

	
	










Susan Isaacs


Almost Paradise

[image: logo]










TO MY CHILDREN
 ANDREW AND BETSY ABRAMOWITZ
 WITH ALL MY LOVE






Contents



Prologue

Jane Cobleigh was on a British Airways Concorde, flying faster






Book One

Jane






1

Jane Cobleighs mother would have loved the chance to talk






2

Richard thought the woman sitting across from him was the






3

Richard Heissenhuber wasnt a merry widower. Not that he moaned






4

The Heissenhubers house, 7510 Ross Avenue had a lawn but






Book Two

Nicholas






5

Despite his genteel name, Nicholas Cobleighs grandfather, Henry Underwood Cobleigh






6

The Tuttles were not as rich as the Rockefellers or






7

Tall like her father with kinky orange-red Tuttle hair and






8

All right, damn it. And then, with a sigh so






9

Five-year-old Nicholas sat beside three-year-old Thomas in a wing chair






10

In the years after his smashup in soccer, Nicholas broke






Book Three

Jane & Nicholas






11

Jane Heissenhuber and Nicholas Cobleigh first noticed each other in






12

Look, I can see where youd want to Jamess voice






13

Garlic from the hot dogs wafted through the air to






14

The only chairs in their apartment were the four ladder-back






15

Cradling her in his arms, Nicholas brought his daughter close






16

Whenever she came to visit, and she came at least






17

Maybe it had something to do with Sallys sudden death.






18

Nearly everyone in California had asked him, Do you play






19

Listen, Nicky, Murray King said. Its beenwhat?eight, nine months since






20

It must feel a little like being the pope, Jane






21

You always do this, Jane said, putting the old gym






22

Nicholas had come home the night before with two more






23

Ellie Matteo looked as though she belonged in a spaghetti-sauce






24

Would you be more comfortable over there? Judson Fullerton asked.






25

Judson Fullerton sat in a pink padded chair that looked






26

Nicholas had seen the girl before at New York University.






27

Sexual heat takes six months to dissipate. At least thats






28

Nicholas had never been sensitive to noise. He had grown






29

Cecily had asked the question a month before. Why hasnt






30

Laurel Blake, playing his wife, Matilda, was saying, What is






Authors Note






About the Author






Praise






Other Books by Susan Isaacs







Copyright






About the Publisher











Prologue





Jane Cobleigh was on a British Airways Concorde, flying faster than sound to try and reclaim her husband. At the end of the flight she managed to look out of her window. Gray London was opalescent under the haze of a summer heat wave.


She got to her hotel about the time Nicholas returned to his townhouse from the studio. Good evening. A desk clerk in formal dress greeted her. He must be so hot; his neck swelled red over his tight wing collar.


Jane swallowed her instinctive Ohio hi. Good evening, she said.


So good to have you with us, Mrs. Cobleigh. He clearly relished pronouncing the celebrated name. His voice was fruity and so consummately English that she half expected him to pour forth with a sonnet: When forty winters shall besiege thy brow,/And dig deep trenches in thy beautys field


Instead of reciting Shakespeare, the clerk said, Will you be paying by check or credit card?


Credit card, she said.


Excellent, he replied.


What if shed said check instead?


His entire face was flushed, as if trying to keep up with his cherry of a nose. The lobby of the hotel was too much in the grand style to be degraded by anything as crassly mechanical as air conditioning. The clerk, appropriately dressed for all the marble and gilt, wore a starched shirt, heavy waistcoat, and wool cutaway. Soon he might swoon from the heat. She probably would. But no, he merely moved slowly, presenting her key to the bellman as if it were part of some ceremony as old as the Magna Carta.


At last in her cool room, she must have overtipped the bellman, because he bowed as if she had come to England to establish her rightful claim to the throne. She couldnt remember what five pounds was worth; she was too tired to think.


After her bath, she admitted it wasnt only fatigue. It was nerves. The estranged wife of the worlds most famous actor should not be popping up in London. Hi! My affair is over. It never really meant anything. How about yours? Ready to ditch her? What does a forty-year-old man need a twenty-four-year-old for anywaysomeone people describe as having shining, cascading red hair and a figure like a very expensive, extremely delicate porcelain doll?


Jane, hed begin. Hed be so sorry for her.


But all your phone calls. You sounded as ifI was positive


Jane, Im sorry. I thought it would make it easier for the girls if you and I had a more cordial relationship. I was just trying to bewell, friendly. Im truly sorry you misinterpreted the calls. You see, I love Pamela. I told you that two years ago


Nerves. Not nerves. Terror. Humiliation. Here she was, ready to make a complete transatlantic ass of herself. What could she say? Oh, hi. Just hopped a plane to London even though Ive never flown before in my whole life and thought Id drop in and see how you were doing.


What if Pamela was with him? Everyone who saw them together said she was always holding on to him. Clutching his hand. Resting her head against his chest. She must be a midget, Jane thought. No. Petite, adorable. Ill look like King Kong next to her.


What would she say? She had nothing rehearsed. Nick, we have to talk. Nick, I still love you. I love you so much, you have no idea



He had loved her too. After their marriage, his parents had cut off the flow of money Nicholas had always assumed was unstoppable; the elder Cobleighs were stunned and hurt that he was giving up law school to be an actor. Suddenly, and for the first time in his life, Nicholas was no longer floating in the warm sea of upper-class security.


Jane had caught him one morning, mesmerized by the crazed skittering of the cockroaches across the drainboard of the sink in the kitchen of their cold-water flat on West Forty-sixth Street. His disgust, his humiliation even, tore at her. Everything had always been so nice for Nicholas until she had seduced him into acting, conned him into poverty.


Shed come up to him and said, Nick, listen. Im sorry. Im sorry its crummy and were so broke and


Shed stopped short. Where he came from, self-pity was probably viewed as a lower-class indulgence, and if she kept on hed realize what a mistake hed made. Whoops! hed say and fly out the door, run east as fast as he could, back to Park Avenue. But hed put his arm around her and said, Take it easy. Well survive. Just look at us. We could be a play in summer stocka young couple, madly in love, poor as church mice. Have you ever heard a romance like that which doesnt have a happy ending? Come on, smile. Come on, before I get a cockroach bite standing here in bare feet and we end up with a lousy melodramame dying from bubonic plague and you huddling in your shawl. Shed smiled. Good, hed said. Now say you love me. I love you, Nick.


I love you, Nick. Thats what shed say. Then it would all be up to him.





No matter what happens between them, a man cannot be married to a woman for nineteen years and not care about her. A man cannot be married to a woman for all that time and not remember they were once in love.


So it was not surprising that about the time Jane finally fell asleep in her London hotel, Nicholas Cobleigh, less than a mile away, dreamed about her. He wakened just before dawn in a too-elegant canopied bed in a too-chichi rented townhouse with Jane on his mind. The old Jane. He couldnt recall most of the dream, only a moment that was actually a sliver of memory: Jane having dinner with his family for the first time.


It was right after commencement exercises at Brown, and there was Janedark-skinned, with that heavy black braid hanging to her waistin the Falstaff Room of the Sheraton-Biltmore in Providence. In the midst of eight fair-skinned, bright-haired, well-tailored Cobleighs, she looked like an immigrant. Her green shirtwaist dressa little too tight across the bustglared like a go light among the beige silks and tan tweeds. Jane was gazing down at the artichoke his father had ordered for her. She looked miserable, so intimidated by the strangeness of it she could not lift her fork.


Nicholas turned over his pillow to the cool side. It wasnt part of the dream, but he recalled how Jane had kept her head down and then finally let her eyes rove around the Cobleighs, searching for clues on how to approach the thing on her plate. She pulled at a leaf. The artichoke slid up in its oily vinaigrette and would have flown into her lap had she not managed to grab it with her left hand.


Nicholas remembered how hed waited then for her to make one of her funny, self-effacing remarks, but she kept silent, and hed realized how cowed she was by what she saw as eight sophisticated New Yorkers. She was sitting between his father and his brother Tom, so he couldnt reach for her hand and squeeze it, let her know just how fine she was doing.


Too bad her eyes had been lowered. They were beautiful. Hed wanted his family to admire them. Deep blue and velvet, like pansies. Much nicer than his eyes, despite all the fuss.


That day, his makeup man had said, Oh, dear, Mr. Cobleigh, slightly bloodshot. Nicholas sighed, but he understood. William the Conqueror was a thirty-five-million-dollar film riding on certain assets, among them Nicholas Cobleighs world-renowned blue-green eyes.


His eyes would be bloodshot again. He hadnt been sleeping well. Jane kept intruding. If he didnt dream of her, he awakened in the middle of the night and there she was anyway, stretching out in his mindbig, long-limbedtaking over.


Turning the pillow to its cool side did not banish her. Nor could deep, deliberate breathing. Not even moving toward the center of the bed helped. He tried it anyway, pressing up against Pamelas back, reaching his arm around her and cupping her tiny breast.


Nicholas eased away, out of the bed, tiptoed downstairs to the library, and lifted the telephone receiver.


He had no idea why he kept phoning Jane or what he would say this time. It embarrassed him, calling her three or four nights a week, making up excuses about the girls. Could you send me a copy of Vickys final grades? Did you speak to the camp doctor about Lizs ear infection? Jane would know it was almost dawn in London.


One night hed decided to say something, to see how she would react. Hed thought hed say, I think its about time we spoke to the lawyers. I cant keep Pamela waiting forever. Hed see. If Jane sounded indifferent, he might just go through with it. But then when hed heard her familiar hellostill a trace of that drawn-out, funny-sounding Cincinnati ohis throat had tightened and all he could say was, The accountant said you still didnt send him your W-2. We only have an extension until the middle of this month. Shed said, Okay, Ill look for it. Hey, by the way, how is William going? Hed told her for nearly an hour.


He dialed the apartment in New York and the house in Connecticut, waking the housekeepers in both places. Mrs. Cobleigh wasnt expected in. Mrs. Cobleigh had gone on vacation. A message, sir? No, hed told both housekeepers, no message. Ill speak to her some other time.


He hung up the phone and went upstairs, back to bed. Pamela curled up against him, tendrils of her hair invading his mouth and nose. Nicholas brushed them away, then closed his eyes.


He wondered where Jane had gone. He thought about the dream, about the bright green dress that pulled too tight. Then he began to imagine what it would be like to see her again.





Their meeting didnt happen the way either of them planned it. What happened was, sometime around noon the next day, an unspeakably hot July day in 1980, a day when three extras fainted inside their armor, when the makeup department ran out of Alabastar #6 body makeup because the actors were sweating it off every ten minutes, a day whenit being Englandthe commissary used its last ice cube at ten thirty, Jane Heissenhuber Cobleigh, dressed in cool cream linen, stepped out of a gray Daimler limousine across from Blackheath Studios calling Nick! Nick! to the occupant of another limousine leaving the studio, ran into oncoming traffic, and was hit by a blue MG driven by a drummer for an obscure rock group whofor the first time in three weekswas clean, straight, and sober.


What happened might have occurred by cosmic design or by chance. Neither Nicholas nor Jane was the sort to have spent much time debating which it was. Things happened. So much had happened in their own lives they had little faith that the future would be predictable and neat.


But they would never have expected anything like this. Who would?

















No character in this novel represents or is based on an actual person. All events and personalities are imaginary.
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JANE
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Weve just received a dispatch from Reuters saying Jane Cobleigh was hit by a car while crossing a street just outside London. Her husband, famed actor Nicholas Cobleigh, has refused to talk with reporters and is


Excerpt from NBC News Update







Jane Cobleighs mother would have loved the chance to talk to reporters. She would have opened her blouse an extra two buttons worth, slid a wet tongue over her lips, and ambled out and murmured Hi, boys. Of course, that would have been during her show business days, before she became a housewife, mother, churchgoer, canner of vegetables. Before she became Mrs. Richard Heissenhuber.


In her show business days she was Sally Tompkins, chorus girl. She was an actress, too. In 1926, in the comedy skit Belle of Broadway, she had six lines that ended with Well, Mr. Prescott, you can take that and that, with each that swinging her chest from one side to the other. Then she would stomp off, stage left, and there would always be whistles and applause. The director, Mr. Norton, observed she had great comic talent, although hed be the first to recognize her range was probably broader. But, he whispered later, if you got a pair of jugs like this, no ones gonna let you play Lady Macbeth. And a few nights after that he told her that Sally Tompkins wasnt a good name for her type. It was too girl-next-door and she was definitely an exotic. Since she was half Spanishright?why didnt she use something like Lola Torrez orlets see, one of those one-name names, Bonita or Caramba. But she told him, what could she do? Sally Tompkins was her real name.


It wasnt. Her real name was Sarah Taubman, and she was born a bastard in 1906 on the Lower East Side of New York.


Her mother, Janes grandmother, Rivka Taubman, was a fat, dreamy girl of fourteen, so nearsighted she could neither baste nor finish the womens shirtwaists her parents worked on; she was only able to sew buttons. She would hold the fabric close to her eyes and stitch on button after button. What looked like freckles on her nose were tiny scabs where the needle pricked.


One April night when the wet winter chill finally left the air and it was too dark to sew, Rivka left the two-room apartment and clomped down five flights of stairs. She sat on the stoop, breathing clean spring air that was free of the indoor smell of boiled onions, smiling a gentle smile. Her pale round face was haloed by curly black hair. And who should come along and sit next to her but a boy from around the corner, a snappy dresser, YusselJosephWeinberg. He was sixteen years old and tall like a regular American, a baseball player or policeman. He put his face up to hers, and she could see he was darkly handsome.


Hello, there, good-looking, he said. His English was perfect. So they talked a little and she saw him a couple of days after that and then a few times more. One evening he said Come with me and she did. They went into the hall of the building next door. He led her behind the stairs. She said I cant see, and he told her to shush. Then he kissed her, and before she could say no he was touching her all over. She knew it wasnt such a good idea, but he got angry when she pushed his hand away. So she let him. When she got back upstairs her mother yelled because shed forgotten to bring the piece-work to Mr. Marcus. Stupid! her mother screamed. Blind and stupid! At thirty-four, her mother had no teeth.


So she would meet Yussel in the dank shadows behind the stairs where sometimes people threw their garbage, and she prayed the rats wouldnt climb up her skirt. They didnt; Yussel did. He lifted her skirt and pulled down her drawers and stuck it into her every single night. Of course, she became pregnant.


Her mother knew it before she did. Her father beat her and almost choked her and her mother dragged her to a lady on Rivington Street with four long hairs growing out of her chin who made her drink something that was warm and smelled like urine. Still, the baby would not go away. Then they beat her with a hem marker until she told them Yussels name. But by that time she hadnt shown up behind the stairs for two nights and Yusselno stupnagelmust have known the jig was up. He ran away from home and got a job taking tickets at the Belzer movie house on Twenty-eighth Street, but then he had to skip town because within three months he had impregnated Pearl Belzer, the bosss daughter.


Two weeks before her fifteenth birthday, Rivka Taubman gave birth on her mothers kitchen table. The baby wasnt born dead the way its grandparents had prayed. It was a beautiful, sturdy girl, and Rivka named her Sarah.


But her parents wouldnt let Rivka keep the baby. Her mother had heard about the Rose Stern Hoffman Home where they took Jewish babies and gave them away for adoption, so when the little girl was a week old, Rivkas father wrapped Sarah in a fabric remnant, smacked Rivka across the jaw to stop her screaming, and went all the way to the Upper West Side. A sign nailed to the door explained the Rose Stern Hoffman Home was closed until February fifteenth for refurbishment, but he couldnt read English so he brought the baby back with him.


Unlike her mother, Sarah grew up with keen vision and a quick mind. Although the child couldnt put it into words, by age six she recognized that there were two types of people who dwell in the slums: those with hope and those, like her family, without. She visited other girls apartments and saw parents cuddling children, pinching cheeks, stuffing little mouths with too many sweets, thrusting books into pudgy little hands. These parents knew their childrens lives would be better than their own. Her family had no such ambition, Sarah was their shame. All hope had died at her conception.


She shared a bed with her mother, but Rivka never cuddled her, although now and then she smiled and every day plaited Sarahs shiny black hair into a long braid and tied it with a piece of bias tape. But that was the only tenderness Sarah was ever shown.


By age nine, Sarah realized she wasnt doomed. She was a leader of the neighborhood children, who admired her ability to whistle and play potsy. Her teachers were fond of her. Impressed by her intelligence, they encouraged her reading and corrected her pronunciation. The word is song, Sarah, not sonk. Mrs. Pierce took her to the library and told her she might be a credit to her people some day. Miss McNulty kept her after school and allowed her to grade the other students papers and erase the blackboard. She told Sarah about high school and even mentioned college. Before they left for the afternoon, Miss McNulty would go to wash her hands. Sarah would pitter-pat across the empty classroom, open the door to the closet where Miss McNulty hung her fur-collared coat, and steal a few pennies or a nickel from her teachers handbag. At first she spent the money on licorice or sour pickles, but soon she discovered vaudeville.


Sarah saved Miss McNultys pennies for admission to the Goldfarb-Buckingham. For ten cents she sat through a one-reel slapstick comedy in which she had little interest; if someone had said, Sarah, believe it or not, you will have a daughter, and she will marry a man who will be a world-famous movie star, she would have said Big deal. Her world was the stage. After the movie, the Goldfarb-Buckingham presented the newestor the shakiestacts in vaudeville; Sarah leaned forward in her wooden chair. Ludwig and Schuller did their dumb-Dutch routine. Hey, stupid, vots dot boil on your neck?Dots not a boil. Dots mein head! Sarah howled out loud, enormous hoo-hoo-hoos, something she never did at home. And her feet copied the movements of Brian OBrien, the worlds thinnest dancer, as he soft-shoed across the stage. She knew she could dance. She could be up there in a red flounce dress and black shoes with bows and slide and shuffle her way to fame.


But her favorites were the singers, Doris LaFlor and Mary Heckman and Leona Welles. Leona Welles was her favorite; Sarah could sing My Heart Is a Rose as well as Leona. Like the pink bud kissed with dew, she would warble. Her soprano was even thinner and less distinguished than Leonas, but Sarah didnt know it. She throbbed with unsung melodies and believed that when she opened her mouth, magic occurred. When she was ten, the ticket seller heard her sing a few measures of My Son, My Son and said Very nice, girlie. Sarah took this as an omen; she would be a star.


She confided in no one. Her teacher, Miss Driscoll, suggested she consider teaching as a career. Sarah said, Oh, there is nothing I would love more, and Miss Driscoll allowed Sarah to help the slower children with their reading. At the end of the day Sarah would smile and say, Thank you so much for letting me assist you, Miss Driscoll, and her teacher would reply, You are certainly welcome, and then correct Sarahs dentalized ts.


The coaching helped. By 1920, when she was fourteen, Sarah left the Lower East Side and its accents behind. The year had begun poorly. Years of close work had strained Rivkas already limited sight, and Sarah was forced to leave school and take over her mothers role as family button-sewer. The greasy tenement air was charged; at this age, her own mother had gotten pregnant, and Sarahs family peered over their sewing and watched her with fatalism and grim hostility. She had grown quite lovely, with lustrous hair and sparkling black eyes andher only inheritance from Yusselsmooth dark skin, soft brown tinged with the gold of the Orient.


Although quite short, she was no longer a girl. Her breasts grew so fast and so large that her middy blouse strained at the seams. Her hips flared from a dainty waist, and her stick legs softened at the calves and thighs. Her grandfather averted his eyes as this lush child walked about the apartment. Her grandmother must have seen this because she became harsher with Sarah, criticizing her button-sewing, mimicking her soft singing by shrieking la-la-la, and saying Oh, pardon me, Miss Lillian Russell, when Sarah cried. One night in bed Rivka began to weep but shook off the childs attempt to console her. Leave me be, she said to Sarah.


So two days later, in an August heat wave so intense that fruit on the pushcarts rotted by midday, Sarah trudged four miles uptown to Abramowitzs Rooming House and, before she fainted in his arms, told Nat Fields she would marry him.





She had met Nat four months before as she waited outside the stage door of the Heritage Theater, praying for a glimpse of her latest idol, the chanteuse Marie Minette. Instead, Nat Fields, a young blackface singer, sauntered outwithout makeup. Hiya, toots, he said, and winked.


Excuse me, Sarah said and turned her back. You must have the wrong party.


Nat must have preferred the front view because he scampered around, got down on his knee, and crooned, An tho the sweet magnolia die, I gwine to see my mammy by an by.


Youre Words deserted Sarah.


Nat Fields, in person. He leaped off his knee to his full five feet six inches. And who do I have the honor of addressing?


Me?


No one but you, lovely lady.



Oh, said Sarah Taubman, Im Sally Tompkins.


She managed to see Nat a few times each week. Eventually he introduced her to Paulie, the stage manager, as my girl and she was allowed into the theater for free. She watched all the new acts rehearseall of them, even the trained snakes. Sometimes Nat would sit beside her and grab a handful of the glorious fourteen-year-old body he thought was eighteen. But he didnt get it all. Please, Nat, Sally would say, her dark eyes flooded with sadness at having to deny him herself. Naturally, Nat fell in love.


They were married by a clerk in City Hall. Sally said her birth certificate had been lost, so she borrowed one from an acrobatic dancer; a marriage license was issued to Nathan Finkelstein (Nats real name) and Hannah May Essmuller. On their wedding night, Sally proved to Nat that her virginity was no act. He was blissfully satisfied.


Sally was his lucky charm. Two months after their wedding, Nat auditioned for Messrs. Bixby and Putzel of the Bixby Lyric Circuit. Two weeks after that they went to Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania. For the first time in her life, Sally left Manhattan Island.


The marriage lasted three years. In that time, Sally visited fifty-three cities in nineteen states, had one abortion, and made her theatrical debut. That happened in Wilmington, in classic show business fashion. In the ten-girl chorus surrounding romantic song stylist Mina Hawthorne, two girls were felled by influenza (one would die) and another ran off with a cad who claimed he was a du Pont. The theater manager, dramatically, was tearing his hair and wailing when Sally piped up. I know the routines, Mr. Prosnitz. Nat and Louis Prosnitz stared at her in disbelief, but she dashed up on stage, tucked her dress into her garters to show off her dark, curvaceous legs, and danced and sang, a cappella, the chorus of (Dont Tease Me) Im Just a Co-ed.


You cant do it! Nat shouted. Sally sat on the bed in their room holding a kelly green satin costume. She was letting out darts under the bust. She mumbled a response that Nat couldnt hear because her mouth was full of pins. What? What? Talk, for chrissake.


She jumped up and spat the pins near his feet, I said, Im sick and tired of sitting on my ass and watching you do five shows a day and me doing a big fat zero. This is my big chance.


You crazy? Since when do you have talent? Now listen, Sally, were leaving for Baltimore tomorrow night.


Nat went to Baltimore alone. Sally swore shed meet him in Trenton two weeks later, but she never showed.


They ran into each other ten years later in Chicago, and by then their marriage was a hazy memory for them both. Nat was out of blackface and into tuxedos, singing romantic duets with his wife, Edna Jones. They called themselves Giovanni and Flora, and they were strictly small time.


So was Sally. The year before, in 1932, she had arrived in St. Louis, part of the troupe called Louisa Whyte and her Golden Girls, and found the theater in which they were to have appeared had collapsed the night before. Louisa and the three other Girls had enough money to move on to Wichita; Sally did not. She had fourteen dollars and a suitcase full of lavender dresses and two blond wigs.


Sally was alone and broke in a strange city in the middle of the Great Depression. She lay in her lumpy bed in the Red Bud Rooming House, swaddled in an itchy wool blanket, but she shivered and her toes were so cold they hurt. Frigid, damp air blew off the Mississippi and crept beneath the covers. Her last meal had been the day before: an orange and a glass of water. For the first time, Sally had regrets.


At twenty-six she was an experienced enough trouper to realize she would never return to Ludlow Street in a chauffeur-driven Packard. She had dreamed it so often: the big black car gliding almost noiselessly through the Lower East Side, the children following it screeching Sally Tompkins! Sally Tompkins! and her grandparents sticking their heads out the windowno, then they couldnt see herwalking home from buying herring, peering in the car and seeing this star, and realizing who it was. And shed take handfuls of hundred-dollar bills and toss them in their faces and then, gracefully, with everybody watching, walk up the five flights of stairs and take her mother away and set her up real nice in a beautiful apartment somewhere.


But Sally was a realist. In a profession where the highest-paid chorus girls were Amazonian, she was four feet eleven inches tall. Her voice lacked luster. She danced well, kicking high and strutting boldly, but at least five thousand women in America danced better. Her assets were three: a quick mind and two beautiful breasts.


Sally left her bed. No one in St. Louis needed a chorus girl. But Mrs. Barrows, the owner of the Red Bud, said, Honey-pie, you got two choices. No, three. One, find some chucklehead and marry im. Two, get on your backbut not here at the Red Bud; I dont have none of that. And three. Whats three again? Oh, try Mr. Reeves at the Gayety. Sure, its burlesque, but I dont see no one busting down your door. Dont take that personal, sweetie. Lots of other girls in the same boat these days. Its bad times.


So like hundreds of marginal entertainers, Sally made the painful decline from vaudeville to burlesque. She was no longer family entertainment, but at least she made a living. And at last she got her own act.


Ladies and gents, the Gayety Theateror the Republic or the Royale or the Mayfairproudly presents, all the way from sunny Spain, Seorita Rosita Carita!


The bandat some theaters just a pianowould play pulsating flamenco music and Sally would march to center stage, head held proud, dressed in high-heeled shoes, a flouncy flamenco skirt, and a red and black sequined brassiere. Da-da-DA, da-da-DA, the music went, and Sally would shake her shoulders to its passionate rhythm. DA-DA-DAand she shimmied so fervently the combs fell from her hair and her black tresses cascaded over her shoulders. The tempo grew faster. Sally shook and writhed, a slave to the music, wild, abandoned. And just as her ecstasy reached its peak, her breasts shook out of the sequined modesty of her brassiere and half the audience went crazy.


That was the trouble. Sally was so short that from the loge and balcony she appeared a little odd, almost deformed. Tits on legs, as one theater manager tried to explain. She would never appeal to a full house, so she never became a featured act. But she kept at it, following Miss Lydia and her Dainties or Irene LaPointe in stock burlesque houses around the country.


She missed the camaraderie of vaudeville days, when after the last show the performers and their families would crowd into someones room and drink beer and gossip and wander off for side talks, private confidences. People there cared about Captain Tompkins, her father, lost at sea; about her mother, the beautiful doomed Dolores, a Spanish ballerina. Sally had created an autobiography so poignant that the men she went with often asked for more details before taking her to bed.


But the men around the burlesque circuit werent interested in her history. They didnt care how Sally Inez Alicia Tompkins had, in spite of her marvelously exotic background, grown up to be the all-American girl, how she had been offered a full scholarship to Vassar College, how her brilliant mother taught her to pirouette. These men just wanted to squeeze her boobs and bang her.


In 1936, when she was thirty, she thought she had finally found happiness. A fan dancer, one of the elite of burlesque, a tall broad-shouldered redhead named Katy Swift, invited Sally up to her room in their Port Huron, Michigan, boardinghouse to make fudge. While the hot plate was heating up she kissed Sally on the lips. Sally was shocked but didnt want to make a fuss and allowed Katy to put her tongue in her mouth. After a minute or two she realized she wanted more. They became lovers. But even though Katy would hold her tight every night and stroke her thighs and whisper shed never let Sally go, their love did not last forever. Eight months later, in Bristol, Tennessee, Sally opened the door to their hotel room and found Katy in bed with Rimba the Jungle Girl, a shrill, hairy woman she and Katy had often laughed about.


By 1939, Sally felt tired and old. She was thirty-three, and although her dark skin was smooth and her body beautiful and supple from six shows worth of shimmying a day, she knew she couldnt last much longer in the business. Her arms and shoulders were sore most of the time, and her head ached from shaking it to loosen the combs in her hair.


The headaches were knives slicing through her brain, and they were coming two or three times a week. So when she got to Cincinnati she asked the drummer for the name of a doctor, and it was there, sitting in Dr. Neumanns waiting room, fanning herself with an old issue of Life, that she looked up and stared right into the eyes of her future husband, Richard Heissenhuber.
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MALE VOICE: We are trying to get some comment from Mr. Richard Heissenhuber as to the condition of his daughter, Cincinnatis own Jane Cobleigh. Is she in serious or even critical condition, as has been reported? So far, Mr. Heissenhuber, from his home in Edgemont, has not been available for comment. Meanwhile, we have reporter Sandra Saperstein in the studio. Sandra, you went to Woodward High School with the girl who was then Jane Heissenhuber. Tell us a little about her. FEMALE VOICE: Thank you, Ken. Jane Heissenhuber. Woodward, Class of 57. Perhaps even then she knew show business would beckon.


WCKY All-News Radio, Cincinnati







Richard thought the woman sitting across from him was the most beautiful woman hed ever seen. Beautiful wasnt even the right word, because since college he had been going with Patsy Dickens and everyoneincluding himsaid Patsy was just beautiful. And she was. Patsy had huge blue eyes and soft blond hair and a tinkly laugh everyone said was infectious or contagious. Patsy was everything a man could want: good-natured, sharp as a tack, and beautiful.


But this woman was something moregorgeous. Her jet black hair and dark eyes seemed to suck up all the light in the waiting room, so that everything except her own exotic loveliness seemed dim. Her skin, he thought, was the rich color of honey, and he began to imagine kissing her on her neck, the sweetness of honey filling his senses. He could see her skin was smooth, not grainy like most dark-skinned people. And he imagined more about honey, about its sticky wetness, and that made him remember a book hed read that a fraternity brother at UC had passed around, where it described what a woman was like down below, and one of the expressions in the book for it was honey pot.


Richard lowered his head to hide the flush that was creeping across his face. It was wrong for him to think of the woman like this. She was obviously a serious person. Her hair was pulled back tight, off her face, and knotted into a bun like a schoolteacher. He raised his eyes for an instant; he couldnt help it, he was so drawn to her. And she was looking right at him, and then she smiled. He was nervous but he smiled back and prayed Dr. Neumanns nurse wouldnt call him into the office untilhe felt so embarrassed. Like a fifteen-year-old kid who couldnt control himself. He didnt know what to do next, so he peered at his watch. It was nearly eleven.


The pale skin of his wrist reminded him of her honey color. She was showing a lot of skin. Her dress was cut low in the front, and you could see the beginning of what he knew must be two beautifulhe shifted in his chairbosoms and the shadowy valley between them. But she wasnt fast, he was sure, because her hairdo was serious and her smile was friendly, not a come-on smile, like from a cheap girl.


Mr. Heissenhuber. The nurse called him into the office. Richard rose and, more because he didnt want this woman to notice what was happening with him, he smiled at her again. But he almost didnt make it into the examining room. From his height hed been able to see even farther down her dress, and though he knew she must be wearing a bra, he couldnt see any. All he could see were two luscious, magnificent, firmIn the last six months, once theyd set a wedding date, he had gone below the neck with Patsy. But Patsys ended where hers were just beginning. He sat on the examining table, waiting for Dr. Neumann to find the acid to burn the warts off his hand, and wondered if she was wearing one of those little bras that just covered the tips, like in the French postcards. When he glanced down to his lap, he saw his hands were cupped, as though he were already feeling them. He was so embarrassed. But he had never wanted to touch anything so much.




Sally smiled. The kid had a hard-on the size of a baseball bat. Although he wasnt such a kid. Even though it was Saturday, early in June, he was wearing a suit and tie and looked like a real solid citizen, not one of the creeps who hung around the burlesque house waiting to grab a handful and have a party. This kidthis guymust be in his late twenties. He was really good-looking, with light brown hair so neat you could see the comb marks and a manly, square-jawed face and a terrific mouth, kind of wide and full, but not slobber-lips. Sally figured if she played it right, hed buy her a full-course dinner first.




He couldnt believe what he was doing. He went back to the waiting room, smiled at her, and said then and there, I know you must think Im very forward, but would you have lunch with me? As he was saying it, he had a flash of dread that she was a foreigner and that shed laugh at him or blurt out something loud in some garlicky language, but instead she said, in a breathy but genteel voice, Im sure Id like that very much.


Then the nurse called Miss Tompkins, and she stood. Youll wait for me? she asked, and all Richard could manage was a nod because he was so taken with her. She was tiny, a little bit of a thing. But a phrase he had read somewhere returned: Shes all woman. After shed brushed past him to go into the doctors office, he all but fell back into his seat. He knew it wasnt right, but he kept thinking about touching those bighe bet they were warmhe wished he could think of something else. But Richard Heissenhuber needed something to hold on to. He was a lonely man with no friends and few pleasures. In fact, he had not had a really good time since he was a child.




Certainly his parents house, where he still lived, did not rock with mirth. Anna and Carl Heissenhuber were two humorless people who did not so much fall in love as discover a mutuality of interests. They both hated what they were. Coming from large Lutheran families, from homes where German was spoken, where May Day and Whitsun-tide were celebrated with hearty revelry and heavy platters of wurst and pitchers of creamy beer, they shunned the easy Gemtlichkeit of their boisterous, embarrassing relatives. They detested accordion music, hated wine. Their only passion was for blandness. They wanted to be completely American.


So they married in a Presbyterian ceremony and moved from the German Over the Rhine section of Cincinnati to Walnut Hills, a neighborhood of graceful trees, Victorian houses, and inhabitants named Smith and Johnson and Turner. Their house was small, cleaner than most hospitals of the day, and utterly fitting for a family of their station in life; it was as if there were an invisible sign on the front gate: Residence of Bank Teller. It was painted a gray so dull it was almost invisible. The Heissenhubers made certain not to drink or smoke or appear to enjoy anything to excess. (Naturally, they never knew Margaret Smith told Bessie Johnson that Anna was duller than dishwater or that Tom Turner named them the Booberdoobers.)


When America joined to fight the Great War, Carl was the first man in Walnut Hills to try to enlist and, although he was rejected because of severe myopia, the Heissenhubers felt the pleasure of knowing they had earned their neighbors respect. Only once during the entire war did they feel uncomfortable, and that was brought on by a thoughtless Heinie uttered by old, crazy Mr. Phillips.


Richard was the only child of these two relentless Americans and a model one; he learned early and well that any act that called attention to himself was ill-considered: raucous laughter, bravado on the ball field, flashy friends were not for him. Life should be like the bank Carl worked in: muted and a little chilly.


He was happier at his grandparents. Carls thickly accented parents had mercifully died before Richard was born, but Annas parents, the Reinhardts, welcomed the boy with Achs and Liebe Kinds and powerful hugs. He visited them each Saturday, helping his grandfather whitewash the front stoop of the red brick house, sitting on a chair beside the enamel kitchen table and taking the eyes out of potatoes for his grandmother, listening while she recounted her weeks battles with Herr Bauer, the conniving butcher, and with Frau Meyer, her next-door neighbor whose slothful ways were the cause of the infestation of cutworms that were probably attacking the cabbage patch at that very second.


But Christmas was the happiest time. From early morning, the kitchen was filled with odors so tempting Richard giggled with excitement. He would sit beside his grandmother and roll the dough for Pfeffernuss into balls between his floured palms, sneaking little bites of the dough when his grandmother ostentatiously looked away. Everything frowned on by his austere parents was encouraged here: huge meals and loud music and booming conversations in the forbidden language.


Later that night, stuffed with goose, heavy with Honigkuchen, he and his cousins would follow his grandfather up the stairs, singing O Tannenbaum and Stille Nacht in high, clear voices. The sounds they made thrilled Richard; he believed he could hear an angel singing in the background. At the top of the stairs, his grandfather would slowly open the door to the Weihnachtstube, the Christmas room, which always seemed dark and empty at first, but then his grandfather switched on the lights and Richard beheld what seemed to him a miracle: a room full of dazzlingly wrapped presents, gifts in gold and silver and red, as rich as any brought by the Magi.


But after his eighth year, Carl and Anna decided to celebrate Christmas at home. Holidays at the Reinhardts were too much. They glanced at each other over Richards head as they said this. Too much. Too much noise, food. Didnt Richard always have diarrhea the next day?


They had a real American Christmas at home. They had a tree with a simple star on top, Anna served turkey instead of greasy goose, and everyones stomach was fine the morning after.




Richard recognized he was not one of the guys. He knew his contemporaries found him too serious. But for a time he had hopes that he would be accepted and make his parents proud. In his first year at the University of Cincinnati, he had been tapped for the best fraternity on campus, a fraternity of rich young men. But after his pledge classs initiation, few bothered with him. They discovered his father was a teller, not the banker they had assumed. He was treated with hurtful courtesy. Still, he hung on the fringes of fraternity life, realizing he needed some brightness and fun.


At first, he believed Patsy Dickens was the answer. She had been pinned to the president of his fraternity and everyone acknowledged she was one of the most popular girls on the UC campus. Definitely one of the prettiest. And she had fallen head over heels for Richard. After just two meetingsa conversation at a beer bash about whether home ec was a good major and a chance meeting in the libraryshe actually gave back the fraternity pin. Richard was stunned and embarrassed, but his fraternity brother had been most gracious, shaking his hand and saying, Guess the best man won.


So Patsy was his. He gave her his pin. Her adoration amazed him. Richard, she said, you are absolutely the handsomest boy I have ever in my whole life seen. I mean it. Like a collegiate Cary Grant. Really and truly. Except youre not a boy. Thats what really attracted me to you, you know. Youre a man. So serious, so mature. And respectful. I cant tell you how important that is to me. Oh, Richard, Im the luckiest girl in Ohio.


At first, his parents told him he had made a wise choice. Patsys father, after all, was an executive with Procter and Gamble and belonged to one of the finest country clubs in the city. Her mother, from whom Patsy had inherited her fluffy appeal, was a Daughter of the American Revolution.


When they became engaged, the Dickenses invited the Heissenhubers to dinner to celebrate. They had never been in such a big house before. A maid in a black uniform and white apron served dinner. But something was out of joint: the Dickenses were so gushing, so absolutely, completely, and totally thrilled with Richard, that Carl and Anna began to have their doubts. Ken Dickens could buy and sell Carl Heissenhuber. Something wasnt right. Couldnt Richard feel it?


Are you sure she has a good reputation? they asked him. Are you positive her father is head of Household Abrasives? Of course there was nothing really wrong with Patsy, they said. She was the bubbly sort, the type who might make a fine wife for a corporate executive. But Richards future world, banking, demanded, perhaps, a less outgoing personality.


Carl Heissenhuber, although a key employee at Queen City Trust, was still a teller. Richard, however, an honor graduate of UC, had that piece of paper that would allow him to go all the way to the top. But it would be a treacherous climb, filled with peril, and one thoughtless remark from a flighty wife could drag him down before he was halfway there. He did not want his sons potential compromised. Nor did Anna, who noticed that Patsy did not hold her liquor as well as she might and, though she never acted drunk, tended to chew noisily after two Rob Roys.


But shes a wonderful girl, Richard insisted. From a fine family.


If youre satisfied, Anna said, then so are we.


But now Richard had his doubts, and to his astonishment he found himself sitting beside Sally Tompkins and confiding them to her. Its not that I dont love Patsy, he explained. Its just that shes so willing to go along with anything I want Without even wanting to, his voice had stressed anything, so he quickly explained, Please dont think I mean anything. He could feel his face glowing red and was glad the restaurant was dimly lit. I would never ask her to do that.


Of course not, said Sally. She lifted her water goblet, pursed her lips, and took a tiny sip of water. You have too much respect for yourself.


Richard nodded. Sally was so amazingly sensitive. They had been together for no more than twenty minutes, and already she comprehended him as nobody else ever had. She was an enigma: a one-hundred-percent woman who had a complete grasp of a mans mind. You must think Im terrible, talking about personal things like this.


You know I dont, Richard. And he did know. He knew Sally somehow, some way, looked within him and saw his best nature. She rested her hand on his arm. Youre a fine person. I can tell.


He shrugged and gazed at the breast-shaped mound of potato salad on his plate. The heat from her hand was so powerful it radiated through his jacket and shirt. And then he felt her leg, not actually pressing against his but dangerously close. He knew the proprietor of Kautzs Restaurant thought he was doing him a favor, seating them beside each other in one of those tight little booths, but it was almost too much. He swore he could feel the outline of her thigh through her dress.


Sally shifted so she could face him, and the tip of her breast grazed his arm. Maybe its because Im an actress that Imwell, sensitive to other people. She gave him a small, understanding smile, and he became so confused and dizzy with desire that he nearly keeled over. But a man of your type wouldnt be worrying about Patsy unless there was something to worry about. Theres something wrong and I think you know it, but youre too much the gentleman to admit it to yourself. She shifted back and took a small bite from her club sandwich. A crumb of bacon dropped from it and landed halfway down her cleavage. He didnt dare say anything.




Sally couldnt believe this guy. Here he was, a big, tall, good-looking he-man with class up the ass like the Duke of Windsor, and he was talking like a kindergarten baby. That Patsy sounded like a prize jerk. And his mother and father must be a couple of nut-cracking Krauts. Who could believe that such a guy, a college grad, a big cheese in a bank who even wore a suit on Saturday, would be acting this way with her? Not just hot for her in the pants department but lapping up every single word like she was Miss Fountain of Wisdom, 1939. Something stunk in Denmark. He wasnt one hundred percent. It was like he was from another world, almost the same but not quite, and was wandering around, a little lost. She really felt for him.




Going to the doctor and having lunch with Richard, she missed three shows. When she got back to the Royale, the manager grabbed her shoulder. She looked down at his hand, at the lines of green dirt under his long nails. She said, Listen, Mr. Boyd, you keep your paws off me, and he replied, You listen, Madame Tits. You skip any more shows and you can take your crummy act across the river and start selling your stuff in the hoo-ah houses.




Anna had told Richard that womennice womenunder thirty did not wear black, but here was Sally, walking up Race Street in a tight black dress. Not so tight as to be cheap, but as she came closer he could see the slight swell of her stomach and the shape of her hips. It wasnt low-cut like her dress earlier in the day, but in a way this was worse because each breast seemed to be wrapped separately, but too tightly, fighting the severe black fabric of the dress. He could almost imagine the material, stretched beyond its tolerance, ripping apart, and her two huge breasts bursting free into the warm spring air.


He had called Patsy and told her he couldnt go to the Five Oaks Country Clubs Merrie Month of May dance. He was very sorry but he had a terrible sore throat.


All he really had wanted was to spend a little more time sitting beside Sally Tompkins, but now, seeing her, her gleaming hair caught up in two Spanish-looking combs, he wanted to dance. He wanted to go someplace where they played a lot of fox trots and pull Sally up to him, press her against him real hard.




Sally knew culture when she saw it. So she tossed the old sea captain overboard and spoke tolerantly of her father, Reginald Tompkins, the Oxford-educated Shakespearean actor who never quite made it. He wound up doing a lot of character roles, she explained.


How come? Richard asked. They sat on a blanket in a park on one of Cincinnatis highest hills. Beneath them, the city gleamed in pure Sunday sunshine.


Well, he was so in love with my mother. I mean, he was always dashing from London to Madrid and back again. And even though my mother was a ballerina her parents were typical Spanish parents, very strict. So he spent years wooing her instead of playing in the provinces. You know, acting Hamlet in some two-bit English town somewhere. Thats how you get into the Old Vic Theater. But Father just took odd roles here and there so he could be free to travel to Spain.


How did they finally marry?


They eloped to New York. Sally eased off her pumps and ran the soles of her feet over the cool, damp grass. I guess I dont have awell, normal background like youre used to here in Ohio.


Not at all, Richard said.


I know youre just being polite. But really, were not your average family. We act on feelings. I mean, thats what makes us actors to begin with. She let a soft sigh escape.


Sally, Richard said, leaning toward her. Whats wrong?


Nothing. Nothing, really.


Please. Tell me. Ive told you so much about myself. Dont you think you can trust me?


Oh, Richard, she whispered, the tears nearly drowning her voice. Im so weary of the stage. I know She groped in her handbag until she found a handkerchief. I know Im a good actress, but Ill never be a great one. Please, its true. And Im twenty-six years old and Ive been on the road since I was eighteen, when my parents died. Im so very, very tired.


Sally. He sighed, circling his arms around her. Oh, Sally. She was so warm, so firm, and her perfume seemed to come from some rich jungle flower, sweet and hot as she was. Sally, I love you.




She left her sequined bras and flamenco skirts at the Royale. She moved out of Montgomerys Rooming Housea notorious burlesque hangoutand checked into Knauers Hostelry for Young Ladies. She had sixty-seven dollars, a small wardrobe of dresses unfit for decent Cincinnati, and a fourteen-carat gold bracelet an elderly admirer in Schenectady had given her after a long weekend. She severed all ties to her livelihood. She was taking a gamble. But she was playing poker with a raw amateur and she knew it.


He broke his engagement to Patsy. Sally had pleaded with him to wait, to see if their love could stand the test of time, but he had merely smiled and shaken his head. He was ready. He felt he had been afflicted with a horrible numbing disease all his life, and now he was cured. For the first time he was truly alive. He looked at the roses climbing the trellis on the side of his parents house and for the first time gazed into their dark red hearts, stroked the silky petals with a fingertip. At the bank he inhaled the heady, important odor of ink rising from the trust indentures on his desk. He was alive. He stopped buying the Cincinnati Enquirer each morning and began surveying the ankles and arms, the breasts and backsides that bobbled about as the bus bumped toward downtown. He looked at women and women looked back at him, and for the first time he comprehended that he was truly handsome. And desirable. Women smiled at him or brushed against him as they got off the bus. Nice women. Pretty. But none of them like Sally.




To tell the truth, she wouldnt have minded having him. Who wouldnt, with his big blue eyes and those long, straight eyelashes and a pair of shoulders like a bull? And he was dying for her, just dying, and she could feel whenever he held her that he had a set of family jewels that would make other guys green with jealousy. She liked to keep him that way, all fired up and ready. Shed stand behind him in a store or someplace and rub her boobies against his back until a soft groan would break from him.


Sometimes she could see tears in his eyes, he wanted her so much. And it would have been easy. Instead of pushing his hand away and saying Please, Richard, she could let him get a fast feel, diddle the nipple she knew was his goal. After all this time, it wouldnt feel so bad, that rough pressure. But the more he pleaded with her to say yes, the easier it was to say no. Because thats what Richard really wanted. He wanted a woman who wasnt easy, a woman who would be a self-possessed, respectable wife. And Sally was no Patsy.


No, Richard.


Please. Just on top. I swear, Sally


I cant. Dont you understand? If I lower my standards, I might as well do everything.



Sally, just for one minute.


No!


Two nights later, after knowing her for three weeks, Richard Heissenhuber asked Sally Tompkins to marry him.




It was agonizing but courteous. More tea, Sally? Anna Heissenhuber asked, leaning forward toward her flowered tea-pot, which would impress anyone who knew anything about china because it was Wedgwood, but thisthis creature wouldnt know about that. She wouldnt know about anything fine or decent or even polite. Shed plopped three cubes of sugar into her tea and stirred like she was mixing cement and then left the spoon right there in the cup while she drank. Anna glanced at Carl, nearly frantic, but all he could do was stare as Sally narrowly missed gouging out her eye with the handle of the spoon.


No more tea, thank you, Mother Heissenhuber.


And Richard. Richard sat there, all big eyes and little smiles, as if this trollop were a Vanderbilt. With her dark, oily skin and red lipstick that smeared on her teeth and that dressa milkmaids costume, ridiculous except it was so tight she was bursting out of it. And Richard looking at her like she was Little Mary Sunshine and not what she was, a strumpet, a Jezebel who would drag him into her own filth.


Anna lifted the plate of shortbread and offered it to her husband. His lips were as pale as his skin. Carl? He shook his head. He looked as bad as she felt. Anna moved the plate to the side, toward the tramp, but kept her eyes on Carl. She mumbled to him in the German she had not used since she escaped her parents house. Her husband hung his head in agreement.




It hadnt been the best time in her life, so Sally tried hard not to think about it, but she had spent the first fourteen years of her life on Ludlow Street. And if you lived on Ludlow Street you spoke Yiddish, and if you knew Yiddish you could figure out German and you knew what this Nazi bitch was saying: that she was a bum. But naturally she couldnt show she understood. Well, fuck her and the horse she rode in on. Sally leaned forward to put down her cup, giving the old man an eyeful of the best titties hed ever seenhis eyes nearly bugged out of his headand turned to her future mother-in-law, smiling. May I see the house, Mother Heissenhuber? Id just love to see the home Richard grew up in.




Why him? Carl demanded. Outside the light was turning pearly and soft, a prelude to dusk, but inside it was dark, harsh, like hell. Why Richard? Were not wealthy. She must have seen that.


But his potential, Anna said. He could rise in the bank. Be a vice-president. She sighed. But tramps dont care about potential.


Maybe hes right, Carl said. Maybe shes just a little flamboyant. An actress.


Actress, my eye. A slut is what she is. You saw that as well as I did. Where are your parents? Dead. Any other family? Yes, in England. Oh, where in England? And then you saw her, you saw what she did. Looked up at the ceiling, like an answer was written there, but it wasnt and she obviously couldnt think of anything, so she looks back and blinks and says London. Smiles that smile and says, Oh, Mother Heissenhuber, there are Tompkinses all over London. Of course, now with the war coming they wont be able to come over for the wedding. Ill miss them so. Especially Aunt Mary. Anna gazed at her husband. But why Richard? Why our son? It makes no sense.




They sat on the glider on the front porch of Knauers Hostelry for Young Ladies. Sally took Richards hand and covered it with small kisses. Then she ran her tongue over it and licked between his fingers. Im going to buy my trousseau tomorrow, she said. Nightgowns. Very, very sheer.





Do you take this man to be your lawful wedded husband, to love, honor, and cherish until death do you part? Sally said she did and raised her head, crowned with a white hat with a three-foot-long ostrich plumeshe knew it was stunningto gaze into Richards shining eyes. She only had eyes for Richard, although she realized the City Hall clerk thought she was a real peach, all dolled up in that expensive chapeau and a white linenette sheath. It was really the perfect wedding dress for her because it was pure white but cut tight enough to display exactly what Richard was going to get. Without looking cheap. And Richard had said the contrast between the white dress and her dark skin was the stuff that poetry was made of. He was always saying romantic things like that.


And doing romantic things, like handing her a pink carnation one night and wrapped around it was a fifty-dollar bill, and when her mouth dropped open he said, I know you dont have parents to buy you a wedding dress, so please let me. I want to be your family, Sally.


Hed been grateful shed been willing to have a civil ceremony. When his mother, between nearly clenched teeth and pulled-tight lips, had asked if she would like to meet their minister, Dr. Babcock, Sally had said, Im sorry, Mother Heissenhuber. I just cant get married in a Presbyterian ceremony. I was raised as an Episcopalian and I just wouldnt be comfortable. Sally must have seen his mothers eyes ice over even more because she added, I do so hope Im not offending you.


His parents refused to see Sallys depth and goodness and instead focused on her clothes or her makeup or the way she crossed her legs. They could not accept the fact that she was an artiste. He had never seen them like that, so narrow and unfair. And each time he defended her, their rage billowed, until the entire house seemed to emit an acrid smell.


But he had fought them, for the first time in his life, and he was relieved not to have a church wedding because then he would have had to ask his father to be his best man.


He had no friend to fill the role. He had considered his boss at the bank, Mr. Forsyth, or a fraternity brother from college, Bill Beidemaier, whom he sometimes saw on the bus in the morning, and then thought of their response: Yes, glad to, Richard or Sure. Be honored. But he knew they would then realize his friendless status and would stand for him with resignation and contempt. He had never been the outgoing type, and it dismayed him when Sally demanded, When am I going to get a chance to meet the guys and gals in your social circle, sweetheart? She seemed to think he was the toast of Cincinnati; he didnt know how to tell her that after his first week at the bank, no one had asked him to go out for lunch.


But as he bent down to kiss his bride, he knew his luck had changed. Life would be better.




From the moment Sally Heissenhuber emerged from the bathroom of the honeymoon suite of Hoosier House in French Lick, Indiana, her complexion aglow from shyness or rouge, it was a magnificent wedding night. Her hair, blue-black in the dim lamplight, spilled over her shoulders. Through the translucence of her white silk nightgown, Richard could see the exuberant rose-tipped breasts and the dark flower of hair between her thighs.


He was out of his blue and white striped pajamas as fast as his trembling hands would allow. Sally uttered a barely audible Oh, boy. After all those years of floppy-fleshed comedians and unwashed trumpet players and pallid patrons of burlesque, she was embraced by a tall, strong young man who cried out not Fuck me, baby but I love you and Youre so beautiful as he stroked her over and over, as if memorizing her shape.


Oh, Richard.


Oh, Sally.


For her, it was better than she thought it would be. Although he touched her with too much awe, like he was feeling up the Statue of Liberty, he appreciated her. He let out deep, throaty cries of pleasure. His body was warm and smelled clean. Her only fear, that she couldnt pull off the virgin act, was allayed when he tried to enter and she winced. Ooh, she moaned, ooooh and he cried Im sorry, Sally but didnt stop because he was too far gone. If she hadnt had to keep alert, pretending to writhe with pain, she might have smiled with pleasure at this big, handsome guy grinding deeper inside her. Here she was, with her own husband on top of her who was groaning Sally, Sally and he was a real he-man; you could actually see muscles in his shoulders. And a college grad. A junior bank officer.


For him, it was as blissful as hed dreamed. Finally, finally, he could touch any part of her and he did. She was like a goddess, perfectly formed, and when he caressed her, she was perfection. And from the intuitive way she moved with him he sensed that if he were careful, gentle, understanding, she would learn to like it. Love it, he prayed, love it, as he finally succeeded in deflowering her. For the first time in his life, he was on top of the world.




Wedded bliss lasted four days, happiness three weeks, and contentment another month and a half. Their illusions dissolved slowly enough that they felt no loss. By the sixth day of their honeymoon Sally began to see that Richards endearing shyness was less the mask of a sensitive soul than a cover-up for a personality some might call drippy.


While still on their honeymoon, Richard watched the other new husbands staring at Sallys body. For the first few days of marriage, he accepted the stares as Sallys due and as an endorsement of his taste. It was almost as if these men were tipping their hats to him and saying, Richard, you lucky so-and-so. You must be quite a man to land this lady. But a few of the stares
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