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  CHAPTER ONE
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  At 6:30 a.m. of a dishwater-gray, electric-lighted dawn, the echo of the alarm clock still in my ears, I felt my way into the bathroom with my eyes shut, thus gaining an extra six seconds' sleep. At the medicine-cabinet mirror, eyes still closed, I stood, hoping as always that when I opened them something would have happened overnight, and I'd see a change. But nothing had changed, not for the better anyway.


  There was the same old unshaven, dumb-looking, twenty-nine-year-old face; the same drab, straight, brownish-red hair sticking out in all directions like a pile of rusty nails; the same bloodshot, basset hound eyes. "Mirror, mirror, on the wall," I said, "who's the biggest slob of all?"


  "No change today," said the familiar, deep voice. "Still a three-way tie between an alcoholic Australian sheepherder, a Beirutian loan shark, and you. If anything, you've got the edge." A huge Hand, protruding from the wide gold-embroidered sleeve of a long white robe, descended from the ceiling and clapped me across the forehead with an enormous rubber stamp, leaving the word FAILURE in black capital letters stretching from temple to temple.


  I washed it off in the lukewarm, permanently dripping bathtub shower, but back in the bedroom, dressing, I knew it was still branded deep in my soul. I knew it from the inept way I then treated Hetty; later I figured out that it was four years, three months, eleven days, and thirteen hours after we'd been married.


  Still blear-eyed and stupefied, I stood buttoning my shirt, feeling guilty because I was able to wish, as I did every morning now, that we each had our own bedroom. Small as the room was, we didn't quite bump into each other. Our paths were long since taped out, crossing and recrossing but rarely colliding. We missed only fractionally though, shoulders brushing, hands reaching just past noses and eyes; and since my wattage is low first thing in the morning, the bulb of life flickering orangely, the idea of dressing alone was as irresistibly attractive as the opposite had once been, four years, three months, eleven days, and thirteen hours before.


  Today I couldn't find my belt; it wasn't in the pants I'd worn yesterday, and I thought maybe I'd tossed it onto the room's one chair last night. Hetty was sitting there, smoothing a stocking up her leg, and I walked over, lifted the hem of her slip, and looked carefully at the chair, but no belt, and I stepped to the closet and found it on the floor.


  Hetty stood up as I threaded my belt through the pants loops, and she walked to the dresser mirror. There's only one dresser, which we shared about 60-40, and you know who had the 40. Hetty stood there, her hands working on her back hair, elbows winged out, and I needed my wallet, keys, change, and stuff from the dresser top. I reached past her, under one upraised arm, my hand brushing her chest, got my wallet, stowed it in my hip pocket, started to reach for my keys and change, and saw Hetty's eyes in the mirror staring at me.


  There was something about her expression I couldn't quite figure out that warned me of something I wasn't sure of, and I warily postponed keys and change. I walked—one step—to the closet, look a tie, stepped back to the dresser, and with knees bent, my neck barely visible in the lower left corner of the mirror so I wouldn't interfere with Hetty's view, I began tossing the long end of my tie around the short end. I kept an eye on Hetty in the mirror, and watched her place a hand on one hip. When she saw I'd noticed, she began walking back and forth in tiny mincing steps, her shoulders swaying exaggeratedly the way models walk in the movies. I stared for a moment, hands on my tie, then turned around, and Hetty clasped her hands on the back of her neck, thrust her hips toward me, did a couple of vicious bumps and grinds, and burst into tears.


  My lower jaw dropped like a gallows trapdoor, I stepped toward Hetty, and she ran—half a step— and fell face down on the bed, sobbing, and I thought momentarily of all the many little-appreciated values of being dead. Squatting uncomfortably beside the bed, I began poking, stroking, patting, prodding, murmuring, soothing, and pretty soon Hetty lifted her head, saying, "So you finally saw me? I was afraid I might have to strip and paint myself blue!"


  "What's the matter, honey?" "Matter!? Ben, you're how old, twenty-nine? Or ninety-nine? Or am I so damned homely and repulsive? My god, you're alone in a bedroom with a young, nubile, half-dressed girl—" "But I have to get to work." "—and you can actually pick up the hem of her slip, and not even see her! You can brush against her in about as intimate a way possible, without a flicker of expression, just as though I were a door or something—" "Honey—"


  "Look, Ben," she said in a dry, calm, I'm-through-with-tears voice, "I don't want to sound like a comic-strip bride. But it's obviously true, something, quite simply, to be faced and accepted, that you just don't love me any more." And oh boy, there at 6:43 a.m. she began to bawl again.


  I killed her. Later, pacing the Death Cell, my pants legs slit, I regretted it, but now I took her soft white throat tenderly in my hands… What I actually did was just what you do: I stroked her hair, occasionally patting her head and scratching behind her ears and assuring her that yes, I did too love her, a statement—have you noticed?—almost impossible to pronounce out loud.


  But I did it; my tongue shoved the words out over the edge of my teeth so that they sounded aloud in the room, and after a while Hetty lifted her head and asked me to tell her truthfully, honestly, whether I really meant it, and I smiled tenderly and sneaked a look at my watch and knew that while I'd have to skip the book review and James Reston at breakfast, I was still going to have time for the bridge column.


  We smiled at each other a lot during breakfast, teeth shining, eagerly passing things. I finished my coffee, put down the paper and said gaily, "Well, off to Saf-T Products, I guess!"


  She smiled brilliantly and said, "Darling, why must you always say Saff-T? It's Safe-T!"


  Lovingly I said, "No, dear. The T is pronounced tee, I'll grant you. But S-a-f must be pronounced as spelled: saf. However much my idiot boss may want it to, S-a-f cannot possibly oblige him by spelling safe. It spells saf, damn it!" Hetty smiled so widely her eyes were narrowed to slits, and I continued reasonably, "It's like Holsum, as I've often pointed out; you simply cannot pronounce it wholesome. H-o-l must rhyme with s-o-l, it's Holsum bread, and if you want it pronounced whole-sum, you've got to spell it that way! And take


  TraveLodges; as long as there is still an English language they are not Travel Lodges; they're Trave Lodges! A Ranchotel is not a Ranch Hotel, it's a Ran-chotel! As for Do-nut Shoppes, you canNOT buy doughnuts in them! The only things they can possibly sell—"


  "What in the hell does it matter!"


  "What does anything matter, for that matter! It matters as much—"


  She said, "Dear, you'll be late. Better hurry," and we smiled enchantingly, quick-kissed goodbye, and I rode downstairs in the automatic elevator, wondering as always if this would finally be the time when it would stick between floors. A woman was in it, about sixty, face coated with white powder, smelling like the main floor of a large department store. I pointed to the emergency phone and said, "You suppose this is actually connected to anything?" and she glanced at the phone, looked startled, glared at me, then looked away quickly, and got off fast when we hit the street floor.


  Our apartment was on Twenty-eighth Street and I worked in the Chrysler Building, so I generally walked to work. Today, as on more than one morning lately walking along the street, I tried to explain things to Hetty. I said "Look, honey," and she appeared beside me, transparent and still wearing the pink terry-cloth robe with the rip in the sleeve that she'd worn at breakfast, "it isn't that I don't love you. Of course I do! It's just that people get used to anything—to being rich, blind, in jail, or President. So it's only natural—inevitable—that eventually a man gets used to his wife." I chuckled affectionately, nudging her in the ribs. "So if sometimes I seem to take you just a little for granted, you can understand that, can't you!"


  She didn't seem to, refusing to answer or look at me, staring sullenly across the street, so I switched to stern reality. "Het, you've got to realize that for a man there are basic contradictions in marriage. He has been ingeniously designed to father hundreds of children by a spectacular variety of females"—I gestured appreciatively at some of them walking along to work. "While you, however lovely, are only one woman. You are a five-foot-two, nicely made, though somewhat overweight," I added maliciously, "blonde. With a pretty and reasonably intelligent face. None of this is to be deprecated. Not even the extra poundage. But it also means—and why can't women ever understand this?—that you are not a tall, curvy-hipped, gracefully undulating redhead." I pointed to a tall, curvy-hipped, gracefully undulating redhead in front of us. "It means, unfortunately for both of us, that you can never possibly be a slim willowy brunette," I said, nodding at a slim willowy brunette just getting off a bus. "Or even a buxom little brown-head, a China doll, a Japanese—" I sensed that I was getting carried away and calmed down.


  "So if at times, dear," I resumed, but Hetty wasn't even trying to understand; she glanced at me with veiled, questioning, inscrutable eyes, and faded away.


  I appealed to the men around us, speeding past in cabs, pouring up out of subway exits, sitting at crumby little lunch counters fortifying themselves with one more cup of vile coffee for the long sick day ahead. "The honeymoon fades, and vision returns!" I yelled. "That's easy to understand, isn't it!" And all up and down the street as far as you could see they nodded in sad agreement.


  Encouraged, I appealed to the girls on the sidewalk around me; waiting at the lights; sitting at the coffee counters. "Surely you can all see that, too!" I called to them, smiling encouragingly. "That after a time—" But they couldn't. On both sides of the street and for blocks ahead and behind, they leaned away from me, repulsed, staring down their shoulders at me in disgust and apprehension, and I knew they saw the truth: I was no good; I was rotten; I didn't deserve even the least among them, let alone Hetty.


  At Forty-second and Vanderbilt I cut through Grand Central Station. There was a new machine standing in a little alcove; it looked like the old take-your-own-photo booth that had always been there, with a place to sit and curtains for privacy, but the sign on this one said tell me your troubles! I sat down, drew the curtains, dropped in my dime, and behind a glass panel, tape began slowly revolving on reels to show me it was listening.


  "I'm a failure," I said, "maritally, financially, socially, creatively, and employment-wise. Where is the bright promise of youth? I can't communicate!" From a small loudspeaker in the ceiling there came frequent gentle sounds of "Tsk, tsk, tsk! … That's too bad. … Oh, you poor boy!"


  "I still like Hetty, you understand," I said. "Always glad to see her. Any wife of old Ben Bennell is a wife of mine! It's just that I don't seem to love her any more."


  "What a shame!" the machine was saying. "I'm so sorry! Chin up!" And I felt a little better when I peeked through the drawn curtains, saw no one I knew passing by, and ducked out.


  I intend to sturdily resist the temptation, of which I feel none whatever, to tell you all about my work and just what I do every day at the office. You may want this information for an in-depth psychological understanding of me, but I'm damned if I want you to have it. Ever think of that? I'm ashamed of what I do, it's so dumb, it's so dull, so routine, uncreative and underpaid. Anyway, what I do and what we all do at my office is just what they do in all the others. Charter a helicopter and fly low around New York peeking in the windows of the taller buildings, and you'll see that we've built twenty-odd bridges and several tunnels in order to fill Manhattan with people in offices passing pieces of paper around. Recently they've taken to duplicating these papers on expensive machines, which, as a matter of fact, is kind of fun; I often stand for minutes dreamily duplicating sheet after sheet simply for the narcotic effect.


  So that's what we do at my office; we fool around with paper while trying to hold insanity, raging and snapping at the edges of vision and mind, at hay with frequent cups of kidney-destroying coffee, cancer-inspiring cigarettes, and nervous trips to the washroom. As for what Saf-T Products actually are, I couldn't possibly bring myself to tell you except that they're useless, foolish, and made of easily breakable and dangerous plastic.


  "Well, why don't you get another job," Hetty always says, "if you hate this one so much?" In the calm reasonable way that I know infuriates her, I reply, "Doing what else? Serving humanity in what rich and rewarding way while still managing to pay the rent on this hovel?" She generally answers, "What do you want to do? What do you really want to do?" and since the answer is "I don't know. Something … creative," I shrug and change the subject, and continue reporting to Saf-T Products eleven mornings a week.


  Today at my desk I drew the morning's first sheet of blank paper toward me, thinking (a little cloud appeared over my head, just the way it does in comic strips) of the picturesque Canadian lumberjacks who were even now leveling forests to bring me next month's supply. They disappeared, and the words What is love? appeared in their place in the cloud. The cloud disappeared, and I printed Love in the middle of the sheet, sat back to look at it, then drew a heart around it. I fancied up and shaded the letters, then drew an arrow piercing the heart, working carefully on the feathers. I added a realistic jagged crack plunging down the middle of the heart, and a line of drops descending from its point, and realized that I'd just defined love pictorially. All day I felt sad, depressed, guilty about Hetty, not liking the feeling at all, and wanting to do something about it.


  Skip to that night: Should I buy Hetty some flowers? I wondered, stepping out of the elevator into the lobby of the Chrysler Building. No, I thought, flowers are kind of a phony thing to bring your wife; Holden Caulfield would never approve. There's a drugstore in the building with a door from the lobby, and I walked in and stood looking around. Scattered on a display table I saw a lot of fancy little pillboxes on sale for a buck. I picked one out, a tiny rectangular box of gilt metal, less than an inch wide and not much longer, the lid crusted with glass jewels. I took it over to the counter, where the girl was checking her register, and while I stood waiting noticed some candy hanging from a wire stand on the counter. It was a long thin cellophane sack of four or five chocolate-covered nougats and creams; regular candy in little brown waxed-paper dishes like the kind that comes in boxes.


  I opened one of the sacks, took out a nougat, and put it in the little box. It just fitted, as I'd thought it would, though it was a shade too high I found as I closed the lid; I could feel it squash a little. The girl was watching when I looked up, and I nodded at the little box.


  "Could you gift-wrap it, please?" I said, and when she just stared at me I said, "It's for a dieting midget," and her eyes narrowed evilly. "Actually, it's for my wife," I said, laughing ruefully and shyly scraping my foot on the floor. "She's mad at me, and it's either make her laugh or kill myself." The girl smiled delightedly then, all eager to join the cause, and did a fine job of gift-wrapping the tiny box in a little hunk of white paper and some narrow gold ribbon she found in a drawer behind the counter. She wasn't bad-looking, and while she worked I offered her a chocolate cream, which she took, and I ate the others myself, leaning on the counter pretending to watch her work while I looked her over.


  The signs were everywhere, it occurred to me walking out of the store; even buying some lousy little gift for Hetty I was eyeing another girl, and I felt more than ever depressed and increasingly tired of myself. At the green-painted newsstand down the street I bought a paper as always, from Herman or whatever his name is. He's supposed to be a character; everybody who works around there knows him—wears enormous fuzzy earmuffs in winter, and an old-style flat straw hat with a fancy band in the summer. Sometimes he calls out funny fake headlines, about the Titanic sinking or something like that. A real pain, eh, Holden? Nearly every night I urged myself to find a new place to buy the evening paper but I never remembered to do it. Tonight I laid my dime down on the counter as always, he snatched up a Post saying, "Yes, sir!" with humorously exaggerated servility, and I smiled with delight, both our lives a little richer. Someday, I promised myself, I would heat up the dime with a cigarette lighter, and when he snatched it up he'd know from thence forward how things really stood between us.


  At home I found Hetty stirring something on top of the stove, and I kissed the back of her neck, feeling nothing but hair tickling my nose, and said, "Brought you something!"


  "You did?" She whirled around so fast a drop of gravy flew off her spoon and caught me on the forehead, her eyes lighting up with excitement, and my distaste for Benjamin Bennell, Boy Bounder, increased.


  "Yep," I said, spuriously cheerful, "a box of candy!" and opened my hand to show her the little package. Her mouth actually hung open in anticipation as she stood unwrapping it, and when she came to the tiny box I'd picked up in a drugstore in one minute flat, she exclaimed with pleasure, and I could tell from the sound that she meant it and wasn't faking. She lifted the lid, saw the squashed nougat inside, and for a terrible instant I thought she was going to cry with delight at my loving whimsy, and I grinned quickly to keep things at the smile level, and condemned myself to solitary confinement in the Dry Tortugas for one hundred and forty-five years.


  "A box of candy," she said in fond scorn, prying the nougat out. "What a perfectly darling idea! Wait'll I tell Jenny. Oh, Ben," she said, as though certain recent doubts had suddenly been resolved, "you are sweet." For a moment she stood staring down at the nougat in her palm, then popped it into her mouth; Hetty sometimes goes on a sort of diet which consists of frowning at anything she shouldn't eat, then eating it.


  I mixed a quick pitcherful, and we had drinks in the living room, Hetty in the chair beside the end table on which she'd set her pillbox so she could smile down at it frequently. I sat on the davenport across the room—on the broken spring to punish myself. Hetty chattered about other cute things I'd done; mostly, it seemed to me, before we were married: the phone calls in a slightly disguised voice at odd times of day and night; the little notes, generally containing lewd suggestions, that I'd slip into her purse or the finger of a glove where she'd find them later; the telegram to her office that all the other girls thought was so cute. I sat nodding happily, reached up to my ear, and surreptitiously turned a tiny switch in my brain which cut off all sound. Hetty's lips continued to move in the silence, and I sipped my drink, occasionally smiling, even laughing out loud.


  I saw from her expression that she'd asked a question, and I said, "What?" reaching quickly to my ear as though it itched, and turning the switch back on.


  "Remember the darling way you proposed?" she repeated, for what may well have been the one-thousandth time, and I smiled and nodded. "I didn't know what to think," she went on, "when you brought me a box of stationery; it seemed such an odd kind of gift, even a little dull. I'd noticed right away, of course, that my name was printed on the envelopes and paper. I'd noticed my first name, that is. Then all of a sudden I saw the Mrs. printed in front of it, and I looked closer and just couldn't believe my eyes! I actually blinked, I remember, to make certain I was right; but sure enough, it said Mrs. Hetty H. Bennell, and the address was your apartment! Well, then I knew. I knew what you meant, and that I was going to say yes, and absolutely everyone I've ever told thinks it was the most original proposal they ever heard of."


  I sat smiling and apparently listening to all this, even lifting my glass once in a silent toast to our married bliss, but though I hadn't turned the switch and could still hear Hetty, the volume was way down because I wasn't listening; I was sneaking looks at Tessie.


  She'd come walking into the room, transparent but perfectly visible, to me anyway, during Hetty's reminiscence about notes in purse and gloves. She sat down opposite me, crossing her splendid knees, and as Hetty finished the lewd-note story, Tessie said, "Hey, Ben, how about the notes you sent me!" and winked.


  She hadn't changed a bit, looking as completely edible as the last time I'd seen her, long ago. There she sat, the wallpaper and davenport visible through that luxurious big body—oh boy, she'd been a fine big girl, I remembered. She was tall as I was; lavishly, even extravagantly built, no skimping at all. She had a bushel of dark dark red hair that hung, swaying like spun lead, to her shoulders, which, I now recalled with pleasure, were lightly peppered with golden freckles. So was her face, the skin paper-white, and her eyes were the deep red-flecked brown that goes with that kind of complexion and hair. Her figure was just great, and she was also as amiable and likable a human being —man, woman, or child—as I've ever known. She was looking at Hetty now, frowning a little; then she drew back her shoulders, expanded her chest, and turned to me. "How could you ever give me up for her?" she said, and all I could do was give her a sneaky little one-shoulder shrug. Sitting there looking her over, I suddenly smiled with pleasure, and Hetty smiled lovingly back.


  "… most original proposal they ever heard of," she was saying, suddenly loud and clear as my inner monitor flashed a red alert. "And I've still got the stationery. Want to see it?"


  She was up and turning toward the dining nook without waiting for my answer—which was a silent scream of No-o-o-o!, both hands cupped at my mouth. Hetty walked over to the battered old china cabinet her mother had given us, probably because the Salvation Army had indignantly refused it. Kneeling before it, she opened the lower doors, the oval panes of which were made of stained glass salvaged from the washroom windows of one of the first Pullman cars, and began poking through the bundled-up Christmas cards, flat glossy department-store boxes of place mats, and shoe boxes full of partly used candles from ancient dinner parties saved in case the lights went out in a storm. With Hetty's back turned to the living room, Tess hopped up, darted across the room, and dropped onto the davenport beside me, where she began gently blowing into my ear, and my arm came up involuntarily to lie along the back of the davenport, my hand cupping that smooth, round, entrancingly freckled shoulder.


  The good old days Hetty had been talking about apparently jogged the needle of her memory into the same grooves as it had mine, because she turned to look over her shoulder at me—Tessie instantly disappearing—and said casually, "What was that girl's name you were seeing just before you met me?"


  I frowned at the difficulty of remembering any girl but Hetty. "What girl?"


  "You know. You ought to, anyway; you were with her the night you met me! Tessie or Bessie or some such unlikely name. That big cowlike girl." She turned back to the china cabinet, and Tessie reappeared, glaring at Hetty in complete disdain, in about the way I'd imagine Sophia Loren appraising Debbie Reynolds; then she turned back to me and began nibbling the lobe of my ear.


  I looked at the box of stationery Hetty brought me, while she stood before me intently watching my face for an appropriate reaction. I knew I couldn't manage ecstatic delight, so I settled for riffling the little stack of notepaper with my thumb, fingering the envelopes reminiscently, and finally shaking my head in rueful deprecation of my famous premarital charm. Just behind Hetty, watching over her shoulder, Tess stood looking with some interest at the stationery on my lap. Then she quirked a corner of her mouth and strolled off, fingering one of the drapes as she passed it and shrugging. I set the stationery on the coffee table—which I'd made, not very successfully, from a flush door—stood up, put my arm around Hetty's waist, and walked her to the kitchen, my empty glass in hand. Just as we turned in at the kitchen door, ushering Hetty on before me, I looked over my shoulder wistfully, but Tessie had disappeared, and I went into the kitchen and mixed another drink: a double.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO
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  "Mirror, mirror," I began next morning, but before I could finish the voice replied.


  "The Australian sheepherder joined AA; today it's neck and neck between you and the pimp from Beirut."


  "I thought he was a loan shark!"


  "He's branching out, he's ambitious. A lot more than I can say for you," and the Hand came down, smacking my forehead with another stamp. This time, I saw in the mirror, the letters were in Old English script and even larger but they still spelled FAILURE, as I proceeded to demonstrate again, this time at the office.


  Today more than ever I dreaded going, and wanted company, lots of it. Walking desperately along Forty-second Street, I shouted alliteratively to the men in the buses and speeding cabs: "Avoid strokes; strike!" Sticking my head in the doorways of coffee shops, I yelled, "Do what you really want to do; don't show up!" But today they didn't hear me, and I turned to the girls.


  Walking directly behind the choice ones, I murmured into their ears, "Come dally with me today; let's slip off, just you and I beneath the sky, wrapped in the arms of sweet romance!" But they kept right on glancing at their watches and at their own sweet faces in the store windows, hurrying to their ten thousand paper-filled offices.


  In my minuscule office I sat down at my desk, pulled the first sheet of paper toward me, and the little cloud appeared over my head; in it giant logs floated down a tree-lined river, spinning under the spiked feet of tassel-capped lumberjacks singing Alouette. I picked up my ball-point, and stared down at the final result of their dangerous, romantic work: clean white paper, ready to receive anything I wanted to say—a sonnet, a manifesto, a ringing reaffirmation of the truths that set men free. In capital letters I printed HELP! in the center of the page.


  During the next half hour I added serifs, shaded in the thick strokes, fancied up the letters into pseudo Roman. Then I walked out to our mighty new beige-plastic and chrome duplicating machine, put a finger in the Dil-A-Copy dial (pronounced dill-a-copy), set it for 25, and fed in the sheet. Back came the copies, faintly smudged, redolent of chemicals, slightly tanned, drifting into the receiving tray like autumn leaves—HELP! … HELP! … HELP!—while I watched soporifically, my nerve ends unknotting.


  Back at my desk, I let them slide one at a time off my hand and out the window, watching them sail in great sweeps over Manhattan. When I turned from the window, my boss, Bert Glahn— two years younger, three inches taller, thirty pounds heavier, mostly in the shoulders, making twice as much money as I did, and considerably handsomer—was standing in the doorway of my tiny office, stroking his chin with thumb and forefinger, staring at me thoughtfully. "Morning, Ben," he said, glancing at his watch.


  "Oh, hi! Hi! Hi!" I said, perhaps a bit nervously. "I was just, ah …" I didn't know what the rest of that sentence was, so I sort of moved my hand through the air and shrugged, smiled brilliantly, then frowned deeply, but by that time he was gone. I cupped a hand at my mouth and shouted after him, silently, "I hate you, Glahn! Come back here, and I'll judo-chop you down to size!" I made a fast cut through the air with the back of my hand, and felt better but not much.


  A little after ten I had coffee in the drugstore downstairs with Ralph and Eddie at a crumb-littered, strawberry-jam-smeared table, ankle-deep in lipsticked paper napkins, discarded straw-wrappers, and crumpled cigarette packages. In a flurry of time-tested whimsy we matched to see who'd pay, and Ralph lost, pantomiming chagrin, while Eddie and I joshed him humorously. "You just don't live right, Ralph!" I said; then we crept upstairs again, and I found a note from the boss's secretary on my desk. He'd been looking for me; he was in a hurry to see a copy of a report I had, and it took me forty-five minutes to find it, in a folder it had no business being in.


  The red second-hands of the office clocks continued to revolve in perfect, irritating synchronization sixty times every hour, and another lost day slipped by. About four-thirty I walked down the hall, and turned into Accounting to see Miss Wilmar, high priestess of the great electronic calculating machine. "Hi, honey. Do me a favor."


  "Sure."


  "Slip off your dress and lie down." She grinned happily, shivering her shoulders. "But first," I added, "multiply 365 days by, let's say, 74 years, if I'm lucky."


  She poked keys, sparks flickered, a jet of blue flame shot from a chromed orifice, smoke puffed, and the machine waited, panting. "27,010 days."


  "Subtract one-third for time spent in the blessed Nirvana of sleep."


  Gears whirred; a high electronic whine rose to supersonic pitch. "18,006 ⅔ days."


  "Drop the 6 ⅔ for oversleeping, and divide the single horrible day I have just spent by the eighteen thousand waking days of a brief lifetime."


  Transistor relays chattered, a violet light pulsed like a hummingbird's heart and the smell of ozone twitched our nostrils. ".0000555. Why do you want to know?"


  "That is the precise fraction of my life I have today given to Saff-T Products in exchange for the dubious benefit of the means to continue living it. 'Night."


  "G'night, Ben. Honestly, you're a card."


  At eleven minutes past five I stepped safely out of the automatic elevators for one more time, fully aware that the odds against me increased each time I used them. I walked out of the building, toward Herman's newsstand, a dime in one hand, the other gripping the butt of a Colt .45 Frontier model with a filed hair trigger, Holden beside me murmuring encouragement and all. At the counter I put down my dime, and in one blurred motion Herman snatched up a New York Post, simultaneously folding it and humorously slipping it under my gun arm. To raise my arm and fire meant losing my paper, so, outwitted again, I smiled weakly and walked on, letting the gun slide from my fingers and drop in the gutter as I stopped at the curb for the don't walk sign. Without glancing at me or moving her lips, a lovely black-haired girl who was standing beside me murmured, "I've been following you for days; the very way you hold the paper under your arm thrills me. I have a suite just down the street at the Commodore Hotel; please come with me!"


  Seeming merely to glance around, I looked at her, and—lips motionless—whispered, "I can't. Gotta get home. The wife's expecting me."


  "Just for half an hour! She'll never know; tell her you had to work late. Please? Oh, I beg you: please, please, please, please, please!" The light changed to sprint, and, knowing her cause was almost hopeless, she hurried bravely on without a glance at me as I followed, observing the charming flash of her ankles till she turned uptown on the other side.


  "… will let me know the number of the pattern," Hetty was saying when I got home, following me down the hall toward the bedroom, "and I can knit it myself if I get the blocking done."


  I think she said blocking, whatever that means. I nodded, unbuttoning my shirt as I walked, anxious to get out of my office uniform; I was thinking about a dark-green eight-thousand-dollar sports car I'd seen during noon hour in that big showroom on Park Avenue.


  "… kind of a ribbed pattern with a matching freggelheggis," Hetty seemed to be saying as I stopped at the dresser. I tossed my shirt on the bed and turned to the mirror, arching my chest and sucking my stomach in.


  "… middly collar, batten-barton sleeves with sixteen rows of smeddlycup balderdashes …" Pretty good chest and shoulders.


  "… dropped hem, doppelganger waist, maroon-green, and a sort of frimble-framble daisystitch …" Probably want two or three thousand bucks down on a car like that; the payments'd be more than the rent on this whole apartment.


  "So what do you think?" Hetty said. "You think they'd go well together?"


  "Sure! They'd look fine." I nodded at her reflection in the mirror, and her eyes narrowed, she folded her arms, and stood leaning in the bedroom doorway, glaring at me. I walked to the closet and began looking for some wash pants, trying to figure what I'd done wrong. "What's trouble?" I said finally.


  "You don't listen to me! You really don't! You don't hear a word I say!"


  "Why, sure I do, honey. You were talking about … knitting."


  "An orange sweater, I said: orange. I knew you weren't listening, and I asked you how an orange sweater would go with—close your eyes."


  "What?"


  "No, don't turn around! And close your eyes." I closed them, and Hetty said, "Now, without any peeking, because I'll see you if you do, tell me what I'm wearing right now."


  It was ridiculous. In the last five minutes, since I'd come home from the office, I must have glanced at Hetty maybe two or three times. I'd kissed her when I walked into the apartment, I was pretty sure. Yet standing at the closet now, eyes closed, I couldn't for the life of me say what she was wearing. I worked at it; I could actually hear the sound of her breathing just behind me and could picture her standing there, five feet two inches tall, twenty-four years old, nice complexion, honey-blond hair, and wearing … wearing …


  "Well, am I wearing a dress, slacks, medieval armor, or standing here stark-naked?"


  "A dress."


  "What color?"


  "Ah—dark green?"


  "Am I wearing stockings?"


  "Yes."


  "Is my hair done up, shaved off, or in a pony-tail?"


  "Done up."


  "Okay, you can look now."


  Of course the instant I turned around, I remembered; there she stood, eyes blazing, her bare foot angrily tapping the floor, and she was wearing sky-blue wash slacks and a white cotton blouse. As she swung away to walk out of the bedroom and down the hall, her pony tail was bobbing furiously.


  Well, brother—and you, too, sister—unless the rice is still in your hair you know what came next: the hurt indignant silence. I finally found my pants, and got into them, a short-sleeved shirt, and huaraches, strolled into the living room, and there on the davenport sat Madame Defarge grimly studying the list, disguised as a magazine, of next day's guillotine victims. I knew whose name headed the list, and I walked straight on into the kitchen, mixed up some booze, and found a screwdriver in a kitchen drawer.


  In the living room, coldly ignored by what had once been my radiant laughing bride, I set the drinks on the end table, walked behind the davenport, and gripped Hetty's chin between thumb and forefinger. Her magazine dropped, and I instantly inserted the tip of the screwdriver between her clenched indignant teeth, pried open her mouth, picked up a glass, and tried to pour in some booze. She started to laugh, spilling some down her front, and I grinned, handing her the glass, and picked up mine. Sitting down beside her, I saluted Hetty with my glass, then took a delightful sip, and as it hurried to my sluggish bloodstream I could feel the happy corpuscles dive in, laughing and shouting, and once again the Bennell household was about as happy as it ever got lately. But you see what I mean: these days the journey through life was like walking a greased tightrope.


  We had dinner, and Hetty asked me what had happened at the office that day. I told her, and her brows rose frequently in interest, lips forming occasional moues of surprise and delight, ears hearing not a damned word. I asked about her day, turning the little volume control in my brain so that her voice, describing her adventures in the supermarket and her phone conversation with Jenny, receded to a murmur. For dessert we had more of the custard we'd had last night; it had shrunk a little so that the surface was now cracked like a drying mud flat, and the level had fractionally dropped leaving a tiny high-tide mark of darkening custard skin.


  While Hetty did the dishes, I went down the hall to Nate Rockoski's apartment for about half an hour, came back, sat down at the television, and slowly, at intervals of from six to ten seconds, clicked it past one channel after another. On the first, Danny Thomas was sitting facing a little boy, leaning far forward to look with deep sincerity into the kid's eyes. "But, Daddy," the little boy was saying, "don't you and Mummy love each other any m—" On the next channel a darkly handsome young Milanese cowboy, whose three-tone shirt, complete with pearl buttons, had been cunningly painted on his bare torso, said, "Here in Dodge, we aim to—" Red Skelton, in a comically battered old silk hat, stood with both hands raised in benediction, his eyes awash with unshed tears of love, saying, "God bless, God bl—" At a desk behind which was projected an enormously enlarged photograph of a huge weapons carrier, a man sat staring into my eyes with a friendly smile: "— amara announced an improved and augmented gook kill-ratio of fourteen percentile points, with even better results predicted for—" Danny Thomas, in a voice ripe, perhaps even overripe, with sincerity, was saying, "Well, son, love is a kind of miracle. When you get a little older—" My wrist, turning simultaneously with my stomach, switched the thing off, and I watched the wonderful world of television shrink to a blazing atom.


  Hetty said, "Ben, we've got to decide which bills to pay this month. I can't get your other suit cleaned till we pay the cleaner's, and we need a new—"


  "I know, I know," I said, "but not now. Let's keep tonight gay and carefree, our troubles forgotten: Okay?"


  So we did: Hetty got out her book from the rental library, reading fast and skipping a lot, because it cost five cents a day; and I lay down on the davenport to look through a magazine that had come in the mail that morning: the Scientific American, which I like even though I don't understand a word of it. Time passed, during which we occasionally glanced up while turning a page to smile at one another. After an interval which I could have predicted within seven seconds, Hetty said, "Anything interesting?" nodding at my magazine, showing an interest in her husband's hobbies.


  I said, "Yeah," and turned back a couple pages. "They now think the universe is neither expanding nor contracting, but stretching sideways so that we're all a lot wider than we used to be. We don't notice because everything else has stretched in proportion. It's called The Funhouse-Mirror Theory of the Universe,' and recent observations of distant galax—"


  "Fascinating." Hetty turned her book to glance at the back of the book jacket and the photo of the bearded author who was thoughtfully holding a curved-stem pipe in each hand. "Anything else?"


  "Scientists think homing pigeons navigate from a set of rough calculations based on a birdlike table of logarithms. They're very simple, of course, carried to only three decimal places, and that funny way they keep ducking their heads when they walk means they're counting. There's an interesting set of graphs here—"


  "Amazing, absolutely amazing, the way they train animals." She held up her book. "Have you read this?"


  "No. There's another article says all the infinite number of other possible worlds may actually exist; the world as it would be if Napoleon had won at Waterloo exists somewhere or other right along with this one. Or if old Dad Hitler, walking along the street kicking a tin can, had turned left instead of right, he'd never have met Moms, and little Adolf wouldn't have been born. That world exists, too; an infinite number of alternate worlds, some different in enormous ways, some in only the most trivial. You exist in those just as you do in this one, except that maybe the drugstore you go to is painted green instead of brown, or—"


  "Darling, since you aren't reading, could you get me a Coke?"


  "Sure," I said, tossing my magazine high in the air; and smiling charmingly, I went out to the kitchen, finished off Hetty with a few fast chops, then came back to the living room with a cool refreshing drink for each of us, mine of a slightly different color.


  Then it was bedtime, and the day ended as it had begun, with automation taking over, the dial set at X-3. Lift the lid of our tiny apartment, and watch us trundle along the slotted pathways into the bedroom, like windup toys. The concealed gears revolving, tiny motor humming, I hang tie in closet, turn jerkily to dresser, bring out wallet, lay it on dresser top. Hetty's tiny metal palm pats mouth as hinged lower jaw opens in yawn, other hand moving to zipper in skirt. I take soiled handkerchief from pocket, drop it without looking into wicker clothes hamper by door, little painted face expressionless. Hand takes change from pants pocket, lays it on dresser beside wallet.


  Suddenly the slotted pathways disappeared and the little figures turned real. Because, poking at the coins, examining them as I did every night, I said, "Hey, look! Here's a Woodrow Wilson dime!" I picked it up for a closer look; it had a profile of Wilson, and was minted in 1958.


  "Why must you look at every last coin in your pocket? Every single night?"


  I glanced in the mirror; I knew exactly where Hetty would be in the room, and precisely what she'd be doing; sitting on the edge of the bed in bra and panties, peeling her stockings off. "Just habit," I answered, shrugging. "Started when I was a kid. There was an ad used to run in American Boy magazine that said, 'Coin Collecting can be FUN! Why don't you start, too? Tonight!' It said 1913 Liberty-head nickels were worth thousands; I used to watch for them, and I guess I'm still looking."


  "Well, you never used to," Hetty said irritably. "Not when we were first married." For a moment, motionless, we looked at each other in the mirror, our eyes meeting. Then I looked away. I wondered what was going to happen to us, knowing that something had to give, and soon; that you don't reach your golden wedding anniversary on sheer willpower alone.


  


  
    CHAPTER THREE
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  "You!" said the mirror the moment I closed the bathroom door next morning, which was Saturday.


  "I didn't ask!" I yelled, and tried to duck, but the big Hand caught me smack on the forehead, knocking me back against a towel rack. I saw in the mirror that this time the word stamped on my forehead was a screeching fluorescent red. But it still said FAILURE, and that morning, with the help of Nate Rockoski, I proved it was as true of me creatively as I'd demonstrated maritally and business wise.


  Nate and I had met while waiting for the building elevator in the morning; we lived on the same floor. And sometimes we were on the same bus coming home at night and we talked. He was a short, dark, skinny, round-shouldered, homely, nearsighted, untidy man in his late twenties, with big round black eyes behind round black glasses. Consult your copy of Who's Who, and on page 1800, between Rockefeller, Nelson, and Rockwell, Norman, you will not find Rockoski, Nathan. If you did, the entry would read, or ought to: Born 1940, unwillingly and of reluctant parents, on West 41 Street, NYC. Clubs: none. Accomplishments: trivial. Outstanding characteristic: unrequited greed.


  Nate and I shared this last trait, we'd discovered early in our acquaintance, along with semipoverty and a desperate feeling that there must be more to life than this. As Nate walked to work to save bus fare, the knots in his shoelaces cleverly hidden under the lacing-flaps of his shoes, where they pressed on his insteps, his mind was filled with stories he'd read in True magazine, Reader's Digest, and Popular Mechanics. These were of men home with a cold, for example, who'd sat watching a wife hang up clothes to dry, then whittled out a new kind of clothespin, patented it, and retired at the age of thirty. Just open your eyes and look around you, these articles preached; a little effort, a little ingenuity, was all it took! And Nate had convinced himself, half convinced me, and fractionally convinced our wives—by a figure so small that eleven zeroes followed the decimal before the first actual digit—that we could do it, too.


  So far, working on weekends to the encouraging jeers of our wives, we'd produced several marvels. One was what would apparently be a framed color photograph hanging on a living-room wall—Nate was an inept camera bug—and which actually moved; a pleasant view of a lake, for example, in which waves flowed and trees stirred in the breeze, to the amazement of guests. But since this required an 8-millimeter motion-picture projector, concealed in the wall and plastered over, continually projecting a looped film onto a mirror also hidden in the wall and which would right-angle the beam onto the back of a ground-glass pane set in the living-room wall and edged with picture-frame molding, we had certain reservations about its practicality. As Nate put it, there were "a few bugs to work out."


  But we did produce—using thin nylon balloon-cloth, epoxy glue, and part of the works from a rechargeable seltzer bottle—an inflatable umbrella. It looked a lot, too much, like a lopsided mushroom; our best customers, Hetty said, would be elves. But it compressed as planned into a fist-sized wad of light cloth wrapped around a CO2 cartridge in the plastic handle; milady to carry it in a corner of her purse, all set for a rainy day. Nate's wife Miriam carried it, ready for trial by genuine rain, and on the first day—bright, clear and sunny— as she was being shoved and jostled in a crowded Madison Avenue bus, the cartridge went off and the cloth handle, inflating steadily, forced its way out of her purse like a snake from a Hindu basket, the cartridge hissing ominously: a pale-white snake with rigor mortis, perfectly straight and upright. A couple women screamed, there was a considerable scramble, the bus driver set his hand brake and sat with arms folded, and Mrs. Rockoski walked home and didn't eat much for several days. But Nate, the fanatic gleam of failure blazing in his eyes, carried on, dragging me with him.


  Now, at nine sharp, Saturday, Nate rang our bell, and I answered it, still chewing a piece of breakfast toast; Hetty was out doing the weekly food-shopping. Balanced on Nate's head and held there with one arm were two large semicircular frameworks of light wood, and under his other arm was a box of varnished wood with brass fittings, which Nate had found in a pawnshop and bought for six bucks. We'd worked in his living room last night; now it was my turn; I'd already rolled back the rug. I said, "What happened to last night's? They turn out?"


  "Yeah, they're drying; I'll get them soon as we're through. My god, they're big; I had to project them fifteen feet. Will you get these damn things off my head?"


  I stepped out into the hall and lifted the two curved wooden frames from Nate's head. First tilting them sideways to work them through the door, I carried them to the center of the living room and set them on their edges. Then I pushed them together to form an open cylinder four feet high and seven feet across. Tacked onto the upper rim of this cylinder was a wide-gauge toy railroad track, and Nate fitted the track joints together to complete the circle. Then he fastened two hook-and-eye door catches, which kept the two halves of the big circle from moving apart.


  Working like circus roustabouts setting up Ring 2 under the Big Top for the eleven-hundredth time, I carried my swivel chair from the bedroom and set it inside the raised circle of track, while Nate took down from the hall-closet shelf a toy locomotive I'd had as a kid. This had been mailed to me by my mother, along with the track and some cars, because she thought Hetty would like to have it: a thought only a mother could have. I plugged in the transformer cord; Nate fitted the locomotive wheels to the track. Then he unhooked the hinged front of the varnished box and pulled out the red-leather accordion bellows and the brass-mounted lens of an ancient camera. Three of my toy flatcars hooked together were tightly fastened to the underside of the camera with tape that ran up and over the camera's top. On our knees, we lilted the wheels of the little cars to the track, and I hooked the head car to the locomotive; now the camera lens pointed to the center of the raised circle of track. Nate adjusted the lens, setting it as though he knew what he was doing, while I watched closely as though I did, too.


  "Okay, all set," Nate said, and I climbed into the wooden enclosure and sat down in the swivel chair. As I sat, my head was exactly in line with the camera lens. Nate pushed the transformer lever, and the little train strained, trying to move, making an electric groan of protest. Nate gave it an assisting push, and it slowly began moving. He eased the control lever all the way open and began trotting around the wooden trestle, keeping pace with the train as it gathered speed, bent forward at the waist, hands ready to catch the camera if it toppled.


  He made two full circuits of the track, while I turned in my chair, watching. He yelled, "Okay! full speed! Hold your breath!" and I braked the chair to a stop, drew a deep breath, then sat motionless, absolutely rigid and unblinking. Still trotting beside the camera, Nate pushed a control and the camera began the slow buzzing of a time exposure. As it buzzed, Nate ran with it around the track, and a long rectangular metal film-holder moved slowly through the camera from left to right, while I sat motionless and staring, holding my breath.


  The circuit completed, the buzzing stopped; Nate shoved the transformer lever, and the little train with its giant camera stopped dead. "Okay, now method two," Nate said. "I'd do this one myself," he added apologetically, "but we built the track for your height. Start shoving."


  Pushing against the floor with one leg, I began revolving my chair. I shoved again, slightly increasing the speed, and—keeping my face and upper body rigid—I maintained the speed with regular rhythmic thrusts against the floor. After a couple revolutions, I said, "How's the speed?"


  Nate was bent over the camera, fitting in a new film holder, and he looked up to watch me turn in my chair through another full revolution. "Seemed a little slow," he said. "Let me time it." I speeded up a little, and Nate, eyes moving between watch and me, timed a turn. "Still slow. Just a tiny bit faster." I pushed against the floor a little impatiently. Nate timed me through another turn, then said, "A shade too fast now. Slow it just a—"


  "Damn it, Nate, I'll throw up again!"


  "Well, that's close enough," he said quickly. "Maintain speed!" The little train remaining motionless this time, Nate started the camera, the buzzing began again, and I revolved before the camera, one leg surreptitiously pushing against the floor, eyes half closed, face stiff.


  The buzzing stopped just about as I completed the circle, and Nate said, "Nearly perfect! Step it up just a tiny bit next shot." He began changing plates, then looked up at me. "You can stop while I'm changing film."


  I kept on pushing against the floor, slowly turning, my eyes squeezed shut. "No, it gets worse if I stop."


  Nate finished changing plates. "Okay!" He started the camera, the buzzing began, and I revolved, my eyes held open, wide and staring. "Fine, great," Nate said as the buzzing stopped, and I snapped my eyes shut. "Now just one more for safety."


  "Nate, I can't! I get dizzy dialing a phone!"


  "Okay, just sit there and rest; I'll go get yesterday's." Nate lifted off camera and train, yanked the transformer cord, unhooked the two raised half-circles of track, and carried them out and down the hall to his apartment.


  I stood up, and—a hand over my eyes, looking through my fingers at the floor—took two steps toward the davenport to lie down, stood swaying for a second or two, then whirled around and made it back to my chair. I dropped onto it to sit motionless, elbows on my knees, a hand over my eyes, the other across my mouth.


  I opened my eyes for a moment when Nate came back; he was carrying an enormous roll of paper, a glossy photograph as tall as he was. He hooked a curled end of the huge print around a chair, and as I closed my eyes again he was walking backward across the room, unrolling the rest of it. Then, very gently as though I were asleep or something, he called, "Ben? What do you think?" and I opened my eyes.


  [image: ]


  "Oh, god," I said, and closed them again, "it looks as though my whole head had been scalped!"


  "I know," Nate said mournfully. "You ought to see Miriam's." He let go the edge of the big print, and the natural springy curl of the paper caused it to skid upright across the wood floor, revolving itself into a standing cylinder, and revealing behind it a second giant print of Nate's wife, stretched between his hands and the chair. Again I looked.


  "Will you cut it out, Nate!? I'll be sick!"
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  He let go, and the enormous photograph revolved across the floor, curling itself into a cylinder, stopping beside the first one. I got up, and we walked over and stood looking at them. I said, "Let's quit kidding ourselves, Nate; they're terrible, and the new ones won't be any better. It's a lousy idea, and no advertiser is ever going to pay us a dime for it."


  "I thought maybe wrapped around the pillars in Grand Central Sta—" I was shaking my head no, and he stopped. "What about the kiosks in Paris?"


  "I'll give you my share of the French rights." I walked around to the back of my own giant cylindrical portrait and pulled its two edges apart. "Might sell them for sandwich-board men," I said, and stepped inside the big cylinder, allowing it to curl around me. It concealed me almost to the eyes, and I lifted it from the inside, hiding my head completely and revealing my feet and ankles. "If you cut holes for the eyes," I added, and began walking around. "How's it look?" I called out to Nate, my voice sounding kind of muffled.


  "Something wrong with the way you're walking; your knees bump." He pulled the other cylinder open and got inside, then lifted it to expose his feet, his head disappearing from view; I'd lowered mine and stood watching him. Nate began walking around the room in very short, rapid steps. "It doesn't work, walking," he called then.


  "I know." We stood looking at each other across the top edges of the two huge photos. "Try hopping," I said then, and we lifted the cylinders, our heads disappearing, and—our feet and ankles tight together, springing from our toes—we began hopping around the room. The floor shook, and dishes rattled in the kitchen as the two giant cylindrical portraits leaped around the living room; we were both howling with laughter. We bumped into my swivel chair, into the davenport, then into each other, and Nate shrieked, "Fresh!" and we were howling so loud now, our feet thumping the floor, the leaps higher and higher, that there wasn't a chance of hearing the front door open.


  It did, though and I don't know how long Hetty stood staring, frozen in astonishment. She said, "Ben," but very faintly, and with no effect on the hopping or howling. She yelled then, "Ben!" and the two cylinders stopped and stood motionless.


  I said, "Hetty?"


  "Yes, for heaven sakes! Will you take that damn thing—which one are you!"


  I lowered my cylinder to the floor and looked across the top of it at Hetty. "Hi," I said; then Nate lowered his.


  He said, "Hi, Hetty," and she stood for a moment longer, then said, "Oh, my god," in a kind of hopeless voice, and turned and walked off toward the bedroom.


  Nate and I got out of our cylinders. "I guess I better go," he said, and I didn't argue. "I guess this didn't work out," he said, and I still saw nothing to dispute. He stuck the two big cylinders under his arm, picked up his camera, and walked to the door, which was still open. "There's something else I've been thinking about, though," he said, but I held up a hand.


  "Save it, Nate," I said. "I'll call you. Sometime after the first of the century."


  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR
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  After that my mirror didn't volunteer anything any more, and I didn't ask. I didn't have to; all I had to do was look, then nod in agreement. Nor was anything stamped on my forehead again; there was no need. FAILURE was permanently impressed there now, invisible to anyone else but I could sense it; I could feel it with my fingers, lips moving as I read it letter by letter like Braille. Walking to work Monday, it was blue skies and bright sun for everyone but me; I alone walked, coat collar turned up, in a little circle of rain.


  In Grand Central Station I sat down in the tell me your troubles! booth, drew the curtains, dropped in my dime, and began, and the machine listened for a while, the tape reels slowly revolving; then it said, "So what do you expect, a slob like you? Take your dime and get the hell out of here!"


  A dime rattled down into the coin-return cup, and I picked it up and looked at it. "It's Canadian," I said.


  "Take the hint: go to Canada! As far north as you can."


  I nodded, and left, feeling that it wasn't the worst idea I'd ever heard.


  At work, I printed You are a Failure down the center of a page in thin, droopy-looking letters, walked out to the big shiny machine, spun the Dil-A-Copy dial to 25, and fed it the sheet. You are a Failure … You are a Failure … You are a Failure, the duplicate sheets began informing me, and I stood nodding each time one dropped into the tray. About the tenth or eleventh sheet, one came out that said, Damn right!, and I nodded twice.


  The day passed like a life sentence. I rode downstairs in an express elevator, my eyes closed; at the main floor it slowed, leveling itself, and I held my breath. But once again the doors slid open, and I opened my eyes and stepped out into the Chrysler Building lobby, still a temporary winner at elevator roulette. As I passed the lobby door of the building drugstore, I glanced in, but doubted that Hetty wanted another pillbox, and walked on.


  Out on Lex, walking south toward Herman's newsstand, I took my bankbook from my inside coat pocket and stopped at the curb to look at the balance. Then I looked up at Herman's funny straw hat. "The fine for yanking that hat down around his neck," I said thoughtfully, "would be about $150." I glanced again at my bankbook balance of $153.12. "Leaving $3.12 of my life savings." Again I stared thoughtfully at the hat. "It would be worth it," I said. "It would even be worth a few days in jail besides. But I need a new suit, soon as there's a sale," and I put the bankbook away reluctantly, walked up to the stand, and meekly laid a dime on the counter.


  Herman was waiting on another customer, grinning servilely, and I glanced down to look at my dime; it was the Woodrow Wilson I'd found a night or so before. Then Herman turned, grabbed up a paper, this time folding it lengthwise as he shoved it under my arm, so that it stuck out half a yard front and back, making me look like a fool. I returned Herman's smile of contempt with an appreciative grin, and turned away refolding my paper.


  Stopping for the light at the corner, I watched a tiny car pull to the curb across the street; it was a new foreign make, I thought, although the headlights flowed up out of the tops of the front fenders in a way that was dimly familiar. The sign jumped to walk, changing to run almost immediately, and as I hurried across the street, the door of the little car opened on the curb side and a man began heaving and hauling himself out. Cars interest me, and on the other side I stopped to look at this one: the man, yanking at the skirt of his off-white raincoat, feet braced on the curb, trying to break loose from the suction of the tiny car, glared up at me as though his troubles were my fault, and I had to say something to justify my staring. "What kind of car is that?" I said pleasantly.


  "A Pierce-Arrow, what else?" he said with the courtliness for which New Yorkers are famous.


  "A Pierce-Arrow?" I lifted a corner of my lip and dropped a sneer into my voice to reveal my opinion of this pitiful joke. "They haven't made Pierce-Arrows for years."


  "They haven't?" He broke loose from the car, snuggled to his feet, and leered with pleasure at this opportunity to demonstrate his contempt for a brother New Yorker. "Then a hell of a lot of people who've just bought new ones are going to be pretty damn surprised." Sneakily he turned and walked quickly away before I could think of a return insult. Then I saw passing in the street another little car just like this, and as it moved on I read Pierce-Arrow in chrome script on the trunk lid. Just behind it came a Ford sedan looking a lot like, but not quite like, any other Ford I'd ever seen; and behind the Ford a low, sleek, baby-blue Hupmobile convertible.


  At the extreme out-of-focus edge of my vision far to the left, a cop was strolling toward me, and I realized how strange I must look standing at the curb gaping at passing cars. I turned toward him smiling reassuringly; he was young, thin-faced, and wore glasses, looking more like a student than a cop. I opened my mouth to say something that would let him know I was a respectable Times-reading citizen, but I never said it, though my mouth kept on opening. Because I'd seen, first, his dark-blue uniform pants walking toward me; then his familiar brass-buttoned cop's coat; his pale scholarly face; and now, finally—his hat. It was a low-crowned derby with slanting sides, and made of what looked like stiff tan felt; there were little metal-rimmed air holes in the sides, and running clear around it was a turned-down brim of dull black leather; his shield was fastened to the front of the hat. Of its own accord my mouth, already open, said, "Where did you get that hat?" and his face tensed for trouble.


  "Somethin' the matter, mister?" he said, stopping before me, planting his feet well apart; they must teach things like that at cop school. "You sober?" Then his face cleared. "Or from out of town?"


  I nodded and said, "Yeah, something like that," but I couldn't stop glancing up at his hat. "It's just that I've never seen a hat like that before."


  He shrugged tolerantly. "Must be from a long way out of town, then; we've always worn them in New York." His eyes narrowed again. "Mister, you sure you're all right?"


  I couldn't answer. I'd been standing at the curb, half facing the street, when—dragging my eyes from the cop's brown derby—I glanced back across the street, and … the Chrysler Building was gone. It was impossible, of course. I'd gone to work there every weekday for nearly three years now; I'd just walked out of it! But there, where the tall, needle-spired, gray old Chrysler Building belonged, stood a ten- or twelve-story building of yellow brick and white stone. The blood left my skin, and I actually cried out in fright. "Where's the Chrysler Building!" I yelled, and grabbed the cop's upper arms, shaking him as though I could make him put it back.


  He yanked free, hand moving to his nightstick. "The what?" His eyes searched mine, alert for anything.


  All I could do was point for several seconds, and I saw that my arm and hand were shaking. "The Chrysler Building. Isn't it … ? It's supposed to be … I thought it was …" I couldn't finish a sentence or a thought.


  The cop was slowly shaking his head, watching me carefully. "There's no such building," he said warily. "Not in New York, anyway." He risked turning his head for a moment to nod at the yellow-and-white soot-marked building that stood, incredibly, on the northeast corner of Forty-second and Lex. "That's the old Doc Pepper Building, and always has been," he said, and even while he was speaking I knew what had happened.


  "I'm in an alternate world," I murmured to myself, "I really am," and when the cop frowned I tried to explain. "There's an article in this month's Scientific American. That's a magazine that—"


  "I know it's a magazine," he said, offended. "I subscribe, and have for years."


  "Excuse me. Then maybe you read an article in the current issue, about an infinite number of alternate worlds, each differing slightly from the others, and how they may actually exist, and how—"


  "Yeah, I read it. But it wasn't this last issue; must have been six months ago, at least."


  "Oh. Well, in my world it didn't appear till this month, and—"


  He grinned at me, suddenly delighted, and reached out to give me a good-fellow clap on the shoulder. "I see; you just stepped out of one of those alternate worlds and into this one. Is that it? Everything here a little strange and funny?"


  "Well, yeah; I guess that's what happened, anyway. I was walking along, bought a paper, and—" "And where the Doc Pepper building stands"— he nodded at it—"is what, in your world? The Cresswell Building?"


  "Chrysler Building. And the cops wear different hats; caps, actually. And they don't make Pierce-Arrows any more, and—"


  "Wonderful, wonderful." The cop was shaking his head with pleasure. "Boy, you advertising guys kill me. Best kidders I know, bar none. No birking, you really had me farreled for a minute there. Where you work? Kenyon and Sample?"


  "Yeah, that's right," I said. "In the Doc Pepper Building. Well—" I glanced at my watch, smiling with regret that the fun was over.


  "Yeah, take it easy." The cop in the derby grinned at me, then turned away, and I started to walk on. "Hey," he called, and I looked back. "Who won the pennant last year in the other alternate world? The Mets?" He slapped his knee, mouth wide with laughter.


  "No," I said, "things aren't that different," and we both laughed, and I walked on.


  I walked briskly, purposefully, in case he turned to watch, but what I wanted to do was stagger. Just a moment before, a car slowing then stopping at the curb beside me for the traffic light, I'd seen my reflection in its side window. I looked just the same except—my hair wasn't red any more. Here in this alternate world, I realized, I wasn't quite the same. The genes I'd inherited were just a bit different here, and now, in this world, my hair was dark brown. I wanted to reel and stumble over to the curb, and sit down with my head in my hands and rock back and forth. I couldn't really think; I couldn't get hold of what seemed to have happened. Then, after half a block, I stopped and looked over one shoulder. The cop was nowhere in sight, and I walked back in the direction I'd come from, crossed at the corner again, stopped at the newsstand, and ducked my head to look in under the little projecting eave.


  He was wearing an old Mickey Mouse cap with ears, but it was Herman, all right, and I nodded at him. "Yeah," I said slowly, "you're in both worlds, aren't you? In a few places the alternate worlds intersect; and this newsstand is one of them."


  "What're you, mister, some kind of wise guy?"


  "No. Don't you know me?"


  He shook his head contemptuously.


  "Sure you do. I buy my paper here every night."


  "I know all my regulars, and you ain't one of 'em. Sumpin' you want, mister?" he said belligerently.


  "Well, as a matter of fact I'm sort of a coin collector. And the other night I found a very unusual dime. I think I must have used it to buy this paper, and I wondered if I could get it back. Exchanging another dime for it, of course."


  His eyes were slitted in suspicion. "What kind of dime?"


  "A Woodrow Wilson. It had a profile of Woodrow Wilson on it."


  He smiled cynically. "Why, sure! Here!" He shoved a worn lidless cigar box at me. "Just pick yours out, buddy, and it's all yours!"


  I looked down into the box; among the pennies, nickels, and quarters there must have been a couple hundred dimes, and every one that I could see face up bore the sharp profile of the late President Wilson. I stared, then snapped my fingers in amused rebuke at my own stupidity. "Did I say Wilson? I meant Roosevelt!"


  "Who?"


  I grinned; it was kind of fun baiting the humorist. "Roosevelt. A Franklin D. Roosevelt dime; you ever see one?" He shook his head, watching me intently, and I said, "I thought so. They're from another alternate world. And Woodrow Wilson dimes are from this one. Somehow, a Woodrow Wilson dime strayed into the other world, and I found it. When I planked it down on your counter for a Post, here at the intersection of two alternate worlds, it was like a ticket of admission to this world. And I stepped into it."


  "Boy, you're full of it, aren't you, mister? A what kind of paper?"


  "New York Pos—" I stopped, stared at the pile of papers on his counter, then yanked mine out from under my arm and opened it. The date was today's, all right, but at the very top of the page was a little drawing of the world, the sun shining down on it; The New York Sun, it said underneath it. I glanced quickly over the front page, but there was nothing unusual: a couple stabbings and a shooting; a tenement fire; a head-on collision between two stolen cars, each of them, by an amusing coincidence, driven by a nine-year-old girl hopped to the ears; the headline read president montizambert vetoes tax cut.


  My mind had accepted it, now. There were other alternate worlds, and this was one in which the New York Sun hadn't gone out of business years ago; it was still being published. And Pierce-Arrow cars were still being made. I existed in this world, too, but things weren't quite the same; I was maybe an inch taller here; my hair was dark brown, and this other me had lived here, of course, all his life. I was beginning to vaguely remember that life now, and I realized I was one of the few people, perhaps the only one, who was conscious of both alternate worlds, and with memories of each one of them.


  I looked up. Herman was staring past my shoulder, and I turned; the same young cop was crossing the street toward us, pretending to stroll but moving pretty fast, and I knew Herman had beckoned him over. Just as casually but just as fast, I strolled to a cab parked on Forty-second Street a dozen yards from the corner. It was headed west, and I got in saying, "Straight ahead, and in a hurry," and as the meter went down and the cab pulled away from the curb I looked out the back window. The cop and Herman, leaning far out over his counter, were staring after me, and I put both fingers in my mouth, stretching the sides far out, crossing my eyes, and stuck out my tongue at them.


  We went barreling along the street at just about ninety-five miles an hour, the lights changed, we stopped in six feet, and I sat back, relieved that this New York wasn't basically different from the other. "You still have Central Park?" I said, and the driver looked at his mirror.


  "What're you, mister, some kind of wise guy?"


  "No, not at all; I'm from out of town. Haven't been here for years, is all."


  "Well, we still got it; wha'd' you think?"


  "My god, look!" I pointed; half a dozen girls had come out of an office building and were crossing in front of the cab.


  "At what?"


  "Their skirts! Oh, boy, I thought miniskirts were short, but look at that!"


  He shrugged. "So they lowered their skirts this year; so what?"


  "Lowered!?"


  "Yeah. How far out of town you come from, New Zealand?"


  "I don't know," I said happily, my head out the window to stare back at the girls, "but believe me, it's good to be back!"


  The light changed, we started up, and I sat watching the automobiles and streetcars flow past. "Hey! You've still got streetcars!"


  "Well, of course! They wanted to get rid of them, said buses were cheaper, but the public wouldn't stand for that, naturally."


  "They wouldn't? Amazing."


  "Amazing? Mister, I don't know where you come from, but in New York we don't believe in getting rid of everything the minute it gets a little old. People like to have streetcars around."


  "Oh, me, too! Me, too. Tell me—does Pennsylvania Station still stand? Firm, true, and pigeon-fouled?"


  "Yeah, why not?"


  "And where's Madison Square Garden?"


  "Right where it's always been, buddy; some things never change." He slowed, and stopped for a light.


  "This Madison Avenue?"


  "Yep."


  I sat far forward, looking up Madison to Forty-sixth Street, and there it stood, snow-white and pretty as a wedding cake, looking just as I remembered it the day my father took me to lunch there when I was six years old, and I shook my head in happy astonishment. "The old Ritz Hotel," I murmured. "Don't tell me the Brevoort is—"


  "Still there, Mac," he said, starting up across Madison, "and always will be. Can't tear them down; they been classified as municipal monuments the way they been doin' in Europe for years."


  I said, "Well, friend, this is a nice place to visit, but I'd sure like to live here. Wow, would you look at those skirts!"


  "Last year's, last year's; way out of style. Look, mister, I don't care myself, you understand, but you going anywhere in particular?"


  I didn't answer; I was on the very edge of the seat, staring straight ahead, mouth open with astonishment. "Yeah," I said then, "let me out ahead. On the other side of Fifth. I be Billy-be-damned if I don't ride one of those," and I nodded at the fine old double-decker Fifth Avenue bus with the open seats on top, that at this moment was trundling across the intersection of Forty-second and Fifth.


  On the west corner of Fifth I stood waiting for the next bus, glancing all around; this was fun. Things looked about the same, yet just a little different; the street signs, for example, fastened overhead to the lamppost beside me were white numerals and letters on a bright red background. The cars moving past were Buicks, Chevrolets, Fords, Oldsmobiles, all looking familiar—though not quite. But I also saw a Winton, a Reo, and a Braden. Although I watched carefully, I saw no Chryslers at all. I happened to glance west on Forty-second, and way up, near Broadway, I saw a big movie marquee. Squinting, I could just make out what it said; clark gable and ann-margaret in never too old, and I was more pleased than I'd have imagined that in this alternate world old Clark was still around.


  The bus came, I stepped on, paid my fare, and as it started up I climbed the winding stairs to the top. I got a seat near the front, and it was great, riding along up above Fifth on an open-top bus the way I'd done when I was a kid, and I wondered why the New York I knew had ever allowed them to be discarded. It occurred to me that no sensible individual among us would ever run his own life in always the cheapest possible way. As individuals, all of us keep at least some old things for the sheer love of them. Instead of invariably acting in the cheapest possible way, we permit ourselves a few luxuries at least. So why should a city, which is only the sum of us, act as no one of us, even the poorest, ever would? Why should the pleasure of riding an open-topped bus on a fine day be denied us just to save a few lousy dollars? Who saved them, I wondered for the first time, and what did they do with them, that I should have had to give up this? Why, in my New York, shouldn't these buses have been saved as San Francisco had saved at least some of its cable cars, to the joy of all but the unbleeding hearts who cared for no one and nothing but money and themselves? There were alternate worlds in more senses than one, and it occurred to me that my New York needn't have been so damned destructive of the little things that make life worth living.


  The ride was fun. Most of the street looked as I'd last known it: the main Public Library was there; Lord & Taylor's; nearly all the buildings I passed were familiar to me. But here and there were some new ones, or at least new to me; one of them, just past Thirty-ninth Street, I knew I'd never seen before in my life although it was obviously at least thirty years old. At Thirty-fourth the Empire State Building stood where it belonged, on the southwest corner, and it looked the same as ever—or did it? I stared up at it, trying to decide; was it maybe half a dozen stories shorter?


  At Twenty-eighth I got off, walked east, crossed Madison, and I had actually turned in a step or two toward the door of my apartment building near the middle of the block before I glanced up and saw that it wasn't there. There was an apartment building, all right; an ordinary-looking building of brick with steel-casement windows, double glass doors opening into a lobby in which I could see a bank of potted plants. And the number in gold leaf on the glass above the doors was mine— mine in the other alternate world, at least. But in this world it wasn't the same building, and I stood gaping at it. The glass doors pushed open, a uniformed doorman walked out, frowned at me, and came over. "Looking for someone?"


  I nodded doubtfully. "How long has this been here?"


  "The building?"


  "Yeah."


  He shrugged. "It was here when I came, and I've worked here six years. Who you looking for?"


  "Bennell. Benjamin Bennell."


  The doorman shook his head.


  "You sure? I could have sworn he lived at this address."


  "Sure I'm sure. I know every tenant in the building; no one here by that name."


  "Then I don't know where to go," I said wonderingly, and pronouncing the words made the truth of them sweep over me. "My god, I don't know where to go." For a moment or so I just looked at him blinking; then I was able to think again. "Do you have a phone book?"


  He nodded, and I followed him into the building lobby. From the shelf under his little wall desk he brought out a Manhattan phone book, and— my hand trembled as I turned the pages—I looked up Bennell. There were half a dozen of them, and after Alfred N, Andrew W, Ann, and Barney, I found Bennell Benj 560 E 62 PL 3-0090.


  "Find him?"


  I looked up at the doorman, a little dazed. "Yeah. Looks like he lives on Sixty-second Street. And you know something? I'm beginning to remember the building." I stood frowning, concentrating on this, the memory coming clearer. Slowly I said, "It's new. Only a year or so old … set well back from the sidewalk … lot of glass and aluminum … little spindly trees at the entrance." Then I realized. "Hell, I ought to remember it!" I said, slapping my forehead, laughing at myself. "I go there every night!"


  I didn't even bother trying to explain that. I just yanked change from my pocket, slapped it into the doorman's hand, and was out of there running down the street toward Lexington Avenue before he could say anything; if, indeed, he had anything particular in mind. I got a cab at the corner, we tore up Lexington at just under takeoff speed, east on Sixty-second Street; then I got out at a corner, walked half a dozen steps, and there it was, all right, directly beside the East River: 560, glass-and-aluminum front, set well back from the walk, a beautifully clipped little tree on each side of enormous double glass doors.


  I stood and looked at it; I lifted my head and looked up the front to the roof; then I closed my eyes, tapped my forehead gently with my fingertips, and opened my eyes again. The building was still there, and I walked on to the glass doors, pushed through, and stopped in the lobby, which I vaguely remembered.


  Ahead, across the gray carpet, the elevator doors stood open and—frightened, wary—I walked over to them, hesitated, then stepped in. My hand went out to press the button; then it stopped in midair while I stood trying to think. Nothing came to mind, and I stepped out, walked back across the lobby to the bank of mailboxes, and among the other printed cards found Benjamin Bennell, 14A. Back in the elevator my finger touched button 14, hesitated, then jabbed, and the doors began sliding shut. At the last instant I tried to stop them, but it was too late. They closed, and the elevator rose, carrying me toward—I glanced upward because I could almost, but not quite, remember.


  The door to 14A stood slightly ajar, and I stopped in the hall and looked at it. With the tip of my forefinger I pushed it open a little wider and peeked in. I saw a magnificent living room, furnished in what I thought was French Provincial, though I'm not too sure about terms like that. It seemed absolutely new and strange to me, but then, after I had peered in a moment or so, my head began to nod; it was all beginning to seem familiar. It was the feeling, upon coming into a place you know you're entering for the first time, of nevertheless having been here before, and I pushed the door open a little more and stepped in.


  It was a beautiful room with a tremendous view of the river, and it was empty; I searched it quickly with my eyes, then eased the door closed behind me. Then I actually stood watching my own hands in astonishment. One of them reached across my chest, pulled the newspaper out from under my arm, and tossed it over onto the top of a white Steinway grand piano with the ease of old habit. The other hand reached up, took off my hat, and scaled it expertly onto a table in the hall at the front door. Then a woman's voice called from the kitchen. "That you, dear?" she said.


  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE
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  I couldn't answer; my throat closed, and I ran back to the front door. There I stopped, my hand on the knob; I didn't know what to do or say, and I turned to look back at the kitchen door. "Ben," the voice repeated, "is that you?" and my head nodded, my lungs inhaled, and my voice spoke.


  "Yes, darling it's me; I'm home," I heard myself say. A refrigerator door slammed in the kitchen, a spoon clattered on the enamel top of a stove, and high heels crossed linoleum toward the closed kitchen door—and me.


  I stood like a hypnotized bird; I forgot to breathe. Who in the world was coming through that door? Who in this world? It swung open toward me; I saw fingers on its edge, a flash of green skirt, then a girl was crossing the living room toward me: a tall girl, wide-hipped but thin, lean-faced, very, very good-looking, and with dark-red hair. "Tessie!" I yelled, and she stopped abruptly.


  "Well, who in the fat hell else were you expecting? Or should I say hoping to see?"


  I stood waggling a hand in protest until I was able to speak. "Believe me, there's nobody I'd rather see," I said then. Looking her over, head to foot then back again, enjoying the trip a little more each time, I suddenly grinned. "My god, what a preposterously good-looking female you are!" I said, and she walked up to me, stood very close, lifted her lovely freckled face to mine, and as my eyes began closing in swooning anticipation she sniffed my breath.


  "No," she said, shrugging thoughtfully, "you're sober," and started to turn away.


  "Hey! You didn't kiss me hello."


  "Oh. Yeah. How could I possibly have forgotten that?" She gave me a dismal peck on the cheek, turning away in almost the same motion, and my arms reached out and grabbed her. Then, that long lush length of scenic girlhood in my arms, I gave her a kiss that would have been censored from a Swedish movie. It lasted, I estimate, an hour and forty-five minutes during the last half of which she sighed a little, squirmed a little, then responded deliriously; air tanks finally exhausted, we rose to the surface just in time to escape the bends. Tess stood blinking at me then, her hands rising to push a few pounds of hair out of her eyes, and eventually she recalled how to formulate words. "Good god almighty!" she said. "What the hell has got into you!"


  "Nothing that hasn't been there since I was thirteen years old. Why? What's wrong? Guy comes home to something as fantastically assembled as you, my good, good friend, and what's he supposed to do? Sit down and read the paper or something?"


  "Well, that's exactly what you've been doing, kiddo, every night starting a month after our honeymoon a hundred and five years ago!" Then she smiled. "But don't think I'm complaining," she murmured, stepping close, and poured herself against me from shoulder to ankle like a giant pitcherful of hot fudge.


  As though by magic we found ourselves wafted effortlessly to the davenport, and there we kissed without breathing, absorbing air through vestigial gills. The legerdemain continued; having done nothing I could recall to bring this about, we found ourselves comfortably lying at full length. "Ben, darling," she said presently, her lashes sweeping her cheeks as her eyes fluttered, "I left dinner on the stove."


  "Let it burn, too," I said. "Oh boy, oh boy, oh boy, oh boy!" My eyes blinked lazily, and I found myself staring at Tessie's entrancingly freckled shoulder off which her blouse seemed somehow to have slipped. "Hey," I said, "the Big Dipper!"


  "What, darling?"


  "Half a dozen of your freckles—they form the Big Dipper."


  "Oh, yes. Look a little lower, and you can see Orion."


  "I will, I will! Then on to other galaxies!" I studied the Big Dipper, Orion, then Gemini, Sagittarius, Leo, and was looking for the Southern Cross when my eyes blurred. Blinking to clear them, I glanced up—I was lying on the inside of the davenport as it happened—and there standing on the rug, transparent, furious, arms folded in rage, foot tapping, eyes flashing ghostly sparks, stood Hetty.


  It was a figment of conscience, of course, and instantly disappeared as I jerked with a shock equivalent to six thousand volts applied to shaved scalp and wet soles, spilling Tessie, a veritable Niagara of goodies, over the edge of the davenport. I grabbed instinctively, yanking her back before she could actually drop, and by sheer strength held her there on the knife edge of balance. She took this for passion, responding with girlish abandon by pulling me toward her, and the davenport slowly tipped up onto its front legs, then dumped us onto the floor and rolled over us like a tent. "How perfectly disgusting!" it seemed to me I could hear Hetty saying. I yelled, "Something's burning!" and Tessie rolled right on out from under the overturned davenport, landing on her feet and running toward the kitchen.


  She was gone, I would say, just under three seconds, during which I gestured apologetically and helplessly at the indignant, transparent Hetty. Tessie, sprinting, came back even faster than she'd left, yelling, "I turned everything off; we'll have dinner later! When it's cooler!" But in those two and six-tenths seconds I had moved even faster, heaving the davenport upright, running across the room, snatching the evening paper from the piano, then hurtling back through the air in a sitting position to land on the davenport apparently reading just as Tess skidded into sight around the corner from the kitchen.


  She sat down next to me, fitting herself to my right side like spray paint. I felt the column of her breath, essence of a thousand springs, press my cheek, and Hades—not hot and sulphurous but cozy and perfumed—yawned at my feet. My fists up at ear level, I had the evening paper clutched in both hands, almost wrapped around my head. "Good god, they've torn down Brooklyn Bridge!" I babbled.


  Zephyr-borne words floated erotically into my ear. "So you like coming home to me? You haven't said so in years …"


  "Central Park invaded by giant ants! Macy's blown up!"


  "Preposterously good-looking, am I? Darling, look: here's Scorpio! And Sirius!"


  "Library sold to burlesque chain! Guy Lombardo assassinated!"


  I heard the click of metal on the wood surface of the end table beside us, the preliminary snick-snick of a pair of scissors; then a horizontal slit appeared in my newspaper, was immediately enlarged by two hooked fingers, then filled by an enormous jewellike brown eye which stared into mine, then slowly winked.


  I surrendered. I plumped for the life of sin, heigh-ho, turned and gathered up that big bundle of joy, mentally screaming to Hetty for forgiveness, when all of a sudden it really dawned on me: for the first time I understood that it was actually true in this world, and I yelled it aloud. "Hey, we're MARRIED, aren't we?" and Tessie drew back to stare at me. "As a matter of fact," I said wonder-ingly, "not only are you and I married in this world, long since, but I've never even met Het—"


  "Never met who?"


  "Never met anyone, Taffyapple, as packed with enriched fortified goodness as you. Imagine us married! Holy cow, it means this is okay! Fully approved by synagogue, Vatican, and the Missouri Synod. For a moment there, baby, I almost forgot."


  "Well, forget again, handsome," she murmured, closing her eyes, and I closed mine, and who would ever have dreamed that anything as good as what then transpired could actually be approved by the Establishment?


  We had dinner on the balcony overlooking the river. Tonight Tess had candles on the table, the living-room lights off. There was wine, it was balmy outside, and a long block away we could hear a vague murmur, the sound of the Second Avenue el, and I said, "Hear that, ma petite? It is the whisper of the Seine," and when she looked at me to smile, her eyes were awash with love.


  "Tonight it doesn't seem that we've been married for years," Tess said. "It's like a honeymoon. Remember the darling way you proposed?"


  "Good lord! Don't tell me it was … ?"


  "And I've still got it." She stood, walked to a closet beside the front door, fumbled on the top shelf, and—I'd known she would, of course—came back opening a familiar green box: in this world I'd still been going with Tessie when I'd wandered through Macy's and seen the stationery display. "Such a charming idea," she said, sitting down and opening the lid. "My name as it would be if I married you." She sat brushing her fingertips over the engraving, staring off toward Second Avenue and the murmur of the Seine. "The very moment I saw it, I knew I was going to accept."


  I reached over and put my hand on hers, lying on the tabletop, the way they do in the brandy ads.


  I said, "Hell of a price to pay just to make your name match two bucks' worth of stationery."


  She turned her hand over and squeezed mine. "I'm so happy tonight I don't know what to say. Imagine feeling the way we do, four years, five months, and twenty-two days after we were married."


  "Well, I can tell you truthfully," I told her truthfully, "that for me it's as though the honeymoon had just begun." From a corner of my eye I thought I saw a movement, the indignant swish of a departing skirt. But when I turned quickly no one was there, and now I remembered that in this world not only had I never met Hetty, but she might never even have been born. With my conscience lying on its back in a hammock sipping a tall cool glass of iced absinthe, I smiled at Tessie. "Tired, darling?" I asked.


  "No," she said, pushing back her chair, so we went to bed.


  


  
    CHAPTER SIX
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  In the morning, after Tess served me a breakfast of fantastically delicious toast and coffee, I rode fearlessly downstairs in the automatic elevator, together with several other tenants: a famous Metropolitan Opera soprano; several members of the Rockefeller family; a maharajah in full costume. I bowed them out before me, then walked on across the lobby and out into an absolutely wizard spring day.


  The branches of the two skinny little trees beside the doors were loaded with birds: a Great Blue Heron, a Purple Gallinule, a Bird of Paradise, a Roseate Spoonbill, a robin, a Penguin, two Marbled Godwits, a Grosbeak, a Free-flying Ferruginous Duck, and a large number of tropical macaws never before seen this far north. My own joyous whistle was instantly joined by theirs; we all stood for several seconds warbling together in tribute to the day. Then I tipped my hat, walked on out to the public sidewalk, and stopped, not knowing which way to turn.


  I walked back into the building lobby, nearly bumping into Bobby Kennedy on his way out. Inside I turned, walked out again, whistling even more joyously, and a number of the birds flew over to perch momentarily on my shoulders and hat. Again I walked on, this time refusing to let thought intrude, continuing to whistle mindlessly, relying entirely on habit. At the sidewalk, I noted, looking down with interest, that my feet and legs turned unhesitatingly toward Fifth Avenue, just as they did, I remembered now, every morning.


  When I reached Fifth, a southbound double-decker was pulling away, and I jogged athletically across the street—I seemed to be in better condition in this world—hopped aboard, and climbed to the top, still whistling. Two men were just getting up from a front seat, and I edged forward past them and sat down. Then I rode down that wonderful sunlit old street, sniffing the delicious blue-tinted air, happy as mortal man is meant to be.


  After a block or so I looked behind me and saw hardly a face: nearly everyone was reading a newspaper or turning the pages of one; the few who weren't sat staring vacantly at the passing sidewalk. I reached into my pocket, brought out a baton, stood up, and said, "All right! Attention please, everyone," rapping on the wooden back of my seat; everyone looked up. "This is much too nice a day to sit reading a lousy newspaper. Put them away, please, take a deep breath of this glorious air, and—all together now!—join me in song!" I blew a note on a pitch pipe, stood with baton poised, then brought it down decisively, and rumbling along Fifth Avenue in that fine old bus, we sang "Oh, What a Beautiful Morning!" and before we reached the second chorus people on the sidewalks were waving at us, and a bus passing the other way joined in.


  We reached Forty-second Street on the last notes of "Blue Skies," I turned the baton over to a Wall Street executive, and hopped off the bus, waving; they all waved back. The light turned green, they rolled across Forty-second Street and on down Fifth singing "Hello, Dolly," while I walked east toward Lexington, leaping into the air every now and then and clicking my heels together, a trick I'd never before been able to do.


  In the lobby of the Doc Pepper Building I had to step aside for a moment out of the stream of people heading toward the elevators, and stand frowning, unable to remember my floor. Then, as I'd done earlier, I walked back to the door and came in again, whistling quietly, looking happily around, letting habit run things. I stepped confidently into an elevator, and stood watching my forefinger reach out and press the button marked 11. At the eleventh floor I got off, walked down the hall, turned and pushed through a pair of glass doors—genuine cut-glass, each marked with a large gold N—and stepped into a big lobby. There was a receptionist's desk from the Palace of Versailles before me, but no one there at the moment, and I stood looking around.


  It was an expensive lobby: walls of wood panels alternating with slabs of polished green marble matching the green-and-white-patterned carpeting; a crystal chandelier. I turned and walked down a corridor into a large square area of stenographers' desks in rows, office doors around the outer edges. I walked past doors, each bearing a name and title, the girls at their desks smiling, saying, "Morning, Mr. Bennell!" As I passed them, the successive doors increased in quality, width, and even, it seemed to me, in height, until I came to one of carved teak, bearing my name in inch-high gold metal letters.


  I walked in, tossing my hat expertly and out of long habit onto the head of a life-size, full-color, photo cutout—an advertising display—standing in a corner of my office. It was of a splendidly rounded girl wearing feathers in her hair, jewel-encrusted high heels, and not too much else, actually. She was smiling and stood with a forefinger pointed discreetly at her stomach. From her mouth issued a cardboard cloud, a speech balloon like the kind in comic strips, and I started to read what it said when my office door opened, and my secretary, a lovely flower, said, "They're ready with the new commercial, Mr. Bennell."


  I told her to send them in, and sat down behind my free-form desk, glancing at the original Picasso on the wall. Then my door opened, and in stepped a couple of advertising types with eager, clean-cut, corrupt young faces, followed by—Bert Glahn, as I lived and forgot to breathe! Bert was my boss in the other alternate world, and I almost jumped to my feet, but I stopped myself because something about him was incredibly different.


  Not only was he unctuously bobbing his head and nervously dry-washing his hands, but—suddenly I realized it!—he was a good six inches shorter! As Bert humbly wished me good morning, and turned to fit a reel of film he'd brought with him into the works of a big projector with a ground-glass screen, I stood up, leisurely, majestically, walked over to watch, and surreptitiously measured my height against his. I was an easy three inches taller, and at least as heavy; and while Bert was still handsome enough, he looked older, more haggard, and his suit didn't fit very well. Whatever gene or chromosome of Bert Glahn's had been added or left out in this happy alternate world had cut him down to the size and manner appropriate to his status here of my assistant.


  "Ready if you are, Mr. Bennell, sir!" said faithful old Bert, bowing, scraping, and tugging at his forelock, while one of the young ad-agency men ran across the room to draw the expensive drapes. I allowed as how I was ready, and the other young ad man flipped a switch, and the screen came to life like a television set.


  A close head-and-shoulders shot of a doctor appeared in color. You knew he was a doctor because he wore a pair of heavy glasses in his hand, and a high-necked jacket of the kind worn by doctors, barbers, and Russian politicians. He had thick, wavy gray hair, a handsome face inscribed with dignified lines, and was obviously either head of the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons or of the world's most expensive abortion ring; he was smiling with the friendly open candor of an extreme right-wing fanatic.


  Beside him was a cardboard display carton which was tilted toward the viewer. The carton was packed with a dozen small pink boxes wrapped in polyethylene, and the back of the carton rose up to form an advertising display-panel, showing a lovely young girl in a thin nightgown pointing to some words in a graceful flowing script.


  From the carton the doc picked up one of the small pink boxes, opened a flap, and rolled out onto his palm a little cylindrical object in pink cellophane, which he unwrapped, then held up to the camera; it was a small plug of pink wax looking very much like a wax earplug. In a deep we-have-discovered-the-cure-for-cancer voice, he was saying, "We in science wholeheartedly recommend to the women of America …" Now he pointed to the display panel, which came up big to fill the screen so that you could read the printed script, his voice continuing off screen for the benefit of viewers who couldn't read: … Navel-O-No for beauty, health, and to show that you care!" The display panel grew some more till the girl's printed head filled it; then the head came to life and movement. She smiled, and in a soft lilting voice said, "Yes, ladies, Navel-O-No, the antiseptic flesh-colored putty that helps YOU put up a better front!" The camera moved down to her stomach, and—it was done beautifully and with exquisite taste—you could see through her filmy nightgown, and her stomach was absolutely smooth and rounded. Her voice, continuing off screen as we stared at that lovely unblemished belly, said, "Smoothes invisibly into unsightly navels! Fits any size, any shape, to form a new, flawlessly rounded LOVELIER surface! Used by stage, screen, and TV stars!" The doctor's off-screen voice said sternly, "TODAY, banish lint-filled germ traps! Fill that ugly gaping crater!" The girl's voice came in again as the camera moved up from her stomach to her beautiful ethereal face. "Look your smoothest," she said, "for HIM! Navel-O-No tonight!"


  Smiling, she walked off screen left as a lovely Polynesian girl, similarly dressed, crossed the screen from the right. "Also available," she was saying, and she twitched her hips so that her gown opened momentarily to reveal a marvelously unbroken expanse of dusky skin, "in Tahiti tan!" A beautiful Chinese girl following directly behind her murmured, "… in sunset yellow!" demonstrating as she walked how effective this shade was, too. "… midnight black!" said a magnificent Negro girl as she crossed the screen. "And in the West," said a terrific-looking Indian girl in full tribal headdress and almost nothing else, "dawnblush red!" She moved off in a cute little war dance, thrusting her unblemished red stomach forward at each step. To soft harp music, the screen went black and the film ended.


  "Terrific!" I said, leaping to my feet and walking over to shake the hand of one of the ad-agency men. "Absolutely great, Perce!" I said, remembering his name, which was Perce Shelley. "You, too, Lyndon!" I said to the other.


  "Mostly your idea," one of them said.


  "Sure, but you could have muffed the execution. Thanks a million." They left, and I walked over to the cardboard cutout of the girl pointing to her stomach, and—it was all coming back to me now; I was general manager of this great company—I read the words printed in the cloudlike speech balloon at the side of her head. It said, Wilma Shakes-heare, Queen of the Skin Divas, says, "I look better, feel better—with Navel-O-No! And men just love its friendly fragrance. Ends cigar-ash nuisance, too!" Sales, I saw from a chart on the wall, were up 13 percent in the last quarter, which meant my stock options had become operative, and turning back to my desk, I knew that in this world I had found my metier.


  At my free-form desk—beautiful, but with a tear-shaped hole in the middle through which I tended to occasionally knock one or more of my telephones with my elbow—I read my mail, dictated some replies to the lovely-limbed goddess who was my secretary, made a phone call to Frank Flannel in Production, and what with one thing and another it was nearly noon before I even leaned back in my chair to stretch. For a moment I sat there, glancing around my office, admiring the Jacob Epstein bust in one corner and the tremendous view of Manhattan to the south. Then I grinned, and on impulse pulled the Manhattan phone book over. I turned to the S's, ran a forefinger down the first column, and sure enough, though the address was different, there it was: Saf-T Products.


  "Safety Products," the switchboard girl said when I called, and I asked for the head of the company.


  When he came on I said, "This is Ben Bennell."


  "Who?" said the old familiar permanently irritated voice.


  "Ben Bennell. Don't you know me?"


  "No! Who the hell are you!"


  "I'm the world's leading expert on pronunciation, and I called to tell you that S-a-f spells saff, you illiterate, power-drunk boob! It does not, and never can, spell safe; it's SAFF! Now, I'm warning you, buddy-boy, either change the spelling or the pronunciation, or get out of town within twenty-four hours."


  I hung up feeling great, pulled a sheet of paper toward me, sliding it around the tear-shaped hole, and in elaborate shaded italics printed, Wonderful (alternate) World, I love you! Benjamin B. Bennell. I wheeled my big shiny private duplicating machine over to the window, inserted the sheet, spun the Dil-A-Copy to 5,000, opened the window, and left for lunch, the obedient machine rhythmically rolling copies out into the sunlit polluted air to swoop, glide, and dance over Manhattan like giant confetti.


  The day flashed by, and at five-thirty I rode downstairs, anxious and happy to hurry home to Tess and renew our glorious acquaintance. Stepping out into the Doc Pepper lobby, I glanced into the building drugstore and on impulse turned in. It looked just about the same, it seemed to me, as the Chrysler Building drugstore. I glanced around, and yes, there it stood: the bargain counter of charm-bracelet doodads, pillboxes, and the like. I began poking through the stuff and found it right away: the little gilt pillbox with the jewel-en-crusted top. Walking toward the counter with it, I looked for the candy display but it wasn't there.


  "Can I help you, sir?" a man's voice said from the counter; it was a familiar voice, though I couldn't place it, and I looked up at him to answer. But I didn't speak; I stopped and stood staring at the face over the tan pharmacist's jacket.


  "Good lord," I said finally, "you look just like Cary Grant!"


  "I am Cary Grant," he said, frowning, and he pointed to a framed document hanging on the wall above his head. I looked at it: it said he was a graduate pharmacist from NYU, licensed to dispense prescriptions in the State of New York. Just over a large red seal, Cary Grant was lettered in black gothic.


  "I see," I was able to say after blinking at the certificate for a while. "Where's the cary? I mean candy?" He pointed to a counter; I stepped over to it and found a small box of nougats. Opening it as I walked, I took it back to the cash register, and said, "Mr. Grant, have you ever considered acting in the movies?"


  "At my age? Don't be silly. Now, what can I do for you?"


  I pushed the nougat into the pillbox; it was an even tighter fit than the last time I'd done this, and when I squashed the lid down, the nougat overflowed a bit, and Cary stared at it in distaste, then looked up at me with the same expression. Humbly I said, "Could you gift-wrap this, please?"


  "Audrey!" he called across the store, and a girl answered. "Could you come over here, please? And gift-wrap this—package? For the … gentleman?" He walked off, shaking his head, while I stared at the floor in embarrassment. I heard the girl arrive, glanced up at her, and once again my mouth fell open.


  "Saints preserve us," I said, "but aren't you Audrey Hepburn?"


  "No, I am not," she said icily. "My first name is Audrey, but my last name is Schatzkopf. What do you want wrapped?"


  I nodded even more humbly at the box. She leaned forward to stare down at it as though it were a freshly killed roach, and I said, "It's a box of candy. For a dieting midget," and she looked up at me, her lip curling. "There's some gold ribbon in there," I murmured in utter abasement, and she turned, opened the drawer I had pointed to, poked through it suspiciously, then pulled out a length of gold ribbon, looking surprised. She wrapped my package very rapidly then, refusing my offer of a nougat with a curt shake of her head.


  Going out the door, I glanced back. Both Cary and Audrey were staring after me, and I stepped up my pace, turning to face front just in time to avoid banging into a policeman in a brown derby: the same one I'd talked to before. "Hi, there!" I said sickly, and—fortunately the light at the corner was green—I trotted across Lexington toward Fifth before he could think of a reason to stop me.


  Then, once more, I rode along Fifth Avenue through a warm spring afternoon on an open-topped bus. The sports page of the guy next to me said Willie Mays had made a spectacular fence-climbing ninth-inning catch to save the game for the Giants: the New York Giants, I suddenly noticed, making a resolution to see lots of home games. I smiled serenely; I was on my way back to that vast expanse of glowing womanhood, Tessie; and all in all it was a fine world to be alive in, in spite of Cary Grant.


  Tess loved the pillbox. While I stirred up a pitcherful of transfusions in the kitchen, she unwrapped it, squealed with pleasure at sight of the little gilt box, rapturously fingered the fake jewels on the lid, then opened the box and shrieked with amusement at the candy inside. She followed me into the living room, saying, "Ben, you're an absolute darling!"


  I grinned at her as she sat down on the davenport, and poured and handed her a drink. She took a sip and shuddered happily. Her pillbox lay on a table beside her, and her glance lingered on it as she set her drink down. "Remember the sweet little obscene notes you used to hide in my gloves?" she murmured, and I nodded gleefully. "And the fake tattoo I thought was real, your initials and mine intertwined in a heart? What a place to put it!" I smiled, nodding reminiscently, and she reached out to touch the pillbox again. "And now this, just like the things you always used to do." She frowned in puzzlement and murmured almost to herself, "I don't understand it," and looked over at me again. "Ben, how come you're so sweet to me all of a sudden?"


  Of course I couldn't tell her, so as a mild little joke—I have a fair enough voice and can carry a tune—I answered with the words and tune of an old song. "Because 'I've got you under my skin! I've got you deep in the heart of me. So deep in my heart you're really a part of me!' "


  Her lovely brows shot up in astonishment. "Ben! What a perfectly darling little song! Did you just think of it?"


  For a good three or four seconds I stared at her without answering. Then I said slowly, "Tell me, Tess, did you ever hear of Cole Porter?"


  "Who?"


  "He's a composer."


  "No. Ralph Porter, naturally, but not Cole."


  "Yeah, I just thought of it," I said. "Sitting here looking at you, pet, the words and tune came drifting into my head. Ever hear of Rodgers and Ham-merstein?"


  "Who are they?"


  "A law firm. Listen, here's a song I worked out at the office today, just thinking about you and how we met and all. Want to hear it?"


  "You know I do!"


  I walked over to the piano, and sat down, Tess following to stand beside me. I struck a preliminary chord, then looked up at Tess. " 'Some enchanted evening,' " I sang slowly, looking deep into her eyes, " 'you will see a stranger … across a crowded room …' " I never finished the song. When I reached " 'Then fly to her side … and make her your ownnnnn!' " Tess fainted and fell into my arms.


  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN

  


  [image: ]


  "Mirror, mirror, on the imported-tile wall," I said one morning after I'd been here in this alternate world a few weeks, "who's the biggest success of all?"


  "In just what way?" it answered craftily.


  But I was equally crafty, alert for the put-down. "Oh, I don't know," I said casually, "let's say maritally."


  "Well, we're still checking," it said grudgingly, "but right now it looks as though you are. Some guy in Eagle River, Wisconsin, came pretty damn close, though! If only he didn't say things were 'yay high' and—"


  "Never mind! If I edged him out, that's all that matters. Now, how about businesswise?"


  "Actual or potential?"


  "Potential! I know there are plenty guys who've made it a lot bigger than I have so far, but—"


  "All right, all right! Then you are."


  "Okay," I said, and snapped my fingers commandingly, "let's have it, then."


  "Any other category you'd like to ask about?"


  I just smiled. "Not just now," I said, and snapped my fingers again. Two Hands in gold-embroidered sleeves descended and reluctantly set a fresh-picked laurel wreath on my brow. I examined it in the mirror, then tilted it to a slightly more jaunty angle. The Hands came abruptly down again to set it straight, and I left it that way, wearing it humbly but with justifiable pride all through my shower.


  Because I deserved it; that showed in a million ways. A few minutes later, for example, while dressing, I managed—even though this bedroom offered plenty of leeway for coeducational dressing —to bump into my wife as much as ever. More than ever. But here in this best of many possible worlds, it elicited not muttered curses but happy giggles.


  It showed in startling contrast between me and other husbands on our floor. Opening my door one morning, I saw ffoulke-Wilkinson, in 14C, step out into the hall, checking through his alligator-hide attache case. His wife—in hair curlers and without makeup looking like Mrs. Dorian Gray, senior— gave him a peck on the cheek which, by some complicated mental trick, he was able to ignore, continuing to look through his case as though she didn't exist, as—for him—maybe she no longer did. He snapped his case shut and walked on to the elevator without a glance at or word to her.


  I heard Hildebrand, in 14B across the hall, come out one morning just before I opened my door, and if I hadn't understood English I might have been touched: from somewhere inside the apartment his wife called sweetly, "Don't hurry back, darling!" and he replied liltingly, "Drop dead, my dear!" Then the door slammed.


  And now today, waiting at the elevator, I saw Yaphank and his wife appear in the doorway of 14D at the end of the hall. "Bye, darling!" each of them called as he turned toward the elevator, and he looked back, smiling. Each blew a kiss to the other, but this time as he turned away he made a horrible face, cheeks inflated, tongue protruding, eyes crossed. Behind his back, as she closed the door, she was sticking her tongue out at him and, thumb on her nose, waggling her hand.


  At the door I kissed Tessie goodbye at nine o'clock sharp, and again at a quarter of ten, realizing that I was the only guy on this floor—maybe in the whole world—who was sometimes forty minutes late for work in the morning just from kissing his wife goodbye.


  Leaving the building, finally, I greeted my bird friends as they fluttered round my head; like bird-lovers everywhere, I'd learned their names. "Hello, Edward," I said. "Good morning, Bernice!" On the bus, I smiled and nodded at most of the other upper-deck regulars, then sat down and read the ads on the backs of the seats: for Yucatan Gum; Maxwell House Toothpaste; "Painless Bob" Kennedy's E-Z Terms Dentistry. Passing the end of the Park at Fifty-ninth Street, I glanced admiringly at the monument to Winnie Ruth Judd.


  At work, I again proved my right to the laurel wreath, which I was still wearing invisibly. Little Bert Glahn was waiting in my office, and we took a cab over to a recording studio in the Fifties; Perce Shelley and Lyndon from the agency were already there. The Navel-O-No doctor-campaign had upped sales 16 percent—we were beginning to tap the preadolescent market—and now the agency was ready with the follow-up campaign.


  The film was completed, and we sat in the studio watching them dub in the sound. On the screen the filmed countdown flicked past; then on cue a gong sounded, and in shivering haunted-house lettering appeared the words Fascinating Disappearances! At a floor microphone, a gilt-haired young man in tight pale-green slacks and a fluffy sweater, the sleeves of which were pushed up his forearms, said in a deep ominous masculine voice, "Throughout history there have been fascinating disappearances! Where is the missing Bierce? Where is the missing Earhart? Where is the missing Crater?"


  The guy at the gong whacked it again, and the scene switched to a fancy boudoir. A beautiful girl in a thin negligee stood smiling at us. At another floor mike, a fat girl chewing gum said in a breathy sexy voice, "Yes! Here to enhance milady's charm is the most fascinating disappearance of all! Where is the missing crater?" The girl on screen swung her hips, and her negligee ballooned open: she wore feathered mules, brief pants, and a brassiere, and for just an instant as the negligee opened, there was a glimpse of her stomach, smooth as an egg.


  Music from a small orchestra at the end of the studio swelled up, and on the screen at the spot where the girl's navel would ordinarily have been visible, a tiny package of Navel-O-No appeared, and enlarged swiftly to fill the entire screen. Then the guy in the green pants came on with a sales pitch, the commercial ended, and they all turned to look at me.


  I sat nodding thoughtfully, consideringly, feeling the thrill of power, then made my decision. "Tremendous," I said quietly, and relief filled their eyes. "Subtle, delicate, real creative craftsmanship. Perce, Lyndon, get a print ready with sound for a board meeting. They'll like it, I guarantee. What do you have in mind for a follow-up?"


  "A terrific variation," Perce said. "Sound of helicopter, and open with a spectacular aerial shot of Vesuvius; a real grabber!"


  Lyndon said, "The guy's voice opens with 'A volcano! An ugly frightening crater!' Cut to the girl in the negligee as the voice says, 'Until it's extinct!' "


  "The girl turns," said Perce Shelley, "her negligee flies open—"


  "Yeah, yeah," I said, standing up, "I get it."


  "Think they'll do a job saleswise?" Bert said anxiously.


  "Yep, this series ought to open up the entire West for us."


  "Even Texas?"


  "Especially Texas." I turned to walk rapidly out of the studio, my hand brushing my head as though smoothing back my hair; actually, of course, I was adjusting my wreath.


  It was a nice day, brisk but sunny, so I walked back to the office with Bert, refusing an offer by the ad-agency boys to carry me. Cutting through Grand Central Station, I caught a glimpse of a familiar-looking curtained booth. It looked a lot like the tell-me-your-troubles booth, but as we came closer, I saw that the sign was red and orange, not blue, and that it said let's hear you brag! you deserve it!


  I sent Bert on ahead to the office and glanced around. No one was looking, so I ducked in, pulled the curtains, dropped in a quarter, and began discussing my marital and business successes in a calm impartial way. The tape reels slowly revolved, and from the speaker in the ceiling a soft, sexy voice murmured, "You don't mean it! … Oh, god, you're wonderful … and so good-looking. … I wish I'd seen you first! … Kiss me!" and it was worth every penny of the $1.75 I spent before they refused to give me any more quarters at the orange-juice stand.


  And yet … something was lacking; it was no good trying to pretend. In this world, as in the other, I was still a man unlucky enough to have been born with an unfulfilled need. Successful executive though I was now, I sometimes envied really creative people like Lyndon and Perce. I was like the occasional man who carries inside him the spirit of a concert pianist but is all thumbs at the keyboard; the urge to bring into this world something that would leave it a better place still nagged at me here as much as in the world in which I knew Nate Rockoski. Now, leaving Grand Central Station and the cozy, curtained little booth to walk on toward my office across Lexington Avenue just ahead, I was reminded of this by one of the curious coincidences in which life abounds. I stopped at the curb, joining a little group waiting for the lights to change, and my eye was caught, as were all others, by a spectacular, candy-striped Rolls-Royce. It was, I estimated as it approached the corner, about thirty feet long. Then I became aware of excited voices around me saying, "It's Nate! Nate Rockoski!"


  Sure enough: the lights changed, the Rolls stopped, and there in the back seat I saw him, looking just the same here in this world, except that now he was wearing a silk hat, a long coat with an astrakhan collar, and his chin and clasped hands rested on top of a gold-headed cane. No one crossed the street, everyone stood staring; I felt the awe and wonder of the crowd. He lifted his head to smile and nod benignly, like Queen Elizabeth, and as he moved, his unbuttoned outer coat fell open, and I saw that his obviously expensive suit was patterned with dollar signs. "He's rich, isn't he?" I said to the man next to me, who looked at me, astonished.


  "Of course!" he said, and when I asked how Nate had done it, the man said, "Just the way he says he did in this month's Reader's Digest: a little effort, a little ingenuity, is all it takes; anyone can do it, he says."


  "But what did he do?"


  "Invented a soft drink, patented a nutty name for it, and oh boy, how the money rolled in."


  "What's the drink? I'd like to try it."


  I heard mechanism click in a metal box on a standard beside us, the lights about to change, and the man next to me pointed to an enormous neon-lighted billboard on the roof of a building down the block, coca-cola, it said, and the traffic light changed. "He used to be poor, a sort of crackpot inventor," the man said, staring lovingly at Nate as the Rolls soundlessly moved forward, "but things have gone better with Coke!"


  At the intersection just ahead, a fire truck, its hooter hooting, was about to cross Lex, but the driver saw Nate's Rolls approaching and slammed on his brakes, politely gesturing Nate across first. As the Rolls passed in front of the fire truck, Nate nodded his thanks, touching the brim of his silk hat with the shining gold head of his cane. On the curb with the others, I stood staring after him, then reached to my forehead and removed the wreath. Staring at it for a moment, I saw that its leaves had turned to brown; then I dropped it into a trash can and, as the light changed again, walked on across the street with the others.


  I felt better after work: who, on his way home to Tess, would not? And on Forty-second Street I stopped at one of those little places that print fake headlines while you wait. When I got home and Tess came in from the kitchen to pick up the paper I'd just tossed onto the piano, glancing at the headline as she always did, she was astonished to see a double line of large black type spelling out a particularly lurid invitation specifically directed to her; which, blushing prettily, she instantly accepted.


  That evening, as I often did, I wandered to the white grand piano, and played a medley of songs I'd written just for Tess, including "Tea For Two," "The Way You Look Tonight," and "You'd Be So Nice to Come Home To." As always, Tess was astonished at how apt they were; how out of all the millions of people in the world they seemed to fit us alone. She was so pleased that I sat a little longer, idly fingering chords, humming experimental notes, occasionally muttering a few trial words of verse. And in no more than five or six minutes, while Tess sat on the bench beside me, her eyes shining, I'd worked out another song for her: just a simple little thing which, with equal simplicity, I called "Stardust."


  Hell with Nate Rockoski, I thought happily as Tess and I walked hand in hand down the hall to our bedroom: who wants more than this? But the Human Being always wants More Than This, and as I stood in our bedroom unbuttoning my shirt, I still felt a lack in my life. Like any husband anywhere, however happy with his wife, I could and often did carry on routine domestic conversations without engaging the mind at all. Undoing my cuffs, staring absently into space, I murmured, "What'd you say, dear?"


  "These stupid buttons," Tess said, and I glanced at her. She was frowning at a button in the palm of her hand; then she twisted her hip attractively to look down at the side of her skirt, from which a short thread stuck up among a row of three or four similar buttons. "They come off all the time, and spoil the line of the skirt besides." I nodded absently, making a sympathetic little murmur about putting in a zipper instead, not even listening to her reply.


  And yet some diligent little cell of the brain, resolutely doing guard duty while the others were busy, must have been listening. Because incredible as it sounds, we were in bed, the lights out, my mind on the stars, when it somehow and nevertheless managed to claim my attention. "What did you say!" I said to Tess.


  "I said, 'Stop that, you fresh thing,' but I was only fooling."


  "No, no, I mean before!"


  "When?"


  "When I told you to put a zipper in your skirt, what did you say?"


  "Why, all I said was 'What's a zipper?' Ben! What did you turn on the light for? What are you doing with the phone book!?"


  " 'What's a zipper,' " I quoted happily, the yellow pages a blur as I flipped through them, my creative urge ecstatic. "I am looking for the name and address of the best patent lawyer in town!"


  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT
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  "You are! You are!" the mirror snarled next morning. "Will you shut up about it!" though I hadn't said a word.


  "Okay," I said with quiet dignity, "where's the wreath?"


  "You got one yesterday. What's the matter? You can't wear a wreath two days?"


  I didn't argue; the fact was worth more than the symbol, and my cup was full. There was absolutely nothing now that I'd have changed in The Wonderful Alternate World of Ben Bennell. It was perfect, and of course—you've noticed this, too, haven't you?—it is precisely at such a time that Life grins nastily, spits on its hands, picks up the Big Club, and takes aim at your head.


  But I'd forgotten that, and the day began blissfully. Outside it was a beautiful morning as I started for the office, and a Brazilian macaw said, "Morning, Ben, you look like a million. After taxes!" I said, "You, too, Fred; fine feathers make fine birds," and he said, "Hey, pretty good, have to remember that."


  On the upper deck of the bus I stood up front, facing the rear, and sounded a note on my pitch pipe. All the newspapers were lowered, and the mighty Hallelujah Chorus of Handel's Messiah burst forth. At Forty-second Street I hated to get off because Miss Poindexter, a rather plump, glasses-wearing, but very pleasant switchboard operator in a Thirty-fourth Street garment factory, was standing in the aisle, a hand on the seat back, the other outflung, in the middle of a marvelous soprano solo rendition of "Ave Maria."


  In Grand Central Station I sat down in the booth and dropped in my quarter, but today it rattled right back into the coin-return cup. As the reels began revolving, the sexy voice murmured, "For you, and from now on, darling, it's free."


  At the office I phoned and made an appointment with Cox and Box, prominent Madison Avenue patent attorneys; Box's great-great-great grandfather, his secretary informed me, had obtained Whitney's patent on the cotton gin, beating out Benjamin Franklin's lawyer by six and a half all-important minutes. That afternoon when I kept the appointment, although I didn't yet know this, didn't yet feel it, the Big Club swung down toward my head: the young attorney into whose office I was ushered at Cox and Box was Custer Huppfelt!


  There was no mistaking him; we'd gone to grade school and high school in the other alternate world, and I'd known him afterward. And his smile now, as he stood up from his desk watching me walk into the office, was the same weary-cynical, look-what-the-cat-dragged-in smile he'd always had, even in fourth grade, and he lazily put out his hand as though just barely willing to grant me that boon. But did I know him in this world, too!? I wondered, panically, shaking hands. Custer answered the question for me. "How are you, Ben?" he said, and then I remembered. Life in the two alternate worlds, as I'd already realized, was more alike than different, and here, too, Custer and I had gone to school together, although in this world, I recalled, he'd gone on to study law at Harvard.


  "Nice to see you, Cus," I said, smiling, looking him over. He seemed the same: tall, thin, good-looking, skin permanently tanned. Except, I suddenly realized, in the other world Custer was brown-eyed and black-haired. Here he was blond and blue-eyed, probably because of a pair of blue genes somewhere in his ancestry.


  We reminisced together, then brought each other up to date. He was new in the firm here, but extremely well thought of; probably be made a partner before long. He still lived in the Village, and he was thinking about buying a new car. He wasn't married yet, but was seeing a lot of a girl who was absolutely nuts about him. Finally he remembered, probably only because I was a client now, to ask how Tess was. Same old Custer, I thought, in this or any world.


  I described my invention, sketching it on the back of an envelope, and naturally Cus didn't think the zipper would work; I had to admit to myself that it did sound ridiculous, even to me. Cus didn't think the name would catch on either, but he agreed to handle it for me and took my drawing for the patent search and application. It would cost money, he reminded me, but I didn't care; visionary though I might be, I had faith in the zipper.


  It was odd, what happened then. We'd never been friends; this was just a guy I'd happened to go to school with, and I hadn't seen him for quite a while in either world. But when I stood up, there in his office, time to say goodbye, I suddenly didn't want to lose Custer. Here in this world, of course, I remembered everything about all my previous life in it. So did Custer, naturally. But unlike Custer, I also recalled life in another alternate world—about which the Custer Huppfelt of this world knew nothing. I still had my memory of that world, so this meeting with Custer was almost like being in another country and suddenly running into someone from your old hometown. At home you'd just nod in passing, but in another country you have dinner together. And now I was more pleased than I'd have thought possible at running into Custer Huppfelt. He played bridge, I remembered, and so did his girl, he said when I asked, so I invited them over for a game that evening; practically insisted, in fact.


  Tess was pleased when I told her. We were having dinner, and I said, "You know what we're going to do this evening?" She said, "Of course," and I said, "No; I've invited some people to play bridge."


  When the doorbell rang a little after eight, she hurried in from the kitchen where she'd been fixing some refreshments for later. I was sitting at the card table, set up in the middle of the living room; I'd just finished checking the two bridge decks for missing cards and concealed jokers. Waiting, I sat practicing the shuffle in which you bend the deck like an arc in one hand so that the cards flutter up into the other. Tess opened the door, and I heard Custer's voice in the building hallway. Then they all walked into the apartment, I saw them, and the muscles of my hands lost their strength, the cards shooting toward the ceiling in a black-white-and-red spray, because the politely smiling girl standing in my living room with Custer was Hetty.


  They turned at the sound and sight of the flying cards, and Custer smiled complacently; he thought I'd let them go purposely, a little joke in tribute to his girl, and he said something mildly humorous which I answered but didn't hear. No senses were working coherently, and certainly my brain wasn't. I was able to press the soles of my shoes against the carpet under the bridge table, causing my body to rise into a gorillalike posture of semi-erectness, staring at Hetty like Quasimodo as played by Lon Chaney. But there was no possible mistake.


  There in a pink linen dress, with shoes, purse, and hat to match, blond as ever, small as ever, and thinner by a dozen pounds, stood my wife, and I panicked. Did she know me? Would she shriek in outrage at finding me here shacked up with Tessie? I watched myself walk toward them, a diseased smile on my face. Custer introduced us both to Hetty, and when she spoke she put out her hand, and I took it—the hand, I realized, that had stroked my cheek, smoothed my hair, mended my clothes, cooked my meals, tickled me, and once slapped my face. And as I acknowledged our introduction, speaking in tongues, I looked into Hetty's eyes and saw that she didn't know me from Calvin Coolidge.


  I couldn't help it: "We've met before, haven't we?" I said.


  Hetty frowned consideringly, then shook her head. "No, I don't think so. Where?"


  I shrugged a shoulder, smiling, as though I couldn't remember, but I answered. My voice loud in the apartment, hearing every syllable, I said silently, When we were married! Remember the time you hid all my clothes? And that time in the bathtub … I stopped then because no one was listening.


  I know I dealt cards, shuffled, wrote down scores, played hands, sat as dummy. I poured drinks in the kitchen and carried them in. I smiled, answered when spoken to, and even originated a few stupid remarks of my own. But through every instant I was tense with guilt. I could not get rid of the feeling that at any moment Hetty would suddenly look at Tess, then at me, her eyes narrowing in realization that Tess and I were living here in blatant sin, and that she'd burst into tears, violence, or hysterics, or all three. Irrational though I knew the feeling to be, it still seemed incredible that Hetty and I should be sitting here at this table, elbows nearly touching as we sat holding our cards, knees occasionally brushing as we leaned forward to play them, and that—in this world—she'd never even set eyes on me until tonight.


  Then Tess was dummy while I played the hand, and she went out to the kitchen to bring in a tray of coffee, cups and saucers, and a plate of little frosted cakes she'd gone out and bought right after dinner. Tessie returned, set the tray on the coffee table, then came over to stand behind me, looking at my cards, watching me play the last few tricks. Unexpectedly, I won the final trick, just making the contract and giving us game and rubber. And by way of congratulation Tess leaned down, gave me a quick kiss on the back of the neck, and I leaped straight out of the chair in a convulsion of guilt.


  Landing on my feet, I shot a look at Hetty. But she was merely gathering up the cards, smiling fondly at our touching display of domestic concord, and at last I was able to realize the truth: this was Hetty, all right, sitting there in her pink dress, yet she did not know. She knew nothing at all of our life in another alternate world, and I had a sudden rush of wild release. I felt like a kid who suddenly discovers he is miraculously invisible, free to commit any mischief he chooses, and I turned and in apparent response to her kiss on my neck, I grabbed Tess and gave her a big noisy parody of a kiss.


  I turned back and found myself grinning at Hetty, I didn't know why; then I realized it was a grin of triumph. This was fun, kissing Tessie right out here in the open, knowing it would never occur to Hetty to object, and I did it again. Custer had stood up to stretch; now he grinned. He didn't know the reason for this sudden new game, but he didn't object to joining in. He leaned down, gave Hetty a vigorous kiss, then looked over at me with a smiling look of okay-now-it's-your-turn. I hooked Tessie to me with an arm around her waist, sliding my other arm under her shoulders, and bent her back so far she shrieked. Then I gave her a long, squirming, five- or six-second kiss, heaved us both upright, staggering a little, and looked over at Hetty again. She was getting up quickly from the table, trying to dodge away, but Custer caught her wrist, pulling her to him, and gave her a nine- or ten-second kiss, Hetty struggling to escape—though not trying too hard, it began to seem to me.


  The seconds flowed past, and my grin congealed, my neck flushing; Custer was overdoing this, damn it! My hand almost moved out to break them up; I didn't like the way this bastard was kissing my wife! Instantly I got hold of myself, astonished at feeling like that. Then it no longer surprised me; after all, I had been married to Hetty, even if no one else, including Hetty, knew it. To cover my sudden movement I swung toward Tessie again, but she was ready this time, fending me off, giving me a quick peck on the cheek, ending the game.


  She began serving the coffee and cake then, but as Custer sat down at the card table again he glanced at Hetty, who was saying something to Tessie and didn't see him. Custer looked at her for a moment, then with a quick lewd grin he turned and winked at me, and the message—Wait till I get her later!—was clear. I didn't respond; I just sat stirring my coffee into a whirlpool; some of the cream began turning to butter. Hetty passed the little cakes then. We sat eating them and sipping our coffee, while I thought about Custer getting Hetty later. I said, "Cus, remember the time in fourth grade"—he started to smile reminiscently —"when you ate the worms?"


  He shook his head rapidly, frowning, dismissing the subject, saying, "Good coffee, good coffee, very good coffee!" to Tess.


  "Sure you do, Cus!" I said genially. "You had a dime bet with Alf Dillon. And won it!" I said, turning proudly to Hetty. "You should have seen him; ate three great big fat angleworms one after another, rolling his eyes and saying how good they w—"


  "Ben, for heaven sakes, stop that!" Tessie said, and she glanced dubiously at Custer, a faint hint of disgust in her eyes. "I don't believe it!"


  I sprang to old Custer's defense. "It's true! He was the hero of the fourth grade. To the boys anyway. Some of the girls seemed to feel it was revolting—"


  "That's enough!" Tess said, putting a hand over her mouth. "What's the matter with you, Ben?" Hetty was glancing at Custer in puzzled distaste, and Custer was concentrating on stirring his coffee, glowering at it, trying to think of something to say to stop me.


  I nudged him in the ribs with my elbow. "Squeamish, aren't they?" I chuckled companionably. "They should have seen you the time you got in the horse-manure battle with Eddie Gottlieb!"


  "Ben!"


  I shrugged. "Just reminiscing," I said, and turned to smile at Hetty in fond memory of childhood's golden days. "You should have seen him," I said. "What a mess!" Custer was gulping his coffee, hot as it was, his wrist raised so he could look at his watch over the rim of his cup. Shoving his chair back, he clapped his napkin onto the table, saying it was late, that they had to rush; and despite my urgings to have some more little cakes, they were out the door, it seemed to me, in just no time at all. As I stood in the doorway calling a genuinely genial good-night, I had a pretty good idea, from the last look I'd had of her face, that Hetty would bid Custer good-night at her door with nothing more than a firm and rather quick handclasp.


  That night, for the first time since our second honeymoon, Tessie was cool to me: I'd been rude to a guest, she said, and she was disappointed in me. But—women are intuitive—she lay well over on her side of the bed, not speaking, and I knew that wasn't all that was bothering her, whether she understood why or not. What the hell, I said to her silently, there's nothing to be concerned about; it's just that, in another world, I am married to Hetty. But that didn't help Tessie and it didn't help me; lying there in darkness, I had to wonder what it all meant, trying not to think about it.


  But in the morning I knew, and my world turned to ashes. I tried to hang onto it; walking out of the building I spoke to my beloved bird friends, but today they ignored me, none of them replying but Fred, who answered with a coarsely phrased two-word command, the essential meaning of which was Shove off, which I did.


  Boarding the bus, starting to climb the narrow little winding staircase, I was stopped by the conductor coming down. "No room!" he said, and I sat inside by myself, listening to them singing, "Yes, We Have No Bananas!" topside, and wondering who was conducting. At Forty-second Street I got off and walked along toward my office under a bright and sunny sky, the only man—as once before, far in the past—upon whom it was raining. Before I reached the office it started to snow, with a little sleet.


  At my desk—it had been a long time since I'd done this—I pulled a sheet of paper toward me, working it around the hole in my desk, stared at it for a moment, then printed, in ornate Neo-Gothic, using a variety of colored felt pens, What Is Love? Then I stood at my XX-1190 giant duplicating machine, moodily watching the sheets slide into the receiving tray: What Is Love? … WHAT Is Love? … What IS Love? … What is LOVE? … Then out came a sheet, in the same Neo-Gothic, saying, Whatever It Is, You've Still Got It For Hetty, and I knew it was true.


  It was stupid! I made faces, pounded my head with both fists, stamped my feet, and staggered around my office, bent double at the waist, clutching my stomach with both arms, violently shaking my head, saying, "No, no, no! I'm not, I'm not, I'm not! I'm in love with Tessie!"


  I didn't want to be in love with Hetty! I liked it here! With great big marvelous old Tessie, and everything going okay! But none of that mattered. What the hell is love? I didn't know, but I knew I had to see Hetty again, and I ran to the desk, snatched up a phone, and dialed old Cus at his office.


  They couldn't make it again for bridge that night, he said. As it happened, they couldn't make it the next night either. Or the night after that, or all of next week, and as a matter of fact, for one reason or another, they were pretty well tied up till late next fall. But then—old Cus liked bridge —when I started in on December he remembered he could break a date they had with friends this very next Friday, so we played bridge again.


  Hetty wore a plain black dress that seemed to fit extremely well; Tess looked it over pretty thoroughly several times, then began looking at me. Hetty and Custer seemed in a good mood. Once when Hetty and I were partners and Tess was dealing, Hetty laid one hand on the table top, and Custer reached over and put his hand on hers. She smiled at him rather tenderly, and I said conversationally, "Cus, you still break out in that awful-looking rash you used to get?" He shrugged slightly and, still smiling at Hetty, said he didn't remember breaking out in any rash. When I assured him he did, and in order to help his memory described how it always appeared on his hands first, then rapidly spread everywhere, and how the gym teacher wouldn't let him use the showers, Tess cut me short, and Custer shrugged vaguely and said that in any case he didn't have rashes any more, if he ever did. He smiled at Hetty, she gave his hand a final squeeze, and they picked up their cards, Custer glancing at his watch.


  Over coffee and cake I watched Hetty give Custer a taste of her cake from the tip of her fork, and I chuckled and began reminiscing fondly again, telling her how Custer, during a week-long series of recesses in fifth grade, won the school belching contest, moving up day after day with tremendous endurance and virtuoso resource through semifinals, finals, and then winning the championship itself in a thrilling face-to-face slugfest with the big fat girl in eighth grade who never bathed. But although Tess heard me out in deathly silence, I realized that Cus and Hetty hadn't even been listening. His hand on hers again, they sat smiling stupidly at each other, and when I finished, they became aware of the silence and looked up as though startled to see us. Suddenly Hetty giggled, and Custer grinned.


  "Should we tell them?" he said. Hetty nodded excitedly, and they told us. They were engaged— since dinner that night at their favorite little restaurant. I jumped up and pumped Custer's hand, congratulating him delightedly, chuckling, cavorting, dancing around the room, and inside me, at the thought of Hetty married to someone else, my stomach shrank till it was the size and consistency of an olive pit.


  "Engaged!" Tessie said while we were getting ready for bed. "And in our house, practically. Isn't it marvelous!"


  "Yeah. Great."


  "He's awfully nice. You must be very fond of him, the way you're always teasing him."


  "Yeah, I'd give old Cus the hair shirt off my back."


  "And of course Hetty's lovely, absolutely lovely, don't you think so?"


  I shrugged, and made the proper answer. "Oh, I suppose so. In a way. But of course she can't compare with you." Tessie smiled, pleased, and I stood buttoning my pajamas and watching her as she stepped out of her slip and began unfastening her back garters; lord, what a good-looking woman this was! And even more than that, what a hell of a nice one. It was stupid to be in love with anyone else but this buxom lass; and later, lying in bed, Tess asleep, the words of an ancient popular song wove themselves in and out of the convolutions of my brain like the reeds of a wicker basket: Who's your little sweetheart? Who's your turtle dove? Who's your little sweetheart, oh, who do you love?


  What, I inquired once again, is love? Whatever else it might be, it was a nuisance. Why should I be giving Hetty even a thought? I'd escaped her! And was happy with Tessie! Tessie: beautiful, intelligent, amiable, good; you name it, she had it. While Hetty—lying there in bed, I made myself remember, the little cloud appearing over my head, the pictures forming within it, sharp and clear: Hetty tapping her teeth with a pencil point; putting wet things in the garbage sack so that the bottom fell out when you picked it up; looking at her tongue in the mirror; wetting her finger to pick up crumbs; watching Danny Thomas; looking absolutely horrible when she came out of the shower with her hair wet and stringy. But it didn't help.


  I got up, wandered out to the living room, shrugged, and said aloud, trying to persuade myself, "What do I care if Hetty is engaged? Matter of fact, what do I care if right this moment she and Custer …" I stopped, wrapping both arms around my stomach, bending double, the olive pit cramping violently. Then, still bent double, I ran to the phone.


  With trembling hands, I found Hetty's name and number, and, a finger marking the place, dialed her number, then stood listening to the phone ring once … twice … four times … five times … the cramp rate increasing in proportion. The sixth ring was cut in two as she answered.


  "Hello?" she said sleepily.


  Holding my nose shut, pitching my voice high, I said, "I'm sorry, beautiful. Wrong number," and hung up, feeling relieved. A moment later I slapped the heel of my hand to my forehead. "She's home," I said desperately, "but is Custer!?" The cramps coming like a fast pulse now, one arm clutching my middle, I found Huppfelt, Custer X in the book, and dialed. On the eighth ring he answered, sounding a little mad.


  Hand pinching my nose, I said, "Hello, this is the telephone company's new service—wishing you good-night and pleasant dreams! The charge will appear on your next phone bill." Smiling happily, the cramps gone, I stood there chuckling, listening to him curse for a while, then hung up and walked back to the bedroom. Lying in bed, raised on one elbow, I looked at Tess asleep, breathing softly, looking lovely. Then I blew her a kiss, lay back, and composed myself for slumber. The cloud appeared instantly and lighted up. In radiant close-up, looking down at me, was Hetty's face; she slowly winked at me, and I groaned aloud. "What's matter?" Tessie said sleepily, and I said, "Nothing, just stomach cramps," and lay there till dawn.


  


  
    CHAPTER NINE

  


  [image: ]


  " 'Dear Miss,' " I dictated to my secretary as I paced my office. " 'Although you don't know me, I feel impelled, as former probation officer for Custer Huppfelt …' " I shook my head. "Cancel that: the son of a bitch would lie out of it.


  " 'Dear Miss. The records of my divorce from my former husband, Custer Huppfelt, are filed' "— I paused, thinking—" 'under the alias he used at the time. And I am obliged to sign this anonymously, for even yet I fear his revenge …'


  "Cancel that. 'Dear Miss. As retired head of the Vice Squad, most of the city's sexual degenerates are only too well known to me. I could not live out my declining years without warning you that among the very vilest and most depraved …'


  "Never mind the letters," I said to the girl, who got up to leave. "Hetty's so prejudiced she'd never believe them." I sat down and yanked the phone book toward me. It fell through the hole in my desk, but with the skill of much practice I shot myself far down in my chair and caught it in my lap. I looked up the place Hetty worked at, phoned her, told her I had to see her right away about something terribly important; and after a moment's hesitation she said she'd meet me right after work.


  Outside her office, just after five, I sat waiting in a cab, and when Hetty got in, I asked her where she'd like to go, and she gave the driver a lower Second Avenue address.


  It was a little neighborhood saloon. We walked in, I stopped short, and stood looking around at the long old-style bar and the booths along one wall. "Good lord," I said, "this is where I used to come with …"


  "With whom?"


  "A girl I used to know. Long ago"—I smiled sadly—"in another world." There were half a dozen people sitting at the bar, and I nodded at the bartender, said, "Two old-fashioneds, please; one with soda," then led Hetty to an empty booth.


  "Who's the old-fashioned with soda for?"


  "You."


  "How did you know?"


  "Just guessed." I looked around. "And I can guess why you like this place, too."


  "Why?"


  "Because the tables are wood, not plastic. Because the bar is old, the ceiling made of stamped tin, and there's still a gas fixture sticking out of that wall. Because the place is a little ugly, a little dirty. Because it's unfaked and it's been here a long time." Our drinks arrived.


  Hetty was smiling. "You're right; how did you guess?"


  "Because I like it, too. And I'll make another guess." Her brows rose questioningly. I took a swallow of my drink, then said, "Custer doesn't like the place at all."


  She looked at her glass for a few seconds without answering, then looked up at me again. "No," she said, her voice carefully neutral, "he doesn't care for it." She smiled a deliberately polite and perfunctory smile, and said, "What did you want to see me about, Ben?"


  "Well." I sat working up my nerve, going through the business of sliding my glass around on the table, making wet tracks, a bit of dramatic business I'd learned from television's "golden" days. "I guess I better just come out with it, Hetty, and hope you won't get too mad to listen: I don't think you ought to marry Custer."


  She took several moments, staring over at the bar, to decide what to do about that, then decided to hear me. "Why not?" she said coldly, the polite smile all gone.


  "Because he doesn't like this bar."


  She nodded, then said, "I nodded to show that I know what you mean, not because I agree that it's of any importance."


  "Yes, it is, Hetty." I leaned over the table toward her. "There's nothing wrong with Custer; I don't mean to say that. On the other hand …" I sat looking at her for a moment, then sat back. "The hell I don't mean to say that. He's a self-centered, egotistical, selfish bastard, and if that sounds like I'm repeating myself, I'm not; there are shades of meaning, and I mean them all. He doesn't love you or anyone, Hetty, except old Cus himself. He's no good! He just misses being a slob! You can't marry him. My god, Hetty, you'd die! In ten thousand years that guy would never know anything about you!"


  "You see all this, do you?" she said, smiling with exaggerated politeness. "I don't; I've been going out with him for nearly a year, but things that have escaped me completely in all that time are crystal-clear to you in only—"


  "Het, cut it out. You haven't missed seeing them; you've just denied them. There's a place somewhere inside your head where you know damn well I'm right, if you'll just look at it. I've known this guy since fourth grade, when he cheated in tests and lied to get out of things. I knew him—" She was gathering up her purse and gloves. Then, ready to slide out of the booth, she looked at me and said, "I won't tell Custer about this, because I have to accept, I suppose, that you meant well: the excuse that covers so much. But you ought to be able to see that I can't sit here and listen to you slander him. Can't, and don't want to." She slid across the bench, about to rise.


  "I love you," I said. The words weren't hard to say now; I wanted to say them again.


  Hetty was staring at me, astonished. For just an instant—at least I thought so—there was a response in her eyes and almost imperceptibly she leaned toward me. But even as it happened and before she realized it herself, I think, the feeling was shut off, and she said angrily, "I hardly know you. And you hardly know me. I think you're out of your mind."


  "Hetty, I love you," I said helplessly.


  "Are you telling me you want to divorce your wife and marry me?"


  I knew it was angry sarcasm, no answer expected, but I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. That wasn't something I could possibly do to Tess even if Hetty had been serious.


  "You're insane," Hetty said coldly, "you really are," and she put her hand on the table top, starting to rise.


  "Hetty …" I laid my hand on hers, leaning far across the table toward her. Nearly whispering it, I said, "He'll never notice that you're scared of lightning and won't admit it. That you half believe the daily horoscope. And that you count the steps when you're climbing stairs …"


  But now, her eyes rounding, she was frightened; she stood abruptly and hurried out. After a moment or two I set my glass on top of a couple dollar bills to pay for our drinks; then I left, too.


  I don't much want to talk about the next few weeks. Tess didn't know what was wrong with me; she noticed I was quiet and subdued, of course, with a tendency toward wan smiles, but I said I was working hard, under strain, and she believed it. When the wedding invitation came from Custer, she was all excited when I got home, eager to talk over what to get them for a wedding present. I mixed drinks, and while I sat back on the davenport, Tess suggested ideas. They were the usual things people give as wedding gifts, and I sat sipping my drink, watching Custer in a little cloud over my head as he used them.


  "What about a pair of very handsome silver candlesticks?" she said.


  "That'd be nice," I murmured, watching Cus just overhead as he lit the cleverly wax-coated sticks of dynamite.


  "Or an electric toaster?"


  "Sounds great," I said, nodding as Custer plugged in the specially wired, 13,000-volt model.


  "Or maybe one of those big table-model cigarette lighters."


  "Might be best of all," I said, and smiled as the foot-long jet of blue flame shot down Custer's throat.


  But I wasn't smiling the day of the wedding. Like a condemned man who can't believe they're really going to do it, and then one day finds himself being strapped into the chair, I found myself standing in the church with Tessie, while Hetty walked up the aisle in a wedding gown to the horrible organ throbbing of you-know-what, toward the grinning face of Custer Huppfelt. And when presently the minister said, "If any man can show just cause why they may not lawfully be joined together, let him now speak …" my cry rang through the church. Because she's my WIFE! I shouted silently, but it didn't help. Incredulous as the man strapped in the chair watching the switch actually being pulled, I heard the minister say, "I now pronounce you man and wife." And as they walked down the aisle, I saw the woman next to me nudge her neighbor. "First time in my life," I heard her whisper, glancing at me, "that I ever saw a man cry at a wedding."


  On the church steps I aimed pretty well with a double handful of rice, catching Custer right in the mouth as he turned to say something to Hetty, and he had to gulp and swallow hard to get rid of it. I figured he'd swallowed a good third of a cupful, and tried to believe it would swell in his stomach till it burst through that night, early that night, killing Custer on his honeymoon in an absolutely unique way.


  It was a noon wedding, and I had to go back to the office and work, or at least go through the motions. When I got there I had a phone call from the chairman of the board. He was all excited about a new promotion idea of mine, a series of ads in show-biz publications offering to chorus girls and nightclub entertainers, for a limited time only, a free navel-size zircon with a trial box of Navel-O-No. He raised my salary and gave me a stock option.


  A delegation from The Skin Game, trade paper of the cosmetic industry, was waiting when I hung up the phone. They were here to present me with a "Helena," a silver statue very much like the hood ornament of a Rolls-Royce, except that it was three and a half feet high, for his contribution, the citation read, to the well-rounded woman, by filling a gap in her life.


  When they left, with my thanks and a check for a full-page ad, I read a phone-call memo, a call earlier that morning from Custer himself: a large safety-pin manufacturer had offered to buy the zipper.


  It should have been a great day, but somehow all I could think of when I left the building that night was that my wife was on her honeymoon. Turning from the lobby of the Doc Pepper Building toward the corner just ahead, I wondered how I was going to get through an evening of smiling, nodding, and talking to Tessie just as though nothing had happened. I knew I couldn't do it, and I stopped dead on the sidewalk as I realized, too, that I couldn't get through a lifetime of it, knowing all the time that Custer and Hetty … I shook my head rapidly, not wanting to even finish that thought.


  People were bumping into me, cursing me in friendly New York fashion; a small dog bit me in the leg, and I had to move on, habit taking over. Just as though this weren't the worst night of my life, I walked on toward the newsstand, my hand bringing out some change; two or three pennies, a nickel, a couple dimes. Then once again I stopped dead, directly before the stand, people bumping into me again, Herman snarling at me to get the hell out of the way of the customers, a silvery-haired executive, trying to reach a Wall Street Journal, biting me on the shoulder. But I didn't move. For there on my palm lay a Woodrow Wilson dime, that sharp-cut profile staring sternly off at Kaiser Bill, I suppose … and beside it lay another dime that seemed to grow—to the size of a quarter, the size of a half, the size of a silver dollar—until finally it filled the entire screen of my vision.


  Carried here somehow from another alternate world, there lay a Roosevelt dime, and as I stood staring down at it—a magnificently dressed society matron reaching past me for a copy of Harper's Bazaar gave me a judo chop in the neck with the other, gloved, hand—I was struggling with the most important decision of my life: which dime to choose.


  There beside the little newsstand which somehow stood at a point where two alternate worlds intersected, existing simultaneously in both of them, I hesitated. Spend a dime of this world at the little stand, a Woodrow Wilson dime, and you were of this world, receiving the paper that belonged in it. But lay down a dime belonging to the other world, a Roosevelt dime, and you were of that world. I stood staring at the two dimes on the palm of my hand, trying to make my decision.


  Then I made it. I slapped the dime on the counter, took the folded paper that Herman humorously thrust at me like a sword to the throat, and walked a few paces off, my eyes on the walk. At the curb I opened the paper, skipping past the headline which had something to do with escalating for peace, and looked at the paper's masthead. New York Post, it said, and I whirled around to look back the way I'd come—and then up, up, up, and up to the needle point of the marvelous gray familiarity of the Chrysler Building. Then, dodging at the intersections around the fronts of Fords, Chevies, Plymouths, and Chryslers, I ran all the way to Twenty-eighth Street … to home! To Hetty! To my wife.


  


  
    CHAPTER TEN

  


  [image: ]


  I ran across the sleazy, bug-infested, fine old lobby of my ancient, rat-ridden, splendid old apartment building and, without breaking stride, kissed the skid-row alcoholic in threadbare uniform who posed as doorman, leaped into the deathtrap elevator, and almost punched button 4 through the wall. As the doors began sliding shut, the white-faced old lady crouched in the corner, who had just come down, seized her chance and scuttled into the lobby just before they nipped closed.


  Fingers snapping in Latin rhythm, I danced all the way up, entre-chated out into the hallway and down to my apartment door, which stood slightly ajar, and floated in. "I'm HOME!" I shouted. "Home, home, home! Hetty, darling, where are you!?" Then I heard her dear, dear steps hurrying across the kitchen floor, and I raced for the doorway to fling my arms tight around her just as she stepped through—except that, used to Tessie's height, I missed, clasping empty air just over her head, mussing her hair with my coat sleeves, both hands clapping hard against my ears.


  "BEN!" she shrieked.


  "Yes! Oh, YES, darling, it's me!" I yelled, staggering from the blows on the ears. Then I located her again and, aiming a couple feet lower, tried to grab her once more. But she stepped back, swung hard, and caught me smack on the side of the head with a tremendous slap, and the ringing in my ears became a mighty carillon. "Hetty, what's wrong!" I yelled through the tintinnabulation of the ringing of the bells.


  "Wrong? What in the hell are you doing here?"


  "What do you mean, what am I do—" I stopped and clapped a hand to my forehead, memories of the life I'd been living in this world flooding my mind. "Oh, my god," I said, "I forgot. We've been divorced!"


  "Well, if it slips your mind again"—she lifted her slapping arm—"I'll remind you!"


  "And I live"—I was rapidly tapping my forehead—"oh, lord help me, in a four-by-eight airshaft room at the YMCA!"


  "Who knows? Who cares where you live—just so you get back there. Fast."


  "But, Het, baby, I hate that room! And I don't like the fellows. I want to come home! To you! I've realized that I love you, only you, in all the worlds. So let's forget this divorce nonsense, cutie: I forgive you."


  She looked at me for five long seconds. "You're not drunk," she said thoughtfully. "Alcohol alone couldn't explain this. You must be simultaneously drunk, hopped to the nostrils, and insane. Years of neglect, long evenings of silence punctuated by fits of irascibility, nights filled with music and snores, and now you forgive me. OUT!"


  "Honey, this divorce is only a lover's spat; let me help you to understand that—"


  "OUT! !"


  "What's the hurry? Why can't we—"


  "I'm expecting company for dinner!"


  "Who?"


  "My fiance!"


  The doorbell rang. A voice in the hall said, "Hi, there! May I come in?" The door pushed open, and—I was already nodding; I knew it—in stepped Custer. In this world, of course, he wasn't blond. Here his hair was black, his eyes were brown, but just the same this was this world's Custer. "Hi," he said to me coldly, suspiciously; then, to Hetty, "What's he doing here?"


  "He left something!" Hetty said quickly. "He just now came for it!" She opened an ornamental box on an end table, filled with half-used book matches and other similar valuables, poked through it quickly, whipped out an old Sherlock Holmes-type pipe I'd once bought, and shoved it wildly into my mouth, chipping a tooth. "Here you are, Ben! Goodbye, goodbye!"


  "Thanks." I puffed on the empty pipe, shaking my head to express keen enjoyment. "Helps pass the lonely evenings," I said wistfully, looking deep into Hetty's eyes, but the gleam in her eyes, staring back into mine, was the shine of a naked blade.


  I walked out, pulling the door closed, but just before the latch clicked I turned, pushed the door open, and stuck my head back in. "In fourth grade," I said to Hetty, pointing at Custer with the stem of my calabash, "he used to eat worms." Then, remembering that I was in the semifinals of the Ping-Pong contest, I headed home to the Y.


  I won't say that my room at the Y was small; I merely state that it's the only room I've ever seen in which a six-foot bed was bent at a right angle in the middle, like an L, so it would fit into the room. I had either to lie down with my knees bent back in kneeling posture, or in a sort of horizontal sitting-down position. Where they got L-shaped sheets and the one thin L-shaped blanket I don't know. But it was certainly a bed that took some getting used to, and in the mornings, a little stiff, I often had to walk down the hall to the communal bathroom on my knees.


  Right now, snug in my room after leaving Hetty's, I lay on my back for quite a long time, legs up the wall, careful not to scuff the rather low ceiling with my feet: I was trying to "think things out." After a time it occurred to me that one of the first things to think out was how to survive on the money I made in this world, and I opened my top dresser drawer to get a pencil and a scrap of paper.


  In order to open the drawer, I had to lie on my side on the bed, legs bent back at a right angle, my back to the dresser. Then I had to reach one arm back and up to pull open the top drawer. This was because the top drawer projected over the bed when open, with about a one-foot clearance, nearly touching the wall. The lower drawer opened under the bed and was pretty unhandy.


  Now, lying on the bed underneath the open top drawer, I reached back with one arm, then around the side of the drawer, up, and into it, something like a snake. I fumbled around till I found a pencil and an old envelope, then closed the drawer pretty quickly, drawing a deep breath or two to get rid of the claustrophobia. I rolled onto my back, legs up the wall again, wrote down the familiar figures, stared at them, then went down to the lobby to talk to Jose Mountbatten, perhaps the best budget-shaver in the Y. He claimed to have lived for six months entirely on stolen cough-drop samples, and while I didn't quite believe that, I didn't doubt a month or so, and he certainly didn't have any sign of a cough.


  We sat in the Morris chairs beside the potted ferns, and Jose said, "Breakfast?"


  "Eleven cents a day," I answered proudly. "Corn flakes and powdered milk; I keep them under the bed, and mix up the milk in my toothbrush glass."


  Jose shook his head. "You can't be using the giant economy-size corn flakes, or it'd be nine cents a d—"


  "I tried that: the economy-size won't fit under the bed when the bottom drawer is open. I had to sleep with the box in bed with me for three weeks till I used it up. Allowing for corn flakes that spilled in bed, I don't think I saved a cent, and I didn't sleep so well either."


  "Okay, okay. Lunch?"


  "Thirty-six cents a week: six apples, at seventy-two cents a dozen."


  He considered that, then nodded. "Dinner?"


  "Fifty-five cents a day, here at the cafeteria."


  "You could cut—"


  "I know, I know; it's just that I always seem to be pretty hungry, come dinnertime."


  "Okay. Laundry?"


  "Fourteen cents a week for a bar of Fels-Naphtha."


  "Try bath-size Camay: three cents cheaper and your clothes smell nicer. Rent?"


  "A dollar-fifty a week," I said sheepishly. "I know it's high, but what can you do?"


  "You know damn well what you can do: move to a room without a window. I can't help if you won't economize. How much for savings?"


  "Twelve cents a week."


  "Don't change that; got to have something laid up for a rainy day. Recreation?"


  "Ten cents a week."


  "Eliminate that. After all, a Saturday-night game of pinball goes by pretty fast; you'll never miss it. That'll help, but look: here's my analysis." He nodded at the figures on my envelope. "You got a take-home pay of $274 a month," he said shrewdly, "and that's good; that's fine. But I think this is the item that's lousing things up." He pointed to the $150 a month alimony.


  The cafeteria doors opened then, and we raced for the door, walking, not running, which wasn't allowed. Jose won, being three feet closer, and I followed him along the line, thanking him for his help, watching him hide three olives in his mashed potatoes.


  After dinner I sat around the lobby talking to the fellows, most of whom were in their thirties and forties and looked like Ernest Borgnine in Marty. Some of the other fellows were discussing the eternal question of how well Jack Dempsey would have done in his prime against "Gentleman Jim" Corbett, and I listened till it was time for the Ping-Pong tournament. I lost to a pretty active bald-headed Hawaiian fellow of around sixty. Then I watched one of the other matches, and it was exciting, reaching 20-up, but was never finished because our ball cracked and there was a big argument about who ought to pay ten cents for a new one. I went upstairs then, said my prayers kneeling beside my bed, and hopped in without changing position.


  In the morning I hitchhiked to work, and as soon as I got there, the receptionist said the boss wanted to see me, and I tiptoed into Bert's office, slowly easing the door shut behind me so that the sound of the latch click wouldn't startle him. He was standing at the window, his back to me, and for a moment it was odd to see how tall he was again. "Sit down, Ben," he said, in a voice so friendly I knew it was bad news. I sat down very slowly so that the creak of the leather upholstery wouldn't frighten him. "Ben," he said, still staring out the window, "I'll lay it on the line." Then he turned to face me, and I wet my lips and sat still farther forward. "I don't have to tell you that you've been fouling up lately." I told him yes, sir, I was sorry, sir, but that I'd had things on my mind. "Be that as it may," he began, and in my mind I sprang from the chair and killed him with a lightninglike series of judo chops, "I'm afraid office discipline would suffer if I didn't lower your salary. Actually, it's for your own good in the long run, though you may not see it that way now." I brought out my lunch apple, breathed on it, rubbed it briskly with my tie, and set it shyly on his desk. " 'Fraid that won't help, Bennell, though I like your attitude. Your salary's been reduced to $261.35 a month. That's retroactive to the first, so you owe us $6.33. Bring it in any time, and forget the thirty-three cents, for crysake." He reached across his desk to shake hands. "Now, buckle down, Bennell, and do your level best; I still think you've got good stuff in you!"


  I thanked him, and walked out to my office. Saf-T Products, I knew, had subtle ways of letting a man know where and how he stood in the organization, and I wasn't surprised to see that the partition around my office had been cut down to only four-and-a-half feet, the sawdust still on the floor, and my name on the glass had been scraped off, repainted, and misspelled Benel.


  Inside my office—I had to walk with my knees bent so my head wouldn't show outside—my desk was the same, but my swivel chair was gone and a canvas camp chair substituted. I still had a phone, but no longer on my desk; now it was fastened to the wall, and was a pay phone. Things looked black.


  Yet somehow, for so it is with the human spirit, I felt a little better back at the Y after work. Coming in, I checked the coin-return cup in the lobby phone booth as always, and this time found ten cents, which I blew on dessert at dinner, then went up to the room to wash out my other socks.


  Around eight I went down to the phone booth and tried the coin-return again, but no luck. I dropped in a dime and dialed Operator. My dime came back and the Operator came on. I told her I'd dialed Hetty's number and got no ring, and she dialed it for me free.


  "Hello?"


  "Hi, this is Ben."


  "Ben who?" Hetty said coldly.


  "Ben so lonesome and blue since I last seen you!"


  She hung up.


  Half an hour later I called again; no answer. Then, until ten-thirty, I tried every half hour, reading a 1951 copy of Life in between. At ten-thirty, desperate, I began calling every fifteen minutes, recklessly using my own dime, and at eleven forty-five she answered. "ThisisBen! NowHettyyou've-gototalktom—" Dial tone.


  Perhaps I went a little mad. I yanked out my wallet and stared into it. As I'd known perfectly well, there were eleven dollars: my food, clothing, rent, insurance, savings, transportation, recreation, miscellaneous, and charities allowance for the next two weeks. But I didn't care; I walked out and turned toward Lexington Avenue, running the last two blocks.


  There wasn't actually too much choice: the florists were all closed, so were the jewelers, a candy store, and a pet shop. Finally I found an All-Nite Sport Shoppe and looked around inside. Hetty wasn't really too much of an athlete, so I settled on a gift certificate good for two half-hour private jai alai lessons, figuring it was the thought that counts.


  At my—I mean Hetty's—apartment, I tipped the doorman fifteen cents; by that time of night he wasn't sure but what I still lived there and was just going out. Then I stood outside, coat collar forlornly turned up, staring at my old bedroom window to make sure he made the delivery.


  The bedroom light came on; there was an interval long enough for Hetty to walk to and return from the door. Then—she probably guessed I was down here—her hand came out under the open window sash, and a stream of torn paper fluttered prettily off in the moonlight, and her light snapped off.


  Back at the Y, I walked across the lobby, which was tiled with those octagonal white tiles about the size of a quarter that you see in old-fashioned bathrooms. Spelled out in blue tiles, just in front of the desk, it said: give me our young people's bodies, and i'll let who will write the nation's songs! isaac peabody—whoever he was. Most of the lights were out; the desk clerk was asleep, the lobby deserted except for our two "night people" who were playing cribbage.


  Up at my room I unlocked my door. Actually it was a half door, which isn't as quaint as it may sound because it was a half door lengthwise so that I had to walk in sideways. It was practical, though, because it gave wall space for the dresser, the bottom drawer of which I now opened. Reaching down behind my bed into the drawer, I fumbled around till I found my bankbook, then lay back on the L-shaped bed, feet comfortably flat on the ceiling, and studied the figures. This didn't take long, and I changed position, knees under chin, and considered my plight.


  I thought about life in the other alternate world. There I had everything a man could ask to be happy. Yet I felt no regrets. Because all I wanted, and now finally I knew it, was Hetty, and I suddenly felt strangely exhilarated.


  I hopped up, and—I can't say I paced, exactly. But by keeping one foot at the precise center of the floor and pivoting on it—the step used in the army in To-the-rear-march!—I managed an approximation. I was remembering my courtship of Hetty: the delight in her face, eyes, and voice at my barrage of jokes, funny phone calls and telegrams. "I won her before," I said excitedly, "and I can do it again!" and I began pacing more rapidly till I was twirling as in a fast waltz. I knew it wasn't going to be so easy winning Hetty this time, when she wouldn't see or speak to me. But Love, I also knew, would find a way; at least I was pretty sure it would; it was what I'd always heard. Still whirl-pacing, I glanced at my bankbook again; after years of serfdom my entire life savings were something less than two months' pay, even at the new reduced salary, but I didn't hesitate. "Darling," I pledged aloud, "I'll spend it all to win you back!" Then dizzy, nauseated, and full of hope, I dropped onto my bed, feet on the ceiling, and fell asleep.


  I was up at five-thirty, and after a little initial difficulty managed to straighten up and stand erect. By six I was at the office, strangely empty and silent except for my steps across the brown linoleum. I unplugged the giant duplicating machine, rolled it across to Bert Glahn's office, and inside. I put it in the center of the room facing the doorway, plugged it in, then sat down at Bert's desk, drew a sheet of paper toward me, and in mod-style lettering printed You are a Neanderthal jackanapes and I quit, and signed my name. I inserted it into the behemoth, set the dial at 5,000 copies, turned it on, and removed the receiving tray so that the duplicates floated, gliding and swooping, out into the room.


  For a moment or so I stood watching; it was pleasant, very much like a snowstorm with extra-large flakes. Then I started to leave, remembered something, and walked over to Glahn's desk. In his lower desk drawer I found it—my apple—and walked out through the storm eating it for breakfast, a clear saving of six cents.


  As soon as they opened, at eight o'clock, I bought a pocket-size Japanese tape recorder at a discount house for $19.95 and took it to my room. With my transistor radio facing the microphone on the dresser top, I recorded a WNEW station announcement, then shut off the tape and sat listening for an hour or so to one commercial after another, switching from station to station to hear as many as I could, sort of getting the tone. I wrote briefly on the back of an envelope, switched on the tape, and read into the microphone in a fine, sonorous voice.


  Skipping occasionally, I walked over to Twenty-eighth Street and, just down the street from my old apartment, phoned Hetty from the corner. No answer, so I walked on down and, evading the doorman, took the elevator to my old apartment and let myself in with my key.


  Hetty's clock radio was where it always was, on the lower shelf of the end table at her side of the bed, the radio dial set for WNEW, the alarm set for seven. Leaving the alarm alone, I turned off the radio, connected my tape recorder, and set it on the floor out of sight under the end table. Testing, I turned the hands of the clock; when they touched seven, the tiny reels began to revolve, and a voice said clearly, "WNEW, sunny and clear out, in case you're wondering whether to get up. Hang on now: time for the commercial touch." Then my own recorded voice, sounding very much the same as his, said, "Today, try the new improved Ben Bennell! With the new miracle ingredient! Pick up your phone right now, call the Y, and a free sample will be delivered to the pillow beside you! He's amazing! Brighter, smoother, lighter, whiter, longer-lasting, too! Tests PROVE the new Ben Bennell is forty-seven times better, smoother, bigger, less irritating by far than Brand C, AND … he is guaranteed for a lifetime. You'll LOVE the new, improved Ben Bennell! And, believe me, baby … he'll love you. This offer limited to Hetty Bennell." Wishing, for a variety of reasons, that I could be here tomorrow morning to see it, I pictured Hetty's face as she listened: the initial astonishment and bewilderment, followed by simple delight, then wide-eyed tenderness as she reached for the telephone. I rewound the tape, reset the alarm, and left.


  Next morning my recorder was delivered to me at the Y in a paper sack, but I couldn't take it back for a refund, smashed as it was. Reminding myself that, after all, we'd been divorced and that I could hardly expect to win a battle with the opening gun, I returned to Hetty's apartment to reconnoiter. I didn't find much: just my own photograph with mustache, glasses, and crossed eyes added, and the head redrawn to a point; and a W-2 form with the name and address of the place Hetty now worked at, which I copied.


  I was there at five o'clock, loitering in a doorway just down the street; Hetty came out a few minutes later, but unfortunately with Custer, who must have been waiting in the lobby. I followed them to a restaurant and, walking slowly past the window, my coat collar turned up, saw them greeted as old friends by the proprietor, and ushered to what was obviously their favorite booth. Gnashing my teeth, I walked slowly back past the window again, a handkerchief at my face, and watched Custer give an order, the proprietor bowing gleefully and scurrying away. They didn't have menus, so I knew they'd ordered drinks; I also knew that unless Hetty had changed enormously, the drinks would arrive and she'd taste hers, smile, stand up, and go to the ladies' room to fix her face.


  I scooted into the drugstore next door, dialed the restaurant, and asked if Mr. Huppfelt was there yet. They knew him, called him, and when he came on, I pinched my nose and raised my voice. "Meester Custair Hawpfeelt? Long-deestance, Ambidexter calling from Mehico; hol' on pleese!" I set the phone down, walked quickly into the restaurant, face averted from the phone booth at the back and the frowning Custer inside it, walked past their empty booth, picking up one of Hetty's gloves in passing, and sat down in the next booth just long enough to shove a small folded note into the forefinger of the glove. No one had noticed me yet, and I stood immediately and walked quickly out, dropping Hetty's glove back on the table in passing.


  Three drinks and a long dinner including dessert and two cups of coffee later—I counted them all, occasionally walking past the window at various heights, and in various disguises, such as hat brim up all the way around, turned down all the way around, and up on one side only—they came out, Custer stifling a burp, Hetty pulling on her gloves.


  She felt the note and stiffened. Chattering gaily, she surreptitiously pulled off the glove, allowing it to turn inside out, and unfolded the note at her side with one hand. At a street corner, when Custer turned away to check oncoming traffic, Hetty glanced quickly at the note, crumpled and dropped it, and stood waiting for the light to change, blushing very much the same shade of red. The light changed, and as they started to cross, Hetty tossed a quick look behind her. I was waiting, expecting it, and stuck my head out from behind the lamppost. In the instant before she turned away, I blew her a kiss and she stuck out her tongue. Then I turned the other way, resisting an impulse to walk duckfooted like Charlie Chaplin, the forlorn little tramp moving off into the sunset jauntily whirling his cane.


  Later it occurred to me that Hetty might have stuck out her tongue affectionately; there were two ways to interpret it. So I phoned her around ten-thirty. "Darling? This is B—" Dial tone.


  Next morning I dropped in at the studio of a commercial artist friend of mine, with a photograph of myself. He drew on a George Washington wig, added a fancy border, two number 5's in little circles in each lower corner, and in a curved ribbon under the photo lettered, GEORGE WASHINGTON loved Martha like Ben loves Hetty. I took this to one of the Times Square places that duplicate your photograph on a gummed, perforated sheet while you wait, each little picture the size of a stamp, and ordered a sheet. They looked good; exactly like stamps, till you looked close. Then I took a bus to Twenty-eighth Street and stood on a street corner a dozen yards from the entrance to Hetty's apartment building, pretending to read a newspaper.


  I had it spread open wide, held up before my face, with the uneasy feeling that I'd never in my life actually seen anyone standing on a street corner reading a paper like this; that it was something you read about but never actually saw. Several times middle-aged women passing by looked at me suspiciously, trying to see my face around the edge of the paper. Once one of them ducked down in front of me to look up under the paper, but I drew it to my chest and brought my hands closer to my ears, practically wrapping my head in newsprint. "I only wanted to see what Johnson says!" she said irritatedly.


  "He says he wants peace."


  "That's what he said yesterday."


  "This is yesterday's paper."


  "It is not; I can see the date on the front page here, and it's today's."


  "Well, what Johnson says is on the front page, isn't it?"


  There was a pause, then reluctantly she said, "Yes."


  "What's he say?"


  "He says he wants peace."


  "That's what he said yesterday."


  "I'm leaving! You're so unfriendly! Why don't you show your face?"


  "It looks like Lon Chaney's in Phantom of the Opera. Remember?"


  "Yeah, I saw it on TV; I liked The Unholy Three better."


  "That was good, too."


  "Well, I have to go now. Bye!"


  I heard her footsteps, but the sound didn't decrease in volume and I knew she was just standing there marching up and down in place.


  She stopped, there was a moment's silence, then I said, "You're still there, aren't you?" There was no answer, and I said, "I know you're out there; I can hear you breathing."


  She said, "I hate you! You're just like my husband." This time, listening to her steps, I knew she was really walking away.


  I took the newspaper down and saw what I'd been waiting for: the mailman. I walked toward him, and just before he turned in toward Hetty's building, I said, "Morning! Anything for me?"


  "Morning, Mr. Bennell. Yep." He shuffled through the stuff, then handed me a little stack of mail.


  Around the corner at the counter of a little coffee place, I looked them over. There was a letter from Hetty's mother, several bills, some junk mail with unsealed envelope flaps, and the new Reader's Digest. I slid the wrapper down and read the paper flap pasted to the front of the magazine. It said, Science Reveals: Give Up Smoking, Feel Better 15 Ways! With a felt-tip pen, I inked out Smoking, lettered in Custer, and pushed the magazine back into its wrapper.


  The circular in one of the junk letters said, "Accept this amazing offer! Try Time for a month, and see if your evenings aren't more rewarding!" and I replaced Time with Ben. The other ad was a soap coupon, "Good for one bar of Dove"; I replaced bar with night, and Dove with Love, and added my name at the bottom. I pasted one of my own stamps over each real stamp on all the envelopes, walked around to the apartment building, and dropped the mail into Hetty's box. That night, around six, I phoned. I said, "This is Ben, sweetie," and she replied with a short string of words I didn't think she knew and hung up before I could reply. Still, I told myself, she'd at least answered me, and that was progress.


  Two nights later Hetty and Custer were back at the little restaurant; I felt sure Custer called it "our place." But old Cus wasn't liking it so well a minute or so later when Hetty picked up a cigarette and Custer took a book of restaurant matches from the slot in the glass ashtray to light it for her. Because she puffed, lighting the cigarette, then her eyes widened and she made a sudden squeaking sound, pointing at the matchbook in Custer's hand with my face instead of the proprietor's printed on the cover and smiling up at her. Still holding the lighted match, old Cus turned the matchbook to look, bringing the tip of the flame to the matches —which flared up like a torch, burning Custer's hand. He threw them aside in panic and they landed across the aisle on another table, the man leaping up to beat at the flame with his napkin, while the woman with him snatched her glass and threw the water at the flame, almost but not quite hitting it, landing on the man's pants instead.


  It was a delightful tableau, and the instant Custer jumped to his feet apologizing and dabbing at the man's pants with his napkin, Hetty raised her eyes to the restaurant window, knowing full well whom she would see. She knew I couldn't hear her through the window, so with careful exaggeration she slowly mouthed her three-syllable message.


  I wasn't quite sure what she'd said, so in the drugstore next door I stood on the weighing machine looking into the mirror: "I … love … you," I said slowly, very carefully forming each syllable just as Hetty had done. Then I smiled happily; the lip movements, it seemed to me, were the same as hers. "I … loathe … you," I said then, and frowned, because this, too, looked exactly the same. Even more slowly and distinctly I again said, "I love you!" and smiled, almost sure that was it. Then "I loathe you," I said, and now it seemed to me that maybe the odds favored the latter. The guy behind the prescription counter and a couple customers were staring at me, so I dropped a penny in the slot and left. I weighed 158, and the other side of the card said you were born to hang.


  An hour and thirty-seven minutes later Hetty and Custer came out of the restaurant, Custer touching his mouth with his fingertips, cheeks puffing in a revolting belch. Then, with the tip of his tongue, he began working on something caught in his teeth, while I skulked along in the street beside a line of parked cars, following them to J'Ambon, a small intime nightclub not far away.


  The doorman, dressed like a short, stout Marshal of France in what appeared to be a cut-down uniform of de Gaulle's, greeted them—"Bon joor, mess aimees!"—and they went inside. I came out from behind a raked Rolls, stepped up onto the curb, and studied the entertainment poster: it was a mother, father, and nine children, called The Jukes Family, who sang folk songs. Then for half an hour I sat in the back of the Rolls, the fur lap robe over my knees, occasionally mixing up a drink from the portable bar and writing on the other side of my budget envelope with a pencil stub, frequently altering and correcting.


  In the alley back of the nightclub, I walked in through the fire door, and found the Jukes family sitting morosely in the tiny dressing room, most of the younger kids on the older kids' laps, the youngest of all lying under his mother's chair, thumb in his mouth, clutching a copy of Variety like a security blanket. They were all in sort of Robin Hood costumes. Dad Jukes accepted my proposal, twenty bucks, and envelope, in that order, and I left as he sounded a "mi, mi, mi," for a quick half-hour rehearsal before show time.


  When the show began, I was sitting in the gloaming at the bar, staring through enormous dark glasses over the heads of the people at the tables, including Hetty's and Custer's, at the tiny stage. The Jukeses were first on the bill, and they straggled in, each carrying a stool, and sat down in a line of descending order of height, beginning with Dad on the right. He wore a guitar on a sling, gave it a plonk, and to the tune of "Blue-tail fly" they all sang—rather nicely, I thought:


  Custer eats worms; he don't care!


  Custer eats worms, medium-rare!


  Custer eats worms, the kind with hair!


  Hetty, marry Ben today!


  Then, to the same tune, but rapidly double-timing the words, they jumped into the second verse:


  Custer-HAS-the-social-graces-of-a-cretin-and-a-boor!


  And-a-GLIMPSE-of-Custer's-mind-is-like-a-journey-through-a-sewer!


  Oh-CUSTER-lost-a-battle-that-was-fought-with-horse-manure!


  Hetty-marry-Ben-Bennell-shout-hip-hooray!


  Old Cus was on his feet in gorilla posture, knees bent, fingers clawed, looking around the room for my throat; Hetty threw a quick glance at the bar, our eyes met, and I blew her another kiss. She drew her forefinger across her throat, and since Custer was turning toward the bar—I had prudently paid my bar bill when the Jukeses first appeared—I left, a shade puzzled over Hetty's gesture until it occurred to me that she'd probably meant to blow me a kiss but that her hand had missed her mouth.


  Next morning I was up early, as on every morning; I didn't sleep too well at the Y. I did my exercises, not as with so many people by touching my toes, but the opposite, gradually easing into an upright position. At breakfast, by which I mean I was walking down Lexington Avenue eating an apple, I stopped for a morning paper. Hunting through the wire basket for the one in best condition, I suddenly stood frozen—it's always astonishing to see a newspaper photo of someone you know. Smiling up at me from the trash basket were Hetty and Custer in black-and-white newsprint, the caption over the photo rather horribly reading, coming nuptials announced.


  Hypnotized, I read on, ignoring the cigarette stubs, apple cores, orange peels, and wads of gum dropped onto the page by inconsiderate passersby. They were to be married, the paper said incredibly, in eight days—at St. Charley's, a small informal church—and I turned and ran for a phone booth half a block ahead.


  In the booth I dialed, finger trembling, then glanced at my watch; Hetty would just be having breakfast. The phone rang a couple times; then the operator came in: What - number - was - I - calling -please? I told her, there was a wait, then she came back with That - number - has - been - changed -and - is - now - unlisted and, despite all my cajolery and threats to sell my AT&T holdings, wouldn't tell me what it was.


  I hung up and walked out, so stunned I forgot to retrieve my dime and had to go back for it. Again I looked at my watch, then hailed a cab; there might just be time to get to Hetty's before she left for work.


  There wasn't, though. She didn't answer my ring at her door, and when I tried my old key, it wouldn't go into the lock. I stooped to examine the lock and saw that it was new; Hetty had had her lock changed. Standing there staring at her closed and silent apartment, then turning slowly away, I wondered if perhaps she was trying to avoid me.


  It wasn't easy to smile as I walked out of the building, greeting the doorman and replying that yes, I had been away on a trip, and yes, it was good to be back. "Your wife getting married, Mr. Bennell?" he said, swaying slightly. "Lotsa wedding presents arriving!" I said that yes, she was; he said, "Congratulations!" and I thanked him and gave him a dime, still smiling, still trying to see the bright side of things.


  But was my courtship really working, I had to ask myself, out on the sidewalk; working slowly, perhaps, but with a cumulative effect not visible to the eye, like water dripping on granite? Maybe, but the trouble, I'd begun to realize, was that before Hetty realized this, too, she might be married. I had to see her, I knew, had to; a few minutes alone with her, I told myself, and this little tiff would soon be forgotten.


  The big box I got free of charge: an empty color-TV carton on the sidewalk in front of a store. But eleven yards of white tissue paper, a huge white ribbon, and a pair of paper wedding bells cost me $4.90 at Dennison's. It was worth it, though: that night when Hetty came home from work, there before her door stood the huge white-wrapped box, obviously a wedding present, and—crouched in a ball inside it—I heard her gasp of excitement and felt happy to be bringing her such pleasure.


  I'd allowed for the fact that with my weight inside it, Hetty couldn't drag the box into her apartment, and I'd cut the bottom out of the carton. As Hetty picked up the box by the white cord, I pulled down from the inside a little to give the illusion of weight, and we walked into the apartment together side by side just like old times, except that I was crouched to a height of two and a half feet and was momentarily invisible.


  Exclaiming in anticipation, wondering aloud what in the world this was, Hetty had a little trouble deciding where to set the box down, and I worked up a bit of a sweat, scurrying around underneath the carton, rapidly changing directions, even scooting backwards for a couple yards, and if you think that's easy, squatting in the dark under a box, give it a whirl sometime. Fortunately the living room was carpeted, and she didn't hear my steps; and while she untied the ribbon, carefully saving the bow and paper bells, I had time to catch my breath.


  Finally, the paper off, Hetty pulled open the flaps, and I popped up in the box, on my knees and flinging my arms out, like Al Jolson, and yelling, "Surprise!" I got one: a hard open-palmed right to the cheek, another with the left. Then Hetty burst into tears, clapped her hands over her ears as I tried to speak, and began stamping her feet frantically up and down, violently shaking her head, refusing to listen, eyes squeezed shut, and shrieking, "Get out, get out, get out, get out, get out—GO!"


  Well, a house doesn't have to fall on me. I left, wandering out into the city, feeling I didn't understand women and wondering what to do about this momentary infatuation of Hetty's. I turned onto Fifth Avenue, the only idle-paced wanderer in the rush-hour crowd, and it occurred to me that there might damn well be nothing to do; that once again Hetty and Custer were going to be married. I was glad I wouldn't be getting an invitation this time; I didn't think I could go through it again.


  I was, I suppose, at the lowest ebb of my life, almost beaten. Then I remembered King Bruce in the peasant's hut watching the spider patch up the broken threads of his web—once, twice, thrice, and finally succeeding! "By George," I said aloud, "I'm not beat yet!" and a surge of determination, an actual outpouring of adrenalin, science tells us, moved through my veins. Suddenly I began excitedly walking in little circles on the pavement, people ducking around me, because I could feel it, I could feel something coming. Then it came! A little cloud formed just over my head, and inside it an enormous light bulb with a short brass chain. The chain pulled, and the bulb came on: brilliantly, people squinting in annoyance, averting their faces. It disappeared, the cloud breaking up quickly and blowing away, and I stood on the sidewalk grinning with excitement. A middle-aged clubwoman bumped into me and began beating me angrily about the head with a rolled-up newspaper, but I just went into defensive position, arms around my head, ducking away, walking rapidly down the street, still grinning, a man with a destiny and a destination.


  I was nervous: this was make or break, a spectacular idea and a splendid gamble, but a gamble I knew I could lose. If so, I also knew, it meant I'd never had a chance to win.


  Custer was home, in his East Fifty-first Street "digs": living room, bedroom, kitchenette, and bath. He answered his doorbell in shirt-sleeves, tie pulled down, his face astonished when he saw it was me. After I pried his hands from my throat and got my voice back, I suggested that he listen, just listen, for crysake; he could kill me afterward if he still felt like it.


  We sat down in the living room, and I said, "Custer, how would you like me to give you fifty thousand dollars in cash?"


  He laughed. "You? You haven't a dime. Hetty told me; she felt sorry for you, you're such a pathetic little grub. She wanted to cancel the alimony till I argued her out of it!"


  "Thanks; you always were a generous bastard with other people's money. But Hetty is wrong. Look me in the eye while I say it, and you'll see that it's actually true: I can give you fifty thousand dollars, Custer, in cash; and I will."


  There's something about the truth that's recognizable: a sound of the voice, a look in the eye, that hardly anyone can fake. Custer stared at me and knew that somehow it was actually true. He laughed again, trying to bluster. "And just what do I have to do?"


  "You know what you have to do: give up Hetty."


  "So you can marry her? Well, I'll tell you something, stupid: you haven't got a chance."


  "I know that. I did once; she loved me once. A lot more than she could ever love you. But I kicked it all away. Forever. I know that, finally. But I still love Hetty! And one thing I'm sure of is that the worst thing that could happen to her is to marry a son of a bitch like you." He started to get up. "Hold it! If I'm wrong you can prove it right now. And I'll apologize. Tell me, Cus: what would you do? If somebody gave you fifty thousand bucks." I was watching his eyes, hardly daring to breathe, not at all sure I was right about Custer. Then, way down deep in his eyes, far below the surface, something moved. Something stirred and shifted down there, and hope roared through me.


  Custer shrugged, "humoring" me. "Well, if you must play games," he said casually, "it just happens I could buy out my boss for that: the stupid bastard has got himself in a money bind. It's a two-hundred-thousand-dollar business," Custer said, a note of excitement creeping into his voice. "And it'll be a lot more than that in just a few years. Right at this particular moment I could get it for fifty thousand cash." He pretended to laugh as though he knew we were only talking. "You trying to tell me you're serious?"


  I nodded slowly. "Yes. I am. And you know it. I can, and I will, hand you that fifty thousand dollars. Break off with Hetty, and it's yours."


  "Just for laughs, how do I know you can do it?"


  "Give me till the wedding. If I don't produce, we have no deal. That's simple enough."


  He grinned at me nastily. "You manage to sound pretty holy about this, but are you really thinking about Hetty? Or is it just dog-in-the-manger? You think it's right to break up her wedding plans?"


  "You'll decide that, Custer, not me. If you really love Hetty, you'll turn me down. You'll actually refuse the one chance you'll ever have"—I leaned toward him, lowering my voice—"to own the business that you'll only work for otherwise." I sat back again. "In that case I'm wrong about you, and Hetty ought to marry you. And will. So there's no harm done. But I think I know you, Cus, old friend. From way back. I don't think Hetty or anyone else is worth fifty thousand dollars—not to you. In that case, hell, yes, I'm right to do this! Because I'll be saving Hetty from another lousy marriage. To a miserable fink like you."


  I stood up. "You know I mean it, Cus: I'll give you fifty thousand dollars in cash, to let Hetty go. To give her the chance to find happiness, finally … with someone … somewhere." He sat staring up at me, hypnotized. My voice very soft, I leaned toward him, and said, "Cus, take the money. You know damn well you're a bum. Do something decent for once in your life: break off with a girl you'll only make miserable. Do something decent and get paid for it! You'll be rich in five years." I waited, motionless; I'd shot my bolt.


  After a few moments Custer came out of his trance. "She's a nice girl," he said casually. "You were nuts to lose her." He smiled at me amiably. "But there are other nice ones, too, aren't there? And I don't know if there'll ever be another fifty thousand bucks. I'll take the money, you bastard!" His arm shot out, pointing at me like Uncle Sam in the poster. "But I'm telling you: you don't show up with the dough, I'm going to marry Hetty, and to hell with you! Now maybe you better just run along out of here before I decide that killing you is worth more than fifty grand."


  "Okay." I nodded, walked to the door, and opened it. In the doorway I turned to face him again, a hand on the knob. "Just think, Cus," I said, "when you're rich, all the worms you can eat!" Just before he got to it, I yanked the door shut behind me, and had the pleasure of hearing him plow into it, cursing, as I clattered down the stairs whistling "Blue-tail Fly."


  It was only nine blocks, and I walked, leading an invisible band playing a hymn of triumph— "Pomp and Circumstance" with some pretty nifty triangle and timpani work—to Forty-second and Lex. But there I stopped, the music fading, staring out at the passing traffic, trying to get things straight in my mind. Was I doing this selfishly, in a last desperate and probably hopeless attempt to get Hetty for myself? Or was I doing it for the reason I'd said I was: for Hetty's sake, not mine, simply because I loved her? Well, I said finally, maybe a little of each, and I crossed Forty-second Street simulating nonchalance, flipping and catching a coin like George Raft on the Early Breakfast Show.


  The coin was a dime, the other of the two dimes I'd found in my hand the last time I approached Herman's newsstand at the intersection of two alternate worlds. This was the Woodrow Wilson dime, and now I reached across the stacks of New York Posts and slapped the dime on the counter, opening my mouth to ask for a paper. Before I could speak, Herman had snatched one up, double-folding it in the same motion and sticking it sideways into my mouth, my teeth automatically closing down on it. "Home, Rover," he said humorously, and I grinned, turning away with the paper still in my mouth and, to Herman's contempt, pretending to wag my tail.


  But I didn't care; from a corner of my eyes I could read part of the masthead of the folded paper: World-Sun, it said. Just across Forty-second Street stood the fine old yellow-brick Doc Pepper Building, and as I started to cross toward it I was almost hit by a fastback Hupmobile.


  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN
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  It's true I loved Hetty, but I certainly wasn't mad at Tessie, and if you think she wasn't a hell of a welcome change from the Y, we just aren't communicating. She was pleased with the sudden change in me. I'd been a little indifferent lately, she said: taking her too much for granted again. But tonight I was my old self once more … Gemini, Virgo, Betelgeuse, Andromeda; it sure beat Ping-Pong with the fellows!


  In the morning though, very conscious of where I was going now and why, I felt guilty about Tess as I kissed her goodbye. She smiled happily, still tired and half asleep because the odd L-shaped way I'd slept last night hadn't given her much room. I reminded myself that I was concerned with another world now, a world in which I didn't even know where Tessie was. I had to do what I had to do, and did it: downstairs I took a cab to Custer's office.


  It was hard not to laugh when I walked in and saw him look up from his desk and smile, then stand, shoving out his hand to shake mine; except for his blond hair and blue eyes, he looked exactly the same as the Custer Huppfelt of another world, who would liked to have killed me.


  We went through the preliminaries. Forcing my lips to move, I asked how Hetty was; she was away for the next week or so visiting her mother, he said, and hope rose momentarily. Trouble? Divorce ahead? But it was too soon, and I knew it. Cus asked after Tessie, I inquired about his health, he asked after mine, and we made a joke about bridge. "Well," he said then, "what can I do for you, Ben?"


  "Something pretty unbusinesslike, Cus; you'll hate it. I know I could get rich developing my invention myself, but riches don't matter; I want to sell it. To the safety-pin company that offered to buy it last week. No bargaining, no haggling: I'll take the fifty thousand bucks they offered just as fast as you can wrap up the deal."


  Cus sat frowning as though he couldn't understand, and I thought I knew what he was going to say, that he'd urge me not to be hasty, but I was wrong. He said, "What invention?"


  Even as I tolerantly smiled at his lapse, I knew what you know; I knew what everybody knows; I knew what I should never have forgotten: a Custer Huppfelt is always a Custer Huppfelt, in any world at all. "The zipper, of course," I said, still smiling, but my blood was congealing into an icy slush because I knew what he was going to say.


  He sat shaking his head as though baffled, but way back in those snakelike eyes there gleamed a needle point of pure malice. "The zipper?" he said. "Ben, I don't understand you. That isn't your invention; it's mine."


  It wasn't the past that flashed instantaneously through my mind; it was the future. Even as I opened my mouth to reply, I foresaw all the shouts, the rage, the threats of suit and murder, the bland denials, and the complete futility of everything that was about to happen. I went through it all; I couldn't help it. I yelled at Custer, pounded his desk, raged and stormed around his office, threatened to kill him and would have, except that in this world, too, he was a lot bigger, heavier, and stronger than I was. But all the while I knew how useless it was; I hadn't even a scrap of proof that I'd invented the zipper. Laughing at me deep in his eyes, Custer acted solicitous, worried about me, suggesting that I was working too hard. He was actually taunting me, of course, and he let me know that he was accepting the fifty-thousand-dollar offer next Friday when his patent papers had come through—getting his kicks out of robbing me, and driving me into a wilder and wilder rage.


  Suddenly I had to turn and run out of the office, knowing that something would burst in my head if I didn't. This unspeakable—any word or phrase I'd ever known was far too mild—this Custer, this Huppfelt, had stolen Hetty in this world, and now he'd just stolen the only way I had of keeping him from stealing her in another. Outside on the walk, I wanted to lift my head to the sky and howl like a dog; I wanted to roll in the gutter, tearing my clothes and hair.


  I walked, block after block, I didn't know where and still don't. Then, by what I can only feel was a miracle, the traffic lights changed just ahead of me, I stopped at the curb as traffic rolled by, and a lavender Rolls-Royce floated past my glittering eyes. In it, chin and folded hands resting on the golfball-size cut diamond which formed the head of his cane, sat the brooding, mysterious, silk-hatted figure of Nate Rockoski. Once again I caught a glimpse of an incredibly expensive suit—this one a pattern of enlarged stock-market quotations woven into a yellow-gold background of shark's-tooth cloth—and I could feel the cold slush in my veins melting; then it turned to steam.


  This skinny little plutocrat was an inspiration to America's youth, as the very symbol of persistence. As I knew, and as the entire world now knew, from the foreign-language editions of Reader's Digest, this was the man who had persisted through the bitter years of the scenic living picture, the inflatable umbrella, the cylindrical portrait, until finally he had invented Coca-Cola. Inspired by him, touched by the flame of his genius and greed, I reminded myself that I had invented the zipper, even if no one else in the world was ever to know it. And I was inspired again. Eyes calm once more, and smiling, albeit a little grimly, I knew what I had to do, and I turned in my tracks and walked back toward the office.


  Passing through Grand Central Station, steps brisk and purposeful, I glanced out of habit over to where the familiar little curtained booth had stood, but it was gone. In its place stood a chrome-and-enamel waist-high machine, about the size and general shape of a cigarette machine. It was a pleasant forest-green, and across its front in large white capital letters it said, TRY ME! I walked over, and in the lower right corner a neat white arrow pointed to a slot; the green words in the arrow read only 10¢. Intrigued, I dropped in a dime, and a little glass button began flashing red, on and off rapidly like a pulse, and a buzzing began. Then the button flashed green, there was an inner clunk of mechanism, and a card dropped into a cup below the coin slot, as the light went out and the machine was silent. I picked up the card, and read it. It said Thanks, and god bless you, sir! Your Friendly Automated Panhandler, and I walked on toward the office with that warm inner glow that I knew Custer had never known, which comes only from offering a helping hand to those less fortunate than ourselves.


  In my office I pressed a button on my desk, then walked over to stand staring out a window. Behind me I heard the office door open quietly, close almost soundlessly, then the faint squeak of cheap shoes. The sound stopped, and, almost whispering it, little Bert Glahn said, "Yes, sir?"


  Without turning, I said, "Bert, I'll lay it on the line," and heard him gulp. Then I turned to glare at him. "I don't have to tell you that you've been fouling up lately."


  "Yes, sir, I'm sorry, sir, but I've had things on my mind."


  I stood looking at him, but I couldn't bring myself to lower the poor devil's salary. "Things in your life even more important than Navel-O-No?" I said in soft rebuke. "Come to attention!" He snapped erect, heels coming together, thumb along trouser seams, eyes straight ahead. I walked around him, inspecting, but found nothing wrong. "I'm going to give you a chance to redeem yourself."


  "Thank you, sir!"


  "If you care to volunteer," I added softly.


  He went a little pale, but said, "Yes, sir."


  "For the next week or so, Glahn, I'm leaving you in charge. As a test! It's make or break. Every now and then I'll check in, and if you absolutely have to, you can phone me at home. But I want to see what you can do on your own. So buckle down! Do your level best! I still think you've got good stuff in you." I threw him a salute, dismissing him.


  He snapped one back. "Yes, sir!" he said, eyes shining. "I'll make good! Just you wait and see!" He about-faced, marched out, and I picked up my phone, called Perce Shelley at the agency, told him I wanted him to arrange a couple of important appointments for me the first of next week, using the agency's influence, then I left the office.


  Back at my apartment building, using two twenty-dollar bills, I arranged with the building super to use the furnace room and the nondescript collection of tools he had there, for the weekend, while he took the time off. He told me what to do about the furnace, garbage, and complaints from the tenants; for these last I was just to answer the wall phone, listen, say, "Be up first chance I get," and forget it. It left plenty of time for work, and I started Saturday morning, explaining to Tess that it was a new hobby.


  I had problems, of course; the only wheels I could find Saturday were a pair of thin, wooden-spoke affairs with metal rims: an old pair of buggy wheels, actually, somewhat larger than I wanted, that I found at an antique shop. Metal tubing, on the other hand, I found and bought with no trouble, and I rented a welding outfit easily. Welding isn't as easy as it looks, though, I discovered, and I never did get the hang of making a neat seam. But I was in a fantastic hurry and assured myself it was the idea that counted; refinements could come later.


  Late Sunday afternoon, working in the super's coveralls, I finished. The wall phone was ringing, and I answered in a fake Polish accent; it was some sort of complaint, about a bathroom flooding, and I said I'd be up first thing Monday. Then I set right to work again, using a rechargeable seltzer bottle and five pounds of sugar I'd brought downstairs. Mixing up bottle after bottle, I finally got pretty much the taste I was after. Then I sat sketching; first in pencil, discarding; then refining; and finally, around midnight, finishing up pretty carefully in colored inks.


  Monday at ten I kept my first appointment, on Long Island, with half a dozen officials of the American headquarters of Mitsuhashi, meeting them on the office parking lot where a space had been cleared for my demonstration. They stood watching, smiling politely though skeptically, as I climbed on. They say you never forget how, and I didn't. But of course I was used to rubber-tired wheels a lot closer to the ground, and I started out wobbling badly. That loosened a weld: not instantaneously but through four or five slow and terrible seconds, the front and back wheels drawing farther and farther apart as I sank toward the ground. Then I was sitting on the asphalt, still holding the crude plumber's-pipe handlebars, watching both wheels of this world's first and last bicycle rolling straight toward, and scattering, my board of review.


  Not too many people, actually, have imaginative ability, and certainly this bunch didn't; good at copying, maybe, but … They were polite, commiserating, urging me to try again and come back; but it was plain that they didn't believe and never had believed in anything as absurd as a vehicle with only two wheels. And when I tried describing a refinement that would, I assured them perhaps a little too excitedly, sweep the world—simply adding a motor, that is, and calling it a Honda— they nodded and smiled even more, bunching together for protection.


  There was no time for self-pity. At two o'clock —Perce Shelley had done his work well—I sat in the office of the president of a large and important company. He listened to me, nodding politely; then I took the glass from the carafe set on his desk, and filled it from the stoppered bottle I'd brought along. "Looks like water," he said doubtfully, holding it to the light; then he tasted it, and shrugged. "And what would you call it?" he said.


  This was the big moment, and I was ready; I had my large color sketch mounted on cardboard, with a heavy paper flap the way the ad agencies do. I held it up and then slowly and a little dramatically, I'll admit, lifted the flap to reveal the label I'd sketched. He stared at it for several seconds, then turned to me. "Seven-Up?" he said. "What the hell kind of name is that?"


  I tried to tell him it was a good name, that I guaranteed it would succeed, but he didn't even let me finish. "What does it mean, what does it mean?" he kept saying, and when I told him it didn't mean anything, he just looked at me, then at his watch, and I knew I was finished, and gathered up my stuff.


  Just before I walked out the door I turned, and said bitingly, "What the hell does Coca-Cola mean!" but of course—no imagination again— it didn't help a bit.


  Four days left till the wedding: sitting in front of the furnace that afternoon, working feverishly —an eyelid had begun to twitch—I cut sheet after sheet of cellophane into half-inch strips. Then I scraped the sticky surface from a dozen sheets of flypaper.


  Next morning, for the first time, there in the offices of the Minnesota Mining Company, I met real enthusiasm! Tearing off an inch or so from the crude roll I'd made, I stuck a piece of paper to the wall, and the president stared at it. "Scotch tape!" I said, and he grinned and began nodding eagerly. He walked quickly toward the wall, his hand reaching out for the paper as I mentally upped my price to seventy-five thousand, and— damn that flypaper!—it slid slowly down the wall to the carpet, and when I looked up at prexy again: fish eyes.


  All that night I typed, down in the furnace room; my fingers were literally bleeding when I stoked up the furnace at dawn. But I delivered my stuff at nine sharp, then walked the streets, sat in parks, and drank a dozen cups of coffee in a dozen places till my four o'clock appointment, when I was back. "We don't usually read quite this fast, you know," my man said reprovingly, "but since Manny put it on the basis of a personal favor …" He shrugged, and leaned back in his swivel chair; he was a guy around forty, I thought, who looked twenty-six, wearing a gray tweed coat and a pipe. "Anyway, I've read your first chapters and outlines. This first one"—he riffled the pages with his thumb—"what's it called again?"


  " 'Huckleberry Finn.' "


  "Well, believe me," he said, chuckling, "that's a name you'd have to change! Surely you can see that it's much too—well, cute, I'm afraid I must say. I gather from your outline that the book is entirely about a boy floating down a river on a raft?"


  "Pretty much."


  He didn't say anything for a moment; just stared at me. Then he slowly shook his head. "What in the world ever made you think … Well, never mind. No sex in the book, Mr. Bennell? I don't find any in the outline."


  " 'Fraid not."


  "None whatsoever?"


  I shook my head.


  "Quite frankly, I think you'd better add some! It's about your only hope. Suppose, and I'm only thinking out loud, suppose Aunt Polly and the Widder Brown—'Widder' Brown, Mr. Bennell, really!—were both a lot younger, Huck a bit older, and—"


  I was shaking my head.


  He shrugged. "Then I'm terribly afraid it's not for us. Frankly, I doubt if even a vanity press would touch it. As for the other, what's your title?"


  " 'Gone With the Wind.' "


  "Try shortening it. And eliminate a good half of the characters. Rhett Butler, for one; he's incredible. Meanwhile"—he stood up—"don't give up your job in—what is it, advertising?" He handed my material across the desk. "Nice of you, I suppose, to let us see these."


  Two days till the wedding—I still think that with only a little more time … But I had none to spare; at the union office I had to hire practically the first three men I talked to, and there was no time to really work on the outfits. Yet we looked pretty good, I thought, and after only half a day's practice we were working together surprisingly well.


  I had real hope when we kept the appointment, although there was some trouble getting into the studio. Once inside, though, the guy who was to see us—Fred Something—looked at us for a while, not saying anything. Then he shrugged, and said, "Okay; you're here, so go ahead."


  I glanced around at my group, nodded, and we jumped smack-bang-boom into a fast, pounding, hard rock, electric guitars whanging away, drums pounding, our long-haired wigs swaying in rhythm, dark-lensed granny glasses actually bouncing. Then, in the correct high-pitched howl, I began singing the "words," using a combination Oklahoma whine and Deep South mushmouth, as is proper.


  We finished with a final flesh-atomizing twang, the sudden silence painful to the ears, and Fred looked at us. He studied my hip-hugger pants and wide belt, glanced at the tambourinist's bare feet, stared at the wide-brimmed shapeless felt hat of the drummer, looked deep into the one eye visible behind the guitarist's bangs; then he said quietly, "And what was that called?"


  " 'Love is a Plastic Sandwich,' " I said.


  "Sweet," he murmured. "Really lovely. Haunting."


  "Glad you like it!" I said, and he started to reply, but we were into 'My Love Is Stuffed with Lorna Doones,' banging, whanging, and twanging away, but just as I began the vocal, Fred yanked a fuse-box lever, and the amplification drained right out of our instruments, a strange and, on the whole, unlovely effect.


  In the new silence Fred said gently, "And what do you call yourselves?"


  " 'The Grateful Dead.' "


  He nodded. "Very apt," he said quietly; then he snarled. "Because you're dead, all right, absolutely dead! And believe me, I'm grateful! Out!" He jerked his thumb at the door.


  In the street outside, a group of musicians were unloading their instruments from the side luggage compartment of a bus, surrounded by a knot of squealing teen-agers, guy lombardo, I read on the side of the bus, and his royal Canadians, and I snatched off my wig, and walked on.


  Instruments and wigs returned to the rental agencies, the musicians paid off—one of them said he sort of liked the new music, and wanted to know if he could keep his hat—I came out on Forty-second Street and walked along it, without destination. One day left: tomorrow night at this time Hetty would be getting into her wedding dress, and now I knew there was no longer anything I could do about it. Kleenex? I thought hopelessly. Dial-A-Prayer? Bloody Marys? But I shook my head, all faith in inventing gone.


  At Bryant Park, the little square of oxygen-starved greenery back of the main Public Library, I turned in and dropped tiredly onto a bench. I was about to lose Hetty in both worlds, and if I couldn't quite face that fact yet, I at least squinted at it sideways. I sat under a tree whose leaves hung like limp tongues, trying desperately to think, although a young white-skinned Zulu warrior beating a pair of bongo drums beside me didn't help the effort. From this pounding, I knew, the new music would undoubtedly evolve here, too, to sweep this world in perhaps only a few months. But now, like Leonardo da Vinci staring at his fourteenth-century carburetor, I knew I was ahead of my time.


  You are going to lose Hetty! I repeated to myself; then, forcing my mind into logical thought, I said, Why? The answer was clear: For want of fifty thousand dollars that Custer stole from me. And then, for such is the power of logical thought, the solution shyly presented itself: Steal the fifty thousand back from Custer …


  I liked it! I began to smile and nod my head, in time to the savage jungle beat of the drums beside me, I noticed, forcing myself to stop. But I kept on smiling, because I'd always wanted to commit a Master Crime: detailed maps … flawless planning … watches synchronized … split-second timing … impeccably executed … Rififi. "Okay, now let's go over it once more" … "Geez, boss, how many times—" … "Till you can do it in your sleep!" I was so excited I reached over and got in a couple of double-time licks on the drums, astonishing the young brave beside me, who was immediately placated by the gift of a few colored beads.


  I brought out a little notebook I carried, and at the top of a page I carefully printed PLAN: To Steal $50,000 from C - - - - r H - - - - - - t. Underneath this I printed 1. Difficulties: (a) moral. Below that, Roman numeral i: wrong to steal? Capital (A): no. morally speaking, money yours in first place. (B): anyway, you going give money back to C. (b): physical difficulties. I: C bigger than you. II: murder him? excellent! but risky. I wasn't sure whether the next item should be Roman numeral III or (d), and I tried to recall, from Miss Wunderlich's sixth-grade English class. But I couldn't remember then, and I couldn't remember now, and again my head, and now one foot, began keeping time to the beat, beat, beat of the tom-tom, but since the beat wasn't really too accurate I started to jerk and twitch in a manner clearly alarming to several elderly nature-lovers, and I stopped. Mentally tossing a coin, I wrote (d): modus operandi: trickery and stealth.


  So far, so good, I thought, sitting back on the bench and admiring the PLAN. The splendid young primitive beside me set his drums aside and began filing his teeth, a sound I can't stand, and I moved to the stone railing. There the Modus Operandi quickly outlined itself, although I had a little trouble with Roman numeral nineteen. Was it an X, a V, and four I's? Or an I and two X's, meaning subtract I from XX? I doubted if even the Romans were sure, and just wrote a plain 19, and to hell with Miss Wunderlich, who always favored the girls anyway.


  Briefly, the Problem, or P., which the Modus Operandi, or M.O., was designed to solve—I wrote Modus Operandi: Problem, or MOP—was this: Custer would undoubtedly be paid by check, but a check made out to Custer was no use to me; also, it would be presented at his office or theirs, alive with strangers and dangers; and if Custer recognized me, I'd go to jail.


  I was elated. I wanted this difficult; I wished I had to lower myself into a building by rope, the way they did in that movie—remember?—-where they stole the emerald from the turban in the glass museum case. I knew I had to work fast—tomorrow was Friday (F)— and I swung my legs over the stone railing, dropped down onto the Forty-second Street sidewalk, and moved instantly into Phase One. Crossing the street to a phone booth, I chewed and swallowed the PLAN, which I'd memorized. Surprisingly, the page had a rather pleasant minty flavor, and I ate another.


  In the booth I executed Step One: Drop in Dime, and presently reached Mr. Swanson of the E-Z Pin Co. I have an excellent ear and am a very good mimic; you should hear my Edward G. Robinson. Sounding just like old Cus, I said, "Custer Huppfelt here; how are you, Mr. Swanson!"


  He told me: he'd had a little cold, and stayed home from the office a couple days, but he was back now; he still felt a little stuffy, but was definitely better. What could he do for me? I said I had a very important favor to ask. I would like him, if he would, to pay me in cash tomorrow. In comparatively small bills; say hundreds. And I'd appreciate it if the transaction could take place with just the two of us present; in my home, perhaps. I lowered my voice conspiratorially: it was a matter of taxes, I said; I knew he'd understand. He replied, with the businessman's chuckle, that he certainly did, would be glad to oblige, and I gave him my address, suggesting six-thirty tomorrow evening.


  Phase Two: I walked half a block to another phone booth, so that my calls couldn't be traced. I wasn't sure who would be tracing them or how, but felt it best not to take unnecessary chances. I'd listened carefully to Swanson's voice, and when Custer came on, I said, "Ed Swanson, Mr. Huppfelt," and knew I sounded just like him. He asked how my cold was, and I said it was better, though I was still a little stuffy; I'd stayed home a couple days, because I'd noticed that if you went right to bed with a cold, you saved time in the long run. He asked what he could do for me, and I said I had a very important favor to ask. I preferred to pay him in cash tomorrow; in comparatively small bills, say hundreds. And I'd appreciate it if the transaction would take place with only the two of us present; I thought his home might be best; say six-thirty tomorrow? Lowering my voice, I said it was a tax matter, and that I knew he'd understand. I doubt if there's a businessman with soul so dead that he'd admit he didn't, and Custer chuckled, businessmanlike, and said he certainly did; it was fine with him, and at his house; he had a wall safe in his study. Stepping out of the phone booth, I hardly cared for the moment whether crime paid or not; this was fun!


  From fairly extensive rental-library reading, I knew the next step: Follow Subject. I was practically certain Custer would go right home from work: his w - - e was away, it was true, but Custer hadn't been m - - - - - d quite long enough to start the sordid philandering which I instinctively knew was inherent in his nature. Of course I knew where he lived, but somehow it didn't seem right to just go on out there and wait for him. I noted all times in my notebook, the way you're supposed to.


  5:11, and—oh, about 25 seconds: Subject walked out of office-building lobby; took cab. I foresightedly had cab waiting just down street, me inside. Avoiding cliche, did not say, "Follow that cab!" Said, "Just trail along after that guy." Cabbie said, "What?" Said, "Just string along behind the fellow in the Yellow." Cabbie said, "How do you mean, Mac?" Said, "Follow that cab!"


  5:43, aboard ferry to Jersey: Subject reading paper. I skulk in shadows, hat brim down, coat collar up. Can't see. Turn collar down, brim up. Much better.


  5:43, watch stopped. Anyway, Cus went home, taking a bus for the five or six miles to Whipley, New Jersey, then walking three blocks from the bus stop. I envied him a little, "shadowing" him, as we say; this was a nice old-fashioned-looking town, with quiet streets and a lot of trees. Like others we passed, Custer's house occupied what must have been nearly an eighth of a city block. It was on a corner lot surrounded by a shoulder-high wall of fine old brick; along the top of the wall ran a foot-high fence of ironwork. Two tall arch-topped wrought-iron gates opened onto a brick path leading up to the house, which was set far back from the street. The house was a fine steep-roofed Victorian with gables, dormer windows, and trim around the eaves; there was a round tower at one corner with a skyrocket-shaped roof, a great wide front porch, everything nicely painted in maroon and white.


  I was a good block or more behind Custer, and when I reached the house I just glanced in at it and walked on past, on the other side of the street, giving Custer time to settle down inside before I reconnoitered. Presently I walked back, this time on Custer's side of the street; all around me the street and walks were empty, this being the cocktail hour. Stooping a little so that only my hat would be visible from the house, I walked slowly along beside the wall, again glancing in through the wrought-iron gates as I passed; no one in sight, in the yard or at any of the windows. I turned back; stopped; looked in at the long wide expanse of lawn up to the porch steps, noting the many trees and bushes. What was Subject doing; what were his Habits? I looked up and down the sidewalk—no one in sight—pushed open the gates, stepped quickly in, and closed them soundlessly behind me.


  Darting from tree to bush to shrub, I zigzagged my way toward the house. Alertly, I noticed a St. Bernard dog the size of a Shetland pony come ambling around from the back of the house. Peeking between the branches of a small Christmas-tree pine, behind which I had been lurking when he appeared and which I prudently continued to keep between us, I watched him stroll down the brisk walk to a patch of late sunlight and lie down precisely between me and the gates. I watched his gigantic head rise, black-rubber nose twitching as he suspiciously sniffed the air; fitted with horns, he could have fought a bull. Then he yawned, looking as though he could swallow a bowling ball without blinking, put his head on the walk, and lay staring at the closed gates, apparently forever.


  I couldn't possibly climb the tree; it was hardly higher than I was. So I stood, crouched, motionless, trying by will power to exude no scent of interest to a St. Bernard. I put in fifteen minutes there, thinking up and discarding as somehow implausible many ingenious explanations to Custer of what I was doing here. A boy walked by the gates; he was wearing a canvas sack full of folded copies of The Whipley Whig, and he yanked one out, tossed it over the gates in passing, and was gone before it hit the bricks. It landed, sliding, the dog snatched it up, and, tail erect and swaying proudly, he trotted up the walk and scratched at the door. Several moments later Custer let him in, closed the door, and I scurried to the side of the house in a Groucho Marx crouch and peeked in.


  Living room: empty. Den: Custer, in shirtsleeves, came walking in, drink in one hand, paper in the other, dog at his heels. Cus dropped onto a lounge chair, set the drink on a table beside him, and unfolded the paper. He glanced up expectantly, and the dog was waiting before him, slippers in his mouth. Cus took the slippers, saying something to the dog, whose tail wagged in response like the mast of a sailboat in a wallowing sea. As Custer put on the slippers, the canine behemoth lay down beside the chair in a wicker dog bed larger than mine. Then, for a dozen minutes, Custer sat reading his paper and sipping his drink, one dangling arm scratching the dog's ears and neck.


  Then Cus got up and walked out of the room; standing clear over at one side of the window, I could just see him, out in a hall and cut in half by the doorframe, turn onto a flight of stairs. Doggy stayed where he was and so did I; in five minutes Custer came down in faded blue swimming trunks, a towel slung over his shoulder.


  The only place a pool could be was back of the house and at the other side; I took a chance on the dog's staying inside, though I kept mighty close to the walls, ready to leap. I worked my way around to the back of the house and saw the pool in the opposite corner of the lot. Custer tossed down his towel, walked out onto the diving board, and went in; a little awkwardly, I was pleased to note. He did a fast dozen lengths—I could have done a lot more, with a little training—climbed up the ladder in the corner by the board, and walked back to the house, drying his unpleasantly lean tanned body.


  Dressed again, this time in one of those ridiculous one-piece nylon playsuits, Custer moved to the kitchen where he stood frying some hamburger, the dog present as an observer. It was getting dark, I couldn't see to write in my notebook, and I was tired and hungry: I left, walked back to the bus stop, and after only a forty-five-minute wait caught a bus back to the ferry, which left half an hour later.


  Twelve hours left: In the morning I set out to look for an unethical druggist and found one immediately: in the first three stores I tried, as a matter of fact. Actually, they still had some ethics left; that is, they wanted from ten to twenty-five bucks to forget them. So I went on to a fourth store, with cut-rate ethics, and got what I wanted for only five bucks extra, asking for it by generic term instead of brand name, as recommended by Consumers' Research.


  Handcuffs I found in an ethical pawnshop; he wasn't supposed to sell them to me, he said; it was sort of illegal. But I explained they were just to play a joke on a friend, and he took the extra fifteen bucks and said that in that case it was okay.


  A couple of other and perfectly legal stops, at a sporting-goods shop and a butcher's and it was time for an early lunch, at a stand-up lunch counter. I felt like a relaxed meal, having a busy time ahead, and paid the extra ten cents cover charge, entitling me to an overhead strap to hang onto, and had a pastrami on toasted Wheat Thins. Then I set out on a tour of the costume shops, which took most of the afternoon.


  It was worth the search, though, because I found exactly what I was looking for, in a shop one flight up, the owner in one of the Bela Lugosi costumes he was closing out at $19.95. He was lying in a coffin when I walked in, reading the World-Sun. "Drrrink your blut!" he said in greeting, not looking up; he finished the item he was reading, then stood up, spreading his cape like bat wings. "Bloodstain-resistant! It's Cravenetted!" he said, but I said no, explained what I wanted, and he produced just the thing, an absolute marvel. At 5:03—less than three hours left!—I was on an early ferry to Jersey.


  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE

  


  [image: ]


  In Whipley I rented a car. Then, parked a dozen yards from Custer's gates, I unwrapped my pound and a half of choice hamburger and my bottle from the drugstore.


  I glanced around; a man was on the other side of the street walking toward the corner, and I waited till he was gone. Then I got out and walked to the wrought-iron gates. Rover was there, lying on the sun-warmed bricks, and he rose up and lumbered toward me, like a fur-covered bulldozer. "Nice doggy," I said, reached quickly in through the gates, and plopped the big wad of meat down on the walk, withdrawing my hand instantly in case he was nearsighted. This was it! It was strange standing here and realizing that my entire future depended on whether a dog liked hamburger.


  He sniffed it, then looked up at me, staring deep into my eyes trying to see whether I was trustworthy, and I smiled with a frank and boyish openness, like a movie actor running for governor. It worked on the dog, too; he believed me, nodded his thanks, then gulped down the hamburger in one enormous bite, taking a small portion of one brick along with it. He wiped his mouth, using his tongue as a napkin, and turned, tail swaying in stately gratitude, and lay down again.


  I waited twenty minutes in my car, then took off my suit coat, tie, and shoes, came back to the gates, bundle under my arm, and my friend was still lying on the brick walk, eyes closed. I whistled softly, but he didn't move. I opened the gate a foot, ready to yank it closed; he still didn't move. I stepped in, prepared to step right out again, waited, then whistled once more. He lifted one eyelid one millimeter, looked at me without interest, then closed it again, sighing, and I knew that the hamburger-encased sleeping pills had done their kindly work.


  Dragging a four-hundred-pound—my lowest estimate—St. Bernard twenty yards across a lawn, forearms under his armpits, hands clasped on his furry chest, his hind feet dragging, giant head and tongue lolling as he gently snored—it's an experience! I laid him comfortably behind a bank of shrubbery, and waited. Fifteen minutes later Custer and Swanson walked in through the gates, chatting; Swanson, carrying a locked attache case, was a tall, cave-chested but wide-shouldered guy in his fifties, kind of powerful-looking; if anything went wrong I knew I'd collect some bruises, and maybe a busted skull.


  The instant they stepped into the house, I unwrapped my bundle and got into my rented suit. Then, remembering how I'd looked in the costume-shop mirror, I studied the sleeping dog at my feet. Possibly his tail was a little handsomer than mine, I had to concede, but all things considered it was a remarkably good match. Seventy-five bucks a day was the rental fee for this outfit, and worth it; this was real fur, I was certain, and inside the expertly molded papier-mache St. Bernard dog head, my eyes were pressed tight against the foam-rubber-padded viewers, staring out at the yard through the big transparent brown glass eyes. All was quiet, and I drew my head back from the viewers.


  The tiny light was on in here, just over the miniature control panel, which was level with my mouth. Like a pilot at flight time, I began testing my controls. Tail-wag, read the tiny plate under the first switch; I flipped the switch with my tongue, felt the spring-operated tail begin wagging at the rear of the suit, and turned it off to conserve power; you had to wind the tail motor like a clock, and it was good for only about forty wags. I was about to test Mouth Op.—Cls. when I heard a plop, and jammed my eyes tight against the padded viewers like a submarine commander scanning the horizon; a folded paper was sliding to a stop on the brick walk; my adventure had begun.


  Thoughts crowded my mind: ahead lay what? Happiness? Disaster? I shook my head to clear it for action, my chin bumped the end switch, and the tiny reels of the transistorized tape recorder in the huge concave chest of my suit revolved, and a deep bark sounded through the yard. Turning hastily toward it, I stuck out my tongue too soon, accidentally flipping on Tail-Wag and Mouth Op. —Cls.


  Huge mouth slowly opening and closing, tail wagging majestically, another bark sounded; panicked now, I lunged for Bark, tongue way out, striking Sigh and Ears Up simultaneously. Barking, sighing, wagging, mouth slowly opening and closing, ears lifting alertly, I forced an iron-willed concentration—the submarine commander undergoing a depth-charge attack—and rapidly flipped off switches one after another just as the front door opened and Custer looked out. He whistled, but I stayed behind my bushes, sweating, trembling, hoping. After a few long moments Custer went inside again.


  I wished I could postpone everything for several days, but knew I couldn't. Trying to "think dog" —that was all-important, the man at the costume shop had said—I started toward the paper, doing my best to simulate an eager canine trot. I felt I was succeeding, and flipped Ears Up, then realized I'd forgotten to drop to all fours. Thinking fast, I raised my forearms, wrists limp, paws dangling, suggesting a dog who was practicing walking on his hind legs; at the same time I turned and trotted back to my bushes.


  A moment later I peeked out cautiously, looking both ways: no one in sight, no one had seen. I ambled out on all fours, leaned over the paper, flipped Mouth Op.—Cls., shoved down my muzzle, it closed over the paper, and I felt better. Walking up to the porch, trying to keep my rear end down, I was glad no one could see me; I could sense that I hadn't quite yet got the hang of the coordinated four-footed walk.


  "Think dog," I told myself, negotiating the steps, and I did pretty well, falling down only once. "Master … wants … paper. Him good. Ughh!" I said to myself, then realized this wasn't dog but Indian. I was on the porch now, rear end sitting down. Ducking my head, I looked underneath my hind legs and saw my tail lying properly outspread behind me on the porch; I was as ready as I'd ever be, and, paper in my mouth, I scratched at the door.


  No one appeared. I scratched again, and waited. But still no Custer, and I knew that, involved in conversation with Swanson, he hadn't heard. I had to get in, and quickly; that was vital. Desperate situations call for desperate remedies, so I stood up and rang the doorbell.


  Quickly squatting again, I checked my tail once more, then sat looking adoringly upward, paper clenched in my jaws. Custer opened the door, looking straight out, and saw no one; then he glanced down and said, "Oh, it's you. Come on," and he held the door open. As I ambled in I saw him frown, and glance from the doorbell to me and back again. But his mind was on fifty thousand dollars, not minor mysteries or dogs, and he closed the door and hurried on down the hall. The less he saw me walking the better, and I prudently waited till Custer hurried past, then trotted along at his heels.


  Into the den we turned, Swanson glancing up from a typed sheet in his hand. I was still directly behind Custer, hidden as much as possible by his legs, and I squatted before Custer's chair as fast as I could; instinctively I'd realized that this was my most canine pose. Swanson was sitting in a low leather-upholstered easy chair, a small table between him and Custer's lounge chair, and he smiled as he saw the newspaper in my mouth. I felt pleased, and flipped Ears Up, cocking my head intelligently, and Swanson smiled a little more at that. "Pretty cute," he said to Custer, who'd dropped onto the chaise lounge.


  Custer nodded, pleased at the compliment. Showing off his dog a little more, he said, "Here, boy," reaching for the paper, and before I could flip Mouth Op.—Cls., he took hold of it. But my mouth was gripping it like a vise, and Custer tugged, then frowned, glancing at Swanson. My tongue shot out, and—I wished I'd had time to practice!—it flipped on Bark. The sound was pretty loud in the small study, and somewhat odd since my mouth stayed closed. Swanson jumped, and Custer looked mad. This time I successfully flicked on Mouth Op.—Cls., the huge jaws slowly opened, Custer reaching for the paper again, and just before his hand touched it—I'd forgotten to turn off Bark, damn it!—another tremendous wuff sounded, he snatched his hand away, and the paper dropped to the floor. I got Bark turned off, and Tail Wag on; Custer glared at me, then picked up the paper, sat frowning at me, and finally said, "Well!?"


  I didn't know what he meant. I'd used up seventeen tail wags already, according to a little dial on the control panel, and was getting worried, but didn't dare turn it off yet. I flipped Ears Up several times, causing my ears to rise and fall alertly, and cocked my head intelligently till it almost fell off. "My slippers, you idiot!" Custer said, and I nodded rapidly. Trotting to the corner of the room, I flicked off Tail Wag.


  Muzzle directly over the slippers, I carefully turned on Mouth Op.—Cls., and shoved down my muzzle. The big jaws closed, but slid right off the polished leather. Again I flicked the switch, and again the huge jaws opened, then closed, sort of nuzzling the slippers, moving them, but not getting hold of them. "Some of these big dogs aren't really too well coordinated, actually," Swanson said kindly, and I gave Tail Wag a flick, then turned it off to concentrate. This time when the jaws opened, I shoved my muzzle down hard, directly against the carpet on either side of the goddamned slippers, and they closed down tight, nearly biting them in half.


  I turned toward Custer's chair so fast I stumbled, and fell sprawling in front of him, but got up quickly, snapped on Mouth Op.—Cls., and the slippers dropped to the floor just as Custer reached for them. Glaring at me, he picked them up, and I quickly got into the big basket beside his chair. Cus sat back then, smiling fixedly at Swanson, and —I was at the side of the lounge chair away from Swanson—Cus reached down and, pretending to pat me, gave me a hard judo cut behind the ears. I flipped Growl on and off, and lay flat, chin on the bottom of my basket, which smelled.


  They didn't take long to transact their business. Swanson gave Custer the typed page; it was a release, he said, and Custer read it quickly, then signed it. Swanson tucked it carefully into a long black-leather wallet he carried in his inside suit-coat pocket, then rubbed his hands together, grinning. "And now for the piece dee resistance," he said, and I considered biting him. The attache case was lying on the table, and Swanson unlocked it and lifted the lid.


  I couldn't help it; I stood up to look, too, remembering to cock my head to one side, ears rising alertly; I was "thinking dog" pretty good now. They didn't notice; they were staring at the money, too, and the fact was, I saw, that fifty thousand dollars in hundreds wasn't too impressive a display. The money occupied only a corner of the case, the rest being newspapers; there were only twenty-five very thin packets of twenty bills each, and Custer counted them quickly. Then he stood, money in hand, walked to a picture on the wall, and removed it, revealing the round door and combination lock of a small wall safe.


  This was the moment on which everything depended: the moment I'd planned and worked for. I had guessed correctly that Swanson would occupy the chair he did, and not Custer's lounge chair. The safe was on the wall at Swanson's right, and knowing Custer's innate suspiciousness, I had also figured correctly that he would stand facing the safe at a slight angle to keep his back between Swanson and the dial. That would put my basket on a direct-line view as Custer worked the combination, shielding it from Swanson.


  I was ready. Slowly, soundlessly, I withdrew one arm from the front leg of my dog suit as Custer walked to the safe. Then, drawing my head back from the viewers, I took from my shirt pocket the small, three-inch, 9-power telescope I'd bought this morning, and fitted one end to my eye, then brought the other end to the viewer; there was just barely room inside the big head.


  Something was wrong! I saw Custer, all right, focused sharp and clear, but he seemed only an inch high and miles away! Quickly I reversed the telescope, and Custer's head and shoulders sprang into close-up, the safe big as a dinner plate, every number and line of the dial etched sharp and achingly clear as Custer began turning it; I was tempted to flip on Tail Wag.


  But then—I never seemed to learn!—a Custer Huppfelt is always a Custer Huppfelt! This one, suspicious to the rotted depths of his wizened soul, didn't even trust his own dog! As he began twisting the dial, he stepped very close to the safe, the dial directly under his nose now, completely hiding it not only from Swanson but from me. All I could see was his back, and I wanted to run over and bite him! I wanted to run over to his pants leg and—but there was no switch for that. The little round safe door slammed shut. Custer twirled the combination knob and turned to face Swanson, rubbing his palms together, grinning happily, drooling slightly.


  With perfunctory politeness he invited Swanson to stay for a drink and join him for a swim, but Swanson was already standing, reaching for his hat and attache case, speaking polite refusals as he glanced at his watch. Cus walked him to the door then, while I lay back in my basket, heartsick and desperate, growling occasionally, and—by flipping Mouth Op.—Cls. up and down very fast, I found I could speed up the action—snapping.


  What could I do? What could I DO!? Overpower Custer? Force him to give me the combination to the safe? It was my only hope, and was no hope at all; I simply wasn't big enough, for one thing, and he'd recognize me anyway. I heard the front door close, heard Custer's returning steps, saw him turn onto the staircase. Suddenly, in desperate inspiration, I knew what I had to try!


  My paws were thin fur-covered nylon with sponge-rubber pads, quite flexible, and I stood up on my hind legs and snatched a ball-point pen from Custer's desk. Near it lay a clipboard with a blank sheet attached, and I thrust it under my right front leg and ran out the back door, careful not to let the screen door slam, then ran across the grass to the pool. Momentarily safe behind the fence that partially hid the pool from the house, I stood looking frantically around for something that would work; a garden hose would do! There was no hose, but I saw a pool skimmer: a thin flat net stretched on a wire hoop attached to the end of a ten-foot aluminum pole long enough to reach more than halfway across the pool.


  I grabbed up the net, yanked hard, the net loop pulled out of the aluminum handle, and I tossed it into some bushes. The other end was covered with a yellow plastic cap, which twisted right off, and now I had a ten-foot hollow aluminum tube, slightly curved at the end where the net had been. It was the work of a moment to firmly tie the straight end of the pole to the inside of a rubber inner tube floating near the pool ladder; the other end hung straight down into the water. Holding my breath, carrying my things, I climbed down the ladder to the bottom. It was deep, here at the diving-board end of the pool, and when I stood on the bottom, finally, I was glad to take the curving end of the hollow pole into my mouth and draw a breath.


  I waited no more than a minute or two, I suppose; then the water's surface far overhead was shadowed momentarily, I heard the sudden jounce of the diving board, heard the tremendous splash, then Custer appeared, head down, arms outthrust, skimming along the bottom of the pool in a wild trail of bubbles and turbulent water, gliding rapidly toward the foot of the ladder, beside which I stood motionless in the shadows. Custer's groping hands found and gripped the ladder, he set a foot on the first rung, and—click!—I snapped one ring of the handcuffs around his naked ankle, the other ring being already fastened to the ladder. The bubbles of his downward splash ascending, the water steadying and clearing, Custer stood, one foot on the bottom of the pool, the other held to the rung of the ladder, and now he saw me for the first time.


  There are a handful of pictures of the mind that I will always treasure: a mother I once saw gazing at the face of her newborn child; a little girl staring at her first Christmas tree; a small boy walking slowly toward his brand-new bicycle. But above them all I will forever treasure the sight of Custer's face as he stood clipped to the bottom of his pool, wild-eyed, staring at, and realizing that, it was his own dog who had done it.


  There I stood, shaggy ears outspread and swaying in the last of the upward stream of bubbles, aluminum tube in my muzzle, clipboard in hand, rapidly writing, I want … $50,000 to let you go.


  I have to give Custer credit: he had grit! He had the courage of his lack of convictions! Though he was inexplicably held prisoner by his dog sixteen feet under water and was holding what might well be his last breath, Custer's nature didn't change. He gestured rapidly for clipboard and pen, I passed them to him carefully, keeping well out of his reach, and Custer frantically wrote, No, but all the bones you can eat, for life!


  I shook my head, took the clipboard, and wrote, I'll buy my own—with the $50,000.


  Custer snatched pen and board, and scribbled, 25—that's my top offer!


  Taking back clipboard and pen, I momentarily considered offering to split the difference, except that I had to have fifty thousand, and it didn't seem to me that Custer was really in any position to bargain. $50,000 or nothing! I wrote.


  I believe he actually considered both alternatives. Finally he took pen and board, and wrote, quite fast, All right. Is a check okay?


  Don't be absurd. I want the combination to your safe.


  It was hard to believe even as I saw it, but Custer actually turned pale, there under the water. He thought for a moment, releasing a few more bubbles of air, then snatched the clipboard and rapidly printed, 53 left, clear around to right, stop at 14, left to 36. Now unlock these cuffs!


  I'm not that dumb! You stay here till I try the combination.


  Cus grabbed the clipboard, and changed the 53 to 71. I passed him the air tube then, which he accepted gratefully, and I dog-paddled to the surface.


  The safe opened at the first try; I was so exicted I'd forgotten to take off my suit, and dripped on Custer's rug, and had trouble manipulating the dial. But I got it open, scooped up the fifty thousand, and trotted out with it clutched in my fore-paws.


  On the lawn, behind the bushes, I unzipped the dog suit; it was a good suit, almost waterproof, and I was only slightly damp. The real St. Bernard was yawning, beginning to blink lazily. Carrying the money wrapped in the suit, I walked out to my car thinking of Custer. He'd be sitting down now on a rung of the ladder at the bottom of the pool, thinking who knows what bitter thoughts on the true nature of man's best friend.


  Just before time for the ferry to leave, I phoned the Whipley police from a booth on the pier. I gave them Custer's name and address, and said Cus was attempting suicide by handcuffing himself to the bottom of his pool; that he was insane and dangerous. I figured that by the time they got out to Custer's place, the real St. Bernard would be up and dogging their footsteps. So when they asked who I was, I barked several times and hung up. I hated to do it—he was a nice old dog—but I felt certain he'd eventually be able to prove his innocence, and by that time I'd be in the clear.


  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN

  


  [image: ]


  A dozen yards from the southeast corner of Forty-second and Lex, I piled out of the cab, slapped a couple dollars into the cabbie's hand, and began running toward Herman's newsstand, glancing at my watch. Just short of the stand, I stopped dead, rammed my hand into my pocket, and brought out a nickel, a penny, and two dimes, and came as close as I've ever been since I was twelve years old to bursting into tears—they were both Woodrow Wilson, of course.


  I didn't know what to do. I took a fast step in one direction, turned and walked rapidly in the other for a couple steps, stopped, and stood looking helplessly around me. Then I whirled, hurried to the corner ahead, and the instant the light flashed walk, I ran, dodging between pedestrians, across to the drugstore in the Doc Pepper Building. With a snarl of hatred, Cary Grant gave me ten dimes for a dollar, and I stepped to one side, flicked through them with a flying forefinger, then tossed them over my shoulder and walked out.


  This time I didn't wait for the light, or even walk to the crosswalk. I ran through traffic, while horns blasted in rage, to Grand Central Station just across the street, got ten more dimes and a muttered malediction at an orange-juice stand, fingered through them, then handed them to a small boy walking through the station with his mother. "Throw them away this instant!" she said to the boy. "There must be something wrong with them!" and he flung dimes down among the cigarette stubs in a sand-filled urn as though they were hot, cleverly palming half of them, I noticed. Passersby watching me suspiciously, I walked quickly around a corner, blushing with guilt.


  There was a row of a couple dozen phone booths here, and I moved quickly from one empty booth to another, feeling the coin-return slots, with no luck. An elderly woman stood watching me as I came out of the last booth. "You that hungry, son?" she said sadly. "Here." And she gave me a Wood-row Wilson dime.


  It was an idea: I hurried outside, stood against the station wall, turned mouth corners down and coat collar up, sucked in my cheeks to look hungry, and held out a cupped hand. I got three W.W. dimes, a Canadian nickel, and a wadded-up gum wrapper before I saw a cop coming toward me and ducked back into the station.


  A porter leaned a two-wheeled hand truck against a wall, walked away, and three seconds later I was wheeling it in the opposite direction along the marble floor of the station, looking blank-faced and casual as though I had every right; no one even glanced at me. A minute later, the cart loaded now, I was down on the far less crowded lower level, in among several aisles of coin lockers, not another soul in sight. We never know to what depths necessity may take us; never in my life had I dreamed I could lower myself to robbing the poor. Yet I didn't hesitate now—I blame society. Using the knife-sharp lifting bar of my handcart as a pry, I jimmied open the locked coin box at the rear of the friendly automated panhandler, and filled both coat pockets with dimes. In a washroom booth three minutes and several hundred dimes later, I found it: a thin, worn, absolutely marvelous-looking Roosevelt dime. Hurrying up the ramp toward the upper level again, I saw the kid and his mother, gave him a double handful of dimes in passing, and his mother swung at me with her handbag.


  Across the station floor, running, across Lexington Avenue, while drivers leaned on their horns in insane fury, I made my way to Herman's stand and slapped FDR face up on the counter. With only a glance, then, at the Chrysler Building just across the street, and at the masthead of the New York Post which Herman had amusingly thrust down into the front of my pants, I sprang into a cab at the curb and began waving a ten-dollar bill under the driver's nose, which twitched appreciatively. It was his, I said, if he got me to Fifty-first and Third in under five minutes, and I was flung back into the seat as we shot forward. In a rubber-burning stop, we were at Custer's building in four minutes, the driver turning to yank the bill from my hand, and I was out and racing for the building lobby.


  He was home. My thumb jammed»against his bell, and Cus yanked open the door; he was wearing a white shirt, dark tie, dark-blue suit, white carnation in lapel—wedding-bound. He stared, then began shaking his dark-haired head. "Too late, too late, too late!" he kept saying, but I shoved past him and walked to a desk across his living room.


  I didn't say a word; from my inside coat pocket I took a stack of bills, set it on the desk top, and stepped back. His mouth slowly opening, Custer stared at the lovely green back of the uppermost bill, and at the marvelous little figures in each corner reading 100. Money talks, and this said, Touch me, Custer. He reached out a forefinger hypnotically, and, his other hand pressing down on the stack, began flipping through the bill ends of the top packet, counting; there were twenty. His brown eyes glazing, Custer's counting forefinger moved down the side of the little stack, reverently touching the brown-paper bands which enclosed each of the packets; there were twenty-five. A neat little stack, only two inches high, but Custer murmured in a choked voice, "My god … it's fifty thousand bucks." Then he whirled to face me. "Where were you!" he yelled in anguish. "You're too late, too late!"


  I was nodding slowly, suddenly stunned. "I know … I should have realized … I didn't think! The wedding's in an hour—less than an hour. It wouldn't be right, not now"—I reached for the money—"to do this to Hetty!"


  "Hetty, hell!"—He slapped my hands away. "I'm talking about my boss!" He grabbed the phone, dialed at top speed, then stood wild-eyed. "Al! My god, I thought you'd left! I've got it, Al, the money! Is there still time to … ?" He stood listening, actually holding his breath; then his eyes flamed with an unholy light. "Thank god! Don't move! Wait for me! I'm coming!" He snatched up the little stack of bills and raced for the door, cramming them into his inside coat pocket.


  I should have felt triumph, wild exultation. Instead, walking slowly out, and then down to the street, I was scared. Had I done right? Yes! I kept telling myself. Whatever temporary shock Hetty would feel tonight was infinitely better than marrying a man who would actually sell her out for money. I'd done right, I knew it, but slowly walking the streets, I couldn't stop thinking of how she must feel. And presently—I'd told myself I was wandering aimlessly, but all the time I knew where I was going—I stood outside my old apartment, the tiny apartment where, if only I'd known it, I could have found happiness with Hetty. Maybe she needs me, I told myself, and went in.


  "Your wife's out, Mr. Bennell," said the doorman. "Gone to get married. Probably be back soon. Any message?"


  "Nothing special; just tell her her husband called." She'd left for the church—what if she heard the news there! I ran out, raced to Lexington, shouted at passing cabs for ten minutes, and when I got one the driver didn't know where St. Charley's was. We found a phone booth after a while, found it listed way downtown, we got there, the church was lighted, doors closed, I tiptoed in, and—recurring nightmare!


  Once again, a crowded church, a robed and smiling minister. Once again, Hetty standing facing him, though this time her dress was different. And once again—oh, sure, you knew it all the time, but I didn't; I never learn!—there stood Custer, dark-haired and brown-eyed this time, but still the same, always the same! Once again, in this world and every world, probably, he'd stolen my money, and now he was stealing my wife!


  And once again now, with awful finality, the terrible words began: "If any man can show just cause …" Once more, nightmarishly, my mouth opened to cry out, and once more I was unable to speak. "If any man can show just cause why they may not lawfully be joined together, let him now speak," the minister concluded, and for a dizzy, spinning, insane moment I thought my voice had replied.


  "Reckon maybe I can," drawled a voice from the other end of the aisle, obviously that of a tall lean Ranger. Like everyone else, I turned and saw, walking up the aisle toward the front of the church, a short, stout, bald man in a gray double-breasted business suit, apparently a TV fan. He looked calm, but the man with him, much the same type, in a dark suit, looked furious. "Shore am sorry, ma'am," the first little man said, stopping before Hetty; then he turned to Custer, opening his coat to reveal a small gold-and-blue-enamel badge pinned to his shirt. "You're under arrest," he said.


  "Why?" "Why?" "Why!" "WHY!?" said Custer, Hetty, the minister, flower girl, organist, janitor, and a hundred others, and it was the second little man who answered, actually shaking with rage, flickering a fist under Custer's nose.


  "Because you're a crook! A fraud! A cheat!" he said, and I nodded my head each time. "You gave me these! Fifty thousand bucks' worth!" He was holding a greenback stretched between his hands up to Custer's eyes, Cus drawing back, trying to see it.


  "And what's wrong with that!" Cus was saying. He'd turned, trying to get away from the enraged little man, and now he was actually being backed down the aisle, the man following right after him still shoving the tautly stretched bill at Custer's face. Standing on tiptoes like everyone else, I could see it now: the dark face of a hundred-dollar bill, the numerals in the upper corners, the familiar oval engraving of a President's face in the center.


  "Wrong!?" the little man said, nearly choking. "Wrong!?" He was still shoving the bill at Custer's white face as they moved down the aisle, and now I had a much closer look at the bill I had brought from an alternate world, and suddenly saw what Custer was staring at, and what the little man meant. "Just tell me," yelled the man, "tell me: WHO IS PRESIDENT GEORGE C. COOPERNAGEL'!" And once again handcuffs clicked for Custer, this time around his wrists.


  Let me skip over the next ten days and bleak nights at the Y; the Saturday-night chop-suey special at the cafeteria, bread-pudding-with-hard-sauce dessert included, being the only bright spot of all those long days. Skip to the knock at my door as I lay in my L-shaped bed hopelessly trying to sleep, and to Jose's voice saying, "Phone call."


  "Ben," said the forlorn tiny voice in the lobby phone-booth receiver, "it's Hetty. Could you come over? I'm lonely!" she said, and began to cry.


  I was there, still in pajamas, before she hung up, I believe, and when I saw on the davenport, where she'd been looking at it, the box of stationery, the famous box of stationery with which I'd proposed, I gulped. "Remember?" said Hetty, and I nodded, unable to speak. Then I was able to speak—"Be a shame to waste that good paper," I began—and was unable to stop.


  Yes, of course we're married again, but do not think—life is real!—that living with Hetty has somehow become a permanent idyll. Just exactly as before, I've regressed to ignoring her—life is earnest!—to not seeing her, not listening, hardly speaking. And then the tears, recriminations, and sometimes, lord help us, even reminiscences of gallant and courtly Custer begin. But things are not what they seem, and these periods don't last long now. They're soon followed by smiles, adoration, compliments on how loving I've been lately. It's as though, Hetty generally remarks, I'd been away, and my old self come back. I smile at her then, just standing there looking at my darling Hetty with renewed love and appreciation, idly flipping and catching the good-luck piece—a thin dime—that I always carry with me nowadays. Wherever I go.


  You come across them, you know, every once in a while, if you just keep your eyes open: Ulysses Grant quarters, Coopernagel nickels, Woodrow Wilson dimes. They're worth finding because it's just as the ad said when I was a kid: Coin Collecting can be FUN! And all I can say in farewell is: Why don't you start, too? Tonight!
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