical turn of mind. I am wholeheartedly afraid of fuses and motorcycles and floor plugs and lightning rods and electric drills and large animals and most particularly of furnaces. Laboriously, over the space of years of married life, my husband has taught me to use such hazardous appliances as a toaster and an electric coffee pot, but no one is ever going to get me to go down cellar and fool around with a furnace. I had a fairly clear notion that the best way to get the house warm again was to march firmly to a little door in the monster's side and press the third little button from the left; my husband and the furnace man, working together, had once shown this to me, their voices rising shrilly as they explained it over and over; no furnace, my husband had said, touching his forehead with the tips of his fingers, has ever exploded because some woman pressed the third little button from the left, no furnace. "Lady," the furnace man had said, twisting his hands together, "suppose some day you got to start the furnace, and no one's around, say, and you got to start it—"


        Rising to heights of heroism far beyond my usual abilities, I strode responsibly to the cellar door, the children crowding along behind me. "The furnace seems to be off," I said to Laurie. "I'll just run down and start it up again."


        "Yeah," Laurie said. "You go right on down." He regarded me without optimism.


        I set my hand on the cellar doorknob. "But something might be broken," I said. (Was it the third little button from the left? The second? The right?) "I don't want to turn it on if it's broken," I said to Laurie. "I wouldn't like to do it any damage."


        "It might be out of gas," Jannie suggested.


        I turned to her gratefully. "That's right," I said. "Now I think of it, it would be very dangerous to turn it on if there's no oil. It grinds the parts together," I told Laurie, who nodded gravely. "I better call the man," I said.


        Anyway, we were quite late. Very late, as a matter of fact; it was eight-thirty before I had gotten all the shoes tied, all the oatmeal consumed, the hair combed, the teeth brushed, the lunch boxes filled, the homework collected, the jackets on, the rubbers located, and had sneaked in a cup of coffee for myself. I lined the children
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        out into the car, checking like an electric eye for handkerchiefs and contraband, ajid succeeded in rooting out and confiscating a small plastic telephone and two pieces of bubble gum from Sally and a large ring set with a glittering ruby from Jannie. I shut the car door behind them, raced around to the other side to catch Sally going out the opposite window, counted again to make sure I had three of them, and sat down in the driver's seat with a little sigh.


        "If you got up earlier," Jannie said critically, "we wouldn't have to hurry so."


        I opened my mouth to answer, reflected in time that the poor dears were at present fatherless, and said with great moderation, "Well, at least we're in plenty of time now" I pressed the starter.


        Jannie giggled. "In Laurie's school he sits with the girls because he's so pretty"


        "Hey, now, you—"


        "Children," I said, "do be still." I pressed the starter. "After all," I said, with a light little laugh, "Jannie only teases Laurie because she knows he minds it; suppose you try keeping your temper, Laurie, and see how quickly she—" I pressed the starter.


        "Old Mother Hubbid" Sally swept into the silence, "she went to the cubbid to get her dog something to eat, and when she started to get breakfast she had oatmeal." She began to laugh wildly. "Oatmeal," she repeated helplessly, "oatmeal."


        I pressed the starter and pulled out the choke.


        "Won't the star cart?" Jannie asked. Laurie began to shriek with laughter and after a bewildered minute Jannie joined in. "Old Mother Hubbid—" Sally began.


        I pressed the starter and pulled out the choke and began to bang both hands on the steering wheel.


        "Why don't you get out and crank it?" Laurie asked, howling.


        "Why don't you get yourself a horse or something?" Jannie asked.


        "Old Mother-"


        "Just flooded it," I said, my voice level and restrained and even faintly amused. "Silly old car," I said affectionately, and gave a vicious kick at the clutch.


        "Hey," Laurie said, suddenly no longer entertained, "we gonna be late?"


        "Certainly not. Just tell the teacher that the car—"


        "I told her that the last time," Laurie said. His voice became pan-
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          icky. "And she said," he went on, "if I'm not in my sneakers by quarter of nine they'll get a substitute at left tackle and—"


          "Why won't it start?" Jannie asked insistently. "What's the matter with the car?"


          Fatherless or not, I raised my voice. "Never mind" I said. I have been patient with my car through many of its moods, and there is little that we do not know about each other by now, the car and I. It knows perfectly, for instance, that I am made extremely nervous by a kind of low moaning sound it makes when it is unhappy, and I know clearly that if it has come into my car's obscure mind not to start, no siren's tricks of mine can make it. "Sell the filthy thing for fifty cents," I said nastily, and climbed out and went into the house, mumbling to myself, and dialed our village taxi.


          "Again?" Mr. Williams said when I told him. "You figure it's the battery again?"


          "The children," I said, "have just seven minutes to get to school."


          "Well, they won't make it," he said. "Time I get up there and back again. But I figure it ain't going to shock the teachers none, them being late again." He giggled, and I hung up.


          I saw Laurie and Jannie off to school in the taxi, stowing away lunch boxes and books, and cautioning Jannie firmly against getting out at the grade school instead of her kindergarten; I asked Mr. Williams to pick Jannie up at twelve and Laurie at three, and said I would pay him later, it being nearly nine o'clock by now. Then—first things first—I came back into the house and shut Sally into her room with her blocks and took up the telephone; since my teeth were chattering I called first of all the number of K. B. Anderson, Plumbing and Heating, and got Mrs. Anderson, who answered the phone mornings in the office. I told her who I was, and all about how our furnace had gone out, and asked could Mr. Anderson please come right over?


          "Well," she said, "not this morning. He won't be back till dinnertime and then this afternoon he's got to put in a heater over to Sawyer's. Tomorrow, maybe."


          "But we have no heat and the children—"


          "Maybe not even tomorrow, though, now I think of it," she went on. "On account of that plumbers' convention up to Waterville tonight. And you know what they are."


          I agreed with haste that I did indeed know what they were, and said anxiously that it was getting colder here, and the children—
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            "Whyn't you try young Dick Sampson over on Bridge Street?" she asked. "He used to do some plumbing afore he was married/'


            "Sampsdn?"


            "No, it's not Bridge Street at all. I don't know what made me think it was. He used to be on Bridge Street, but then he took over that television repair service."


            "So he won't be going to the plumbers' convention?" I asked politely.


            "Not him" she said with satisfaction. "He married one of the Wiley girls, that's why I thought first of Bridge Street. Mildred, I'd say it was."


            "But the furnace—"


            "East Main," she said. "Knew it would come to me. Or you might even try to get ahold of Bill England. There's one might know what to do, or any of the Hope boys."


            "Thanks very much," I said. As I hung up, staring hopelessly at the names I had jotted down (I knew the Hope boys, and I would as soon have frozen to death) it occurred to me that among all the friends I had in town I might locate one with a husband who was not afraid to go down into our cellar and look at our furnace. Nancy, I thought; she and Cliff had once come over and helped us put down a rug. I dialed Nancy and she answered and I asked her how she was and she asked me how I was and I told her about my husband's being out of town and she told me about the new chairs they were getting for the porch and I said how I had meant to call her and she said it had been so long since we got together and I said we must have a bridge game some time next week and she said she would call me and I said I'd get in touch with her and I was just about to hang up when I remembered and said oh, look, there was something I meant to ask her. So I told her the furnace was off and I didn't know how to start it and she said why didn't I call Anderson?


            "There's a plumbers' convention," I said.


            "Again? But when William dropped the hairbrush down the drain and I called Anderson, Mrs. Anderson said there was a plumbers' convention then. And that was only about six weeks ago because my mother—"


            "But do you think that Cliff—?"


            "He'd love to," she assured me. "I'll send him over just as soon as he gets home. He'll be glad to do it."


            
              We decided we would certainly get in touch with one another very soon, and hung.up. I called Eddie at the garage and asked him to come and get my car again, and he sighed and said did I think it was still going to be the fan belt this time? I washed the breakfast dishes and made the beds, and it occurred to me that when Eddie came for the car I might ask him to go down cellar and start the furnace, him being a mechanic and all, but when he finally did come for the car, I was on the phone; Nancy had called back to say she was sorry, it wasn't a plumbers' convention, it was an oil burner convention, and she had done Mr. Anderson an injustice. So we agreed that we would have a bridge game real soon, and by that time Eddie had disappeared with my car. At lunchtime the taxi brought Jannie home from school and I recalled with abrupt clarity that I had meant to stop on my way that morning and pick up a loaf of bread. I gave Jannie and Sally crackers and peanut butter for lunch, and while they were murmuring sadly in the kitchen I went to the phone and called my friend Carol. She asked how I was and I asked how she was and she told me about the bad cold her boy had been having and I told her about my husband's being out of town and she said we must get together some evening soon. I said I would call her, and meanwhile would she mind picking up a loaf of bread for me when she went down to the store? Because something had gone wrong with my car. She said sympathetically that you certainly needed a car out on our road, didn't you, and did I mind being alone in our big house at night? I said no, oh, no, I was never nervous, and could she also get me a can of tunafish? I felt urgently that there was something I had forgotten, but had no time to stop and think because she was saying was there anything else? It was no trouble at all. So I told her that would be plenty, thanks, and it was so nice of her, and we must surely get together some time real soon.


              I put Sally to bed for her nap, settled Jannie with puzzles and books to rest in Laurie's room, made myself some crackers and peanut butter, and sat down again with my mystery story. About two o'clock the small persistent nagging which had stayed with me since I spoke to Carol suddenly resolved itself when I discovered that the motive for the murder in my book had been a large inheritance. Money, I thought. Hadn't my husband given me a check to cash this morning?


              The check was in my pocketbook, along with three quarters and a
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                penny. Although Carol would hardly press me for the price of a loaf of bread-and a can of tunafish, today was Tuesday and the laundryman was due. The check was surely too large for him to cash, but if I let the laundry bill go for a week, there was Mr. Williams to be paid for the taxis. If I told Mr. Williams I would pay him tomorrow I could pay Carol for the loaf of bread and the can of tunafish. But tomorrow was Wednesday and that meant that before school Laurie and Jannie would each need thirty-five cents for milk money and my mind stopped dully before the problem of dividing three quarters into two thirty-five-centses. I was debating shelving the whole matter and going back to bed when there was a knock at the back door, and when I opened it, there was Mr. Anderson. "Missus said I should come right over," he explained. "Said you had no heat for the kids."


                "The furnace is off," I said, to clarify the situation. "It's down cellar." Mr. Anderson—perhaps because of his pressing social obligations—operates always on a strictly cash basis; there is a rumor about him, implicitly believed by me, that if he is not paid immediately he goes right back downstairs and breaks the furnace again. "I hope you can fix it," I said weakly as Mr. Anderson disappeared down the cellar stairs, conversing cheerily as he went; by the time he had begun a sort of rhythmic banging on the boiler I was in Laurie's room, my back carefully turned to Jannie, examining his wallet, which contained eleven cents—not even enough to solve the milk money problem. I had been hoping for the five dollars his grandparents had sent him for a football, and would have kicked myself when I remembered that I had personally driven him into town so he could spend it on model cars. His bank, however, was on the dresser.


                "What you doing?" Jannie asked from the bed. She put down a piece of puzzle to watch me.


                "Looking for something," I said truthfully.


                "Oh," Jannie said. "Is it there?"


                "Yep," I said.


                By the time Mr. Anderson came stamping back upstairs I was sitting cheerfully at the dining room table, running my fingers richly through a heap of nickels and dimes. "Just needed starting up, is all," Mr. Anderson said, frowning dubiously at the ornamental cow which is Laurie's bank and at the table knife I had been using to pry my way into it; "Could of done it yourself."
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                  touch a furnace, and said, "And what do I owe you, Mr. Anderson?" "Dollar'll do it," he said, and watched wide-eyed while I carefully counted out a dollar in nickels and dimes and swept it off the table and poured it into his hand. "There you are," I said. "I hope you don't mind change."


                  "Well, thanks," Mr. Anderson said. He closed his big hand around the money and carried it that way to the back door, and I followed him, talking with animation about how glad I was that there had been nothing really wrong with the furnace, and didn't it look like it might stop raining, after all. Mr. Anderson got into his truck, jingling, and drove off down the driveway without looking back, and I went back to my heap of money and began to set it out in piles of nickels and dimes, humming to myself. I could hardly leave the bank entirely empty, in case Laurie picked it up and expected it to rattle, so I reluctantly returned half a dozen nickels to it. That, it turned out, left me enough to pay the laundryman, but for the garbage man, whom I had completely forgotten, I had to resort to Jannie, who was quite poor, and, with Sally's meagre collection of pennies, left me with forty-three cents in pennies and my original three quarters. Carol came with my loaf of bread and my can of tunafish and resolutely declined to take the pennies, because if she took them home she would only have to put them in her penny bank. I had to let the taxi go without paying Mr. Williams, since by that time I had put all the banks carefully back in place and I felt that it might look suspicious to Laurie if I tried paying the taxi fare in pennies. While I was making the creamed tunafish for supper Cliff came to fix the furnace, and I told him that Mr. Anderson had already come, but would he mind getting the top off this jar of mayonnaise? He hit it with a table knife and held it under hot water and tried it in the door jamb and I said I would make a vinegar dressing instead and he said oh, yes, Nancy thought I might like to come over for some bridge tonight; they could get a fourth.


                  I was about to accept with pleasure when I recalled that our babysitter's toll has gone up to forty cents an hour, and since I had to have milk money I could afford to play only forty-eight cents worth of bridge, or barely one rubber. So I said, smiling bravely, that I thought I had better stay at home with my fatherless children. Eddie brought my car back about seven; "Carburetor," he said briefly, wip-
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                    ing the steering wheel with a greasy sleeve before getting out. "All set now."


                    My husBand called that night and asked how was everything going, and I said well, the car had broken down and the furnace had gone out and I had run out of money and no one could get the top off the mayonnaise. He asked had he better come right home? and I said of course not, everything was fine now, except for the mayonnaise. He was just back from having dinner with friends, he said, and was on his way to a poker game.


                    I went to bed about ten and lay awake for two hours listening to a funny noise going on somewhere in the cellar or the attic or maybe it was only someone prowling around outside. When I woke up the next morning the sun was out and the children were laughing in the kitchen and I lay in bed for a minute thinking of how a day full of troubles and annoyances, like yesterday, always brought a fine day like today, and I must be sure to remember this in future. Cheerfully I made cream of wheat for breakfast, filled the lunch-boxes, brushed the hair, tied the shoes, gathered the books, and got everyone shepherded into the car by twenty after eight. "Well, well/' I said, "we're in plenty of time this morning/'


                    "Laurie sits with the girls, Laurie sits with the girrrrrrrls."


                    "Now you listen—"


                    "Old Mother Hubbid-"


                    "Children," I said, a smile in my voice, "let's not be cross with one another on such a beautiful day. Let's all be happy, and glad the sun is out. Let's everyone smile* 9


                    I pressed the starter.


                    "Cubbid."


                    I pressed the starter again.


                    The indefinable sense of harvest entered the house, of apples to be stored away, of Christmas in the perceptible future. A fever of activity seized me, and I painted the girls' bookcase yellow. The lawn furniture came indoors and I began wondering if the snowsuits could go another winter. One day I brought Jannie home a little silk scarf, blue and pink check, and she accepted it with pleasure, remarking that she would surely, surely wear it to school the next day. She wore it tied fashionably around her neck, in a trim bow, and I pointed it out to her father, who said it looked very nice indeed. The


                    next day she had threaded her little scarf casually through the top buttonhole of her jacket; the day after that she tied it loosely around her hair in back. Wondering, I went off and got myself a little purple scarf. I spent fifteen minutes trying to tie it loosely around my hair in back and it made me look like a chorus girl dressed as a rabbit. I gave my purple scarf to Jannie, and she tied it to her pink and blue one, and wore the two together as a belt around the top of her skirt, from which she had removed the shoulder-straps. The next day she had one tied around her wrist and the other neatly folded on her dresser. Timidly I offered her two more, one gold and one green, and the next day Sally came to breakfast with her hair tied into a topknot with the green one; Jannie was wearing the gold one in her hair. I pointed this out to her father, and he said it looked very nice indeed. Emboldened, I came to Jannie with a little white scarf I had bought and asked her to tie up my hair for me and she brought a chair and a hairbrush and worked over me for quite a while, fussing and murmuring and clucking her tongue. Finally she got down and came around and looked at me from the front and sighed and said "Well, go show Daddy." I went and showed Daddy and he looked at me for a long minute and then looked at Jannie, and Jannie shrugged and my husband said to me, "Whatever happened to that nice blue dress you used to wear? The one I liked?"


                    I gave the little white scarf to Jannie and went off sullenly and spent the rest of the day mothproofing bathing suits.


                    Laurie came home from school at about that time with a frightful little ditty which began "Salami was a dancer who danced before the king, and every time she danced she didn't wear a thing . . ." Jannie learned it immediately and they chanted it in chorus. Sally laboriously learned to sing "Jingle Bells."


                    Two days before his eighth birthday, Laurie rode his bike around a bend, directly into the path of a car. I can remember with extraordinary clarity that one of the people in the crowd which gathered handed me a lighted cigarette, I can remember saying reasonably that we all ought not to be standing in the middle of the road like this, I can remember the high step up into the ambulance. When they told us at the hospital, late that night, that everything was going to be all right, we came home and I finished drying the breakfast dishes. Laurie woke up in the hospital the next morning, with no memory of anything that had happened since breakfast two days
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                    before, and he was so upset by the thought that he had ridden in an ambulance a,nd not known about it that the ambulance had to be engaged again to bring him home two weeks later, with the sirens screaming and an extremely proud Jannie sitting beside him and traffic separating on either side.


                    We put him, of course, into our bedroom; my mother always used to put sick children into the "big" bed, and I have still that half-remembered feeling that it is one of the signs of being really sick, sick enough to stay home from school. My mother, however, never had to cope with anything more complex than my brother's broken arm: I had under my wavering care this active patient with concussion, a broken hand, and various patched-up cuts and bruises; who was not, under doctor's orders, to excite himself, to move his arm; who was not, most particularly, to raise his head or try to turn over; and who was not, it was clearly evident, going to pay any attention to anything the doctor said.


                    "Now I'm home I can have whatever I want," Laurie announced immediately I arrived in the room with the tray of orange juice, plain toast, and chicken soup which my mother before me believed was the proper basic treatment for an invalid; he cast a disapproving eye at the tray, and said, "Doc said I could have real food."


                    "The most important thing," I told him, "is for you to keep yourself quiet, and warm, and not excited. That dog, for instance."


                    Toby buried his huge head under the pillow and tried to pretend that he was invisible. "What dog?" said Laurie.


                    "And," I went on with great firmness, patting Toby absently on the shoulder, "you are absolutely not to lift your head and you are absolutely not to move without help and if you do—"


                    "I got to go back to the hospital," Laurie said. He wiggled comfortably into the hollow under Toby's chin. "It wasn't so bad there," he said. "Food was good, anyway."


                    "Jannie and Sally are not allowed in this room. No visitors at all for at least a week."


                    Shax moved softly into the doorway, looked at me and then speculatively at Laurie, and then walked sedately across the room and went up onto the bed, where he settled down without haste next to Laurie's feet, purring. Laurie grinned at me. "Jannie's already been here," he said. "She was telling me one of her stories while you


                    were downstairs fixing that junk on the tray, and Sally brought me her teddy bear."


                    I sighed.


                    "It's under the covers somewhere/' Laurie said. "Doc said you would tell me all about it, all about what happened."


                    "We won't think about it."


                    "Doc said I was hit by a car."


                    "So you were."


                    "I don't remember." Laurie was accusing. "Seems as though I'd remember something about it."


                    "I think it's just as well," I said. "Better to remember pleasant things than sad ones."


                    'What's so sad about this?"


                    "Keep your head down." I settled back in the armchair and took up my book. "You go to sleep; I'll sit right here."


                    Laurie closed his eyes obediently, but Toby wriggled and Laurie laughed. "Listen," he said, "tell me about it."


                    "There's nothing you don't already know," I said. "It's all over, after all."


                    "Was there a lot of blood?"


                    "Laurie, surely—"


                    "Was there?"


                    "There was some," I said reluctantly.


                    "On the road?"


                    "Yes. Keep your head down."


                    "Gee," Laurie said luxuriously. "And the cops—did the cops come? Doc said the cops called him."


                    "Officer Harrison was there, and he took charge of everything. It was Sunday and he was home cutting his lawn and he came right over when he heard—when it happened."


                    "When he heard the crash," Laurie said. "Gee, what a noise it must of made."


                    "Keep your head down."


                    "How many cops?"


                    "Officer Harrison, and Mr. Lanza, and two or three others I didn't know. I called the State police station and thanked them a few days ago. They were very happy to hear that you were so much better."


                    "Doc said you fainted."


                    "I did not" I sat up indignantly.
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                      "Did Daddy faint?"


                      "Certainly not."


                      "Did Jasnie faint?"


                      "I sent Jannie and Sally down to the Olsons'," I said. "They don't know very much about it."


                      "I won't tell them," Laurie said reassuringly. "What about my bike—is it all right?"


                      "Well," I said, "no, it isn't. As a matter of fact, it's broken."


                      "I bet it is," said Laurie, with relish. "Boy, did that bike ever get smacked—I bet it's in a million pieces."


                      "Keep your head down."


                      "Hey, what about my clothes?" Laurie said, remembering. "I woke up in the hospital and I had on a nightgown; what about my clothes?"


                      "Since you're feeling so well," I said, remembering, "I might as well point out that even though I was quite worried about you, I was positively ashamed when they undressed you at the hospital. I distinctly remember telling you to put on clean clothes that morning, and whatever may be said for your shirt, your underwear—"


                      "They undressed me at the hospital? Who?"


                      "The nurse. And when I saw that underwear—"


                      "The nurse? She undressed me?"


                      "Keep your head down*'


                      "Oh, brother," said Laurie. He thought, while Toby, his head on the pillow, breathed heavily and happily, and Shax stirred, lifted his head, and curled up more comfortably. "Where are my clothes now?" Laurie asked finally.


                      "Your shoes are put neatly— neatly— under the chair in your room. That underwear has been sent to the laundry, and your socks and blue jeans, too." I hesitated. "Your shirt was thrown out," I said.


                      "Why?" Laurie demanded. "Why was my shirt thrown out?"


                      "It was torn," I said.


                      "Torn? You mean it was covered with blood or something?"


                      "No," I said. "It was torn. Cut."


                      "Cut?"


                      "Keep your head down. They cut it off you at the hospital."


                      "They did?" Laurie said, his eyes shining. "They had to cut it off?"


                      "Well, they preferred to."


                      "Where is it?"


                      
                        "I told you it was thrown out. They gave me your clothes at the hospital and told me the shirt was thrown out."


                        Laurie asked accusingly, "You didn't keep that shirt? All covered with blood and you didn't keep it?"


                        "Why should I keep it?"


                        "Which one was it? The green checked one?"


                        "That was the one you took off in the morning. You put on the new shirt with the baseball picture."


                        "That one? My new one?"


                        "There are plenty of others," I said, making a mental note about never going near those baseball shirts again. "How about you go to sleep now?"


                        "That good baseball shirt? And you went and threw it out?"


                        "You couldn't have worn it again."


                        "Who wants to wear it?" said Laurie. "What else happened?"


                        "Well," I said, "Brooklyn lost the pennant that same afternoon."


                        "I heard the Series in the hospital," Laurie said. "What a robbery."


                        "Would you like to go to sleep now?"


                        "I bet Dad was nearly crazy," Laurie said.


                        ^Not at all," I said, "he was-"


                        "Losing the last day like that. Gee," Laurie said, squeezing down between Toby and Shax, "it's not bad being home."


                        A month later, with satisfaction only secondary to Laurie's, I took him back to school to pick up his books so he could try to catch up on his work. "Remember," I told him in the car before we went into the school, "thank the teacher and the kids for the nice basket they sent you."


                        "Yeah," Laurie said. He had chosen ten in the morning as the ideal moment to present himself at school.


                        "And don't forget to thank the teacher for her flowers."


                        "Yeah."


                        "And tell her I'll help you at home with arithmetic."


                        "Come on," Laurie said.


                        We entered the classroom in triumph; Laurie threw open the door and stood for a moment in the doorway before advancing with a swagger Cyrano might have envied. "I'm back," he said into the quiet of the spelling lesson.


                        "Thank you so much for the flowers," I told the teacher. "Laurie appreciated them so much."
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                          Laurie sat on one of the front desks, holding his hand with the traction splint prominently displayed. All the third-grade girls gathered abound him, and the boys sat on the floor and on nearby desks. "—And I guess there were five hundred people there," he was saying, "they came tearing in from all over. And the street—you oughta seen the street— covered with blood—"


                          "I'll go over his arithmetic with him," I told the teacher.


                          "He was doing splendidly," she said absently, her eyes on Laurie.


                          "—And my good shirt, they had to cut it off me, ten doctors, and there was so much blood on it they had to throw it away because it was all cut to pieces and bloody. And I went in an ambulance with the sireens and boy! did we travel. Boy!"


                          "And will he need to go over his reading?"


                          "Excuse me," said Laurie's teacher. Unwillingly, she moved closer to the spellbinder, her hand still reassuringly on my arm. "And my mother fainted," he was saying, "and my father . . ."
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                              basic and most jeering of childhood tunes, the "da, da, da-dd, da," or "J know a secret," melody; Laurie began collecting pictures of baseball player?, which came enclosed in packages of bubble gum; in my day they used to be in packages of licorice. The candy cigarette turned up, and the chocolate apple; they no longer give away baseball bats with pairs of new shoes, but Buster Brown still grins with his dog from the soles. A whole section of forgotten past came back, for instance, one evening when Laurie remarked joyfully that a house near the school had a ghost in it and none of the kids from school would walk past it, although one intrepid adventurer named Oliver maintained that he had been inside and had of course seen the ghost, and "Boy," Laurie said with reminiscent pleasure, "was he scared!"


                              My husband and I looked at one another; in my case it was a house on the next block—the one next to the vacant lot—and the boy who said he had been inside was named Andy Young (how is it that I have not forgotten Andy Young in all these years?) and my husband remembered that there was a shack at the back of the school yard which had a ghost in it and that one Louie Fair had been inside. In all cases the punchline of the story was precisely, "Boy, was he scared!" My husband and I found ourselves repeating the same amused platitudes about boys who went into haunted houses that our parents had used to us, Laurie retorted that everyone knew this house was haunted and he bet we wouldn't go inside, and there was a familiar split-second hesitation before my husband and I answered, in chorus, that certainly we would go inside, if it were not that the house belonged to someone else who would presumably resent our entering without permission. Laurie said Boy, he bet a ghost was sure a scarey thing to see, and his father offered to compose a document demonstrating that our house was haunted if Laurie would take copies of this document and distribute them, like handbills, around the neighborhood. Laurie agreed with delight, and the conversation closed, in traditional style, with the flat statement that Laurie was not to go into the haunted house under any circumstances since it was a) someone else's property and b) if abandoned, probably dangerous, with broken glass and falling beams. Point c) was not mentioned, but I personally have always believed in ghosts; I taught Laurie later a small charm against evil spirits, disguising it


                              as a nursery rhyme. The handbill* was duly composed and Laurie set out with it, although along the way he fell in with evil spirits against whom his charm was powerless and played two innings of Softball; when his father asked him later about the handbill he said that Mrs. Wright, down the road, had read it and thought it was very clever and asked Laurie if he had written it himself. Mrs. Collins had not had time to read it right then but said she would send over a plate of cookies later. By the time school started again in the fall, gang warfare had taken over the fourth grade and the ghost was allowed to languish in his haunted house, untroubled again by Oliver, although I daresay that when someday Laurie's son remarks that a friend of his has explored a haunted house, Oliver's name will come, freely and with nostalgia, to Laurie's mind.


                              The opening of school that fall found Sally, scorning the overalls which now read LAURIE JANNIE SALLY, preparing to enter upon nursery school. Jannie's girls had all retired abruptly to a ranch in Texas, from which they very rarely wrote illegible letters to their mother, but Sally now had a house of her own, located approximately and damply in the middle of the river near our house; we all heard a great deal about this retreat of Sally's, in which a number of small children Sally's age lived in utter happiness upon lollipops and corn on the cob. Sally visited there, she explained, at night after the rest of us were asleep, and when she was particularly angry with any of us she shouted furiously, "You can't come to my house!"


                              Sally had at this time entered with complete abandon into a form-fitting fairyland; I saw her sometimes as wandering perpetually in a misty odd world, where familiar shapes merged and changed as she passed and occasionally a brother or a sister or a parent, stepping from behind a tree, might briefly interrupt her journey; with the exception of Jannie, who slept in the same room and had no refuge from Sally's bedroom stories, I spent more time with Sally than with anyone else, and began to find that a large part of my daily activity was accompanied by Sally's tuneful and unceasing conversation; part song, part story, part uncomplimentary editorial comment. Around the house, my head deep in a pillowcase or the oven, my eyes fo-cussed on that supernatural neatness which the housewife sees somehow shadowing her familiar furniture, it was largely possible to * See Appendix.
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                                disregard, or not-quite-hear, Sally, but in the car I was entirely what I believe is cajled a captive audience. We traveled far afield that fall, Sally and f, up and down familiar and unfamiliar roads, going perhaps after pumpkins, or taking a side road because for a minute it looked unusually yellow to Sally, or just going the longest way around because it took us over a covered bridge crossing Sally's river and people living nearby owned a baby goat. "In my river," Sally remarked once, chillingly, "we sleep in wet beds, and we hear our mothers calling us/'—giving me a sudden terrifying picture of my own face, leaning over the water, wavering, and my voice far away and echoing; "The water is probably extremely cold," I told her, and shivered. "In the river," Sally said, "no one ever comes except us." We drove upon occasion, Sally and I, up and down Murphy's Hill, which was every bit as steep going up as it was going down and led only to a kind of plateau neatly edged with trees; in the fall these trees presented an appearance sufficiently startling to make a trip up (and of course down) Murphy's Hill a rewarding experience even beyond its roller coaster aspects; the vines on the trunks of these trees turned red early, and the trees stayed green late, and a row of straight, youthful green trees with bright red trunks was a sight I have never seen except at the top of Murphy's Hill.


                                Sally habitually rode standing on her head in the back seat, and gave every sign of regarding me as perhaps an additional fixture to the car, a sort of extension of the steering wheel; her conversation included me casually, and my comments became a sort of counterpoint to which she attended when it was necessary, perhaps, to find a rhyme, or perfect a rhythm; we found ourselves one day on a back road, turning a corner suddenly into a herd of cows.


                                "Do you know who I am?" Sally was singing, on her head in the back seat, "DO YOU KNOW WHO I AM?"


                                The cows were wandering vaguely, very much, I suppose, in the manner of cows unsupervised and not in the least pleased about it; they crowded the road and moved in all directions at once. "I'm a rat and you're a fish," Sally sang, "and now you know who I am."


                                "Do turn yourself rightside up," I said. "The road is covered with cows and I can't see out the back window."


                                There was nothing to do, of course, but stop the car and wait until some avenue opened itself through the cows. I am earnestly afraid of all large animals; I closed the car windows tight and cringed in my


                                seat, entirely convinced that a cow was going to try to climb onto, or into, the car. "Look at all the cows," I said to Sally with a sort of wild gaiety; I did not, after all, want to communicate to a small child my fears, which might possibly be unfounded; "I guess you never saw this many cows before."


                                "These are not cows," Sally said. "These are giants."


                                "See how they stop and look at us," I remarked airily, moving over into the center of the front seat. "I suppose they wonder what we are." I grinned back convulsively at a bovine face next to the window. "Nice cow," I said.


                                "Lots and lots and lots of giants, and when I see giants I know their mothers are coming to eat me."


                                This corresponded so nearly to my own apprehensions that, wildly disregarding the probable suicidal result of frightening a herd of cows into a stampede, I slammed my hand down onto the horn and my foot onto the gas pedal. The cows backed away and turned, lumbering against one another, and finally determined unanimously on one direction, which was down the road ahead of us; running, so that with Sally calling encouragement from a rear window and me leaning on the horn, we found ourselves in the odd position of chasing a herd of cows swiftly down a country road. "Run, giants, run," Sally shouted out the window. I made a broad screaming turn onto a side road and pulled up, panting and listening to the thunder of hooves as the cows made off into the distance. "Golly," I said.


                                "Giants are very nice sometimes," Sally remarked, turning herself upside down, "and sometimes giants are not very nice and sometimes giants are very nice and sometimes giants are—"


                                It was the day of Sally's fingers, I think, when we went to get the apples. There was a farm not far away where they sold an honest frost-bitten apple and had a speckled hen in a cage, and Sally and I made it, that fall, one of our regular stopping-off places; Sally was always given an apple to eat, and I always admired the speckled hen, and we came home with the car full of apples and their rich scent; on this day Sally had amused herself by counting the fingers on her left hand, which came out six, and the fingers in her glove, which came out five, and she was deeply involved in the problem of accommodating her fingers into the glove, which had unreasonably fit perfectly until now, the road was narrow and winding, and I was humming to myself and watching the way the sun came through the
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                                colored trees. We moved without any recognition of danger onto a scene of fire;J realized as we came around a corner that there had been a vague sense of activity and noise ahead, but as I slowed down the wild approach of the fire engine sounded behind me and I had no choice but to pull my car quickly over into the ditch as the engine rushed by. So there we sat, Sally and I, in the car, unable to turn and go back the way we had come, surely unable to go forward, and —I, at least—most unwilling to stay where we were. "Is it a giant?" Sally asked uncertainly, coming over into the front seat to look out, "is it a giant, or what?"


                                "It's a fire," I said. "That farmhouse is burning."


                                "Why?" Sally asked.


                                I thought fleetingly that perhaps this would be a good time to warn Sally against playing with matches, but my moment had passed; "It looks like a giant to me" she said. "Are we going to stay here?"


                                "Until the road ahead is clear," I said. "We've got to wait till those other cars get out of the way, because we can't turn around."


                                "Then I will have another apple," Sally said. She returned to the back seat, found an apple, and stood herself up on her head. "I am going to sing an apple song," she said.


                                We had to stay there for over an hour; it was quite a fire. Had the farmer whose home was burning been of a philosophical turn— which I am fairly sure he was not—and believed that he was due for at least one fire during his lifetime and was having it now, he might have taken great consolation in the way this one came off; his livestock, I learned from brief bulletins from the firemen, was safe, his children securely at school, his wife and farmhands unharmed, his insurance invulnerable, and as we arrived they had been carrying out his television set. The sound country policy of letting the burning house go and trying to save the buildings nearby was being put into practice; the fire hose stretched nicely to Sally's river, and although the house and barn, which were close to one another and both hopelessly lost, flamed ominously, the firemen were successfully soaking down the other outbuildings and the one or two neighboring houses. There was not even a wind.


                                "I'm a sweetie," Sally sang, "I'm a honey, I'm a poppacorn, I'm a potato chip, all my days for you."


                                My principal feeling, beyond the primitive terror of the fire itself,


                                
                                  was of embarrassment. I was deeply concerned lest these people assume that we, my daughter and I, had come curiously to watch their fire. I wanted very much to catch hold of one of the firemen and explain that we were here entirely by accident, like the fire itself; we had been passing by, I would tell him, on our way home from buying apples, and had been caught by chance on this road; we did not ordinarily race fire engines to fires, I would go on, but in this case, what with the narrow road . . .


                                  "Aren't they through yet?" Sally demanded over my shoulder.


                                  "Almost," I said. "The fire engine is getting ready to leave."


                                  "We shouldn't of stayed this long," Sally said.


                                  I pulled out of the ditch, and waved cheerily to the farmer's wife as we went by. We reached home to find the rest of our family waiting restlessly for dinner.


                                  "We got apples," I said to my husband, "and we saw—"


                                  "Giants" Sally swung wildly on her father's arm, "Giants" She nodded.


                                  "Giants?" my husband asked me, staring.


                                  "There was a big giant party and they were cooking marshmallows," Sally said. She caught Jannie in a long ominous look. "Giant marshmallows." Her voice dropped to a compelling whisper. "And the giants were all stamping around and the mother giant sat there and watched them, and the mother giant said 'Wait till those other cars get out of the way and then we can go home/ And I had ninety-seven apples. And we came over the river and the mother giant went in and got drowned dead." There was a short, respectful silence.


                                  Finally Laurie inquired of his father, "Who was Aristides the Just?"


                                  "Friend of your mother's," my husband said absently. "Apple pie?" he said hopefully to me.


                                  "I got to do a report," Laurie said.


                                  "Y'know something?" Jannie asked me. She glanced around at her younger sister and then went on in a low voice, "I don't believe it when Sally tells about giants. Do you?"


                                  "Certainly not," I said. "She's just making it up." And recognized clearly that there was no ring of conviction whatever in my voice. "My goodness," I said heartily, "who's afraid of giants?"


                                  During that fall the conflict of individual cultures in our family became explicit, and uncontrollable. My husband and I, a little frayed after a number of years spent—it seems—almost entirely in
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                                  the society of small children, had managed to build up little sets of foibles which we were reluctant to sacrifice. Laurie had developed opinions which could only be called decided. Sally had not so far seen any reason for doubting that anything could be achieved if you just made enough noise about it. Jannie, who had never in her life doubted anything she said herself although no parental pronouncements sounded to her entirely impartial or, no matter how emphatic, reasonable, entered first grade that fall and came into contact with the public school system.


                                  Now, I have nothing against the public school system as it is presently organized, once you allow the humor of its basic assumption about how it is possible to teach things to children, and my experiences with Laurie have convinced me that the schools are well enough, and my children are well enough, and it is only any chance combination of these two which is apt to become explosive. Laurie succeeded in fighting his way to the fourth grade without showing any noticeable signs of contact with education, but Jannie brought up against the school with an impact which must have been felt in the very bedrock of learning, and which certainly put a crack in the family hearthstone.


                                  I had been warned that when a little girl goes to school she prefers to wear dresses and pigtails, but Jannie thought she would rather wear shorts the first day, and an old baseball hat of Laurie's. I struggled out of bed on the morning which was to see Jannie off to school for the first time and combed my hair and dressed myself with the idea of appearing before teachers and other mothers, escorting my daughter, but Jannie told me at breakfast, "If I am going to go to school at all, I think I would prefer to go by myself."


                                  After five busy years I no longer attempted to argue with Jannie before breakfast; I nodded and slipped my shoes off under the breakfast table. "You don't mind my coming to the door to wave goodbye to you, I suppose?" I asked, and Jannie, considering, said, "If you don't cry or something."


                                  "Do I have to take her to school?" Laurie demanded. "On the bus and all?"


                                  Laurie regarded the new school bus as his personal and exclusive conveyance. "She's got to go to school," I said. "They don't let children grow up and not go to school."


                                  
                                    Laurie, regarding his sister, laughed bitterly, and Jannie said, "I believe I'll sit in the.other end of the bus from Laurie. I don't care for unpolite boys."


                                    "Do I have to hold her hand?" Laurie asked.


                                    "Certainly you do not," Jannie said. "I prefer to go by myself, thank you. If I am going to school at all, that is."


                                    The notion that she might, upon consideration, decide not to go to school at all, was enough for me. "Will you be careful?" I asked.


                                    "Once," Jannie remarked exclusively to Sally, "I had a friend named Susan, and Susan went to the horse racing and she betted on a horse named Susan, and the horse fell through the side of the track and all the horses went to see if he was all right and he had broken the gate and all the men got away and the horses couldn't catch them to bring them back."


                                    "Ah," said Sally intelligently. "You can't come to my house."


                                    I had no trouble not crying when Jannie left; after all these years during which I have seen one child or another go off to one place or another and managed to control myself except during major crises like Cub Scout award meetings and nursery school Dancing Days-after all these years my goodbye kiss and my wave from the front window no longer exhibit more than the mildest apprehension. Jannie climbed stoutly into the school bus, her brother behind her pretending unsuccessfully that she was just some girl who happened to get on at the same stop he did, and I saw Jannie's head move down the bus to a seat at the end. "Sister's gone to school," I said to Sally.


                                    "Ah," said Sally. "And will she come home again?"


                                    Laurie reported, when he came home at three o'clock, that although he looked for her, and waited at the bus, and even, with some faint vestige of fraternal feeling, asked a couple kids if they had seen his sister, Jannie had not got on the bus, and at four o'clock I was driving back and forth between our house and the school for the sixth time when I saw Jannie wandering and singing along the side of the road. I stopped the car next to her and leaped out, babbling, and she took my hand amiably and said, "I think school will be all right for me, after all."


                                    "Where have you been?" I said.


                                    "I followed my teacher home," Jannie said. "I wanted to see where she lived."


                                    At the end of her second week in first grade Jannie remarked one
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                                      evening at the dinner table, "Mrs. Skinner says paper napkins are vulgar." Mrs. Skinner is the first grade teacher, and it had already, by then, b«gun to get through to the rest of us that Mrs. Skinner's opinions, relayed through Jannie, were inclined to be vehement, positive, and perhaps even a shade on the critical side. "Mrs. Skinner/' Jannie went on, eyeing her brother, "says little boys are made of snails."


                                      "Who's little?" Laurie demanded, stung. "Seems to me—"


                                      "I beg your humble pardon," said Jannie—"I beg your humble pardon" is another Skinnerism—"I beg your humble pardon, but Mrs. Skinner says that boys any size are made of snails and little girls like Sally and me—"


                                      "Sally and I," said Laurie.


                                      "I beg your humble pardon, —like Sally and me are dainty and sweet."


                                      "Huh," said Laurie eloquently.


                                      "And now I think of it, what's so vulgar about paper napkins?" I wanted to know.


                                      "Mrs. Skinner," Jannie said gently, "doesn't care if you use paper napkins. Mrs. Skinner will let you use paper napkins if you want to. But then you're just vulgar, is all."


                                      "Some people," Laurie remarked, addressing his plate, "some people just think they know everything, I really do believe. Some people just think they know everything."


                                      "Jannie and me are dainty and sweet, aren't we, Jannie?" Sally gestured with her fork, scattering green peas generously onto the table. "And Laurie is full of snails."


                                      "Children, be quiet," my husband said firmly. "Mother and I want to talk." He addressed me through a profound silence. "Did you sew the button on my shirt?" he inquired.


                                      "Water with the meal," Jannie murmured, "is unsanitary."


                                      We had been exposed to Mrs. Skinner from about the third day of school, when Jannie came home with a mimeographed sheet of paper containing her instructions for conduct in the first grade; she was not, I noted from the paper, to come to school with dirty fingernails, broken shoelaces, or odorous lunches. She was to wear dresses or skirts. ("Mrs. Skinner says girls wearing pants are vulgar.") Her hair was to be cut short or braided, her socks matching, and no pins were to be in evidence. ("How about a dental plate for that missing


                                      front tooth?" I asked impolitely, and Jannie smiled at me with sweet tolerance.) She was not to wear jewelry (vulgar) or earmuffs. If she intended to visit anyone after school, or to sniffle moderately (immoderate or obtrusive sniffling was not countenanced) or to require a container of milk with her lunch, she was to bring a note. If her shoes needed soling, or she squinted at the blackboard, or created a disturbance during Songtime, Mrs. Skinner would send a note back. No parent was, under any circumstances whatsoever, for any reason up to and including absolute national emergency, to visit the classroom at any time except—Mrs. Skinner's unwilling bow to the school authorities and their tyranny—during Parent's Visiting Week. Children were not encouraged to discuss their home life at school.


                                      "Mrs. Skinner says/' Jannie remarked as her father read the mimeographed notice for the third apoplectic time, "that men who smoke are vulgar, especially cigars/'


                                      It did not take us very long to find out that Mrs. Skinner thought that raised voices, dining in restaurants, and playing cards were all vulgar. Jannie took to keeping care of her own socks and she bathed every night, and once a week, while we were out carousing at our regular bridge game, she washed her hair inefficiently. "A girl," she told me, "who does not keep herself clean is unwomanly."


                                      'Talking about being clean is vulgar," I told her nastily.


                                      "Clean talk," said Jannie, "is womanly."


                                      "I beg your humble pardon," I said.


                                      "Granted," said Jannie.


                                      "This is unbearable," I said to my husband, after Jannie had set out her clean dress for tomorrow with her clean socks, and had cleaned her fingernails and gone to bed, "this is positively vulgar—I mean unbearable."


                                      "What's so vulgar about keeping your hands in your pockets, is what I want to know?" my husband said unhappily, looking up from a book catalogue. "I have to put my hands in my pockets sometimes; I keep my cigarettes and my wallet and my handkerchief—"


                                      "Smoking is unsanitary anyway," I said.


                                      "Cats give you colds," Jannie remarked the next afternoon when she came home from school; she dropped her jacket into the center of the hall floor and made an ostentatious large circle around poor old Shax, who raised his head and stared at her with honest surprise. "Cats give you colds and dogs give you mange."


                                      
                                        500 SHIRLEY JACKSON


                                        "Now, look, young lady/' I said sternly, "you go right out and pick up your jacket and apologize to Shax. You haven't had a cold since—"


                                        "I beg your humble pardon. Mrs. Skinner says cats give you colds."


                                        "Cats do not—"


                                        "It's vulgar to contradict."


                                        During a fairly stormy dinner, during which Laurie fled the table in a blind fury, shouting, "What the hell do I have to be womanly for?" Jannie succeeded in eliminating string beans (unsanitary), coffee (unhealthy), and the clearing of the table by the lady of the house (vulgar). She told her father while I was bringing in the dessert and setting a tray to take upstairs to Laurie that we must really get a housekeeper.


                                        "Who is going to pay for this housekeeper?" her father asked, the way he always asks me.


                                        "Speaking of money is vulgar," Jannie said.


                                        Sally, who demonstrated the far-reaching arm of Mrs. Skinner by preserving an awed silence when her sister spoke, and by even making some abortive attempts to keep herself clean, said now, "I'm dainty, aren't I? Can I have more dessert?"


                                        " 'May,' dear," Jannie said. "We say 'May I have more dessert/ " She implied pointedly by her tone that her father and mother habitually and vulgarly used 'can,' as we do. "Dear Mother," she went on— "Dear Mother" is, I hardly need point out, Mrs. Skinner's presumable manner of addressing her mother—"I need two buttons sewed on my jacket before tomorrow. Mrs. Skinner says that if you thread the needle for me I can do them as well as you do."


                                        "You may tell Mrs. Skinner," I said tensely, "that I have quite enough to do with the dinner dishes and drawing your—" I hesitated, deleting a vulgar word "—bath, without sitting down to teach you to sew. You may tell Mrs. Skinner that if she is so—" I deleted again "—womanly she can teach you to sew. And furthermore—"


                                        "A lady who does not know how to sew nicely is—"


                                        My husband and I flipped a coin—secretly, because money is vulgar and gambling is unwomanly and our expressed opinions were, to say the least, unsanitary—to decide which of us would stop by during Parent's Visiting Week and beard Mrs. Skinner. My husband lost, but I had to promise to stand right outside the door while he was talking to Mrs. Skinner and rush in if he were cornered.


                                        The morning her father was to attend school Jannie looked him


                                        
                                          over carefully. "I told you a million times that standing with your hands in your pockets is vulgar" she said. "And even though you're made of snails you don't have to—"


                                          "Show it," my husband said miserably. "I suppose it's this tie."


                                          "The tie's all right" Jannie said without conviction, and sighed. "I wish you'd sort of give up Parent's Day this month," she said. "I'm going to have a real spell of faintness waiting for you in the car."


                                          I stood outside the door of the first grade room, with a clear view of the health chart on the front blackboard and the row of trim geraniums on the window sill, and I heard Mrs. Skinner saying clearly, in a voice which carried beautifully across the empty desks and out into the hall, but in a voice also not raised and not in the least, I am sorry to say, vulgar, "Your little Joanne is a charming child, charming. So refined." She lowered her voice slightly. "You know, sir, that there are children in every class, and from every walk of life, mind you, who are coarse. Who are even unclean."


                                          "Vulgar, I suppose," my husband said.


                                          "Precisely." I could almost hear Mrs. Skinner glowing with satisfaction. "Vulgar, precisely the word I was hesitating to use. But little Joanne . . ." her voice died off tenderly.


                                          "How about your own children?" my husband asked.


                                          "They are many of them unbelievably charming, of course," Mrs. Skinner said, "but of course from every walk of life . . ."


                                          "No," my husband said, "your own children. Children you've— well— had yourself."


                                          "I regret to say," Mrs. Skinner said with a soft wistfulness, "that we have not been blessed—"


                                          "Not having children is unwomanly," my husband said, "in a woman."


                                          "True, true," Mrs. Skinner said, and sighed again. "My spells of faintness," she said; "my unfortunate weak limbs . . . but," she added brightly, "you did not want to hear about my troubles, sir. We were speaking of your little Joanne—such a charming child."


                                          "However," my husband said relentlessly, "I presume that had you been blessed with little charmers of your own they would have caught colds from cats?"


                                          "I beg your pardon?"


                                          "I beg your humble pardon," my husband said. "Is Jannie doing all right in her school work?"
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                                            "She is excellent in cleanliness—I don't believe I ever saw a child so conscientious about her nails; her imaginative qualities are unusually good, and so is her general gracefulness. Her singing voice, however . . ."


                                            "How about spelling? Arithmetic?"


                                            "I beg your humble pardon?"


                                            "Granted," said my husband.


                                            I tiptoed away at this point, and joined Jannie in the car. While she fidgeted nervously I smoked a cigarette with abandon, dropping ashes on the car seat. After about half an hour my husband came out of the school building; he had his hands in his pockets, and he was whistling. "Well?" I asked him as he got into the car, "what happened?"


                                            "Were you all right?" Jannie said urgently, "did you do anything?"


                                            He untied his tie and draped it over the mirror, took a cigar out of his pocket and put it rakishly into the side of his mouth, and then he turned and grinned at us.


                                            "Curiosity," he said, "is unwomanly."


                                            The dinner table is, in our house, always the family village green, with the big salt and pepper shakers and the plastic table mats silent if appalled witnesses to the intricate weavings of our several dining personalities: Jannie's place is always set left-handed, my husband and I use oversized coffee cups, and Sally requires at least three paper napkins; the dinner, which is cooked by me, tends to be largely upon Sally's level and liberally adorned with chili sauce by Laurie. That night at dinner, Jannie was silent and oppressed. When Laurie pointed out virtuously that she had not touched her dinner, she barely raised her eyes. When Sally observed that Jannie was an impudent girl she did not turn her head, when her father offered her the band from his cigar she gazed sadly upon the ceiling.


                                            "Jannie is invited to Helen's birthday party on Saturday," I informed the table brightly.


                                            "How about I read you ten chapters in your Oz book?" Laurie asked.


                                            "Jannie can be the new mother," Sally said largely, "and Mommy and I will just be the babies and Laurie is the queen and Daddy is a herd of rabbits."


                                            "You may put an ice cube down my back," my husband said earnestly to Jannie.
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                                              "Thank you," Jannie said wanly. "I don't feel much like being happy now, thank you."


                                              "Perhaps if I were to lend you my lapel watch?" I suggested.


                                              "I could even read you twelve chapters—"


                                              "You can come to my house."


                                              "I think," Laurie observed critically, "if anyone should ask me, I think she's getting spots"


                                              Two weeks later, when Jannie was well over the measles and we were only waiting for Laurie and Sally to catch it, I ventured timidly—again at the dinner table—to point out that her nails were dirty.


                                              "What of it?" demanded Jannie, rendered reckless by two lovely weeks of illness. "You think I care?"


                                              "What's your name?" Sally asked her.


                                              "Puddentane," Jannie said.


                                              "Where do you live?"


                                              "Down the lane," said Jannie.


                                              "You must keep your nails clean," I said gently, "even if—"


                                              "What's your name?" Sally asked Laurie.


                                              "Laurence," said Laurie.


                                              "Puddentane," Sally said. "When I ask you 'What's your name?' you must say Tuddentane.' Now what's your name?"


                                              "Laurence."


                                              "Puddentane," Sally shouted, "you bad bad webbis."


                                              "You bad bad webbis."


                                              "I am not a webbis, I said puddentane; I always say puddentane. What's your name?" she said plaintively to her father.


                                              "Puddentane," he said diplomatically.


                                              "Where do you live?"


                                              "Did you call the health officer?" my husband said to me.


                                              "You bad bad webbis," Sally said reproachfully to Laurie.


                                              "Can I please leave my potato and my meat and my beans?" Jannie asked me. "I don't feel really well yet, you know, and I'll eat my bread and butter."


                                              "Eat three mouthfuls of everything," I said. "If they're going to catch it," I told my husband, "there's nothing we can do."


                                              "Penicillin?" he said vaguely.


                                              "That's no good against measles," Laurie said.
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                                                "If I had been addressing you, young man," his father began, "I can assure ygu that I would have—"


                                                "I couldn't overhelp hearing," Laurie said meekly.


                                                "What's your name?"


                                                "What it comes down to," I said, "is that they might as well have it now as—" I broke off abruptly with a squawk as Sally poked me vigorously with her fork.


                                                "I said 'What's your name?'" Sally reminded me.


                                                "She's too young to have a fork," my husband said. "Little girls should be seen and not heard," he told Sally.


                                                "You bad bad webbis," Sally said gratuitously to her brother.


                                                "If Sally came down with a high fever," my husband said dreamily, "and Laurie came down with a high fever and—"


                                                "Why don't we get a new outside?" Sally asked. "This morning, it was raining and raining." She thought. "And there was a lion on the front porch," she said.


                                                "Really?" said Jannie. "Really, was there a lion on the front porch?"


                                                "Cernly," Sally said.


                                                Laurie put down his fork and turned to his father. "What is long and hard and wears shoes?" he asked. "Bet you a dime you can't guess it."


                                                His father said tentatively, "A horse?"


                                                Laurie guffawed. "Make it twenty cents," he said.


                                                "Surely there was a lion on the front porch," Sally said to Jannie, "and I saw him and he was walking around very softerly and he ate all the cats and part of the fence."


                                                Jannie addressed me. "J was sick in bed, you know," she said. "Was there really a lion out there?"


                                                "A horseshoe stake?" my husband said desperately.


                                                "That," Laurie said with relish, "will be twenty cents."


                                                "But a horseshoe stake is long and hard and it wears—" my husband said. "Look, don't the shoes go around it?"


                                                "A sidewalk," Laurie said. "It wears shoes, see? Now, for another dime, what goes under the water, over the water, and doesn't get wet?"


                                                "I left my rubbers somewhere," my husband said to me.


                                                "You must ask me what's my name," Sally said to Laurie.


                                                "What's your name?"


                                                "Tiger," Sally said. "You snick," she told him.
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                                                  Laurie said triumphantly to his father, who was scowling doggedly at his empty dessert dish, "An old woman crossing a bridge with a pail of water on her head, and counting yesterday and the money you lost to me on the checkers game that's two seventy-five, and counting my allowance tomorrow that makes two eighty-five, and the dime you bet me you could eat your bread and butter without using your hands."


                                                  "And when you dropped the book and the feather down the stairs," Jannie said.


                                                  "Galileo," Laurie told her approvingly, "I forgot. You had a dollar," he said to his father, "that the heavy object and the light object would . . ." he hesitated, looking at me.


                                                  "Fall at the same rate of speed," I said helpfully. "It looked like a sure thing."


                                                  "Damn it," my husband said, goaded, "I can show you in the book-"


                                                  "And twelve cents," Laurie went on inexorably, "for swatting twelve hundred flies."


                                                  "That wasn't twelve hundred flies," my husband said, "Mother counted them."


                                                  "You gave them to me to count," I said, "but—"


                                                  "I can count to twelve hundred," Jannie said. "One, two, three, four, five, six, seven . . ."


                                                  "Showing off," I said vengefully, "is vulgar."


                                                  "What?" Jannie said.


                                                  "Where do you live?"


                                                  "Down the lane," said my husband sadly.


                                                  "Four ninety-seven," said Laurie, who had been figuring silently.


                                                  "Mother will give it to you," my husband said.


                                                  Diabolically, both Sally and Laurie refused to catch measles after I had gone out and purchased a new thermometer and a large bottle of calamine lotion. My husband and I agreed that it was time that Laurie's natural curiosity about things which did not belong to him should be channelized into a healthy pattern, and that he should be encouraged to give up spending nickels for packs of gum and begin, instead, a coin collection. I did not, at that time—in fact, it seemed like a good idea—perceive any of the parallels which have occurred to me since; the similarity, for instance, between coin collecting and
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                                                  a grasping curiosity about things which do not belong to you, the unfortunate similarity between coins and money; I remember agreeing with my husband that coins were preferable as a collection to, say, stamps, because they wouldn't blow away, or match holders because coins, at least, had some intrinsic value. I remember even saying laughingly that if anything were to be collected, for heaven's sake it might as well be money.


                                                  My husband and Laurie began on a small scale. I went to the bank and got a roll of nickels and a roll of dimes and a roll of pennies, and they spent an evening examining mint marks and dates and relative condition, and I sat peacefully over my book smiling at them occasionally and thinking how good it was that they should be interested together in such a grown-up fashion. They sent for some little books, named dime books and penny books and nickel books, and each book had a series of little holes large enough for the proper coins, and all coin collectors have to do is find the right coin for the right little hole and put it in. After a while my husband was going to the bank himself with a briefcase. He would get all the money we had changed into coins and then he and Laurie would take all the coins they needed for their books and give me the rest, and I would go out and pay for my groceries in the nickels and dimes which were not needed for the books.


                                                  I have never objected to money, as such. But after a while it became necessary to get a huge metal box to keep the coins in, and every mail began to bring heavy little packages of coins from Ruritania and Atlantis and it was suddenly abruptly clear to Jannie and Sally and me that their father and Laurie were planning to get hold of all the money in the world and put it away in their metal box, and a consequent strong bitterness began to show itself around the house. I began to make pointed comments about the last time I had seen a five-dollar bill, and I repeated several times at dinner what the grocer had said to me about people holding up a line at the counter because they had to count out seventeen dollars and thirty-six cents in dimes and nickels and pennies. Jannie took to sleeping with her penny bank under her pillow, and Sally, with a pretty wit, fell to bringing her father small stones and pieces of glass and play money which she embezzled at nursery school. I spent a bag of silver to buy my husband a Piece of Eight for a Christmas present, and had trouble hiding it, since Christmas was still quite a while off, until I thought of


                                                  keeping it in my pocketbook. Even Sally learned to say "numismatist"; Laurie learned the Greek alphabet from Greek coins and one day turned in his spelling homework done entirely in Greek letters, confounding his schoolmates and thoroughly annoying his teacher.


                                                  One Saturday morning an intensely awaited package of coins arrived, and I had to pay thirty-one cents duty charges on it; while I was irritably counting out the money for the postman, Sally took the mail into the study where Laurie and his father were rearranging their classifications, and when I came stamping into the study shouting "Don't we pay enough for this money without—" I found Laurie and his father sitting one on either side of the coffee table, Laurie rocking back and forth and moaning, and his father holding his head in his hands and saying "Oh, no," over and over, and Jannie and Sally regarding them with unwilling sympathy.


                                                  "Something wrong?" I asked brightly.


                                                  "Something wrong?" Jannie repeated.


                                                  "Wrong?" Sally asked.


                                                  "Yes," said my husband.


                                                  "Look at these darned old coins" Laurie said, almost in tears. We looked at the heap of coins on the table, Jannie and Sally and I.


                                                  "They're mixed" Laurie said.


                                                  "Well, my goodness," I told him, "it certainly wouldn't be much fun collecting coins if all you did was just put them in the little books and put them in the cabinet. My goodness, half the fun in collecting coins—"


                                                  My husband raised his head and looked at me. "Listen," he said wanly, "what we ordered was two lots of coins from the same place. One of them was a lot of a hundred and fifty assorted coins of the world."


                                                  "Splendid," I said. "I suppose they cost—"


                                                  "The other," my husband said, raising his voice, "was a lot of a hundred assorted counterfeit coins of the world. And the boxes," he said, "the boxes. . ." He put his head back in his hands.


                                                  "They broke," Laurie said. "We got two hundred and fifty coins. Assorted. Mixed."


                                                  "Splendid," I said again. "Then all you have to do is sort the counterfeit coins into one pile and the real coins into another—*


                                                  "Yeah," Laurie said. "Daddy doesn't feel very well."


                                                  This did not seem like the time to enforce my rightful claims to
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                                                    thirty-one cents, so I collected the rest of the mail and left the study with the girls. We sat down on the couch in the living room and opened a letter from the electric company and bills from three department stores and an announcement of the annual fund drive of the Boy Scouts and a pamphlet from a toy company. This last caught the attention of the girls, and we opened it to read. It turned out to be one of those maddening documents in which the desire of children to play with toys is explained and justified, and the desire of parents to buy toys for their children is made painless by a sugar-coating of sound educational advice; "The child's natural impulses are harmlessly directed—" I read, under a picture of a hammering set, and, with a block set, "Little fingers learn busily sense of balance . . ." "Ar," I said, through my teeth.


                                                    "What does it say?" Jannie asked. "Read it to us."


                                                    The center of the pamphlet was occupied by an article entitled "Healthy Children are Happy Children" or else "Happy Children are Healthy Children," and there was a picture of a sweet-faced mother bending earnestly over her child, guiding his little fingers as they learned a busy sense of balance with a set of blocks. "Who's that? 7 ' Jannie asked, leaning over to see, "who's that lady? What's she doing?"


                                                    I consulted the article. "Children are naturally cooperative and reasonable," I read at random.


                                                    "What?"


                                                    "That means that little girls like you and Sally and boys like Laurie like to do things right. That you want to learn the best and nicest ways to act."


                                                    "I dor


                                                    "I don't," said Sally emphatically.


                                                    "That's not reasonal," Jannie said critically. "Like eating with my fingers; I want to eat with my fingers."


                                                    "I think the people who wrote this would let you eat with your fingers," I said. "Constructive something-or-other."


                                                    "Hah," said Jannie.


                                                    "Only snicks," Sally opined. "Only snicks."


                                                    "Children are happier and better adjusted," I read grimly, "when given responsibility. The feeling of participating—"


                                                    "I know," Jannie said. "Pick up your room, set the table, hang up your jacket, brush your teeth, wash—"
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                                                      "No good," Sally said. "Not washing."


                                                      "—your hands, put away your toys, fold your napkin—"


                                                      "And it means that when I ask you to run upstairs to get me a handkerchief you should go cheerfully," I said, patting her on the head.


                                                      "You just read more of that," Jannie said. "I don't think it's sensal at all, except about eating with my fingers."


                                                      "Parents should never show anger before the child," I read. "Parents should never show anger before the child. Parents—"


                                                      "Hah," Jannie said again.


                                                      "Run in the study, dear," I said. "Ask Dad how he's coming with his coins."


                                                      "Not me," Sally said. "Not me."


                                                      "But you—" Jannie said.


                                                      "I do not" I said. "I never show anger at all, except that you and your sister and your brother can be far and away the most irritating, the most infuriating, the most maddening—"


                                                      "Snicks."


                                                      "Snicks," I said. I took a deep breath. "Anyway," I went on, "it says here that Sixes enjoy helping around the house."


                                                      "What's a Six?" Jannie scowled. "Am I a Six?"


                                                      "You're a snicks" Sally said, leaning forward to look around me at her sister, "an old snicks."


                                                      "And Sally is a Three and Laurie is a Nine."


                                                      "Then are you a Thirty-Four?"


                                                      "Thirty-Two."


                                                      "I will tell Laurie he is a Nine," Sally said, sliding in one movement off the couch and landing walking. Jannie and I watched her open the study door. "You are both snicks," she announced.


                                                      "—Thaler," my husband's voice said. "See if there ever was such a country as Thaler." He sounded a little shrill. Sally closed the door. "I told them," she said, coming back and climbing onto the couch.


                                                      "Mother is of course," I read, "interested in her own activities, such as Parent-Teachers meetings, cooking for the Girl Scouts, sewing costumes for—" I stopped. "Now what?" I inquired vaguely.


                                                      "Brownies," Jannie said. "You promised you would make brownies for the school party."


                                                      "I must have been crazy," I said. I leaned back comfortably. "My own activities, it says here," I said. "Taking a nap, for instance."
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                                                        Jannie laughed shortly. "That is the silliest thing I ever did hear/' she said. "What does it ever say in there about mommies sleeping?"


                                                        "It says 1 ! should be relaxed." I ran my finger hopefully down the lines. "It says naturally Mother is not going to handicap her children by teaching them insecure patterns of behavior; what would we think, for instance, of a mother who believed herself fond of her children, who nevertheless allowed them to see her in a temper? Or who told them obviously untruthful stories, broke promises, or showed malice?"


                                                        "You better make those brownies," Jannie said acutely. "What does show mals mean?"


                                                        "You remember?" I asked, "when you told Daddy about my running the car into a telephone pole?"


                                                        Jannie grinned. "You said I was a tattletale. You said I—"


                                                        "Yes," I said. "Well, that was foursquare, honest-to-goodness malice, right off the boat, and according to the lady who wrote this I should never have said it."


                                                        "Well, I'm not a-"


                                                        "You are so. And every time I think of your babbling to Daddy about that telephone pole I want to—"


                                                        "I didn't," Sally said. "J didn't tell Daddy anything. I will tell him now," and I grabbed for her too late as she slid off the couch again and went to the study door. "Go away," her father said, as she opened it.


                                                        "Mommy hit a pole," Sally said.


                                                        "Again?" My husband's voice rose.


                                                        "No, no, no, no, no," I said, coming after Sally. "Sally was just chattering."


                                                        "Tattletale," Jannie said promptly.


                                                        I stepped in front of her and asked gracefully, "How are the new coins coming along?"


                                                        Laurie smiled at me weakly. "So far," he said, "we have a hundred and seventy-five counterfeits."


                                                        "Oh, splendid," I said. "I thought there were only a hundred to start with. How does it happen that—"


                                                        "Will you please close that door?" my husband said.


                                                        The girls skittering ahead of me, I closed the door sharply and went through the living room and into the kitchen, where I brought
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                                                          up sharply before the sink and the breakfast dishes. "Well," I said brightly, "time to get to work."


                                                          "Did Daddy show mals?" Jannie asked. "Who was the lady who wrote all those things?"


                                                          "A lady who works with children," I said absent-mindedly, wondering at a sound which came from the study as of many coins crashing against the wall, and calculating with another part of my mind whether there was enough chocolate for brownies, or whether I would have to run out and get some, and hearing with still another part of my mind Jannie's wise voice saying, "Not like mommies, then. Ladies work with children, and mommies play with them."


                                                          "And you're a snick," Sally said.


                                                          Dreamily, rinsing glasses, I had wandered on to cheerful reflections on our holiday season, which included, besides Christmas and Thanksgiving, five birthdays and an anniversary, and which seemed to be racing on with its usual neck-breaking speed, although it seemed at the same time that the days would never pass. It seemed, too, increasingly clear that our hopes for a sixth birthday in our family during the holiday season might be optimistic; the suitcase which Jannie and I share was sitting, packed, in the corner of the bedroom, contemplated lovingly by me the last thing at night and the first thing in the morning—although, as it turned out, what I was contemplating lovingly this time was a suitcase containing Jannie's yellow sundress and a jigsaw puzzle, with which she had secretly replaced my blue satin bedjacket and a dozen mystery stories and a rough draft of an informative letter beginning "Dear . . . Well, we have a new son/daughter, and so this makes two pair/three of a kind . . ." Since I did not find out, as it happened, that Jannie had repacked the suitcase until I reached the hospital, my fond regard was not in any way tarnished, although secret fears about last-minute Christmas shopping had touched the back of my mind. The same old baby clothes, much the worse for Sally's vigorous infancy, were in the bottom dresser drawer, and there was half a can of Dextro-Maltose i in the kitchen cabinet. "It's the home stretch again," my doctor told me affably, apparently relying upon some medical doctrine about any metaphor suiting—by now—the mother of four, "out of the trenches by Christmas." He used to laugh every time he said this.


                                                          Oddly enough, the children were able to continue their theoretically normal lives. Laurie pursued his project, for which he vaguely
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                                                            believed he would have a silver arrow from the Cub Scouts, of writing down all the ^numbers in sequence until he reached infinity; he was at this time* well up into the millions, with infinity nowhere in sight. Sally was comfortably settled in nursery school, from which she brought home daily bulletins about a Mr. Grassable (who had as friends Mr. Dirtable and Mr. Sandable) and a gentleman named David who brought gum with him every morning. Jannie followed her own social life, which was only nominally affected by our family holiday season, and which required a good deal of backing and filling on my part. I became reconciled to the last-minute race to town to pick up a book or a toy or a paint set for Jannie to take to a party; invitations arrived by mail and by phone, and it was at last necessary to invest in three extra pair of white socks, to take care of Jannie's social obligations. The afternoon of Rita's party we climbed into the car, Jannie and I, at three o'clock, thanking heaven that Sally had chosen to sleep until now, and making a final check before we started. Jannie was wearing her green party dress, which she had of course chosen herself; it had a tiny white collar and rows of smocking. She had on the official white socks and her school shoes neatly shined, by me. Her best coat still fit her—although it had begun to look like Sally in another month or so—and she was wearing her green beret. She was carrying a small package with a carefully chosen doll inside; the package was wrapped in green tissue paper and the card enclosed was signed, typically, "ennaoj." There were green bows on her pigtails, and she was wearing, as a special favor, her coral necklace. She looked very grown-up, and unbelievably pretty.


                                                            "Have you got a handkerchief?" I asked her before I started the car, and she nodded gravely, deeply aware of her green bows.


                                                            "I brought my invitation," she said. "In case we forgot the time or something."


                                                            "I only wish I knew more about the people," I said, looking at the invitation with hope, as though its pattern of pink balloons and bright lettering might somehow indicate what sort of person had paid a dime for six of them at the five and ten; "I feel a little bit worried, letting you go off to a strange house."


                                                            "I got an invitation" Jannie said.


                                                            I sighed, and started the car. "She sounded all right,* 7 I said, "the little girl's mother, I mean. When I called her to get directions to
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                                                              the house, she sounded all right. Richmond Road," I said, "and turn left at the private school."


                                                              "I say 'Thank you very much, Mrs. Arden/ when I'm ready to go home."


                                                              "Did you say you had a handkerchief?" We turned onto Richmond Road and Jannie settled back and folded her hands in her lap, no longer the everyday Jannie who rode with me, in her blue snow suit, to the grocery and the post office and the bakery, but a dressed-up lady in a white collar and a green beret; "Is Rita a polite little girl?" I asked with great casualness.


                                                              "She's all right," Jannie said. "From school."


                                                              I have always remembered a birthday party I went to where all the children were older, and strangers, and I sat in a corner all afternoon determined not to cry. "Do you know who else will be there?"


                                                              "Pals of mine," Jannie said, exasperated. "From school. 7 '


                                                              "I suppose it's all right," I said.


                                                              "Well, now that I'm all dressed and everything," Jannie said.


                                                              I peered through the window. "Left at the private school," I said. "We watch for Overlea Drive and turn right. Then there's a sign saying Arden halfway up the hill. She said we couldn't miss it."


                                                              "Tell Sally I'll bring her some candy," Jannie said as we made a hesitant left turn around the private school, "and I'll bring Laurie some cake. And don't plan on any supper for me tonight—I'll be too full from the party. And the invitation says the party is over at five, so you come and get me maybe about five-thirty. That," she explained, "will give me time to pick up candy and stuff that people have forgotten about, so I can bring it to Sally."


                                                              "Have you got a handkerchief? Overlea Drive."


                                                              "And I say," Jannie went on, her tone sharpening, "I say 'Thank you, Mrs. Arden,' when I'm ready to come home. And I have got a handkerchief."


                                                              "Sign saying Arden," I said, "sign saying Arden."


                                                              "I've never been here before, you know," Jannie said. "Rita doesn't take the school bus."


                                                              "I'm surprised, living so far away from the school," I said. "Sign saying Arden, Private Road."


                                                              I turned the car and had to shift into second. "The chauffeur brings her," Jannie said. "I wonder if that's Rita's house way up there?"
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                                                                It was the only house in sight. We were driving past terraced lawns, rich with ornamental trees and graveled walks; I saw a sundial and what mayhave been a swimming pool. Above us, on the top of the hill, the house looked like someone's dream of a country club, with picture windows and fields tone and gabled roofs. "Is that where we're going?" I asked, turning to look at Jannie.


                                                                "Seven chimneys," she said. "Rita always said she lived in a big house/'


                                                                We turned onto a circled driveway which took us past a garage holding, I thought, three foreign cars, and came around to the front door. We stopped abruptly because the car parked by the front door was so soft and low and shiny that the irresistible thought of bumping it and perhaps putting a scratch on its fender (that was a fender?) made my teeth chatter. One of a pair of matched gray poodles rose lazily from the wide front steps and looked down at us. "Jannie," I said, "look, honey, I've only got on my blue jeans and my old jacket. And my loafers. I'll just wait here and you run on up and ring the doorbell. I'll just wait here and see that you get in all right."


                                                                Jannie turned and stared at me. "Why don't you come up to the door?" she said. "You're my mother, aren't you?"


                                                                "Yes," I said doubtfully, and climbed out after her. She ran up the steps, nodded cheerfully at the poodles when they approached her, and rang the bell; I followed gingerly, edging up the steps and moving aside briskly when one of the poodles came too close. I had a sudden rich picture of the years ahead, with me hanging around in the shrubbery trying to catch a glimpse of my beautifully-gowned daughter waltzing in the ballroom, and then the door was opened by a maid in a yellow uniform, and behind her clustered a group of little girls in party dresses pink, blue, and white.


                                                                "Hi, kids," said Jannie.


                                                                "It's Joanne" said a little girl in blue, who was apparently the hostess, "now we can start the party."


                                                                "And this" said Jannie grandly, "is my mother."


                                                                The little girl in blue curtsied, I almost curtsied back, and Jannie said, as they turned to go inside, "We live in a bigger house than this" and then called back to me, "Don't forget to tell Sally what I'm bringing her," as the door closed.


                                                                When I came back to get Jannie at five-fifteen, which I thought a neat compromise on time between the invitation and Jannie's ob-
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                                                                  viously superior planning, I had put on a skirt and a pair of decent shoes. When I rang the doorbell the maid asked me inside, and I waited for barely a minute, listening to the sound of small girls' voices screaming happily from somewhere within, before a woman in gray taffeta and what were probably real emeralds—I would have believed anything by then—came to me, holding out both her hands to take mine.


                                                                  "So you're Joanne's mother," she said. "Won't you come in and have a drink?"


                                                                  At about four o'clock on a Thursday afternoon the express man delivered a huge cardboard box containing a vast collection of curtains and drapes, found in an attic and sent along by my mother, in the hopes that I could use some and make the rest into slip covers or bedspreads or dusting cloths. I took the curtains out and left the big box in the front hall, meaning to take it out and leave it for the trash man when I came downstairs to make dinner. At about four-ten Laurie came out of his room, where he had been painting, and wandered into the bedroom where I was sorting the curtains out on the bed.


                                                                  "What's the big box downstairs?"


                                                                  "Some things came in it," I said.


                                                                  "Presents?"


                                                                  "No, these curtains."


                                                                  "Who wants curtains?"


                                                                  At about four-thirteen Sally woke up from her nap, and went down the stairs head first, on her stomach, bumping from step to step and calling me. When she finally found me in the bedroom, after calling me through all the rooms in the house, she asked immediately, "Is it for me?"


                                                                  "Is what for you?"


                                                                  "The present. Downstairs, in the hall."


                                                                  "No," I said, "it was for me. These curtains."


                                                                  "Can I have them?"


                                                                  "No."


                                                                  "You can't come to my house."


                                                                  At four-thirty precisely Jannie arrived home, trotted up the front walk, opened the door, and fell over the box in the hall. "Who put this here for me to trip over?" she asked indignantly.
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                                                                    "Mommy's junk came in it," Laurie said. I was by now in the study, inquiring if my husband would like a cocktail before dinner. He said no, he was working on an article about a woman with second sight, and he wanted to keep his own head clear. I went into the kitchen and half-heartedly began to take potatoes out of the bag. Jannie came into the kitchen and asked if she and Laurie and Sally might play with the big box in the hall, and I said yes, if they were quiet, because Daddy was working.


                                                                    Nearly ten minutes later, after a good deal of giggling and screaming and two trips outside the study by my husband, once to the hallway to say to the children that if they could not keep quiet their mother would send them all to their rooms and once to the kitchen door to say to me that he could not work on the woman with second sight so long as those children were making so much noise, Laurie suddenly appeared in the kitchen and said delightedly, "Another present came, a real birthday present."


                                                                    Wearily, having been half-expecting it, I put down the paring knife and followed Laurie through the study into the hall. My husband looked up as we passed and said, "This is a study, not a thoroughfare."


                                                                    In the hall was the same big box, full of something which giggled and kicked around considerably. Laurie and Jannie watched pleasur-ably while I carefully opened the box, and when Sally popped out everyone screamed with surprise and hilarity. "I don't want this present," I said agreeably. "Tell the mailman to take it back." Everyone laughed again, and I went back to the kitchen.


                                                                    Two minutes later Laurie reappeared in the kitchen. "Another present came," he announced.


                                                                    Since I could not think of any good reason for persisting pig-headedly in my dinner preparations, I put down the paring knife and followed him through the study into the hall. "This is a study, not a thoroughfare," my husband said as we went through.


                                                                    In the hall Sally and Laurie stood tensely while I opened the box and found Jannie. "I don't want this present at all," I said. "Tell the mailman to take this one along with the other." Everyone laughed.


                                                                    I went back into the kitchen and in another minute Jannie and Sally came in to me. "Another present," Jannie said, and Sally added, "It's got Laurie in it now J*


                                                                    
                                                                      "This is a study, not a thoroughfare," my husband said as we all went past.


                                                                      I opened the box, found Laurie, everyone laughed, and I said, "I don't want this present, either; tell the mailman to take them all back."


                                                                      I went back into the kitchen and took up the paring knife again, feeling mildly complacent over my participation in the children's harmless games. There was a short, murmurous moment in the hall, and then the study door from the hall opened and my husband said, "This is a study, not a thoroughfare." Then a great deal of whispering went on in the study, and finally my husband said, "All right, but just once." After that there was much suppressed giggling from the hall.


                                                                      I was opening the oven door when Laurie, Jannie, and Sally came into the kitchen. "Another—" Laurie began, and then, "What's that?"


                                                                      "I read about it in a magazine," I said shyly. "It's got tunafish and whipped cream and potatoes and chopped olives and black bean soup and sweet pickles and all sorts of good things."


                                                                      "I don't like it," said Sally at once.


                                                                      "Well," Laurie said compromisingly, "what's for dessert?"


                                                                      "Canned peaches," I said. "You see, I spent all afternoon with those curtains and—"


                                                                      "Tunafish?" said Jannie. "Please may I have some without tunafish?"


                                                                      "I believe I'll make myself a peanut butter sandwich while I'm waiting," Laurie said.


                                                                      "Girls, you can start setting the table," I said. "Jannie, cups and glasses. Sally, table mats and silver."


                                                                      "I want to do glasses," Sally said at once.


                                                                      "Don't forget the salt and pepper. Casserole, bread, salad, peaches." I scowled indecisively at the oven door. "What would happen," I asked Jannie, "if I put in tomato sauce?"


                                                                      "It would be even worse," Jannie said cheerfully.


                                                                      "Clean towels," I said. "I'll be right down; Laurie, you wash your hands before you touch that bread."


                                                                      I went out of the kitchen and through the study and through the hall and up the stairs, found the clean towels and brought them down again. "Supper in about five minutes," I said as I went through
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                                                                      the study; "Supper in about five minutes/' I said as I went past the dining room, "Supper in about five minutes," I said as I came into the kitchen* "Laurie, start telling Dad supper is ready."


                                                                      Laurie went into the study and came back. "Not there," he said.


                                                                      "He probably went to wash," Jannie said.


                                                                      "Salt and pepper," I said, surveying the table. Jannie had set everything left-handed, as usual.


                                                                      "I washed," Sally said, coming out of the bathroom. I glanced beyond her to the clean towel I had just hung on the rack, and sighed. "Laurie and Jannie, wash," I said. "Dad ought to be down in a minute."


                                                                      "Seems like there was something I meant to tell you," Laurie said, taking his place at the table with his peanut butter sandwich.


                                                                      "You call those hands clean?"


                                                                      "I said I didn't like this," Jannie said, looking into her plate.


                                                                      "Seems like it was something about Dad," Laurie said.


                                                                      Ninki had four black and white kittens on December fifth. Their eyes opened, they began to tumble delightfully together on the kitchen door, and Ninki, svelte and lively, got back to her mouse-hunting. I continued to come downstairs each morning step by step, holding on to the banister. The morning the first snow fell I came into the kitchen where Jannie and Sally were eating oatmeal at the yellow table, and Elsie, a nice girl whom I had hired to stay with us until the first of the year, was cheerfully spreading mustard on Laurie's lunch sandwiches.


                                                                      "Good morning," Elsie said brightly. "Still with us, I see?"


                                                                      "Yeah," I said. "Coffee?"


                                                                      "Good morning, Mommy dear," said Jannie, in the sweet voice which means she has decided to hold out on her oatmeal until ten minutes to nine, and Sally echoed, "Good morning, Mommy dear, dear morning, good Mommy."


                                                                      "Uh," I said.


                                                                      "Thought I heard the car go out last night," Elsie said conversationally, "but then I thought you'd surely wake me if you were going."


                                                                      "I surely would," I said.


                                                                      "And how do you feel? Well?"


                                                                      "I surely do," I said. I took my coffee into the dining room and


                                                                      
                                                                        settled down with the morning paper. A woman in New York had had twins in a taxi. A woman in Ohio had just had her seventeenth child. A twelve-year-old girl in Mexico had given birth to a thirteen-pound boy. The lead article on the woman's page was about how to adjust the older child to the new baby. I finally found an account of an axe murder on page seventeen, and held my coffee cup up to my face to see if the steam might revive me.


                                                                        "Laurie/' Elsie said at the back stairs, "ten minutes after eight."


                                                                        "I'm coming'' Laurie said. "Mommy still here?"


                                                                        "She surely is," Elsie said gaily. "Brush your teeth."


                                                                        I turned to the sports page.


                                                                        Jannie's voice rose clearly from the kitchen. "When we get our baby brother," she asked, "will he have his breakfast out here with us?"


                                                                        "Oatmeal?" Sally added.


                                                                        "He'll be very tiny," Elsie told them, "and at first he'll spend all his time in the crib and he'll have all his meals from a bottle."


                                                                        "And I'm going to give him a bath," Jannie said.


                                                                        "And I'm going to give him some of my oatmeal," Sally said.


                                                                        "Let's ask Mommy when he's coming," Jannie said.


                                                                        "Never you mind," Elsie said hastily. "Finish that oatmeal."


                                                                        Laurie came crashing downstairs and I heard my husband's feet hit the floor beside the bed. "Good morning, Mommy," Laurie called from the kitchen. "I was sure you'd be gone today!'


                                                                        "Yeah."


                                                                        Laurie brought his tray in and set it on the table; he began to spoon sugar thoughtfully onto his oatmeal. "You know," he said, "you don't suppose you won't go at all, do you?"


                                                                        "I've thought of it," I said.


                                                                        Laurie began to laugh uproariously. "All those baby clothes," he said.


                                                                        "That's enough sugar," I said. "Read the paper or something."


                                                                        Laurie took the sports section and propped it up against the coffee pot. "By the way," he said suddenly, looking up from the paper, "the teacher asked me yesterday again what about my baby brother. She's going to sing 'Happy Birthday to You' when it comes."


                                                                        "Tell her I've gone to Mexico," I said.
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                                                                          My husband came downstairs at that moment, glanced at me with some surprise, and said, "Good morning, good morning."


                                                                          "Good morning, Dad," Laurie said. "Mommy's still here."


                                                                          "Good morning," my husband said in the kitchen to Elsie and the girls, and I could hear Elsie telling him that she had surely thought we would wake her if we left during the night.


                                                                          My husband brought his tray in and set it down on the table.


                                                                          "Coins from Hong-Kong should be here today," Laurie told him.


                                                                          "Ought to write that fellow," my husband said vaguely.


                                                                          "How do you figure about Mommy?" Laurie asked.


                                                                          My husband looked searchingly at me. "Damned if I know," he said.


                                                                          I lifted my head from the steam of my coffee. "Look," I said bitterly, "I could go stay in a hotel somewhere and write you when it's all over."


                                                                          "How do you feel?" my husband asked.


                                                                          "Bah," I said distinctly.


                                                                          "So long as you don't have any children today," Laurie said. "You got to pick me up at Cub Scouts at five."


                                                                          "Tomorrow?"


                                                                          "No," said my husband. "Tomorrow is the Numismatic Society and I didn't go the last time because I had a cold and I didn't go the time before because your mother was here and I'd hate to miss it again for a trifle."


                                                                          "And Sunday of course your aunt and uncle are coming," I told my husband. "How about Monday?"


                                                                          Elsie put her head around the corner of the kitchen door. "Monday morning I take my driving test," she said, "so don't go before Monday afternoon. I can drive you. And then of course on Tuesday Jannie goes to Kathy's party."


                                                                          "Wednesday?"


                                                                          "I was planning to visit my sister," Elsie said. "You remember you said it would be all right, you said you would probably be back from the hospital by then and—"


                                                                          "Is Thursday fairly clear for everybody?" I asked, my voice rising.


                                                                          "Well, Friday" Laurie said, worried, "Friday is Cub Scouts again."


                                                                          "Have the baby on my birthday," Jannie called from the kitchen.


                                                                          Jannie's birthday was ten months and some days off. "I'll try to make it," I said.
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                                                                            Laurie laughed. "Mr. Feeley says if the baby's born before Tuesday he'll give you ten percent of his winnings."


                                                                            "What winnings?" I asked.


                                                                            Laurie glanced, dismayed, at his father, and his father said elaborately, rising from his chair, "Want to take another look at those Roman coins, son?"


                                                                            "What winnings?" I said insistently.


                                                                            "Nothing to worry about," my husband said. "Just something we were . . ." He thought. "Making for the baby," he finished finally.


                                                                            "A book," Laurie added helpfully.


                                                                            His father glanced at him with respect. "That's right," he said, "a baby book."


                                                                            They headed for the study. "It couldn't be before Tuesday," my husband was saying to Laurie, as one continuing a private discussion, "the law of probability . . ."


                                                                            "Ross told me in school yesterday he wants a dime on Christmas Day," Laurie said.


                                                                            "Tell him we'll give him thirty to one," my husband said.


                                                                            From the study I could hear my husband saying that Ross's money was as good as gone, and Laurie remarked that he thought he could count the teacher in for maybe even a quarter.


                                                                            "I wouldn't like to see any more money go on Tuesday," my husband remarked absently, "you can't count on her to figure the odds, you know."


                                                                            "Just like her to pick a day with no money in it," Laurie confirmed. "Is this Nero, Dad?"


                                                                            "It's the button from my jacket," my husband said. "I meant to ask Jannie to sew it on."


                                                                            I lighted another cigarette and poured hot coffee into my cup; it did not seem worthwhile doing anything else. "Ten minutes of nine," Elsie remarked in the kitchen.


                                                                            With a great shout Sally slid off her chair and Jannie followed. "Come back here and finish this oatmeal," Elsie said as they raced for the front door.


                                                                            "Bye, Dad," Laurie said. He went through the kitchen to get his lunch box, and stopped in the dining room on his way to the front door. "See you at five?" he asked me.


                                                                            "Oh, surely, surely," I said.


                                                                            I followed them to the front door and waved as they got into the
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                                                                              school bus; Sally sat at the front window to watch for the station wagon which would take her to nursery school. The mail had come, and I got -JSally to pick it up off the floor for me and then went with it into the study.


                                                                              "All bills today," I said maliciously to my husband.


                                                                              "Again?" he said. "It seems like it was only—"


                                                                              "Pay them in Roman coins," I said. I sat down in the straight chair I had brought into the study especially; the upholstered chairs are difficult to get out of without a struggle. "Pay them with your eleven Siamese gambling house tokens," I said.


                                                                              My husband glanced at me apprehensively. "How do you feel?"


                                                                              "Pay them in counterfeit Scottish merks," I said. "I feel fine."


                                                                              My husband touched the stack of mail with one finger, timidly. "One of us," he said, "has got to go to the bank and see Mr. Andrews."


                                                                              "Not me," I said.


                                                                              "Of course not," my husband said soothingly. "You can go in tomorrow morning," he added, "if you're still here."


                                                                              Our local bank is an informal and neighborly spot, lavish with its hard-covered checkbooks, always ready to look up the value of the Swiss franc, eager to advise on investments or make wills. Its atmosphere is substantially less hushed and reverent than, say, a good movie theatre, with a loudspeaker system which plays soft music for depositors, an air-cooling device which clears the air of the acrid scent of ten-dollar bills, richly upholstered benches for nervous mortgagees; it is a bank dedicated to every friendly pursuit except the swift transference of money. I have had occasion, over the past few years, to deal frequently with the bank's Mr. Andrews, a man of chilling questions and a very cynical view of me, over some minor monies which have passed reluctantly from Mr. Andrews' hands into our bank account, and rapidly from there into the hands of various milkmen, doctors, department stores, and sundry poker cronies of my husband's. Mr. Andrews likes to believe that he is giving me this money as a favor. "We are always glad to lend funds," he is apt to say, with a dim smile, "after all, that's what a bank is for, isn't it?" Since Mr. Andrews so obviously believes that that is the main thing that a bank is not for, my answer to this is usually a gay laugh and a quick question about how ninety days is six months, isn't it? Mr.
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                                                                                Andrews is also fond of saying things like, "Well, we have our obligations to meet, too, you realize," and "If we were to accommodate everyone who asks us . . ."


                                                                                Mr. Andrews never says "money," just like that, the way the rest of us do so often; he refers to it reverently as "Credit" or "Funds" or "Equity." I have fallen into the habit of taking one or more of my children with me when I drop in to speak to Mr. Andrews about equity or funds or credit, in the unexpressed hope that their soft pathetic eyes might touch Mr. Andrews' heart, although I know by now that their soft pathetic little eyes might as easily open the door to the vault; the only time, I think, that I have ever seen Mr. Andrews really taken aback was when Laurie, when he had just commenced coin-collecting, asked if he might look over the bank's small change for V nickels.


                                                                                At any rate, shortly before Christmas, then—and Christmas is of course always a time of great monetary discomfort around our house—I came timidly to Mr. Andrews' bank, at the back of my mind the thought that the children's presents had at least been bought and duly hidden, although not paid for, and holding by one hand my daughter Jannie, in a blue snow suit, and holding by the other hand my daughter Sally, in a red snow suit. The girls had their hair brushed and their boots on the right feet, and if I could raise the cash from Mr. Andrews they were each going to have an ice cream cone. We came into the bank, where the loudspeaker system was playing "Joy to the World," and found that the center paddock, where they usually foreclose mortgages, had been given over to a tall and gracious Christmas tree; because of the holiday season, they were foreclosing their mortgages in a sort of little recess behind the tellers. I sat the girls down on a velvet-covered bench directly in front of the Christmas tree, and told them to stay right where they were and Mommy would be back in a minute and then we would all go and get our ice cream cones. They sat down obediently, and I made my way over to Mr. Andrews' secretary.


                                                                                "Good morning," I said to her.


                                                                                "Good morning," she said. "Merry Christmas."


                                                                                "Oh," I said. "Merry Christmas."


                                                                                She nodded brightly and turned back to the papers on her desk. I twined my fingers around the ornamental ironwork of the railing, and said, "I wonder if I might perhaps be able to see Mr. Andrews?"
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                                                                                  "Mr. Andrews? And what did you want to see him about?"


                                                                                  "Well," I said, coming a little closer, "it was to have been about our loan.3


                                                                                  "Your loan?" she said, in that peculiarly penetrating tone all bank employees use when there is a question of money going the unnatural, or reverse-English direction. "You wanted to pay back your loan?"


                                                                                  "I hoped," I said, "that perhaps I could speak to Mr. Andrews."


                                                                                  "Isn't that sweet?" she said unexpectedly.


                                                                                  After a minute I realized that she was staring past me to where my girls were sitting, and I turned and saw without belief that Santa Claus, complete with sack of toys, had come out from behind the Christmas tree and was leaning over the railing and beckoning my daughters to him.


                                                                                  "I didn't know the bank had a Santa Claus," I said.


                                                                                  "Every year," she said. "At Christmas, you know."


                                                                                  Jannie and Sally slid off the bench and trotted over to Santa Claus; I could hear Sally's delighted, "Hello, Santa Claus!" and see Jannie's half-embarrassed smile; people all over the bank were turning to look and to beam and to smile at one another and murmur appreciatively. Because I have known Jannie and Sally for rather a long time, I untwined my fingers from the ironwork and made across the bank for their bench, reaching them just as Santa Claus opened the little gate in the railing and ushered them inside. He sat down under the warm lights of the Christmas tree and took Jannie onto one knee and Sally onto the other.


                                                                                  "Well, well, well," he said, and laughed hugely. "And have you been a good girl?" he asked Jannie.


                                                                                  Jannie nodded, her mouth open, and Sally said, "I've been very good."


                                                                                  "And do you brush your teeth?"


                                                                                  "Twice," said Sally, and Jannie said, "I brush my teeth every morning and every night and every morning."


                                                                                  "Well, well, well," Santa Claus said, nodding his head appreciatively. "So you've been good little girls, have you?"


                                                                                  "I've been very very good," Sally said insistently.


                                                                                  Santa Claus thought. "And have you washed your faces?" was what he finally achieved.


                                                                                  "I wash my face," said Sally, and Jannie, inspired, said, "I wash my


                                                                                  
                                                                                    525 Life Among the Savages


                                                                                    face and my hands and my arms and my ears and my neck and—"


                                                                                    "Well, that's just fine" Santa Claus said, and again he laughed merrily, caroming Jannie and Sally off his round little belly. "Fine, fine," he said, "and now," he said to Jannie, "what is old Santa going to bring you for Christmas?"


                                                                                    "A doll?" Jannie said tentatively, "are you going to bring me a doll?"


                                                                                    "I most certainly am going to bring you a doll," said Santa Claus. "I'm going to bring you the prettiest doll you ever saw, because you've been such a good girl."


                                                                                    "And a wagon?" Jannie said, "and doll dishes and a little stove?"


                                                                                    "That's just what I'm going to bring you," Santa Claus said. "I'm going to bring good little girls everything they ask for."


                                                                                    The fatuous smile I had been wearing on my face began to slip a little; there was a handsome doll dressed in blue waiting for Jannie in the guest room closet, and a handsome doll dressed in pink waiting for Sally; I began trying to signal surreptitiously to Santa Claus.


                                                                                    "And me," Sally said, "and me, and me, I want a bicycle."


                                                                                    I shook my head most violently at Santa Claus, smiling nervously. "That's right," Santa Claus said, "for good little girls, I bring bicycles."


                                                                                    "You're really going to bring me a bicycle?" Sally asked incredulously, "and a doll and a wagon?"


                                                                                    "I most certainly am," Santa Claus told her.


                                                                                    Sally gazed raptly at Jannie. "He's going to bring my bicycle after all," she said.


                                                                                    "I want a bicycle too," Jannie said.


                                                                                    "Alllllll right," said Santa Claus. "But have you been a good girl?" he asked Jannie anxiously.


                                                                                    "I've been so good," Jannie told him with ardor, "you just don't know, I've been so good."


                                                                                    "I've been good," Sally said. "I want blocks, too. And a doll carriage for my doll, and a bicycle."


                                                                                    "And our brother wants a microscope," Jannie told Santa Claus, "and he's been a very good boy. And a little table and chairs, I want."


                                                                                    "Santa Claus," I said, "excuse me, Santa Claus. . . ."


                                                                                    "Aren't they darling?" a woman said behind me.
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                                                                                      "And candy, and oranges, and nuts," Santa Claus was going on blissfully, "and all sorts of good things in your stockings, and candy canes—" *


                                                                                      "I forgot, I want a party dress."


                                                                                      "But you must be good little girls, and do just what your mommy and daddy tell you to, and never never forget to brush your teeth/'


                                                                                      I went with haste back to Mr. Andrews' secretary. "I've got to see Mr. Andrews," I told her, "I've got to see him fast"


                                                                                      "You'll have to wait," she said, looking fondly over to where my daughters were receiving a final pat on the head from Santa Claus.


                                                                                      The loudspeaker system was playing "O Come, All Ye Faithful," I was thinking wildly: bicycle, microscope, bicycle, table and chairs, doll dishes, and my daughters came running across the floor to me. "Look," Sally was shrieking, "look at what Santa Claus gave to us."


                                                                                      "Santa Claus was here," Jannie confirmed, "he came right into the bank where we were and he gave us each a present, look, a little bag of chocolate money."


                                                                                      "Oh, fine, fine, fine," I said madly.


                                                                                      "And I am going to have my bicycle, Santa said he was too bringing it."


                                                                                      "—and me a bicycle too, and doll carriages and dishes and—"


                                                                                      "—and in our stockings."


                                                                                      "Mr. Andrews will see you now," said the secretary.


                                                                                      I sat my daughters down again and made my entrance into Mr. Andrews' office. His nose still retained a trace of jovial redness, but the jolly old elf's eye was the familiar agate, and the faint echo of jingle bells around him sounded more like the clinking of half dollars.


                                                                                      "Well," said Santa Claus, selecting my loan slip from the stack on his desk, "and what brings you here again so soon?"


                                                                                      It was a beautiful morning, cold and clear and full of color, and the taxi driver was just finishing a story about how his wife's mother had come to visit them and canned all the peaches his wife had been planning to put into their freezer. "Just wasted the whole lot of them," he said, and pulled up in front of the house with a flourish.


                                                                                      "There are the children on the porch," I said.


                                                                                      "Beginning to seem like Christmas," my husband said to the taxi


                                                                                      
                                                                                        driver as I got out, and the taxi driver said, "Snow before morning."


                                                                                        Jannie's hair had obviously not been combed since I left, and as I went up the front walk I was resolving to make her tell immediately where she had hidden the hairbrush. She was wearing her dearest summer sundress, and she was barefoot. Laurie needed a haircut, and he had on his old sneakers, one of which no longer laces, but fastens with a safety pin; I had made a particular point of throwing those sneakers into the garbage can before I left. Sally had chocolate all over her face and she was wearing Laurie's fur hat. All three of them were leaning over the porch rail, still and expectant.


                                                                                        I tried to catch hold of all three of them at once, but they evaded me skillfully and ran at their father. "Did you bring it?" Jannie demanded, "did you bring it, did you bring it, did you bring it?"


                                                                                        "Is that it you're carrying?" Laurie demanded sternly, "that little thing?"


                                                                                        "Did you bring it?" Jannie insisted.


                                                                                        "Come indoors and I'll show you," their father said.


                                                                                        They followed him into the living room, and stood in a solemn row by the couch. "Now don't touch," their father said, and they nodded all together. They watched while he carefully set the bundle down on the couch and unwrapped it.


                                                                                        Then, into the stunned silence which followed, Sally finally said, "What is it?"


                                                                                        "It's a baby," said their father, with an edge of nervousness to his voice, "it's a baby boy and its name is Barry."


                                                                                        "What's a baby?" Sally asked me.


                                                                                        "It's pretty small," Laurie said doubtfully. "Is that the best you could get?"


                                                                                        "I tried to get another, a bigger one," I said with irritation, "but the doctor said this was the only one left."


                                                                                        "My goodness," said Jannie, "what are we going to do with that? Anyway," she said, "you're back."


                                                                                        Suddenly she and Sally were both climbing onto my lap at once, and Laurie came closer and allowed me to kiss him swiftly on the cheek; I discovered that I could reach around all three of them, something I had not been able to do for some time.


                                                                                        "Well," Laurie said, anxious to terminate this sentimental scene, "so now we've got this baby. Do you think it will grow?" he asked his father.
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                                                                                          "It's got very small feet," Jannie said. "I really believe they're too small." M


                                                                                          "Welt, if you don't like it we can always take it back," said their father.


                                                                                          "Oh, we like it all right, I guess," Laurie said comfortingly. "It's only that I guess we figured on something a little bigger."


                                                                                          "What is it?" asked Sally, unconvinced. She put out a tentative finger and touched one toe. "Is this its foot?"


                                                                                          "Please start calling it 'him,'" I said.


                                                                                          "Him?" said Sally. "Him?"


                                                                                          "Hi, Barry," said Laurie, leaning down to look directly into one open blue eye, "hi, Barry, hi, Barry, hi, Barry."


                                                                                          "Hi, Barry," said Jannie.


                                                                                          "Hi, Barry," said Sally. "Is this your foot?"


                                                                                          "I suppose it'll cry a lot?" Laurie asked his father, man to man.


                                                                                          His father shrugged. "Not much else it can do," he pointed out.


                                                                                          "I remember Jannie cried all the time," Laurie went on.


                                                                                          "I did not," Jannie said. "You were the one cried all the time."


                                                                                          "Did you get it at the hospital?" Sally asked. She moved Barry's foot up and down and he curled his toes.


                                                                                          "Yes," I said.


                                                                                          "Why didn't you take me?" Sally asked.


                                                                                          "I took you the last time," I said.


                                                                                          "What did you say its name was?" Sally asked.


                                                                                          "Barry," I said.


                                                                                          "Barry?"


                                                                                          "Barry."


                                                                                          "Where did you get it?"


                                                                                          "Well," Laurie said. He sighed and stretched. "Better take a look at those Greek tetradrachms," he said.


                                                                                          "Right," said his father, rising.


                                                                                          "Jannie, you go find that hairbrush," I said.


                                                                                          Laurie, on his way out of the room, stopped next to me and hesitated, obviously trying to think of something congratulatory to say. "I guess it will be nice for you, though," he said at last. "Something to keep you busy now we're all grown up."


                                                                                          
                                                                                            appendix: handbill


                                                                                            SOME POLTERGEIST INCIDENTS IN THE RESIDENCE OF S.E.H., ESQUIRE


                                                                                            With a Most Interesting Discussion of the Probable Results of such Disturbances in the Dwelling of a Gentleman.


                                                                                            Mr. H. deposing, That, Having lived upon this house for more than seven years together, he has until recent months seen no evidence of supernatural possession, Until, within the months just past, when his house has become seemingly a meeting-place, or nest, for demonic spirits; That, for the space of more than three nights together, his family his house has become seemingly a meeting-place, or nest, for de-which, going on above half an Hour at a time, has caused the greatest Apprehension among them; That his Wife, a Female of nervous disposition and easily excited, almost into Frenzies by Supernatural Manifestations, has at several separate times been troubled by the Night Mares, as of a Personage whispering into her Ear secrets of Horror; That, having as was her custom the daily spoons in her hand and setting them one by one into the Beaufet, she has had at different times one spoon or another taken forcibly from her hand and on one occasion this spoon was afterward hurled, or thrown, violently at her Head; That, since these manifestations, a cabinet door belonging to a Television set, will neither stay closed nor suffer itself to be latched, although four separate Carpenters endeavoured to persuade it shut with their Hammers and a Mr. Feeley, a gentleman, being newly come into the house, did strike it most violently with his foot; That Mister H/s son, a child of some eight or ten years, doth so construct nightly with his lesson-books a Barrier, or Wall, against
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                                                                                              the doorway of his nursery, in order, as he says, to keep out the goblins, and he doth, besides this, say that he hath seen several times a Wolf, or other large black animal, upon the Roof outside his Window; That at night recently, this Manifestation did take up a Knife, or Dirque, which Mister H. doth always keep by him lest footpads come upon him suddenly and unawares, and dash'd it so wildly against the wall that it like to have broke into a thousand pieces; That for the space of some seven nights running, there hath been in this house the sound of drums, of laughing, of stomping, and crashing of objects, not to be accounted for even by the several children of Mister H., and more, perhaps saith Mr. H., than could even be performed by his children without guests or other children in company; These things, attested to by Mr. H. and his family, have been seen and witnessed by many other persons who have visited Mr. H/s house to observe them, and by the aforesaid Feeley, gentleman, and all such persons agree that the house is possessed by a Poltergeist, or Evil Spirit, which has in its Intent the most Malicious Amusement at the expense of those dwellers in the House; That Mister H/s Landlord, a man of some means, refuses either to have the house Exorcised or to allow Mister H. to Loose his Lease, and that therefore Mister H/s only Recourse, as he says, is to open his House to Visitors at a Penny a View, since, as he says, it is already become so full of Company at best that he may as well Charge.


                                                                                              
                                                                                                Raising Demons


                                                                                                
                                                                                                  
                                                                                                    I do not now have the slightest understanding of the events which got us out of one big white house which we rented into another, bigger white house which we own, at least in part. That is, I know we moved, and I think I know why, and I know we spent three pleasant months in a friend's summer home, and I am pretty sure we got most of our own furniture back. What really puzzles me, I suppose, is how a series of events like that gets itself started. One day I went to clean out the hall closet and the next thing I knew we were trying to decide whether to have all four phones put on one line, or leave them all different numbers and list ourselves four times in the phone book. We decided wrong, by the way. What with the phone starting to ring for Laurie at eight in the morning and for Jannie about noon and for Sally in the early afternoon and every now and then—a high, uncomfortable voice, stammering and usually hanging up unexpectedly—for Barry, we know now that we should have left the four phones separate. We should have listed three of them for the children and kept the fourth one private, giving out
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                                                                                                    the number to the two or three people who either have no children of their own or are still optimistic enough to try to telephone their friends.,


                                                                                                    We had rented the big white house for nine years. Sally had been born while we lived there, and so had Barry, and the kitchen needed repainting. The stairs and the walls and the positions of the light switches and the crack in the glass of the front door had all become affectionate and familiar to us. Laurie knew the bike routes to everywhere in town from the house, Jannie could cross the street to play with a friend, Sally had slept in Jannie's old carriage on the front porch, where Barry now slept, the shadows of the pillars moving slowly across the plaid carriage robe. All the millions of things we possessed as a family were inside the house, but, inexorably, there came one shocking moment when we discovered that the house was full.


                                                                                                    I went, one spring morning, to clean out one of those downstairs half-closets, which begin as very practical affairs, meant to be the resting place for wet boots and umbrellas, and end up as containers for ice skates and then hockey sticks and then tennis rackets and then, by the most logical of extensions, baseball gloves and football helmets and basketballs and riding boots and jackets left behind by visiting children. I had picked up a big cardboard carton at the grocery, and into it I put the baseball gloves and the football helmets and the riding boots and the tennis rackets and the basketball. I put the carton at the foot of the back stairs, so I would remember to take it up the next time I went, and I put clean newspaper on the floor of the closet and went and got all the wet boots from the corner of the kitchen and the spot inside the front door and the back seat of the car, and I lined the boots up in the closet and derived an enormous satisfaction from closing the closet door tight for the first time in months.


                                                                                                    Later when I went upstairs I took the carton with me. There was no room for it in the bedroom shared by my two daughters. There was no room for it in the bedroom of my older son, and certainly no room for it in the tiny room where the baby lived. There was no room for it in the attic where we kept sleds and garden rakes. There was no room for it in the attic where we kept trunks and boxes of things I meant to give away someday. I knew there was no room for it in the garage because I had tried a day or so before to


                                                                                                    put the snow tires in there and had finally to put them in the cellar, consequently there was no room in the cellar because I had barely been able to squeeze in the snow tires. I was not going to leave a carton of football helmets and a basketball in the bedroom which my husband and I shared, particularly since there were already sixteen cartons of books in the comer next to my closet, and I could not leave it in the upstairs hall because there were nine more cartons of books lined up along that wall. Anyway I knew if I left a carton of baseball gloves and football helmets and a basketball right out in the front hall it would only be a day or so before I had to gather them all up again from the living room and the kitchen, and I would probably have to put them all back into the hall closet and then the door would not close again.


                                                                                                    With a certain feeling of bewilderment, and a strong sense of the inevitability of fate, I took the carton back downstairs and put everything directly back into the hall closet, and of course the door would not close. I could not find anywhere to put the empty carton, so I took it outside and left it for the garbage man.


                                                                                                    A day or so later I decided to put away the winter clothes in moth balls, but the closet I have always used for winter storage was full of boxes holding the baby's clothes and gifts people had sent him, because there was no closet in the small room where we put the baby. It occurred to me that I could put the winter clothes away in a trunk in the far attic, but when I finally got the attic door open I discovered that the trunk was full; my husband had cleaned his filing cabinet and when there was no place to put the papers and correspondence and clippings which were too important to be thrown away but not of any immediate usefulness, like our old college yearbook and the copy of our marriage license, he had carried them up in the laundry basket and put them all away in the trunk in the far attic. I thought that I might buy a cardboard closet to put the clothes away in, but there would be no place to put a new closet, since both the attics were full, unless I put a closet in the baby's room and moved the baby's things out of the moth closet and then put the winter clothes in the old moth closet, but then there would be no place to put the baby, because there was only just room enough in his little room for his crib, and I had to take him in on the girls' bed to dress him.


                                                                                                    We had three more attics, but one of them was full of old lumber and bricks left over from the various additions that had been built
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                                                                                                      onto the house, and one of them was full of bats, and the last could only be reached by climbing through a trapdoor in the ceiling of the next-to-the-iast attic and even if I could get past the bats and through the lumber and bricks I did not think I could keep taking the baby up and down through a trapdoor.


                                                                                                      That night at dinner my husband remarked that he wished he could get to his place at the dining room table without having to squeeze so past the buffet; either he was putting on weight, he pointed out, or I had moved the table. I said that now we had the baby's high chair in the dining room because there was no place to put it in the kitchen I could not possibly have the dining room table any farther away from the buffet because if there were any less space around the kitchen doorway I would not be able to get in and out at all, and no one would get any dinner. My husband said why not give all the children their dinners around the kitchen table, thus making considerably less congestion and confusion in the dining room at dinnertime, and I had to explain that if I put chairs for all the children around the kitchen table at dinnertime I would have to go around through the study to get from the stove to the sink, and Laurie added indignantly that that was a fine thing, that was, to expect him and the girls to eat in the kitchen and let the baby eat in the dining room.


                                                                                                      After dinner Laurie had a friend in to watch television, so my husband and I had to sit in the study. Jannie came in to read in the study because the boys asked her please kindly to let them alone while they were seeing the western movie; Sally was asleep upstairs with the lights out so Jannie could not read in bed, and the light in the dining room was not good enough to read by. With three of us in the study someone had to sit in a straight chair, so I thought I might as well get some mending done and let Jannie have the comfortable chair with the reading light. When I went to get my sewing basket I found that it was full of walnuts the children had brought home. They had not been able to find any place to put the walnuts until we decided what to do with them, so they had put them in my sewing basket, which was already pretty full of socks. Later, when I went upstairs to look at the baby I perceived, seeing almost for the first clear time, that both sides of the staircase were lined with things—books, sweaters, dolls, boxes of crayons—which had been put there temporarily and then left because there was no


                                                                                                      place else to leave them. I came downstairs and went into the study and stood in front of my husband until he put down his book and looked at me.


                                                                                                      "We have too much stuff," I told him. "Dolls and hockey sticks and winter clothes and walnuts."


                                                                                                      "I thought there seemed to be more around than usual," he said.


                                                                                                      "There is no more room in this house," I said. "We cannot fit in one more thing. Not one."


                                                                                                      Jannie lifted her head. "Ninki is going to have kittens again," she said.


                                                                                                      "Well, she can't have them here," I said. "There isn't an inch—"


                                                                                                      "Last time she had them in the green living room chair."


                                                                                                      "When I went by a few minutes ago there were four or five jackets and a pile of library books on that chair," I said.


                                                                                                      "Start asking people now if they want kittens," my husband said. He picked up his book again. "Return the library books," he added, with the air of a man settling a petty domestic problem.


                                                                                                      "We have got to get a bigger house," I said.


                                                                                                      "Don't be silly," my husband said, reading. "There is no bigger house."


                                                                                                      "A new house?" said Jannie. "Can I have a room of my own?"


                                                                                                      When I went down to the grocery the next morning the grocer said he heard we were thinking of moving. We'd been in the old Fielding house quite a while now, he said; perhaps now we were aiming to buy? He had heard, just by accident, that Mrs. Wilbur wanted to sell that big place on upper Main Street. It would be good for us to be living on upper Main Street, because then the kids could walk to school, not to mention being right in the school district so Sally could get into the kindergarten. While I was out with the car, he said, I ought to go on up Main Street and take a look at the big house from the outside. "You'll know it by the gateposts," the grocer said.


                                                                                                      When I went into the post office the postman said he heard we were thinking of moving. While we were about it, he suggested, we ought to think of getting a house closer in to town. Then we could get our mail in a postbox in the post office instead of having to wait for Mr. Mortimer to come round with the rural delivery, because now that Mr. Mortimer was getting on, and particularly since the day Mr. Mortimer's car skidded and went into the ditch, which
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                                                                                                      they hadn't been able to get parts for it because it was so old, well, the postman said, it must be something of a trial to us not to be getting oup mail till three, four o'clock in the afternoon. Did I know that Millie Wilbur was thinking of putting that big house on the market? The one upstreet, with the gateposts? Wouldn't hurt the price of eggs to have a look at it.


                                                                                                      Mr. Cunningham in the gas station said he heard we were thinking of moving, and that big white house with the gateposts would be a good buy if you knocked some off Millie Wilbur's price.


                                                                                                      Feeling that I was in the grip of something stronger than I was, I drove slowly on up Main Street. The house with the gateposts was unmistakable, particularly since the left-hand gatepost leaned at a sharp angle inward toward the driveway. I saw maple trees, and a wide lawn, and a barn almost as big as the house. I could almost see our children running on the lawn, swinging from the trees, playing in the barn. I did not notice the sagging front steps or the flaking paint.

                                                                                                    

                                                                                                  

                                                                                                

                                                                                              

                                                                                            

                                                                                          

                                                                                        

                                                                                      

                                                                                    

                                                                                  

                                                                                

                                                                              

                                                                            

                                                                          

                                                                        

                                                                      

                                                                    

                                                                  

                                                                

                                                              

                                                            

                                                          

                                                        

                                                      

                                                    

                                                  

                                                

                                              

                                            

                                          

                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    When I came up the hill toward our own house it looked small and overstuffed. I carried the groceries in and put them on the kitchen table and then went into the study to speak to my husband.


    "I understand we're thinking of moving," I said.


    "We are not," he said.


    "Millie Wilbur's putting the big old house with the gateposts on the market."


    "We are not interested. You may tell Millie Wilbur."


    "Must be twenty rooms in that house. And a barn. Trees. Two gateposts."


    "I'm sure whoever buys it will have plenty of space. Now I am working," said my husband.


    The phone rang, and when I answered it, it was a lady who introduced herself as a Mrs. Ferrier. She understood we were thinking of moving. I said we were not and she said oh, that was fine, because her husband had just been transferred to our town and they had been getting pretty desperate about a house. I said we were not moving and she said they were ready to take just about anything, and when could she come and look around our house? Because, she said, they were living at present with her cousin, all three children, and they were getting so desperate they really didn't care what they got, so long as it was a roof over their heads. I said it was our roof


    


    and we planned to keep it over our own heads, and she said would it be all right to drop around tomorrow? I said no, and she said about three, then, and thank you and goodbye.


    I still had the extraordinary feeling of inevitability, which I began to identify as the same feeling as I get when I try to stop my car on an icy hill. Before I could get back to the kitchen the phone rang three more times. The first was a local real estate agent, who had heard that I had been looking at the big old house with the gateposts. He was sure I was going to like the inside of the house even better than the outside. The second call was from Mr. Gore down at the bank, who thought that before we went any further on this deal we ought to understand the principles of the mortgage; he said he would be up to see my husband that evening. The third call was from Mr. Fielding, our landlord, who understood that we were thinking of moving.


    I avoided going into the study, because I knew that my husband would ask me who had been on the phone. I went into the kitchen to open my groceries and get out the vegetable soup for lunch, and I decided that I had better make a potato pudding for dinner, since then my husband would be agreeably full of potato pudding by the time Mr. Gore came from the bank.


    When Jannie came home from school that afternoon she said that her teacher had put it into the class news that Jannie's mommy and daddy were going to get a new house and Jannie would walk to school instead of taking the bus. A girl named Carole lived just past the big white house with the gateposts, and Carole passed the big white house every day on her way to school and Carole said it was a very nice house except the people living there were mean and wouldn't give candy on Hallowe'en. Laurie came home late, because he rode his bike to school and on his way home had detoured to have a look at the new house. He reported that it looked pretty good and he had met a very nice lady standing on the side porch and she had asked him lots and lots of questions. He repeated this to his father at dinner, although I made strenuous attempts to interrupt, and his father looked up from the potato pudding to say what kind of questions, for heaven's sake? Laurie said oh, like how much furniture we had, and when we planned to move and things like that, and Laurie added that he had told the lady lots of furniture, and pretty soon. My husband took another piece of potato pudding and
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    remarked mildly to me that I should caution the children against this kind of siljy talk with strangers, because that was the way rumors got started? and rumors were harder to stop than they were to start.


    Although I told my husband afterward that I believed it was only a coincidence, Mr. Gore from the bank and the real estate agent arrived together. I showed them into the study, closed the door, sent Jannie to read in our bedroom, turned the television set down very low, and went out to wash the dinner dishes.


    That, so far as I can recollect, is the first stage of how we happened to start to buy a big white house with two gateposts. After about an hour my husband came out of the study to get the cigar humidor, and a little later he came to the study door and asked if I would get out some more ice. I decided that I might perhaps look officious if I went barging into the study while the men were talking, so I stayed thoughtfully in the kitchen, and finally cleaned all the pantry shelves, thinking of Mrs. Ferrier coming tomorrow. When I heard the front door close, I waited a few minutes and then went timidly into the study.


    "Company gone?" I asked, through the smoke.


    "Yep," said my husband.


    "Any news?" I said.


    "Why, I don't know," said my husband. "Were you expecting news?"


    I counted to ten. "I thought you might have been talking about the house," I said.


    "What house?" my husband said.


    "I thought," I said carefully, "that Mr. Gore, and the real estate agent—"


    "Bill," my husband said. "Fine fellow."


    "I thought you might have been discussing our possible purchase of the house now owned by Mrs. Millie Wilbur. It is a big white house, about halfway up Main Street past the railroad station. It has two gateposts, the left-hand one slightly askew."


    "Askew," said my husband appreciatively. He thought. "Wrong side of the tracks," he pointed out. "Didn't tell me that"


    "It's the right side of the tracks, actually," I said. "I mean, all the big nice old houses are on out there. We're on the wrong side of the tracks now, really."


    


    "Depends which side you're not on," said my husband acutely. "Well." He nodded and took up his book.


    "But what about the house?"


    "What house?"


    "I am going to bed," I said.


    "By the way," he remarked, as I opened the study door. "One more thing about that house. Seventeen people living there."


    "What?"


    "Seventeen," he said firmly. "Four apartments. One downstairs front, one upstairs front, one downstairs back, one upstairs back, one downstairs front, one upstairs—"


    I closed my mouth. "You mean," I said after a minute, "there are four separate apartments in that house? Four kitchens? Four bathrooms? Four—"


    "One upstairs back, one upstairs front, one downstairs—"


    "Four telephones?"


    "One downstairs up."


    When I went to see the house with the real estate agent the next morning I learned more about it. There were three acres of land, on which we might someday put a swimming pool, or a tennis court, or a miniature golf course, or a garden. The barn was two stories high, suitable for a summer theater or any number of square dancers. The house had been divided up into four apartments about six years back, and could be un-divided by the removal of beaverboard partitions. (It occurred subsequently to both my husband and myself that what we should have done was put all four of our children, and their possessions, into one apartment and leave the partitions in, but by then it was too late.) There was no wall to go with the gateposts. There were four separate entrances to the house, and the agent assured me that there were indeed four separate kitchens, four separate bathrooms, four separate telephones, and garage space in the barn for four cars.


    The agent had keys to two of the apartments, and we went gingerly into the downstairs front, tapping at the beaverboard behind which lurked the downstairs back, and marveling at the wallpaper, which had green funeral urns and laurel leaves. We went outside and out the entrance to the downstairs front and around the corner and in the entrance to the downstairs back, where a little dog yapped at us so persistently that we took only the most perfunctory
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    glance at the rooms. The wallpaper there was of purple rhododendrons with many leaves. We went out again and around another corner of ^her house to the stairway which led up to the upstairs back apartment. We could not get in, but by craning our necks could get a glimpse of the wallpaper, which seemed to be orange and black birds. Then we went around another corner of the house and came to the entrance to the upstairs front, which was actually the main front door of the house, although we could not get in, and could only guess at the wallpaper; I subsequently discovered that it was a multicolored geometric pattern.


    We were just getting into the agent's car to go home when the lady who lived in the downstairs front came home and invited us in again. She had been packing, she said. She had been after her husband for six months to move to Schenectady where her sister lived, and news that the house might be sold had been enough to give him a final push. I asked her if she had done her own decorating—the wallpaper, for instance—and she said certainly not, and one of the big reasons in favor of moving was that the wallpaper was beginning to get on her nerves, not to mention the downstairs back, because, although she had never been one for gossip, since once people started telling tales about their neighbors you never knew where you were, she knew for a fact that the downstairs back were behind on their rent since last fall and the upstairs back never got along with anyone and she wouldn't be a bit surprised to hear that they were separating the way she yelled at him. The upstairs front were very nice people and she had never heard a word against them from anybody, although she must say if anything would help this blessed wallpaper drive her out it was that radio going going going all day long. Also they were most ungracious about the clothesline and she wouldn't put it past them to have cut it the day her wash fell down.


    We backed out, nodding, and got into the agent's car again. I looked back at the house as we drove off and it seemed enormous; next to the barn was what looked very much like a berry patch.


    When Mrs. Ferrier stepped inside our front door at one minute before three that afternoon it was perfectly clear to me without hesitation that we were not going to become fast friends. She stood just inside the door, looking around. She looked at the hall closet, half closed, at the flotsam and jetsam lining the stairs on both sides, and at the wallpaper in the hall, which was the cabbage rose design we
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    had chosen with Mr. Fielding nine years before. She closed her eyes for a minute and then, with me following, went on into the living room, where the library books still sat on the green chair and someone had left a jacket on the television set. "Nice large room, if it was fixed up," Mrs. Ferrier said. In the dining room she tapped the table thoughtfully, perhaps looking for termites, and pulled back a curtain to see if the room overlooked the road, glancing briefly at the dust on the windowsill. In the study she nodded to my husband, turned completely around once, and then remarked that we seemed to be making no practical use of the space in our house. "This room would be much larger," she said, "if you took out all those books."


    Mrs. Ferrier thought the master bedroom should have faced west, and she barely put her head inside the smaller bedrooms. "They would be much larger," I told her, "if we took out the beds."


    Mrs. Ferrier fixed me with her cold eye. "If you took out the beds where would you sleep?" she wanted to know, and I followed her meekly downstairs.


    "Well," she said, at the front door again. "How soon can you be out?"


    "Good heavens," I said, "I haven't any idea of—"


    "It shouldn't take you more than two or three weeks to pack. Most of this stuff I suppose you'll be throwing away; be sure to get a man to carry it off; I don't want it all piled around back or something. I'll stop in someday next week to measure for the curtains. That little bedroom at the head of the stairs will have to be enlarged. Say it takes you a month to get out—I'll have the carpenters here on the first of May."


    "I hardly think-"


    She smiled at me, which did not make me like her any better. "I thought someone had told you," she said. "I was a Fielding before I married. I told the family that it was a pity to have the old family house falling apart in the hands of strangers; we owe it to the town, after all, to have Fieldings living here. So we are coming home again." She sighed nostalgically, and I unclenched my fingers from the stair rail and said as quietly as I could that I was sure the villagers would be dancing in the streets when they heard that the Fieldings were coming home again. "Goodbye," I added firmly, opening the front door. "I'll see you in a day or so, then," Mrs. Ferrier said, and of course I did not push her down the front steps.


    


    544 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    We bought the big white house, at last, by merely signing our names on # piece of paper. Mr. Gore and Mr. Andrews down at the bank arranged the financial transference with an almost invisible maneuver of figures on a card. When my husband asked if we could borrow our money right back again and use the house as security, everybody laughed.


    I stopped in at the grocery that afternoon to tell the grocer that we had bought the big white house with the gateposts and he told me a story about a fellow he knew who had rented for twenty years, saving money, until at the end of twenty years he had twenty thousand dollars in the bank, and he bought an old house planning to make it over and now, six months later, he was five thousand dollars in debt. I asked him if he had met Mrs. Ferrier and he said she had been in the store a couple times. "She takes after the Birminghams," he said, "from East Hoosick when old Delmar Fielding married the youngest Birmingham girl and the Fieldings first got into real money." I said I wished the Birminghams had stayed in East Hoosick, and he said a lot of other people had wished the same thing ever since the oldest Birmingham girl had got herself into the Prohibition party and went around making speeches.


    He gave me a dozen cartons and I went home and began halfheartedly putting things into them. I took all the overshoes and skates and football helmets out of the hall closet and put them into a carton and put the carton in the hall by the front door. I took all the things off the stairs and put them into another carton, which I stacked in the hall next to the first carton. I was wondering what to put in the third carton when I was interrupted by Jannie to say that Ninki had just had her kittens on one of the comfortable chairs in the study and that my husband was sitting in the other comfortable chair and wanted to know what to do. I sent Jannie back to say that he should go right on reading and I put a clean dustcloth in the bottom of the third carton and went to get Ninki and her kittens, but I was interrupted again by the real estate agent on the phone. Could we move ourselves and family into the downstairs front apartment in the big white house, he wanted to know. Because although the downstairs front was vacating, the people in the upstairs back and the upstairs front were insisting upon at least two months' notice before they moved, and the downstairs back, who had been notified that back rent was to be paid in full, was refusing


    


    to move at all. Even if we planned to take out the partitions and change the wallpaper after we were moved in, there would still be a delay of at least two months before we could claim anything except the downstairs front. I had barely hung up the phone when Mrs. Ferrier called to say that now we had actually bought another house she was speeding things up a little because her cousin was getting pretty pointed about having all of them around all the time, so she was arranging to have the carpenters and painters arrive on the twentieth of April and would we please have the house clear by then.


    Ninki's kittens were all black except one, who had four white feet. I went to the back porch to leave the carton of kittens and then came back into the study and told my husband that right after supper I was going to go to bed and read a mystery story and if the phone rang again he could answer it. When I heard Mr. Mortimer's car sideswipe our mailbox I got up without enthusiasm and went out to pick up the mail. There were three bills and a letter from my mother saying that a dear old friend of hers was going to Europe that summer and had not had a chance to rent her summer house. Would we be interested in borrowing the house? It was completely furnished, in a pleasant mountain town seventy miles from where we lived, and had a new washing machine, a dishwasher, an electric mixer, and a deep freeze.


    We had never owned a new washing machine, a dishwasher, an electric mixer, or a deep freeze. I read the letter over once to myself, twice aloud to my husband, and again at the dinner table. I sent a telegram to my mother that night, and the next morning I looked in the phone book under "Storage and Transfer" and got in touch with a Mr. Cobb, who listened sympathetically to our problem, and said that he believed that he was just the fellow to settle everything for us. He came to our house that afternoon, and walked with me from room to room; he made little jokes about "folks who never know what they've got until they come to put it away," and, "bet you people have spent a long time gathering up these things," and, "funny how most people don't understand about cubic feet; you take the average man, he knows how long a foot is, and usually he knows what a square foot is, from buying carpets and so on, but most people just don't understand the idea of cubic feet." This was so true of me that I could only nod and say it was a shame, the ignorance of the general public. Mr. Cobb was a very considerate person; when he had
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    finished his tour—during which it was brought home to me just how much stuff we had in the garage and the attics and how the children had accumulated swings and slides and sleds outdoors—he sat down in the study with my husband and me and talked the whole situation over with us.


    Money, it turned out, was the basic problem in putting furniture in storage, and the next most basic problem was the cubic foot. The concept of the cubic foot was intimately discussed, Mr. Cobb having passed over money swiftly and compassionately, and Mr. Cobb told my husband about how the average man knew about feet and square feet but not cubic feet. Mr. Cobb then remarked that we had a great many things to store, didn't we, and my husband and I said oh, not so much, considering it in terms of cubic feet; most of our stuff, we pointed out, was flat, like books. Mr. Cobb smiled slightly and said well, you take ten thousand books, which is what we estimated we had, and you pile them on top of one another, well, that mounted into cubic feet. I said shrewdly that if you took rugs and laid them flat, that was almost no cubic feet, and Mr. Cobb said well, it was a funny thing about rugs. Rugs, he said sadly, could not be stored unless they were freshly cleaned and rolled, which made them, he said, spreading his hands in a wide gesture, into cubic feet again. Almost all of Mr. Cobb's function—aside from lighting cigarettes for me, and pausing respectfully when my husband spoke —seemed to consist of taking objects which actually existed in almost square feet, and translating them into cubic feet—rugs had to be rolled, books had to be boxed, pictures had to be put into packing cases. He also suggested helpfully that we stuff as much stuff into other stuff as we could. He then made his last clear translation —nice flat money into cubic feet of space—by suggesting gently that payment was of course in advance, and departed.


    We had to do it, at last. You cannot transport four children with clothes and toys and five cats and a dog and a baby carriage and a coin collection and two typewriters and a picnic hamper in one car and still have much room left for furniture. Our borrowed house had all the beds and dishes and chairs and tables that we needed, and in much better shape than those we left behind, and since we only expected to stay until mid-August, to be back and moved in before it was time to get ready for school, we fondly supposed that we would not need heavy coats or electric trains or hot-water bottles,


    


    although, as it turned out, the first month we were in the borrowed house it rained every day.


    I managed almost immediately to dispose of the dishwasher, by permitting it to chew up and eat one of the imported wineglasses, leaving only the stem, and then I managed to upset the coffeepot into the washing machine, and I was still picking dried coffee grounds out of the children's shirts when Mr. Cobb's warehouse receipt, accompanied by bill (payable in advance, Mr. Cobb's letter pointed out nudgingly), arrived in the mail, and my husband, apoplectic, strode furiously into the kitchen. "What in the name of heaven," he demanded, "is a pedestal burlapped? And why did we want to store it?"


    I thought. "It's the cats' scratching post, I think," I said. "We could hardly bring it with us, you know."


    "Do you realize," said my husband, waving the papers under my nose, "that we also stored one empty crate? Three pieces of canvas? One metal cakebox?"


    "I meant to send that cakebox back to your Aunt Sadie," I said. "You remember she sent us that chocolate—"


    "Stack six wastebaskets," my husband said. "Snow shovel."


    It turned out that what we could not identify the children largely could; we had no trouble with such items as 295: Radio TV cabinet, or the series of eight items labeled 68: Rug, 69: Rug, 70: Rug, and so on. Item 17: Large Green Chest S & M Soiled—S & M turned out to mean Scratched and Marred—was the Pennsylvania Dutch chest which had been given to us as a wedding present by friends in the antique business, and what was Scratching and Marring and Soiling to Mr. Cobb and his goblins was to us a fine antique finish. Nothing of ours, actually, was to Mr. Cobb in precisely tiptop condition; his abbreviations for Bad Order (B.O.), Scratched and Marred, Moth-Eaten (M.E.), Soiled, Rusted, Worn, Torn, Loose, Chipped, and Dented, were listed after almost every item. Double Bed Mattress Burnt brought back vivid memories of the morning I fell back asleep with a cigarette in my hand, Mexican Chair Broken reminded us of the time my husband tried to reach the top of the closet shelf. Tricycle B.O. spoke for itself, although it had been the little girl next door who had put her foot through the spokes.


    It was in the odd items, however, that we found ourselves glancing secretly at one another, wondering what furtive hiding places
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    had been invaded, what hidden lairs of junk were now exposed. The Coal Grate, for instance (R. though it was), which none of us could remember* had Mr. Cobb stored in our name some priceless piece of metalwork belonging to old Mr. Fielding, or had he boldly wrested it from the furnace in some mistaken zeal, or had we, indeed, at some past time gone hand in hand and bought our first coal grate, hoping eventually to build a full fireplace around it? The Folding Mirror for Dressing Table S & M, I remembered; it had come off a dressing table which my mother-in-law had sent us with a load of other furniture when she moved from a house into an apartment; the dressing table had long been disintegrated and thrown away, and the mirror had lain in an attic corner for years. In cubic feet it must have been priceless to Mr. Cobb. Round Green Table Iron Base B.O. mystified us all, but Laurie saved us over Occasional Chair Without Cushion Joints Weak; that, he pointed out after much thought, was the chair which had been in a corner of the cellar near the workbench, which he and his father had been using as a sawhorse, thus almost certainly weakening the cushion joints.


    We owned an old metal phonograph horn, we discovered, and a mysterious item identified as Trunk M.T.B.B.O.; we finally narrowed this down (Marred, Broken, Bad Order) to the extra T., and considering that this was the trunk into which my husband had unloaded his filing cabinet, we came at last to assume that the T. stood for Trivia, or Too-heavy.


    Gradually, during the long summer days, our list became as intimate a part of our daily life as the washing machine grumbling to itself in the kitchen, or the deep freeze doggedly making popsicles downstairs. "Small Round Table S & M," I would cry gaily to Laurie, and he would be allowed one minute before answering, "Girls' room, corner near the window." "147, Fire Lighter," my husband would come back, and if no one could guess it (far corner of the cellar, leaning against the wall) another penny went into the pot for Mr. Cobb. D. R. Table puzzled us, until we realized that it was not a table Dented and Rusted, but our old dining room table; Bundle Metal Disces B.O. were not a little sack of Greek coins my husband had somehow overlooked, but the metal records for our old-fashioned music box, although how Mr. Cobb was able to estimate that they were in B.O. is beyond me. Mr. Cobb made three cents on items 166, 167, and 168, listed individually as Ador. Arm Chair B.O., Ador.


    


    Arm Chair Arm Off B.O., and Ador. Arm Chair B.O., since we could all clearly remember armchairs with the arms off, but none that might reasonably have impressed the hard-bitten Mr. Cobb as Adorable. Items 154, 155, 156, and 157 infuriated my husband. "Bundle 4 Bed Slats," he said helplessly. "Bundle 5 Bed Slats, Bundle 4 Bed Slats, Bundle 3 Bed Slats—you simply can't trust those people; we could have made one Bundle 17 Bed Slats and saved just that much money."


    "Consider for a minute," I begged him, "consider item 285, one half Round Side Table—now we must have saved money there! 9


    "Red Boot Black Box," my husband murmured.


    "My red boots?" asked Sally.


    "My black box?" asked Jannie.


    "My red box for blacking boots?" asked Laurie.


    "Boxing boots?" I asked. "Blacking gloves?"


    "It's dented," my husband said, consulting the list. "Probably another Bundle Bed Slats they were ashamed to put down."


    One of Mr. Cobb's favorite dodges was a confusing little shortcut known as CU, or Contents Unknown. Small Victrola, CU. Packing Case, CU. Carpet Sweeper with Handle, CU. Carton CU, Carton CU, Carton CU, Flat Carton CU. (The Flat Carton Contents Unknown earned Mr. Cobb another penny.) Kitchen Range CU. (The remains of our Thanksgiving turkey, I believe.) Electric Baseball Game CU. Moreover, after items 68 through 74 ("Rug, Rug, Rug, Rug, Rug, Rug, Rug") it was satisfying to learn that we had tamed one—item 191, Domestic Rug.


    By far the most absorbing sequence turned out to be 133 through 137—Red Parasol, Sword, Sword, Sword, Small Flag. These probably came from the same costume department as 19: Spear and 20: Horsewhip, and we began to think nostalgically of how, as a family, we could have held Mrs. Ferrier at bay, armed with our swords and our spears and our horsewhips and our red parasol, and waving one another on with our Small Flag. At any rate, we were all happy to reflect that the Black Hat Box (204) and the Floor Mop (382) were beyond harm, as was the Pair Auto Tires Worn (158) and, of course, the Odd Drawer from Table (370). Besides, there was nothing so particularly odd about the drawer, it was the table that was so odd, appearing and disappearing the way it did.


    Whenever I tried to picture the items on Mr. Cobb's list, think
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    concretely of, say, the ashtrays and metronomes and bed tables and kitchen chairs, they fell automatically into place, as they had stood for so many years. I think that during the long days of that summer —and after the first month of rain it was hot all the time—I slowly forgot that our house was not waiting for us, and came to believe that we would go home to the familiar place; my only concession to the idea of a new house was to set my mental picture of our old house in the new location on upper Main Street, and sketch in a barn in back, and the gateposts in front. We received a sharp letter from Mrs. Ferrier accusing us, in so many words, of stealing the garage doors. I threw the letter away because of course we had not stolen the garage doors. I had smashed one of them slightly trying to get the car out one day, and we had taken it off the hinges, but it was right there leaning against the side of the house if Mrs. Ferrier had only used her eyes.


    The weather was hot, we went swimming, and the children, even Barry, were brown and lively. Our neighbors were almost all summer folk like ourselves, and agreeable, informal people; the children picked up acquaintances after their own fashions. Because our next-door neighbor, a Mrs. Simpkins, dropped over on our first morning and pointed out most pressingly that it was so nice for her young ones to have what she insisted upon calling "gentle, refined kiddies" right next door, I felt that it was incumbent upon me to make immediate overtures of friendship, and I invited the Simpkins children over, sight unseen, for supper. We cooked hamburgers out in the back yard, with Mrs. Simpkins beaming down at us from her kitchen window, but after supper the Simpkins boy settled down to play house with his sister and Jannie. Laurie, refusing ungraciously to be Daddy, spent the evening indoors staring disconsolately out at the lake. "Golly," he said perhaps thirteen times, "golly, I sure wish there was something to do around this joint, boy."


    When, the next morning, an invitation was delivered to Laurie and Jannie, asking them to take their evening hamburgers in the Simpkins back yard, Laurie refused point-blank, and only the threat of no swimming for one whole week persuaded him to go. He came home immediately after supper, and spent the evening indoors by the front window. "Golly," he said, "if only there was something to do around here."


    On the third morning Laurie was still at breakfast when the Simp-
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    kins boy came down his back steps, his book of pressed flowers under his arm, and made purposefully for our house. Laurie raced out the front door, leaving me to cover his retreat by holding the Simpkins boy at the back door. I asked how Mrs. Simpkins was, and whether the collecting and pressing of wild flowers was not too arduous a hobby for the hot summer days. I said I was sorry, but Laurie had just stepped out and I did not know where he was or when he would be back. I said that when he did come back I would most assuredly tell him that the little Simpkins boy was looking for him and wanted to know whether he would like to pack a picnic lunch and go on a nature walk. After fifteen minutes I closed the back door on the little Simpkins boy with a strong feeling of sympathy for Laurie.


    Laurie did not come home until long after the rest of us had finished lunch. When he came in he was in a hurry. He had a long scratch on his cheek, his shirt was ripped, and his nose had clearly been bleeding. He said no, he had not been fighting. He had met some fellows. One of them was named George. He had not been fighting. George had a catcher's mitt and another one of the fellows had a bat and George knew where he could borrow a ball. There had been no fighting, and Laurie could not imagine why I should think there had been. He and George and the other fellows were getting up a game on the ball field down by the lake, and he promised not to fight any more.


    After two or three more fruitless attempts to interest Laurie in wild flowers the Simpkins boy gave up, and became a regular participant in the doll games his sister and Jannie played, with Sally tagging along. Laurie and George and George's friends, who traveled in a pack like wild dogs, spent their long days at the ball field or at the riding stables or in the lake, displacing a hundred times their own weight in water. My husband and I told one another that the children had never seemed happier or healthier. My husband set up a horseshoe-pitching court at one end of our back yard, and in the cool evenings he and Laurie went out to pitch horseshoes while the girls and I sat on the grass and watched them and Barry slept, smiling, on the cool screened porch. After Laurie had won every game every night for four nights in a row my husband decided that he was going to teach me to pitch horseshoes, but it turned out to be almost impossible for me to learn, because the only way I could lift the
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    horseshoes enough to throw was by using both hands. After the evening when I, throwing two-handed, put a horseshoe through the canvas back of one of our lawn chairs, my husband set up a badminton court, which was much more successful. For some reason Laurie could never learn to play badminton at all, and Jannie and I, who both liked the game, never were skillful enough to beat anybody except each other. My husband and I played a lot of badminton as the summer wore on. I refused, as I have been doing every summer since I can remember, to allow anyone to try to teach me to swim, and Sally and I made sand castles while Laurie tried to learn racing dives off the dam and Jannie learned from her father how to do the dead man's float. After weeks of effort Laurie succeeded in teaching Sally a kind of rudimentary dog paddle. Several times the three older children and their father rented a boat and went off on picnic trips; I was always left behind as a punishment for not learning to swim, since, as Laurie explained severely, he and his father would have enough trouble with Jannie and Sally if the boat tipped over without having to save me> too. While they were gone on their boat trips Barry and I lay out in the sun and took long, lovely naps.


    Until mid-July, the possibility of entering actively into any demanding situation, much less the practical policies of the State Department of the United States, had not been anything we had considered extensively; although, as a family, we had always been reasonably dutiful citizens. We hung out a flag on Decoration Day, observed the Fourth of July with noisy cheer, paid our taxes with reluctance but on time, sent children to school with an eye to the truant officer, crossed the street with the green light, did not use the mails to defraud—we were sensible, citizenly folk, but not obtrusive. Our active participation in the operations of the government had been confined, not to put too fine a point on it, to voting. This complacent footing was inevitably blasted, abruptly, out from under us, and the slight Japanese accent which Sally retained from the experience lasted for several months.


    It was on a pleasant Sunday afternoon, when I was sitting reading a mystery story on our own front porch. Through the still air I could hear the distant enraged shouts of nine-year-old boys discussing reasonably the accuracy of a batted ball; Sally and Jannie, shiny from their morning swim, were playing in the sandbox; Barry had awakened, cheerful, from his nap and was singing to himself in the play-
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    pen, watching the sunlight, and holding aloft one small foot. My husband was around on the side porch, slowly relaxing into that heavy-eyed state which hits him about the seventh inning of the baseball broadcast, and which slips imperceptibly into a nap before dinner. I had just showered and changed into a clean skirt and blouse, and was in the process of deciding that it was really too hot to fry the chicken for dinner, and I would make instead some nice cool salad (tunafish?) when Laurie shot down the road on the bike we had borrowed for the summer, and came to a shrieking halt half an inch from the porch steps. "Got to get ready," he said gaspingly, vaulting the porch rail. "Hurry."


    "Laurie, it's just too hot to race around like that. You'll have sunstroke or something; nothing is important enough to—"


    "Company," Laurie said. "People coming over. Here."


    I rose abruptly. "Company?"


    "Got to hurry, they'll be here in a minute." Laurie started through the door and I followed after him, saying, "Wait, who—"


    "Got to talking to them. Ball field. Said they'd be right over, we got to hurry" He turned to the stairs. "Better put on a clean shirt," he said.


    If Laurie intended, uncoerced, to put on a clean shirt, immediate and violent action of some kind was called for from me. I moved swiftly to the window which opened onto the side porch, said, "Company," and heard my husband groan. I then passed through the house to the back door, from which I shouted, "Jannie, Sally," and was rewarded by a distant answering voice. "Clean shirt," I said thoughtfully, and went up the stairs two at a time and into the girls' room where I found two nearly clean dresses, skidded into the boys' room where Laurie was buttoning his best Hawaiian print shirt, snatched a sunsuit for Barry, called downstairs, "Porch chairs," and stopped long enough to run a comb through my hair. "Who are these people?" I shouted to Laurie, and he shouted back from his room, "Visiting America. One's named Yashamoto, I think"


    Remotely I recalled rumors I had heard of a group of foreign students visiting our town for a brief vacation and orientation course in this country before going on to study in various colleges and universities all over the country. "How many are there?" I shouted across to Laurie, but he had gone downstairs. Serve them coffee, I thought frantically, or perhaps something typically American—hot
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    dogs? No, no, not in the middle of a hot afternoon. Iced coffee; iced coffee, and there was a box of doughnuts in the breadbox if the children hadrrft gotten to it; cookies? I wish I had some ice cream, I thought; can't serve company popsicles from the deep freeze, and I took the three bottom steps in one leap. I was plugging in the electric coffeepot when Jannie and Sally came through the back door; I threw their dresses at them and said, "Company, wash your faces." They disappeared, murmuring, and I moved swiftly in to Barry, who was amused at the idea of wearing the sunsuit, since it was the first article of formal attire he had seen since summer's start. I tied Sally's sash, took a swipe at each head with the hairbrush, heard voices outside, emptied an ashtray on my way to the door, ducked my mystery out of sight, and opened the door. "Good afternoon," I said, only slightly out of breath.


    There were six of them. "Good afternoon," said a gentleman in a red, white, and blue striped tie, who was, it turned out, the spokesman. "My name has been Horogai Yashamoto. Thank you very much for invitation to your home."


    "We are delighted that you have come," I said, trapped without thinking into a kind of stilted formality. "Will you come in?"


    I held the door open and they filed solemnly in past me, and then lined up inside. Each of them was wearing an identification button, and as Mr. Yashamoto introduced them one by one I kept trying to look sideways at the names on the identification buttons, hoping that they would forgive mispronunciation. The two Japanese men were Mr. Yashamoto and Mr. Masamitsu, there were three people from Argentina, Mr. and Mrs. Fernandez and Mr. Lopez, and a tall gentleman with a black beard, who was from Ceylon and whose name I never learned, because I got it first as Babar and no amount of correction, after that, could make me change it. "How do you do," I kept saying, "how do you do."


    For one hideous minute we all stood just inside the front door, smiling eagerly at one another and all obviously trying helplessly to find some civil, neat, appropriate comment for the situation; then, blessedly, the side porch door opened and my husband, inadequately briefed by Laurie, came in with his mouth open. "Good afternoon," Mr. Yashamoto said, with his little bow, "thank you very much for invitation to this home. We are pleased to have met you. We are pleased at seeing family life here."


    


    My husband took a deep breath. "Glad you could come," he said manfully. "Hi," said Laurie, appearing behind him. "Hi, fellas."


    Mr. Yashamoto bowed again to Laurie. "Our small friend Lorri," he said, pleased. "We are meeting your parents now."


    "And my sisters," Laurie said, waving at Jannie and Sally, who were standing shyly in the kitchen doorway. "This big one's Jannie. The little one's Sally."


    Mr. Yashamoto approached formally, and bowed to each of them. "Jonni," he said. "Salli." "H'lo," said Jannie almost inaudibly, and Sally giggled and crossed her feet.


    "And my brother Barry," said Laurie.


    Mr. Yashamoto, following Laurie's pointing finger, bowed again, to the playpen. "Balli," he said.


    "Well," said Laurie, who seemed at the moment to be in entire control of the situation, "let's all siddown, then."


    Hesitantly, edging and backing and bowing and countering, they found chairs. I sat briefly until I was positive that our visiting gentlemen were firmly set into position, and then said, "Excuse me," and raced back into the kitchen, where I took down glasses and set them on a tray, got out ice, spread the doughnuts thinly on a plate, and padded the spaces between them with gingersnaps. Give the coffee another five minutes, I thought, sugar and milk, spoons. When I came back into the living room I found our guests sitting, each with hands folded in lap, and all turned intently to Laurie, who was saying, "And the thing is, when you're playing second and there's a man on first, see, you wanna—" Everyone stood up again when I came to the doorway, and I said, "No, no, sit down, please," and finally sat myself, abruptly, onto the telephone table chair so that Mr. Yashamoto and Mr. Masamitsu and Mr. Fernandez and Mr. Lopez and Mr. Babar would also sit down. Hastily, I noted that Mrs. Fernandez was giving Laurie that gaze of hypnotized attention which usually means a state of utter bewilderment, that my husband was eying Mr. Yashamoto in the manner of a monomaniac who intends shortly to enter upon his exclusive field of interest—in this case, of course, coins—and that Jannie and Sally between them had cornered Mr. Fernandez. Laurie gave every impression of being about to describe, in detail, the several innings of his latest game, and Mr. Babar had a small notebook in which he was writing busily, pausing occasionally to glance curiously at the books on the shelves, or the
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    children's bare feet, or the rug, or the table lamps, and then returning to his notebook to write again. I thought of telling him that the house was not ours, and that we claimed almost nothing in it, and then reflected that the furniture was of rather better quality than what we had left in the grasp of Mr. Cobb, so I was quiet.


    "Trouble with most longball hitters, you got to—" Laurie was continuing purposefully, and I turned to Mr. Lopez, who was on my left, and I smiled at him politely and he smiled back. I strongly suppressed a basic superstition which came unbidden to my mind (if you talk loud enough you can make them understand) and said, very softly, "And how long have you been here, Mr. Lopez?"


    He looked surprised, and thought. "Ten minute?" he said at last, tentatively.


    "No, no. How long have you been in this country?"


    Again he thought. "Juan," he said hesitantly. "Juan Lopez."


    I smiled largely, and nodded. "And do you like it?" I asked.


    "Oh," he said, pondering. "Very much," he said finally, and we both smiled, and nodded, and repeated "very much," and smiled again.


    "This is fine country," Mr. Yashamoto said. "Very eatable food in this country."


    "We especially," Mr. Masamitsu said suddenly, "we especially enjoy hot dog. And mustard," he added wistfully. "And spaghetti."


    "Boy," Laurie said, and sighed. "And relish. And pickles."


    "Peeckle?" Mr. Masamitsu turned wonderingly to Laurie. "Peeckle?"


    "Peeckle," said Sally, enchanted into speech, "peeckle, peeckle, domineeckle."


    "Anyway," Laurie said, loudly overriding his sister, "I suppose you know what rice is, I guess? I guess you eat a lot of rice at home, don't you?"


    Mr. Masamitsu shuddered delicately. "Indeed no," he said with eagerness, "indeed I do not; me, I eat no rice. Indigestion," he said widely, and everyone smiled, and nodded.


    Mr. Babar for a minute raised his head from his notebook, regarded Mr. Masamitsu intently, obviously debated making a note, and then reluctantly refrained; instead he leaned toward Sally and touched her hair gingerly and Sally turned, giggled, and said "Hey!"


    


    "You are most kind/' Mr. Yashamoto said suddenly to my husband, "to allow us to come into this country of yours."


    It was at this moment that, as I say, the United States government, flags flying, walked into our living room and sat down. I could see my husband's eyes widen and knew that without warning the same realization had come to us both; here we were, unprepared, in a sort of ambassadorial role, forced to stand or fall by our reasonably representative way of life; we spoke simultaneously—was that "Yankee Doodle" sounding in the distance?—"Nice of you to come," my husband said largely, and I said with a great heartiness, "I hope you enjoy it here." Then everyone smiled and nodded again to each other, and I muttered, "Coffee?" and fled to the kitchen.


    Jannie and Sally, with great plans for passing cookies, followed me into the kitchen, and I gave Jannie the sugar and milk to carry, and Sally the plate of doughnuts, and came after them with the tray of iced coffee. Each of our guests solemnly accepted a glass of iced coffee and—I believe most of them thought this a ceremonial to be followed precisely—a spoonful of sugar and a little milk, and then, finally, one doughnut. Food, no matter how ceremonial, had its usual gracious effect, and I felt my position as international hostess relax slightly as, glasses and doughnuts in hand, our guests stirred, and rose, and spoke to one another, and moved around.


    Mr. Yashamoto at last entered into an animated conversation with my husband about Japanese coins. Laurie and Mr. Masamitsu discussed with loving detail the several beauties of the hot biscuit, the hamburger, the corn on the cob. Jannie took Mr. Lopez by the hand and led him off to see Ninki's kittens, Mr. Babar settled down to a painstaking scrutiny of the bookcase, Sally was telling Mr. Fernandez, with dramatic action, the story of the three bears, and I came over to sit beside Mrs. Fernandez on the couch and said, "What a lovely skirt." It was flaming red, with heavy gold embroidery around the hem, and I would have given my eyeteeth to have one like it. "Lovely," I said.


    "Yes?" she said. "I not espeak English, no."


    I thought deeply. "Lovely," I said, touching her skirt, and she watched me and then, touching her skirt, said imitatively, "Lovelee?"


    Inspiration came to me. "Wait a minute," I said, holding up one finger in what I believed might be a universal gesture for patience, and I hurried over to where Barry, in his playpen, was thoughtfully
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    chewing on his sunsuit strap. I lifted him, gave him a quick swipe across the^ bottom to make sure he was dry, and then brought him back and put him into Mrs. Fernandez' lap. "Baby/' I said triumphantly.


    She put her arms around him and hugged him, and Barry, craning his neck back to see her, regarded her for a minute with a slight frown, then apparently decided that she was friendly and smiled. I wondered briefly, watching him, if Barry's warm smile was not precisely the smile, friendly but bewildered, which we had all been using toward one another as a substitute for communication, and I looked upon my younger son with fond pride.


    "Bebe?" said Mrs. Fernandez. She held out her finger and Barry grasped it and they both smiled again; she looked at me and we both nodded and laughed. Barry reached up and took hold of one of her gold earrings and she spoke to him rapidly in Spanish, and Barry smiled, and she and I looked at one another, and laughed. It was a masterpiece of communication.


    "Balli?" she said to me.


    "Barry."


    "Ah," she said. "Barri." She spoke to him again, and he answered her in his language, which was surely as comprehensible to her as mine, and he showed her his four teeth and got her earring in his hand to play with. We were getting along famously; we were all beaming at one another once again when a voice spoke suddenly behind me. "Do you eat?"


    Startled, I turned; it was Mr. Babar, squatting beside my chair. "Do you eat—" he thought, pencil in hand "—breffist food?" he finished finally.


    Blinking, I said, "Well, of course, we send for space goggles from the cartons, and compasses and things, but I personally—"


    'The little Balli—what eats he?"


    "Cereal," I said meekly. "Strained baby food." Mr. Babar frowned, shaking his head, and Mrs. Fernandez and Barry stared, uncomprehending, from one to the other of us. I sighed and stood up, giving them both my universal sign for patience, and went into the kitchen and came back with an unopened box of Barry's cereal and a jar of strained squash. I handed them to Mr. Babar and he scowled at them, making notes in his book. "Most very interesting," he said, and reluctantly gave them back.


    


    I felt like an idiot, but I said, "Would you like to keep them? I have plenty more/'


    "Keep them? Take them with?"


    "If you want to." I gestured foolishly, but Mr. Babar said with pleasure, "Thank you very much; this is of the utmost great value," and hastily, as though afraid I might after all insist upon taking back my cereal and my strained squash, he hastened to his briefcase and stored them away. Then, coming back to where I was sitting, he asked, pencil poised, "Shampoo?"


    I nearly did international relations an irreparable harm by giggling. After a minute, however, I said, sober-faced, "I wash my hair with it. So do my daughters."


    "Ah." He wrote. Then he touched the sleeve of my blouse with the tip of the pencil. "How much?" he asked.


    I stirred uneasily, and glanced around to see if my husband was listening, but he was showing Mr. Yashamoto our Japanese netsuke, a lovely little ivory carving which had been my birthday present. "This," I heard Mr. Yashamoto say incredulously, "is Japanese?"


    "Eleven-ninety-eight," I said very softly to Mr. Babar, "but if you don't mind—"


    "Eleven dollar?"


    "It's nylon," I said, "but please don't tell—"


    He beamed. "Ah," he said. "Nylon" And he made another note.


    Mrs. Fernandez was singing softly to Barry, who lay back against her arm making small quiet noises, and Jannie and Mr. Lopez came back into the room and I heard Mr. Lopez saying, "People from different countries seem different, my Jonni, but cats—never. Cats are always much alike."


    "Except," said Jannie intelligently, "that some of them are black and some of them are white and some of them are gray and some of them are striped."


    "True, true," said Mr. Lopez, and Mr. Babar, apologetically, touched me on the arm to attract my attention. "Television?" he asked anxiously.


    Suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, Mr. Yashamoto glanced at his watch and rose. "One hour," he announced, and our guests stood, all together. Mr. Yashamoto came across the room and bowed quickly to me. "Thank you very much for visit to your home," he said. "You have been most instructive."
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    I leaned down to take Barry from Mrs. Fernandez and she hugged him and handed him to me. Between the two of us we managed to pry her ea/rtng out of his hand. "An opportunity not to miss," Mr. Babar said to me, and then, unexpectedly, "I will not reveal cost of clothing." I could have sworn he winked at me.


    Mr. Lopez shook hands with Jannie, and Mr. Fernandez removed Sally from his lap. "How about a game tomorrow?" Laurie said to Mr. Masamitsu, and Mr. Masamitsu bowed. "Swell," he said precisely, "idea."


    "I do hope you'll come again," I said generally. "We have enjoyed your visit so much." I turned to Mrs. Fernandez and said, "It has been a real pleasure." "Bebe," she said, touching Barry's head. "Barri."


    "Come any time," my husband said roundly to Mr. Yashamoto, "show you some more of those Japanese coins."


    They were all moving gradually toward the front door, and then, when they reached it, passed through it in single file, as they had entered, and lined up again on the front lawn.


    "Thank you once more very much," Mr. Yashamoto said, and my husband and I both said, "Do come again," and Laurie called out, "Be seeing you, fellas," and Jannie and Sally called, " 'Bye, 'bye, 'bye."


    They wandered off down the country road, our guests, conversing among themselves, and pausing once for a minute while Mr. Babar turned and took a long look at the outside of our house. Then he wrote quickly in his notebook, and they went slowly on.


    August came upon us soon thereafter, and Laurie began saying "school" in a dreary voice, and giving us monologues which usually began, "Why'd they ever invent school, anyway, if they'd only—" My husband and I asked one another what had become of the summer, and at the dinner table we wondered constantly that the weeks had seemed so short. Laurie reported that Mr. Yashamoto had turned into a pretty fair shortstop, and then, sadly, that they had all gone. Mr. Yashamoto had promised to write to Laurie, and had left behind a snapshot, taken by Mr. Masamitsu, of himself and Laurie standing together grinning, with the lake behind them and a baseball bat in front of them, and Laurie put the picture up on his bedroom wall. Mrs. Simpkins stopped over one morning to say that her boy had settled down to studying his arithmetic against the approach of


    


    school, and they had seen so little of Laurie they wondered if he was studying, too. I said that Laurie had been teaching his sister Sally to dog-paddle.


    With the departure of Mr. Yashamoto and Mr. Masamitsu the baseball season suffered a perceptible slump, and Laurie had been moping, sad and listless, his occupation gone, until he fortunately recollected the existence of the riding stables. As a matter of fact, it had seemed to me at first that Mrs. Simpkins' inquiry after Laurie was ironic, since I thought it unlikely that anyone living only next door could be in any doubt about Laurie's current interest. The first sign of Laurie's presence was always the panting arrival of our big dog Toby, then came the crash of Laurie's bike hitting the ground, and then, vividly, sometimes from as far away as ten or fifteen feet, the inescapable air of horse.


    From a stable sage named Jerry, Laurie had managed to pick up such valuable items of information as the probable hands high of horses, what a cinch is, and certain aphoristic opinions which seemed to me more suitable for a men's smoker than a family living room. His father, whose interest in horses was confined to their shoes, was required, as the only other man around the house, to listen to unending detail about a black and white bay—or it may have been a bay and white black, or black and bay, or even spotty, as Sally suggested—whose name was Popeye and who was supposed by the bloods around the stable to be exceedingly dangerous. Sally and Jannie and I believed implicitly that Popeye had eaten a former stableboy and perhaps even another horse, and it became a custom with me to glance quickly at Laurie when he came home to see if there were any marks of horse's teeth on him.


    We planned to leave our borrowed house earlier than most of our neighbors were planning to leave their summer houses, because we thought to give ourselves two good weeks to get moved before school. As a result, the last days of our summer vacation were filled with farewell parties. We had been out playing bridge on Saturday night and because it was our last Saturday night had been persuaded to stay for one rubber over our quota (and would have won it, too, if my husband had led back a spade that time); when we got home we were both a little irritable (and so was the baby-sitter, coming sleepily out to the car with her coat thrown over her shoulders) and entirely because of my husband's forgetfulness I neglected to set the
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    alarm. As a result I woke up on our last Sunday morning with one of those guilty starts, and found myself staring unbelievingly at an alarm clonic which had slid secretly past eight o'clock and somehow gotten itself around to half-past ten.


    Now, I do not believe that my children will pack up their little clothes and their small treasures in colored bandanas and set off, trudging sadly down the road out into the cold world—I do not really believe that my children will run away from home if Mommy is not up in time to give them breakfast, but this morning the house was suspiciously quiet, and when I cried out "Laurie?" and then "Jannie? Sally?" there was not even an echo to answer me. My husband stirred uneasily and I snarled at him, rolling out of bed and racing into the girls' room, saying "Jannie? Sally?" in a voice which became more urgent as I perceived that they were not there, but that they had most certainly been there for some space of time after arising; the toys were out of the bookcase and a fort of some kind had been built with dresser drawers in one corner of the room; Jannie's box of very small glass beads had been broken open and the beads scattered around thoughtfully near to the door so that, barefoot, I managed to step on several thousand.


    As a last heartbreaking touch—a tender gesture for Mommy, no doubt, and probably performed just before the final exit into the world—both beds had been made, crookedly and with the sheets hanging, but still made, with the spreads put on. In Laurie's room, The Boy's Book of Baseball Stories lay open on the bed, and Barry, who after nearly nine vivid months of life had developed a kind of patient cynicism about his family, was lying in his crib talking to himself and playing agreeably with Laurie's hairbrush. I absent-mindedly picked up Laurie's pajamas, which were sprawled on the floor, and looked into them vaguely, saying "Laurie?" Since his dirty socks and dirty shirt and bathing trunks and riding boots were on the floor I could see no reason for hanging up his pajamas, and dropped them back onto the floor and said to Barry, "Where is Brother?" He stared at me, and then smiled.


    Followed by Barry's sudden wail, I went padding from step to step downstairs and into the kitchen, where I was suddenly made aware of my optimistic conclusion the night before that I would leave the dinner dishes and do them in the morning. "Laurie?" I said. "Jannie? Sally?" There were three cereal bowls on the table,


    


    563 Raising Demons


    two empty and one half empty, and, glancing at the cereal boxes where they sat high on the shelf, I reflected briefly on the magical capacities of children who are hungry and relieved of the pressing assistance of adults. I decided that I could not go out hunting for my children until I had clothes on, and went back upstairs to dress. I had brushed my teeth and combed my hair and was looking for a clean handkerchief when I heard the clear sweet voice of my long-lost daughter Sally. "Mommy?" she was saying in the kitchen, "Mommy has gone to Fornicalia to live. Where my grandma lives, grandma. Would you please like some breakfast?"


    Concluding, and rightly, that she was talking to the milkman, who needed urgently to be told that he must leave three quarts of milk instead of five, and a dozen eggs, I went to the head of the stairs and shouted, "Sally? Tell him to leave eggs and three quarts. Then stay exactly where you are until I come down."


    I slammed the dresser drawer shut, hoping it would wake my husband, slid into my shoes, and raced downstairs to find Sally, who has a kind of literal mind, frozen halfway between the door and the table. "Can I move now?" she asked, as I came to a stop, "move?" There were five quarts of milk on the table, and three dozen eggs. "Sally," I said helplessly, "where have you been?"


    Sally, who was then almost four years old, has always been very pretty. Any time I am prepared to spend an hour or so working on her, she is very lovely indeed, although her general appearance is of a child barely kept in a state of minimum human cleanliness by the most stubborn determination. Her hair was not cut short until she was six, so that summer it was still long and curly; since this particular morning she had been on her own for several hours she was recognizable largely by the voice and by the horrible doll she was carrying. She had chosen to put on a sunsuit, which would have been perfectly reasonable if she had not put it on backward; her hair was not able entirely to conceal the condition of her face, and from where I stood it looked very much as though she had gotten a lollipop from somewhere, because there was a lollipop stick wound in one curl. "Where have you been?" I asked again.


    "Out," she said inconclusively. "I been visiting, visiting." Her odd jangling manner of speech had never annoyed me more, and I said sharply, "Visiting where?"


    She waved. "Around," she said.
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    "Where is Jannie? Laurie?"


    "Laurie is on his bike. Jannie got eaten by a bear, eaten."


    This was so close to my guilty expectations that I went nervously to the kitchen door and looked out; there were no bears but at least part of Sally's general appearance was explained by the impressive line of mudpies on the back step. Following a reasonable train of thought, I asked, "Did you have breakfast?"


    "I had it at Amy's house, Amy's."


    Amy's mother was one of the sweetest people I had met that summer. Her children were always spotless, and they were fed at correct times in an immaculate kitchen. I had never heard Amy's mother raise her voice to her children and she always seemed to have time to make her own clothes. "You would go to Amy's," I said.


    "Well, I told Amy's mother that I did not have any breakfast, breakfast, because my mommy did not wake up and give it to me, mommy. And Amy's mother said I was a poor baby, baby, and she gave me cereal and fruit, cereal, and she said there, dear, and she gave me chocolate milk and I did remember to say thank you, remember."


    I made a mental note to stop over later and tell Amy's mother laughingly that Sally had certainly fooled us, hadn't she, because I was right here making breakfast and Sally had just run out and I had spent hours looking for her and ... "I told Amy's mother you were gone away to Fornicalia," Sally said, seating herself at the table before her half-finished bowl of cereal. "Laurie got me this cereal but he put on too much milk and I went to Amy's."


    She seemed satisfied that she had given me a reasonable account of her morning, and I said "California" absently as I began to clear dishes out of the sink and stack them. "Hickory Dockery Dick," Sally said musically. "Why did they come home wagging their tails behind them, tails?"


    By half-past eleven I had coffee making and had located Jannie (breakfast at Laura's house, scrambled eggs and orange juice and toast because Jannie's mother was still asleep because Jannie's mother had not come home until way, way late last night) and had had word of Laurie, who called to say that he was at the stables helping water the horses and would be back in a little while for lunch. "I see you finally got up," he remarked over the phone. "Yeah," I said.


    I had fed Barry and put him in his playpen, and was feeling a


    


    little bit less like the delinquent mother whose children are found begging in the streets. Sally told me a long story about an elephant she and Amy had encountered, which asked them civilly the way to the zoo, zoo, and gave them each a piece of bubble gum, a delicacy ordinarily forbidden Sally, but I had to let her keep it because it was a present from an elephant. By the time my husband came stomping downstairs I was sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and smiling maternally at Sally; I gave my husband another smile of patient, tolerant understanding, and asked him sweetly if he would care for coffee? He nodded, and sat down at the table, but he jumped when I lifted the frying pan. "Eggs?" I asked him, and he shook his head no.


    "Dockery Hickory Dick," Sally said. "Later will you take us swimming, Daddy, swimming?"


    "Of course he will, dear," I said largely, and my husband turned his head and looked at me for a minute.


    "Daddy would like—" I was going on maliciously when the back door opened gently and Jannie said, "Can I change to a dress?"


    "Good morning, dear," I said.


    "Good morning. Can I? My white sundress? You didn't wake up this morning, did you?"


    "Jan, later Daddy will take us swimming, Daddy."


    "Can I change to my bathing suit?" Jannie switched smoothly. "Can I change to my blue bathing suit?" She was wearing a pair of shorts and a blouse which she dearly loved but which was so small for her that she could only button the top button, and it left a two-inch gap over the top of her shorts. "So I'll be all ready when we go swimming?"


    "Can I wear a dress, dress? Can I?"


    "No," I said. "Later. No."


    "Can I anyway go barefoot?"


    "Can I, barefoot?"


    "You're already barefoot," I said, puzzled.


    "But you weren't awake so we could ask, so I thought," Jannie said judiciously, "that I had better ask now! 9


    "You may go barefoot," I said.


    "Thank you," Jannie said. "May I change to my bathing suit?"


    "I had breakfast at Amy's," Sally said. "Ha-ha."


    "Ha-ha," Jannie said. "I had breakfast at Laura's."
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    "Horrible," my husband said. "Way to bring up children/' he explained to his coffee cup.


    "And ©acfdy will get you each an ice-cream cone," I said to Jannie and Sally.


    Sally nodded approvingly. "But furstaneta finish my cereal," she said. "Furstaneta" translates precisely as "First I need to," and it precedes most of Sally's important actions; in this case, tipping her bowl of cereal onto the floor.


    "Bring up children," my husband said.


    There was a scratching at the back screen and Toby put his head in and looked around at us. Almost immediately there was the crash of Laurie's bike hitting the ground outside. "Daddy will take you swimming, too," Sally told Laurie, as he came through the door.


    "Not me, kiddie," Laurie said blandly, relieving Jannie of the piece of bread she was covering with mayonnaise as he went past, and leaving her gazing astonished from the jar of mayonnaise to her empty hand. "Me, I'm on Popeye this aft."


    "Don't come any closer till I finish my coffee," his father said.


    "Buddy's gone lame," Laurie told his father.


    "If his shoes are too tight tell him I'll take them," my husband said.


    "Horses don't get lame from tight shoes, bud," Laurie said. "How about some food?" he asked me.


    Slinging one leg over the seat of his chair, he pulled the jar of mayonnaise toward him. "Jerry says," he told Jannie, "that kid sisters are only good to have if they're sixteen years old and have no big brothers."


    "Laurie," I said, "that is hardly the way—"


    "To address your ever-loving family," Laurie said. "J errv sa Y s >" ne went on, "you got to have families, because otherwise where would you borrow money?"


    "Good lord," my husband said, just as Jannie put in suddenly, "Mommy, where am I?"


    "Sitting at the kitchen table," I said. "Why?"


    "I just all of a sudden couldn't remember how I got here," Jannie said, looking around at all our startled faces. "I don't remember cmything."


    My husband and I stared at each other. "Jannie," he said, "tell us what happened."


    


    "I fell, I believe; 7 Jannie said. "I believe I fell."


    "Where did you hit yourself?" I asked.


    "Down on the woodpile," Sally said. "Jannie fell off the woodpile, Jannie."


    "Did you?" I asked. "When?"


    "I don't remember," Jannie said, pleased.


    "Your own name?" Laurie asked with interest. "Because it's Jannie."


    "How old are you?" Sally asked.


    Jannie giggled. "Now I don't even remember that" she said.


    "What were you playing on the woodpile?" I asked.


    Jannie took a deep breath. "Well," she said, "I was playing on the woodpile with Laura and Laura's brother Johnnie and we were playing pirate ship and Laura was the captain and Johnnie was the first mate and I was the shrew—"


    "Crew."


    "Shrew. And I was the shrew, and I said I was going to dive overboard looking for fish and Laura said that was no way to catch fish you had to use a spear and Johnnie said—"


    "And then you fell?"


    "Not yet. And Johnnie said I was supposed to dive overboard to be dead, see, because I was a captured maiden and so I said I would only pretend to dive overboard because even if you were captured maidens you couldn't go jumping off the woodpile. Could you?" she appealed to Laurie.


    "Depends," Laurie said judiciously. "I know that ole horse Buddy-"


    "Anyway," Jannie said, "Laura said I had to jump and Johnnie said he would if I would and so then I fell."


    "But you can't remember anything about it?"


    "Well," Jannie said doubtfully, "I do remember a little bit about playing on the woodpile. But now I think I have forgotten my name."


    "It's Jannie," Laurie said.


    I glanced, frowning, at my husband, and he shook his head and shrugged. "It was all on television, all," Sally said suddenly. "We saw it at Amy's house, Uncle Bob's program, Amy's, and the little cow that laughs all the time, cow, he fell and hit his head and then he couldn't remember all about Uncle Bob and the trip to the moon,
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    "It was not' 7 Jannie said, "it wasn't, it wasn't."


    "And we *all said we couldn't remember," Sally said. "Can we go swimming now, swimming?"


    "Now," Jannie said reproachfully, "now I can't even remember your name."


    "It's Sally," Laurie said.


    "Shall I put a cold cloth on your head?" I asked solicitously.


    "Perhaps I better go lie down for a minute," Jannie said, her voice noticeably weaker. "I'll just leave my bread and mayonnaise."


    "Suppose," I said, "you go lie down for a minute and take your bread and mayonnaise with you, since you seem to have made four slices of bread and mayonnaise and I do not see that you have eaten more than half of one."


    "But I don't feel-"


    "If you are too ill to have your nice bread and mayonnaise, then you are too ill to go swimming."


    Jannie sighed, and thought, and sighed again. "This is not very fair," she pointed out. "Swimming might be very good for my poor head."


    "Say, kid," Laurie said to me, "how about some sandwiches to take down to the stable?"


    "Make them yourself," I said, reaching for the coffeepot.


    "No woman knows how to cook, anyway," Laurie said. "Jerry says," he told his father, "that the worst thing about having a wife is she does the cooking." His father nodded bleakly.


    "If any big-mouthed brother of a horse cares to take over the cooking in this house—" I began indignantly.


    "But if I eat all my bread and mayonnaise, then I will be—"


    Laurie guffawed. "If I'm a brother of a horse then what's Jannie?" he demanded, and then, without waiting for the indignant answer Jannie was opening her mouth to deliver, he remarked, "Here comes Amy, simple."


    "Amy?" said Sally, just as I was saying, "Simple is not a polite name for—" and my husband was saying, "Any young man as fresh as—" and Jannie was saying, "Horses don't have sisters, they have—" "Amy?" Sally said. "May I please have two cookies, two, one for Amy and one for me, cookies?"


    "You may, you may," I said hastily. "Provided you eat them outdoors." If Sally's refrain conversation is difficult to bear, Amy's repeti-


    


    tive conversation is worse; where Sally repeats the vital word, Amy repeats the whole sentence; Sally is the only one in our family who can talk to Amy at all. "May I please play with Sally?" Amy was saying through the back door screen, "is Sally here so she can play with me?"


    Sally slid off her chair and made for the cookie jar. "Amy," she shouted, "Daddy is going to take us swimming, swimming, and ask your mommy if you can come, your mommy."


    "My mommy," said Amy solemnly, opening the screen door and joining Sally at the cookie jar, "doesn't let me go swimming right now, because I have a cold. I have a cold, so my mommy doesn't want me to go swimming, because I have a cold. I have a cold," she told me, "so my mommy won't let me go swimming."


    "Because she has a cold," Laurie said helpfully. "See, she has a cold and so—"


    "Laurie," I said feverishly. "Sally and Amy, please take those cookies outdoors."


    "Anyway," Jannie said with finality, "then that makes Sally a horse, too, because if Laurie is the brother of a horse, then Sally—"


    "If you ask your mommy can we each have two cookies," Amy began, preceding Sally out the screen door, "then maybe if your mommy says we can have two cookies—"


    Delicately Laurie shut the door behind them, and remarked consideringly to his father, "You know, you take that Riff. Now there's a nag can jump and run and about everything, and then there's Raff, and he's Riff's own twin brother and you think that horse can jump?" The phone rang.


    "It's probably a horse for Laurie," Jannie said, inspired.


    "I'll get it," my husband said, abandoning Laurie in mid-sentence.


    "I'll just change into my bathing suit right now," Jannie said, taking advantage of my preoccupation with the ringing of the phone to leave two slices of bread and mayonnaise behind the toaster. "See you later, kid," Laurie said, patting me on the head.


    "Well, well, well," my husband was saying over the phone. "Isn't this a surprise" He turned and grinned evilly at me. "But you've got to come on over," he said, "we'd never forgive you if you didn't stop in. And plan to stay on for dinner," he said, looking away from my dropped jaw. "Pot luck, of course."
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    Two days before we were to leave, we got a letter from the real estate agent^at home, saying that all four apartments in our new house were empty, the downstairs back having loaded their clothes and their television set in a pickup truck in the middle of the night and made off without further reference to the back rent. The agent said that a checkup on the downstairs back apartment indicated that they had been systematically removing furniture and household goods for some time; perhaps ever since they were first informed of the sale of the house. Nothing was left in the downstairs back apartment, not even the lightbulbs or the curtain rods, and the agent was of the opinion that they would have taken the glass out of the windows if it had not been broken already. My husband thought that we should keep the downstairs back apartment intact, repair the windows, and rent it out again. I thought that if we rented the apartment again, we should make out a lease since, although we had not had a lease with Mr. Fielding for nine years, I was still rankling over the arrogant terms in our old lease for our apartment in New York, and I thought that we could give the people who compose leases a lesson in generosity and broad-mindedness. It turned out, however, that the only truly unjust clause which rankled with me was the one prohibiting tenants from keeping mockingbirds, and it seemed pointless to plan to rent our downstairs back apartment with a lease urging the tenants to keep mockingbirds, so we thought we would not rent the apartment.


    We wrote to Mr. Cobb and asked him to give us back our furniture on August twentieth. We thought that it would take us about three hours to drive home, so we told Mr. Cobb to expect us around noon. Because there was no place we could reasonably hope would take in six of us, with dog and cats, overnight, we planned to spend our first night at home in our new house. "We will be camping out," I told the children. "We will all pitch in and help together," my husband said, "and not expect Mother to cook a real dinner or anything that first night."


    It had been impractical, in terms of simple cubic feet, to let Mr. Cobb store our books, after all, and we had at last agreed with a friend of a friend that if he let us leave our books in his empty warehouse we would arrange to have them moved whenever he needed the space for something else. Early in August he had written asking if we could move the books, and we said he could put them in our new
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    house, the downstairs front of which was then empty, and we would of course pay for the trucking and unloading. I do not think that either my husband or I remembered this clearly; we knew, of course, that there were two hundred cartons of books, but we still thought of the books as lined neatly on bookshelves, even though we had packed them ourselves. Because of the mounting expenses connected with our moving, we decided that we would not plan to have the house painted or the wallpaper removed for a while yet, my husband pointing out that the way things were piling up we would be lucky if the children could get a shoe each to wear to school. • I had already discovered that during the short space of the summer we had accumulated so much more property that it was not going to fit in the car going home, so I had borrowed cartons from the grocer in our summer town and packed them with whatever I could fit in, and mailed them off home, where the postman, thinking that we would have enough to worry about in our moving without coming down to the post office to pick up packages, had taken them up one evening on his way home and dropped them off on the front porch of our new house. As a result we were able to fit into the car very nicely going home, with the dog, the cats, the children, the typewriters, the coin collection, the baby carriage, and the picnic hamper, although our departure, full of sad goodbyes, was a little marred by the discovery that I had put the car keys in an old pocketbook which was in a carton now on the front porch of our new house, and we had to unpack the glove compartment of the car to get the spare car keys and in order to unpack the glove compartment we had to clear the front seat of the car because we were crammed in so tight.


    When we got home it was later than we had expected, around two o'clock, and our new house was waiting for us, eager, expectant, and empty, with the cartons on the front porch. The front door was unlocked and so, we discovered, were all the other doors. There was a great tangle of door keys in the kitchen sink of the downstairs front, but none of them fit any of the doors in the house. Inside, divided among the several rooms of the downstairs front, were our two hundred cartons of books, spread judiciously so that their combined weight would not go through the floor. The phone in the downstairs front had been disconnected, and Laurie went around and in the downstairs back and reported, shouting through the kitchen wall, that that phone had been disconnected, too. Then he went out and
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    up to the upstairs back, where that phone had been disconnected, and around-and up to the upstairs front, and of course that phone had been disconnected, too. Barry was still in the car, in his car bed, and so were the coin collection, the typewriters, the picnic hamper, and the box with Ninki and her five kittens. I got into the car and drove down to the railroad station where there was a pay phone. I looked up the number of the E. }. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company, and when I got Mr. Cobb on the phone I said well, here we were, and was our furniture on the way over?


    Mr. Cobb was quiet for a minute, and then he gave a little silly laugh. "Look," he said, "I certainly do hope that you're not going to be sore at me or anything."


    "Why on earth should I be sore at you or anything?" I asked. "I only called to find out about the furniture."


    Mr. Cobb laughed the silly little laugh again. "I know how you ladies all like to have things arranged just so," he said. "My wife—"


    "My furniture."


    "Well," said Mr. Cobb. "See, the men got the small truck all loaded for you. All ready. That truck could roll right now."


    There was a long silence. Finally Mr. Cobb started all over again. "I know how you ladies like to have everything just so," he said. "I just hope you're not going to be sore at me."


    "I think after all I am going to be sore at you," I said.


    "Mostly," Mr. Cobb said in an aggrieved tone, "mostly, people are always rushing you and telling you to be sure and certainly get their furniture right there and ready to roll at exactly a certain time. And then mostly those same people don't even bother to be there or anything. Mostly, you can figure if you deliver the furniture on the day they say, why, there won't even be anyone there to sign for it. That's just the way it goes," he finished brightly.


    "I suppose it is," I said. "Now, about our furniture. Right now we don't even have a place to sit down, so if you could—"


    "I could send over a bench or something," Mr. Cobb said.


    The operator cut in, to say that my three minutes were up, and I could hear Mr. Cobb's phone hang up emphatically. I had to go to the ticket agent to get change, and when I came back I had to look up the number of the E. J. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company again, and this time the phone was answered by a female voice. I told her who I was and asked for Mr. Cobb.
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    "I'm sorry," she said. "Mr. Cobb is out of town."


    "He was there just a minute ago."


    She turned away from the phone and spoke to someone, "—had to hurry—" a voice said indistinctly in the background. "I'm sorry," she said into the phone again. "Mr. Cobb has just left for Philadelphia. He was in a great rush to catch his train. What?" she said off the phone. "Oh. He probably won't be back before Thursday," she said to me.


    "I see," I said. "Well, I don't really want Mr. Cobb in any case. I want my furniture."


    "I'm sorry," she said. "If it's furniture you want, you will have to speak to the foreman."


    "Then let me speak to the foreman," I said.


    "Just a minute," she said, "I'll see if he's in. Freddie," she called, off the phone, "you know that load of goods was supposed to be put on yesterday and Ed forgot? You got enough on to go? Well, you come and talk to her, then."


    There was another silence, and then a man's voice on the phone. "Yeah?" he said.


    "What about my furniture? It was supposed to be delivered at noon today."


    "You the lady with the goods supposed to go out today?"


    "Yes," I said. "I am."


    "Well, that goods is not loaded yet." He thought. "We ain't got it on the trucks," he explained.


    "Why not?" It was getting warm in the telephone booth, and I opened the door.


    "Because we didn't load it on yet. Ed says to tell you he's sorry and he hopes you ain't sore."


    "Your three minutes are up," said the operator, and the foreman said "boyoboy," and hung up.


    I had one more nickel and before I looked up the number of the E. J. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company I took a deep breath and planned roughly what I was going to say so I would not have to waste any of my three minutes. When I rang the number again Mr. Cobb answered. "Hello?" he said. "Cobb Storage."


    "All right, now," I began, and Mr. Cobb gasped.


    "This is the Cobb Storage Company," he said in a different, high voice. "Did you want something?"
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    "Yes," I said. "And if you are Mr. Cobb you had better get onto that train you are in such a hurry to catch, and I am warning you right now that Philadelphia is not half far enough and Thursday is not half long enough because in approximately four minutes I am going to arrive at the E. }. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company with a crowbar and when I get there I am going to come into the E. }. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company warehouse with my crowbar and when I come in I am going to start swinging that crowbar right and left smashing whatever is closest, and if whatever is closest turns out to be Freddie that is going to be all right although I would rather it were Mr. Cobb or his secretary. And," I went on, raising my voice, "now I think of it I am going to bring Mr. Tillotson the policeman and my lawyer with me and I am going to have you arrested for stealing even if you are not Mr. Cobb at all. And after I have you arrested for stealing I am going to call our insurance company over at the bank and tell them that every stick of furniture we own has been stolen with malice aforethought by Mr. Cobb of the E. J. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company and we want to collect all our insurance on it so we can buy more to replace what Mr. Cobb has stolen, and left us without even anything to sit on. And then I am going to send you the bill for hotel accommodations for our family of six from now until we get furniture for our house, and our dog will have to board at the kennel and so will our six cats, and then I think I am going to bring suit against Mr. Cobb for extreme mental anguish brought about by his stealing all our furniture so we came home to an empty house with nothing to sit down on." I stopped for breath.


    "I am extremely sorry that you are taking this attitude," Mr. Cobb said.


    That is a phrase which has always annoyed me. I raised my voice a little higher, and the ticket agent, who had been craning his neck around the corner of the ticket booth, ducked back down inside.


    "Now look," I said, "I am not going to be insulted by some trifling little insignificant worm of a storage and transfer man who scratches and mars and steals people's furniture and I should think that you could regard yourself as pretty lucky because I have not really lost my temper yet, but I am going to if you keep talking about attitudes because what attitude can people take when they have no place to sit down? And if you think for one minute that you can retire to
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    Philadelphia with the profits from stealing our furniture you are very much mistaken, because the next person you will deal with will be my husband and he is not a poor defenseless woman."


    "If you would try to be calm," Mr. Cobb said.


    "And I am not going to be insulted on top of everything else and if you think you can talk that way to a lady you had better think again because I am right now going out to tell everyone I know in town that the E. J. Cobb Storage and Transfer Company not only steals furniture entrusted to them for storage and breaks and smashes everything but they also yell curses and obscenity at people just trying to get their furniture back and by the time I finish with you you will regard yourself as extremely fortunate if they let you out of jail long enough to fire Freddie, because I personally am going to—"


    "Your three minutes are up," said the operator.


    I still had a good deal I wanted to tell Mr. Cobb, but when I went to get more nickels the ticket agent peered out at me from the back of the ticket booth, and shook his head no. I got back into the car and drove to our new house, where I found that my husband and the children were sitting on cartons of books and eating potato chips. My husband said that they were trying to decide what to name Jannie's new room and Laurie's new room, since Jannie and Laurie were going to share the upstairs back apartment, and each of them would thus have a small bedroom and a larger room for other activities and there was quite a problem in thinking of names for these larger rooms. Laurie thought he would like to call his room Laurie's Laboratory, because since it had formerly been a kitchen he could keep the sink in and do chemistry there and maybe set up a darkroom to develop pictures and we could get him a microscope. Jannie wanted to call hers a Study so she could study there, but my husband said that he had a study, and two studies would be confusing, and he suggested that she put her books in there and call it Jannie's Library. I said she could call it her salon, and Laurie said a salon was not a nice name for a room where a little girl kept her books, but she could call it Jannie's Joint. Sally said why not put her bed in there, bed, and then she could call it her bedroom? Or, Laurie thought, she could call it her Giggle Room, because that was all she ever did, anyway.


    Jannie, who had been for the past ten days engaged in running one joke into the ground, said smartly that Laurie's room, then, should be called Laurie's Stable, and he could keep a horse in there,


    


    576 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    and besides, it always looked like a stable. She was going on to elaborate this last point when a moving truck stopped in front of the house anc^ began a complicated maneuver to enable it to back across the rhododendron bush beside the front steps. We all went to the front door and a man got down from the truck. From his voice and general air of graceful self-possession I strongly suspected that it might be Freddie. He removed his hat respectfully and remarked that he hoped he had gotten the right house. My husband said never mind about the right house; if that was furniture in that truck we would take it. Freddie said that Ed hoped we weren't going to be sore at him, because they had certainly meant to deliver our furniture today and had even gotten this small truck loaded, so Ed decided that they should bring over what they had, just so's we could have some furniture in the house tonight, and they would bring over the rest tomorrow, absolutely, on Ed's personal word of honor, or the next day at the very latest.


    We explained that due to certain obstructive difficulties in our house it was going to be necessary to take some of the furniture to the upstairs front apartment and some around to the back entrance and up the back stairs to the upstairs back apartment, and that the furniture in the downstairs front was going to have to be very carefully spaced so that the weight of the furniture and books would not go through the floor. Freddie said he understood perfectly. The first thing that came off the truck was my husband's workbench, which the men carried out back to the barn. Then came Laurie's bicycle and Jannie's and Sally's tricycles, which the children offered with pleasure to ride out to the barn. I stood on the front porch with Barry in his carriage, to tell the men where to put things, and my husband stayed inside, to do as much arranging as he could, and to see that nothing went through the floor. They unloaded our glass-topped coffee table, and I checked to make sure that Mr. Cobb had not smashed the glass top, and then told them to take it into the living room downstairs front, and then they unpacked the old music box, which has always gone in the dining room, and inside, my husband, already arranging, moved the music box to the corner where the buffet was going to go, because the music box has always been on top of the buffet.


    Things were going so smoothly that I decided to drive down to the grocery and get some beer, because it was an almighty hot day,


    


    and while I was gone the men unloaded the ping-pong table, which went in the barn, and Laurie's desk, which went into the upstairs back, and the cushions from the living room couch, which my husband arranged where the couch was going to be. The movers and my husband and I drank beer, and the children drank grape soda, and Barry had a bottle of orange juice, and then the movers unloaded the hall table and two bridge tables and my husband's desk and Jannie's puppet theater and our two laundry hampers. After the laundry hampers, which I recalled were full of clothes, came four barrels of dishes, and the guest room bed tables, and the odd dressing table mirror, which my husband arranged temporarily in the upstairs hall. The number of things in the moving truck seemed endless. I checked the piano bench, and the carton which held the waffle iron and the electric broiler and the dog's dish. There was a carton of piano music, and a barrel of toys, and then Sally's toy box and Jannie's toy box and Barry's bathinette. Sally and Jannie retired to Sally's new room to unpack the barrel of toys, the rugs arrived, were stacked in the front hall, and my husband put our big silver fruit dish in the middle of the dining room floor where the dining room table was going to be. Finally, from the very back of the truck, came the picnic table and benches, and the outdoor barbecue. The men then brought in an odd leg from something, had another can of beer, thanked us, were thanked, and departed with the truck, cutting across the front lawn.


    In our new living room, then, we had perhaps sixty cartons of books, the piano bench, the coffee table, and the carton of piano music. In the dining room were the music box, another forty cartons of books, and the silver fruit dish. In the kitchen were four barrels of dishes, and a carton with the waffle iron, the electric broiler, and the dog's dish. Upstairs in Sally's room were her toy box and a barrel of toys, unpacked. The guest room had two bed tables. In what was going to be the new study was the odd leg off something and my husband's coin collection, which he had brought in out of the car, and another fifty cartons of books. In the front room where we planned to put the television set were another fifty cartons of books and the picnic hamper. In my husband's and my bedroom was a carton, sent by me from our summer home, which held half a dozen wet bathing suits wrapped in aluminum foil, three plastic sandpails,
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    Sally's blue sunbonnet, and Laurie's collection of shells. It was half-past six.


    I heate/1 'Barry's baby food and his bottle in the hot water from the kitchen sink, fed him sitting on the piano bench with a carton labeled Miscellaneous Non-Fiction for a tray, cleaned him as well as I could, and changed him into his pajamas. I opened a can of dog food and fed Toby on a newspaper on the kitchen floor, and Ninki in the top of an old mayonnaise jar I found in the pantry. Then we shut all the animals inside the new house, got the rest of us, including Barry's carriage, back into the car, and drove to our local inn. Everyone had a hot bath, and the inn was serving its special pecan cinnamon honey pie for dessert that night. The children fell asleep early after their tiring day, and my husband and I played bridge with a nice couple in the lounge.


    The rest of our furniture arrived at half-past six the next morning. The men had already carried in a great deal of it by the time we got to our new house. Freddie told us confidently that he had figured out where everything went, and some of his arrangements were so tasteful and judicious that we left them: the big dining room buffet in the television room, for instance, and the lawn chair in the pantry, which turned out to be a very practical arrangement, because later on when we got a washing machine we had to put it in the pantry and while I was doing the wash I could sit down. We had to leave the buffet in the television room because the men had brought it in through the front window and Freddie said he was pretty sure they couldn't get it out again and anyway there was more room in there than there was in the dining room, with the table and all them cartons of books.


    One of the things the men left in the front hall was the carton of football helmets, ice skates, and tennis rackets. With a feeling of pure triumph I dragged the carton over to our new hall closet, and unpacked it. I put in the ice skates and the basketball and the hockey sticks and the overshoes and then I got up off the floor and tried to close the closet door. After a minute or two I repacked all the things in the carton and called Laurie and told him to take it out to the barn. He said in a worried voice that the first floor of the barn was nearly full and if I wanted to put my car in there we were going to have to start putting things up on the second floor of the barn. I called to my husband, who was down cellar checking the furnace, and he said that what with the junk the previous people had left down


    


    there, and our own collection of cellar odds and ends, there wasn't going to be room down there for much more. When the next carton of odds and ends came in I waited until no one was looking and then carried it secretly around the house and put it in the downstairs back apartment.


    Just before lunchtime the men got the refrigerator installed and working, and for some reason that comfortable old clatter made the house seem more familiar than anything else. I said I would go right down to the grocery for meat and milk and eggs and butter, and on the way I gave in to a kind of irresistible nostalgia and turned the car onto the old side road and out the three miles to take a look at our old house. When I came around the corner I stopped the car and stared; it was like meeting an old friend who has dyed her hair and taken to wearing tight velvet pants and mascara. The house was painted bright yellow, and at first I could not understand why it looked so odd, and yet so ordinary and like every other house we had passed driving home the day before. Then I realized: Mrs. Ferrier had removed the four white pillars.


    


    TWO


    Before we had been in our new house six weeks, the back apartment was full of things, and the crooked gatepost had become a topic on which we were all morbidly sensitive. When we bought the house, my husband and I both assumed, upon the candid statement of the real estate agent, that the only thing defective on the property was the left-hand gatepost leaning off at a rakish angle. The roof, the furnace, the wiring, the plumbing, the foundations—all of these, we believed innocently, were new, newly repaired, or so solid that not even an earthquake could shake them. "But," the real estate agent told first me, and then my husband, and then both of us together, "I'd be a pretty poor businessman if I tried to tell you that gatepost is straight" We were forced to agree: that gatepost was emphatically crooked, and the real estate salesman was not a pretty poor businessman at all. The gateposts were massive stone affairs, although there was no wall to go with them; they stood at the end of a driveway which, while nicely dry during the summer months when we looked at the house, was not the splendid sweeping affair the gate-
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    posts seemed to imply. Nevertheless, my husband and I told one another with shy pride that the gateposts gave our meager three acres something of the air of an estate, except that of course the left-hand gatepost was a little crooked. When we talked it over afterward, though—the real estate agent reeling back to his office, the papers in his hands, and no doubt giggling incredulously to himself all the way—we decided that all we had to do was put up maybe a fence, and get the gatepost straightened, of course, and put in some kind of a lawn, and maybe a couple of more bushes on the side of the house where the wall had kind of fallen in—anyway, we thought, standing by the gatepost and regarding our land, it was not going to take much to get the old place looking like a mansion again.


    We have no local firm of gatepoststraighteners, but every deadpan wit within the county limits had a stab at us. The man who came to repair the roof thought that we ought to get someone to hitch a team to the gatepost and pull it straight. The man who came to repair the furnace suggested that we dig out under the post on the uninclined side, and let the post settle down even-like. The electrician took a few minutes off from ripping out the dining room ceiling to say that what we had to do was dig out the roots of the tree under the gatepost. The plumber thought no; we better get a man to move the gatepost over two, three feet. I finally developed a kind of answer for use around the grocery and the post office, about how I'd taken a lot of trouble pushing that gatepost as crooked as it was, and any time I wanted it straight I would go on out and push it back again. My husband took to saying around the barbershop that it wasn't that that gatepost was crooked, it was that the other one was too straight. Laurie solemnly assured the kids in fifth grade that it was only specific gravity kept the gatepost up at all. Among ourselves we tended to avoid the subject, and after a while I got so I could drive the car between the gateposts without ducking sharply to the right. During one severe late-summer storm we all stood anxiously at the front windows, wondering if the gatepost would go down, but it stood staunch; what did go down was a tree across the street, smashing part of the front porch of a man who had asked Sally why she didn't take the gatepost apart and build it up again straight.


    I still had to drive Sally to nursery school, and after a while the two older children took to waiting and riding along. Our new house
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    was only two blocks from their school, but, as Jannie explained, it got very very very tiresome walking past the same houses every time. We had been in our new house for over six months, through our family holiday season, which begins early in October with Laurie's birthday, then continues through Sally's birthday on Hallowe'en, and Jannie's birthday a week later and then Barry's birthday and Thanksgiving, and finally the long home stretch into Christmas. On Laurie's birthday we were still unpacking books, I remember, and his friends dined in the shadow of the half-filled bookcases in the dining room. By Sally's birthday the men had come to sand the pine floors, and all the downstairs furniture was piled in the dining room and all the other floors were freshly varnished, so Sally had a birthday party in the kitchen, with crepe-paper barricades across the doors to prevent her guests from straying onto the fresh varnish, and balloons and lollipops hanging from the ceiling. By Jannie's birthday we could use the dining room again, but the upholsterers had taken all the good dining room chairs to freshen the tapestry backs, so Jannie's friends had a picnic dinner sitting on the glittering varnished floor. Barry was too little to have a birthday party, which was just as well, because that was when they were repairing the plumbing in the bathroom downstairs, and they had taken out the bathtub and put it in the study where my husband fell into it one night when he could not sleep and went downstairs to get a book. Since Thanksgiving came on Barry's birthday that year, the men took the day off and went away and left the bathtub in the study from Wednesday afternoon until Monday morning. It was the most practical wastebasket we ever had in the study, but they came on Monday and put it back. Barry got a blue teddy bear for his birthday, and he named it Dikidiki.


    The new house had a very good spot to put the Christmas tree, in the bay window of the living room, and from far down past the railroad tracks, coming home through the snow, we could see the lights of our Christmas tree shining from our house. There was a good sledding place for Jannie and Sally down behind the barn, although Laurie went up to the hill with the other boys. That Christmas we got a movie camera and a projector and screen, and I took movies of Barry in a pink snowsuit being tumbled off a sled pulled by Laurie in a brown jacket and a blue hat and Jannie in navy blue with a red scarf and Sally in green, with pompons on her hat. I took
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    pictures of our house and our trees and our barn. In the long winter evenings we sat in the dark living room and my husband, running the projector with Laurie's help, showed us the pictures of Barry tumbling off the sled and Laurie in brown throwing a snowball at Sally in green with pompons on her hat, and Jannie standing proudly beside a monumental snowman, and the bare branches and snow-touched roof and the barn somehow at an angle because I had trouble holding the camera with gloves on. The children enjoyed looking at the pictures of themselves, and got very restless when they had to watch pictures of the house and barn.


    We drove past the old house now and then, and I observed with contempt that Mrs. Ferrier had tried to compensate for the naked look of the porch by putting some kind of a grayish scratchy bush on either side of the steps. When the winter was over they might blossom into great colorful things, but I did not, somehow, envy Mrs. Ferrier with her yellow pillarless house and her scratchy bushes; she did not even have a crooked gatepost.


    Along about the beginning of February, when the days of winter seem endless and no amount of wistful recollecting can bring back any air of summer, I caught one of those colds which last for two days in the children and two weeks with me. I got to feeling that I could not bear the sight of the colored cereal bowls for one more morning, could not empty one more ashtray, could not brush one more head or bake one more potato or let out one more dog or pick up one more jacket. I snarled at the bright faces regarding me at the breakfast table and I was strongly tempted to kick the legs out from under the chair on which my older son was teetering backward. I could not think of anything to serve for dinner which was not dull, or tasteless, or unusually full of bones. There was never any news in the morning paper. The mail was slim and almost entirely composed of letters beginning "We are sure that through some oversight you must have neglected . . ."


    This state of mind is not practical in a household which continues to move relentlessly on from breakfast to mail to school to bath to bed to breakfast, no matter how I feel. My only conscious positive wish was for the doctor to drop in—casually, perhaps, coming to pick up an old syringe he had left lying around—glance at me suddenly and exclaim, dropping his bag and turning pale, "Good
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    lord—look at you! Why, you should be in the hospital," and, turning angrily to my husband, "Are you crazy? Can't you see that your wife is desperately ill?" I took my temperature twice a day, and limped carrying in the dinner dishes.


    One morning the cleaner returned my gray suit with a button missing and I cut my finger slicing rye bread for toast for my husband and the children had been late for school. There was a letter in the mail from an old friend of mine who was driving through our town on her way to visit another old friend, and if I could take a couple of days off and go along we could all three spend a marvelous weekend comparing pictures of our children and talking about the time Marjorie cut her hair.


    I read this letter to my husband, holding my bandaged finger well in sight. "It would have been nice to have gone," I said wistfully, and sighed. "Oh, well," I said. "Here's another bill from the telephone company."


    "I don't want to know about it," my husband said, regarding the beverage I had served him for coffee. "You go along on that trip, do you good." He hesitated, and then said stoutly, "I'll take care of the children."


    "Fine," I said, before he had quite finished speaking, "then if you think I should, I will go. Do me good to get away for a while," I told him. "You won't have any trouble, not if I'm only gone two days."


    "I am perfectly capable of running this house," he said. "Perfectly capable. You just leave a list of things the baby eats, and so on. And who to call if someone gets sick."


    "I usually call the doctor," I said, and went hastily to write to both my friends and sew the button on my gray suit and wash out a couple of blouses and generally compose myself to leave in two days' time. My husband can turn on the stove and answer the telephone, but it seemed to me that it might help if I arranged to have the children largely out of his way; the baby, of course, had to stay at home, but I called my friend Kay and asked if our Sally could spend Saturday afternoon playing at her house, and perhaps stay for dinner. I explained that I was leaving Saturday noon for a short visit with a friend and returning Sunday night, and she said golly, what a lucky break for me, and since my husband would be a bachelor Saturday night how about he came to their house for dinner? I said that he had to stay home with the baby, and she said well, anyway, Sally could stay over-
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    night with them. I said wonderful, I would do the same for her sometime.


    Then I called my friend Helen and asked if Jannie could visit her Jennifer on Saturday afternoon, because I was going out of town for two days and she said gee, she wished she could get away for a day or so, and sure, they'd love to have Jannie for the afternoon and supper, and overnight, too, if I liked, and why didn't my husband come over for supper, too, since he would be all alone? I said he had to stay at home with the baby, and she said then they'd expect Jannie sometime on Saturday.


    Then I called my friend Peg and said could Laurie come over to her house Saturday afternoon because I would be away, and she said some people got all the breaks, someday she was going to go away for a weekend, and her William would be delighted to have our Laurie around on Saturday and if he felt like it he could stay overnight, and why didn't my husband drop over and take pot luck with them for dinner? So I said my husband had to stay at home with the baby, but we'd take a rain check on it, and I'd send Laurie along after lunch on Saturday.


    The next morning, the day before I was to leave, Sally brought home from nursery school an almost undecipherable piece of paper which translated (I called the child's mother and checked it, finally) as: "My birthday party is on Sunday at three o'clock and Sally can come. This is from Pat." I called Kay and she said yes, her Ellen was invited, too, so why didn't Sally plan to stay at their house Sunday night instead, and she would pick them up after the party and see that they got to nursery school Monday morning. That way, she added, she would be able to take Ellen into town to get shoes on Saturday afternoon, as she had originally thought of doing. However, she said, if it would be more convenient for me to have things the way we first planned it ... I said no, no, it would probably be just as simple for my husband to have Sally out of the way on Sunday, and I would try to arrange to send Sally to play with the twins on Saturday. So I called my friend Dorothy and asked if my Sally could spend Saturday afternoon with her twins and she said gladly, how lucky I was to be able to get away, would my husband like to come for dinner and I said he had to stay with the baby and she said she would give Sally supper and bring her home afterward.


    When the children came home from school Friday afternoon
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    Laurie was very much excited over an invitation he had received to go to the movies with his friend Oliver on Saturday night, and when I said that he had been invited to stay overnight with William he groaned and said but he had to go to the movies, he had told Oliver he would, he would go to William's some other time. So I called Peg and she said that was all right with her, send Laurie along on Sunday afternoon and she would take the boys skating and bring Laurie home after dinner, since Sunday was a school night. As I hung up the phone rang again and it was Helen, to say that some old friends of theirs had just phoned that they were coming for the weekend so there wouldn't be room for Jannie overnight; could she give the child supper and send her home? And if she came over Sunday afternoon she could go skating with them and she and Jennifer could make fudge or something. I said of course, how nice of them to take Jannie when they had company and all, and Jannie was extremely pleased.


    Friday night I ironed a blouse and washed my hair and did my nails, and Saturday morning I took Jannie to her dancing school and made a casserole of scalloped potatoes and sausage. While I was busy in the kitchen Laurie ran out the front door, calling over his shoulder to say that he was going down to Rob's, and he telephoned later to say that he was staying for lunch. My husband was working in the study, and Barry was in his playpen; Sally hung around me in the kitchen, getting in my way.


    I cooked the casserole and then put it in the refrigerator; since I was being picked up at eleven-thirty the best arrangement for the children's lunch seemed to be cheese and jelly and peanut butter and a loaf of bread set out on the kitchen table. I went to get Jannie at dancing school and when I came back my husband came out of the study and asked me if I had noted down where the children were expected to be so he could keep track of them, and anything else I thought he ought to know. I had fifteen minutes or so before I needed to dress, so I went to my desk and took up a pencil.


    SATURDAY, I wrote, and then thought. A simple chronological outline seemed best suited to my husband's particular requirements, so I drew a line under SATURDAY and continued: Give Barry chopped vegetable soup and a bottle of plain milk, warmed, for lunch; Sally will have lunch at home (peanut butter, etc., on kitchen table); Laurie lunch at Rob's, Jannie at home. Milk in refrigerator. Sally to play with twins one o'clock, for dinner, home by bedtime. Jannie


    


    at Jennifer's, including dinner, home by bedtime, Laurie riding lesson three o'clock, home for dinner, movie evening with Oliver. Barry in playpen 3-5, supper casserole to go in oven 5:30, oven 375 degrees. Barry rice and liver soup and peaches for supper, bottle bedtime. Feed cats, dog. Laurie knows where dogfood is. Laurie right to bed after movie, Sally, Jannie jellybeans at bedtime. SUNDAY: Sally home till 3:30, then Pat's party (do not forget birthday present, wrapped, on desk). Sally wear shoes to party, pink party dress (white socks in top left dresser drawer, if none there, blue will do). Comb hair. Bath if possible. Check neck. Laurie at William's, after lunch, ICE SKATES, William's for supper, home bedtime; school night, check homework, early bed. Jannie at Jennifer's, Sunday afternoon, supper, fudge, ICE SKATES, SWEATER. Home bedtime, school night, check homework, jellybeans. Barry Sunday breakfast cereal, bottle, lunch applesauce, cats milk Sunday morning, milk in refrigerator, did you leave casserole in oven Saturday night? Barry Sunday noon chopped vegetable soup, bottle, nap outdoors if weather clement, Barry Sunday supper chopped vegetable and bacon soup, bottle, pudding, feed cats and dog. Do not wait up for me. Cube steaks in refrigerator if you care to cook them, otherwise leftover casserole; jar in refrigerator labeled Mayonnaise is extra coffee to heat up. Bread in breadbox. Leave note for milkman Saturday night DOZEN EGGS, LB. BUTTER, COTTAGE CHEESE. Cover all children 10:30 Saturday night. SALLY PAJAMAS TO ELLEN'S, TOOTHBRUSH. Salad. Do not let Jannie forget extra sweater going to Jennifer's, scarf. Check Sally Sunday morning for sniffle. Add note milkman Y 2 PT. SOUR CREAM. Thirty-five cents in change on top of refrigerator in case Laurie needs money for movies. Six jellybeans is plenty.


    We had a moderately pleasant weekend, although it snowed all the time and I lost another button off my gray suit and everyone seemed to have aged noticeably. My friend dropped me off in front of the house about nine on Sunday evening, and I was glad to get back, seeing the house lighted up and even the upstairs rooms bright, although the children should have been in bed. The dog met me at the door, wagging his tail, and there was an ominous thud as some cat leaped hurriedly off the kitchen table.


    "Hello?" I called, setting down my suitcase. "Where is everyone?"
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    The only answer was the gentle stirring of a paper on the coffee table, and I went over and picked it up.


    SUNDAY, it said. Barry and/or dog ate all directions. Have taken all children incl. Barry to hamburger stand for dinner, movies. Barry fond of movies, went yesterday too, also fr.fr. potatoes. Don't wait up for us. Casserole on kitchen table, cats not fed. Milkman left two dozen eggs. Jannie says six jellybeans is not plenty. Leave front door unlocked. Jar in refrigerator labeled Mayonnaise was mayonnaise.


    Nothing is stable in this world. As soon as Barry was old enough to be regarded as a recognizable human being, with ideas and opinions, it became necessary for the other children to change him around. Since he was now too big to fit into a doll carriage, Jannie amused herself by dressing him in costume jewelry and ribbons. Sally sat on the floor next to the playpen and sang to him because, she said, it made him dance. Barry was clearly too formal a name, and we took to calling him B. B was too short, however, and he became Mr. B, then Mr. Beetle, and finally Mr. Beekman. He stayed Mr. Beekman until he was almost ready for nursery school, and then came around full circle, moving back to Mr. B, then B, and, at last, to Barry again. At one point he developed a disconcerting habit of answering no matter who was being called. Thus, dancing, and decked in ribbons, Beekman walked instead of creeping, and learned to drink from a cup.


    With the coming of our first spring in our new house it was overnight astonishingly clear that our trees and grass and bushes and flowers were real. They all showed a first pale green just like all the other trees and grass and bushes and flowers up and down the street, and I went out and took movies so we could all sit in the dark living room and see that our trees had surely turned green at the tips of the branches. The snow turned into mud, particularly in our driveway. My husband added up the winter's fuel bills and said it would be cheaper to take the barn apart and burn it stick by stick, then start on the furniture. I got up one bright Sunday morning and saw the sun and the blue sky and could not bear the thought of just driving casually down the street to the news shop to get the Sunday papers. I told the children that because it was such a particularly springlike
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    morning I was going to get the papers by driving out the back road and out along the river road and then up the other way to the news shop, and home, and they could come with me if they liked. They got into the car, solemnly discussing the possibilities of the weather's getting enough into Mommy's head to provoke a popsicle all around. I did not expect to get out of the car, since Laurie could run into the news shop and get the papers, so I was wearing an old coat, warm and comfortable in spite of the way it looked, high, sheepskin-lined leather boots, and a red and white scarf tied over my hair, which I had combed only haphazardly, since it has always been very awkward for me to comb my hair properly until I have had my morning coffee. My husband was still asleep, and I left the coffee making in the electric coffeepot, and bacon in the pan ready to fry when I got back.


    The sun was rich and the air was fresh, and I drove down the river road contentedly, deeply appreciative of the warmth of the sunlight after an all-night rain, my car splashing richly through the deep puddles. The road was extremely muddy and quite slippery, and I was glad that I had not, after all, had the snow tires taken off when it began to look like spring. I was thinking with some complacency, as a matter of fact, of how my husband had told me to get the snow tires taken off and I had forgotten. On the front seat beside me Mr. Beekman stood straight and alert in his car-chair, scanning the road ahead for possible cookies; now and then he turned to me and inquired, "Daddy?" In the back seat the three other children held converse among themselves, with raised voices and various pushings. Jannie, on the assumption that it was a matter of grave universal interest, gave us the names of the cowboys in her Red Rider gang at school; Laurie kept one hand caressingly on the barrel of the BB gun his grandfather had sent him over my urgent disapproval; he rattled BB's in his pocket and commented unceasingly upon the availability of passing objects as targets; Sally stood on her head on the back seat, singing. "Daddy?" Mr. Beekman asked insistently.


    "Sunshine," I said, and sighed with satisfaction.


    "Won't get many crows today" Laurie opined drearily. He has never yet, to my knowledge or his, shot a crow with his BB gun. "Too wet underfoot."


    "If I was space cadet," Jannie said, "you know what I'd do? I'd
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    take an asteroid on, like, Friday night, and then when it started to rain on Saturday again—"


    "Thursday, you'd have to," Laurie said. "Never do it on time on Friday, light years and all."


    "Cookie?" Mr. Beekman suggested.


    I breathed deeply and happily, blew the car horn twice as I came to the bad right turn, shifted into second, pulled the wheel around, and turned the corner into the path of a car coming, fast, the other way.


    I was annoyed, because I was startled, and I put my foot down on the brake and simultaneously and instinctively shoved my right elbow into Mr. Beekman's stomach to keep him from pitching forward from his car-chair. "Woomph," said Mr. Beekman, and I pressed harder on the brake because my car was not stopping or even slowing down. I was suddenly acutely aware of the flimsy wooden bridge which was all that separated my car from the drop to the river on the right; I said "Floor" loudly, and hoped the children would understand; I tried to pull over to the left onto a broad lawn on that side of the road, and my car still would neither stop nor turn. I saw briefly that the driver of the other car was leaning far back in his seat, as though he too had his feet pressed down flat on the floor, and I braced myself against the back of the seat and put one foot on top of the other on the brake pedal, as though some kind of force might prevail upon the car to stop.


    It was perfectly clear that the two cars were going to hit, skidding into each other, and I told myself firmly, there is plenty of time to stop, plenty of time. From a great distance I could hear the children's voices raised in what seemed to be enthusiastic cheering. The only question in my mind was perhaps a little academic: I was wondering how hard we were going to come together, and I was impatient at the ponderous independent movement of my car; if it was going to go off and smack into another car I wanted to get it over with. During the interminable moment between my putting my foot on the brake and the crash, I even had time to comprehend that none of us would be hurt, and then the long familiar nose of my car, intent upon destruction, swung itself with a shattering impact into the other car. Fantastic, I thought, sitting there for the first silent second, and that coffee cooking away at home.


    "Cookie?" said Mr. Beekman into the silence.
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    "You all right?" I took my elbow out of Mr. Beekman's stomach. "Children, are you all' right?"


    "Sure," said Laurie. "Say, that was a good one." He sounded pleased.


    "J got on the floor," Sally said, "and I found a penny."


    "We all got on the floor, except Laurie peeked," Jannie said.


    "Can I keep it?" Sally asked. "The penny?"


    "Boy," Laurie said with relish, "was Mom ever scared. You hurt or something?" he asked me.


    "I'm not hurt," I said. "I was not scared." I felt very calm, sitting there comfortably, and then I realized that we were all talking with excited speed, that the echoes of the crash were still sounding along the country road, and that the doors of the other car were slamming open; the other driver stumbled out, his legs shaking and his face white, and he yelled at me, "What you think you're doing?"


    Deliberately I unclenched my left hand from the wheel and opened the door and climbed out; it was not until this moment that it had occurred to me that we were extraordinarily lucky that I, at least, had been going slowly, and it was at that moment only the thought of my innocent little children in the car which prevented me from speaking my mind fully. "What," I said, snarling, "do you think you are doing? Coming around a turn like that at that speed on a slippery road and we could all have been killed?" My voice began to quaver suddenly, and I stopped and counted ten. "At that speed," I said, through my teeth.


    "You insured?" he asked.


    "Certainly I'm insured. Coming around a curve like—"


    "Mom," Laurie said from the back window, "can we get out?"


    "No," I said, not turning. "Now listen here," I began to the other driver, and then the woman who was standing by his car, who had gotten out when he had and was standing there rubbing her forehead, took a step forward and said, "Nearly killed me" "Now listen here," I said again, and Laurie leaned out the back window and said, "Mom, can we get out? You all right?"


    "The steering wheel hit me in the stomach," I said, realizing then why I was standing as though I had just been kicked by a horse. I straightened up with an effort and said, "Now listen here—"


    "I wonder what Daddy is going to say," Jannie remarked brightly.


    "Ooh," I said, and doubled up again.
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    "You're hurt?" the other woman said, and laughed shortly. "What about m^"*She rubbed her forehead and brought her hand down and looked at it hopefully for blood. "You insured?" she asked.


    "Oh, shut up/' I said.


    "My little boy got hurt," she said. "He's still in the car, hurt too bad to move."


    "What?" Hastily, I made my way past her, thinking that she must surely be stunned or shocked, and got over to their car, where the man was leaning in through the front door, arguing. It was so slippery that I had to hold on to the fenders of the cars to keep on my feet.


    "Come on out" the man was saying. "No one's going to hurt you." Finally he reached in and pulled out a small boy about six years old. "You all right?" he asked the boy.


    "Sure," the little boy said.


    "He is not all right," the woman said, pushing past me to grab the little boy. "He is not all right," she insisted, her voice rising, "he's covered with blood."


    "Good lord," I said helplessly.


    "Where you hurt?" The woman began to run her hands frantically along the little boy, feeling the outside of his snowsuit. "You hurt in the head, like me?"


    "No," the little boy said, "I feel fine." He smiled at me, and I smiled back nervously.


    "There's blood on his hand" the woman announced loudly. "Look, blood all over his hand." She held up his hand and the man and I leaned forward and saw a small scratch and a little blood. The man wiped the blood off with his handkerchief and looked deeply at the scratch. "You hadn't ought to do that," the woman told him. "Leave it for them to see."


    "I did it before, anyway," the little boy said. "I did it over to Grandma's house, on the door."


    "It's awful," the woman said hastily. She put her hand to her head. "I feel faint," she said.


    "I should think so," I told her sweetly, "traveling at that rate of speed. We're supposed to call the state troopers," I said to the man. "We can't move either of these cars, and no one can get past us along this road, and anyway an accident has got to be reported. Will you call them," I said, "or shall I?"


    He looked at his wife for a minute, and then said, "I'll do it."
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    I watched with irritation as he looked again at his wife, and then moved off toward the-nearest house. "Mom," Laurie called, "can we get out now?"


    "Just be patient," I said. "Sing or something/'


    Jannie struck up halfheartedly with "The Old Chisholm Trail," and the woman said, "Are you insured?"


    I opened my mouth and then shut it again, reminding myself of the explicit instructions on my insurance papers, instructions about not discussing an accident with any but properly constituted authorities. I turned instead to look at the damage to my car. "Junior's hurt bad," the woman said as I walked away. The road was covered with bright fragments of chromium grillwork and broken glass, my fenders were crumpled unrecognizably, the front license plate leaned drunkenly sideways, bent almost double. "Oh, brother," I said, thinking of my husband peacefully asleep at home. The other car gave a momentary impression of deep embarrassment, as though it were hoping to tiptoe away when no one was looking; it leaned backward, somehow, and it was not until I looked at it clearly now that I saw that what I had assumed from a brief glance earlier was wholesale destruction was actually the car's natural condition; the lopsided body and buckled doors were rusty, the back window had been broken long before this morning, and there were grounds for deep suspicion in the clothesline which held one door shut. "Got to keep an eye on you," the woman said suddenly, from just in back of me, "see you don't tamper with the evidence."


    "I was thinking of lifting my car off the road and hiding it under a bush," I said, regarding Junior, who was climbing over the front of my car, kicking off loose pieces of grillwork.


    "Wouldn't put it past you," the woman said, "ramming us like that. You better start looking for trouble, lady, because Junior's hurt bad and I hit my head on the windshield and I think I got a concussion." She rubbed her head vigorously.


    "Uh-huh," I said, and made my way back to my own car and got into it and sat down.


    "Mom," Jannie said, "when we going home?"


    "In a few minutes," I said. "We have to wait until the police get here. The man's gone in to call them."


    "Boy," Laurie said longingly, "I could sure get a good shot at that kid from here."
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    I sighed, and nodded. I saw the man coming back and I rolled down thq, window and called to him, "Did you get the troopers?" He did not answer me, but addressed his wife. "I got ahold of Carmen/' he said, and she said, "Okay." Then the man turned to me and said, "Don't worry, lady," and looked again at his wife.


    "Sergeant Smith of Homicide," Laurie said. "Gotta sew this case up good, Inspector."


    "Crime," Jannie pointed out conclusively, "does not pay."


    "Right as always, Watson," Laurie said. "Jeeps, looka the hot rod."


    I blinked; this was surely not the state police? Then the man, who was still standing near my car with his wife, said, "Carmen," and I was reassured. Carmen's car was perhaps slightly older than the one which had hit me, but it seemed resolutely to be hiding its age; Carmen's car was painted in glorious reds and whites, striped and gaudy; it looked like a chorus girl dressed as an automobile. "In my day," I said irrepressibly, "they used to write things on them, like 'Going my way?' and This way out' and—"


    "What?" Laurie said. "Write on cars?'


    The driver of this amateur circus wagon, who was, presumably, Carmen, got himself out of it somehow, and came to stand next to the woman and man on the road. He glanced briefly at me, and then at my car, and reached out to touch the hood tenderly. "Sure did a job on this" he said. "Sure did," said the other man.


    Carmen glanced thoughtfully at the other car, at the woman, who immediately rubbed her forehead, and then at Junior bouncing on what was left of my front bumper. "Anybody hurt?" he asked.


    "Junior's all cut up," the woman said.


    "That so?" Carmen turned toward Junior. "Where you hurt, kid?" he asked, and silently the little boy held up his hand for inspection. "Yeah," said Carmen. He shook his head. "Sure did a job on that car," he said.


    "I know him," Laurie said suddenly. "Mom, I—"


    "Shh," I said.


    "But Rob and me've seen him hundreds of times, and—"


    "Here are the troopers at last," I said thankfully. "Now we can get home soon." The troopers' car was black and smooth and very official; its license read "State Police" and the men inside wore the wide hats and faintly gallant uniforms which I had seen before and
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    admired secretly; I was a little shocked to see how very state-trooperish they seemed, but when they stopped their car and got out and came striding toward us, I opened the door of my car with a feeling which Laurie, in a whisper, expressed to perfection.


    "Jeepers" Laurie said.


    "You suppose they ever caught a cattle rustler?" Jannie wanted to know.


    "Daddy!" Mr. Beekman said with satisfaction.


    The two troopers, who looked almost exactly alike and acted with almost identical motions, glanced at the other driver. "You the man called?" one of them asked, and the other driver nodded. Then both the troopers moved to look at the two cars and the debris in the road. One of them took out a notebook and pencil, and the other asked the questions; they glanced briefly at me, standing next to my car. By this time, anxious to co-operate fully with the law, I was holding in my hand my driver's license, my car registration, my insurance card, my gas credit card, and the receipt for a registered letter to a coin dealer which I had sent off several days before for my husband. "Anyone hurt?" the trooper asked.


    "My little boy," the other driver said swiftly, "he cut himself bad. My wife got a bad crack on her forehead, maybe a concussion. No one in the other car got even scratched."


    "Medical attention?"


    "My cousin here, he's waiting to get them to a doctor. They wanted to stay, make sure everything was legal, first."


    "That's right," said the woman. "Junior's all covered with blood, but we didn't want her getting away with anything."


    "Hey," I said. I turned to the nearer of the troopers. "Look," I began, hesitating because I was concentrating on not raising my voice, on sounding as reasonable as possible, "listen," I said.


    The other driver cut in smoothly. "Y'see, officer," he said, "we were coming home from church, my wife and me and the baby, and coming along the road here like we do every day, and this lady here, and I'm not saying she was out of her senses with drink or anything, but she come along over this road maybe fifty, sixty miles an hour, and-"


    "I did not," I said flatly. "He-"


    "Well, now," Carmen began, "I don't want to make any trouble for the lady, and I suppose what I say favoring my own cousin won't
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    count for much, anyway, but she's got to admit she was on the wrong side of the load. I noticed her around here a lot, that big car, and maybe she doesn't always care about what happens to other people." He looked blandly at the trooper. "I guess that's what she's got insurance for, 77 he suggested.


    "But he wasn't even here" I said wildly.


    Carmen and his cousin smiled understandingly at one another, and Carmen shrugged and said, "Not that I want to counterdict a lady, but she knows I saw what happened, and I guess I ought to kind of point out to her that it won't do no good to lie about it. I was right behind Verge here, following him down the road. From church," he added faithfully.


    The trooper looked at me. "Well?" he asked coldly.


    "Teaching her little children to tell lies," Carmen said sadly to his cousin, and they both nodded.


    I stood there literally helpless with fury. I do not remember that I have ever been so angry in my life. Everything I tried to say ended in a gasp, and I gestured violently; perhaps the trooper thought I was reaching for a shoulder holster, because he took a step backward, and then Laurie spoke cheerfully from beside me. "Mommy's mad," he said, "so I'll say what happened. Recognize that guy, sheriff?" He spoke over his shoulder to Jannie, nodding at Carmen at the same time.


    "Sure do, cowboy," Jannie said. "Toughest hombre in—"


    "I'm the Black Knight of the Forest," Laurie said graciously to the troopers, "and my squire and me recognized this fellow because we see him a lot, him and the guy he calls his cousin here, because they go up and down these back roads all the time, stealing horses."


    "Rustling cattle," said the Black Squire.


    "And one day we were playing in that old hot rod the guy has, and it's got a false bottom and the bottom's full of drug traffic."


    "Admirable, Watson," said the Black Squire approvingly. "Cattle rustlers and addicts, they are. And the reason they waited till my mother came along here was they are planning to blow up the old bridge."


    "With stolen dynamite," Laurie finished. He looked at me brightly and smiled; apparently the defense had rested its case.


    "Old Cap'n Hook," Sally shouted then from the back window of my car, "where's your crokkerdile, old Cap'n Hook?"


    


    The troopers were regarding Laurie with sober attention, and I had the sudden first suspicion that they had not given entire belief to Carmen and Verge. "Officer," I began calmly, "shall I try to describe what happened?"


    "Yeah," Carmen said loudly, "let's hear her tell it." He looked at Verge and they laughed.


    "Ramming into people," the woman said. She rubbed her forehead and said "I ought to get to a doctor."


    "Hey, listen." Junior spoke up suddenly. "Hey, listen, you guys. Hoppy's after these two, both."


    "Good work, kid," Laurie nodded approvingly. "Our spy in the confederate camp," he told the troopers.


    "Oh?" Jannie twisted her face into a ferocious scowl. "Who let out Murphy's bull?" she asked sternly, and Junior retired behind his mother. "I ain't hurt," he said distinctly.


    "And they're moonshiners," Laurie said.


    "Hey," said Carmen, grieved. He glared at Laurie. "Watch out who you're calling names, bud," he said.


    "Children," I said, "get back in the car at once. My little boy," I told the trooper, "is very excited. Naturally, the question right now is not the . . . ah . . . occupation of these gentlemen." I smiled kindly on Carmen. "I was coming slowly along the road," I said, "and when I got to this bad turn I slowed down, shifted into second, and blew the horn. As I came around the turn I saw this other car coming quite fast, and both cars skidded, and hit. Then" I went on, "this gentleman went into that house over there and called his cousin and told him to come over."


    "Ask that guy does he have a license to drive," Laurie said, putting his head out of the car window, "I know that hot rod, just ask him. Ask him about how his kid got kept after school for throwing stink bombs, ask him."


    "Cattle rustlers!"


    "Where's your crokkerdile?"


    "Well." The trooper shook his head. "Let's get this thing straight," he said. "This moonshiner was coming slowly along the road on his way home from church. Church?"


    "Yeah," said Verge without conviction.


    "And this lady was coming around the turn at a speed of—"


    "About fifteen miles an hour," I said sharply.
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    "Gangsters!"


    The trooper looked at Verge. "I guess so," Verge said miserably.


    "Train'robbers!"


    "And the driver of the third car, the hot rod, was—"


    "About two, three miles back," Carmen said hastily.


    "And the lady was driving recklessly?" the trooper asked, his pencil poised delicately above his notebook.


    Verge swallowed, looked at Carmen, and then down at the ground. "I guess we won't prefer charges," Carmen said generously. "Give the lady a break on the whole thing, officer," he said.


    "Say, Lieutenant." Laurie was out of the car again. "Like to have a look at my BB gun?" he asked.


    Half an hour later I stopped my car, battered and limping, in my own driveway, with the bacon in the pan in the house ready to fry and the coffee by now probably boiled dry, and my husband peacefully asleep. For a minute we all sat in the car, breathing deeply, and then I asked shyly, "Laurie, was any of that true?"


    "Any of what?"


    "About the moonshiners and the dynamite and the false bottom on that car?"


    "What about it?"


    "Is it true? Did you really find a false bottom in that car?"


    "We're not allowed to play in somebody else's car," Laurie said, shocked. "What would Dad say? Hey," he added suddenly, "I'm going to tell Dad right now."


    "I'm going to tell Daddy," Jannie said. They struggled, pushing, out of the car, and raced for the house, with Sally following and shrieking, "Daddy, Daddy, Mommy hit another car and smashed it all up and the police came and I found a penny and Mommy—"


    "Maybe I'll just stay out here," I said to Mr. Beekman, and he nodded.


    "Cookie," he said sympathetically.


    Verge's wife telephoned me about a week later and told me with enormous satisfaction that she had not had a concussion after all, but a deviated septum, and she had the doctor's word to prove it, and they were going to sue me for plenty for her deviated septum and Junior's many injuries. I think Verge forgot about it, though, because there was an item in the paper a few days after that saying that Verge had miraculously escaped injury when his car went


    


    through a guard rail along a back road and rolled down the hill into the river. Sole witness to the accident was his cousin Carmen, who had been driving along behind him. They were going to bring suit against the township for criminal neglect.


    The children were changing in the new house. They belonged in the town now. Laurie could go over to the gym in the evenings to see the basketball games, and Jannie walked to the library after school. I took movies of Sally riding her tricycle up and down the back walk, and of Barry being pulled in a wagon and walking unsteadily across the porch. The gatepost continued crooked. When the sap was definitely running that spring we thought we would tap our maple trees, and my husband consulted the Encyclopaedia of Social Sciences for directions, while I drove down to the grocery to get mason jars. Laurie drilled holes in four maples, just as the encyclopaedia said to, and we hung the jars on pegs under the holes. I set up a washtub on the back of the stove. Some friends from New York called to ask if we were free for the weekend because they thought they might drive up and we said we were sorry but we were sugaring off, and could they make it the weekend after? Laurie and his father kept emptying the jars full of sap into the washtub on the back of the stove, and we kept it boiling day and night. After nearly five days we had boiled down about a pint and a half of syrup, and we put it into tiny medicine bottles, about enough for one pancake each, and sent it to all our friends, with a label saying it came from our own sugarbush. We estimated that what with the electricity and the repairs to the stove and the mason jars and the pots and the laundry bill and the wallpaper in the dining room peeling off from the steam our maple syrup had cost us about seventy-five dollars a gallon. I took movies of Laurie tapping the maple trees. Someone told us later that you were supposed to strain the sap before you boiled it.


    I went down one morning to get the mail, and there was a magazine from the Junior Natural History Society for Laurie, a letter from my mother, six bills which I passed on unopened to my husband, and a birthday card for me. I opened it, looked at it, thought for a minute, and then leaned around to look at my husband past the coffeepot. "When is my birthday?" I asked him.


    "Good heavens," he said, staring.
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    "For the past eleven years, I believe," I said icily, "I have had to remind you regularly once a year that my birthday is on . . ." I hesitated* "Oh," I said. I held out the card. "Then why do I get a birthday card today?"


    He looked at it with a kind of relieved smile. "Mistake, probably," he said. "Someone must have made a mistake. They thought," he explained more fully, "that today was your birthday. You're sure it's not?" he asked anxiously.


    "I could telephone my mother," I said, "or look up my birth certificate. And Fve written it down for you a hundred times."


    "Then why," he asked, putting his finger on the vital point, "send you a birthday card? You suppose someone thought it was your birthday?"

  


  
    "That must be it," I said.


    He took the card away from me and scowled at it. "Signed L or F or maybe even J," he said. "Nothing but an initial. Wouldn't you think people—"


    I took the card back again. "F," I said. "I'm sure it's F. And the envelope is certainly addressed to me, right name, right address."


    "Then someone must have made a mistake," he said with finality.


    "But who?"


    My husband was opening the bills. "Now here's a real mistake for you," he said, nodding. "The dress shop. Thirty-seven—"


    I took my birthday card and tiptoed away.


    Although our life pursues a fairly even tenor, generally, it is very easy to upset our family equilibrium, and a minor unsolved mystery is surely a splendid way to do it. When my husband left the breakfast table he came into the kitchen where I was gathering myself together to defrost the refrigerator and said, "Any ideas?"


    "No," I said, "unless a kind of hash . . ."


    "About that card, I mean," he said. "Any idea who sent it?"


    "Someone whose name begins with L or F," I said. "Linda? Laura? Florence? Laurence?"


    Laurie's name is Laurence, but he sends people birthday cards only under the most extreme persuasion, and only if I buy them first and then sit him down and hand him the pen to sign and address them, and, besides, he always signs them "Laurie," with a flourish underneath, and "Anyway," I said, finishing my train of thought aloud, "he would have given it to me to mail."


    


    "And why send a card to you? He never did before."


    "And Sally and Barry can't write, and if Jannie wanted to give me a birthday card she'd just give it to me, and besides Sally only believes in birthday cards if she gets invited to the parties and Barry—"


    "Must be some kind of a mistake," my husband said heartily, and went on into the study, still carrying the bill from the dress shop.


    About half an hour later I stopped by the study and said, "You know, I've been thinking. About that birthday card—"


    "Mistake, probably," my husband said absently. He was putting a new ribbon into his typewriter, and had involved himself deeply.


    "But I don't recognize the handwriting. It looks like a child's, almost. Look at the envelope."


    "I can t look at the envelope," my husband said. "I need another hand as it is."


    "Well," I said, "either by a child or maybe someone writing left-handed. As though they were trying to disguise their handwriting, you know. Almost illiterate."


    "Well, ask Laurie," my husband said. "He's the only illiterate child I know." He thought. "Except for the rest of your children, of course," he finished generously.


    I went and asked Laurie and Laurie said no, he had never seen the birthday card before. "Why?" he asked. "Your birthday or something?"


    "My birthday is a hundred and forty-three days off and I want a plain silver necklace to go with my new black dress," I said. "I was just curious about why someone sent me a birthday card."


    Jannie had never seen the card before, but thought it might have been meant for her. "I haven't had as many birthdays as you have," she pointed out, "so people are more liable to make a mistake on mine* 9


    Sally was not expecting any birthday cards, either, but added shrewdly that although her birthday was quite a while off, there would be no harm in her taking the card and keeping it until it was her birthday. "Then they wouldn't have to send me another," she explained.


    Old Beekman did not recognize the card, but seemed to think that he would like to have it anyway. He offered me half a lollipop and a broken airplane in exchange, and was loudly indignant when
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    I rejected what he must have regarded as a supremely fair offer.


    "Cookie?" he suggested tearfully. "Candy, cookie?"


    "Well^ f 'said, returning to my husband in the study, "about all I can think of now is to call everyone I know and ask them. Even though it seems kind of silly to send someone a birthday card and disguise your /wncZwriting. I mean, why bother to send it at all?"


    My husband, who was typing "Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their country" over and over again, looked up briefly and said, "Also, they used a two-cent stamp. Didn't notice that, did you?"


    I took up the envelope and looked at it again. "Most people only use two-cent stamps around Christmastime," I said. "For Christmas cards, you know. Sometimes you come across them in a desk drawer or something but most people—"


    "No," my husband agreed. "You won't often find anyone who remembers to use a two-cent stamp the rest of the year."


    "Looks kind of . . . well . . . cheap, doesn't it?" I said. "Sending me a birthday card and then going out to get a two-cent stamp to mail it with. Imagine!"


    "Might just as well not have gone to any trouble about it at all," my husband said.


    "Naturally," I said reasonably, "it's nice of them to want to send me a birthday card and of course I appreciate the thought and all, but it does seem that if you're going to disguise your handwriting and go buy a two-cent stamp you're a very strange sort of person, is all."


    "What's another penny, anyway?" my husband asked. "The way things cost these days, a three-cent stamp is nothing. They probably just had the two-cent stamp left over from Christmas."


    "Imagine!" I said again. "Keeping an old two-cent stamp from a Christmas card. I wouldn't be surprised if they steamed it off."


    "Fine lot of friends you've got," my husband said indignantly. "Probably an old leftover birthday card too. See if another name's been erased."


    "I wouldn't be surprised," I said. "Naturally, I don't expect a gift from every casual acquaintance, naturally, but I do like to think that if anyone is going to send me a card, well, after all, I get enough birthday cards so's I don't have to take any old—"


    The phone rang, and I went to answer it. It was my husband's


    


    Aunt Lydia, and after I had asked how she was and how Uncle George was, and she had asked after me and my husband and the children I said how nice it was of her to call, because we hadn't heard from her in so long, and she said oh, she just thought she'd call, and she was surprised that we hadn't called her, and I said, well, I had been meaning to. Then she said well, she really wouldn't have called at all, actually, only she was going out for the day and of course today was her birthday and she thought we might have been planning to call her and she wanted us to know she wouldn't be there, because of course she usually expected to hear from us on her birthday, even if it was nothing but a card. "But I sent ..." I said, and was suddenly silent.


    She was saying oh, really, because then wasn't it funny that it hadn't arrived, because really she wouldn't have bothered to call at all except she was going out for the day and it being her birthday of course ... I handed the phone silently to my husband and went and looked at my birthday card. "Happy birthday, Aunt Lydia," my husband said into the phone, and I stood there looking at the card and wondering at the way my handwriting had deteriorated since college.


    My husband said goodbye to Aunt Lydia and hung up and came back into the study. "Funny thing," he said, going toward his desk, "here Aunt Lydia didn't get a card on her birthday, and you got a birthday card but it wasn't your birthday. Funny."


    "Yeah," I said.


    "I thought I'd write that place a letter about their bill," my husband went on, "tell them they can't get away with that kind of thing."


    "Some days," I said, dropping my birthday card into the waste-basket, "everything just seems to go wrong, doesn't it?"


    Laurie and I entered that spring into a most complex and subtle series of strategies. I would sigh deeply and wistfully at the dinner table, staring mournfully into space and refusing dessert, and when my husband asked me what was wrong Laurie would move in with a direct frontal attack. Or Laurie would come home from school with his face artistically smeared with mud and the look of a cowed and fearful wild creature; he would fling himself drearily into a study chair and when his father asked what on earth he had been fighting
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    about now, I would cry indignantly that it wasn't fair to blame the poor child for something he couldn't help, he was the laughingstock of the neighborhood and it was our fault. Jannie came in with us after a while; she would sit on her father's lap and say, "Poor poor Mommy/' and, "Why, Daddy?" in a particularly piercing nasal tone. After about a month—four days short, actually, of the time Laurie and I had originally figured it would take—my husband gave in. Laurie and Jannie and I chose a brown and cream station wagon, with gold and cream inside, and we gave the man the old car with its nose smashed in and one headlight hanging crooked, and when my husband went for a ride in the new station wagon he said that of course since we were in debt for the rest of our lives anyway with the house payments we might as well buy a car too and go bankrupt in style and didn't I think the gold oil gauge and speedometer were perhaps a little gaudy?


    I took a movie of the decrepit old car being driven away and the glittering new car standing in the driveway. I went out and bought a new car-chair for Beekman, one that had a small steering wheel and gearshift lever attached; when I put Beekman into his new car-chair he turned the steering wheel and said "Beep beep?" experimentally, and we all laughed and told him he was a brave smart boy. By the end of a week I was no longer fumbling wildly for the brake pedal in the new car, and Beekman was manipulating his steering wheel and gearshift with such wild abandon and skillful maneuvering as to earn himself the title of Mad-Dog Beekman; I could not, at any time of the day or night, attempt to sneak the car out of the driveway without attracting Beekman's attention, and he would hurl himself wildly at the doors and windows, calling out to wait a minute, he would be right there, and subsiding at last into hysterical terrors at my trying to drive without him.


    For my part, I found it extremely difficult to drive with dual controls, trying to ease around a tight corner with Beekman beside me shifting rapidly from high to reverse to second, swinging his wheel around sharply and yelling "Beep beep." I used to try letting the car roll backward out of the driveway without starting the motor, but Beekman's room was in the front and as soon as I got as far as the gateposts he would apparently catch some reflection of light and I would see his small infuriated face pressed against the window and hear the crash as Dikidiki hit the wall, and after a minute my hus-
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    band or Laurie or Jannie or Sally would open the front door and call that I was to wait, they were just putting on Beekman's jacket.


    Usually, whenever Beekman drove, Sally wanted to come too. And whenever Sally came, Jannie thought she had better come along. And when Beekman and Sally and Jannie came, Laurie figured that we might just stop in at a movie or some such, and if we did he wanted to be along. As a result, whenever I went shopping in the new car, everyone came except my husband, who could not, for a long time, look at the new car without telling me how we were going bankrupt in style. One Saturday morning I almost got off without Beekman, who was learning from Sally how to cut out paper dolls, but before I was out of the driveway they were calling to me to wait a minute, and by the time I finally turned the car and headed off toward the big supermarkets I had all four of them with me, Sally accompanied by her dolls Susan and David and Patpuss, all dressed entirely in cleansing tissue, and carrying—although I did not know it when she got into the car—a pocketbook containing four pennies and a shilling stolen from her father's coin collection.


    I suppose I should have known that all was not going to go well when I found a parking space on Main Street on Saturday at noon, with seventeen minutes paid for on the parking meter. Finding a parking space at all was so exceptional an occurrence that I wisely determined to disregard the fact that the car on my left—an out-of-state car, by the way, from some state where land is not so jealously parceled out as it is here in Vermont—was straddling the line. I eased my car in with only the faintest grazing sound, although it was immediately plain that if we were going to get out of our car at all, we were going to have to do it by sliding out the doors on the right-hand side.


    "Jeepers," Laurie remarked, gazing from his window at the car next to us, "cut it a little close, didn't you?"


    "It was Beekman," I said nervously. "He kept pulling to the left."


    "Jeepers," Laurie said to Beekman, "you want to watch where you're going, kid."


    "Dewey, dewey," said Beekman, this being a combination word he used for a series of connected ideas, roughly translatable as: Observe my latest achievement, far surpassing all my previous works in this line, a great and personal triumph representing perhaps the
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    most intelligent progress ever accomplished by a child of my years. "Dewey," said Beekman pleasurably.


    We mjfcde*'a pretty family group as we got out and set forth to do the marketing; after a preliminary skirmish by Laurie and me we got the back of the station wagon open, and removed and set up Beekman's collapsible stroller, and when I wiggled Beekman into it and managed to get one of his legs on either side of the center axle, he sat nobly, bowing to right and left. Laurie and Jannie spoke to one another for a minute about who was to push the stroller and then, with a certain strong pressure from me, put one hand each on the handle and pushed that way. Sally walked directly in front of the stroller, so that it bumped the backs of her ankles at each step, at which she said "Hey." Laurie and Jannie said "Look out" and Beekman said "Dewey."


    I myself walked a step or two behind, holding anxiously to my pocketbook and trying to decide about dinner on Tuesday. In my pocketbook I had three single dollar bills and twenty-six cents in change, and a check for fifty dollars, wrung from my husband that morning by a series of agile arguments and a tearful description of his children lying at his feet faint from malnutrition.


    I took Beekman into the first supermarket in his stroller, against the rules, and so I felt that it was only right to show my confidence in the store by cashing my check there as we left. I remember that it was the one moment of the day when the manager steps out for a cup of coffee and one of the clerks, whom I remember as fairly small and with lightish hair, cashed my check for me, counting out the fifty dollars in ten-dollar bills.


    "Better count it yourself," he said, showing me the money, and I spread out the ten-dollar bills, peering at them through the leaves of the artichokes which were an unjustifiable extravagance except that Jannie and I were fond of them, and said, "Okay, okay," and stuffed four of them into my pocketbook, where I already had the three single bills and twenty-six cents in change.


    I got in line at the check-out counter, with Beekman in his stroller and Jannie and Sally and Laurie crowding around me, and I gave the clerk the ten-dollar bill to pay for the artichokes and the canned shrimp and the box of cookies which Beekman turned out to have selected from a shelf as we went by. At that point I discovered that artichokes, which only a few weeks ago cost twenty cents, if not


    


    eighteen or even seventeen, had gone up now to thirty-five cents. I protested violently, holding up the line behind me, and the manager, returning unwanted from his coffee break, most unreasonably supported the girl at the counter. I threatened darkly not to buy his artichokes at all, but to go to the other market where I knew, and the manager knew that I knew, the artichokes were never quite as fresh. The manager, a tactless man to be in a position of such responsibility, said that that was all right with him. I said that I would not take the artichokes, and the manager said all right, no one was going to make me buy them. I said that when I was a little girl in California artichokes twice as big and twice as green as these were two for a nickel, and the manager suggested that I go back to California for my artichokes, then. Finally, when the children grew restless and the people behind me in the line began asking one another why on earth she didn't take her money and get out instead of keeping people standing here waiting, I let go of my ten-dollar bill and took my change and my bag of groceries and made my way out, grumbling.


    I then went to the other supermarket to get the things that I always buy there, this time with a strong feeling of satisfaction at having shown the artichoke-manager that I was not to be trifled with. In this second supermarket I spent (although I did not subsequently find it necessary for my husband to know the exact amount) twenty dollars and twenty-six cents, which I paid with the precise change.


    We then discovered that the electric company was closed. The shade was drawn and the door locked and we stood pathetically outside with our noses pressed to the glass. "Well," I said, rapping sharply, "what a way to run a business! Why, you'd think they'd want people to come and buy things. My goodness, you'd think—"


    Jannie looked through the crack between the shade and the doorframe. "Is it closed?" she asked. "Because there's someone in there."


    Beekman giggled, and Laurie, who was generally faintly embarrassed by having the rest of us follow him around, retreated half a dozen paces down the sidewalk and stood with his back to us, whistling and apparently scanning the street for casual acquaintances. Sally crouched beside Jannie and helped look through the crack. "Let us in," she howled, "let us in, let us in."


    I rattled the door handle irritably.
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    "Let us innnnn," Sally shouted, and Beekman giggled wildly.


    "Here someone comes," Jannie said. The door opened a little bit and Jannie and Sally, pushing, opened it wider and shoved themselves in. "Come on" Jannie said urgingly to me but I hesitated, because the girl who opened the door was making feeble brushing motions at Jannie and Sally and saying that they were closed, that she had only come to tell us that they were closed.


    "Dewey," Beekman explained, and Laurie sighed, took a brief glance around to see if anyone he knew was watching, and stepped over to us. "Look," he said to the girl, "tomorrow's Father's Day. We got to get him a electric razor. On the bill."


    "—taking inventory" the girl said. "There's no one here."


    "But we got to," Jannie said, "on the bill because there wasn't any money in our banks at all, because Mommy—"


    "So," I put in hastily, since Jannie was apparently prepared to enlarge indefinitely upon this purely personal subject, "we thought if we made the down payment we could put the rest on the bill."


    The girl hesitated, looking from one to another of our eager faces, and then Sally said softly, "Poor Daddy's Father's Day," and the girl smiled sympathetically and said, "All right. I'm not supposed to, you know, because we're closed. But I'll put it on the books like a regular sale and they'll all think someone else did it and I guess it'll be all right."


    "It would be really terribly nice," I said gratefully.


    "Only you've got to promise not to say I did it," the girl said.


    "I won't say a word," I promised.


    "Silent as the grave," Laurie confirmed.


    "I promise," Sally said.


    "I promise," Jannie said.


    "Dewey," Beekman said.


    It was a perfectly simple transaction. The girl entered the sale of the razor on the books, payments to go on our electric bill. (Perhaps my husband would not even notice and anyway he could hardly say anything, it being his Father's Day present.) I gave the girl one of my ten-dollar bills to make the down payment, which was four-fifty. When she went to the petty cash box to get me my change, I said, "You know, this is really very kind of you." Sally was asking Laurie which could win more fights, a giant or an airplane, and Jannie was amusing herself by humming softly and opening and


    


    shutting the doors of the sample refrigerators lined up against the wall. The girl said, "Glad I was able to do it." Then I suddenly glanced around and said, "Beekman?"


    The stroller sat, empty, in the middle of the electric store. "Beekman?" I shouted. "Beekman!"


    "Beekmen?" the girl asked, pausing with her hands full of bills, "what are beekmen?"


    "Beekman!" said Jannie, running to the door.


    "Beekman!" said Sally, going to look behind the counter.


    "Dewey, dewey?" said Beekman from very far away.


    "Beekman!" said Laurie, getting down to look under the stroller. "I don't really believe," he said thoughtfully, "that Dad would even like that razor if we went and lost Beekman."


    "He's got to be here somewhere," I said.


    "Dewey, dewey?" said Beekman remotely.


    The salesgirl put down her two handfuls of money and went and opened the oven door of a sample stove. "Dewey," said Beekman, pleased.


    "Is this what you were looking for?" the girl asked.


    "Those are nice big ovens," I said, interested. "The one I've got now won't hold anything larger than an eighteen-pound turkey."


    "Some of these models have two ovens," the girl said. "I can't show them to you now, but if you'd come back some other time . . ."


    "I will," I said. I gathered Beekman up and went and put him into the stroller and fastened the strap tight and put the package with the electric razor on top of him to help hold him down. "This is really most kind of you," I said ineffectually. "I'll certainly be back for another look at those stoves."


    The girl, who still smiled agreeably but was beginning to look, I thought, faintly regretful, said, "Nothing at all, really."


    I said, "Well, we promise not to say a word, don't we, children?" and the children all promised again.


    I took the change the girl held out and put it into my pocketbook and said, "Well, thanks, too, for finding Beekman," and the girl went over and opened the door for us and said, "Glad to do it." We wheeled the stroller out, all saying "Thank you," and the door closed firmly behind us.


    Now, I am not going to pretend that when she handed me my
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    change I counted it. I was thinking about that stove, and whether I could convince my husband that now there were so many in our family an eighteen-pound turkey was not big enough, and I was wondering how Beekman had gotten out of his stroller and I was noticing at the same time that that red jacket was really getting too small for Sally. And I am not going to maintain that when that impertinent girl told me artichokes had gone up to thirty-five cents, although they were surely no more than twenty-three or twenty-four cents not a week before—I won't say that I stood at the counter with people pushing behind me and the manager arguing and checked over the change she gave me. And it is, I think, not unreasonable that when the clerk cashed my check I merely glanced briefly at the fan of bills. My husband's subsequent contention—that I could only count up to five when we were married and have not learned anything since—is unjustified and easily disproven any time I want to go to so much trouble. All I know is that when I then sat down in the car with Beekman shifting gears aimlessly beside me I counted the money in my pocketbook and I had thirty-three dollars and twelve cents.


    "Laurie," I said, "what's six times thirty-five?"


    Laurie thought, mumbled, and finally said, "It's two hundred and ten."


    "And add two hundred and fifteen?"


    Laurie growled and mumbled further. "That makes four hundred and twenty-five."


    "And twenty-nine cents for Beekman's cookies?"


    "Hey," Laurie said, overtaxed.


    "It doesn't matter anyway," I said. "It just can't come out right. I couldn't end up with thirty-three dollars, could I?"


    "Why?" Laurie said.


    "Somebody has given me ten dollars too much," I said.


    "What for?" Jannie asked.


    "Either the man who cashed my check or the girl with the artichokes or the razor lady. Not the second supermarket," I said, thinking, "because I gave them the exact change. A ten-dollar bill stuck to a single, probably."


    "Nice of them," Laurie said.


    "Yeah," I said, pleased. "Now I can-"


    "We talk about that kind of thing in Cub Scouts," Laurie said.


    


    "Suppose somebody gives you too much money for change—what do you do?"


    "Oh/' I said. I sighed. "Well," I said, "I guess I'd better go back to the electric store. Maybe when Beekman got lost she got the change mixed up."


    "Or maybe even you had more to start with?" Jannie suggested.


    "No," I said, "because when I went and asked Daddy for money he said he didn't have any and I looked then and I said how do you expect me to buy groceries for this family with three dollars and twenty-six cents and I counted it carefully then because Dad wanted to know was that all I had left from the money he gave me yesterday. And Dad said—"


    "But the razor lady won't let you in," Sally said.


    "Sure," I said. "If I tell her-"


    "I just bet she won't, though," Sally said.


    "And you can't wait till they figure it out and find out they gave you too much," Laurie said, "because she wasn't supposed to anyway and if she did give you too much she wouldn't tell anyway and you promised you wouldn't. And if she didn't give you too much and you go in next time they're open and ask, then you'd be telling anyway."


    "And we all promised," Sally pointed out.


    "And if she didn't give you too much and she gets in trouble anyway, boy, will she be mad," Jannie said.


    But I went back to the electric store and knocked on the door and called and shook the handle and even tried to see in through the glass of the windows but no one inside would come. It seemed impractical to me to put the ten-dollar bill into an envelope and slide it under the door without an explanation, particularly since I was not at all sure I got it there and I certainly did not want to call public attention to my problem by endeavoring to shout an explanation through the door in hopes of her hearing me from inside. So I turned away reluctantly and started off for the other end of Main Street to the artichoke supermarket. The children watched me from the car, waving enthusiastically as I passed.


    I came into the supermarket and found the manager in his cubbyhole. I gave him a friendly smile. "Look," I said, "I wanted to see you just to ask—"


    "Lady," he said, "there is just absolutely nothing I can do. There
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    hasn't been any change in prices. I mean, just the normal seasonal change. You can't really think I—"


    "It's ribt that, it's-"


    "The principle of the thing. I know" The manager sighed. "Listen," he said, "all you dames get mad because of prices and what do you do? You blame me. But what do you think my wife—"


    "But I don't care about your wife, I only want to tell you—"


    "Look," he said. "You want to return the artichokes? You go return the artichokes, and I'll tell the girl to give you your money back. Not a general policy, remember," he said, shaking his finger at me warningly. "Don't think you can come in any old time and bring back artichokes, coffee, bread, anything, you don't like the price."


    "Thank you very much," I said. I nodded at him politely and left. So now I've got this ten dollars, I was thinking miserably, plodding back to the car.


    My children were all leaning out of the car windows in an interested fashion and a policeman was talking to Sally. "Do you want your nice mommy to be arrested?" he asked hotly.


    Laurie and Jannie laughed and even Beekman smiled. "Yup," said Sally.


    "Look, honey," the policeman said in a persuasive kind of voice, "you just give me one penny now and when your mommy comes back she'll give you a penny. Won't she, son?"


    "Sure," Laurie said. "I bet Mom will give you two pennies, Sal."


    "Three," said Jannie.


    Sally deliberated. Finally she said, "You're a nice man and my little baby Patpuss says you can have her shilling."


    "What?" said the policeman.


    "If you promise not to ask little girls for money ever again," said Sally primly.


    "Look, Sal," said Laurie in haste, "anyway, what're you going to do with your penny?"


    "Bubble gum," said Sally.


    "I bet you if Mommy gets arrested you're not going to get any bubble gum with that penny," Laurie said darkly.


    "It's my penny," Sally said, "and he can't have it." She retreated, murmuring, to the farthest corner of the car.


    "Please, little girl," the policeman said coaxingly.


    "Shilling," said Sally with finality, "or nothing."
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    "But I can't put a shilling in a parking meter," the policeman said.


    "Here, officer/' I said, stepping forward generously. "See? I'm putting a penny in the parking meter and now the little girl's nice mommy won't be arrested."


    The policeman sighed and wiped his forehead. "Thanks, lady," he said. "You know, I hate giving tickets for these things and that little girl, she's got a penny."


    "Really?" I said. I turned and scowled dreadfully at Sally.


    "Thank you, lady," Laurie said with rare presence of mind.


    "Well, dears, you are certainly very welcome," I said through my teeth.


    Beekman leaned forward, puzzled, to peer at me through the glass. "Mommy?" he inquired doubtfully.


    "Silly baby," said Jannie, laughing lightly. "Our dear mother will be coming along real soon now."


    "Well, thanks, lady," the policeman said. He wiped his forehead again and shook his head. "Imagine that poor woman," he said.


    "Uh-huh," I said. "Imagine that poor woman."


    The policeman went on down the street and the half-dozen people who had stood around on the sidewalk watching went on back to their own business. I went into the doorway of the music store, where I stood earnestly scrutinizing the new records in the window, and after a few minutes I came back and got into my car.


    "You give back that ten dollars?" Laurie wanted to know at once. "Whose was it, anyway?"


    I backed the car out of the parking space without difficulty, although Beekman was making a resolute left turn. "Well," I began warily, "turns out I couldn't find anyone to give it to. Consequently," I said, "I still have it. No one would take it," I said defensively.


    "I suppose we better just ask Dad," Laurie said.


    "Well, I meant to bring that up, too," I said. I turned the car into the parking space of the hot-dog stand and stopped. "Suppose," I suggested, beginning to wiggle Beekman out of his car seat, "suppose we just don't bother Dad with it; he always has such a lot on his mind. Anyway, he'd take it. So why don't we all just go in here and I'll-"


    "I know," Laurie said, struck with an idea, "let's give it to him." He began to giggle. "Tie a ribbon around it," he said, "and give it to him for Father's Day."
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    "Hey," Jannie said with pleasure, "let's just do that." "But," I said, "I was going to use it to buy everybody hot dogs and-" *


    "Boy," Laurie said, "I bet he never got a Father's Day present like that before. Boy!" He wheeled and raced after Sally and Jannie, who were already opening the door of the hot-dog stand; I could see Sally whip around the end of the counter inside and slide up onto a high stool. I took Beekman under my arm and started after them. "Dewey?" said Beekman eagerly.


    Father's Day was duly observed; the weather grew warm; the incredible day arrived and school was out for the summer. Sally's nursery school had a little party for the old ones who were graduating into kindergarten the next fall. Jannie was promoted to the third grade. Laurie was promoted to the sixth grade. My husband was invited to teach at the girls' college just outside our town, and accepted, planning to start in the fall when Jannie went into third grade and Laurie into sixth grade and Sally into kindergarten. I began to think with an uneasy sensation which I finally identified as pure stagefright of the mornings next spring, when Barry would begin nursery school and I would be all alone in the house. I made tentative plans for garden work, and thought that with all the free time I was going to have I might get some reading done. I could even take courses at the college if I wanted to, things I had always meant to take when I was in college and never gotten around to—endocrinology, for instance, or Advanced French. I could reorganize the linen closet and finally get the ragged towels down at the bottoms of the piles, instead of right on top where they always came out for company. I asked my husband what I should do with the long empty mornings I was going to have next spring, and he said that by that time the floors would need another coat of varnish. I said indignantly that I was certainly not going to stay home varnishing the floors all by myself while he was off teaching in a nice cool college, and he said then why didn't I get some practice cooking? I said I got all the practice cooking I needed, thank you, and went off and mooned over the red and tan jacket Laurie wore when he first went off to nursery school.


    Then my mother wrote that Aunt Gertrude was home again, and I really ought to take the children to see her once, before, as my


    


    mother said, she "left her cottage for good." It was a matter of a two-hour drive each way, which was a lot for me with children in the car, but I had not seen Aunt Gertrude for many years, and my husband was not correct in assuming that my interest was wholly venal. During the greater part of my married life my Great-Aunt Gertrude was in the hospital; Laurie was only a baby when I heard from my mother that Aunt Gertrude had been found by a neighbor lying at the foot of her back steps with a broken hip, and my mother added in a postscript that Aunt Julie had written her that when the old lady woke up in the hospital and found out where she was, and why, the only thing that worried her was what would become of her cats. Finally, the cats were fed and cared for by neighbors, and they bred among themselves as they always had, pure white, and the old ones, unlike Aunt Gertrude, died off, and the new ones grew up. Although the neighbors fed them and tried to take them in, they lived, the young ones as well as the old, around Aunt Gertrude's back door, sheltering under the steps. The neighbors wrote us that it was amazing, the way the kittens grew up to cry at the door which they had never seen opened.


    Aunt Gertrude stayed in the hospital for so many years that the original cats, and the generation following, had all died off or wandered away, but there was a splendid group of pure white kittens at the back door when the doctors finally decided that Aunt Gertrude, so old and so lonely for her cats and her roses and the low echoing ceilings of her little house, ought to be brought home for what the family gracefully called "the little time left to her." The family brought forward an unmarried cousin to feed the cats and tend the roses and wheel Aunt Gertrude out into the sunlight every morning, and it was generally conceded among the nieces and nephews that all the available family ought to make a point of calling upon Aunt Gertrude at least once before—as my mother so delicately put it-she "said goodbye to us all." There was, moreover, a pressing, but civilly silent, competition among several of the nieces over the mahogany breakfront which Aunt Gertrude had inherited from our common great-great-grandmother, and which Aunt Gertrude used to keep fancy sewing and catfood in. As a matter of fact, after my mother said that about Aunt Gertrude's saying goodbye, she added a postscript about how if Auntie said one word about the breakfront I was to let her know at once, and she could fly East if necessary.
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    "Laurie and Jannie and Sally ought to see her once," I told my husband with a kind of wistful smile. "They ought to see her once, before sh£ Leaves the Family Forever/'


    My husband gave me a long thoughtful look. "You know perfectly well your cousin Barbara is going to get that breakfront," he said.


    "In that little apartment of hers?" I laughed bitterly. "I wouldn't put it past her, of course, but—"


    "Give Aunt Gertrude my love," my husband said, putting his paper up before his face.


    "It's so many years since I saw her last," I went on, with a pang of real terror. "She used to scare me so." The long road over the hills, the thousands of roses, the homemade fruit cake. ... I shivered. "Petit point," I said inadequately. "Preserved figs."


    When at last, with the three older children mumbling uneasily in the back of the car, I came over the long road which brought me into the pleasant valley where Aunt Gertrude lived in her small house with her cats and her roses, I found that a dozen unexpected memories came back at me: the dust, and the woods coming down to the back of Aunt Gertrude's cottage with the soft hills behind, and the way the cottage itself always seemed so tall until you came right on to it, because of the high stone steps which led up from the road.


    "Children," I said, when we came in sight of the woods, and the roses, and the steps, "children, Aunt Gertrude is very old, you know."


    "Is she a witch?" Sally asked, peering through the car window. "Because if she's a witch can she eat little children?"


    "I want you to behave quietly," I said, deciding upon a tactful by-pass to Sally's question, "and there is to be no giggling, and no arguing, and no shoving."


    "Do I have to kiss her?" Laurie asked.


    "I rather think not," I said, remembering suddenly and vividly the soft and wrinkled old cheek which Aunt Gertrude had, so long ago, presented to me. "Just remember that Aunt Gertrude is very old."


    "Is she a hundred?" Sally asked.


    "I wouldn't be surprised," I said.


    "Is she a thousand?"


    "Well ..." I said.


    "A million?"


    Laurie wriggled miserably. "I don't want to go," he said.


    


    I stopped the car in front of the high stone steps and turned to look at Laurie. "Look*" I said reasonably, "it's only this once."


    "But I'm going to break something," Laurie said. "In that little house, Fll sit on the wrong thing or I'll step on something or I'll fall over or something."


    I laughed and told him, "I stepped on a cat once. Aunt Gertrude laughed, but my mother was embarrassed."


    "Did you get spanked?" Sally asked with interest. "Is she going to say abracadabra, Aunt Gertrude? Witches always say abracadabra. If she's a million, is that very old?"


    We got out of the car, moving slowly, and stood below in the road, looking up at the steep steps and the pink roses above. "I'm scared," Jannie said; she came over and slipped her hand into mine. "Is Aunt Gertrude big?"


    "No," I said. 'Very small."


    "I'm scared," Jannie said simply.


    I took a deep breath. "Come along," I said, and we went up the steps, me well in advance, and Sally coming far behind on her hands and feet. I found, with a kind of bewilderment, that I had to bend my head to come onto the porch, although Laurie and Jannie and Sally passed easily under the low archway framed in roses, and I knocked on the door with the conviction that it had been only a day or so since I last saw its glass panel, engraved with a floral design, and chipped in the lower right-hand corner. "Ooh," said Jannie softly as the door opened, and I remembered the rich smells of fruit cake and marmalade and dried rose petals and cinnamon.


    It was Cousin Maude who opened the door, and I stood breathless for a minute, the children pressed nervously close to me, while Cousin Maude told me that Aunt Gertrude was as well as might be expected, and, sighing, that Aunt Gertrude seemed as spry as ever, and I reported to Cousin Maude upon the health and prosperity of all the cousins she hadn't seen recently, and she told me about Uncle Frank and the horse, which I had already heard from my mother, expurgated.


    "I brought my children to say hello to Aunt Gertrude," I explained at last, trying unsuccessfully to step aside from the clinging creatures at my skirts. "They wanted to meet her." This was a statement so patently false that even Cousin Maude forbore to comment. "Hello,
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    darlings/ 7 she said perfunctorily. 'Til see if the old bird's awake," she said to me-


    "I wanft to go home," Jannie said, very audibly.


    "Me, too," Laurie said.


    Cousin Maude went to the door of the bedroom and listened; the cottage had only two rooms, and I remembered clearly that sounds from one room were heard distinctly in the other; when Jannie began again, "I want to—" I took her hand tight and shook my head violently, and she was unwillingly quiet. Cousin Maude nodded and beckoned us to the bedroom doorway, and, dragging Jannie and followed without enthusiasm by Laurie and Sally, I went to the doorway.


    "Aunt Gertrude," said Cousin Maude in a loud and vivacious voice, "here are some visitors for you, and isn't that lovely?"


    "Oh, go away," said a voice from within, and I suddenly remembered Aunt Gertrude so vividly that it seemed like my mother pulling me instead of me pulling Jannie.


    "Hello, Aunt Gertrude," I said weakly.


    She was lying in bed, with pillows propping her up, and she was wearing a pink satin bedjacket trimmed with lace. After one look at her I recognized clearly that Aunt Gertrude had remained the wickedest and liveliest old lady in the world and was going to stay wicked and lively, very probably, until she got bored and left her cottage for good. "How do you feel, Aunt Gertrude?" I asked from the doorway; it was involuntary. Asking it, I remembered my mother again and realized that she had felt as nervous as I did now, when I was as scared as Jannie.


    "Another one?" Aunt Gertrude said, and chuckled. "Come in, dear," she said. "What's that you've got with you? Children?"


    "This," I said, pulling, "is my son Laurie. And my daughters Jannie and Sally."


    "H'lo," said Sally, who seemed to be the only one still able to articulate.


    Aunt Gertrude waved largely at a long sofa upholstered in apricot satin which stood parallel to her bed. "Sit down," she said, and, wordlessly, my children obeyed. I stood behind them protectively. Beyond us, the roses touched the windowpane and the sky was blue; inside, Aunt Gertrude leaned forward and regarded us with her old eyes open wide. "Now," she said. "Tell me what you learned in


    


    school today, my dears." She pointed to Laurie. "You, boy," she said. "What's your name?"


    "Laurence," said Laurie in a whisper.


    "Named after your Uncle Clifford? Indeed. Good girl." And she nodded approvingly at me. "And what did you learn in school?" she asked again.


    "Fractions," said Laurie, paralyzed.


    "So did we," said Aunt Gertrude, nodding profoundly. "Loved every minute of it, J did. Never got the footwork straight," she said in an aside to me, "but no point letting on. Now, you, what's your name?"


    "Joanne."


    "Pretty girl," said Aunt Gertrude. "Your mother ever tell you about the time I danced with the Prince of Wales?" She laughed hugely. "Mercy!" she said.


    "Did you?" Jannie asked, "did you honest, with a prince?"


    Aunt Gertrude laughed again. "Let's see your hair, child," she said. Jannie came, glancing at me, up to the bed, and Aunt Gertrude touched her hair lingeringly. "Can you sit on it?" she demanded.


    Jannie giggled suddenly. "I never tried," she said. She looked over her shoulder and backed up to the sofa and tried to sit down on her hair, and Aunt Gertrude said tolerantly, "Said I was the prettiest girl on the floor, he did. Wasn't true, you know," she said, shaking an admonishing finger at Jannie, "at least three prettier than I was. Never get thinking you're prettier than you are, child."


    "Did he wear a sword?" Laurie asked, fascinated. "Aunt Gertrude?"


    "Sort of thing one had to say," Aunt Gertrude went on, nodding. "I had the prettiest hair, though. I," she said sternly to Jannie, "could sit on my hair, don't forget that'*


    "I'll try," said Jannie obscurely.


    "And you" Aunt Gertrude said, turning to Sally, "what have you to say for yourself, girl?"


    Sally thought. "What do you use for teeth?" she asked.


    "Sally!" I said.


    "Good question." Aunt Gertrude leaned back, thinking. "Play much baseball?" she asked Laurie unexpectedly.


    Laurie, caught completely off base, faltered and said, "I guess so."


    "It was a million-dollar infield," said Aunt Gertrude, and shook her
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    head sadly. "That was before I met Mr. Corcoran, of course," she told me. "My late dear husband."


    "NatuMy," I said.


    "Mr. Corcoran," she told Laurie, "was not an athletic type of man like yourself. Most refined, of course, but not altogether athletic. A little chess now and then, occasionally a game of bowls, or, on warm evenings, croquet. Sad for one so enthusiastic as I."


    "Did he have a sword?" asked Laurie tenaciously.


    "No," said Aunt Gertrude, "but he had good sound investments. There was a dance for you," she went on dreamily, "and I was in yellow, most daring then, of course; taffeta. Alencon lace. And very daring," she added archly to me. "You ask about teeth," she continued. "It was a trip in those days, my dears. I remember we once had a rabbit in the carriage, but of course my mother spoke to the man at once. We never imagined that she was so fanciful."


    "-a sword?"


    "It's all very long ago," Aunt Gertrude said. She looked at the children. "You wouldn't remember," she said.


    "Where is that rabbit now?" Sally asked.


    "Fine children," said Aunt Gertrude, nodding sleepily. "Fine children. Married that young man, did you?"


    "Nearly thirteen years ago," I said.


    Aunt Gertrude nodded again. "I liked that young man," she said. "Nice young fellow. Green striped suit."


    "Not that one," I said, horrified, "no, no, Aunt Gertrude, not that one. I-"


    "Strong resemblance," Aunt Gertrude said, nodding at Laurie. "I always did like that fellow."


    "He's a radio announcer somewhere in Ohio now," I said. "I married-"


    "Reminded me of your Uncle Clifford," Aunt Gertrude said. She brought her head up suddenly. "When's that fool girl going to put me to sleep?" she demanded.


    We tiptoed out, the children and I, and Aunt Gertrude stirred, and smiled, and spoke softly to herself. I told Cousin Maude that Aunt Gertrude was asleep, and the children and I went precariously down the steep stone steps. Halfway down I stopped and said, "We ought to take some roses home with us; Aunt Gertrude always used to tell me."
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    Solemnly, avoiding thorns, I picked a huge pink rose for each child and one for myself, and we got back into the car. Before I started the car I looked up once at Aunt Gertrude's house and wondered if I would ever come there again; in the mirror I could see the three children sitting quietly on the back seat, holding their roses. We had come out of the valley, and up the long green hill, and could see far behind only the great heap of roses that was Aunt Gertrude's cottage, before Jannie moved slightly, and spoke.


    "Someday, I think," she said, "that prince is coming back/'


    "With his sword," said Laurie.


    There was another long silence, and then Sally said, "She wasn't a witch at all, and I don't know why Mommy said she was, Aunt Gertrude. I liked her."


    "I'm going to keep my rose forever," Jannie said, and Sally said, "I'm going to keep mine, too."


    "She's sure pretty lucky," Laurie said.


    "Golly," Jannie said, "and the prince coming back, and all."


    I was not yet done with nostalgia, as it happened. I wrote my mother about our visit to Aunt Gertrude and she wrote back that in hopes of the breakfront she had gone up into the attic to see if she could dig out some of that old china, and in the course of this exploratory journey she had "turned up a few things you will recognize, ha-ha. I thought you might like to have them, so am sending them on."


    Through a series of those coincidences which are sometimes regarded as progress I found that I had pretty much outgrown the contents of the carton which arrived a few days later, and after a quick look at the top layer I ought really to have put it right away in the farthest corner of our attic, but without really thinking I picked up one of the autograph albums (how could I have forgotten Violet Manning, who wrote on a purple page, "Oh, my friend, our days will soon end, don't forget, your friend Violet"?) and then of course I started taking out the little china dogs I used to keep on my dresser, and the battered feather fan someone sent me from Honolulu, and the tiny mother-of-pearl opera glasses which showed a tiny picture of Niagara Falls. Then at the bottom of the carton was one of my grandmother's corset boxes which I had not thought of for all these years, and when I saw it, all the agonies of the summer when I was
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    fourteen came back like a cold wave over my head and the opera glasses and .the feather fan and Violet Manning all fell into place abruptly 2nd I could only say, "Gosh."


    During the long summer when I was fourteen years old, I made, with the collaboration of my friend Dorothy, four hundred and thirty-one clothespin dolls. I know that never before or since have I made so many of anything, or with so much enthusiasm, and I feel increasingly, now, that there is not enough time left in the world to make four hundred and thirty-one things; perhaps some quality of adolescent fervor has disappeared. I know that the summers these days are not so long or so warm as that summer when I was fourteen; perhaps if they would go back to the longer, warmer summers they used to have I would be less apt during the winter to require two martinis before dinner.


    I cannot remember why Dorothy and I made so many clothespin dolls, any more than I can remember why we used to spend hours at a time sitting on the back porch at our house eating pomegranates and breaking occasionally into wild shrill giggling fits, and I cannot remember the exact day which separated the barren years without clothespin dolls from the days when we thought of nothing else. I do believe that it was probably my mother's suggestion, because she was always asking us if we couldn't find something to do, girls, and because I can remember the bright-eyed enthusiasm with which she approached us frequently, suggesting one or another occupation for growing girls, which she had read about in a magazine somewhere—that we should plan a bazaar to sell homemade cookies, for instance, or take long walks to gather sweet grass, or fern, or look for wild strawberries, or that we should learn shorthand. It seems only reasonable to suppose that the clothespin dolls were just another such suggestion, although I cannot understand why the idea held so much more immediate appeal than gathering wild strawberries.


    My mother supplied the original materials, although Dorothy and I had to buy subsequent supplies from our allowances after my mother had washed her hands of the whole thing. The next summer we were interested in playing piano duets, Dorothy playing the bass, and my mother very soon came to wash her hands of piano duets. The following summer was the one when I began to write a book of poetry which I planned to illustrate myself and Dorothy took up the cello; that would have been the summer we were almost sixteen and
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    I still have the first pages of the book of poetry. I have not felt equal to taking it out and reading it over recently, nor have I shown it to my husband, but I recall that the first poem was entitled "On Clouds," and the second was entitled "To a Rose," and that is as far as I care to go in recollections of my book of poetry. Dorothy and I had by then grown a little apart, what with her cello lessons three days a week and me spending a good deal of time sitting among the nasturtiums at the foot of the garden thinking of rhymes; many years ago, when Jannie was a baby, my mother wrote me that she had run into Dorothy's mother on the street and Dorothy was married and had a little boy. I always meant to write her.


    That summer when we were fourteen had been an unusually hot summer, even for the warm summers we had then. I remember because our hands were always slightly damp and the paper would stick to our fingers. At first we kept our clothespin-doll supplies in a wicker basket Dorothy's mother gave us, but after a while we needed three huge cartons which were full of crepe paper in various colors. We used to paw through the assorted papers on the rack at the back of the stationery store, looking for the odd pinks and blues of faded crepe paper, and one roll of black paper which had been water-soaked gave us a lovely moire* effect. We had gold and silver paper, and of course the clothespins, which were the old-fashioned, round-headed kind, not the utterly efficient snap clothespins which may have come into general use because Dorothy and I had dressed up most of the round-headed clothespins there were.


    Day after day during that hot summer we carried our three great cartons lovingly, and staggering, back and forth from my house to Dorothy's house, to the kitchen at Dorothy's or the dining room at my house. We needed the largest possible table in either house because of the magnitude of our operations, and we always left tiny scraps of paper on the floor. If we wanted to set out our clothespin dolls and compare them or label them or count them, we had to use the long hall at Dorothy's house. The only place we ever found in which to store our clothespin dolls without tangling them or crushing them was in the collection of corset boxes my grandmother had been accumulating for a number of years; these corset boxes were just wide enough to hold a clothespin doll crosswise, and long enough to hold exactly twenty-five clothespin dolls each. My grandmother had saved her corset boxes to hold torn silk stockings, which
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    she dyed and crocheted into rugs, but my mother persuaded her to give up the corset boxes and keep her stockings in the wicker basket instead. ^Vrren we stopped making clothespin dolls one afternoon, we had seventeen corset boxes full, and one almost full. We stacked the eighteen corset boxes in the corner of the dining room at my house, where we happened to be that afternoon, and they stayed there for quite a while, along with our three cartons of material, because my mother did not dare hope for a long time that we had really stopped making clothespin dolls.


    The making of clothespin dolls is based upon the debatable assumption that a round-headed clothespin looks enough like a human figure to wear clothes. Allowing—as I believe my mother was the first to point out—that the top looks like a little head, and the bottom looks like little feet, clothing the middle part requires only an infinity of patience and a good deal of paste. We began, Dorothy and I, with ladies dressed in wide skirts, and we used cotton for hair, making a figure roughly like those on sentimental valentines. To make the skirts it is necessary to gather a length of crepe paper and paste it onto a strip of heavier paper—we used brown wrapping paper—as a sort of belt which will fit neatly around the middle of the clothespin. Crepe paper will stretch efficiently in one direction, so that if the skirt is cut on the correct bias it is possible to flare it out and even put a neat ruffle around the bottom. A particularly advanced type of female clothespin doll had several skirts of different colors, making for a rather bulky waist but a rich display of petticoats; this doll would of course stand up much more gracefully than one wearing, say, a sheathlike evening gown. The bodice was made of a contrasting color, and a short cape was frequently worn. We made bonnets to go over the cotton hair, with a foundation of more brown wrapping paper, a ruffle of crepe paper, and an occasional decorative rose. The result was as authentic as a clothespin doll can presumably be. My mother was vastly pleased with the first half-dozen clothespin dolls, and set one on her dresser.


    In the beginning we did not concern ourselves unnecessarily with style or personality, aiming sensibly at getting as many as possible done and onto my mother's dresser, but with practice small refinements crept in and we began to think more of the product; as a matter of fact, we got so we could set up a cotton-haired lady clothespin doll in about three minutes, and we had to think of something to
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    make it harder. Shoes, we discovered, are impossible on the prongs of a clothespin. The feet could be covered with silver or gold paper, but nothing could make a clothespin's feet look as though they had shoes on, not even buckles. Small pieces of colored string made acceptable belts, the lace edging that used to come on candy boxes was splendid for ruffles and lace collars. We tried arms made of tissue paper, but they usually fell right off.


    We used homemade flour paste, because we used a good deal of paste and we had to pay for our own supplies. Almost anything could be molded, I recall, from a combination of crepe paper and homemade flour paste. To make a hat for a clothespin doll we started with a piece of brown wrapping paper cut to the correct size, coated it with paste, added a layer of crepe paper, more paste, more paper, and so on until it was thick and workable and could be shaped to the right style. When we had our hats shaped we used to set them on the windowsill where they dried solid in about fifteen minutes, and one of the things that persuaded my mother to wash her hands of clothespin dolls was a row of brown fedoras on the dining room windowsill; once dried, the paste and crepe paper combination was as heavy and hard as rock; if the hat fit the clothespin doll in the first place no power on earth could shift it once it was on.


    Dorothy used this method very successfully to make a pail to go with a milkmaid doll, although it took her all one afternoon to shape the pail so it was symmetrical and no clothespin doll ever born could have carried it with a tissue-paper arm. On the milkmaid doll, and several after that, we used brown yarn for hair, either in long braids ending in a bow, or wound around the top of the head on a coronet. Braiding three strands of brown yarn is remarkably easy compared to anchoring an upswept hair-do on the head of a round-headed clothespin.


    We started out making men in about the state of mind which I suppose created them in the first place—we had run out of kinds of women, and had to think of something else. The first man, as I remember, was a soldier, bright in regimental pink and blue, with a silver paper sword and a tall hat never seen outside the pages of Grimm. Dorothy and I had created him together, and we both found him so lovely that we set out to make an army, all in different colors, but gave up after only a dozen or so. Boots were much more practical than shoes; it was possible to make a high, swaggering sort of boot
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    out of silver or gold paper, and this led us of course into the freelance, or D'Artagnan, type of soldier, with a short cape and a rakish hat trimmed* with crepe-paper feathers, and even, in one lamentable case, Cavalier curls.


    By this time all odds and ends of material had begun to find their way to us, and when my mother decided to take the sequins off her black evening dress, or when my uncle found himself with a half-used roll of tire tape, or when Dorothy's mother gave up the idea of choosing new wallpaper that year, the sequins and the tire tape and the wallpaper sample book came to us. We tried making black boots with the tire tape, but they were sticky.


    Use of crayon or paint was regarded as unworthy, and I remember a patient, infuriating afternoon when Dorothy laboriously made a plaid shirt, weaving the plaid herself out of tiny strips of colored paper. I was usually able to make two or three dolls during the time it took Dorothy to make one, but hers always had something like plaid shirts or ruffled skirts where each ruffle was lace-edged, or a tiny bouquet made flower by flower.


    The final stage was, I suppose, inevitable; after we had gone through every conceivable fancy-dress creature imaginable, we fell to copying people we knew; it represented the last point of imaginative decay before the deadly advent of the piano duet. We made a small image of my mother in a purple housedress and one of Dorothy's mother in a pink dressing gown, and made my father and hers, but there was nothing to put on the fathers except gray business suits, which were extremely difficult to make, and we had to distinguish between the two fathers by their ties. Dorothy's father had the inevitable plaid tie and I made my father a kind of full cravat with polka dots which he assured me earnestly did not resemble anything he had ever worn or would ever wear or could even, he told me, dream of wearing in his worst nightmares.


    The four hundred and thirty-first clothespin doll was, I remember, a lady doll in a wide skirt with cotton hair, and I remember as well Dorothy's putting her scissors down on the dining room table and saying clearly, "I don't want to make clothespin dolls any more."


    I think we must have gone directly on from there into piano duets, because I know that although our eighteen corset boxes full of clothespin dolls stayed in the corner of the dining room and then in the hall closet for a long time, the cartons of material got emptied
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    out after a while so we could use the cartons to keep our piano duets in. I also remember that company who used to have to look at four hundred-odd clothespin dolls now had to listen to Dorothy and me playing "The Charge of the Uhlans," and "Selections from the Bohemian Girl/' but I cannot remember how long it might have been before my mother decided that eighteen corset boxes full of clothespin dolls were in the way in the hall closet and she told Dorothy and me to please stop playing duets for five minutes and go get rid of those clothespin dolls. She suggested that if we take out the ones we liked best she would be glad to see that the rest were disposed of. Dorothy and I each took one box full of our personal favorites-Dorothy had, by rights, the plaid shirt doll and the milkmaid, and I took several of the soldiers, which I had always fancied, and my best cotton-headed ladies. I put my box of clothespin dolls in my bottom desk drawer, where I afterward kept my book of poetry, and one day my mother drove Dorothy and me and sixteen boxes of clothespin dolls to the Children's Hospital in San Francisco, and waited outside while Dorothy and I took the clothespin dolls and went in. We were both wearing black patent-leather shoes and white socks, and we had to walk across a polished marble floor and I was desperately afraid of slipping and spilling clothespin dolls all over the lobby.


    "I hope they don't think we're bringing them your grandmother's corsets," Dorothy whispered to me. We left the boxes at the desk with an unpleasant woman who was too busy to say thank you, and who made no move to open the boxes to see what they were. About a week later we got a printed form from the hospital, addressed to Dorothy and me together, since both our names had been on the boxes; the printed form said thanks for our gift, the children in the wards would appreciate it. On the bottom of the form someone had written, "For Indian beadwork."


    I don't suppose, strictly speaking, that after that day clothespin dolls came into my head from one year to the next. When I had to have a place to hide my book of poetry I must have taken the box of clothespin dolls and put them away with the feather fan and the autograph albums and the china dogs. The whole batch of them got sensibly put up into the attic, where they would have stayed in perfect safety, untroubled by any longing of mine for them, if my mother had not gotten to thinking about the old china, which wasn't
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    there anyway, as I could have told her, my brother and I having used it long before that for tea parties in our tree hut.


    I was sitting on the living room floor, holding the feather fan and reading through the autograph albums, when I heard the voices of my children outside, on their way home for lunch. I made a frantic effort to scramble all the things back into the carton, but I was too late. "What's that?" Laurie said, coming into the living room, and "Let me see," Jannie said behind him. Sally came over and sat down on the floor next to me, and possessed herself of the feather fan, which for some reason struck her as irresistibly funny.


    "Never mind" I said, snatching childishly. "It's mine" I was unreasonably angry at Sally for laughing at my feather fan, and then Jannie got hold of the box of clothespin dolls. My mother (at least, I prefer to think that it was my mother) had tied a blue ribbon around the box, and before I could stop her Jannie had untied the ribbon and opened the box. "Ooh," she said, and Laurie, peering, said, "Jeeps."


    I had forgotten D'Artagnan, I am afraid, and the soldiers in pink and blue, and the cotton hair. I had forgotten the name labels in Dorothy's neatest handwriting; I had forgotten the line of four hundred and thirty-one clothespin dolls going down the long hall at Dorothy's house. I had forgotten the hats and the feathers and the yarn hair and the silver boots. "Looka this one," Laurie said. "I found one named Linda," Jannie said. "I want that one with the blue hat," Sally said.


    "Hey," Laurie said, "this one's got no name."


    I looked over my son's shoulder at the green shirt and at the name label which read only "?" and snatched the doll out of his hand. "You let that alone," I said. I had slept with that clothespin doll under my pillow for several weeks, hoping it might influence my dreams and my future, although I have really no quarrel with my present husband.


    "What'd I do?" demanded Laurie indignantly. "I was only looking at the little doll, I didn't—"


    Tenderly I set out the clothespin dolls on the floor, stopping to fluff out Linda's skirt and adjust D'Artagnan's feathers. We had builded better than we knew, thanks to our homemade paste. Although some of the hats had come off, not one was dented, not one star had faded from the queen's cloak, not one sword was tarnished


    


    629 Raising Demons


    nor one buckle askew. The children, enchanted, helped me stand them up. Then, inevitably I drove off, as my mother had so long ago, with all the children in the back of the car. We bought crepe paper and gold paper and silver paper, and the grocer found a box of round-headed clothespins in his cellar. I remembered how to make the paste, even the pinch of salt which makes it stick better.


    When we moved to Vermont into a big house, my mother had offered me the old dining room table, which was made of some incredibly solid substance—perhaps paste and crepe paper—that stood up under my brother and me for twenty years, and is surely good for a hundred more; I have every intention of giving it to Jannie when she marries. My father and mother were always telling my brother and me to keep our feet off the heavy pedestal which is the foundation of the table, and now I sit at dinner with my feet resting comfortably and tell my children to keep their feet off the table. It was with a telescoping of time that made me feel faintly ghostlike that I found myself sitting at the same table with a box of clothespins and a dozen packages of crepe paper. My first fear, that in all these years I had forgotten how to make clothespin dolls, turned out to be unjustified; perhaps making clothespin dolls is not a knack which evaporates with time. "See?" I said to the children, "you take a little piece of brown paper to fit around the doll's waist, and you gather the crepe paper, and you make a little bodice. . . ."


    "That's not the way," Laurie said. "What you want to do is, you want to take the clothespin and you drill a hole through it and then you put something like, for instance, a pipecleaner through the hole, and then you've got arms, see? And that silver stuffs no good for swords, what you need is plastic, and then you really got something, boy."


    "And those clothes, Mommy dear," said Jannie. "Mine is going to be a lady in a bathing suit."


    "Mine's going to be a Martian," Laurie said. "I need the scissors, Mom. You can make yours in a minute."


    Sally rode around and around the dining room table on her tricycle, the feather fan proudly displayed on the front. "I'm a airplane," she sang triumphantly. "I'm a old witch riding a broomstick."


    "I think real cloth," Jannie said thoughtfully to her brother.


    "Plastic," Laurie said firmly. "Anyway, paper's no good." He looked with interest at his sister's doll, which had on the bottom of a two-
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    piece bathing suit. "What you need there" he said with enthusiasm, "is toes."


    After they had given up I made a doll with cotton hair and a yellow skirt and a blue cape, carrying a parasol, and I took it in to my husband in the study.


    "What's that?" he asked.


    "It's a clothespin doll/' I said. "I made it for you."


    "It's very nice," he said. "How did you happen to think of making me a clothespin doll?"


    "I just thought you'd like one," I said.


    "Thank you," he said, and he put the clothespin doll on the corner of his desk.


    I went and picked up the dining room and put all the crepe paper away and washed out the dish with the homemade paste. Later that afternoon my husband, who was clearly very much puzzled, asked me again what had decided me to make him a clothespin doll, although of course he was very pleased to have one, and I said that I used to be quite a hand at making clothespin dolls. "A long time ago," I told him.
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    fort, the letters on the page had fallen together and become readable; she had gone along for a page or more before she realized that she was heading the words. We listened, congratulated her, remarked on how surprised her teacher would be, and asked what she had been using for light, teaching herself to read up there in bed. After some hesitation she admitted that she had found that it was possible to slant the book so it caught light from the hall, where we always left a nightlight burning. My husband, who used to read at night when he was a boy with a flashlight under the covers, said that inadequate light was harmful to the eyes. I, who used to read at night when I was a girl by the street light outside my window, said that little girls who stayed awake reading at night were very apt to be sleepy in school the next day. Sally agreed soberly, as befitted one newly admitted to an esoteric society, and went back upstairs with Ozma of Oz. When I went up to cover her later she was asleep with her light on and Ozma of Oz open on her stomach.


    The most immediate impact of Sally's reading was on Laurie. I went into town and bought Sally a bedlight, and Laurie had to put it up. The small bookcase in her room, which had been adequate for picture books and the Oz books I had been steadily reading my way through, starting with The Wizard of Oz with each child, and going right on down the line, so that there are, by now, great swatches I can read with my eyes shut—her bookcase turned out to be far too small for the books she confiscated from the rest of us, and Laurie had to build her a new bookcase. Everyone moved up a notch. Sally's collection of picture books went into Barry's room, where Laurie, who was by now asking and getting twenty-five cents a shelf, built another bookcase to hold the books Barry already had, and the collection he inherited from Sally. Sally took over from Jannie an enormous accumulation of fairy tales, Uncle Wiggly stories, Bobbsey Twins books, and Barnaby. Jannie, annoyed at the great gaps in her bookcase, went into Laurie's room and selected from the books he had gathered those which she felt were suited to her taste and refinement. Jannie thus came to read Tom Sawyer and Treasure Island and Little Men, the last having fallen into Laurie's hands through an accident; he thought, he said bitterly, from the title that it was a book about boys. I was disturbed because there were five copies of Alice in Wonderland in the house and no child would read it. Laurie was so indignant over the loss of everything except Little Men that I
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    went into the bookshop and got him an omnibus Jules Verne, and his father gave him a book of Sherlock Holmes stories. I could hardly buy Laurie a book without getting books for Jannie and Sally, so, because I preferred to keep my own old copies of each, I brought home Little Women, and The Rootabaga Stories. Just to square everything nicely, I got a gun that shot corks for Barry, which was a mistake.


    As I say, the immediate impact was on Laurie. Still reeling under the combined magic of Jules Verne and six dollars earned from building bookshelves, he invested his money in tools and lumber. He replaced a board in the back steps, for fifty cents, put up a set of shelves in the kitchen for two dollars, explaining that his price went up when things had to be anchored to the wall, and built a record cabinet as a surprise for his father, declining payment but accepting the cost of the lumber and nails. With our permission he opened three charge accounts, one at the lumber yard, one at the big hardware store in town, where they sold tools, and one at a little hardware store around the corner from us, where they sold nails and little metal brackets for anchoring things to walls.


    He dismissed almost at once the notion of making a flying machine, but he and his friend Rob made a complicated kind of fort in the field next to the barn, with a padlock on the door and an involuntary window where two boards did not quite come together. The boys kept all kinds of treasures in their fort, but lost interest in it abruptly when they discovered that Sally had been going, eel-like, in and out the window of the fort and that she had returned to me, with great amusement, the package of cigarettes and the package of matches she found inside. I told Laurie with some heat that it was perfectly all right with me if he wanted to smoke and stunt his growth and ruin his wind for baseball and basketball and football and ping-pong; it was a silly habit, I told him, and expensive and useless, and if he wanted to smoke he could buy his own cigarettes and stop taking mine. His father suggested a pipe as more manly, and a day or so later in the five-and-ten I found a particularly revolting-looking corncob pipe, and I picked up a tin of tobacco and brought them home and gave them to Laurie to smoke. That did not make him sick, either, so his father gave him a cigar and when he smoked half of that without ill effects we decided that we were attacking this thing in the wrong way, and we told Laurie that he was
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    absolutely forbidden to smoke under any circumstances, and if he did, he would first of all be heavily fined, and then we would close his charge accounts at the two hardware stores and the lumber yard. I do not for a minute suppose that that had any slightest effect on him, but at any rate Sally never found any more cigarettes, and the fort blew away in a particularly heavy windstorm.


    With three reading children in the house, competition over Barry, who could be read to, was very heavy. I still retained my post as bedtime reader—I began again with The Wizard of Oz— but Laurie and Jannie and Sally found themselves sometimes all reading aloud from different enticing works, each hoping to lure Barry who moved, basking, from one to another. For a little while Jannie forged ahead through a brilliant imaginative stroke; she refused to read aloud, and offered, instead, to tell stories made up out of her own head. This began the Jefry stories, which were about a little boy named Jefry who had an elephant who was called Peanuts because he ate so many . . . "What?" said Barry. "Cabbages," said Jannie firmly. Jefry had a bear named Dikidiki, just like Barry, and Jefry irked Sally so considerably that she brought out her boy doll Patpuss, renamed him Jefry, announced that he was her little brother, and commenced telling him stories about a little imaginary boy named Barry, who had a bear named Dikidiki just like Jefry. This became the competing Barry series. One evening Laurie came staggering from the Story Hour in the kitchen, and announced to his father that he had just made up a story about a little boy named Dikidiki who had two imaginary bears, Barry and Jefry, and we had to make a rule that stories must be told one at a time, and last no more than two minutes by the kitchen clock.


    Barry resigned from the position of Beekman when he entered nursery school, because everyone there called him Barry again. When it was almost time for him to start, I went up to the closet where I had happily stored all the snowsuits in moth balls. I found the snowsuit Laurie had worn our first winter in Vermont and which Jannie had worn later when she entered nursery school; I had taken the hood off and Jannie had worn a little blue furry cap. When I checked it for Barry I found that the wrists were really too frayed to be mended, but I decided to keep it anyway because the snowpants were solid enough and the jacket could probably serve in some emergency. Jannie's second snowsuit, which she had gotten when Laurie
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    took to wearing ski pants and a windbreaker, was too large for Barry and was pink besides. I remembered now that Sally had not been able to wear Laurie's first snowsuit three years before because the sleeves of the jacket had been too frayed then to be mended, but that I had kept the snowsuit because it would probably be useful in some emergency. Sally's first snowsuit had been inherited from a friend; it was light blue and had a fur collar and cuffs, and I had passed it on when Sally outgrew it and it was now being worn by a little girl named Anne Elizabeth in West Haven. I tried Laurie's first windbreaker on Barry, and the sleeves hung down and the belt went around his knees, so I went downstairs and told my husband that before Barry started nursery school he would have to have a new snowsuit and my husband said that was ridiculous, there must be a dozen snowsuits up in the closet.


    Barry's new snowsuit was brown, and the hat had fur ears, and when I looked at him trying it on to show his father and his brother and his sisters, I realized acutely how strange it was going to be now during the long empty mornings. I asked my husband if he was aware of the fact that for eleven years there had always been one youngest child around the house all the time and he said he was only too aware of it and eleven years was longer than they gave you for anything except barratry and mayhem. Somewhere I found a long red feather. I fastened it to Barry's fur-eared hat, and when it broke I got another and put that one on, and I got another one later and put it on the cap he wore in the late spring and another on the little straw hat he wore during the summer, so that from the time he was two and a half he always wore a feather, sometimes red, and sometimes white or black or blue, and people who saw him on the street or in stores or the library or the post office or the bank came to recognize him—and, I suppose, me—by the feather, and on the rare occasions when I went shopping without him, people everywhere would say, "Where's the Indian?" or "the feather boy?" or "Robin Hood?"


    Barry also achieved a certain kind of family distinction by becoming the one child who did not care for pudding, but preferred eggs. A lot of the enthusiasm went out of my pudding-making when I knew that while the rest of us were eating pudding for dessert I would have to fry an egg for Barry. I have always been fascinated by the contemplation of growth in the children, the development of
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    small quirks and odd little habits as they change into individuals, but I admit that with six of us going different directions it is sometimes vefy difficult to set up any kind of an overall pattern and plan from it; food is perhaps the best example of this. The only actual staples in the house were milk and peanut butter. These were the lowest common denominator in the kitchen; nothing else was common to all six, and yet everyone complained constantly about the food. My husband said that it cost too much, Laurie said that there was not enough variety, Jannie said that we did not have mashed potatoes half often enough, Sally just complained that she had to eat it, and Barry thought that there were not enough eggs. I myself thought that making dinner and cleaning up afterward every night was too great an effort to make if all I was going to get was complaints, and anyone who wanted to live on milk and peanut butter from now on was welcome to as far as I was concerned.


    Finally, after a good deal of worry I went out and bought a couple of epicure magazines, and leafed through them all one morning looking for something exciting I could serve for dinner, and I found a recipe for a casserole dish based on stuffed cabbage with ground round steak and cashew nuts which I thought I could try. I could not make it the way the recipe said to, however, because, inevitably, it contained ingredients which were distasteful to my family. I decided to leave out the onion in the recipe because Sally would not eat anything so highly flavored as onions. I could not mix the ground round steak with rice because Laurie loathes rice. My husband could not bear tomatoes in any form, Jannie would not touch cabbage, and no one in the family except me cared for sour cream. When I had finished eliminating from the casserole what I had was a hamburger studded with cashew nuts, which was undeniably a novelty, although I am afraid that on the whole my casserole was not a success. Everyone carefully removed the cashew nuts and set them aside, and Laurie asked irritably if we always had to have hamburger for dinner.


    The day the spring term of the nursery school opened I thought that Barry had a little cold, so I kept him home, but I had to let him go on the second day, and I took him over and told the teachers about his little cold and hung around for about half an hour, because, as I explained to the teachers, Barry had never been away from me before and I thought he might cry. Finally I got tired of
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    standing in the corner and I went over to Barry where he was working at the sandbox and I told him gently that I thought I would go along back home now. Barry said, "Yep," and reached out to remove a small truck from the hand of a little girl. "I'll be going, then," I said. "Yep," Barry said. "I'll see you later," I said. "Yep," Barry said. "Well, goodbye," I said. "What?" said Barry, looking up. "Oh," he said. " 'Bye." After a few minutes I tiptoed quietly to the door so he would not notice me and be sad. I waited in the doorway for a minute; he had moved on to the toy trains and when I said again, "Well, goodbye, Barry," he did not hear me. I drove home very slowly because I had plenty of time before I had to pick him up at eleven-thirty and when I got home at last I went and sat in the study and listened to the refrigerator rattling in the kitchen and the furnace grumbling down cellar and the distant ticking of the alarm clock up on my dresser.


    On Wednesday morning, and Thursday, and Friday, I sat in the study and did the crossword puzzles in the morning paper, but on Saturday of course there was no nursery school and I nearly went crazy with Barry tagging along behind me everywhere I went, pestering me while I tried to get things done, and I was very glad when Monday morning came around again and he went back to nursery school. Sally told us one day that she had been sent for into the first-grade room to read to the first-graders. Jannie came bursting into the house the day the first tulip came out to shout that she had been chosen for the part of the Fairy Rosabelle in the third-grade musical play, and she would have to sing one song all by herself, and probably dance. A few days later she brought home her music, and I played it on the piano and Jannie practiced it until everyone in the family was infuriated by finding that we were all humming and whistling it; Barry would sing it at breakfast ("I am the Fairy Rosabelle, I bring the spring's first floooooowers") and by lunchtime I would be forcing myself to sing "Clementine" as resolutely as I could in an attempt to drive the Fairy Rosabelle out of my mind. My husband said that several times he had found himself entering a classroom with the odd little dance step which accompanied the Fairy Rosabelle, and that he had been quite embarrassed when one of his students asked him what was the name of the song he kept whistling.


    Before the snow was quite off the ground, the single tulip showing
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    brave and bright against the snow and mud near the barn, Laurie was out in his light jacket, oiling his glove and throwing easy pitches to Rob. The" girls received from their grandmother a big box containing two jackets of some plastic material, with silly little matching caps. One jacket was pink and one was blue, and Sally perceived at once that in the jackets she and Jannie looked like Easter eggs, and they capered off to school, singing to the tune of the Fairy Rosabelle that they were two little dancing Easter eggs. Consumption of peanut butter went up that spring to three jars a week. Even Easter egg jackets and the Fairy Rosabelle and the first tulip could not compensate, however, for the pestilence which annihilated our cats, leaving us with only one black kitten, named Yain, who had been the oldest and strongest of the group of Ninki-kittens who traveled with us the summer before we moved into our new house. For a long time Yain went around thinking he was the only cat left in the world, and out of desperation he developed a close friendship with our big dog Toby, who was usually afraid of cats. The vet told us that we must either have the house fumigated or wait several months before getting any more cats, and for a long time while I sat in the study mornings doing crossword puzzles Yain would pace restlessly through the house, looking for another cat.


    My husband had by then been teaching for several months, and I was slowly becoming aware of a wholly new element in the usual uneasy tenor of our days; I was a faculty wife. A faculty wife is a person who is married to a faculty. She has frequently read at least one good book lately, she has one "nice" black dress to wear to student parties, and she is always just the teensiest bit in the way, particularly in a girls' college such as the one where my husband taught. She is presumed to have pressing and wholly absorbing interests at home, to which, when out, she is always anxious to return and, when at home, reluctant to leave. It is considered probable that ten years or so ago she had a face and a personality of her own, but if she has it still, she is expected to keep it decently to herself. She will ask students questions like "And what did you do during vacation?" and answer in return questions like "How old is your little boy now?" Her little pastimes, conducted in a respectably anonymous and furtive manner, are presumed to include such activities as knitting, hemming dish towels, and perhaps sketching wild flowers or doing water colors of her children.


    


    I was not bitter about being a faculty wife, very much, although it did occur to me once, or twice that young men who were apt to go on and become college teachers someday ought to be required to show some clearly distinguishable characteristic, or perhaps even wear some large kind of identifying badge, for the protection of innocent young girls who might in that case go on to be the contented wives of furniture repairmen or disc jockeys or even car salesmen. The way it is now, almost any girl is apt to find herself hardening slowly into a faculty wife when all she actually thought she was doing was just getting married.


    I put in four good years at college, and managed to pass almost everything, and got my degree and all, and I think it was a little bit unkind of fate to send me back to college the hard way, but of course there were things I might have done—or, put it, people I might have married—which would have landed me in worse positions. Bluebeard, anyway.


    The three big thorns in the faculty wife's ointment are her husband, her husband's colleagues, and her husband's students. Naturally a husband presents enormous irritations no matter what he is doing, and I think it is unreasonable to regard a teaching husband as necessarily more faulty than, say, a plumbing husband, but there is no question but what the ego of a teaching husband is going to be more vividly developed, particularly if he teaches in a girls' college. For instance, when I accompanied my husband to a student party and we were greeted at the door by a laughing group of students who surrounded him, calling out, "Hello, there," and, "You did wear the orange tie, after all," and, "Class was simply super this morning," I could figure, as I stood alone in the hall moodily looking for a place to put my coat, that it was going to be proportionately more difficult, once home, to persuade my husband to put up the new shelves in the kitchen. He was going to lie back in his chair, flaunting the orange tie, and tell me to get a boy for things like that.


    Well, I suppose husbands are all alike, at least the husbands of my friends were. Before my husband commenced professor many of my friends had been from the group of faculty wives, although they were in general understandably reluctant to wander out of their proper setting, and it was pleasant, now, to meet them as a colleague. We usually made a comfortable little group as we gathered in the corner just to the right of the doorway at student parties. "Hello,"
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    we cried gaily to one another, "y° u here too? How are the children? Did you ge£ to that perfectly ripping affair last night at that other student House? Are the children well? Is there any news of a raise in faculty salaries? And the children—how are they?"


    Of course, if one of us ever happened to mention that she was getting a new refrigerator, or that her husband had just had an article published in the Wiltshire Archeological and Natural History Journal, or that they were turning in the old car on a new convertible, a certain coolness was apt to arise. Someone might come out with the story of a woman she knew who got herself hopelessly tangled in the descending top of her convertible and was late for a Trustee Tea, or someone would tell about what happened to some friends of hers with their new refrigerator the night they went out and left it alone for the first time, or we might mention with becoming modesty the articles our husbands have had in the Journal of American Ethnobotany, or the Physical Culture Quarterly. These coolnesses developed easily into open quarrels, with consequent feuds and taking sides and the comparative merits of publication in Wiltshire and East Lansing openly discussed, and the husbands bowing distantly in the faculty lounge.


    I found, however, that there were sizable advantages to our connection with a college community. It was easier to get a piano tuner, for instance, and information, such as how to lay out a basketball court, or how to figure compound interest on a mortgage, was easily obtainable from the reference books in the library. Once, when my husband was out of town and I wanted to start the little wood-burning hot-water heater which was attached to our furnace, I took advantage of living in a seat of learning, and called the chemistry professor and asked him how you started a little wood-burning hot-water heater. He said that he personally lived in a college house which had electricity laid on, but why didn't I try the logic professor, who was accustomed to working out problems and things? The logic professor said that his work was purely theoretical, and the person I really wanted was the natural science man who ought to know how to start fires from camping out looking at ferns and stuff. The natural science man said that everyone knew that forest fires destroyed millions of dollars of animal life every year and if I wanted to start a fire I ought to get hold of the painting teacher who could probably bring over some turpentine and old canvases. The painting
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    teacher said well, he knew turpentine was no good, but one of the literature teachers had been at Yaddo once, and he ought to know something, after all. The literature professor said that aside from washing himself in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire he managed to keep pretty well away from the stuff. I finally called the college president and he said he had the same sort of gadget in his house, and he came down and started it, but it went out.


    Unlike faculty wives, students are nice girls who have come to college to get an education. The students I encountered had very little concern with anything outside of getting an education and so could not be expected to waste much time investigating the home lives of their teachers. I never, for instance, met a student who was the least bit interested in my sketches of wild flowers, and their anxiety to know the ages of my children was, to say the least, perfunctory. On the other hand, almost all the students I met were well mannered, civil, and nicely brought up. They were extremely thoughtful, and courteous to the point of chivalry. They were kind to children and to animals. If they slammed a door, it was never knowingly in the face of a stray puppy or a small baby. If they knocked someone down, it was inconceivable that it should be a teacher or another student. If they brought up some date who played professionally for the Green Bay Packers, he would carefully avoid practicing his inside blocking on someone's roommate's mother. I can say, categorically, that I never saw any student, of whatever year, kick a sick cat. They were, as I say, neat, well mannered, and demure. Their clothes were subdued, sometimes so much so as to be invisible. When they gave parties they took pains to invite only the most congenial people, such as their teachers and selected other students. I never, for my own part, found any difficulty in declining an invitation to a student party, if I got one at all, or in leaving, once I was there. I learned to have nothing but admiration for the student's faith in her teachers, and the kind of innocent devotion which was frequently so touching; I am reminded of the student who crept up, one spring dawning, to leave a basket of fresh strawberries upon her teacher's pillow. Or the student who resolutely refused to remove a lilac sweater her teacher had once admired, and became known, by her junior year, as "The Purple Kid," although she dropped out, abruptly, during one Christmas vacation and was only
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    seen once thereafter, in Paris with a retired manufacturer of pinball machines. *<


    Perhafs the only quarrel the faculty wife might have with her husband's students is their spirit of pure scientific inquiry; they were very apt to throw out the baby, as it were, with the bathwater, particularly when baby-sitting. As a matter of fact, I once had a conversation with a student upon this very topic; it was rather late at night, and we were among the dregs of a student party. She was there because she was a hostess and I was there because it was beginning to look as though there were no good way of getting my husband home. I was wearing my "nice" black dress and holding a glass of ginger ale and she was wearing a strapless short evening dress, pink, with gardenias in her hair, and holding and perhaps even drinking a glass of the punch they had been serving at the party, made of equal parts of sweet vermouth, vodka, and cold cocoa. We were sitting on the floor and I had already asked her about her vacation and she had told me she spent six weeks working as a feather duster in a museum, sometimes dusting feathers and sometimes feathering dusters, and that she had found the work very constructive and very useful in influencing her in the eventual choice of her senior program, and I had told her that my little boy was three now. After a short, agonized silence, broken only by the harmonies of six voices doing something from La Boheme in another corner of the room, she turned to me and asked, "Listen, when you were young —I mean, before you kind of settled down and all, when you were— well, younger, that is—did you ever figure you'd end up like this?" She waved her hand vaguely at the student living room, my "nice" black dress, and my glass of ginger ale. "Like this?" she said.


    "Certainly," I said. "My only desire was to be a faculty wife. I used to sit at my casement window, half embroidering, half dreaming, and long for Professor Right."


    "I suppose," she said, "that you are better off than you would have been. Not married at all or anything."


    "I was a penniless governess in a big house," I said. "I was ready to take anything that moved."


    "And of course you do make a nice home for your husband. Someplace to come back to, and everything so neat."


    "My spinning lacks finesse," I said. "But I yield to no one on my stone-ground meal."
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    "And he's lucky, too, of course. So many men who marry young silly women find themselves always going to parties and things for their wives' sake. An older woman—"


    "He was only a boy," I said. "How well I remember his eager, youthful charm; 'Lad/ I used to say, fondly touching his wanton curls, 'lad, youth calls to youth, and what you need—'"


    "He's still terribly boyish, don't you think?" She bent a tender glance upon my husband, who was waving a cigar and telling an enthralled group of students an expurgated story of how he graded examination papers. "He's always so full of vitality."


    "You should see him at home," I said. "We never have a dull moment there, I can tell you. Absolutely nothing but boyish vitality and youthful charm all over the place. He's positively faunlike. Why, I could tell you things—"


    "I don't suppose," she said, blushing slightly and studying her fingernails, "that he talks much about us students at home, does he?"


    "He babbles about you all the time," I assured her, and rose and went over to the noisy group of which my husband was the center. "Hail, ruddy stripling," I said.


    "What?" he said, startled.


    "Never mind," I said. "You leaving now or do I have to carry you home?"


    I decided that I was going to fewer student parties after I ripped part of the sleeve out of my black dress helping a freshman climb a fence. By the end of the first semester, what I wanted to do most in the world was invite a few of my husband's students over for tea and drop them down the well.


    On the other hand, I was in sad trouble at the kindergarten over the practice of magic by my daughter Sally. Almost between one day and the next, it seemed, Sally had somehow picked up both the knack and the inclination for doing magic, and although I felt that magic was no career for a girl, and her father felt that Sally showed hardly enough talent to get ahead in the magic game, Sally told all around the kindergarten that the ban against magic, finally, was entirely our fault. Little children five years old cut me dead in the street. There was a rumor that I was going to be expelled from the Lunchtime Mommies. Sally told around the kindergarten that she was being unfairly condemned, that ever since we moved into the house we all knew that someday something had to be done about the
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    gatepost. And she said that the refrigerator was not completely destroyed, the way her father maintained it was, and that anyway we had agreed to say nothing more about the clock and besides that the old man at the door started it, which was probably true.


    It had been a rainy Saturday morning, so I knew that the refrigerator door was going to stick. The old man came to the back door not long before lunchtime, and he came—I knew it the minute I saw him—to chat about the gatepost; after a year in the house I could spot them at five hundred yards. He opened by saying well, so they finally got someone to buy the old house, did they? I leaned my head against the doorframe and said oh, yes, they finally got someone to buy the old house. Well, he said with the light coming into his eye, had we fixed on anything yet about that there gatepost?


    I winced. Sally was painting at the kitchen table behind me, and I knew she was eavesdropping. Barry was in a corner of the kitchen at his toy table, disassembling a truck, and clearly not interested at present in the gatepost. The rest of the family was lucky enough to be out of earshot. Laurie and Rob were still building their fort at that time, working from the inside out because of the rain, and I could hear, faintly, the sound of hammering. Jannie was in her room, theoretically cleaning out her dresser drawers, but actually doing some kind of an acrobatic dance in front of her mirror, and singing the Fairy Rosabelle. The distant, unwilling sound of a typewriter from the study made it sound as though my husband was working, although I sometimes believe that he has a device (perhaps a woodpecker?) which taps the typewriter for him while he sleeps on the study couch. It was clearly going to rain all day; far away against the barn I could see the small brave orange dot which was still our only tulip.


    "Take them both out, that's what I'd do," the old man said at the kitchen door. "Make a nice little fireplace with them stones. Winter, this house, you need a fireplace."


    "Awfully nice of you to stop by," I said, pushing at the door.


    "Never did think to see anyone living here," he said, nodding profoundly at the broken step which Laurie had promised to fix as soon as they finished the fort. I sneezed, and shivered, and the old man settled himself down on the porch rail and recounted in detail the names, addresses, and contributing neglect attached to the downfall of every gatepost for miles around, then went on to examine the


    


    subject of leaning fences, discussed with ardor the striking of trees by lightning, and even digressed slightly to tell me about Morton's chimbley going down brick by brick onto the senior Morton, who was cleaning trout by the rain barrel.


    "Anyone can make things fall down" Sally said softly behind me. "It's getting them back up again is hard"


    "Now you take that well Ananias Watkins was figuring to dig," the old man went on relentlessly.


    "Yes, indeed," I said with wild finality, "I've got to go and open the refrigerator now."


    "There was him and his two boys digging out this rock—"


    "Thanks ever so much." I slammed the door and leaned against it.


    "That gatepost." Sally shook her head mournfully, and then set down her paintbrush and looked at me. "Why can't I?" she asked.


    "Because it is a great big gatepost and you are only a little tiny girl and you have made enough trouble with that magic already, what with poor little Jerry Martin afraid to go to bed at night and his mother keeps calling me and calling me to get you to take the spell off again—"


    "I won't," Sally said stubbornly. "He called me a name."


    "And no amount of teasing is going to talk me into letting you go to work with magic on that great big gatepost because you are only a little—"


    "The refrigerator? Can I anyway magic the refrigerator?"


    "When I want my refrigerator door unstuck I will get hold of a man who can unstick refrigerator doors, or at least your father."


    "Suppose I just—"


    "No," I said. "No magic, no no no."


    Murmuring, Sally gathered together her brushes and her paper, and then her eye fell upon Barry, crooning over his truck. "Peabody," she said to him hopefully, "you want I should turn you back into a rabbit?"


    "No, a boy with a truck," Barry said.


    "No one ever lets me do Anything," Sally said. She thought, and then slid down from her chair and approached Barry. "Peabody," she said winningly, "my true love?"


    u No" Barry said. "Play with this truck."


    "Remember," Sally said, "you always used to be a rabbit, and it was only me got you into a baby in the first place."
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    "Oh," said Peabody. Reluctantly, he put down the truck and scrambled along after her. "Peabody," he explained to me as he passed, «


    "Maybe," Sally said suddenly, "maybe I will get me another rabbit and make another baby. A little girl."


    "Under no circumstance," I said. "Barry is quite enough."


    "A little girl?"


    "Girl?" Barry insisted.


    "Sally," I said firmly. "Not one more word."


    "Then can I magic the refrigerator?"


    I hesitated, and the day was lost. Sally turned joyfully and hurried into the study, Barry trailing along behind. I could hear Sally telling her father in the study that she and her helper Peabody had some very terrible magic to do for Mommy.


    "Very nice," her father said.


    "-—so I need a lot of paper and pencil for me and two pencils for Peabody my helper because he writes with both hands."


    "Magic?" her father said suddenly. "Just a minute now—what about that clock?"


    "This is Mommy magic. Peabody my helper and I are going to unstick the refrigerator. Mommy asked us to."


    "But when the clock—"


    "You suppose I can do all this magic all by myself with just Peabody my helper without a pencil?"


    I heard the sharpening of pencils only dimly; in order to open the refrigerator on a rainy day it was necessary to hold the sink with one hand and brace one foot against the wall, pulling and cursing. I was pounding the refrigerator door with my fists when Sally and Barry returned to stand and watch me from the kitchen doorway.


    Sally chuckled. "You pull and pull and pull" she said, "and here a little girl like me will open it right open with magic for you." Then, forcefully, she gestured. "Peabody," she said.


    Peabody moved forward, pencils alert. "Now," Sally said. "Three times backward, singing with me." She began to march backward around the kitchen table, singing, "Dearest sweetest Sally is the best girl in the world, dearest sweetest Sally, the most magical of all." Her helper followed her, shuffling uneasily and looking over his shoulder. "Magic magic magic," he sang, until he broke off abruptly, said, "My truck!" with vast delight, and made for the toy table.


    


    "It's all right," Sally said hastily. "I can finish without him." I sat down on the kitchen stool and reflected upon rain and refrigerators.


    When Jannie appeared in the kitchen doorway I thought for one stunned moment that it was something conjured up by Sally's magic before I recognized the unmistakable earmarks of the Fairy Rosabelle. She was wearing a pink ballet skirt, a quantity of junk jewelry mined from my dresser drawer, and a wreath of artificial roses around her head. She fluttered over to where I sat and bent over me, touching me gently on the head with her wand.


    "Why so dreary, lonely mortal?" she inquired. "Is there aught that Rosabelle can offer to brighten thy sad lot?"


    "Yes," I said. "You can set the table for lunch."


    Rosabelle laughed, a little tinkling laugh. "We fairies sip only the dew from early violets."


    "So will the rest of us," I said darkly, "unless we get the refrigerator open."


    "Yonder approaches an honest woodcutter," Rosabelle remarked, hovering about six inches over my head. "Mayhap he will lend us his stalrit—stal—stal—"


    "Stalwart," I said. "Sally, for heaven's sake stop that bellowing."


    "I'm through," Sally said with dignity. "It's only the magic writing now." She settled down at the kitchen table and seized her pencil, scowling horribly.


    "Hence," Rosabelle said as the back door opened, "hence, noble woodcutter, wouldst aid a damsel in distress?"


    Barry leaped up joyfully. "Laurie," he shouted, "see my truck, will you fix it together?"


    "Don't get in my way, Laurie," Sally said, "because I'm magicking the refrigerator door and you might come unstuck."


    "Laurie," I said flatly, "go over and open that refrigerator."


    "Dig her" Laurie said, regarding Jannie. "Who're you—the mad fiend from Planet X? When's lunch?" he asked me.


    "I'm the Fairy Rosabelle," Jannie said.


    "Cra-zy mixed-up," Laurie said, with the air of one making an original remark. "Hi, Salamander."


    "Don't call me Salamander, because Mommy wants me to magic—"


    "Laurie," I said, "go over and open that refrigerator."
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    "Real cool/' Laurie said. "Real real cool. What's the matter with the refrigerator?"


    "You kr^oW perfectly well if your father hears you talking like that you will be fined, maybe even fifty cents. The refrigerator door is stuck."


    "That all?" He laughed shortly. "Poor old lady," he said, and patted me on the head as he went by. He took hold of the handle on the refrigerator door and pulled. "Crazy" he said, pulling. "This thing is real gone shut."


    "Canst Rosabelle aid thee, honest lad?"


    "Hah?" said Laurie. "Oh. Why don't you pull me?"


    Jannie took hold of Laurie's belt and pulled, and Barry screamed, "Game, game," and hastened over to tug on the back of the pink ballet skirt.


    "Cadabra!" said Sally, but the door did not open.


    "Mixed-up," said Laurie, gasping.


    The study door opened and my husband came into the kitchen. "When's lunch?" he asked. "What are you doing that for?"


    I let go of the back of Barry's overalls. "We're opening the refrigerator," I said. "Why?"


    "Nothing," he said. "I just wondered when was lunch?"


    "When I get the refrigerator door open," I said.


    "Why?"


    "Because the milk is inside. And the butter, and the cold roast beef you said you would like to have for lunch today."


    "No," he said. "I mean, why do you open it like that? Letting the children play with it? After all, a refrigerator is a complex machine, not a toy."


    "Ooh, that nervous man," Laurie said.


    "Laurence," his father said sternly, "one more word in that oleaginous jargon and you will pay a substantial fine."


    "Yes, sir," Laurie said.


    "Perhaps," my husband said condescendingly to me, "perhaps I have never thought to mention this to you before, but the way to deal with a stubborn piece of machinery is to use your intelligence. I cannot understand why you think you can open this refrigerator door by force. Do not attempt to impose your will upon it, do not bang upon this refrigerator, do not shake it. Losing your temper," he said kindly, "never does any good. That is very likely what made
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    it stick in the first place. The thing to do," he said, still in that patient voice, "is. to take hold of the handle gently— gently, remember—and use the slightest downward pressure. Then—" and he made a dramatic wide gesture of opening the refrigerator door, which came completely off the refrigerator and fell against him, so that he backed up across the kitchen floor, staggering, with the refrigerator door in his arms.


    "Dig that" Laurie said in admiration.


    "Jeekers," Sally said, eyes wide. "I went and unstuck the wrong side."


    "Please put that down somewhere," I told my husband with a good deal of annoyance. "When I let you open the refrigerator door I hardly expected that you would go ripping it off and carrying it around the kitchen like—"


    My husband set his back against the wall and put the door gently down onto the floor. He stood looking at it without saying anything and the children gathered gravely around him. "I did mean to unstick the other side," Sally said apologetically.


    "Craaaaazy" Laurie said. "She ripped it right off the hinges."


    "Sarah," my husband said at last, controlling his voice, "go to your room. Get a man to fix that," he told me tensely. "Not a five-year-old girl with magic. A refrigerator repairman. Call him on the telephone and tell him to come over and fix that refrigerator. Not a five-year-old girl with magic—a man."


    He slammed the study door behind him.


    The refrigerator repairman said he would come over right after lunch, and all the time I was getting out the roast beef and slicing tomatoes I could hear sounds of lamentation from Sally's room. Her father permitted her to come down for lunch, and when she came to her chair at the table she stopped to whisper in my ear. "I fixed him" she said, with an evil scowl at her father. "I'm going to show him about how magic is better. He can just wait."


    I thought of Jerry Martin afraid to go to bed with a spell on him and of little Cheryl whose doll's head was on backward now because she had pushed Sally in the snow, and I said apprehensively, "What?"


    Sally laughed. "Don't worry," she told me ambiguously. "It's really good," she added, seeing me frown. "Just about how Daddy will know magic is better."
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    Conversation at lunch was monopolized by Laurie, who was planning a party for his birthday which was still seven months off. He wanted to invite twenty-one friends for lunch and a football game on the side lawn. He thought that it would not be any great inconvenience to put up goal posts, and he would get a can of white paint and do the yard lines himself. I thought that it would be much nicer, since we could not be sure yet what the weather was going to be like in October, if he planned on inviting two friends over for supper, and they could go to the movies. Laurie pointed out that if he invited twenty-one friends he would automatically get twenty-one presents, which was, he felt, real crazy. His father fined him fifty cents, jannie suggested that it would be nice to have a play or at least a pageant honoring Laurie's birthday, and proposed the Fairy Rosabelle because then, she added prudently, she would not have to bother to learn something new. Sally, hugging herself, said that we were all going to have a wonderful surprise and Daddy would be sorry he had talked so mean about her magic. My husband remarked that the practice of magic was going to cost a certain young lady a considerable amount in fines before very long. Sally smiled mysteriously, and said he would be glad when he found out about her surprise. "Anyway," she added, "Jannie can still tell time on the clock, sort of."


    "But jannie is left-handed anyway," I said. "Besides, we decided not to say anything more about the clock."


    "Maybe I could invite the whole class," Laurie said. "All but the girls, of course. We could have a track meet, or a rifle shoot, maybe. Is it all right to build a campfire?" he asked his father. "We'll promise to pick up the lawn afterward."


    I said that unless table manners improved generally no one needed to think about birthday parties, and lunch continued as usual, except that Sally occasionally giggled to herself, and declined dessert, which was tapioca pudding, on the grounds that she was too excited about her surprise. Jannie was fined ten cents for elbows on the table, and Laurie talked himself out of a dollar and a half. All fines were remitted when my husband remarked absent-mindedly that his pudding was real cool. Barry was fined one jellybean for feeding tapioca pudding to his truck. Sally said my goodness, we were going to be so surprised.


    The refrigerator man arrived while I was clearing the table, and
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    he had a pair of hinges which luckily fit the door. Barry was allowed to stay up from his nap to watch the man put the door on again. My husband came out into the kitchen to watch, too, and he and the refrigerator man had a long, learned talk about baseball and what was apt to happen in Brooklyn during the coming summer. Laurie entered the conversation and was fined a quarter for saying that he thought Milwaukee would take the pennant.


    I happen to like Milwaukee and so, since I did not have a quarter, I thought I would go upstairs and get the laundry put away. I heard my husband and the refrigerator man telling each other goodbye, and the refrigerator man saying we ought to think about a new refrigerator, really, because this one was getting pretty old and shaky and my husband said he was glad I had gone upstairs before the refrigerator man said that. I heard Sally singing "—is the best girl in the world." I went to the top of the stairs and called down for her to stop it, but I could not make her hear me.


    I was putting away pajamas in Barry's room, which is in the front of the house, when I heard a crash which I thought at first was the refrigerator door falling off again, and then I realized that it came from outside and sounded irresistibly like the car of the repairman of the refrigerator backing into a stone gatepost. Almost at once, from the front porch, I heard Sally's voice raised in fury. "Jeekers" she wailed, "wrong side again. 7 '


    My husband fined himself five dollars for remarks made upon this occasion. The man who came a few days later about the insurance felt that rather than going to the expense of having both gateposts straightened it would be simpler to take them down altogether, before, as he explained, "they fall down on someone's head and really cost you money."


    No one around town ever remarked upon the fact that our left-hand gatepost leaned at an angle and our right-hand gatepost was now just slightly off its foundations. I got the impression that there was a general feeling that we ourselves had made the ultimate deadpan joke about the crooked gatepost, and further discussion would be superfluous. I was just as pleased to leave it that way.


    We tried to enter Sally in dancing school, but she came right home again. She sulked for a week at home, and stormed around the kindergarten like a mad thing. There were high words in the study after dinner, but all pencils were confiscated, and, even though it
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    was agreed that we were not going to say anything more about the clock, my husband made Sally take the spell off Jerry Martin and turn Cherfl's doll's head around again, and fix it so the teacher's umbrella would open right, the way it used to. We got Sally a pair of roller skates, but she gave them to Jannie. She announced at dinner one night that when she grew up she was going to be a mean mean old lady who lived in a forest and people came to her for advice and spells, except, she added, turning to look directly at her father, except wicked trolls.


    The refrigerator door went right on sticking, but I discovered that I could open it by pounding violently on the side of the refrigerator with the frying pan. When I did this Sally liked to sit on the kitchen stool and sneer.


    Then, after perhaps ten days, it seemed that she was relenting a little. She agreed to say good night to her father, and they were able to get back to work again in the kindergarten. Before I could do more than wonder at the change, she came down with chicken pox, although I do not believe it was deliberate. Laurie and Jannie had both had chicken pox, so, on the assumption that Barry might as well catch it now as later, I let him play freely with Sally, and during the long afternoons he sat on the foot of her bed, coloring, looking at books, and listening to Sally's stories.


    We were coming to have, at that time, a distinct feeling around the family that most of our knotty domestic problems were pellucidly clear to Barry, although he tactfully forbore to comment on them. He had taken to chattering a good deal, a kind of cheerful running series of observations, but he spoke almost entirely in his own language, which bore a disconcerting similarity to our own, so that it was possible to be entrapped into listening closely to him, persuaded that he was communicating something of vital, although cheerful, importance. Consequently I was sure that Sally might safely confide in him and I could sometimes hear his small voice reassuring her in lovely long elegant sentences. As a result of this, of course, Sally became almost the only person able to translate Barry, although I believe that her translations were somewhat free, since Barry seemed so often to be saying exactly what Sally wanted him to.


    When Sally's spots had begun to fade and she was allowed to come downstairs, interestingly pale and requiring a good many small services, to lie on the living room couch, she was very sweet to all of us.
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    She permitted her father to bring her little phonograph and set it up beside the couch and she accepted, with a wan smile, the small offerings from the rest of us— Little Women, from Jannie, and a little carved dog from Laurie, and paste and colored paper from me; illness, in fact, seemed to have taught her the fruitlessness of anger; we did not perceive at once that something had taught her the usefulness of guile. It was not until her convalescence was almost complete that she showed her hand. One morning Laurie and Jannie had gone off to school as usual, and Sally was enjoying the rare freedom of lingering late over her breakfast while her father and I had our second cups of coffee; because of the imminence of chicken pox Barry had been kept home from nursery school, and he was pushing grains of cereal down to the bottom of the bowl with his cereal spoon and giggling helplessly when they popped up again.


    "Sally," I said tactfully, "it is most pleasant to have you well again."


    Sally gave me an inscrutable smile. "I have enjoyed being sick," she said. "Thank you very much for letting me."


    "Not at all," I said. "Barry, eat your cereal."


    Barry put down his cereal spoon and regarded me darkly. "You untreat me like a genman," he said. "Once more, Pudge."


    "Barry!" Sally opened her eyes wide. "Dearest Mommy did not untreat you like a gentleman, and you went and said Pudge without making the magic sign and that's awful."


    Hastily Barry slid off his chair and turned slowly around three times. "There," he said.


    "Wait," Sally said. "I did, too." She got down and circled.


    I stared, bewildered, and my husband put down the New York Times. "Besides," Sally said to Barry, "you promised."


    "Can I have a srop?" Barry asked me.


    "A srop? What for?"


    "Dangerous trees."


    "Sally?" I said, appealing.


    She smiled and shrugged.


    "What is Pudge?" my husband said.


    I shook my head, but Sally and Barry both got down off their chairs and circled slowly.


    "You better watch out," Sally told her father. "Or else make the magic sign."


    "Get a srop," Barry advised.
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    "Or say something else/' Sally said. "Call him the Great Wizard. Or the Most Powerful One."


    "Great Orizzard," Barry said.


    "All right," I said, "but who-?"


    "Well." Sally leaned back in her chair and took on her storytelling face, eyes wide and looking far away, hands clasped under her chin. "Well," she said, "when I decided to put together the land of Oz and the country of the hobbits and Rootabaga and Mother Goose Land, because they were all scattered all over and I kept forgetting which book I had to take to get to each country—well, anyway, I decided to put them all together. Fairyland, too, of course. So it's all called Gunnywapitat now, and Ozma lives there, and all the hobbits, and the Cowardly Lion and the old woman in the shoe, and Peter Pan, and Oberon and the rest, all there where I can get to them easy. Gunnywapitat. And Pudge helped me."


    "Magic sign," my husband put in nervously.


    "Thank you." Sally got down and turned around. "So I put the entrance to his country right under his tree. Pudge's tree." She turned around. "And Barry needs a sword to pertect him because all the other trees have evil spirits trying to get into Gunnywapitat, the big tree and under it all the magic world."


    "Yggdrasil?" said my husband, startled.


    "What?" said Sally. "Anyway, we go to visit and if s always in the middle of the night or else while you're busy or something and if we go in the day we take weapons, because lots of times children go in and they do not ever come out except maybe after—oh, ten years or so. And then they're old and everything has changed and all their friends are gone and their mothers and fathers." She gave her father a brief look. "And down there everyone does magic," she said.


    "So I need a srop," Barry said.


    "And we have parties with lots of candy and cookies. And the entrance is guarded by lagatours and dragatours."


    "And policemans."


    "Of course," she said, glancing again at her father and then at me, "you couldn't go."


    "I am Trixie Pixie," Barry said smugly. "A lepercorn."


    "There is one whole city made of chocolate," Sally said. "Even the houses and the cars and the dogs and cats, all chocolate."


    "Can I unfinish? My cereal?"
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    Sally spent most of the morning drawing me a map of Gunnywapitat, showing the chocolate city (Mishmutat) and the river of wild animals (Cody Wop) and the upside-down section (Gilywimpis) and Pudge's capital city (Gunypostafall); in Gilywimpis, she told me disturbingly, even the birds had wings. In the afternoon the sun was shining and it was so pleasant that I said that she and Barry might play outdoors for a while if they stayed near the house and Sally was careful not to get herself tired, or chilled, or excited. Barry asked to be put into a long-sleeved shirt because they were going to play Gunnywapitat, and he made himself a srop out of a twig. For quite a while I was in the kitchen, cleaning the refrigerator and then scrubbing the kitchen floor, which I had not had time to do while Sally was sick, and I heard them playing happily outside. "Lagatoursf Sally shouted once. "Charge!" "Avaunt!" Barry cried, and charged, presumably brandishing his srop.


    Later, when I went upstairs to straighten Sally's room and make the bed, because I thought that probably she would not want to stay up for dinner after playing outdoors, I could still hear them distantly for a while, but when I moved on to pick up the crayons from Barry's floor they were out of earshot. I decided to straighten Barry's bookcase, and so I stayed upstairs longer than I had thought to, and when I came down to the kitchen again I went to call them in for fruit juice and cookies, and they were not there. I went outside and looked up and down the driveway, and out across the lawn, calling them, and then went and looked in the barn, calling them, and then behind the barn, still calling, and then I went all around the outside of the house. Anywhere farther than that was out of bounds, as they both knew.


    I sat down on the back steps and tried to think. I knew they could not have come to any harm because our big dog Toby was lying comfortably in the sun in the barn doorway and even though Toby has never growled at anyone except the laundry man I was fairly sure that he would do something if any danger approached, even if it was only to come into the house and try to hide behind me. Toby's presence also argued that they were nearby. I called again and again, and Toby lifted his head and looked at me wonderingly, as though Sally and Barry were right in plain sight and he could not understand the increasing agitation in my voice. I did not like to go in and call my husband at the college; when I saw Laurie
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    come up the street on his bike I got up and went to meet him with as little appearance of concern as I could manage.


    "Laurie, I said, "Sally and Barry have wandered away somewhere. I can't find them."


    "Pudge's tree, probably," Laurie said. He rode past me and toward the barn door, going swiftly, directly at Toby. Toby yawned and closed his eyes, and Laurie braked the bike an inch from Toby's nose. "You lazy dog," he said. Toby yawned again. "Go look in Pudge's tree," Laurie called back at me.


    "Where is it?"


    He took his bike into the barn, wheeling it carefully past Toby, and reappeared. "I thought you knew," he said. "Want a cookie?" he asked Toby, and Toby, alert, rose and followed him toward the back door.


    "Laurie," I said, "listen."


    "Sure," he said. "Don't you worry. Pudge'll bring them back okay."


    Jannie came along a few minutes later, lingering and giggling with her friend Carole; Jannie said that Sally and Barry were almost certainly in Pudge's tree, and Carole added that her little sister Jeanie had often told all of them at their house about Sally's friend Pudge and his magic tree. "Jeanie says that Sally goes there lots" Carole said, and Jannie added, "Pudge takes good care of them, it's all right," and they went on into the house to join Laurie and Toby at the cookie jar.


    For almost half an hour, only the combined efforts of Laurie and Jannie, and Carole's offers to go home and get Jeanie and ask her, prevented me from telephoning my husband at the college, or our local policeman, or at least my mother in California. Then we heard laughter from behind the barn, and Sally and Barry wandered toward us, holding hands and chatting happily.


    They refused to say where they had been. I held on to them, and stumbled questions, trying to keep my voice gentle, and Sally shook her head and smiled. "I said I wouldn't tell about it," she explained. "You can't, with a magic country, because then they won't let you come back, ever. Were we gone for ten years? Because everyone looks about the same."


    "Barry," I said, "where did you go? With Sally?"


    


    "Cookies/' he said, grinning. "Many happy cookies, and the flowers on a queen."


    "He says he won't tell," Sally said hastily.


    The next morning, when I got up after a night spent checking on Sally and Barry every half hour, I found a great tub full of spring flowers on the back porch, tulips and daffodils and pussy willows. There was a note tucked in among the stems, and it read: "Thanks so much for letting the children come; delighted with their little visit. Tell Barry I'll send him a 'funky one of these days. Hope you like their flowers. 'Pudge.'"


    I showed the note to my husband privately, and we decided that perhaps it was not altogether healthy to let Sally fill her mind with these fancies, and we would say no more about it. However, later, when Barry stopped in the bathroom doorway to watch his father shaving, it seemed a good moment for a diplomatic question, and his father said carelessly, "By the way, when you went to Pudge's yesterday, what was he wearing?"


    "Crown," said Barry.


    "Was anyone else there?"


    "Trixie Pixie?"


    "No," said his father. "Where did you go?"


    "You are the daddy," said Barry reassuringly, "and I am the Barry, and Sally is the Sally, and Jannie is the Jannie and Laurie is the Laurie and Mommy is the Mommy."


    WTien I married the man who is at present my husband and the father of my children it did not occur to me to specify that his behavior should in no way prevent my buying an evening paper. It is not a usual request to make during such a ceremony, for one thing, and, for another thing, the possibility of my being unable to buy an evening paper if I wanted one seemed, to say the least, remote.


    Actually, it was only for about three days that we had to do without the paper. Thanks to a fortunate hurricane which took part of the cornice off the First National Bank most of the affair was quickly forgotten, and since my husband's cigarette lighter broke almost at once, the subject largely died down, to be revived only by the most tactless and humorous of our friends. I wonder sometimes if things could have been handled differently in some way, but of course there is not much use worrying about it now. If, perhaps, I had refused


    


    658 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    to call Mr. Williams back in Burlington? If I had neglected to answer the pbxme at all?


    Whenever the phone rings I have of course the quick wonderful thought that some remarkable and astonishing surprise is going to happen. ("Lonesome for you in California; plane tickets arriving special delivery. . . ." "Investigation proves you only surviving heir . . .") However, what I always expect is a kind of surprise for me, too. When I answered the phone on a bright morning when the sun was really warm and the trees were really green and the air had that authentic scent of flowers, it was a call for my husband, from a man with a pleasant, although unfamiliar, gentlemanly voice. He asked for my husband by calling him "the Professor," which is perhaps a legitimate title for a teacher in a girls' college, but which is a title rarely, if ever, used except by the kind of friend who thinks that sort of thing is terribly funny. At any rate, I held out the phone and remarked that it's for you, Professor, and my husband grudgingly put down a gold moidore he was checking for precise weight and went to the phone.


    I heard him say "Hello?" and then "What?" and then "What?" Then he sighed and said, "All right, all right. And what did you say your name was?"


    There was a long silence and then he hung up.


    "Yes, dear?" I asked, hovering. ("Paris concern offering all expenses you and family . . .")


    "Look," he said. "I want you to pick up that telephone and call a man named John Williams, at the Gazette, in Burlington, Vermont. Person to person. Collect."


    "Why?"


    "Never mind why. He just said that if I thought it was a practical joke I could hang up and call him right back and prove he was a real person."


    "Why should you have to prove—"


    "Never mind why," my husband said again. He laughed shortly. "Prominent local educator!" he said.


    Eying my husband apprehensively, I took up the phone and put through a call, person to person, collect, to John Williams, Burlington Gazette, Vermont. Because Burlington is only a hundred miles from the small Vermont town where we live my call went through smoothly, unlike a call to New York City, for instance, when—be-


    


    cause of course New York City is not in Vermont—it is sometimes necessary to spell out everything, beginning with N for Norman, E for Edwin, W for Wilfred, Y for Yolanda, and so on. When I heard the same pleasant unfamiliar voice on the other end of the line, and he agreed that he was indeed John Williams, I said, "Hello, Mr. Williams?"


    "Right," he said cheerfully. "Give us the Professor."


    I might say that I have rarely seen such an expression on my husband's face. Delighted, he was, and yet incredulous. He kept saying, "I can't believe it," and, "This must be a joke." He and Mr. Williams talked for a long time, and every few minutes my husband would give a little giggle.


    When he finally said, "Well, 111 see you on the fifteenth, then," and hung up, there I was, right next to him, curious, and—I had been married for fourteen years—deeply suspicious.


    "Well?" I said in a voice used by wives who have been married for fourteen years. "Well?"


    "Well," my husband said, putting his shoulders back and pulling in his stomach. "Well."


    I followed him into the study and resisted a strong impulse to slap the gold moidore right out of his hand. "Well?" I said.


    My husband looked at me out of the corners of his eyes and opened and shut his mouth several times. "Now I want you to be reasonable," he said at last.


    I prepared myself to be reasonable. I sat down quietly in a chair, clenched my fists, and smiled tightly. "It's only," my husband said, "that I have to go to Burlington."


    "So?"


    "Well," he said hesitantly, "I'm going to Burlington, is all."


    "How perfectly splendid," I said. "I know how you've longed to see Burlington."


    "J don't know why they picked on me," my husband said. "A prominent local educator is what Mr. Williams kept telling me. It certainly isn't anything J ever thought of doing. And of course," he finished brightly, "it might still be a practical joke."


    "You are going to hare to stop twisting your hands like that," I said. "And if you give that evil chuckle once more I will gag you with a dish towel."


    "I can't help it," my husband said, "I feel like a fool."
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    "Hah," I said eloquently, and got up and headed for the kitchen and the breakfast dishes. "Look," my husband wailed despairingly. "I got to go, I said I would, and besides it's not what you think."


    "I bet it is," I said.


    "It is not" he said, coming after me. "It's only a kind of contest, sort of. I'm a judge, sort of. And even if I am a judge it doesn't necessarily mean—"


    "Yes?" I said, when he stopped abruptly.


    "Well," he said.


    "If I may presume to ask just one question," I said carefully. "If I am not too presumptuous, if I am not in any way interfering with your private affairs—and please believe that I would not for a moment dream—"


    "Look," he said.


    "If you are absolutely sure that I can be trusted with your secret mission, may I just possibly ask—what are you judging?"


    "Girls," he said.


    "What?'


    "They want me to be a judge in the beauty contest to choose Miss Vermont, so she can enter another contest and be Miss America."


    I am genuinely sorry for the way I acted then. I have tried to explain to my husband but of course there is really no way of explaining, or at least none that would help the situation any. I am really sorry, though. I was sitting on one of the kitchen chairs with the tears running down my cheeks and my sides aching and my husband standing there looking offended and saying, "Well, I didn't really think it was as funny as all that" when the back door slammed open and Laurie trotted in, shedding jacket and hat as he came. He was always the first child home at lunchtime, because he rode his bike to school. Moreover, although not overly endowed with personal dignity, he had a strong and uncompromising estimate of what was proper and fitting, particularly in a parent.


    "Where's lunch?" he said. "What's wrong?" He looked from me to his father, and said, "Hey?"


    "Laurie," I said feebly, "Daddy is going to judge a beauty contest."


    "Dad" said Laurie, turning purple.


    "Prominent local educator," my husband said defensively.
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    "Oh, my gosh," Laurie said. "Oh, my gosh, my gosh. Does anyone know about it?" he demanded of his father.


    "Look," my husband said.


    "What about my friends?" Laurie said. "Suppose someone finds out?"


    "It's an honor," my husband said. "For heaven's sake, you'd think someone in this house would think it's an honor"


    "Here come the girls," I said, in a hushed voice. "They will have to be told, I suppose."


    "Yeah," Laurie said bitterly, "the whole worZd's probably going to be told. Oh, my gosh. Yeah," he said to the girls as they came through the door, "get out the old man's bathing suit. He's a crazy, mixed-up daddy."


    I went out onto the porch and captured Barry, who had finally been prevailed upon to accept the notion of a nursery school car pool, and rode home three days a week with a neighbor, but then still had to be dragged and pushed and wheedled up the back walk to the lunch table.


    "They was muskets in my school this day," Barry told me, as one reporting a grievance, "muskets."


    He came through the door and made directly for his father, to whom he announced insistently, "They was muskets in my school this day, muskets."


    "Mouses," Sally said softly, "mouses in his school."


    "Look, Dad," Laurie said confidentially, "you got to realize that there are fellows in this town would love to get a thing like that on me. I can see Ernie Smith now." And he closed his eyes and shuddered.


    The only person in the family immediately delighted was, of course, Jannie, who had taken to putting red polish on her toenails secretly, and had gotten three valentines from friends of Laurie's in sixth grade. Jannie perceived that she had all this time been seriously underrating her father, the Beauty Contest Judge, and she asked most ingratiatingly if she might be allowed to sit next to him at lunch.


    "Daddy is going to see a lot of girls," Sally told Barry. She turned to me. "Daddy likes to look at girls, doesn't he?"


    There was a deep, enduring silence, until at last my husband's
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    eye fell on Jannie. "And what did you learn in school today?" he asked with wild enthusiasm.


    "Daddy^s a Chinese temple gong," Barry remarked. "Daddy may ride on my steamroller."


    "He did not," Sally said, amused. "Daddy is a nice man."


    Tm going to be in beauty contests when I grow up," Jannie said, reaching dreamily for the bread and butter. "I bet I win, too "


    "Somebody goofed," Laurie said drearily.


    Three days before my husband was to leave for Burlington there was a prominently placed article in our local afternoon paper about the beauty contest. It included a picture of my husband, identified by name and address. Laurie announced that he had a bad cold, a headache, an undefined pain somewhere in the middle of his back, and a blister on his heel, and was, as a result, forced to stay home from school for at least a week. Jannie brought eleven members of the Starlight 4-H Club home to compare her father in real life with his picture in the paper. Many of our female friends telephoned to ask what their chances might be if they decided to enter the beauty contest. Since my husband's students are all girls, there was a certain amount of oblique comment in his classroom, and he was compelled to confess that he found it inexpedient to enter the faculty dining room. The article in the paper said, "Prominent Local Educator to Judge Statewide Beauty Contest."


    It turned out that one of the contestants came from nearby, and she offered to drive my husband up to Burlington. The offer was made through Mr. Williams, and my husband told me reluctantly that Mr. Williams had assured him that there would be no improper influence brought to bear upon him during the ride. I told him how rare a man he was, to be able to preserve an absolutely impartial opinion upon such controversial matters, and went off in a surly mood to the grocery, where I met a friend who said she would be scared to let her husband judge a beauty contest.


    "Might as well move out of this town," Laurie kept telling his father grimly.


    On the morning of the day that he was to leave my husband was not able to eat any breakfast. He sat at the table in his best suit, wearing a tie someone had brought him from Italy, toying with a little piece of waffle, and telling the children over and over that they
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    must behave themselves and be good children and he would bring them all something from Burlington.


    "At least you could be considerate enough to leave at night, at least," Laurie said. "This way, you go right through the center of town in broad daylight."


    My husband stirred nervously. "I was thinking," he said to me. "You know, I don't even know how they judge these things. What standards they use, or anything."


    "As a prominent local educator," I said unkindly, "you were probably expected to do your own research."


    "It's a real public disgrace," Laurie said.


    The children and I crowded unashamedly onto the porch to gape at the possible Miss Vermont when she drove up. She seemed a very nice girl, rather shy, and quite pretty. She had a good-looking car.


    Under the enigmatic gaze of his family my husband descended the steps and greeted the maiden and her escort, a formidable-looking creature who was apparently a combination chaperon and attendant, since she kept giving little hitches to her charge's clothes, and adjusted a scarf carefully over the shining golden curls before the two of them got into the car.

  


  
    "I hope you win," Laurie said grudgingly as they went down the walk. "I bet she's the prettiest girl there," he added with unexpected local patriotism.


    "I hope you win, Daddy," Sally said, and Jannie gazed with rapture on the golden curls.


    "Going Daddy," said Barry mournfully, and we all came indoors.


    During the day there were eleven telephone calls from people wanting to know if he had really gone. Most of them had thought of something funny to say. The afternoon paper had another picture of my husband and a long story about the festivities he would encounter in Burlington. They included an imposing list of guest appearances and a Pageant of Beauty.


    Laurie still flatly refused to go to school, and during the afternoon he made the serious tactical error of deciding instead to accompany me to the barbershop to get Barry's hair cut. Several of my husband's colleagues had stopped by to chat with the barber. Luckily, Barry had decided that this was not the day he had selected to have his hair cut, and Laurie and I were too busy holding him down in the chair to hear more than a fraction of what was said.
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    "How come you didn't go along?" someone asked Laurie, and someone else said, "How do you ever get a job like that, anyway?"


    "He spent years studying," Laurie said grimly. I was holding both of Barry's ears tight so the barber could get it even across the front. Barry was shouting, "Too early! Too early!" which Sally told me meant that he wanted everyone to be quiet and wait a minute.


    "You think he's ever coming back?" the barber asked me humorously.


    The grocery was worse. A number of acquaintances of ours were doing their shopping, and both Laurie and I had the clear feeling as we entered that all conversations all over the store had stopped, while everyone turned to look at us. People told Laurie, and told me, and then told us both together, that my, what an odd hobby my husband had, and did we think he was ever coming back, and was he going to make a career of this kind of thing. As a small consolation I got Laurie and Barry each a popsicle, and did a lot of split-second planning to insure that I would not have to shop again for four days.


    Although I am not ordinarily nervous when my husband is away from home, I found it extraordinarily difficult to occupy myself that first evening. I put the children to bed and wandered around the house straightening things. I washed out a couple of the girls' dresses and a pair of stockings of mine, and waited for the phone to ring. I did not really suppose that there had been an accident, of course— our possible Miss Vermont looked like a cautious driver—but I finally made a batch of cookies and then sat down with a book, within reaching distance of the phone. By the time my husband called I was almost asleep.


    "How are you? How is everything?" I asked, bemused.


    "Very nice," he said. "The hotel is nice and we had a nice dinner. She's a very nice girl."


    "Fine," I said. "Just fine. I was in the barbershop this afternoon and-"


    "Except," he said, "I spilled coffee on my gray pants."


    "Wash it out right away," I said. "In the barbershop—"


    "She already did," he said. "There's going to be a Pageant of Beauty."


    "I know. It was in the paper. Pete said—"


    "We judge them in evening gowns and in bathing suits and for compatibility."


    


    "Really?" I said. "I'm so glad you're glad you decided to go."


    "What?" he said.


    "Nothing," I said. "I got Barry's hair cut."


    "Fine," he said. There was a long silence. "How is everybody?" he asked finally.


    "Fine," I said.


    "I'm very glad to hear it," he assured me. "Well, I have to get up early. There's a breakfast."


    "How exciting," I said. "Goodbye."


    The children and I had a lovely time the next day. Laurie resolutely declined going to school, and he and I spent the morning making a cheese souffle' for lunch. When the girls came home in the afternoon and Barry got up from his nap all of us sat around the kitchen table and made things out of colored paper. Laurie and I felt strongly that there was no point in going down for the afternoon paper, particularly since the news shop is always crowded around the time the paper comes out, and there would be a lot of people standing around and gossiping. Laurie pointed out, in addition, that the morning paper had already been delivered, and that he personally found a second paper superfluous. I myself felt that I had read all I cared to about the Pageant of Beauty, although I have heard since that the article that evening was little short of overwhelming.


    When my husband called that night he was a little bit upset. "It didn't come out," he said immediately, "that coffee stain."


    "That's too bad," I said.


    "I've got to wear it to the Pageant. But Charmain says no one will notice. All the girls were very nice about it."


    I asked with restraint, "Have you found out what standards apply?"


    "You know something?" he said. "One of the girls here used to live in Brooklyn."


    "Have her put some baking soda on it," I said.


    "That's what Sandy suggested. She was the one in the pink dress who gave me a bandage for this scratch on my finger." There was a long silence. "How are the children?" he asked.


    "All fine. And you?"


    "Say," he said, "there's an interesting fellow here, another judge. Used to judge cattle. Did you know that you can tell a cow's age by the rings on the horns?"
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    "No," I said. "I didn't."


    "Nice fellow. He likes Barbara for Intellect."


    "A number of people have called you," I said.


    "Is there any mail?"


    "Yes," I said with malice. "There are a lot of new coins from that place in Chicago."


    He sighed. "I wonder if I should give up coins," he said. "Start collecting something else for a while."


    The next day was Saturday and the children and I took a long drive out into the country and had hot dogs for lunch at a diner in the next town. We got back late, too late, we agreed, to bother to go down and get the afternoon paper, which was probably sold out anyway. My husband called while the children were having dinner.


    "I'm on my way to the Pageant," he said. "That coffee stain doesn't show at all."


    "Your father called," I said. "I told him where you were."


    "We do the judging tonight," my husband said happily. "I guess I'll be home tomorrow."


    "That will be nice."


    "Thirty-four and a half inches," my husband said to someone on the other end of the phone. "You tell her I don't care what her mother said."


    "Your father said—"


    "What?" said my husband. "Just a minute. No," he went on to whoever was talking to him, "I'm calling my wife"


    I closed my mouth tight, so I would be sure not to say another word, and hung up very gently.


    I was sound asleep when my husband came home. He arrived at four that morning, wrinkled, scratched, coffee-stained, and irritable. Our local entry had not won, and, disgruntled, had loaded my husband into her car and come home in a huff, dropping him off on the corner with his suitcase. "Woosh?" I said when I opened my eyes and saw him coming into the room.


    "Fine, fine, oh fine," he said. "Anything happen while I was gone?"


    "Hm? Oh. Nothing, except Laurie is never going to speak to you again and your father says to call him the minute you get home, no matter what time it is."


    "You'll have to send this suit to the cleaner's," he said. "Look, I


    


    got a cigarette lighter. It says JudgeMissVermontBeautyContest. Look."


    I leaped back as he flashed the lighter under my nose. "A memento of your day of glory," I said with a gentle smile.


    "That reminds me," he said. "Got to make a note to write that girl Linda. Turns out she's very much interested in coins."


    Wearily I sat up and reached for a cigarette. "Well," I said, "who won the beauty contest?"


    "Hm?"


    "Who won the beauty contest?"


    "Oh, I don't know," my husband said vaguely. "Some girl."


    The next morning, Sunday, Laurie gathered his courage together and called his friend Rob; either Rob was superlatively tactful or he had a short memory, because Laurie invited him over and they spent the day in Laurie's room playing jazz records. Jannie and Sally and Barry made mudpies in the dirt near the barn, and late in the afternoon Laurie and Rob, emerging from Laurie's room, volunteered to build a sandbox, which pleased the smaller children, although the sandbox, complete, turned out to be ten feet square and to hold, as I subsequently discovered, a staggering amount of sand. My husband was in the study all that day, arranging the coins from the place in Chicago. Although Laurie did not speak to his father, he did not actually not speak to him, and passed him the salt at dinner with an air almost friendly.


    The next morning everyone went back to school. It was my morning on the nursery school car pool, so about eleven-thirty I left my kitchen by the back door, after checking to see that the stove was turned off, except for the oven on "warm" where the lunch casserole was waiting. The table was set, the bread sliced, the cake ready on a plate, and my decrepit old refrigerator was rattling and grumbling to itself; since the weather had turned warmer, it opened more easily, but it had developed a kind of excited cackle which it turned on every twenty minutes and which made it alarmingly difficult to—say —count spoons in the kitchen, or figure how many baked potatoes, or hear what anyone was saying from the next room. My husband was lunching at the college, the three older children were due home from school at various times up until twelve-fifteen, and everything was ready for my return with Barry. On the corner I encountered
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    Sally, who got out of school early because the kindergarten children were escorted by their teacher past the bad train crossing in the center of Slain Street, and who tended to get home around a quarter of twelve, after stopping off at Pudge's tree with Jeanie. I persuaded Sally into the car, stopped briefly at the store to get a carton of cigarettes, collected Barry, tired and sandy-faced, from the nursery school, and reasoned and enticed into the car the two neighboring children who are the other members of the car pool. I dropped the two other children off at their separate front doors, and drove home. I made this identical trip three days a week, keeping to a consistent time and route.


    Once in our own driveway, I escorted Sally and Barry from the car up the walk to our back door, opened the door, and we went in. Sally said at once, "If what I smell is lunch I don't want any," and fell to coughing wildly. Barry choked, and I gasped, with tears in my eyes. I have never smelled anything like it before—it was dreadful; sickening, and almost visible in the quiet kitchen. In wild haste I shoved Barry and Sally back out onto the porch, thought of the oven, and, with my hands over my face and my eyes full of tears, dashed across the kitchen and turned the oven off.


    The odor seemed less strong near the stove, but I opened the oven anyway and looked in, to make sure nothing was burning inside, although I had never before made a macaroni and ham casserole that turned into poison gas. Sally and Barry peered interestedly through the kitchen window. I soaked my handkerchief at the sink, and covered my face with it; I thought of fire—although heaven only knew what could be burning to smell like that—and hurried through the downstairs rooms, sniffing and looking into corners, but it was clear that the gas existed mainly in the kitchen. The other rooms had a faint trace of that frightful odor, but I could breathe naturally in them, and it was only when I came back into the kitchen that it caught me by the throat again, and I fell to coughing and choking.


    The rattling and creaking of the old refrigerator was so much a familiar part of the kitchen that it was a minute before I realized that a good part of my uneasiness was its silence. Then, understanding that the refrigerator was mute, I went to it quickly, opened the door, and got such a lungful of the gas that I reeled wildly over to the back door and out onto the porch. "What's for lunch?" Sally asked as, tearful and strangling, I clung to the porch rail.


    


    Since Barry was too little to leave under Sally's dubious supervision on the porch, I thought that the wisest thing was to put both of them back into the car. Barry was considerably disturbed at the notion that he was about to be taken back to nursery school without any lunch or dinner or breakfast the next day, but I told Sally to sing to him, and, as her voice rose quaveringly in the kindergarten health song, I went around the house and in through the front door to the telephone in the hall. I called the refrigerator people and got the repairman on the phone. "My kitchen is full of some terrible gas from the refrigerator," I said.


    There was a short, nervous silence, and then the repairman, his voice unsteady, asked, "Anyone in the house?"


    "Well, the children are coming home for lunch—"


    "Children?" said the repairman.


    "I took them outside," I said, bewildered.


    "Thank heaven," said the repairman.


    "Is there something wrong, then?"


    "Where's the refrigerator?" he asked.


    "In the kitchen," I said.


    "Near a door?"


    "Well, there's a back door out onto the porch. But is there something-"


    "Can we back a truck up there?"


    "I guess so. My rosebush—"


    "This is no time to worry about rosebushes" he said. "We can get a crew together and be over there in about an hour. Meanwhile, don't let anyone go in the house. Better get the children well away. Don't go lighting any matches."


    With trembling fingers I put out the cigarette I was smoking.


    "Lock the doors till we get there," he was going on.


    "But is there something wrong? I have lunch all ready, and it's after twelve now, and the children have to be back at school by one, and the table is set—"


    "Look," he said, his voice rising, "you still in the house?"


    "I had to telephone," I said.


    "You hang up and you get out of that house as fast as you can go," he said and so, abandoning my kitchen and my casserole and—as my husband pointed out later—his coin collection and the garnet sunburst my grandmother gave me, I fled.
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    Sally was reciting the Pledge of Allegiance when I got back to the car, and Barry was reading Jannie's library book, which was overdue because I nad carried it around in the car for three days, meaning to return it. Sally broke off as I approached to ask what was for lunch. I found a crayon in Barry's jacket pocket and, deciding that desperate measures were to some extent justified, tore the flyleaf out of Jannie's library book and wrote on it a note saying POISON GAS DO NOT ENTER which I put on the back door with a pin from my shoulder strap. Locking the house seemed silly, since all the keys were hanging on a hook next to the refrigerator. Through the kitchen window I could see my pocketbook, where I had set it down on the kitchen table. Everything looked very quiet and peaceful inside, with the bright plates on the blue tablecloth and the villain refrigerator presiding silently. A faint whiff of that appalling odor seeped through the crack of the kitchen door, however, and I hastened down the walk to the car.


    Since it was several minutes after twelve, I started off with Barry and Sally, intending to pick up Laurie and Jannie and take everyone to the soda shop for lunch. I found Laurie with no trouble; he was on the corner, fighting furiously with Rob. I blew the car horn and Laurie, disheveled and snarling insults over his shoulder, got into the car. "My mother's here," he remarked viciously, rolling down the car window and putting out an evil face, "but you just wait'll later. Can I learn to play the trumpet?" he asked me.


    "No," I said.


    "But Rob's learning clarinet and Stuart and Willie are learning drums and the music teacher says I got a talent."


    "It's too noisy," I said. "Trumpets cost too much and besides the house is full of poison gas."


    "Fll practice outside," Laurie said. "In the barn, maybe. And I can pay you off from my allowance. Besides," he said with deep pleasure, "I got a talent."


    "The house is full of poison gas," I said.


    "All right" Laurie said. "I told you I'd practice in the barn" He leaned his head again out of the car window and shouted, "You better run, you rat—you just wait'll I get back, you rat."


    Jannie was not in sight, so I drove on to the school. There was no sign of her there, so I turned around and drove back home, with Laurie and Sally and Barry fidgeting in the back of the car, and
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    watching both sides of the street for Jannie. When I got home I turned around in the driveway and drove back to the school again, and then—Laurie by now threatening to leap bodily out of the car and make his own way, lunchless, back to school before he was hopelessly late—back home again. Then, struck by an idea, I ran up and opened the back door, which still said POISON GAS DO NOT ENTER, and shouted, "Jannie?"


    "Yes?" she said, from upstairs. "Where is everybody?"


    "You get out of this house at once, do you hear me?"


    "Why?"


    "Come downstairs," I howled, beginning to cough again.


    "All right," Jannie said. She came down the back stairs and I snatched up her hat and coat from the kitchen chair and grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her outdoors. "What's the matter?" she kept saying.


    "Did you see that sign?" I pointed to POISON GAS DO NOT ENTER.


    "Sure," she said, "but I had to change to my pink skirt because this morning Kate wore her pink skirt and I told her this afternoon I'd wear my pink skirt too."


    "That sign says do not enter," I said.


    "Sure," Jannie said, "but I didn't think you meant me! 9


    "Didn't you smell anything?"


    "No," she said. "Only lunch cooking."


    Glancing back through the kitchen window I saw my pocketbook still on the kitchen table.


    When I stopped the car in front of the soda shop it was a quarter to one, and our dog Toby, who had been made very nervous by having everyone leave the house when they should have been in having lunch, and then going away and coming back and going away and coming back, had concluded that some general catastrophe had occurred and we were planning to leave him behind to face it alone. He consequently followed the car to the soda shop and refused to be left outside. He was far too big to fit comfortably under those little wire tables they have in soda shops, and ordinarily he would have perceived this, sooner or later, but having been abandoned once had so upset him that he was wholly deaf to threats and orders; every time I led him outside he waited till someone opened
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    the door and then sneaked in again and came and tried to get into my lap, his comfort when the whole world has gone wrong.


    The soda shop was, as usual during lunch hour, full of high school students, who regarded all of us, and particularly the dog going in and out, with extreme curiosity, and caused Laurie agonies of embarrassment. "Let's go home," he kept saying to me in an urgent undertone. "I don't care what it's like."


    All four of the children ordered banana splits for lunch, and I asked for a cup of coffee. Just as the waitress was putting down my coffee, one of the high school students, pushed by another, came crashing down onto our table, knocking the dog off my lap and upsetting Barry, who began to cry.


    "That was the captain of the football team," said Laurie, purple. "Let's go homer


    I restored Barry, indicating his banana split, and sat down. The dog got onto my lap again. I gave up my coffee, since I could not reach the table anyway. Because my pocketbook was still on the kitchen table I had to borrow a check from the man in the soda shop and make it out and ask him to cash it. I also called my husband at the college and told him he had better come home because the house was full of poison gas.


    When I got back to the table Laurie was propped up nervously, half standing and half sitting, talking to the music teacher from the school. "Here's my mother," he said with relief. "Can I learn to play the trumpet?" he asked me.


    "No," I said. I sat down and the dog got on my lap. The high school students had begun to wander out, on their way back to school.


    "We like to think that all children have an instinctive love of music," the music teacher said to me.


    "We can't even get in the house,' 9 I said. "How could he take trumpet lessons?"


    "The trumpet only costs a hundred and twenty-five dollars, and he will enjoy it all his life," the music teacher said. "Lessons and music extra, of course."


    "I had to cash a check to pay for these banana splits," I said.


    "I will enjoy it all my life," Laurie said hopefully.


    "Small weekly payments," said the music teacher.


    "—talent," said Laurie.
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    "The house is full of poison gas," I said.


    "I'll practice in the barn," Laurie said.


    "The house is full of-"


    "He said he'd practice in the barn/' the music teacher added sharply.


    "His father doesn't even know about the refrigerator yet/' I said. "How can I tell him it's a trumpet too?"


    "I'll send you an illustrated brochure/' the music teacher said.


    "Well, you sure weren't very polite to her" Laurie said to me as the music teacher went out the door of the soda shop. "All she wants is to develop my talent."


    I took the children back to school half an hour late. Barry and Sally and the dog and I came home, to find that the refrigerator people were already there. They had a huge truck and a dolly for carrying the refrigerator, and they backed the truck over the lawn and over my rosebush to the back steps, and they put handkerchiefs over their faces and went in and got the refrigerator with a good deal of grunting and complaining. The dog and Barry and Sally and I stood on the porch watching. I felt a pang, seeing the old refrigerator go—I had had it for thirteen years, after all—but with the back door open I could smell that horrible smell clearly, and the dog put his head into the kitchen once and then went back and climbed in through the car window and sat in the car for the rest of the afternoon. Just as they were wheeling the refrigerator across a bridge of planks and onto the truck my husband arrived in a taxi. "Is everyone all right?" he asked me, and I said yes, everyone except the dog, although I personally did not think my head would clear for several days. My husband put his head inside the kitchen door and breathed deeply and then backed up, coughing. "Golly," he said.


    "It's much better now," I told him. "The man opened all the windows and doors and it's clearing out fast."


    "What are you going to do with it?" my husband asked the men, who were settling the refrigerator onto the truck.


    "Take it down to the dump and throw it in," one of the men said grimly. "This kind of thing is dangerous"


    "But wait a minute," I said, suddenly realizing that it was my refrigerator going off like this. "What about the milk and the butter
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    and the eggs and the cold chicken? And the fruit juice and the cheese—"


    "You wouldn't want this food no more, lady," the truck man said. He slapped the side of the refrigerator and laughed. "I wouldn't even want to show it to you."


    "Oh, dear," I said helplessly. The men got into the truck, and as it started to pull away from the porch the car of the salesman from the refrigerator company turned into the driveway.


    Since I had been talking about a new refrigerator for a number of years, I was able, unhesitatingly, to put my finger on the precise one I wanted; I even knew the page in the catalogue where its picture was. They let us go back into the house so my husband could write a check. We kept all the doors and windows open and by the time they delivered the new refrigerator late that afternoon the gas was almost gone. My husband, shaken and pale, was sitting in the study looking at his checkbook. The new refrigerator was glittering and bright, rich with shelves that pulled out and pushed in, and freezing compartments and little plastic boxes for keeping things and racks and bottle holders and vegetable bins and it was absolutely silent. Experimentally, the children and I put a jar of jelly on the top shelf. Finally, I went timidly into the study and explained to my husband that all our food had gone away with the old refrigerator and I was terribly sorry but I was afraid that I needed some money because otherwise there would not be anything for dinner; and I knew he had been dined so well in Burlington.


    The refrigerator man had told me to boil all the dishes on the table, and anything else which had been exposed to the gas, and after I had boiled all the dishes I was prepared to take a fairly strong stand on the subject of a dishwasher, since the refrigerator people handled dishwashers too and would give us quite a nice discount if we bought them both at once, and there was, in fact, the exact dishwasher I had been wanting for so long, only a page or two past the refrigerator in the catalogue. I went into the study diffidently and told my husband all this, adding that I was terribly sorry but I was afraid that I needed a dishwasher because my hands were so red and rough from washing all those dishes that I was probably not going to be able to do anything else for a long time, and besides, I told him thoughtfully, it did not become a professional beauty contest judge to have a wife with hands toil-worn from housework.
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    When the dishwasher was installed the next day I went to work and washed all the dishes I owned; it took six loads. It was nice to have everything so clean and sparkling, but the children and I felt that although the refrigerator and the dishwasher looked nice in the kitchen, and there is nothing really shabby about our nice kitchen range, although it is six years old, the kitchen floor, which was done by a previous owner in dark red and brown linoleum, was disgraceful. It quite took away the charm of the acres of white porcelain in the kitchen. I went into the study and told my husband that the kitchen linoleum was shocking, and suppose some of his new friends should decide to visit him, how would he feel about the shocking kitchen floor? We decided on a nice light green, with red and blue and yellow polka dots, and I got a new tablecloth to match it. Laurie and I decided that during the following winter we would paint all the kitchen woodwork yellow.


    What with all the installations and getting the linoleum down it was nearly two weeks before we were back to normal, but one Saturday morning at last I was in my bright kitchen, putting dishes into the dishwasher and wondering why I had not had a dishwasher long ago, when Laurie came unhappily down the back stairs and into the kitchen. "Listen," he said.


    "Yes?"


    "Dad home?"


    "He's gone down to get a haircut. Why?"


    "Well, look." Laurie shuffled his feet, ran his fingers through his hair, and sighed. "Look," he said.


    "Well?" I said.


    "You know the sodium bisulphite Dad gave me to do in my chemistry set?"


    "Yes. I mean, I guess so."


    "Well." Laurie hesitated. "I lost it," he said.


    "That's too bad."


    "I put it in a pan with the acid I was using and put it on the radiator there and you remember how cold it was just before we got the new refrigerator because we all said it was too cold for late spring? And the radiator must of gone on? And now I found the little pan but it's empty"


    I turned around slowly and looked at him. "Laurie," I said, "that
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    sodium what-do-you-call-it and the other stuff mixed together—what would they do?"


    "I don'* know/' Laurie said. "That's what I was going to find out. Why—you know where it is?"


    I looked around at my lovely kitchen, with the polka dots on the floor and the new refrigerator glowing, its great shelves heavy with the fancy foods I had never been able to fit into the old one, at my dishwasher and my new tablecloth. "Maybe you'd better just not mention it to Dad just yet," I said.


    "You think he might worry?"


    "Well, yes," I said. "I think he might." I closed the dishwasher affectionately.


    "You think he'd take away my chemistry set?"


    "I'm almost certain of it," I said.


    "Then can I learn to play the trumpet?"


    Before the children were able to start counting days till school was out, and before Laurie had learned to play more than a simple scale on the trumpet, and even before my husband's portable radio had gone in for its annual checkup so it could broadcast the Brooklyn games all summer, we found ourselves deeply involved in the Little League. The Little League was new in our town that year. One day all the kids were playing baseball in vacant lots and without any noticeable good sportsmanship, and the next day, almost, we were standing around the grocery and the post office wondering what kind of a manager young Johnny Cole was going to make, and whether the Weaver boy—the one with the strong arm—was going to be twelve this August, or only eleven as his mother said, and Bill Cummings had donated his bulldozer to level off the top of Sugar Hill, where the kids used to go sledding, and we were all sporting stickers on our cars reading "We have contributed" and the fund-raising campaign was over the top in forty-eight hours. There are a thousand people in our town, and it turned out, astonishingly, that about sixty of them were boys of Little League age. Laurie thought he'd try out for pitcher and his friend Billy went out for catcher. Dinnertime all over town got shifted to eight-thirty in the evening, when nightly baseball practice was over. By the time our family had become accustomed to the fact that no single problem in our house could be allowed to interfere in any way with the tempering of Laurie's right
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    arm, the uniforms had been ordered, and four teams had been chosen and named, and Laurie and Billy were together on the Little League Braves. My friend Dot, Billy's mother, was learning to keep a box score. I announced in family assembly that there would be no more oiling of baseball gloves in the kitchen sink.


    We lived only a block or so from the baseball field, and it became the amiable custom of the ballplayers to drop in for a snack on their way to the practice sessions. There was to be a double-header on Memorial Day, to open the season. The Braves would play the Giants; the Red Sox would play the Dodgers. After one silent, apoplectic moment my husband agreed, gasping, to come to the ball games and root against the Dodgers. A rumor got around town that the Red Sox were the team to watch, with Butch Weaver's strong arm, and several mothers believed absolutely that the various managers were putting their own sons into all the best positions, although everyone told everyone else that it didn't matter, really, what position the boys held so long as they got a chance to play ball, and show they were good sports about it. As a matter of fact, the night before the double-header which was to open the Little League, I distinctly recall that I told Laurie it was only a game. "It's only a game, fella," I said. "Don't try to go to sleep; read or something if you're nervous. Would you like an aspirin?"


    "I forgot to tell you," Laurie said, yawning. "He's pitching Georgie tomorrow. Not me."


    "W/wt?" I thought, and then said heartily, "I mean, he's the manager, after all. I know you'll play your best in any position."


    "I could go to sleep now if you'd just turn out the light," Laurie said patiently. "I'm really quite tired."


    I called Dot later, about twelve o'clock, because I was pretty sure she'd still be awake, and of course she was, although Billy had gone right off about nine o'clock. She said she wasn't the least bit nervous, because of course it didn't really matter except for the kids' sake, and she hoped the best team would win. I said that that was just what I had been telling my husband, and she said her husband had suggested that perhaps she had better not go to the game at all because if the Braves lost she ought to be home with a hot bath ready for Billy and perhaps a steak dinner or something. I said that even if Laurie wasn't pitching I was sure the Braves would win, and of course I wasn't one of those people who always wanted their own
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    children right out in the center of things all the time but if the Braves lost it would be my opinion that their lineup ought to be revised and 1r G£orgie put back into right field where he belonged. She said she thought Laurie was a better pitcher, and I suggested that she and her husband and Billy come over for lunch and we could all go to the game together.


    I spent all morning taking movies of the Memorial Day parade, particularly the Starlight 4-H Club, because Jannie was marching with them, and I used up almost a whole film magazine on Sally and Barry, standing at the curb, wide-eyed and rapt, waving flags. Laurie missed the parade because he slept until nearly twelve, and then came downstairs and made himself an enormous platter of bacon and eggs and toast, which he took out to the hammock and ate lying down.


    "How do you feel?" I asked him, coming out to feel his forehead. "Did you sleep all right? How's your arm?"


    "Sure," he said.


    We cooked lunch outdoors, and Laurie finished his breakfast in time to eat three hamburgers. Dot had only a cup of coffee, and I took a little salad. Every now and then she would ask Billy if he wanted to lie down for a little while before the game, and I would ask Laurie how he felt. The game was not until two o'clock, so there was time for Jannie and Sally and Barry to roast marshmallows. Laurie and Billy went into the barn to warm up with a game of ping-pong, and Billy's father remarked that the boys certainly took this Little League setup seriously, and my husband said that it was the best thing in the world for the kids. When the boys came out of the barn after playing three games of ping-pong I asked Billy if he was feeling all right and Dot said she thought Laurie ought to lie down for a while before the game. The boys said no, they had to meet the other guys at the school at one-thirty and they were going to get into their uniforms now. I said please to be careful, and Dot said if they needed any help dressing just call down and we would come up, and both boys turned and looked at us curiously for a minute before they went indoors.


    "My goodness," I said to Dot, "I hope they're not nervous."


    "Well, they take it so seriously," she said.


    I sent the younger children in to wash the marshmallow off their faces, and while our husbands settled down to read over the Little
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    League rule book, Dot and I cleared away the paper plates and gave the leftover hamburgers to the dog. Suddenly Dot said, "Oh," in a weak voice and I turned around and Laurie and Billy were coming through the door in their uniforms. "They look so—so— tall" Dot said, and I said, "Laurie?" uncertainly. The boys laughed, and looked at each other.


    "Pretty neat," Laurie said, looking at Billy.


    "Some get-up," Billy said, regarding Laurie.


    Both fathers came over and began turning the boys around and around, and Jannie and Sally came out onto the porch and stared worshipfully. Barry, to whom Laurie and his friends have always seemed incredibly tall and efficient, gave them a critical glance and observed that this was truly a baseball.


    It turned out that there was a good deal of advice the fathers still needed to give the ballplayers, so they elected to walk over to the school with Billy and Laurie and then on to the ball park, where they would find Dot and me later. We watched them walk down the street; not far away they were joined by another boy in uniform and then a couple more. After that, for about half an hour, there were boys in uniform wandering by twos and threes toward the baseball field and the school, all alike in a kind of unexpected dignity and new tallness, all walking with self-conscious pride. Jannie and Sally stood on the front porch watching, careful to greet by name all the ballplayers going by.


    A few minutes before two, Dot and I put the younger children in her car and drove over to the field. Assuming that perhaps seventy-five of the people in our town were actively engaged in the baseball game, there should have been about nine hundred and twenty-five people in the audience, but there seemed to be more than that already; Dot and I both remarked that it was the first town affair we had ever attended where there were more strange faces than familiar ones.


    Although the field itself was completely finished, there was only one set of bleachers up, and that was filled, so Dot and I took the car robe and settled ourselves on top of the little hill over the third-base line, where we had a splendid view of the whole field. We talked about how it was at the top of this hill the kids used to start their sleds, coasting right down past third base and on into center field, where the ground flattened out and the sleds would stop. From the
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    little hill we could see the roofs of the houses in the town below, half hidden in the trees, and far on to the hills in the distance. We both-aremarked that there was still snow on the high mountain.


    Barry stayed near us, deeply engaged with a little dump truck. Jan-nie and Sally accepted twenty-five cents each, and melted into the crowd in the general direction of the refreshment stand. Dot got out her pencil and box score, and I put a new magazine of film in the movie camera. We could see our husbands standing around in back of the Braves' dugout, along with the fathers of all the other Braves players. They were all in a group, chatting with great humorous informality with the manager and the two coaches of the Braves. The fathers of the boys on the Giant team were down by the Giant dugout, standing around the manager and the coaches of the Giants.


    Marian, a friend of Dot's and mine whose boy Artie was first baseman for the Giants, came hurrying past looking for a seat, and we offered her part of our car robe. She sat down, breathless, and said she had mislaid her husband and her younger son, so we showed her where her husband was down by the Giant dugout with the other fathers, and her younger son turned up almost at once to say that Sally had a popsicle and so could he have one, too, and a hot dog and maybe some popcorn?


    Suddenly, from far down the block, we could hear the high school band playing "The Stars and Stripes Forever," and coming closer. Everyone stood up to watch and then the band turned the corner and came through the archway with the official Little League insignia and up to the entrance of the field. All the ballplayers were marching behind the band. I thought foolishly of Laurie when he was Barry's age, and something of the sort must have crossed Dot's mind, because she reached out and put her hand on Barry's head. "There's Laurie and Billy," Barry said softly. The boys ran out onto the field and lined up along the base lines, and then I discovered that we were all cheering, with Barry jumping up and down and shouting, "Baseball! Baseball!"


    "If you cry I'll tell Laurie," Dot said to me out of the corner of her mouth.


    "Same to you," I said, blinking.


    The sky was blue and the sun was bright and the boys stood lined up soberly in their clean new uniforms holding their caps while the band played "The Star-Spangled Banner" and the flag was raised.
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    From Laurie and Billy, who were among the tallest, down to the littlest boys in uniform, there was a straight row of still, expectant faces.


    I said, inadequately, "It must be hot out there."


    "They're all chewing gum," Dot said.


    Then the straight lines broke and the Red Sox, who had red caps, and the Dodgers, who had blue caps, went off into the bleachers and the Giants, who had green caps, went into their dugout, and at last the Braves, who had black caps, trotted out onto the field. It was announced over the public-address system that the Braves were the home team, and when it was announced that Georgie was going to pitch for the Braves I told Marian that I was positively relieved, since Laurie had been so nervous anyway over the game that I was sure pitching would have been a harrowing experience for him, and she said that Artie had been perfectly willing to sit out the game as a substitute, or a pinch hitter, or something, but that his manager had insisted upon putting him at first base because he was so reliable.


    "You know," she added with a little laugh, "I don't know one position from another, but of course Artie is glad to play anywhere."


    "I'm sure he'll do very nicely," I said, trying to put some enthusiasm into my voice.


    Laurie was on second base for the Braves, and Billy at first. Marian leaned past me to tell Dot that first base was a very responsible position, and Dot said oh, was it? Because of course Billy just wanted to do the best he could for the team, and on the Braves it was the manager who assigned the positions. Marian smiled in what I thought was a nasty kind of way and said she hoped the best team would win. Dot and I both smiled back and said we hoped so, too.


    When the umpire shouted, "Play Ball!" people all over the park began to call out to the players, and I raised my voice slightly and said, "Hurray for the Braves." That encouraged Dot and she called out, "Hurray for the Braves," but Marian, of course, had to say, "Hurray for the Giants."


    The first Giant batter hit a triple, although, as my husband explained later, it would actually have been an infield fly if the shortstop had been looking and an easy out if he had thrown it anywhere near Billy at first. By the time Billy got the ball back into the infield the batter—Jimmie Hill, who had once borrowed Laurie's bike and brought it back with a flat tire—was on third. I could see Laurie out
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    on second base banging his hands together and he looked so pale I was worried, Marian leaned around me and said to Dot, "That was a nice tify Billy made. I don't think even Artie could have caught that ball."


    "He looks furious/ 7 Dot said to me. "He just hates doing things wrong."


    "They're all terribly nervous," I assured her. "They'll settle down as soon as they really get playing." I raised my voice a little. "Hurray for the Braves," I said.


    The Giants made six runs in the first inning, and each time a run came in Marian looked sympathetic and told us that really, the boys were being quite good sports about it, weren't they? When Laurie bobbled an easy fly right at second and missed the out, she said to me that Artie had told her that Laurie was really quite a good little ballplayer and I mustn't blame him for an occasional error.


    By the time little Jerry Hart finally struck out to retire the Giants, Dot and I were sitting listening with polite smiles. I had stopped saying "Hurray for the Braves." Marian had told everyone sitting near us that it was her boy who had slid home for the sixth run, and she had explained with great kindness that Dot and I had sons on the other team, one of them the first baseman who missed that long throw and the other one the second baseman who dropped the fly ball. The Giants took the field and Marian pointed out Artie standing on first base slapping his glove and showing off.


    Then little Ernie Harrow, who was the Braves' right-fielder and lunched frequently at our house, hit the first pitched ball for a fast grounder which went right through the legs of the Giant center-fielder, and when Ernie came dancing onto second Dot leaned around to remark to Marian that if Artie had been playing closer to first the way Billy did he might have been ready for the throw if the Giant center-fielder had managed to stop the ball. Billy came up and smashed a long fly over the left-fielder's head and I put a hand on Marian's shoulder to hoist myself up. Dot and I stood there howling, "Run run run," Billy came home, and two runs were in. Little Andy placed a surprise bunt down the first-base line, Artie never even saw it, and I leaned over to tell Marian that clearly Artie did not understand all the refinements of playing first base. Then Laurie got a nice hit and slid into second. The Giants took out their pitcher and put in Buddy Williams, whom Laurie once beat up on the way to school.
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    The score was tied with two out and Dot and I were both yelling. Then little Ernie Harrow came up for the second time and hit a home run, right over the fence where they put the sign advertising his father's sand and gravel. We were leading eight to six when the inning ended.


    Little League games are six innings, so we had five more innings to go. Dot went down to the refreshment stand to get some hot dogs and soda; she offered very politely to bring something for Marian, but Marian said thank you, no; she would get her own. The second inning tightened up considerably as the boys began to get over their stage fright and play baseball the way they did in the vacant lots. By the middle of the fifth inning the Braves were leading nine to eight, and then in the bottom of the fifth Artie missed a throw at first base and the Braves scored another run. Neither Dot nor I said a single word, but Marian got up in a disagreeable manner, excused herself, and went to sit on the other side of the field.


    "Marian looks very poorly these days/' I remarked to Dot as we watched her go.


    "She's at least five years older than I am," Dot said.


    "More than that," I said. "She's gotten very touchy, don't you think?"


    "Poor little Artie," Dot said. "You remember when he used to have temper tantrums in nursery school?"


    In the top of the sixth the Braves were winning ten to eight, but then Georgie, who had been pitching accurately and well, began to tire, and he walked the first two batters. The third boy hit a little fly which fell in short center field, and one run came in to make it ten to nine. Then Georgie, who was by now visibly rattled, walked the next batter and filled the bases.


    "Three more outs and the Braves can win it," some man in the crowd behind us said. "I don't think," and he laughed.


    "Oh, lord" Dot said, and I stood up and began to wail, "No, no." The manager was gesturing at Laurie and Billy. "No, no," I said to Dot, and Dot said, "He can't do it, don't let him." "It's too much to ask of the children," I said. "What a terrible thing to do to such little kids," Dot said.


    "New pitcher," the man in the crowd said. "He better be good," and he laughed.


    While Laurie was warming up and Billy was getting into his catch-
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    er's equipment, I suddenly heard my husband's voice for the first time. This-was the only baseball game my husband had ever attended outside of Ebbetts Field. 'Tut it in his ear, Laurie," my husband was yelling, "put it in his ear."


    Laurie was chewing gum and throwing slowly and carefully. Barry took a minute off from the little truck he was placidly filling with sand and emptying again to ask me if the big boys were still playing baseball. I stood there, feeling Dot's shoulder shaking against mine, and I tried to get my camera open to check the magazine of film but my fingers kept slipping and jumping against the little knob. I said to Dot that I guessed I would just enjoy the game for a while and not take pictures, and she said earnestly that Billy had had a little touch of fever that morning and the manager was taking his life in his hands putting Billy up there in all that catcher's equipment in that hot shade. I wondered if Laurie could see that I was nervous.


    "He doesn't look very nervous," I said to Dot, but then my voice failed, and I finished, "does he?" in a sort of gasp.


    The batter was Jimmie Hill, who had already had three hits that afternoon. Laurie's first pitch hit the dust at Billy's feet and Billy sprawled full length to stop it. The man in the crowd behind us laughed. The boy on third hesitated, unsure whether Billy had the ball; he started for home and then, with his mother just outside the third-base line yelling, "Go back, go back," he retreated to third again.


    Laurie's second pitch sent Billy rocking backward and he fell; "Only way he can stop it is fall on it," the man in the crowd said, and laughed.


    Dot stiffened, and then she turned around slowly. For a minute she stared and then she said, in the evilest voice I have ever heard her use, "Sir, that catcher is my son."


    "I beg your pardon, ma'am, I'm sure," the man said.


    "Picking on little boys," Dot said.


    The umpire called Laurie's next pitch ball three, although it was clearly a strike, and I was yelling, "You're blind, you're blind." I could hear my husband shouting to throw the bum out.


    "Going to see a new pitcher pretty soon," said the man in the crowd, and I clenched my fist, and turned around and said in a voice that made Dot's sound cordial, "Sir, that pitcher is my son. If you
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    have any more personal remarks to make about any member of my family-"


    "Or mine," Dot added.


    "I will immediately call Mr. Tillotson, our local constable, and see personally that you are put out of this ball park. People who go around attacking ladies and innocent children—"


    "Strike," the umpire said.


    I turned around once more and shook my fist at the man in the crowd, and he announced quietly and with some humility that he hoped both teams would win, and subsided into absolute silence.


    Laurie then pitched two more strikes, his nice fast ball, and I thought suddenly of how at lunch he and Billy had been tossing hamburger rolls and Dot and I had made them stop. At about this point, Dot and I abandoned our spot up on the hill and got down against the fence with our faces pressed against the wire. "Come on, Billy boy," Dot was saying over and over, "come on, Billy boy," and I found that I was telling Laurie, "Come on now, only two more outs to go, only two more, come on, Laurie, come on. ..." I could see my husband now but there was too much noise to hear him; he was pounding his hands against the fence. Dot's husband had his hands over his face and his back turned to the ball field. "He can't hit it, Laurie," Dot yelled, "this guy can't hit," which I thought with dismay was not true; the batter was Butch Weaver and he was standing there swinging his bat and sneering. "Laurie, Laurie, Laurie," screeched a small voice; I looked down and it was Sally, bouncing happily beside me. "Can I have another nickel?" she asked. "Laurie, Laurie."


    "Strike," the umpire said and I leaned my forehead against the cool wire and said in a voice that suddenly had no power at all, "Just two strikes, Laurie, just two more strikes."


    Laurie looked at Billy, shook his head, and looked again. He grinned and when I glanced down at Billy I could see that behind the mask he was grinning too. Laurie pitched, and the batter swung wildly. "Laurie, Laurie," Sally shrieked. "Strike two," the umpire said. Dot and I grabbed at each other's hands and Laurie threw the good fast ball for strike three.


    One out to go, and Laurie, Billy, and the shortstop stood together on the mound for a minute. They talked very soberly, but Billy was grinning again as he came back to the plate. Since I was incapable of
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    making any sound, I hung onto the wire and promised myself that if Laurie struck out this last batter I would never never say another word to rfim about the mess in his room, I would not make him paint the lawn chairs, I would not even mention clipping the hedge. . . . "Ball one," the umpire said, and I found that I had my voice back. "Crook," I yelled, "blind crook."


    Laurie pitched, the batter swung, and hit a high foul ball back of the plate; Billy threw off his mask and tottered, staring up. The batter, the boys on the field, and the umpire, waited, and Dot suddenly spoke.


    "William," she said imperatively, "you catch that ball!*


    Then everyone was shouting wildly; I looked at Dot and said, "Golly." Laurie and Billy were slapping and hugging each other, and then the rest of the team came around them and the manager was there. I distinctly saw my husband, who is not a lively man, vault the fence to run into the wild group and slap Laurie on the shoulder with one hand and Billy with the other. The Giants gathered around their manager and gave a cheer for the Braves, and the Braves gathered around their manager and gave a cheer for the Giants, and Laurie and Billy came pacing together toward the dugout, past Dot and me. I said, "Laurie?" and Dot said, "Billy?" They stared at us, without recognition for a minute, both of them lost in another world, and then they smiled and Billy said, "Hi, Ma," and Laurie said, "You see the game?"


    I realized that my hair was over my eyes and I had broken two fingernails. Dot had a smudge on her nose and had torn a button off her sweater. We helped each other up the hill again and found that Barry was asleep on the car robe. Without speaking any more than was absolutely necessary, Dot and I decided that we could not stay for the second game of the double-header. I carried Barry asleep and Dot brought his dump truck and the car robe and my camera and the box score which she had not kept past the first Giant run, and we headed wearily for the car.


    We passed Artie in his green Giant cap and we said it had been a fine game, he had played wonderfully well, and he laughed and said tolerantly, "Can't win 'em all, you know." When we got back to our house I put Barry into his bed while Dot put on the kettle for a nice cup of tea. We washed our faces and took off our shoes, and finally


    


    Dot said hesitantly that she certainly hoped that Marian wasn't really offended with us.


    "Well, of course she takes this kind of thing terribly hard," I said.


    "I was just thinking," Dot said after a minute, "we ought to plan a kind of victory party for the Braves at the end of the season."


    "A hot-dog roast, maybe?" I suggested.


    "Well," Dot said, "I did hear the boys talking one day. They said they were going to take some time this summer and clean out your barn, and set up a record player in there and put in a stock of records and have some dances."


    "You mean ..." I faltered. "With girls?"


    Dot nodded.


    "Oh," I said.


    When our husbands came home two hours later we were talking about old high school dances and the time we went out with those boys from Princeton. Our husbands reported that the Red Sox had beaten the Dodgers in the second game and were tied for first place with the Braves. Jannie and Sally came idling home, and finally Laurie and Billy stopped in, briefly, to change their clothes. There was a pickup game down in Murphy's lot, they explained, and they were going to play some baseball.
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    giving, Christmas, the long spring days, and then another summer. I could hear cheering from the ball field. The years go by so quickly, I thought, rising; he used to be so small.


    The last few days of summer go faster, though, than any other time of year. In honor of Sally's entrance into second grade, and Jannie's triumphant arrival at fifth grade, I sat them down one evening and, with my husband's help and much advice and laughter from Laurie and Barry, cut their hair short. Both girls, enchanted with their light heads, admiring each other, feeling incredulously at the cut ends, began to cry when they saw their own hair which I carefully put away in a package in my dresser. At that time Laurie was wearing his hair long, and cultivated into a careful wave over his forehead, by means of the adhesive assistance of several evil-smelling compounds. "Hello, little girl," Sally said repeatedly to Laurie, and, to Jannie, "Hello, little boy." Barry asked for a set of cowboy holsters for his approaching fourth birthday. Dikidiki, old and shabby but still perceptibly blue, slept now in a small bed made for him by Laurie, with a pillow sewed by Jannie and a coverlet decorated with crayon pictures by Sally. Dikidiki slept almost all the time, day and night, until something troubled Barry, or angered him, and then he would go to his room and get Dikidiki and they would retreat together to the far corner of the guest room and sit behind the window curtain. Sally and Jannie were allowed to buy one book a week each, from their allowances, and Laurie one popular tune arranged for the trumpet.


    Toby, who was finding the summers hotter than they used to be when he was a puppy, suffered a good deal, walking back and forth to the ball field after Laurie. In addition to a certain amount of stiffness in his old joints, a malady which my husband and I regarded with ready sympathy after a summer of sitting on the car robe on a grassy hill over the ball field, his fear of thunderstorms, always acute, increased with advancing age. He could sense thunder long before it was audible to the rest of us, and all that summer the first intimation that the ball game might be rained out was Toby, heading home in a black streak.


    Yain had been rudely jolted out of his fool's paradise by finding that there was another cat in the world, after all; one day Jannie came home from the ball field with a tiny, frightened black kitten which had been wandering pathetically around the refreshment
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    stand. Could we keep it, she wanted to know, it would be her cat and she would promise to take care of it all by herself and no one else wanted it and it would die and if she promised to take care of it could she keep it for her very own? I said that I supposed it would be all right because our quarantine on cats was nearly ended. After a couple of days of heavy cream and fresh meat and raw eggs beaten in milk, and regular brushing with Jannie's doll hairbrush, the little kitten was sleek and shining, and wholly unafraid of Yain, who loathed him. Jannie named the kitten Stardust, but the rest of us called him Gato.


    "You see," Laurie explained to Jannie, "Stardust is all right for a name for people and stuff, but a cat should have a decent name"


    "I used to have a cat named Creampuff," I said defensively.


    "I bet you did, too, kid," Laurie said. "And you never learned to ice skate, or to sled."


    "I couldn't," I said. "There wasn't any snow" I thought, staring out the kitchen window reminiscently, "The first snowsuit I ever saw was the one Laurie had when he was a baby. I used to read about snow, and I saw pictures of it, but until I was grown up and came to live in the East I couldn't really imagine what it was like." Looking out at the lawn, I thought of the drifts piling up against the hedge, and the wind whipping past the back door, and the icy sidewalks, and I shivered. "I didn't know when I was well off," I said.


    Jannie prompted me, softly. "And you used to live next door to a candy factory. . . ."


    "To a man who owned a candy factory. Mr. Thompson. And just before Christmas every year he would take my brother and me to visit his candy factory."


    "—and he would tell you to eat all you wanted—" Jannie went on.


    "And on the first floor," Laurie came in, "were the people making little hard Christmas candies, and ribbon candy, and candy canes, and you and your brother always tried to remember not to take a candy cane because they lasted so long you had to leave out some other things—"


    "And on the second floor they were making caramels, with big pots boiling and if you took a caramel you had to keep chewing on it and you missed the fudge—" Jannie said.


    "And on the third floor they were making little mints, peppermint and lemon and orange and cinnamon, and if you took a cinnamon


    


    691 Raising Demons


    one it was so peppery you couldn't taste anything for a long time—" Laurie continued.


    "And on the top floor," Jannie said, "were the ladies dipping chocolates, and when you got way up there you were so full of candy canes and cinnamon mints and caramels you couldn't eat any chocolates."


    "But he always gave us a little box to take home with us," I said. "We used to put the little boxes under the Christmas tree. He was very nice, Mr. Thompson."


    "Everything was much nicer in the olden days," Jannie said.


    Sally said, "Uncle Louis says that when he was a little boy they had to chase him to school with a stick."


    "They're going to have to chase me, boy," Laurie said grimly. "Only two weeks from Tuesday. Golly."


    "Uncle Louis said when someone gives you a hamburger it isn't polite to look inside to see if they put a two-inch salute firecracker in, and so Uncle Louis didn't, but Mr. Feeley already had, and Uncle Louis got relish in his hair when it blew up."


    "You know what I think?" Laurie said, coming to look out the window with me, "I think next summer maybe I'll get a job, like down at Mike's delivering groceries. I bet I could earn plenty that way, and then someday when I had enough I could get a little sports car. Boy," he said. "Dig me driving a red and white M.G. to school."


    By the Saturday before Labor Day a decided atmosphere of cool restraint had taken over our house, because on Thursday my husband had received a letter from an old school friend of his named Sylvia, saying that she and another girl were driving through New England on a vacation and would just adore stopping by for the weekend to renew old friendships. My husband gave me the letter to read, and I held it very carefully by the edges and said that it was positively touching, the way he kept up with his old friends, and did Sylvia always use pale lavender paper with this kind of rosy ink and what was that I smelled—perfume? My husband said Sylvia was a grand girl. I said I was sure of it. My husband said Sylvia had always been one of the nicest people he knew. I said I hadn't a doubt. My husband said that he was positive that I was going to love Sylvia on sight. I opened my mouth to speak but stopped myself in time.
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    My husband laughed self-consciously. "I remember/' he said, and then his voice trailed off and he laughed again.


    "Yes?" 1 ! asked politely.


    "Nothing," he said.


    I set the letter down tenderly in the center of his desk and said well, I guessed I had better get along to the breakfast dishes and he said that reminded him. "Sylvia," he said. "She's always so neat. You know. Nail polish, and things like that."


    I put my hands in back of me and said yes, I understood.


    "I would take it as a personal kindness if things looked a little better than usual this weekend when Sylvia comes. Sort of spruced up— maybe wash the children and stuff. Everything nice." He gestured. "You know," he said.


    "By all means," I said warmly. "I wouldn't for anything in the world have Sylvia see the house looking the way it usually does. I shall go at once and mend that broken board in the front steps."


    "What?" my husband said, but I closed the study door softly behind me, stood in the hall and counted to a thousand. Then I stamped up to the guest room, where I swept the cobwebs off the ceiling as though I were pulling hair and completely wrecked what little nail polish I had opening the side guest room window so I could shake the mop out over the open study window just below. I took the guest room curtains down to wash and the curtain rod fell on my head. I scrubbed the bathroom floor and cleaned out the closet and washed down the hall woodwork and cleaned all the upstairs ashtrays and then I took a shower and came downstairs and made dinner. I was feeling very righteous and forgiving until my husband glanced down at his veal cutlet and asked absently if he had remembered to tell me that his friend Sylvia was a marvelous cook.


    On Friday morning I vacuumed all the downstairs rooms and washed down more woodwork and did the kitchen curtains and scrubbed the kitchen floor and polished the copper bottoms on the saucepans and dusted the living room and washed the glass in the front door and cleaned off the top of my desk and carefully put my leaking fountain pen down on my husband's class notes. Then I put furniture polish on the dining room table and the two sideboards and washed the piano keys and cleaned all the downstairs ashtrays. I washed all the clock faces and the television screen. I arranged my husband's collection of canes in the front hall. I swept the
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    front porch and the back porch and went out with a damp cloth and cleaned off the lawn Chairs. I called the grocer and ordered two ducklings to roast for Saturday dinner and said I would take two dozen ears of corn if it was fresh picked. Then I took a shower and came downstairs and made dinner and remarked to my husband that we were having roast duckling for dinner on Saturday night and at first he looked pleased, then he said in a worried voice that lots of people didn't care for roast duckling and maybe I'd better make it rib-roast or something instead because he didn't want Sylvia to get a wrong impression.


    On Saturday morning I woke up with my fists clenched and my teeth grinding and got out of bed telling myself that today I was not going to say an unnecessary word to anybody and I was going to smile all day long and I was going to keep my temper, keep my temper, keep my temper. I sang a careless little French song while I dressed myself and brushed my hair and then I let up the shade with a snap that was sure to wake my husband with a jolt. I stopped singing and nearly went back to bed, because it was raining outside. The last Saturday morning before school started, Labor Day weekend, summer's closing, and it was raining. Laurie was supposed to play baseball that afternoon. Jannie had engaged to walk down to the library with her friend Carole, where the two of them were permitted to check books in and out if their hands were clean. Sally had been invited to visit a neighbor's sandbox. I had thought to put Barry outdoors riding his bike while I finished up the housework. Laurie had his trumpet lesson on Saturday morning and this meant that I would have to drive him and trumpet there and back. For a minute I wondered whether I had left the guest room curtains out on the line, but of course I had.


    "—Saturday?" my husband inquired drowsily.


    "Saturday," I confirmed, using no unnecessary words. "Rain."


    "Sylvia's coming."


    I kicked his slippers under the bed and started downstairs. Barry fell in behind me as I passed his doorway; he must have seen that it was raining, because he was carrying Dikidiki. Sally capered out of her room singing her song about Harf, Booney, and Ray, three giants whom I did not ordinarily find tiresome and revolting. Our guests were due about two o'clock. Sally and Barry had been washing paintbrushes in the clean bathroom.
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    Behind me on the stairs Barry was making plans. "Because today is his birthday, Dikidiki Bear, and we will have a party for him, and all the bears and rabbits and dolls and even Skunk will come."


    "And Mommy will make Dikidiki Bear a little cake," Sally said joyfully. "And we will wrap little presents and Mommy will make some lemonade to put in the doll dishes and a little cake and we can all have some candy."


    Without employing an unnecessary word I plugged in the coffeepot and sent Barry up to wake his brother and Sally up to wake her sister, and I let the dog out and the cats in. I gathered up the dripping morning paper and declined to answer when my husband came downstairs and remarked that it would have to rain this weekend. I did not speak when Laurie smashed down the stairs into the kitchen and pointed with a furious finger to the rain running down the kitchen window. I closed my eyes in patient silence when Jannie remarked from upstairs that it always rained, always, when she had something planned and this just settled it, that was all. My husband told Sally and Barry about the nice lady who was coming to visit and added that if they behaved quietly and docilely all weekend they would each have a present on Monday morning, and Dikidiki Bear, too. Jannie came downstairs carrying her raincoat and her library books and remarked drearily that this was the kind of thing that always happened to her, always. My husband went to the kitchen window and looked out and then turned to me.


    "Do you think it will rain all weekend?" he asked.


    "Yes," I said.


    After breakfast Sally and Barry retired to the playroom to brush and beribbon Dikidiki and his relatives. I drove Laurie to his trumpet lesson and came home and gathered up the breakfast dishes and put them in the dishwasher, trusting that I would get down to sweep the kitchen floor before two o'clock, and trudged upstairs to finish off my housework.


    It was the morning to change all the sheets and because I detest changing sheets I wanted to get it done quickly so I could make a lemon pie for dinner and maybe even get a chance to sit down for a few minutes before two o'clock. I gathered up ten clean sheets and six pillowcases and went first into Barry's room, where I removed six teddy bears—cousins of Dikidiki Bear not yet invited to the party—a green rabbit, two hidden lollipops, and a wooden train from
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    the bed, shifted the bed very cautiously in case Yain had been chasing Gato again and Gato was hiding here, and stripped and made the bed, neglecting square corners in favor of speed. Then I took up my armload of linen and made my way into Sally's room, sighed, and removed from her bed a stack of coloring books, a disintegrated box of crayons, two dolls, and an Oz book; under her pillow was a half-finished drawing she was doing on commission for her father. It was called "Two Witches Drinking Tea in a Cave," and it puzzled me for a minute until I realized that the blue-faced witch on the left was a vivid likeness of the dentist's nurse. I put the drawing on her desk, stacked the rest of the stuff on the floor where she would be sure to fall over it, and stripped and made the bed quickly, checking first in case Gato had been chasing Yain and Yain was hiding here, and dispensing with square corners.


    When I came into Jannie's room, I perceived at once that she had been washing her own sweaters again, because her red nylon sweater, still sopping, fell from the top of the door onto my head. There was another wet sweater over the end of the bed and the box of soap flakes which she had bought with her allowance had spilled on the floor. I thought of how efficiently the washing machine did sweaters, and picked up Little Women, closed it, and put it back in the bookcase. On Jannie's bed were half a dozen fashion magazines, a box of popcorn left over from the movies, all the clothes she had taken off for the past week, and a little girl's make-up kit. I put the clothes in a heap near the door where she would be sure to fall over them, with the box of popcorn plaintively on top, and piled the rest of the things on the bookcase so she could not get to Little Women without putting them away. Under the desk I found what seemed to be a letter, addressed in Jannie's handwriting to "Charles J." with a heart drawn in one corner. I put it on top of the make-up kit, took the wet sweaters to hang over the edge of the bathtub, checked for Gato and Yain, and stripped and made the bed, with no square corners.


    In order to get into the magpie's nest which Laurie called his bedroom, it was necessary to pass a series of forbidding signs which read "Private" and "Keep out—this means YOU" and "No admision without my permision." Once inside, there was a narrow passageway between the electric train table and the wall, if the closet door was shut. Beyond that, a quick turn past the end of the bookcase, an agile
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    twist around the dresser, and you were in, knee-deep in old handicraft magazines and pictures of baseball players. I knew the way because I came in once a week to change the sheets. It always took a minute to find the bed. Underneath the bed were half a dozen cartons of odds and ends, an Erector set half built into a parachute jump, and three or four heavy boards with which he was someday going to make either a surfboard or a pool table. Reflecting that after making the bed of a twelve-year-old boy week after week, climbing Everest would seem a laughable anticlimax, I checked for Yain and Gato and made up the bed, standing on a carton of camp souvenirs and reaching with care around the parachute jump. I did not bother with square corners, and it was not possible to put the bedspread on, because it was draped over the window to make a kind of darkroom where Laurie had apparently been developing his own film. Because he had been to a school dance the night before his best pink shirt was over the lampshade and his black string tie was wound around the neck of the china rabbit on his dresser. After feeling around on the floor for a few minutes I found his good gray pants, which I put on a hanger and in the closet. His baseball uniform was hung up on the closet door, in perfect order, brushed and even, next to a picture of Don Newcombe. I lifted a corner of the bedspread over the window to check what I already knew, which was that the rain was still coming down, gray and dismal.


    I gathered up all the used sheets and put them in the hamper, checking to make sure that Yain and Gato were not hiding in the hamper first, and got the laundry listed and ready to go. It was time to pick up Laurie and his trumpet, and I still had a lemon pie to make. On the way downstairs I stumbled over Sally's doll dishes, neatly arranged for a party on the bottom step.


    It was not possible, in any case, to say an unnecessary word to Laurie on the way home, because he explained ceaselessly and with great rage that if this crummy rain didn't stop there would be no baseball game. "How we going to play?" he demanded of me indignantly, "how we going to play baseball in this rain?" He flexed his right arm. "It's already stiff," he told me drearily, "that's all I need f for heaven's sake." He stamped into the house and up the back stairs. "Who messed up everything in my room?" he howled.


    It was a quarter to twelve. I opened the cabinet to get out the


    


    peanut butter and Laurie remarked from the kitchen doorway "—never get to play baseball, so can I please have Jannie's goldfish to dissect for my microscope?"


    "No."


    "But how'm I ever going to use my microscope if you won't let me dissect anything and it's just an old goldfish?"


    "No." '


    "But I can't play-"


    An idea came to me. "Sally," I said.


    "Dissect Sally? You tipped?"


    "No." I threw unnecessary words far and wide. "I want a sheet of her big drawing paper and a black crayon."


    "What for?"


    "Never mind."


    He stared at me for a minute and then he said, "I got a picture upstairs she made me take, of a prince killing a wicked dragon and you can use the back."


    "Get it."


    Looking back at me over his shoulder, he went to the stairs and up to his room. He came back with the picture and a heavy drawing pencil. I spread the paper out on the kitchen table and with Laurie breathing heavily on my neck I wrote in big letters:


    ULTIMATUM


    "What does that mean?" Laurie asked.


    "It means I have a headache," I said, and wrote:


    BECAUSE OF GENERAL CONDITION OF BEDROOMS, WHINING, AND ALTOGETHER DISTASTEFUL AND INFURIATING HABITS, ALSO BECAUSE I AM TIRED OF HOUSEWORK AND CLEANING AND PICKING UP AFTER EVERYBODY:


    No movies for anyone until further notice.


    No guests for ANY meals, including ballplayers, even when it's too far to go home for lunch.


    All allowances cut in half.


    Television one hour per person per day.


    Bedtime for everyone until further notice is 8:30. EIGHT-THIRTY.
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    The system of fines will be rigidly enforced for: m disorderly rooms


    uncared-for clothes


    shutting cats in rooms unless hiding


    teasing Barry


    properties left on stairs All goldfish to be kept under lock and key.


    "Hey," Laurie said. "Hey."


    Jannie was home from the library. We could hear her out in the driveway saying goodbye to her friend Carole. "And I'm not ever going to speak to you again, either," Jannie was saying, "and you can go swimming this afternoon with someone else, see if I care." She came up onto the porch and called loudly, "And I'm going to tell Charlie Johnson every single word you said, and tell him who said it, too. Hi," she said, opening the door, "what's for lunch? Daddy's company here yet?"


    "I bet you sure thought you were going to see a baseball game today, I bet. I bet you're sure going to see some baseball game today."


    "I was going swimming anyway," Jannie said unsympathetically, "except it's raining real hard out. What're you doing?"


    "I am reforming this household," I said.


    "Yeah," Laurie said.


    I took my ultimatum and tacked it up on the kitchen wall where it was clearly visible to anyone sitting at the table for lunch. "That just makes this just a perfect day," Laurie said.


    "What's the matter with her?" Jannie asked Laurie.


    "She's tipped," Laurie said with conviction.


    "I think it's Dad's company coming," Jannie said perceptively. "I think she's sore because Dad's got company coming and she hasn't got any."


    "It is not," I said. I had forgotten to get lemons.


    "But eight-thirty" Laurie said.


    Sally came into the kitchen and stopped, looking at me plaintively. "You know that big doll of mine that Jannie wrote all over with crayon?"


    "I didn't, it was Laurie and he wrote my name."


    "You did so write on it, I saw you. Because it was the day Mommy
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    said she would take you to get new shoes if you didn't do one single more thing bad all day and you did and she didn't take you."


    "She did so take me and I got sneakers/'


    "Because anyway/' Sally went on, addressing me, "you know that big doll? Because I was making a house and playing very nicely for Dikidiki Bear's birthday." She turned to Jannie. "We're going to have a party and no bad girls can come if they write on dolls."


    "See if I care."


    "What is it?" I turned to Laurie, who was poking me urgently.


    "-goldfish?"


    "No."


    "So anyway I told him not to and he did anyway. So," Sally went on insistently, "I think you better come and get him out."


    "Who?" "


    "Barry. I been telling you."


    "Barry?"


    "Yes, because he's stuck in the toy box."


    As I headed wearily for the stairs Laurie was saying with heavy disgust, "You see what she's gone and done, there on the wall? All because you girls leave your room in a mess, my goodness, and always fighting, and now look."


    Barry was head down in the toy box, feet waving cheerfully. I picked my way carefully through thousands of little plastic cars and trucks, unwedged Barry, breaking a fingernail on the top of the toy box, and promised Dikidiki Bear an extra cookie if Barry would give me five minutes of his time to pick up the playroom. There was a sudden great shout of laughter from the kitchen below. With Barry's unwilling co-operation I scooped up handfuls of little cars and trucks and dumped them into the wooden box where they belonged. By the time I had the floor almost cleared Barry had uncovered a box of jigsaw puzzles and poured puzzle pieces in a heap; while I was gathering up the puzzle pieces, he went and got Jannie's doll house. I picked up Dikidiki, retied his pink ribbon, and sat down on the toy box with him in my lap. Gato came to the doorway, moving fast, saw me, and veered toward Laurie's room and safe cover.


    "Barry," I said, "you know what I would like to do more than anything?"


    Barry bent over the doll house. "Here is the baby doll named
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    Barry/' he said. "And his mommy is putting him to bed. He is already in his pajamas."


    "Mexico, maybe/' I said. "Someplace where it's hot and I don't need to talk to anyone because I can't understand a word they say."


    Far away the phone rang. "I'll get it," Laurie shrieked; Jannie howled, "It's for meeeee"; "I want to," Sally yelled.


    "Hello?" Barry said into the doll-house telephone.


    Downstairs, the study door opened. "Company here?" my husband inquired.


    Then, without warning, a great shout arose, from Jannie in the kitchen, Laurie at the phone, my husband in the study, Sally somewhere out front. Barry lifted his head and nodded wisely. "Sunshine," he pointed out. The rain had stopped, the clouds were blowing off, and the sun was out, in that unbelievable unexpected brightness which makes the electric lights look faded. Barry and I started downstairs and we could hear Laurie in the study saying, "Signed Sylvia, and it said very sorry car broke down Albany must return maybe next year."


    "Car broke down Albany?" My husband sounded puzzled.


    My ultimatum on the kitchen wall was gone, hidden now behind a second sheet of Sally's big drawing paper, on which was written in black crayon:


    OUR TERMS. If preveleges are returned we agree to— take care of our rooms except Barry wip feet


    brush all teeth dayly


    pick up things except not in rooms like clothes read to Barry and put him to bed and dress him unless he bites praktice music lessons remeber to set table


    only Barry has got to leave other peoples things alone also if Barry bites we can bite back


    and after this if Dad has got company coming Mommy has got to have a guest too because otherwise she gets grouchy


    This document was signed by the three older children and gave Barry a good deal of honest amusement because, as he pointed out, he only bited when other people bited him first. My husband came to the lunch table, informed me of the telegram and the cancella-


    


    701 Raising Demons


    tion of our guests, and I told the children magnanimously that all privileges would be restored and they could have one more chance on keeping things neat. Sally and Barry decided to postpone Dikidiki's birthday party to the next rainy day. Jannie telephoned Carole and they decided to go berrying, so I said I would make a raspberry shortcake for dessert. Laurie came downstairs in his uniform and invited us all to come and see him play baseball, and my husband said we would, if Mother was not too tired from doing all that housework.


    Laurie's ball team won easily. In the bottom of the fourth inning, when Laurie hit a double with the bases loaded, I turned to my husband and said in a forgiving kind of voice, "I'm sorry that your friends couldn't make it."


    "Maybe it's just as well," my husband said. He broke off to address Laurie. "Slide, you lunatic, slide" he yelled. "Thinking about it," he went on to me, "I'm not so sure you would have liked her, after all."


    Laurie's baseball team came in second for the summer, and Laurie and Billy and Artie and a dozen others graduated officially from the Little League because they would be too old to play another year. Everyone went off for the first day of school, bright in new shoes and jackets. After the first few mornings of fruitless railing at the alarm clock I became reconciled to getting up at seven again. One evening at the end of the first week of school I was sitting in the study unhappily fidgeting with a tooth which had contained a gold inlay until an entanglement with a salted peanut about five minutes before. My husband, who has no gold inlays, was eating salted peanuts and trying to read the evening paper. Laurie was up in his room with all the doors shut between him and us, practicing "When the Saints Come Marching In" on his trumpet. Jannie was playing the first line of "Flow Gently, Sweet Afton" over and over on the piano, making the same mistake each time. Sally was in the front room off the study watching a children's program on television; every now and then a hoarse, inhuman voice would rise in a shout of demonic laughter and announce, giggling, that all the little girls and boys watching the program must be sure and tell their mommies that they wanted only some crispy crunchy oh-so-good delicacy at the store. A little red caboose named Barry passed through the study regularly on his bicycle route, which went from the kitchen through
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    the dining room through the hall through the study and back to the kitchen-again.


    I took my tongue out of the hole in my tooth, and said to my husband, "What I would like more than anything else in the world is about three days in a hotel in New York City. Where it's quiet/'


    I spoke in the low, vibrant voice which will carry best at that hour of the evening, and my husband answered me in the same tone. "You probably ought to get to the dentist," he said.


    "If I went to New York I could go to the dentist, because the dentist who put that gold inlay in in the first place is in New York."


    Jannie lifted her hands from the piano keys, the trumpet stopped, the television set snapped off, the bike crashed into the kitchen table and stalled, and my voice rose clearly through the sudden silence. "In a hotel in New York—" I was saying, before I stopped.


    "What was that?" Laurie called down from upstairs.


    "Hey," said Jannie, swinging around on the piano bench.


    "Mother was only talking," my husband said hastily, but Laurie was leaping down the last five steps and Jannie had reached the study and Barry, hopping, came in from the kitchen and Sally was already hanging over the back of my chair.


    "We can see some movies, and maybe Dad and I can get to one of the last ball games if we write for tickets now, and never mind about the first few weeks of school, because we don't get report cards until-"


    "And Mom and I can go shopping—"


    "We'll get a big room in the hotel, because six beds—"


    "Wait, wait," I said.


    "What about Sally and Barry?" Jannie asked Laurie.


    He considered. "They're pretty young," he said. "The dog can go stay at the kennel, and I'll ask Rob to come over and feed the cats, but I suppose Sally and Barry-"


    "Sally will have to get a new hat."


    "Oh, we'll all have to get clothes. But never mind about clothes. Mom can just stay in the hotel room until she gets something to wear, and Dad and I don't need much for ball games and things, and the little kids must have a lot of junk to wear. But the Statue of Liberty—"


    "It's too cold," I said. "And in the first place I was only speaking to your father, and in the second place any mention of New York
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    was with reference to my going to the dentist, and in the third place—"


    "We can't afford it," my husband said.


    "And maybe we can get in to see a television show being broadcast," Jannie said to Laurie.


    "Mom can't drive down, that's for sure," Laurie said. "Not with all of us in the car."


    "Barry," Jannie cooed, "would you like to ride on a train?"


    "Yup," said Barry.


    "I'm going to have sirloin steak and chocolate ice cream every night, boy."


    "Hah," said my husband.


    "Sally, would you like to go to New York and stay in a hotel?"


    Sally lifted her chin sleepily from my shoulder. "Go where?" she said.


    In terms of actual physical transportation, getting to New York from our home in Vermont is almost unsurmountably difficult. Even if I could drive to New York with the children in the car, I could certainly not drive in New York, due to an uncontrollable tendency toward wiggling the wheel back and forth when I find myself surrounded by cars traveling in different directions. Naturally people are leaving our town all the time, going everywhere, and even sometimes coming back again, but none of them, we found, will answer a direct question about transportation. There is no train coming or going from our town; the nearest train is in Albany, fifty miles away. There is a bus which goes from our neighboring town, which is only six miles away, but that bus only goes farther into Vermont; occasionally a rogue bus gets off toward Albany, but of course it would be pretty silly for six of us to go sit in the bus station hoping that a bus might be going to Albany that day. Our local taxi would take us to Albany, but then, after we got to Albany, we would have to turn around and come home again, having run out of money. Finally, after a good deal of family discussion, in which the only fact that emerged clearly was that Barry was going to ride on a train, my husband remembered a fellow coin-collector who was desperately anxious for an 1877 Indian Head penny, and who agreed to drive us to Albany in return for the one in my husband's collection. All of us except my husband were amused at the notion that it was only going to cost us a penny to get to Albany. Laurie suggested that the
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    coin collection be doled out, coin by coin, to pay our expenses in New York,^and his father said gloomily that it was probably going to turn out to be like that, anyway.


    Although none of us had any clothes to wear in New York, we took five suitcases. I also had a little black bag holding candy, handkerchiefs, crayons, coloring books, six volumes of fairy tales, the latest handicraft magazine, two jigsaw puzzles, and a bottle of cough medicine. Barry had Dikidiki. Sally had a new gray knitted hat with a fringed tail hanging down the back. Laurie and Jannie had looks of pleased anticipation.


    It has long been my belief that in times of great stress, such as a four-day vacation, the thin veneer of family unity wears off almost at once, and we are revealed in our true personalities; Laurie, for instance, is a small-town mayor, Jannie a Games Mistress, Sally a vague, stern old lady watching the rest of us with remote disapproval, and Barry a small intrepid foot soldier, following unquestioningly and doggedly. The two nervous creatures hovering in the background, making small futile gestures and tending to laugh weakly, are, of course, unmistakable. They are there to help with the luggage. These several personalities began to emerge in the car driving to Albany, and Sally's hat began to unravel.


    So long as we were within familiar territory, the circle of about ten miles which I cover regularly and of which I know every path and house, I was fairly comfortable, remarking at intervals, "I'm sure no one will get into the house," and, "Does anyone remember whether we finally put in the little black bag?" When we got out into the world, and the hills were no longer at the same angle and the road turned past bewilderingly strange trees and houses, my hands began to tremble, and I said things like, "Hadn't we just better go back and see if—" and, "I'm almost sure I forgot to—" My husband kept asking Barry, "Well, are you going on a train?" and Barry kept saying, "Yup," and clutching Dikidiki tighter. "Are you going to ride on a train?" I asked him, and Barry said, 'Tup," but Dikidiki turned pale.


    Jannie and Laurie, smooth and sleek in their best clothes, devoted themselves to reassuring the rest of us; halfway to Albany my husband stopped asking Barry if he was going on a train and started asking me if I had remembered to find out what time the train left, and I kept telling him that I thought I had left the light on in the


    


    cellar. "Don't worry/' Laurie said repeatedly, "it doesn't matter; is this a vacation or isn't it?"


    "Now everybody smilel" Jannie cried gaily.


    Sally is so often silent that no one thought to watch her particularly; if I noticed the little slip of gray wool in her hand it made no impression on me. As a matter of fact, I had gotten the time of the train wrong, but we made it, and the conductor was very nice about catching my husband's arm. We put Barry and Laurie in one seat, Sally and Jannie in the next seat, and then Barry had to move to sit with Jannie so Dikidiki could sit between them, and by the time Laurie had his coat off and up on the rack Sally had gotten herself somehow wedged between the two seats with her coat half off. While I was untangling Sally, Jannie and her father were taking off Barry's coat so I took off my own coat. There was by now no room to put it up on the rack over our seats, so Laurie took it across the aisle to where there was an empty space on the rack, and when he tried to put it up, it fell down on an old man reading science fiction. When everyone was sitting down again, Dikidiki decided that he had to sit next to the window, so Laurie changed with Jannie and then Sally thought that she would like to look out of the window, too, so Jannie changed with Sally. Then the old man reading science fiction got up and went and sat down at the other end of the car, so Sally thought she would sit over in his empty seat instead. "Are you on a train?" my husband asked Barry; "Is this a train?" Laurie asked, and I put in, "Look, we're all on a train." "Yup," Barry kept saying. "Yup."


    "Listen," Laurie said, leaning forward to talk to his father and me. "Now, the diner's three cars up and I figure we better get into the diner early because there are such a lot of us. Jannie and I will sit at a table by ourselves because they only have tables for four, and you two can take care of the kids. And I better have the tickets, because if they get lost . . ."


    We were really on the train, with our children, our suitcases, and Dikidiki; we were going to New York. That was, I believe, my last clear, co-ordinated thought. From that moment until I came back through our own front door again, four days later, nothing happened in any kind of reasonable or logical order; nothing made sense. I know that we reached Grand Central Station, and it was my fault that Barry fell down the crack between the train and the platform; I was looking back over my shoulder counting heads and
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    Barry stepped into the crack, but the porter unwedged him. Then the porter vanished as we assembled on the platform with our suitcases, so that, £t last, my husband carried two suitcases, Laurie carried two, Jannie carried one, and Sally carried the little black bag. Barry carried Dikidiki and I was supposed to lead Barry with one hand and Sally with the other; Laurie and Jannie followed us, and my husband brought up the rear, stopping every few feet to put down his two suitcases and pick up Dikidiki.


    "Look at all the cars there were on our train," I told Barry, and Barry said, "Yup."


    Sally giggled. "I bet that train doesn't get very far," she said, and showed me the long thread of gray wool following us. "I tied the end to the seat in the train," she said. "I'd like to see that train get away."


    In Vermont we do not have revolving doors. Laurie finally had to go in and get Sally out; we estimated that with the expanse of the station and the length of the train platform and the number of times she had been around in the revolving door we had lost nearly three miles of gray thread. The hat was by now only a little beanie-type which sat on top of Sally's head. Because the end of the thread was caught in the revolving door, Barry and Jannie and I stood in fascination while Laurie and my husband tried to get a taxi, watching the hat unraveling off Sally's head. The last knot disappeared out the taxi window when we were about halfway to the hotel.


    I remember the hotel because we had a suite of three bedrooms and a kind of foyer in the middle; nothing was where it is at home. "I guess we're here," my husband said. "I wish I could remember whether I left the study window open," I said. I had carefully put Barry's pajamas in the top of one of the suitcases, but he and Dikidiki were asleep before I could get it open. Sally and Laurie and Jannie went around and around the three rooms, moving restlessly, surveying beds and dressers and pictures and admiring the array of towels in the bathroom and reading all the little notices out loud.


    We were awakened bright and early in the morning by the chambermaid, who had found Barry in the hall, clad in the top half of his pajamas. He had locked himself out of the room, and when the chambermaid came by he was standing there pounding furiously on the door. "Monsters," he was screaming, purple-faced, "monsters, monsters!"


    At breakfast Laurie and Jannie endeavored to map out our plans


    


    for the time in New York. "I don't want to take the kids into any more restaurants than we can help," Laurie said. "Maybe from now on we could get some bread and peanut butter and milk and stuff and Mom could kind of fix some meals here in the hotel room/'


    "Indeed Mom could not," I assured him earnestly. "One of the things I came to New York for was to go to restaurants and have steak and pork fried rice and hot tacos and shishkebab and veal cutlets parmigiana and wiener schnitzel and shrimp curry and—"


    "Don't you want to do anything except eat?"


    "No," I said, with my eyes shut. "And cheese blintzes and sukiyaki and-"


    Laurie said to Jannie, "Well, if Dad and I go to a ball game, you'll have to take Sally and Barry and Mom and go shopping or something. You know, clothes and stuff. Maybe take Barry on buses."


    "Mother has to go to the dentist," my husband said.


    "Oh, Dad— she can do that at home"


    "Certainly," I said. "So then it's settled; Jannie and Sally and I will go shopping and I will get myself a new housecoat, black, and I think a pair of lizard shoes. Or snakeskin."


    "No," my husband said.


    "And Laurie and Dad can go to the ball game."


    "Sally will need a new hat," Jannie said. She turned to Barry, and said lovingly, "Now I want you to be sure not to fall out the window of the bus."


    "What do you want to do in New York, Perfessor?" Laurie asked Sally.


    Sally lifted her head from her coloring book. "Where?" she said.


    The children retired to their several rooms to dress, and a spirited argument began between Jannie and Sally. Jannie injudiciously pointed out that Sally would sure be excited when she saw the big stores. And the tall buildings. "New York," Jannie said, "has the tallest building in the world."


    That was precisely the kind of statement to arouse Sally, in whose world nothing was ever so stable as to warrant a superlative. "I just bet" she said.


    "Laurie?" Jannie called. "Isn't the tallest building in the world right here in New York?"


    "Empire State," Laurie said.
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    "I bet* 9 Sally said. "I better just see this tallest building in the world, I jus{ guess."


    "Dadcfy?"


    "Indeed, yes," my husband said. "The very tallest. Mother," he said, "will take you in an elevator right to the top."


    "No, she won't," I said, shuddering.


    "I don't need to go to the top." Sally was amused. "If it really is the tallest there's no sense going all the way to the top. But even from the bottom I just bet it's not the tallest."


    "Well," said Laurie, nettled, "the people in New York certainly think it is, anyway. They tell everybody"


    "I just bet" Sally said direfully.


    It turned out, Jannie and I subsequently discovered when we were shopping, that Sally was also not prepared to believe in escalators. "No," she said, standing at the bottom and clutching Barry firmly. "No. Not for me or for Barry neither. Stairs are hard enough by theirselves, not, moving."


    "Ill carry you," I said desperately. "I'll carry you up and then come back down and get Barry."


    "It's easy" Jannie insisted. "I've done it lots of times."


    "Nope." Sally pressed back against the crowd around us. "I don't know where it goes," she said.


    "Just to the top—see the people getting off?"


    "But," Sally said, "those are not the same people as the ones getting on down here. The people get on and go somewhere but the people who get off are just the ones that old staircase lets get off. And look coming down over there—all different."


    I am afraid of elevators. "Look, Sally," I said, "I promise you—"


    "You can get on if you want to," Sally said. "Me and Barry will go back and tell Daddy where you went."


    I think that was the day that Jannie wanted to look at wedding gowns, or perhaps that was the day after. One day Laurie and Jannie went to Radio City with their father, so that must have been the day I took Sally and Barry to the zoo, and Barry and Dikidiki stood and looked silently at the polar bear and the polar bear stood and looked silently at Barry and Dikidiki. Sally was perplexed because the animals were not in cages when so many of the people in the city were. "Why are they all in cages," she asked insistently, moving along beside me, "in stores and restaurants and movies and everything, they


    


    have someone in a cage? But the big stone lions we saw are just standing right out there and the people in cages?"


    "Look at the rhinoceros," I said.


    "And in the hotel, in cages? Do they eat people, like children? Is that bear going to eat Dikidiki? Do baby birds have tiny toy eggs to play with?"


    It must have been the same day, because I had Barry and Sally, that we stood, craning our necks, with people passing by smiling at us, three country innocents gaping at the topless towers of the Empire State Building.


    "See?" I said to Sally.


    She shook her head mournfully. "Poor New York people," she said. "Going around saying this is the tallest."


    "Well, it is," I said.


    Sally sighed. "When even a little girl like me can come here and see lots taller right in the same city."


    "It says in the books—"


    "How do books know? Just looking around anyone can see lots taller, and wider too."


    "Well," I said compromisingly, "maybe you better just not say anything about it. It's not polite to come here from Vermont and start finding fault. And if the people here want to think this is the tallest, it's not up to a little girl like you to get them all upset about it."


    "But if I tried to tell someone that Daddy was the smartest man in the world and it said so in a book, you would say I was not telling the truth? Why do they have all those cars in the street but everybody walking? Can B^rry and I each have a present because we've been good? Can Barry have a little firetruck?"


    I had Sally with me most of the time because it made her father very nervous when she was talking because he had no answers for her questions, but when she was not talking he was always worrying over what she was probably thinking. Consequently, it must have been on the third day of our visit that Laurie and his father and Barry were on a ferryboat, and I agreed to Jannie's eager proposal that we take Sally to lunch in the Automat. Once, for a very brief period of my life, I worked selling books in Macy's, and although they have remodeled the book department since my time, and I can no longer direct anyone to the section devoted to books on psychiatry
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    and reincarnation, I can still recall, poignantly, the rare flavor of the cafeteria lunch. I was able to explain to Sally, standing before the cafeteria^rail in the Automat with the usual little group of amused cynics listening, how you got something to eat in a cafeteria. Sally accepted the concept of a cafeteria, with reservations, but when I then directed her to the little cubbyholes with their glass fronts she balked absolutely. "No," she said.


    'Til show you," I said.


    "No," Sally said flatly, regarding a nesselrode pie. "It won't work."


    "Other people—"


    "Like that tall building. They just think so, is all."


    "But look at Jannie." Jannie's tray held a little pot of baked beans and a glass of milk; she was going slowly back and forth before the fairyland of desserts, eyes bright and nickels clutched firmly.


    "Jannie's just lucky," Sally said. "They didn't grab it first."


    "Who didn't grab what?"


    "The people in the cages," Sally said. "On the other side of that glass where the people are, in the cages."


    "There are people back there, surely. But they put things in. We take them out?


    "Well, they're not going to get any of my nickels," Sally said. She reached up and opened the little glass door and took out the piece of nesselrode pie.


    "No," I said. "Sally, no, that's not the way. You have to put the nickels in." I flapped my hands helplessly at the little glass door, swinging open. "Put it back," I said.


    "No," Sally said. "On the other side, in the cage, they put their nickels in, and I just reached and grabbed fast. If I," she added complacently, "had of put my nickels in first, and if they'd been quicker, then they— "


    "Jannie," I said, and skidded down to where Jannie was trying to balance a piece of chocolate nut cake and two cinnamon buns on her tray. I took the tray away from her and got it to a table, and she followed me, insisting, "Wait, wait, I didn't get half the things there were, I got to get—"


    I told her to stay right at the table and not move, and went back for Sally, who was remarking patronizingly to a gentleman trying to get to a parkerhouse roll, "—might think it's the tallest, but even a little girl-"
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    There came one moment in our New York visit when we all sat wearily in the hotel room together. I had taken my shoes off, and my husband was trying to read his paper by the bedlight. Laurie, flung over the desk chair, observed suddenly that, golly, tomorrow night was band rehearsal at home. Jannie said that she hadn't practiced "Flow Gently, Sweet Afton" for days and days and days. Sally lifted her head from her jigsaw puzzle to ask if people in New York stayed there all the time, or only came when we did, and Barry, on the floor pushing his fire engine halfheartedly, said, "You know there was a big white house where we used to live before we lived here and maybe sometime we can go and visit there again for some days in a little while."


    My husband telephoned his coin-collector friend that night and offered him an ancient silver dollar if he would meet us in Albany the next afternoon.


    When I walked in through our own front door and Yain and Gato came to cross back and forth between my ankles I put my little black suitcase down on the floor and said to my husband, "You know, I didn't get to the dentist after all."


    In the morning, at my own breakfast table, where the coffee was decently strong and the toast was hot and crisp, I told my husband that we had come off pretty well, considering. "We lost Sally's hat, of course," I said, "and that glove of mine and the bottom half of Barry's pajamas in the hotel room."


    "I forgot to mail the postcards," my husband said. "You'll have to drive around today and deliver them."


    "Dikidiki went on a train," Barry said.


    "We only saw two movies," Laurie said. "I figured we'd see more."


    "Sally," I asked, "did you have a good time in New York?"


    Sally lifted her chin from the edge of the table. "Where?" she said.


    The next morning was Monday and everyone went off to school again, world-bemused travelers. I picked up Toby at the kennel, which of course meant that on Monday we had two cats and one dog. Toby is actually the second oldest child in the family, being, we estimate, one year younger than Laurie. He has been Laurie's personal dog ever since the bright spring morning when Laurie was four and a half and we were still recovering from the impact of our first Vermont winter. When Laurie came through the back door that
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    sunny morning, asking as he came, "Can I have a dog?" my husband and I both, staring at the great embarrassed creature trying to edge through the 3oor behind him, said, with one voice, "No." "Don't let that beast in here," my husband said, putting down his coffee cup; "Shoo/' I said. The dog, horribly upset, tried to curtsy ingratiatingly, put his left hind foot into an empty milk bottle, mistook the dining room doorway for a way out, and, hurrying, sideswiped a dining room chair, skidded on the milk bottle, and brought up sprawled flat against the buffet, wagging his tail and smiling in a sheepish manner.


    "I want to name him Toby," Laurie said, regarding his dog with pride.


    When my husband attempted to herd the dog outside again, the dog clearly interpreted the anxious, brushing motions as friendly overtures; with a wriggle of pure delight he rose, put his front paws on my husband's shoulders and put his head down and licked my husband's ear.


    "Go away," my husband said, looking up into the dog's face. "Heel. Play dead."


    "Down, sir," I offered.


    "Come on, Toby," Laurie said. "I'm going to teach you some tricks."


    After nearly ten years, Laurie was still trying to teach Toby some tricks. Toby was amiable, sentimental, and desperately anxious to please, but the simplest command got lost somewhere in that big head. We had a neighbor with a female dog and a glass-paned back-porch door, and one night my husband figured out that what with the amount Toby ate, and replacing the glass panes in our neighbor's back door twice a year, Toby's mean annual cost was only slightly less than Laurie's, even figuring in Laurie's allowance.


    When I got Toby back from the kennel on the Monday after we came home from New York, I had to pay for the wire fence he had broken down, and the vet remarked wanly that although Toby was getting on in years he really seemed to be getting bigger. I disengaged myself from Toby's welcoming embrace and said tartly that we were none of us getting any younger, although when I got Toby home I could not help noticing that he was getting to be a venerable old man, with touches of gray at his temples and a little extra weight around the middle. I pointed this out to my husband and he put back his shoulders and pulled in his stomach and said that you had
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    to figure that every year of a dog's life was equal to seven years of a person's life, so that Toby was nearly seventy. I said that Toby had followed the car when I went shopping one afternoon recently. Just out of curiosity I had checked him going up the big hill and he could still run thirty-five miles an hour, and I just hoped that when I was seventy I could run thirty-five miles an hour going uphill. My husband said it would probably depend on what I was chasing.


    On Tuesday the senior cat, Yain, absent-mindedly turned his back on the spaniel from across the street, and Laurie and I took him to the vet's to be hospitalized for a mangled ear. Laurie swore that he saw the junior cat, Gato, walk down to the end of the driveway and shake hands with the spaniel, but I was inclined to doubt this, since Gato did not usually trouble himself to walk any farther than the distance between wherever he happened to be sleeping and the dish where he got his food.


    On Wednesday, Toby was badly frightened by the last grasshopper of the season and took the back screen door off its hinges trying to get in fast and crawl under the piano, where he hid whenever he was attacked by fiends, such as grasshoppers, wedging himself in head first with his eyes tight shut, hoping that no one would notice the piano shaking and the great dog feet tucked in under the pedals.


    On Thursday I went into the kitchen and opened the drawer where I kept hair barrettes and odd buttons and skate keys; I was looking for a pair of shoelaces for Barry, and when I opened the drawer a mouse jumped out. I was considerably startled, probably because it had been so long since I had seen a mouse in the kitchen, and I gave a kind of a howl and slammed the drawer, catching the mouse by the tail so that he hung head down, cursing and waving his fists at me. Although a mouse hanging upside down by the tail and calling names was not something I saw every day, I left the kitchen in some haste, reeling through the dining room and crying out something incoherent which may very well have been "Help, help!" as Laurie maintained. It sent Toby scuttling under the piano and brought my four children, armed with baseball bats, parasols, and rocket guns, into the kitchen.


    "Get a cat, for heaven's sake," Laurie yelled, and while he stood with his baseball bat raised menacingly, I tiptoed across the kitchen —there was actually no need to tiptoe, as I realized later, since of course the mouse could see me perfectly well; he was by then smiling
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    tightly and tapping his fingers irritably against the drawer—and poked around in the washing machine until Gato put his head out, yawning, and looked at me inquiringly. I pulled him out and, still tiptoeing, carried him over to the drawer, told him, "Look, Gato, mouse, mouse" and set him down on the floor. Laurie opened the drawer, I howled, and the mouse fell on Gato's head. There was a musical crash as Jannie's first-year exercise book fell off the piano rack onto the keys. Barry giggled, Sally and Jannie clung to one another wordlessly, and Laurie put his baseball bat down very gently onto the kitchen counter.


    "Boy/' he said at last, turning to look at Gato fastidiously washing his head on top of the refrigerator. "Boy, what a cat, a positive carnivorous wild beast. Get down off that chair," he said to me. "You look silly."


    "I was just standing here," I said, coming down much slower than I went up. "Where's the mouse?"


    Laurie gestured at the kitchen cabinets, where there was a great stirring and squeaking, as of some smart-aleck mouse telling his guffawing friends about the funny thing that happened to him a few minutes ago. "Boy," said Laurie helplessly, and he took up his baseball bat and went out to hit practice grounders.


    On Thursday evening I went into the kitchen about eleven o'clock to make my husband a cold pot-roast sandwich and when I reached for the light cord a mouse ran down my arm and my husband had to come into the kitchen and lead me out. Gato, who had been sleeping on the waffle iron, arose in great indignation and went upstairs to sleep on Jannie's doll bed, after several pointed remarks about people who kept decent cats awake all night with their mice.


    On Friday morning there was a mouse in the breadbox and around lunchtime on Friday my husband discovered a mouse on the dining room buffet eating a dish of salted almonds my husband had been saving for himself. It was at that time that the question of a new cat first arose. My husband announced shrilly that he personally would be prepared to pay any amount of money for a cat who was a cat and caught mice instead of spending all his time sleeping in the oven and eating his head off. This provoked Gato into coming out of the oven with icy courtesy and going across the kitchen and upstairs without even a glance at any of us. He spent the rest of the day
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    sulking in Sally's toy box and therefore did not attend the animated family meeting which began almost immediately.


    "A cat," my husband said over and over. "A cat that will catch and kill and get rid of mice. A cat, not a furry lounge lizard." He shook his fist wildly after Gato.


    "Well, how about a dog, then?" Laurie asked.


    "Oh, yesl" Jannie clasped her hands ardently. "He could help Toby guard the house, and we could teach him cute little tricks—"


    "A tiny puppy," Sally said with joy.


    "A tiny puppy," Barry confirmed, "and I will teach him to play baseball."


    "Females are the best mousers," I said, as one who has spent years of study on the subject. "Besides," I went on, "maybe a pretty lady cat would be so gentle and nice she would influence Gato and Yain and they would stop quarreling all the time."


    "Well, a dog, now," Laurie said.


    My husband was looking at me curiously. "Is it your opinion—" he began.


    "-tricks?"


    "—that females of any species whatsoever—"


    "—and dress him in doll clothes and a little bonnet—"


    "—have any such effect?"


    "—and name him Pal."


    Discussion continued through lunch. Then, as the result of a wholly dispassionate vote in which my husband and I were inevitably outnumbered four to two, I drove in to the local newspaper office and left two advertisements for the paper. The first ad read:


    Wanted to buy: female cat, kitten or half grown, good mouser. Call 5679.


    The second ad read:


    Wanted to buy: puppy, mongrel large breed preferred. Call 5679.


    The paper came out at two o'clock on Saturday afternoon. At about two-fifteen Laurie's friend Rob came by on his bike and dropped off our copy of the paper. While we were all gathered around the kitchen table, admiring the appearance of our ads in print, the phone began to ring.
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    On Saturday evening, then, we had two dogs and three cats. One dog, Toby, was under the piano. One cat, Yain, had been unexpected!}* returned, convalescent, by the vet, who said he was to be kept warm and quiet and away from other animals, since he was still extremely touchy on the whole subject of ears and spaniels. Yain, then, was down cellar, where I had hurried him without attracting Gato's attention. Gato was pacing ceaselessly back and forth, talking to himself, in front of the door which led to the back apartment. In the back apartment was an elegant gray golden-eyed lady cat. In the barn, howling remotely, was a great wriggling grinning brown puppy who gave irresistible evidence of planning to grow up to be exactly like Toby. Laurie had put a sign on the barn door saying "Do not open!! Dog!!" and Jannie had put a sign on the kitchen door into the back apartment saying "Do not open cat" and Sally had put a sign on the cellar door saying "DO K SALLY THIS IS FROM ME."


    The next morning the children were up early, to take the puppy his breakfast, and they got me out of bed rather before my usual Sunday morning hour of arising to report that the puppy would not eat cornflakes. When I came unwillingly downstairs Gato was lying in a great black heap on top of the broom closet, which commanded a full view of the door to the back apartment; he glanced at me with a look that said clearly that after he had taken care of the gray cat he would have a word or two to say to the rest of us, and it crossed my mind that Gato did not know, yet, about either the puppy or Yain's return.


    I put milk into Gato's dish and into Toby's, and then took down three more bowls and filled them with milk. While Gato and Toby were drinking their milk I gave Laurie one bowl to take out to the puppy in the barn, and eased the cellar door open a crack so Jannie could squeeze through and take a bowl of milk down to Yain. However, when I opened the door of the back apartment to let Sally go in there with the third bowl of milk the gray cat slipped through and into the kitchen, where she went directly to Toby's dish and began to drink his milk while Toby stepped back, looking with indignant anger from me to the gray cat and back again. Gato lifted his chin and stared incredulously, and the gray cat began a growl that started somewhere near the floor and broke off in a high register as I grabbed her up and carried her, struggling, back into the back
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    apartment to her own bowl of milk. The barn door slammed as Laurie backed out, and down cellar Yain began to howl dismally.


    "That was a dirty trick," Jannie said, shocked. "That cat scared Toby." Toby sniffled in corroboration.


    "Why'd we get all these cats and dogs, anyway?" Sally asked. "Seems like it would be easier just having mice for pets."


    During breakfast, while Yain wailed down cellar and the puppy yapped in the barn and Gato prowled back and forth before the back apartment door and my husband said half a dozen times that he personally planned to spend the entire day in the study with the door shut, the children and I mapped out a kind of plan whereby our several pets might become acquainted and enjoy a morning's lighthearted play together. It went without saying that this must happen outdoors; aside from the probably harrowing effect upon the mice of sitting in upon the introduction of three cats to two dogs, I keep my French salad plates and my grandmother's Italian decanter set and the ashtray Sally made in kindergarten on shelves in the kitchen. In any case the children ought to be out enjoying the sunlight instead of wasting away indoors. Therefore, I sent Sally and Barry out to settle in the sandbox, on the lawn near the back door. I planned to run Yain directly outside, from the cellar through the kitchen through the side hall to the side door, with no stopoffs, and Jannie was posted at that side of the house with the particular aim of herding Yain away from all other animals. Laurie was to ride around and around the house on his bike, doing courier service, and I was to be stationed on the back porch with the back door open behind me to serve as a retreat or as a temptation in case the sunny weather lured any mice out for a morning stroll.


    I began by letting Toby out the front door onto the front porch; he was mildly surprised, since it is not his usual door, but there seemed to be nothing outstandingly menacing on the front porch, so he went out and sat down on the steps. Gato was established on the kitchen table and refused to move, which barred the way of exit for Yain from the cellar. I went first into the back apartment and let the gray cat out of that outside door, which aimed her directly toward the back of the house, around the corner from the sandbox and directly opposite Toby on the front steps. Then, after another attempt to unwedge Gato from the kitchen table, I was forced to fall back on guile and to use a piece of cantaloupe, of which he was
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    passionately fond, to lure him out of the kitchen and into the study, where my husband was peacefully reading his morning paper. "I just want to I6ave Gato in here for a minute while I get Yain out of the cellar," I explained.


    My husband nodded, I dropped the piece of cantaloupe and raced for the study door, slamming it just as Gato flung himself against it from the inside. "Eat your cantaloupe," I heard my husband saying.


    I opened the cellar door to catch Yain and get him out the side door, which would put him on the fourth side of the house, with Toby at the front, the gray cat at the back, the children in the sandbox by the back porch, waiting to bring out the puppy, Jannie on the side front, and Laurie riding swiftly past shouting, "Toby okay on front steps!" or, "Gray cat washing face by back apartment door!" or, "Barry shovelful sand down Sally's back!"


    I opened the cellar door and Yain hesitated. I called and called, and Toby, hearing my voice, began clamoring to get in the front door. Just as Yain came easing through the cellar door into the kitchen I heard my husband come out of the study and go to let Toby in the front door—a gesture so automatic and frequent with all of us that we can, and often do, manage it sound asleep. "No, no," I yelled to my husband, diving for Yain, who doubled sideways and headed up the back stairs.


    "Gato came out of the study. What shall I do?" my husband asked, coming into the kitchen with Toby following him.


    "Where?"


    "Up the front stairs. His cantaloupe—"


    I thought quickly. "Put Toby out the back door so the children can watch him. I'll head off Yain before he meets Gato upstairs, so if you can get Toby outdoors I'll put Gato back in the study."


    My husband, looking perplexed, went to the back door and Toby, looking perplexed, followed him. My husband said, "The gray cat's here. Shall I let her in?"


    Just then Laurie opened the front door to shout, "Toby gone; gray cat heading back door!"


    I scurried up the back stairs and found Gato, moving with measured steps across the jungle of the playroom toward Yain under Jannie's bed. With a fast racing dive I captured Yain just as he moved, wheeled, and hurled myself down the back stairs again, Gato following yearningly. My husband and Jannie and Toby were at the


    


    back door. "Put Toby out the front door/' Jannie was saying urgently.


    "He just came in the front door," my husband said.


    "Then shut him in the study," Jannie said. "I can't catch the gray cat with Toby because he's scared of her."


    "Don't put Toby in the study, because I want to put Gato in there," I said. "Don't let Gato out the back door if the gray cat's out there." I turned wildly, holding Yain. "I'll put Yain in Toby," I said.


    My husband went into the study and slammed the door and I came right after him. "I'll put Yain in here for a minute now," I said. "We're just having a little trouble keeping them all straight."


    "It's like the old League of Nations," my husband said obscurely, and picked up his newspaper.


    Laurie rode by to report that the gray cat had gone back around the house and was meowing at the back apartment door to be let in, so I took Toby by the collar and put him, bewildered and evidencing a strong desire to get under the piano, out on the front steps again. Gato followed and I picked him up and put him on the front steps with Toby. "Stay there," I said severely. Then I started for the back apartment to let the gray cat in but my husband opened the study door and said I simply had to get Yain out of there because he was sitting on the desk in a fury chewing pencils, so I gathered up Yain and put him out the back door, which was of course the wrong door for Yain, but by then it hardly seemed to matter.


    A quick inventory showed that everyone was outside except my husband who was now, judging from the sounds, engaged in pushing his desk across the study door. I went out onto the back porch, leaving the door open behind me. Sally had knocked over Barry's pail of sand and then left the sandbox to establish herself on the swing beyond the driveway. Barry was irritably refilling his pail, talking to himself about bad bad bad girls. Jannie had come around the house and stood in the driveway with Toby pressed nervously against her. The puppy was wailing hideously from the barn, so when Laurie passed the next time I stopped him and said he might as well get Toby's old leash and start getting the puppy ready to come out, and Laurie got the leash and headed for the barn. After a minute the gray cat slipped, smokelike, around the corner of the house and leaped to the second porch step where she settled uneasily. Gato leaned insolently against a tree, the tip of his tail twitching. One
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    single evil snarl betrayed Yain under the hedge. I sat down on the porch rail^arid lighted a cigarette, trying to look casual; I had an uneasy sense of baleful eyes regarding me and I was acutely aware that I did not know who was going to jump first, or when, or from which direction. Barry began to make a noise like a dump truck, Sally sang, and the spaniel from across the street turned in through the gateposts and started up our driveway.


    I jumped to my feet and shouted, "Get that dog out of here, someone!" Toby, confused—or perhaps the hijacking of his milk still rankled—wheeled sharply and made for the gray cat, who stood for a moment dumfounded and then, leaving one long scratch across Toby's nose, disappeared under the porch. Jannie started across the driveway, yelling and waving her arms, and the spaniel skittered sideways toward the hedge where Yain was waiting; with one great triumphant halloo Yain cleared the hedge and followed the shrieking spaniel down the driveway. Wild with success, Toby turned on Gato, who, still leaning against his tree, looked Toby straight in the eye and spoke once; skidding, Toby turned and without losing speed went in through the open back door and across the dining room and the living room and under the piano. From the barn came a single mournful yelp. "Any mice come out yet?" Sally called.


    Jannie came back, panting, and I asked her to go under the porch and get the gray cat out so that I could put her back into the back apartment, but Jannie said that the only cat at present under the porch was Yain, who had apparently circled around the house and seemed to have eaten something large and satisfying, because he was half asleep and purring. Gato, humming to himself, trotted up the back steps and into the kitchen and up to the kitchen counter, where he ate the half cantaloupe I had left there.


    Laurie called that he was coming out of the barn with the puppy, and Sally decided that since the barn door was going to be opened this would be a good time to go in and get her tricycle to ride, and Barry agreed. Jannie thought that at the same time she would get her stilts, so when Laurie was sure he had the puppy firmly leashed, Sally and Barry went in and came out riding their bikes and Jannie followed them, very tall and unsteady. Laurie came last with the puppy, who had clearly never been on a leash before. The two bikes went down to the end of the driveway, turned, and started back up again, and Gato stepped out onto the porch, where he settled to
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    wash after his breakfast. Toby heard the puppy barking and hurried out to see what was going on; he and Laurie and the puppy began a sort of minuet up and down the driveway, with the two bikes turning and following them and Jannie stalking along beside. While Laurie held the leash in both hands, Toby came gravely forward and bowed to the puppy, and the puppy did a little tango step. Toby then crossed over and the puppy crossed under, taking the leash between Laurie's legs. While Laurie turned in a half circle, Toby and the puppy, andante maestoso, bowed and crossed again, then reversed in an allemande left, leaving Laurie perilously balanced on one foot. Gato watched, grinning, from the porch.


    Then, without warning, the gray cat came down from the porch roof and charged Toby; Toby went "blip" and cleared the steps in one bound on his way to the piano, he jostled Gato, who went after the gray cat, who went under the porch and Yain came out, rudely awakened, and saw the puppy, whom he clearly mistook for the spaniel. Yain's charge upset Laurie completely and the puppy went through the stilts as through a doorway and down the driveway with Yain after him. The puppy lost a little ground because he cut sideways to go around the bikes, but Yain went clean over Sally and then, hardly touching the ground, clean over Barry, and we watched in silence as the puppy and Yain went up the hill and then off into the fields.


    "He runs good, that puppy," Sally said at last. "We better call him Speedy."


    Gato slouched lazily into the house and went to the washing machine for his nap. Jannie volunteered to search the yard for the gray cat, so I put Sally and Barry into the car, and Laurie took his bike, and we went off to look for the puppy. After hours of wandering and calling and knocking on strange doors we found our several ways back home, to discover that not only had Jannie failed to find any trace of the gray cat, but Yain had not come home, although Gato and Toby showed up for their dinners exceedingly chipper and affable. We spent that evening telephoning neighbors and speculating uneasily upon the probable fate of a four-month-old puppy lost in the country at night, and reminding one another that we had promised to give him a good home.


    The next morning, which was Monday again, I sadly delivered three more ads to the local paper, and on Monday evening we were
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    slightly embarrassed to discover that, since our first ads had been scheduled to'run for a week, we now occupied the entire want-ad page except for the personal. Our ads now read:


    Wanted to buy: female cat, kitten or half grown, good mouser.


    Call 5679. Wanted to buy: puppy, mongrel large breed preferred. Call 5679. Lost: female cat, gray tiger. Call 5679; reward. Lost: shepherd puppy, brown and white. Call 5679; reward. Lost: male cat, black, bandaged ear. Call 5679; reward.


    On Tuesday morning the phone rang and when I answered it a man said, "You the person advertised for a pup?"


    "I certainly am," I said. "Why, have you found him?"


    There was a silence. Then the man said, "What reward you giving?"


    "I thought two dollars," I said. "You see, we only paid five dollars for him in the first place, and—"


    "That your ad to buy a dog, too?"


    "Well, yes. You see, we put in the ad to buy a dog, and then we lost the dog we bought, so we put in another ad—"


    "You must have quite a hand with dogs, lady," the man said.


    "Look," I said, "this phone has been ringing steadily for four days. So if you have found—"


    "Way I see it," he said, "you're paying five for a new dog? And only two if I found the one you already got?"


    "Not at all," I said sharply. "Have you found—"


    "Nope. What I got, lady," he said, "is a dog to sell." There was another pause and then he added reflectively, "Must look some like the one you lost, though."


    I thought about it for a while and then I took the odd three dollars out of my housekeeping money and went off to get the dog. It took me most of the morning to find the farm where the puppy was and when I did I was not particularly surprised to see how strongly the new dog resembled the puppy we had lost. I remarked on this to the farmer, holding my five dollars uneasily in my hand, and the farmer laughed and took the five dollars and said it was a caution sometimes how two dogs could get to look alike. He put the five dollars into his back pocket and pointed out that naturally I didn't need to buy this dog unless I wanted to, but it was an uncommon
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    good breed of dog for the price. I said I certainly hoped that this dog wasn't going to get lost, or, if he did, that I could find him, because it was quite a drain on my housekeeping money to have to go buying new dogs all the time. The farmer said soberly that well, a dog was man's best friend, especially children, thanked me for the five dollars without turning a hair, and helped me get the puppy into the car to bring home.


    The children were just coming home from school for lunch, and they were delighted with the puppy, whom they clearly regarded as the one they had lost, and I did not feel that it was necessary to tell them or my husband that I had had to buy a new dog. I canceled all the ads in the papers, because the next morning Yain and the gray cat, whom we named Ninki, wandered up onto the back porch to share a bowl of milk and a good laugh with Gato. The gray cat was covered with burrs and Yain had lost his bandage somewhere. The spaniel from across the street did not come home for three days. On Tuesday morning there was a mouse in the sugar canister.


    Gray Ninki was the first non-black cat we had ever owned, and for a while it used to give me quite a turn to see her moving soundlessly through the house; I kept thinking she was a ball of dust. When it became clear that she was going to have kittens we were all very much excited over the probable colors to be produced, fondly supposing that the father of the kittens was either Yain or Gato. However, when the kittens were born, four of them were gray, like Ninki, and the fifth one was green, a kind of olive drab shade. We gave away the four gray kittens and Ninki, who had never liked any of us much anyway, moved into a house about two blocks away and refused to come home, so we had Yain and Gato and the green kitten, whom we named Green Shax. Because our kitten was green we had less difficulty in reconciling ourselves to the local insistence that our puppy was not brown, but red, and that referring to such a fine red dog as "brown" was both offensive and misleading. The question of a name for the puppy was a matter of high dispute, and was only solved when my husband one morning cut out of the newspaper an account of a dog show in New York.


    "Here are some good names," he said, at the breakfast table. "Now we can find something to call it by."


    "He doesn't come anyway," Jannie said. "We might as well go on calling him Puppy."


    


    724 SHIRLEY JACKSON


    "But he won't be a puppy forever," I said. "After a while it will begin to sound silly, especially the way he's growing."


    "Well/ said my husband, consulting the paper, "how about Clifford Eidelweis? Quibble Baby? Tiny Trinket?"


    "Clifford is nice," Jannie said. "I like Clifford."


    "Won Ton Pearmain? Kreplach Macintosh? Those all seem very fine dogs," my husband said. "In the paper."


    "Why not Pal?" Jannie asked. "I thought we were always going to name him Pal."


    "Why name him Pal," my husband asked, "when there are names like Hasty Pudding Put and Take? Or Silver Reuben of Iradell?"


    "Pudding," Barry said eagerly. "A dog named Pudding."


    "Squirrel Run Kentucky Boy? Shagbark Gimmel? Merriebert Ethelbeast?"


    "Seems to me," Laurie said critically, "that a family with one cat named Yain and one cat named Gato and one cat named Green Shax had better get a dog named something like, maybe, Spot. Or Prince. Or Rover."


    "Or Pal."


    "I used to have a dog named Jack when I was a little girl," I said. "I'd like to have another dog named Jack."


    "Champion Red John of Green Shax Farm," my husband said.


    "Pal?"


    "Jack. Red Jack."


    "Red Pudding," Barry said softly.


    It was very late, and I came in very quietly through the back door and closed it behind me without a sound. I went through the kitchen and dining room and living room and into the hall, guided by the hall light my husband had left on, took off my coat and left it on the stair rail, turned off the hall light and made my way upstairs softly in the dark. Toby, on the living room couch, lifted his head as I went by, and thumped his tail once. Upstairs, I slipped off my shoes and in my stocking feet went through the guest room and down the hall to Laurie's room, saw that he was covered, and then into Jannie's room, where Gato lay hugely on the foot of her bed. Jannie stirred and said "M?" when I covered her, and I slipped out quickly before she woke. By the thin glow of the nightlights I found my way back through the guest room and into Sally's room; Sally's


    


    blankets were all heaped at the foot of her bed and she was sprawled over them. I took her extra blanket and put it over her, and she said "Hey!" indignantly. A small protest made me realize that Green Shax had been curled next to Sally and I had covered him, too; I moved the blanket and he poked his head out and closed his eyes again. Yain was sleeping on the hall chair, and purred once as I went past. Barry lay exquisitely asleep, blanket smooth, pillow straight. Jack was lying asleep across the doorsill of Barry's room, and Dikidiki was in bed with Barry, which argued that Barry had gone unwillingly to bed. Dikidiki stared at me unwinking, Jack groaned and sighed deeply.


    I had thought to get undressed without turning on the light, and I found my dresser, where there was supposed to be a package of matches. I found my comb and a pair of earrings and what seemed in the dark to be some small furry animal; after a gasping minute I succeeded in identifying it as one of Sally's slippers, although I could not imagine what it was doing on my dresser unless Sally had been dancing up there in front of the mirror again.


    "Who's that?" said my husband suddenly in the darkness.


    "It's the Good Fairy," I said. "Didn't you leave a tooth under your pillow?"


    "Oh," he said. Then, after a minute, "How was the poker game?"


    "If you're going to chatter," I said, "I'll turn on the light and stop falling over the furniture." I turned and tossed Sally's slipper to him. "Here," I said.


    "Ark," said my husband, thrashing.


    "It's only Sally's slipper," I said. I turned on the light. "You don't have to kill it," I said. He had the slipper under his pillow and was beating it with his fist.


    "Why aren't you asleep?" I asked. "It's late."


    "I was asleep," he said. He doubled his pillow, put it against the headboard, and sat back comfortably. "How was the poker game?"


    "We had the most marvelous food," I said. "Peggy brought some of those little hot sausage rolls, and Helen brought that shrimp stuff she makes, of course, and—"


    "Did you win?"


    "And everyone loved that cucumber mix I took, and I had to give Jean the recipe because she was so crazy about it, and Linda brought
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    a kind of sour cream and clam souffle" stuff but I thought it had too much horseradish in it."


    "Did yoli play poker?"


    "Don't be silly—why would we have a ladies' poker game and not play poker? I like horseradish, ordinarily, but when you've got other things with it, it shouldn't be so strong, even though of course you can always taste clams."


    "Did you win?"


    "Shh," I said. "You'll wake the children."


    I was brushing my hair, and he went and got a drink of water and when he came back I said, "Listen, does three of a kind beat a flush?"


    "What?" he said. "Oh. Well, no, it doesn't."


    "Well, that's what I said" I told him, "and I kept arguing and arguing, but Helen said she knew perfectly well, and we were going to call up you or one of the other husbands and ask them, but you know how Linda always gets to crying at the least little thing? So of course there was nothing we could do, but anyway I'm glad to know I was right."


    "Did you win?"


    "Listen," I said, "when you come home late from a poker game and you're tired and the house is all dark and you try to get undressed in the dark and you're all worn out, do I—"


    "Okay," he said. "Good night."


    "Good night," I said.


    Day after day after day I went around my house picking things up. I picked up books and shoes and toys and socks and shirts and gloves and boots and hats and handkerchiefs and puzzle pieces and pennies and pencils and stuffed rabbits and bones the dogs had left under the living room chairs. I also picked up tin soldiers and plastic cars and baseball gloves and sweaters and children's pocketbooks with nickels inside and little pieces of lint off the floor. Every time I picked up something I put it down again somewhere else where it belonged better than it did in the place I found it. Nine times out of ten I did not notice what I was picking up or where I put it until sometime later when someone in the family needed it; then, when Sally said where were her crayons I could answer at once: kitchen windowsill, left. If Barry wanted his cowboy hat I could reply: playroom, far end of bookcase. If Jannie wanted her arithmetic homework, I could tell


    


    her it was under the ashtray on the dining room buffet. I could locate the little nut that came off Laurie's bike wheel, and the directions for winding the living room clock. I could find the recipe for the turkey cutlets Sally admired and the top to my husband's fountain pen; I could even find, ordinarily, the little celluloid strips which went inside the collar of his nylon shirt.


    That was, of course, entirely automatic, like still remembering the home telephone number of my college roommate and being able to recite "Oh, what is so rare as a day in June"; if I could not respond at once, identifying object and location in unhesitating answer to the question, the article was very apt to remain permanently lost. Like Jannie's pink Easter-egg hat, which disappeared—let me see; it was the day Laurie got into the fight with the Haynes boys, and the porch rocker got broken—make it the end of October. We had many small places in our big house where an Easter-egg hat could get itself hopelessly hidden, so when Jannie asked one night at dinner, the end of October, "Who took my Easter-egg hat?" and I found myself without an immediate answer, it was clear that the hat had taken itself off, and although we searched halfheartedly, Jannie had to wear a scarf around her head until the weather got cold enough to wear her long-tailed knitted cap.


    Laurie's sneaker was of considerably more moment, since of course he could not play basketball with a scarf tied around his left foot. He came to the top of the back stairs of a Saturday morning and inquired gently who had stolen his sneaker. I opened my mouth to answer, found my mind blank, and closed my mouth again. Laurie came halfway down the stairs and bawled, "Mooooooom, where'd my sneaker get to?" and I still could not answer. "I neeeeeed my sneaker" Laurie howled, "I got to play baaaaaaasketball."

  


  
    "I don't know," I called.


    "But I need it," Laurie said. He crashed down the stairs and into the study where I sat reading the morning paper and drinking a cup of coffee. "I got to play basketball, so I need my sneakers. I can't play on the basketball court without sneakers. So I need—"


    "Have you looked? In your room? Under your bed?"


    "Yeah, sure." He thought. "It's not there, though."


    "Outdoors?"


    "Now what would my sneaker be doing outdoors, I ask you? You
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    think I get dressed and undressed out on the lawn, maybe, for the neighbors?" „,


    "Well,"*I said helplessly, "you had it last Saturday."


    "I know I had it last Saturday, you think I'm foolish or something?"


    "Wait." I went and stood at the foot of the back stairs and called, "Jannie?"


    There was a pause and then Jannie said, sniffling, "Yes?"


    "Good heavens," I said, "are you reading Little Women again?"


    Jannie sniffled. "Just the part where Beth dies."


    "Look," I said, "the sun is shining and the sky is blue and—"


    "You seen my sneaker?" Laurie yelled from in back of me.


    "No."


    "You sure?"


    Jannie came to the top of the stairs, wiping her eyes with her hand. "Hey," she said, "maybe some girl took it. For a keepsake."


    "Wha?" said Laurie incredulously. 'Took my sneaker? Who?"


    "Like Mr. Brooke did Meg's glove, in Little Women, because he was in love with her and they got married."


    "Wha?" For a minute Laurie stared at her, and then he turned deliberately and went back to the door of the study. "My sister," he announced formally to his father, "has snapped her twigs."


    "That so?" said his father.


    "I ask you." Laurie gestured. "Junk from books," he said.


    "Well, he did," Jannie insisted, coming down the stairs. "He took it and hid it for ever so long and when Jo found out she—"


    "Sally, Barry," I was calling from the back door. "Has either of you seen Laurie's sneaker?"


    Sally and Barry were dancing on the lawn, turning and flickering among the last fallen leaves; when I called they circled and came toward the house, going "cheep-cheep." "We're little birds," Sally explained, coming closer. "Cheep-cheep."


    "Have you seen Laurie's sneaker?"


    "Cheep-cheep."


    "Well?"


    Barry thought. "I have unseen it," he remarked. "I did unsee Laurie's sneaker a day and a day and a day and a day and many mornings ago."


    "Splendid," I said. "Sally?"


    


    "No. But don't worry. I shall get it back for dear Laurie, dear Mommy."


    "If you mean magic you better not let your father hear you, young lady. No," I said over my shoulder to Laurie, "they haven't."


    "But I will find it, Laurie dear, never fear, Laurie dear, I will your sneaker find for you."


    "Yeah. So what'm I gonna do?" he asked me. "Play basketball in my socks or something?"


    "Are you sure you looked under your bed?"


    He looked at me in the manner his favorite television detective reserves for ladies who double-talk the cops. "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, lady. I'm sure."


    "Daddy won't notice," Sally said busily to Barry. "All this will take is just a little bit of golden magic and Daddy will never notice and there will be dear Laurie's sneaker just right here."


    "Can I do magic too?"


    "You can be my dear helper and you can carry the shovel."


    I went into the study and sat down and Laurie followed me. "And he kept it for weeks and weeks next to his heart," Jannie was explaining to her father, "and she was looking for it just like Laurie but Mr. Brooke had it all the time."


    "How about that little dark-haired girl?" my husband asked Laurie. "The one who keeps calling you so much?"


    "Nah," Laurie said. "She's tipped, anyhow. Besides, how could she get my sneaker?" He slapped his forehead. "A veritable madhouse," he said. "Lose a sneaker and they start criticizing your friends and trying to make out she stole it. Bah."


    He flung himself violently into one of our good plastic leather chairs, which slid back across the floor and into the bookcase. "Bah," said Laurie. He threw his arms dramatically into the air and let them fall resignedly. "Never find anything around here, that's the big trouble," he explained. "Nothing's ever where you put it. If she—"


    "If by she you mean me—" I began ominously.


    "Always coming and picking things up and putting them away where a person can't find them. Always—"


    "If you'd put things away neatly when you take them off instead of just throwing everything under your bed—" I stopped to think. "Have you looked under your bed?" I asked.
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    Laurie stood up and threw his arms wide. "Why was I ever born?" he demanded,


    Jannie rfbdded. "In Beverley Lee, Girl Detective" she pointed out, "when the secret plans for the old armory get lost, Beverley Lee and her girl friend Piggy, they look for clues."


    "A broken shoelace?" my husband suggested.


    "Well, when did you see them last?" I asked reasonably. "Seems to me if you could remember when you had them last, you might remember where you put them then."


    "Yeah. Well," Laurie said, scowling, "I know I had them last Saturday. But then I took them off and I remember they were on my bookcase because I had to remember to make that map for geography and that was for Wednesday when we had gym—say!" He opened his eyes and his mouth wide. "Gym. I wore them Wednesday to school for gym. So I had them on Wednesday."


    "And Wednesday," I put in, "was the day you were so late getting home from school because you were hanging around Joe's with that pack of juvenile delinquents and—"


    "I told you six times already, those girls just happened to come by there by accident, how'd I know they'd be around Joe's? And anyway you got no right to go calling my friends—"


    "And you never got your chores done and I kept dinner till six-thirty."


    "That girl called, too," my husband put in.


    "And I must of had my sneakers on all that time, because I never had time because she made me do my chores and then I had to rush through dinner because—because—"


    "You were going to the dance," Jannie said, triumphant. "You got all dressed up, so naturally you put on shoes."


    "Hey!" Laurie swung around and gestured wildly. "I got dressed—"


    "You took a shower," I said. "I remember because—"


    He shuddered. "I took a shower because she wouldn't let me have my good blue pants from the cleaners unless I took a shower."


    "No gentleman escorts a lady to a public function unless he has bathed and dressed himself in completely clean clothes," my husband said.


    "So I undressed in the bathroom because I always do and then when I went out I had this towel around me and I was carrying my clothes and the sneaker and I—"
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    "I saw it," I said suddenly. "I did see it after all. I came upstairs to get two aspirin after you had finally gone to the dance and I remember the way the bathroom looked; the floor was sopping and dirty towels all over and the soap and—"


    "The sneaker," Laurie said impatiently, "keep on the subject. The sneaker, the sneaker/'


    I meditated. "It was lying just inside the door and one wet towel was half on top of it. And I ... and I ..." I thought. "What did I do?"


    "Think, think, think." Laurie stood over me flapping his hands.


    "Look," I said. "I go around this house and I go around this house and I go around this house and I pick up shoes and socks and shirts and hats and gloves and handkerchiefs and books and toys and I always put them down again, someplace where they belong. Now when I went upstairs and saw that mess of a bathroom I had to clean up I would have taken the soap and put it in the soapdish. And I would have taken the bathmat and put it over the edge of the tub. And I would have taken the towels—"


    "And put them in the hamper," Laurie said impatiently. "We know."


    "You do? Because I have often wondered what happens all the times I say to you to put the towels—"


    "Yeah, so next time I'll remember, sure. What about the sneaker?"


    "Anyway they were wet so I couldn't put them in the hamper. I would have hung them over the shower rail to dry so then I could put them in the hamper. And then I would have picked up the sneaker—"


    "Laurie's sneaker is weaker and creaker and cleaker and breaker and fleaker and greaker . . ." Sally wound through the study, eyes shut, chanting. Barry came behind her, doing an odd little two-step. Sally had a pail of sand and a shovel and she was making scattering motions.


    "Now wait a minute here," my husband began.


    "It's all right," Sally said, opening one eye. "I'm just pretending. This is only sand."


    "We're just untending," Barry explained reassuringly. "Bleaker and sneaker and weaker and deaker."


    They filed out. My husband studied the floor morosely. "That certainly looked like magic to me" he said, "and I don't like it. Going
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    to have footwear popping up all over, right through the floor, probably wrecjk the foundations/'


    "Reconstruct the scene of the crime," Jannie said suddenly. "Because Beverley Lee Girl Detective and her girl friend Piggy, that's what they did. In The Mystery of the Broken Candle, when they had to find the missing will. They reconstructed the scene of the crime. They got everybody there and put everything the way it was—"


    "Say!" Laurie looked at her admiringly. "You're charged, girl. Come on," he said, making for the stairs, and stopped in the doorway to look compellingly at me. "Come on," he said.


    "And creaker and beaker and leaker and veaker."


    "Gangway, birdbait," Laurie said. He stopped to pat his younger sister on the head. "You keep sprinkling that there magic, Perfessor. Size six and a half, white."


    "Kindly do not poke the Sally," said Sally, drawing away stiffly.


    "Unpoke, unpoke," Barry said.


    "Come on," Laurie said to me. He called ahead to Jannie, "You get the towels wet and throw them on the floor. I'll get the other sneaker and when she comes we'll have it all ready."


    "You might as well take two more aspirin," my husband said.


    "I might as well," I said.


    Wearily I headed up the stairs, sand grinding underfoot. The bathroom is at the head of the stairs, and by the time I was near the top I could see that everything was prepared. Rigorously, I put my mind back three days. It is eight-thirty in the evening, I told myself. I am coming upstairs to get myself two aspirin. Laurie has just gone to the dance, I have just told him goodbye, get home early, behave yourself, be careful, do you have a clean handkerchief? Jannie is reading. Sally and Barry are asleep. It is eight-thirty Wednesday evening, I am coming to get two aspirin. I came to the top of the stairs, and sighed. The bathroom floor was sopping, the bathmat was soaked and crumpled, wet towels lay on the floor. In the corner, half under a wet towel, was one white sneaker. I asked myself through my teeth how old people had to get before they learned to pick up after themselves and after all our efforts to raise our children in a decent and clean house here they still behaved like pigs and the sooner Laurie grew up and got married and had a wife to pick up after him the better off I would be and maybe I would
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    just take his allowance and hire a full-time nursemaid for him. I picked up the bathmat and hung it over the edge of the tub. I put the soap in the soapdish and hung the towels over the shower rail. I picked up the sneaker and resisted the temptation to slam it into the wastebasket. Then, with the sneaker in my hand, I went to the other side of the hall to the linen closet to get clean towels and a dry bathmat and Laurie and Jannie burst out of the guest room shouting, "You see? You see?"


    Jannie said excitedly, "Just like Beverley Lee and it turned out it was the caretaker all the time."


    "Look, look," Laurie said, pointing. I had the door of the linen closet open and I reached up onto the towel shelf and took down Jannie's Easter-egg hat.


    "What?" I said, surprised.


    "That's my hat," Jannie said.


    "Why would I want to put your hat in the linen closet?" I demanded. "Don't be silly."


    "My nice pink Easter-egg hat," Jannie said, pleased.


    "Craazy," Laurie remarked. "Opens the closet and there's the hat. Craazy." He pushed past me and began to paw through the towels.


    "Ridiculous," I said. "I never put hats in linen closets. Linen closets are where I keep towels and sheets and extra blankets, not hats."


    "Not sneakers, either." Laurie stood back and dusted his hands.


    "You pick up every one of those towels," I said, annoyed. "And then you and your sister can get right in there and clean up that bathroom. And the next time I find that pink hat lying around I am going to burn it. And you can tell Beverley Lee Girl Detective—"


    "Any luck?" my husband called from the foot of the stairs.


    "Certainly not." I started down. "Of all the idiotic notions and now it's too late in the year anyway for a little hat like that."


    "Sneaker sneaker sneaker!" It was Sally and Barry, in glory. Laurie raced past me down the stairs. "Got it? Sal," he yelled, "you got it?"


    Proudly the little procession wound around to the front hall. Sally was still scattering sand but Barry was bearing the sneaker on high. "Gee," Laurie said. "Hey, kids, thanks. Where was it?"


    "Under your bed," Sally said. "We did a lot of—" she glanced at her father "—blagic," she said. "And then we went up and looked. Very good, Barry."
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    "Very good, Sally," Barry said.


    "Gosh." Laurie was pleased. He turned and gave me an affectionate pat on the head. "Boy," he said, "are you ever a tippy old lady." Then, in a burst of gratitude, he added, "I'm going to go down right now on my bike and get you kids each a popsicle."


    "Well, me, too, I should think/* Jannie said indignantly. "After all, it was me thought of reconstructing the crime, and in Elsie Dinsmore when Elsie—"


    "What is this crime talk?" I said. "Anyone would think that instead of spending all my time picking up and putting away—"


    "The sneaker," Laurie said to me, gesturing. "The other sneaker. I got to get down and get those popsicles, so let's have it."


    "What?" I said.


    "The sneaker, dear. The one you just had upstairs, for heaven's sake."


    Uncomfortably I looked down at my empty hands. "Now let's see," I said. "I had it just a minute ago. . . ."


    I was sitting at the kitchen table grating potatoes for potato pancakes and was thus a wholly captive audience when Jannie came in from school with her arithmetic and spelling books, and, of course, Little Women. She put the books down, hung up her jacket and hat, took an apple, and sat down at the table across from me. "I been meaning to ask you for a long time," she said. "Suppose I wanted to write a book. Where would I begin?"


    "At the beginning," I said smartly; I had just grated my knuckle.


    "I wish Laurie and Barry were girls," she said.


    "Why on earth?"


    "And Sally's name was Beth."


    "Why put the whammy on Sally? Why don't you be Beth?" 1 m Jo.


    "And Laurie is Meg? And poor Barry has to be Amy?"


    "If they were only girls."


    "And does that make me Marmee? Or can I be the old cook?"


    "Hannah? When I write my book—"


    "I'd rather be crazy old Aunt March, come to think of it. Who do you like for Professor Bhaer?"


    Jannie turned pink. "I didn't really think about that yet," she said.
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    Charitably, I changed the subject. "Don't you have any homework to do?" I asked.


    She sighed. "I got to write a book report/' she said. "That's why I'd like to write a book, so then I could write a book report on that, and save all that time."


    "I see." Resolutely I took up the first onion and began to grate. "What I always wondered," Jannie went on, "was when they went on the picnic in the book and they played Authors. Because in my game of Authors there's Louisa May Alcott and she wrote Little Women. 97 She looked at me inquiringly and I smiled bravely, tears running down my cheeks. "Well," she said, "in her own book did they play Authors with their own book on the cards? And if Louisa May Alcott had to do a book report for school then could she—"


    "I see what you mean," I said, weeping.


    She laughed. "You're crying like a fish," she said. "Now, what I wondered, if Louisa May Alcott wrote a book. Because she had to write that book because it was already on the Authors cards, you see? And Eight Cousins and Rose in Bloom and Little Men"


    I sniffled. "Jo's Boys" I said. "Don't forget Jo's Boys."


    "But if they were already playing Authors in the book how did they know she was going to finish it? Because suppose she got halfway and she didn't like it and threw it away how could they play Authors in the book with Little Women on the Authors card? Or if she changed her mind and decided to call it—"


    "Suppose," I said, "she decided to have them play pinochle? Then she wouldn't have to write any books."


    "But she would have to write one book anyway because otherwise she couldn't be in the Authors game."


    I got up and went to the sink to rinse out the grater. "But if she weren't in the Authors game—" I began and then stopped myself, shaking my head violently.


    Jannie giggled. "I suppose you did read the book?" she asked.


    "I did."


    "Then who," Jannie asked triumphantly, "said, That boy is a perfect Cyclops, isn't he?'"


    "Amy," I said. "Who said, 'I never enjoyed housekeeping, and I'm going to take a vacation today'?"


    "Marmee, but she didn't mean it. Who said, 'Birds in their little nests agree'?"
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    "Beth, on the first page." I took down the flour. "Who said, *You can nevei^get too much salt in potato pancakes'?" "Who?" "Your grandmother. Now go and write your book."


    My husband is always making little remarks about money. Sometimes he says that it doesn't grow on trees, and sometimes he says that I must think he is made of it. When he buys a Greek drachma he says that we can't take it with us, and when I take the children to get shoes for school he says in a kind of high voice that there isn't enough of it in the world for this family. I once passed the door to the dining room when he and several friends were playing poker and I heard him laughing and saying it was a shame to take it away like this. When he pays the children their allowances he says that it is a great responsibility, and whenever any of us asks him for some he says he can't afford it. However, although the discussion of money in general is a constant and urgent theme in our family, I do not think I ever heard my husband say so many different things about money as he did when the man came from the income tax department. As a matter of fact, during the twenty-odd hours between the telephone call and the man's departure I do not think my husband spent more than a second or two reflecting on any other subject.


    He was not pleased with the telephone call. It was a Wednesday evening, and our family was assembled at dinner. It was the kind of dinner I think of as a Wednesday evening dinner, because on Wednesday I always begin to think of economizing so we can have dinner on Thursday and Friday. As a result—although it hardly mattered, anyway, since my husband never did eat any dinner that night —we were having Monday night's meat loaf warmed over. Laurie had seized control of the conversation as we sat down, and I was trying to serve the meat loaf and gesture to Jannie to put her napkin in her lap and gesture to Sally to take her napkin ring out of her lap and gesture to Barry that he would not be served any meat loaf unless he put away his space gun and sat in his chair correctly and at the same time I was trying to ask my husband if he wanted noodles.


    "Isn't it?" Laurie demanded of the table at large. "Because suppose I did and then no one but me danced with her, what could I do?"


    "Certainly," his father said.


    "Noodles?"


    


    "Besides/' Laurie said, waving his fork, "you figure it's forty cents if I go stag, and sixty cents I take a girl—I don't know any girls worth twenty cents. And I'd have to dance with her, maybe every dance except if she wanted to sit down or something."


    He stopped for breath, and I opened my mouth, but Jannie said, "But if no one took any girls there wouldn't be any girls there and who would you dance with at all?"


    "There's always girls there," Laurie said drearily. "And Mrs. Williams always coming up and saying whyn't you go ask that nice girl over there if she wants to dance. Yeah."


    "Elbows off the table," I said.


    "Why go at all?" his father asked. "Why not stay home and save forty cents?"


    Laurie sighed impatiently. "Because I already save twenty cents by not taking a girl, and I need the money. Anyway, they match pennies in the cloakroom."


    His father frowned. "Young man," he said, "I will not have you gambling. Other people's money—"


    The phone rang. "Stop her!" Laurie yelled, and I made a fast grab, but Sally had gotten away in a nice running start and was out in the hall before anyone else could move. Sally can move with unbelievable speed from a sitting position, and also she is the only one in the family except Barry, who is slow, who can fit under the telephone table.


    "Hello?" she said in her sweet clear voice, and Laurie sighed irritably. "It's a wonder anyone bothers to call here any more at all" he said. "Rob tried to call me all day yesterday and Sally answered every time."


    "Well, whose daddy did you want to speak to?" Sally asked.


    My husband looked up, alarmed.


    "How do you know it's my daddy you want to speak to if you don't know my name?" Sally asked shrewdly.


    I got up and followed my husband out to the hall. Sally, eying us, retreated still farther under the telephone table and sat hunched up around the phone. "Because if he doesn't want to talk to you I have to say he's taking a shower," she explained.


    "Sally," I said, "give me that phone."


    "Do you have a little girl six years old named Sally?" Sally asked into the phone.
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    "Sarah/' said her father.


    She poke&'her head out and looked up innocently. "Will I say you're taking a shower?" she asked. "It's just some man who hasn't got any children/'


    My husband started to speak, checked himself, and held out his hand. Unwillingly Sally put the phone into it and crawled out between his legs. "No one ever telephones me," she said sadly.


    "Hello?" my husband said into the phone. I took Sally by the wrist and led her back to the table and sat her down firmly. "No dessert," I said, and she snarled. "Stop it," I said, and she giggled.


    "Fifteen cents?" Jannie said to Laurie.


    "Half a buck?" Laurie countered.


    "Twenty cents?"


    "Forty?"


    "What?" I said.


    "If Laurie clears the table tonight and scrapes the dishes and stacks them," Jannie asked me, "is it worth any more than fifteen cents if I pay him from my allowance?"


    "That's a lot of dishes," Laurie said. He poked scornfully at his butter plate. "Look at all this stuff," he said. "Thirty cents."


    "If you practice my piano lesson for me I could make it twenty-five," Jannie said.


    My husband came back to the table. He sat down in his chair and stared straight ahead of him. The children looked at him curiously, and then Jannie said, "Every time we let Dad talk on the phone something happens. Remember when it was the man about the dogs stealing deer hides?"


    "Or the library with the books overdue," Laurie said.


    "Or that lady," Jannie said, "the one who keeps calling to find out if the phone is working all right and Dad never knows."


    "Or girls for Laurie," Sally said.


    Laurie turned to look at her balefully. "Yeah?" he said. "Yeah?"


    "At least," my husband said to me suddenly, "we still have the children. Our dear children, and a roof over our heads." He thought. "I hope," he said.


    "You always worry about every little thing," I said. "The man told us clearly that the roof would last through this winter and maybe even on into spring."


    "Trusting little creatures," my husband said, reaching one hand
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    out toward Sally, who looked as though she might bite it. "An affectionate family, a warm hearth, a scrap of bread on the table—a man needs little more than that."


    "I don't know," I said to Laurie, who was making faces of astonishment at me. "Yes, dear?" I said to my husband. "Go on."


    "I want you all to be brave," my husband said, looking around the table at us. "When misfortune strikes, a family must face the world together."


    "Twenty cents?" Laurie whispered across at Jannie.


    "Son," his father said, "I am afraid that your dancing days are over. All allowances will very likely be cut, if not withdrawn altogether. There will be no color television set this year. Your mother will stop squandering all that money every week and learn to make simple nourishing meals out of rice and perhaps oatmeal. On gala days we will share an egg. Laurie can perhaps take a newspaper route—-"


    "Jannie can support us with her needle, as far as that goes," I said.


    "Where are you going to be?" Laurie asked. "In jail?"


    His father turned pale. "Please don't talk like that," he said.


    "You might as well tell us," I said. "So we can start facing the world together. Who was on the phone?"


    My husband sighed. "The Department of Internal Revenue," he said. "A question has arisen about our income tax returns. The man will be here in the morning. I am to be ready with my books."


    "Well, that doesn't seem very bad," I said. "It seems silly for them to check up on you, but of course you just have to tell them . . ." I looked at my husband and stopped talking abruptly.


    "We learned in Social Studies class how to make out an income tax return," Laurie said. "After dinner I'll be glad to help you, Dad."


    "I've already made out our return, thank you," my husband said. "That's why the man is coming. And I don't think I want any dinner, thank you." He got up and went into the study.


    "Gosh," Laurie said. "What's he so bothered about, anyway?"


    Sally nodded wisely. "That man on the phone sounded pretty mad," she said.


    I saw the children through their dinner and then took my husband's coffee into the study. He was walking around and around in a little circle, carrying his checkbook. "Look," I said, "I just can't see what you're so worried about. Here's your coffee. Why, that man probably checks income tax returns all the time, it's his job. Are you
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    going to get all upset just because he's coming here to ask a question or two?"


    "Yes, iriMeed," my husband said.


    "But we're honest citizens, aren't we? We're law-abiding, we pay our taxes—"


    "Yes, indeed," my husband said.


    "Well, then," I said, "all you have to do is tell this fellow that there's nothing to check over, all your deductions are in order, and everything will be—"


    "Yes, indeed," my husband said.


    "Well," I said helplessly, "I just don't see what you're so worried about."


    "Don't you?" said my husband.


    I stopped following him around with the cup of coffee and sat down instead. He turned suddenly and looked at me. "When you drive the car into town, what do you think about?" he asked me.


    "What?"


    "When you drive the car into town, what do you think about?"


    "Money," I said. "Whether I have enough, or maybe even a little bit extra so I can maybe buy myself something. Shoes, maybe. I could certainly use a pair of shoes."


    "I took off a lot for business expenses for the car," my husband said. He turned and waved the checkbook at me. "From now on," he said, "you don't ever drive that car into town, see, unless it's on business."


    "What possible business could I have—"


    "I don't care what you do when you're there, just so when you're driving the car into town you have in mind some business expense you're doing it for. Typewriter ribbons, maybe. If you went all the way into town to get typewriter ribbons, that would be going on business, see? Because I use a typewriter ribbon in my typewriter. And then once you got there for a typewriter ribbon, then you could do any fool shopping you wanted, and it would be a business trip anyway. See?"


    "Not really," I said. "If I buy a typewriter ribbon for you every time I go into town then pretty soon you'd have more typewriter ribbons than—"


    "You don't really have to buy one," my husband said impatiently. "You just think about buying it on the way into town. As though
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    you were really only driving into town just to get a typewriter ribbon and planned on kind of sneaking off to do your other shopping, but it was really just a trip to get a typewriter ribbon, a business trip. See?"


    "But they'd get to thinking I was pretty silly, around the stationery store," I said. "Seeing me come in every day nearly for another typewriter ribbon, or else coming in pretending I was going to get a typewriter ribbon, because I have enough trouble now with running out of money all of a sudden and having to give things back." He opened his mouth again and I said hastily, "All right, though. Fll put it on my shopping list right away, and then I won't forget."


    "Canceled checks," he said. He sat down at his desk and began to open drawers. I sighed.


    "I just don't know what you're so worried about," I said.


    "Four children?" he asked.


    "Four."


    "I wish . . ." he began, and then stopped. "Look," he said then, "I work in here, don't I? In this study?"


    "I guess so," I said.


    "So I was certainly justified in taking off the rent for one room in the house which is like an office for me. Couldn't I?"


    "I guess not," I said, bewildered.


    "And you better get Barry's train and stuff out of here before that fellow comes tomorrow. And Fll kind of leave my typewriter out and some papers lying around."


    "I could go right into town tomorrow and think about a typewriter ribbon," I offered hopefully.


    "I wish I felt better about that car," he said.


    "Well, after all, four days a week I drive you up to your classes at the college, and then I come and get you. That's a lot of wear and tear on the car."


    "No," he said. "Commuting to and from your employment is not business driving."


    I stared at him. "You mean," I said, and gasped, and caught my breath, "you mean I get up in the morning and I drive Barry to nursery school and then I come back and get you and I drive you to the college and then I go back and I get Barry and bring him home and then I go back and get you and I bring you home and then I take you up again in the afternoon and then I go and get you again
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    and they call that pleasure driving? Now, listen." I got up and began to walk around and around the study. "Now, listen. There are a lot of things we* have to put up with, like prices going up on everything and the children's overshoes nearly triple what they were last winter and even the laundry raising prices again and the turn-in they gave us on the old car, and the way the mail is getting slower every day, but I can tell you right now that no G-man covered with badges is going to come walking right into my own house and stand there with machine guns and tear gas and whatever else they carry and abuse his authority pushing me around and trying to tell me that this amateur taxi service I run has got to be called pleasure driving. Now you listen to me-"


    "I don't want to listen to you," my husband said. "And now I think of it, I would like you to go out somewhere while the man is here tomorrow. Maybe you better stay away for the whole day, because it says right on the tax blank in the small print that commuting back and forth to your place of employment is not a legitimate deductible expense for your car. Look," he said. "If you drive me to the college, that's not deductible. But if I walk to the college and you drive along behind me with my brief case in the car, well, that's deductible."


    "Drive your brief case? Why can't it walk?"


    "No," my husband said. "No, no." After a while he went on in a very quiet voice, "I really can't see that it will do any good for both of us to be worrying about this. I'll just look over these old checks, and you go count the children again."


    I bribed the children into bed, and read a story to Sally and Barry, and got the dishes done and the dogs and cats fed. When the kitchen was in order I went and knocked on the study door and my husband said to go away and not bother him. I watched television for a while, and read a mystery story, and about eleven I went and knocked on the study door and my husband said to go away and not bother him. I said I just thought he might like a little something to eat and he said that later he might have a glass of milk but not to wait up for him. I read for a while longer and then knocked on the study door and said good night, and my husband said to go away and not bother him and good night. Sometime around two in the morning Barry had a nightmare and I went in to quiet him, and then downstairs where I knocked on the study door and said did he
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    know it was two in the morning. My husband said please to go away and not bother him; didn't he have enough on his mind without my coming to pound on the door every two minutes just to tell him what time it was?


    When I came down in the morning he was asleep in the study chair. All his old checkbooks were lined up neatly on the desk, along with a stack of old bills. I covered him with a blanket and went into the kitchen and made breakfast for the children and got them dressed and fed and washed and off to school. I put Barry into his snowsuit and drove him to nursery school, and on the way home I picked up the morning papers. When I had the coffee made and the paper all ready by my husband's plate I went into the study and woke him and he opened his eyes and said, "I forgot the depreciation on the pencil sharpener."


    The man was supposed to come at ten. Between ten, when he was stationed in the study, and five past ten, when the doorbell finally rang, my husband came into the kitchen four times, once to ask if I thought he ought to change into another shirt, the one with the darns on the elbows, once to ask if I had any idea what our garbage disposal came to by the year, once to ask if there was any aspirin in the kitchen, and once to complain that it was positively heartless to leave a victim like this, kicking his heels and waiting in agony.


    When the doorbell rang I heard him go down the front hall with a dignified, measured step, as of one going manfully to his fate, and I closed the kitchen door and sat down on the kitchen stool and wondered what to do. I do not ordinarily find much difficulty in disposing of my morning time, which frequently seems too short for any reasonable occupation, but this morning the dishes were done and the table was set for lunch and I had made brownies and a nut cake the day before, and all that was left was the study rug, which needed vacuuming, but I thought my husband might not like having me coming through with the vacuum while he was talking to the man from the income tax. I heard his voice raised once; he was shouting "Depreciation," and then he was quiet, and I could hear the low reasonable murmur which was the man from the income tax.


    My husband told me afterward that the man's name was Mr. Kelly and that, all things considered, he was quite an agreeable fellow, but I never saw him. I sat on the kitchen stool for about fifteen minutes and then I gathered up all the library books and went out and got
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    into the car and drove down the street to the library. A couple of new mystery stories had come in, and I read one of them sitting at the librafy table, and I watched the library desk for a few minutes while Mrs. Johnson went out for a cigarette, and we talked about the P.T.A. and the Starlight 4-H Club food sale. After I left the library I picked up the mail and sat in the car for a few minutes reading a letter from my mother, and then it was almost time to pick up Barry at nursery school, so I stopped in the grocery and asked the grocer if he had a typewriter ribbon. He said no, but they had some pencils, so I bought four pencils.


    When Barry and I got home a few minutes later the voices were still going on in the study. Barry headed directly for the study door to show Daddy the airplane he had made in nursery school, and I caught him and gave him a piece of paper and the four pencils to play with. By the time the other children came home I had vegetable soup ready, and grilled cheese sandwiches. As each child came up onto the back porch I opened the kitchen door and said "Shh." They came in quietly, casting uneasy glances at the study door, and sitting in silence at the table.


    Finally Laurie burst out "Golly!" and I said "Shh," and he whispered, "I can't stand it. Golly, poor old Dad."


    "I asked my teacher did she think my daddy would get arrested by the policeman if he took that man's money," Sally remarked, looking darkly into her vegetable soup. "She said she certainly hoped not."


    "Shh," I said.


    "Where's Daddy?" Barry asked.


    "Shh," I said. "Eat your lunch."


    "Shh," Laurie said.


    "Poor old Dad," Jannie said.


    "Shh," I said. We all heard the door between the study and the front hall open, and then footsteps going along the hall to the front door. We could hear the man from the income tax saying clearly, "Of course, you know by now it doesn't mean a thing to me. It's only a word, that's all. A hundred dollars—five hundred dollars—ten cents; it doesn't really mean anything to us fellows; it's just a word."


    "Well, I can see where it might be," my husband said. "Goodbye."


    "No, no," said the man from the income tax. "In our business we never come right out and say 'goodbye' to a victim. We always figure


    


    we'll be seeing him again some time." He laughed uproariously, and we could hear the front door close.


    After a minute my husband's footsteps sounded again in the hall and he came through the dining room and into the kitchen. We all sat around the kitchen table looking at him.


    "Well, well, well," he said. "What's for lunch?" He pulled out his chair and sat down.


    There was a silence and then Laurie said, "How is everything?"


    "Fine," my husband said, surprised. "Why?"


    "We just thought you might be tired or something," I said. "You had so little sleep."


    "Never felt better," my husband said. "That was a nice fellow, by the way. He gave me a few pointers on next year's income tax. Giant fan," he said to Laurie.


    "That's too bad," Laurie said politely.


    "Did he come all this way just to ask you to play for the Giants?" I asked.


    "For the Giants? 77 He was astonished.


    "I only thought," I said elaborately, "that there was some difficulty about your income tax. Some question. I thought he came all this way to ask you some questions about your income tax."


    "Oh, that," my husband said. "Yes. Got my figures wrong, as a matter of fact. I put it down eight times nine was fifty-six."


    "Dad." Laurie put down his soup spoon. "For gracious goodness sakes. Oh, Dad, for gracious goodness sokes. 77


    "It's seventy-four," Jannie said helpfully.


    My husband leaned back and took out one of the cigars he ordinarily saves for after dinner. "It never pays to worry about money," he said. "After all, money isn't everything."


    Suddenly it was only two weeks to wait until Christmas, and the temperature was twenty-two below the night of the school Christmas pageant. Then it was only eight days to go; formally, the children and I hung a Christmas wreath on each gatepost. Then, some hours less than a week, and my husband's present, ordered from that place in Seattle, might not come in time; then it was five days and then sixty hours and fourteen minutes, and we brought the Christmas tree home and stood it on the back porch. The store in Seattle was criminally slow, perhaps even forgetful; it was only
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    thirty-seven hours before Christmas. Then, the morning of Christmas Eve I stuffed the turkey and decided on apple pie, after all, because last year no one had touched the pumpkin. All afternoon the children and I drove around town to the houses of their friends, leaving little packages of candy, and chocolate apples, and all afternoon their friends had been stopping off at our house ("Can't stay; just want to leave this, and Merry Christmas!") and leaving little packages of Christmas cookies and fruit cake. Then at last it was five o'clock in the afternoon, and the special delivery truck pulled up outside with the package from Seattle. Laurie and his father went to bring in the tree and I signed for the package and Jannie stirred the eggnog and Sally salted the popcorn and Barry sat in a corner of the kitchen, wide-eyed and still.


    "Deck the halls with boughs of holly/' Jannie sang, and Sally chanted, "Christmas, Christmas."


    "You'll have to get the ax," my husband told Laurie. "Unless your mother would prefer a hole cut in the ceiling."


    "You say that every year," I said, going past him sideways so he would not see the package I was holding behind me. "If you would only measure the tree before you bring it in—"


    "You say that every year," he said. "Why are you walking like that?"


    "Because I have your Christmas present behind me and I don't want you to notice," I said with dignity, and scurried into the kitchen to put the package behind the washing machine.


    It takes three enormous cartons to hold all our Christmas decorations, and all during the green spring and the hot summer months and the long sunny days and the gray rainy days the cartons sit on a shelf in the far corner of the barn. Then, at last, Laurie and Jannie lift them down and carry them together through the snow to the house, going very slowly, cautioning one another, coming indoors with snow on their boots. I never look at the cartons labeled CHRISTMAS: LIGHTS, ORNAMENTS, DECORATIONS without remembering the sadness of putting them away last year, assuring the children that Christmas would come again, it would surely come again, they would hardly notice the length of the year before Christmas came again. Then Christmas comes again and I perceive that I, at least, have certainly not felt the year slip away; it has gone before I knew it.


    Sighing, I lifted the carton named LIGHTS onto one of the din-


    


    ing room chairs to open it. "By the way," my husband asked Laurie very casually, "what was in that package, the one your mother just took into the kitchen?"


    "Why, I wouldn't have any idea," Laurie said innocently. He called to me, "Did you remember to cut holes in the top so it could breathe?" he asked.


    "Come on, you," his father said. "Get up on that ladder."


    Jannie ladled eggnog into cups, Sally sat on the couch next to Barry with her lap full of popcorn, and spoke to him softly. "In the morning," she said, "when you wake up, what do you do?"


    "I wake Laurie and I wake Jannie and I wake Mommy and I wake—"


    "No, no," I said. "Tomorrow I plan to sleep very late."


    "Eight o'clock by the playroom clock," Sally said.


    "Eight-thirty," I said.


    "Nine," my husband said.


    "But last year it was eight o'clock," Sally said indignantly, "you know perfectly well. Last year and the year before that and the year before that and the year before that it was eight o'clock."


    "Yeah." Laurie turned. "And no setting back the playroom clock, either, like you did that time."


    Sally murmured to Barry, "So when you wake up tomorrow morning, what do you do?"


    "I wake Laurie and I wake—"


    My husband and Laurie had cut the tree down to size, and Jannie took the cut branches into the dining room and wreathed them around the punch bowl. She began to sing "Joy to the World," and my husband caught the tree as it toppled forward. "Hey," Laurie said, peering down between the branches, "you trying to knock me off this ladder or something? Entertain the kids seeing me go crash on the floor?"


    "We need a new tree stand," my husband said.


    "Don't be silly," I said. "We've always used that one."


    We keep a spool of fine wire with the tree stand, and Laurie and his father contrived to secure the tree upright by fastening it with wire and thumbtacks to the frames of the bay window. "Look," Laurie called down, "last year it was maybe three inches farther over left; here's one of last year's thumbtacks."


    I can remember, back in the dim time when I was a little girl, my
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    father taking the strings of Christmas tree lights out of the flowered box, standing with his hands full, saying wistfully, "These lights again? No new ones?" and my mother, turning, frowning slightly, "But you said they were good for another year; last Christmas you said they were—"


    "These lights?" my husband said. "You didn't get any new ones?"


    A good deal of the tire tape which holds the light strings together was put on by my father, and some by my brother—kneeling on the floor, entangled, asking madly, "Why can't we get new lights, will someone please tell me?"-and of course my husband has put on tape of his own. He has taken off some of the tape my father put on and replaced it where it was getting ragged, and last year there was a new spot which Laurie taped. I went out one year (as I suppose my mother must have done at least once before me) and bought three new strings of lights, but somehow their bright green cord was so gaudy among the soft old ornaments, and there was nothing for my husband to do during the half hour when the rest of us were drinking eggnog and he would usually have been taping the light cords, so I put the new lights in the box with the old ones and they are still there; every year my husband takes them out of the box, looks at them, and puts them back again. "We ought to get new tree lights," Laurie said, unwinding the tire tape, "for heaven's sake, how long do you expect these will last?"


    "They'll do for another year or so," my husband said absently. "Look, here's more of Grandpa's tire tape peeling off."


    "—and Donner and Blitzen and Dasher and Prancer—" Sally told Barry. Jannie tugged at my arm. "Can you come a minute?" she asked. "I got to show you something." I followed her up the back stairs to her room, which had a sign on the door threatening the most dire vengeance on any who entered for any reason whatsoever. Jannie shut the door tight behind us and I sat down on her bed while with much pausing to listen apprehensively she took from her bottom dresser drawer a candy box. She set this down on the bed next to me and opened it carefully. Taking out one of the small packages inside, she set it on my lap. It was brightly wrapped, and the card on it read, "To Daddy from Jannie."


    "It's fine," I said. "What is it?"


    "Not so loud," Jannie said, whispering. "It's a potholder."


    "A potholder?"


    


    "Yes, we learned how to make potholders in Starlight 4-H Club. And this is for Sally."


    "A potholder?"


    "Yes, and this is for Laurie, and this is for Barry."


    "A potholder for Barry?"


    "Yes, because in the mornings when his cereal's too hot. Oh, golly." Hastily she snatched the bottom package from the box and put it under her pillow. "You weren't supposed to see that," she said.


    "I didn't see it," I told her. "I never even noticed it."


    "Good," she said, "because that's a secret, that one. I won't even tell you who it's for."


    Voices called from downstairs, and I helped Jannie get the packages back into the box and the box back into her dresser drawer and her dresser drawer shut and then we closed the door of her room behind us, with its forbidding sign, and hurried downstairs. The tree burst into light as we came into the living room, turning itself suddenly from an alien, faintly disturbing presence in the house into a thing of loveliness and color. "Ooh," said Sally, and Barry nodded, smiling.


    I took up the box named ORNAMENTS and opened it. On top was the stuffed Santa Claus doll which is always the responsibility of the youngest child, who must see that it is put under the Christmas tree and then put safely away again when the Christmas tree comes down. The Santa Claus doll is always on top of the last box because it must always be wrested at the last minute from the youngest child ("Christmas will come again, really it will") and gotten hastily into the box and hidden. Now, just as I had promised last year, I took the Santa Claus doll and handed it into Barry's waiting arms. "Santa Claus," Barry said in confirmation, and returned to his place on the couch, holding the Santa Claus doll tight. Jannie began to sing "O Little Town of Bethlehem" and Laurie said sharply, "No, Dad, please. Let me do it; you'll fall."


    Sally sat on the floor as close to the tree as she could get and chanted musically, "When J was youngest child it was the year of two trees, because when Mommy came to the man he had forgotten and our tree was gone for someone else. So Mommy said to the man where will I get a Christmas tree for my little children and for my little child Sally and the man said here are two thin trees with almost no branches will they do and Mommy said yes, I will take
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    these two thin trees for my little children and for my little child Sally anc^we made red chains and golden bells and frankincense and garlands of red flowers and we put them around and about the two thin trees and it was Christmas and the loveliest Christmas there ever was. . . ."


    "And the Christmas when Laurie was covered with spots," Jannie said. "That was before you were born," she told Sally.


    "But I know it was because they gave him a paintbox and they thought that was why he was spotty," Sally said.


    "Remember the Christmas the furnace went off and we opened our presents all wrapped in blankets?" Laurie peered out from under the star he was fastening on top of the tree. "Boy, that was a real cool Yule."


    "Did you notice that I put 'fur coat' on my Christmas list again this year?" I remarked to my husband. "Not that I really expect—"


    "Here it is, here it is," said Jannie breathlessly. "The one I am going to give to my own dear daughter someday." She had taken out her own particular treasure, a little china lady with a wide spun-glass skirt. "My own little daughter," Jannie said.


    "And you will tell her," Sally continued smoothly, "how you used to hang it on your Christmas tree when you were a little girl, and how your mommy used to hang it on her Christmas tree when she was a little girl—"


    "Mommy?" said Barry, perplexed. He turned to look at me curiously.


    "When Mommy was a little girl," Sally said, "they used to go in sleighs and sleigh bells and bring in a Yule log, but of course that was very long ago."


    "Hey," I said, protesting, and Jannie started "God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen." Barry gave me a reassuring nod, shifted his Santa Claus to his other arm, and reached out for the popcorn.


    I began to lift out the bright fragile ornaments. I handed them carefully to Jannie and Sally, who went back and forth from the tree, carrying the ornaments carefully with both hands and setting them with caution on the tips of the branches. Barry took the funny little wooden man, colored red and yellow, and hung him on a bottom branch, and then he came back for the little cardboard pictures of drums and soldiers and old-fashioned dolls which had come with my grandmother from England. He took them one by one and with
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    great concentration, always holding the Santa Claus, tucked the little strings over the ends of the low branches and the little soldiers and dolls swung around and back, bending down the branches. Laurie came to the dining room table to select ornaments for the top of the tree. "Varnish dry yet?" I whispered.


    "Shh." He turned to watch his father, who was helping Sally with an ornament. "I think so," he whispered. "You think he'll like it?"


    "It's exactly what he's been wanting," I said.


    "He's going to be so surprised I can't wait" Laurie said happily. "By the way," he added, "you just didn't happen to notice a .22 rifle tucked away in a closet somewhere?"


    "I wouldn't even know what a .22 rifle looked like," I assured him. "You know perfectly well I'm afraid of guns."


    "Brother," Laurie said. "When Sally sees that—"


    "Shh," I said.


    Laurie took up two ornaments and made for the tree. "Watch out here, you kids," he said grandly. "This is where the professionals go into action." He climbed onto his ladder again.


    "—you will hear bells jingling and reindeers' feet on the roof," Sally told Barry confidentially.


    I poured my husband a glass of eggnog and Jannie began to sing "The First Noel."


    "And milk and crackers for Santa Claus," Sally went on busily, "and then we have breakfast, and you are all always my guests at breakfast and we sit on the floor in my room and eat cereal from the new cereal bowls green and red, red and green. And what do you do when you wake up?" she demanded suddenly of Barry.


    "Wake Laurie and—"


    I opened the last carton, labeled DECORATIONS. There on top was the cardboard candle Jannie had made in kindergarten. That always went on the dining room buffet and then there was the big Santa Claus face Sally had done in first grade and that went on the back door and the red and green paper chains Laurie had made when he was a Cub Scout went over the doorway. Not two weeks ago Barry had come home from nursery school with a greenish kind of a picture of a Christmas tree and that had somehow got itself established on the refrigerator next to the big chart Laurie always made early in December so we could all fill out our Christmas lists and keep them in plain sight. Here were the popcorn strings my mother strung
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    when I was the youngest child, and the paper bells Laurie and I made wheruhe was so small it seems unbelievable now, and the jigsaw Safita my husband cut out that same year, and the painted candy canes and the red ribbons and the green paper wreaths. "Oh, my/' I said, looking at all of it.


    "Here, you just sit down," Jannie said. "You just don't remember, is all. You sit down and Til do it."


    She sent Sally with the paper bells for the front door and Barry with the Santa Claus face and Laurie got back on his ladder and put up the paper chains and Jannie put the candy canes on the doorknob and the paper wreaths on the kitchen cabinets and the popcorn strings went around the foot of the tree because they were so old and delicate by now that they broke if we tried to hang them. Jannie and Laurie together put up the paper bells and Sally set the jigsaw Santa in the center of the dining room table. Sally reached into the box and took out the string of bells and Jannie sang "Jingle Bells." Barry hung the bells on the nail by the front door where they hang every year. "Bells and reindeers and presents," Barry sang, and Jannie came over to drape a piece of tinsel in my hair.


    "Tell me," my husband asked Jannie confidentially, "what was in that package?"


    Jannie thought. "A lovely new tie," she said at last. "Colored red and green for Christmas and pink and yellow for Easter and red and white and blue for Fourth of July, and black."


    "I been telling you and telling you and telling you," Sally said to Barry. "Now, do you peek?"


    "No?" Barry said uncertainly.


    "You get up in the morning and what do you do?"


    Barry opened his mouth and said "I wake—" Sally sighed and said, "Well, then, who is coming tonight?"


    Jannie began to sing "Silent Night."


    The tree was growing; it was hung with tinsel now, and every possible corner of the house held some touch of Christmas. "If one more child makes one more decoration," my husband said, "we'll have to move out to the barn next year."


    "You'd think some of it would fall apart from one year to the next," I said helplessly.


    "Tomorrow morning," Sally said, "all under the tree will be presents."
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    "That reminds me," my husband said to Laurie, "you'd better get out the screwdriver and the hammer, for a couple of construction jobs we've got to do later. Last year I needed the wrench, too."


    "—and an orange in your stocking," Sally said, and then at last it was time. Solemnly, reluctantly, Barry climbed down from the couch with the stuffed Santa Claus. He stood for a minute looking up at the lighted tree, his small face touched with reflected color, and then, bending low and wiggling, he crept underneath and set the Santa Claus against the trunk of the tree. "Now," he said to the Santa Claus, "make it be Christmas."


    "He ought to say 'God bless us every one' or something like that" Jannie pointed out.


    "Say," my husband said to Sally in a low voice, "how about that package hidden in the kitchen?"


    "Mice," Sally said firmly. "Full of mice."


    "Listen," Laurie said in my ear, "suppose he doesn't like it, after all? I mean, suppose he doesn't like it?"


    "Don't worry about that" I said. "It's just beautiful."


    Barry climbed up into his father's lap to look further at the tree and his father bent and whispered in his ear. "What package?" said Barry, turning.


    "Careful," said Laurie warningly.


    "Don't tell," Sally said.


    Barry chuckled. "A elephant," he said.


    Jannie sang "Hark the Herald Angels Sing," Laurie took out the cartons to stack them on the back porch until we took the tree down again, Sally sat cross-legged on the floor watching the tree. Suddenly Sally and Barry spoke at once.


    "Last Christmas—" Sally said.


    "Next Christmas—" Barry said.
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