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The two United States marshals, who had come to make an arrest, parked their inconspicuous black car, got out, and looked up at the ornamental neomodern roof of the sixty-five-storied tower. Somber rain clouds drooped over the city, releasing their first drops just as the pair in their plain dark suits reached the bronze doors that fronted the avenue. The younger man, who seemed almost imperceptibly to hesitate, followed the other across the marble floor to the long rank of elevators. This was no ordinary assignment today, nor was this a part of New York into which he usually was sent, and he was feeling a certain tension. It bothered him that he did. It was unprofessional.

“It seems funny in a way to handcuff the guy,” he said. “Guy’ll be wearing a Brooks Brothers suit probably. You know what I mean? He’s not an armed thug.”

“But you can’t ever tell what a person will do. He could go off his nut and start punching. Or he could even head for the window. Press the forty-first floor, will you?”

The elevator slid upward silently as if on silken cords, while a red light efficiently marked each number as it passed.

“Smells of money, doesn’t it, Jim?” remarked the younger.

“Sure does. And lots of it.”

“Wonder what the guy really did. Really, I mean.”

“God knows. You’ve got to be a high-priced lawyer to figure it out. I wouldn’t bother to try.”

“Seems kind of sad, doesn’t it? Being hauled off from a place like this.”

“It’s always sad no matter where it is. You never feel good about it,” Jim said seriously. “But it’s a job, Harry. You get used to it.”

The door opened and they stepped out in front of a long glass wall with many glass doors.

“Which way, Jim? Which is his?”

“He owns the whole floor. Two floors, actually. I’ll get you there, don’t worry.” Jim grinned.

Receptionists are always pretty, reflected Harry, allowing his senior to do the talking to her while he himself examined the surroundings. He didn’t know anything about rich living, he knew he didn’t, and yet, when the brief opening and shutting of a door gave him a view of quiet gray carpeting and a corridor lined with paintings, he knew that he was seeing the real thing. Gold was gaudy and quietness was expensive. Maybe he had read that somewhere.

He thought: In one of these rooms, perhaps a room at the end of that very corridor, a man is going to have a terrible shock. In another minute or two. A terrible shock.

The receptionist must have telephoned because now a woman came rushing in. A fussy-looking matron with fuzzy gray hair, she was terrified.

“What? What? United States marshals?” she cried, confronting Jim.

He showed his badge, and Harry did the same.

The woman’s eyes, enlarged by her glasses, sprang tears.

“It’s got to be a mistake! I can’t let you see him before he talks to a lawyer. This isn’t right! No, you’re not going in.”

“Ma’am,” said Jim, “here’s the warrant. Read it. We can force our way in. You don’t want us to do that, do you?”

They were moving through the door toward the gray carpet, following the frantic woman. They entered a room, spacious, with many windows, more paintings, and a great desk at which a man was seated. Upon seeing them, he stood.

The woman was almost babbling. “I couldn’t stop them. I don’t know what all this is, I—”

The man was young. He’s about my age, thought Harry, and all this place is his. And somehow the pity he had been feeling for this stranger now turned to anger. To be my age and own all this! I hope he gets what’s coming to him, whatever he did.

The man was standing on dignity, but he was scared to death, his face had gone blue-white. He stammered.

“There’s a mistake here. A terrible mistake. My lawyer’s working on the matter right now.”

“That’s all right,” Jim said. “You’ll be able to call your lawyer. But you’ll have to come along.” He took out the cuffs. “I’m sorry, but you’ll need to wear these.”

“You don’t understand,” the man said. “I’m not the sort of person—”

“Please. Make it easy for yourself,” Jim told him patiently.

The woman was openly weeping. “He’s a good man. Be gentle with him.”

And Harry’s pity flowed back. “Don’t worry,” he heard himself say.

In less than five minutes they were out of the building with their prisoner, whose handcuffs were hidden by the raincoat that the woman had dropped over them. Silently, stunned and proud, the prisoner climbed into the car and was driven away through the dreary rain.

On the forty-first floor in the room from which he had been taken, there had been a fire under a carved mantel, and a spray of yellow flowers on the desk.

The event made the front pages of all the papers as well as the television news. Telephones rang in the offices of the city’s prestigious corporations.

“Have you heard how it happened? Well, I heard—”

At dinner parties all up and down Fifth Avenue, Park Avenue, out to the North Shore, and in Connecticut, it was the topic of the moment.

“Everybody loved him,” people said, commiserating and astonished. “So bright, so charming, so kind. And no one in the world was ever more generous, we all know that. I can’t believe it! What can have happened? How can you explain it?”
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CHAPTER ONE
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The downstairs neighbors had provided hot soup, cold meats, salad, and a home-baked pie, food enough for a dozen hungry eaters, Eddy Osborne remarked to himself. But there were only his sisters Connie and Lara and Lara’s husband, Davey, at the kitchen table, none of them able to swallow more than a few mouthfuls of the good things. If anyone had told me I’d swallow even that much on the day of my mother’s funeral I wouldn’t have believed it, he thought.

He stood up, poured a cup of coffee from the pot on the stove, and went to stare out of the rain-beaded window at the bleak March afternoon. A shudder chilled his shoulders. Here was the ultimate desolation, the gray gloom and the grief.

Poor Peg, poor Mom! Sometimes the wig had tilted to the side, mocking her gaunt face with a rakish, jaunty look; she had been so vain, too, about the thick, tawny hair that all three of her children had inherited.… And Eddy’s heart broke. Making a little sound like a sob, he covered it with a cough and turned his face.

Lara said softly, “One thing, anyway, should be a comfort. She was never alone. One of us was always with her. And she did appreciate that private room, Eddy. Remember how she kept asking whether you really could afford it?”

“She’d have had that if it had taken my last penny or if I’d had to steal, so help me!”

“Oh,” Lara cried, “she must have known there was no hope for her, yet she never said a word. How brave she was!”

“No,” Connie said. “The real reason is that she was afraid to admit how lousy life can be.”

The grim, harsh comment shocked. But there was no sense in challenging it. Connie would defend herself by saying that she was merely looking truth in the face. She had few illusions, young Connie. The elder sister felt that was a pity, but answered only, “Let’s go inside. No, leave the dishes, Connie. I’ll clear them later. I’ll be needing something to do tonight after you go home.”

The living room had once been an upstairs sitting room when the house had been built for a banker’s family a century ago, before everybody who could afford to move had left town for the new wooded suburbs in the hills. The small space was dominated by the television, whose great blank eye was staring as they all sat down. It would have been unseemly to activate it on this night, and no one did.

Connie pulled down the shades, complaining, “Damn rotten weather!” as if, on this day at least, the rain need not have been so furious or the wind so wild in the trees.

“Your mother would say,” Davey responded in his mild way, “that rain like this nourishes the earth.”

No one answered. Yes, Eddy knew, that would be typical of her. When, in high school, he had broken his arm she had told him to be thankful he hadn’t broken it before the soccer season. But I’m not like her, he thought, nor is Connie.

Too restless to be still, he went back to a window again and raised the shade that Connie had lowered. The houses across the street were mirror images of this one where Lara lived, a tall, shingled Victorian with a second door cut into its front to accommodate an upstairs flat. Before each house lay a narrow, woebegone yard bordered with neglected, weedy shrubs and dotted with piles of soiled, melting snow. Above the rooftops, in a brown sky, thin clouds raced toward evening.

“God, what a miserable way to live,” he thought. “So many years gone by already in this confining town!”

He turned around into the room. Davey was reading the newspapers. The two women had laid their heads back and closed their eyes. The silence ticked in Eddy’s head.

Then the street door slammed, vibrating through the walls. In the flat below, where five children were crammed, a fight exploded. Somebody was trying to start a balky engine in the driveway next door; it wheezed, it whirred, it coughed.

An impetuous fury rose in Eddy. No rest, no privacy, no beauty, no money!

His sisters had not moved. They were exhausted. And he felt compassion for them, for their tenderness in a tough, hard world. He believed that he understood them; he knew how desperately Lara longed for a child and would probably never have one; he knew how Connie, like himself, longed for betterment, for color, for life, he knew that her feet, like his, wanted to run.…

Now as they rested, unaware of his scrutiny, he observed his sisters. Connie had a nineteen-twenties look, one which was becoming fashionable again; her lips were a bold cupid’s bow, her nose short and straight, her eyebrows two narrow, graceful curves above alert gray eyes. She was unusually vivacious and knew how to make the best of herself. People looked at her. Yet it was always said that Lara was the beauty, having what were called “good bones”; her face was a pure oval, and she had contemplative sea-blue eyes, the same color as Eddy’s own.

His, however, were not contemplative, any more than Connie’s were. Their eyes were quick; everything about us two, for better or for worse, is quick, he thought suddenly. And thinking so, it seemed to him that now was as good a time as any to say what had to be said, not that any time was really a good one for the dropping of a bombshell.

He said evenly, “I’ve something to tell you. I hope you won’t be shocked too much, but I’m going to be leaving you. Leaving town. I’m moving to New York.”

“You’re what?” cried Connie, sitting up straight.

“There’s a guy I’ve known since college. He’s an accountant like me, only the difference is that he happens to have an uncle who’s lent him enough to get started in brokerage. He wants a partner. He wants me, and he’s willing to stake me, to take me in with him.”

A gleam of interest shot through Connie’s eyes. “Wall Street?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am, you bet. Wall Street.”

“Leaving us!” Lara cried. “Oh, Eddy!”

“Minutes away by plane, honey. I’m not leaving you. Not ever.” And he repeated, “A matter of minutes. All right, a couple of hours. Not Afghanistan or the end of the world.” His smile coaxed.

Lara was dismayed. “But you’ve been building up so nicely! I can’t understand why you’d want to leave it all behind like that.”

“Building? Yes. But it’s too gradual, too slow, compared with this opportunity. It’s small potatoes.”

She thought, We’re splitting apart already. Peg’s six hours in her grave. Then it’s true what they say: When the mother dies, the family breaks up. Couldn’t he think of that, Eddy, Peg’s golden boy with the bright hair, the sea-blue eyes, and the nonchalant stance? She felt suddenly hopeless.

Davey asked quietly, “How long have you known this?”

“About three months. I probably should have told you sooner, but I thought, well, we were all going through enough without having any more on our minds, so I waited.” Eddy reached into his pocket. “Look. I had cards printed.”

“ ‘Vernon Edward Osborne, Jr.,’ ” Lara read, and in a voice that rang with sad reproach observed, “You’ve always hated the name Vernon.”

“I know. But just for the card, it’s distinguished. A little different.”

Davey had another question. “Don’t you have to put up any money at all, Eddy?”

“Sure, but not much. I’ve saved twelve thousand dollars out of my earnings, and I was incredibly lucky at cards one night a while back. Made another fifteen, believe it or not. So I’ve got enough to put down for my share of the partnership, and I’ll pay off the balance out of what I make in the market.”

Davey said slowly, “If you make it in the market, you mean.”

“I’ll make it. I have a feel for the market. I’ve kept a phantom investment account in my head. If I’d had the money to do it, actually I’d have made a killing.” When Davey made no comment, Eddy said, “The market’s on the rise, a long rise. Anybody can see that. Besides, you don’t get anyplace in life without taking a few chances. You have to be willing to risk. That’s what this country was built on. All the great inventors, all the industrialists, took risks.”

Davey glanced at Lara, and she saw that he was reading her mind, feeling her sadness, as he always could and did.

Then he said quietly, “To each his own. I guess New York will agree with you, Eddy. It’s no place for us. Lara and I have our places here. The shop’s doing a whole lot better than it did when my dad had it, and I’ve got some inventions, some ideas I’m working on—” He stopped, took Lara’s hand, and pressed it.

She could read her brother’s mind. How good is “a lot better”? Eddy must be thinking as he glanced around the room. It was a pretty room, furnished with secondhand pieces that she had slip-covered herself in a scheme of pink, red, and cream, copied out of a glossy magazine. But the carpet, which had come with the flat, was threadbare.…

Eddy used to come home starry-eyed over some house he had seen or some car he had ridden in. Like Pop before him he aspired; like Pop, too, he’d been quick to imitate the ways of the upper class, its dress, its speech, everything about it. But unlike Pop he was smart. He might do very well. Yes, it was possible. Oh, this was a blow all the same! To lose Eddy, for no matter what reason! To lose his native, almost invaluable good humor, the very sparkle that he brought into the room when he walked in! All this family, this family that was far too small in the first place, would miss him so. The empty space that he would leave would gape at them.

Now Connie, in her practical way, asked how soon he planned to go.

“I thought in about two weeks. First I want to help you get out of that apartment, find something nicer for you. In the first place it’s too large for you alone, without Mom, and too glum besides. Do you feel up to going out with me tomorrow to look?”

“Well,” she answered. “Well.” Her eyes moved about the room, as if searching, then to Davey and Lara, and finally, looking down at the tear in the carpet, she said, “It looks as if we’ve both picked the same time to surprise each other. But maybe it’s better to get it over with all at once.”

Alarmed again, Lara cried, “What are you talking about?”

“Well, you see—you see—oh, you know, Lara, how I’ve been wanting to just—just go somewhere! I’ve never really been anywhere.”

“Will you get to the point, Connie, please?”

Now Davey took over. “You don’t need to apologize, Connie. Just tell us what’s on your mind.”

“Texas. I’ve been hearing so much about it. It’s booming. You can always get a job.” Emboldened, she continued, “There’s something exciting just in the sound of it. Texas. Houston. I want to see it.”

Lara’s mouth went dry, and the palms of her hands were wet. “You don’t know a soul there, Connie. To go alone, leaving the only family you’ve got—it doesn’t make any sense. None at all.”

“But I think it does. And that’s what matters, isn’t it?”

“You’re only twenty, Connie!”

“Yes. Twenty. Not sixteen, not twelve, or eight.”

Lara tried another tack. “What kind of a job do you think you’ll get without a single contact? How will you even know where to begin to find a place to live?”

“Darling, don’t be a mother hen. I’ll buy a newspaper and read the ads, what do you think?”

Lara’s thoughts were sad and bitter. Yes, I was a mother hen. I had to be, hadn’t I? All the years while Mom was too sick from chemotherapy to take real charge of things, and I with a teenage sister eight years younger than I and a lively brother five years younger than I.

“It’s not so easy to find a job, Connie. You have no training. At least you do have a job here that you can depend on.”

“What, selling slacks and skirts in a tenth-rate department store, when there’s so much in the world to do and see?”

“You might take some courses and learn to do something better.”

“I haven’t the will just now, or the patience.” Connie stood up and laid her hand on Lara’s shoulder. “Don’t look so hurt,” she said. “I’m not staying away forever. Can’t you make believe we’re very rich, and I’m taking a year off to travel around the world?”

“She’s right,” Eddy said. “A young woman wants a change, a touch of adventure in her life. It’s natural. Okay, you didn’t want it, Lara. But if you hadn’t fallen in love with Davey, probably you would have felt the same way.”

Lara, knowing she was expected to smile, did so, faintly. “We’ll talk some more,” she replied.

Davey agreed. “Good idea. Today was a hard one, but tomorrow’s another day, so let’s try to lighten up a little. As Eddy says, nobody’s going to the ends of the world.”

Lara got the message. “Stay here for the night, Connie. It’s no good going back alone to the apartment.” It was a bleak place at best, sunless all day and noisy half the night because of the bar and grill beneath it. Now Mom’s clothes were still hanging in the closet. “I’ll go get some blankets from the spare room.”

The spare room, she thought as she straightened the bed, was meant to be the nursery. It was to have had lemon-yellow walls, a frieze of Mother Goose figures, or maybe Winnie-the-Pooh, going all around. The furniture would be white, and for a girl the crib would have a canopy of dotted Swiss, or perhaps organdy.…

She hated the room. She kept the door closed, dusted it every week or two, then shut the door again. Seven years married, and nothing. Doctors, thermometers, hormones, sperm analyses, watching for the fertile period in the month—and nothing.

“Why don’t you fix this room? You could have a nice little den,” Connie remarked as she came in.

Connie doesn’t know how that hurts, Lara thought, not answering.

On the dresser stood the room’s sole ornament, a photograph of their parents, taken on their wedding day. The two sisters stood looking at it now. Their parents had been handsome people, Vernon dark with a sporty boutonniere and flashing teeth, Peg’s sweet face tiny in its frame of lavish hair.

Connie sighed. “How happy they were that day! And how it all turned out! A good thing Mom couldn’t have seen ahead.”

“She loved Pop no matter what. Remember how he used to call her ‘Peg o’ My Heart’?”

“I don’t see how she could have kept on loving him. I guess it was noble of her, but I’m not made that way. Life’s too short.”

“He was a good man except for the booze, and that wasn’t his fault. It ran in his family. Thank God none of us has inherited it.”

Pop had been a salesman, traveling back and forth through the Midwest, selling—depending upon the company for which he happened to be working at the time—anything from shoes to toaster ovens to used tires. As often as he lost his jobs, so often did the family move from one flat to another, always in the oldest part of a town, above a hardware store, or a Laundromat, and under a crumbling pediment bearing some inscription like FERRY BUILDING, 1894, or BUMSTEAD BUILDING, 1911. The longest period that they had ever stayed in one place was when his liver and then his heart had finally failed; then Peg had opened her little beauty parlor and eked out a living for her children.

And yet … “He was a good man,” she repeated.

Connie’s look was a mingling of pity and disbelief. “I guess you’ve forgotten the nights when he came staggering home.”

“No, but I remember the nights when he read poetry aloud to us.”

Then Peg, who knew nothing about books, had nevertheless smiled in pleasure because her children were being taught to love them. Lara sighed. The ache lay heavy within her. Through all this dreadful day the memories had been aching.…

Once, before Lara was born, so Peg had told them, she had glanced at one of Pop’s library books and seen the name Lara. “It was a Russian story he was reading, Doctor Zhivago, I think he said. Anyway, the name looked pretty, and so when you came along, I gave it to you.”

And Connie? Well, Connie was Consuelo after the Vanderbilt heiress who married the Duke of Marlborough.

“She was forced to marry him. Isn’t that awful?” Peg had been horrified. “I read it in a magazine. Went to her wedding with eyes red from crying. Isn’t that awful?”

Those, then, were the parents, Vernon and Peg, a pair of tangled lives, knotted and twisted like a length of twine rolled carelessly.

Connie had begun to strip off her clothes. In bra and panty hose she stood before the mirror and stretched.

“I’m so tired, I hardly have enough strength to take a shower.”

“Wait till the morning, then. You’re clean enough and you need your rest.”

Connie smiled. “You always used to say that. Oh, Lara darling, don’t look so miserable! Don’t worry about me. I’ll do fine, I promise.”

“I can’t help worrying, can I? Besides, I’ll miss you. I’ve never been without you.”

“Don’t you think I’ll miss you too?”

“Are you really sure you’re doing the right thing? It seems so drastic, so unnecessary.”

“Lara, I need a chance to meet people.” Connie spoke with unusual gravity. “In this town—you know what’s here, Lara. I don’t want a life like—”

Like mine, Lara said to herself. I know that. Walking home beneath the trees on a summer night, Davey asked me, “Are you willing to share almost nothing with me? I’ll do my best for you, Lara. Only, my best isn’t all that good.” Was I willing? To go to the ends of the earth with you, Davey, to live in a tent or under the open sky. It was true then, and it is true still.

“You have such a lovely expression right now,” Connie said. “What are you thinking?”

Lara shook her head. “I don’t know. Just—everything.”

“I love you, Lara.”

“Of course you do. We all love each other. Go to sleep, dear. I’ll go out and say good-night to Eddy.”

He was already in his overcoat. “I waited to see whether you were feeling any better. Davey’s gone down to his workbench.”

“I feel all right. I guess I have to. But why, tell me why you had to encourage her?”

“She has a right to live her own life, Lara. Besides, she’ll do what she wants with or without encouragement.”

“She’s rebellious. Yes, she’s strong and clever, but she thinks she can make anything turn out exactly as she wants it to. She hasn’t yet learned that that’s not possible.”

“Lara, you’re a rock. Do you think we—Connie and I both—don’t remember how you watched over us? I can still see you walking Connie to school and calling for her, I remember how you used to drive me to the barbershop and the dentist’s. But, honey, a time comes when one can’t cling to the rock anymore, and Connie’s time has come.”

“Whom have we got?” Lara blurted. “Two second cousins too old and poor even to make the trip for the funeral, and that’s all. We have no roots and I’m trying to establish some, that’s all.”

“Money will help,” Eddy said darkly. “And I’m trying to make some.”

“We’re not speaking the same language tonight, Eddy.”

“Maybe not. We’re both too tired to think.” He kissed her. “I’ll be going. Get some rest.”

Through the window that overlooked the yard, she saw a light burning in Davey’s shed behind the garage. The rain had slackened to a drizzle, and throwing an old coat over her shoulders, she ran out back.

Davey’s workroom was a cramped jumble of shelves before which stood a battered table covered with a variety of implements, both delicate and solid, that had no meaning at all for Lara: tubes, filaments, calipers, chisels, fuses, and rolled copper wire, along with notebooks, pencil stubs, and oil-stained rags. Bent over all these now was Davey’s dark, round head; he was apparently intent on writing in a notebook. At some time or other, when his current idea clarified itself, he would tell her what it was.

She was so proud of him! Even if nothing were ever to come of any of his inventions, she would always be proud of him. He was the first friend she had made on her first day in a strange high school in a new town. Walking home after school, she had been followed by a group of frightening toughs, but when Davey had appeared and walked next to her, they had dispersed. Later she found out why. The tall boy with the odd name, Davey Davis—Davey was his mother’s maiden name—just happened to be the basketball star of the school.

She went inside and put her arms around him. He stroked her hair.

“I know. It’s been a cruel day. Cruel months,” he murmured.

“I’ve been thinking over and over how true it is that as soon as the mother’s gone, the family scatters.”

“No, no. We’re too close for that. Anyway, plans change all the time. Nothing’s written in stone.”

“They’ll never come back again.”

“Lara! This doesn’t sound like you. You’re always the family optimist.”

“I know. But sometimes I get to thinking that one can be a fool of an optimist too.” She sighed. “You know what I mean, Davey. You know.”

“The baby,” he said gently.

“The baby we wait for every month and who never comes.” Her voice broke. “And never will.”

“Never is a long time, darling.”

“Words, Davey. Just words.”

He put his cheek on hers, holding her close. After a moment he said, “We could adopt.”

“So you’ve stopped hoping too?”

“I didn’t mean— Oh, Lara, it’s so hard to know what to say to you. How to cope with these monthly disappointments, the doctors, the tests? I just don’t know anymore. But we could adopt,” he repeated.

“That’s not easy either. One doesn’t just walk in and select a baby. One waits for years, and even then—”

“Perhaps not a baby, but an older child who needs a home? Sad to say, there are plenty of those.”

“I want a baby! I want to be the mother from the very start.”

“Darling,” Davey said, holding her tighter. “Then we should wait a little more. Won’t you try some of your optimism again?”

She felt that she was weighing him down with her obsession while he was striving to lift her up. It wasn’t fair of her.

“Okay, okay, no more. Let’s go upstairs,” she said.

In the familiar bed, under the quilts, they lay warmly and quietly.

“You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” Davey murmured. “In a gingham apron or, better, in nothing at all.”

And so, after a little time desire moved them. It fled across Lara’s mind as they turned into each other’s arms that this was the deepest joy and comfort of all, this total, trustful merging. This was the reality of life. All else faded away.

In the aftermath Davey fell immediately into sweet sleep. But for a long while she could only drowse, to dream and to be startled awake. In the confusion of one dream she had been sitting at the table that she always liked to picture in her head. It was a lavish table set with flowers, candles, and pink linen. Peg was well, with all her lovely hair. Pop in his best mood was reading aloud; she herself was a child, the privileged eldest, with the little brother and the baby sister next to her. But at the same time she was a young mother in a long rose skirt, sitting there with Davey and their children between them. “We couldn’t have any, so we adopted them,” Davey was explaining, when she opened her eyes.

But Davey hadn’t stirred. She curved herself now into his back, feeling unity, feeling the safety of his presence in the silent room. A piece of sky, visible over the bulk of his shoulder, covered half the window. It seemed to be in motion, racing like the ocean she had never seen, a dark green ocean shot through with gleams of light.


CHAPTER TWO
[image: ]

Houston was hot. Like a metal dome the bronze sky burned above the city. Dusty leaves hung through the long afternoon. Coming into the hotel from the street was like walking into a freezer room; the sweating body received a shuddering shock.

Connie’s hotel was a huge commercial establishment in the downtown business district, neither expensive nor cheap, but suited to the funds that Eddy had advanced, adequate for a month or considerably longer if she were careful.

She had moved a chair over to the window. The outlook here, some fifty feet to a bank of similar windows on the opposite side of the meager courtyard, was depressing, but even such dim daylight was less depressing than was the sullen yellow lamplight next to the dingy brown bed. On the floor at her feet a pile of newspapers lay open at the want-ad section.

Column after column of Help Wanted confirmed her judgment: Texas was truly booming. With a feeling of challenge and elation she ran her eyes to the top of a page and down, when suddenly they paused, and she read,

Young vendeuse for exclusive shop, experienced European fashions for demanding clientele, well spoken, attractive appearance. Salary and commissions.

Vendeuse. From her slight experience with high-school French, Connie summoned up a verb: vendre, to sell. So what this verbiage boiled down to was being a saleswoman in a fancy dress shop. Experienced. Three years’ worth, although not doing exactly what they were looking for. Young. Well spoken. Attractive. She stood up and went to the full-length mirror on the bathroom door.

The mirror showed her nothing that was not entirely familiar. Nevertheless, the sight was reassuring. Her heavy hair hung at a becoming length almost to her shoulders. The beige linen suit with coral shirt, Lara’s going-away gift, was smartly slender; the gold earrings, Eddy’s extravagant birthday present, were eighteen karat; her long, slender feet were shod in Italian shoes, which were her own extravagance, for she was vain about her feet and her long, slender hands. One by one, for perhaps the thousandth time since she had reached adulthood, Connie examined each feature of her face: lips just a trifle too thin, nose a trifle too short, cheekbones a trifle too wide; the whole no match for Lara’s classic near-perfection. She knew that well and was not at all bothered by it, for she had the greater power to attract, and knew that well too.

The important thing was to know how to use this power to a practical end. So, before going to be interviewed, Miss Osborne, go buy a stack of magazines and make yourself familiar with European fashion. Then do your hair tomorrow morning, hail an air-conditioned taxi, and arrive coolly unruffled and speak up. There can’t be much difference between selling polyester pant-suits and Chanel, can there? Selling is selling, and people are people, after all.

The shop, situated in a grand mall, was spacious and serene, carpeted in silver-gray and ornamented with sprays of gladioli. Here and there a circular rack held a dozen garments on display, but obviously, most of the stock was out of sight behind a mirrored wall.

Slowly and keenly, for half an hour, Connie was examined.

“You say you’ve had experience with merchandise like this?”

“Yes. In Cleveland.”

“Have you a recommendation from them?”

“Unfortunately, no. The owner died of a heart attack, and everything fell apart the next day. As you can imagine,” Connie added with a small sigh. She touched a lavender suit that hung where she was standing. “What they’ve been doing with Chanel is delightful, isn’t it? Adding new touches without changing the traditional charm one bit.”

“Ah, yes. Yes, of course.…” And finally, “Well, I suppose you’re available to start soon?”

“That would be wonderful.”

“Then we can go over the formalities in the office. Social Security and the rest.”

So it was settled, an auspicious start on the third day in this vast, energetic city. It would be pleasant to work surrounded by beautiful, rich things. Granted, it would be still more pleasant to have the beautiful, rich things for oneself, Connie reflected, to own these silks and velvets before the wrinkles appeared on one’s neck and the flab on one’s upper arms. But one day at a time.

Next she must find a place to live.

Studio apartment, walking distance downtown.

Downtown meant very likely a dreary view like the one in this hotel, and streets abandoned after five o’clock.

Two young women will share apartment with third, share all expenses.

That meant, most probably, a sofa bed in the front hall and a parade of arriving or departing boyfriends all through the night.

Retired business couple have large room with kitchen privileges in suburban condominium for respectable single woman. Garden view.

That, now, sounded more like it, especially the “garden view.” To live in the suburbs, however, she would need a car. But then, she would need one no matter where she lived in Houston unless she were to camp out in the mall. You have to spend money to make money, Eddy said. And Connie’s mind began rapidly to click like an efficient small machine: Take some of Eddy’s money for a down payment on a used car; then put aside a fixed sum out of her weekly salary to pay off the balance. Like Lara, but unlike Eddy, Connie feared debt. So, back to the newspaper for the used-car advertisements and then to see the room with the garden view.

Late in the afternoon she stopped her little red car in front of a neat brick building shaded by five oaks that had three stories’ height against the building’s two. For a moment before climbing the steps to the front door, she looked back at the car. It had been a good buy, only two years old. Davey had once said, she remembered, that he always tried to get a demonstration car, and so she had shopped about and found one. This further success now gave her confidence.

A heavy woman with short, blue-gray curls answered her ring.

“Mrs. Raymond?” asked Connie.

“Yes. Are you the person who telephoned this morning?

“Yes. Consuelo Osborne. I’d like to see the room.”

“You sounded older on the telephone.”

“Did I?” She needn’t be so independent, Connie was thinking as she smiled, because I might not even like the room.

“Is that your car?” Mrs. Raymond inquired.

And Connie replied, still smiling, “All mine.”

“Well, come in. I’ll show you the room.”

At the rear of the house, which gave it a feeling of privacy, was an ample bedroom furnished with a Grand Rapids bed and dresser, a comfortable chair, and ugly maroon cretonne curtains. It was unmistakably clean. Connie’s fastidious nose detected the very freshness of the air.

“It’s lovely,” she said.

“You’re not a Texan.”

“I’m from Ohio.”

“What made you leave?”

“I can’t stand the cold winters.”

“Not sick, are you?”

“No, no,” Connie corrected herself. You had to think fast in this world, or you’d be tripped up. “I’m perfectly healthy.”

“Because I wouldn’t want the responsibility of somebody getting sick in the house.”

“Of course not. I understand.”

“Because I would feel the responsibility, you know. We’re churchgoing people.”

“Oh, yes.” An answer was expected. “I am too,” Connie said piously. This was not exactly true, not exactly untrue either.

“To tell you the truth, we were looking for a more settled woman, someone older. But I can see you’re a lady, and we do have to give youth a chance, don’t we?”

Connie smiled.

“Osborne? English stock.”

Connie nodded. “With a touch of Dutch on my mother’s side.”

Mrs. Raymond seemed satisfied. “Would you like a cold drink? I keep iced tea ready all the time in this weather.”

The two sat down at the table in the immaculate kitchen. And Connie saw that the woman, now that her suspicions had been dispelled, was lonesome. It was sad to be fat, aging, and lonesome.

“So you said there was Dutch on your mother’s side?”

“Yes, Mom always said we were cousins”—Connie laughed—“very distant cousins, of the Vanderbilts. That’s how I got the name Consuelo.” The story unfolded, rolling easily from her lips. Who knew, there might even be something to it. “I suppose if we had lived in New York, there would have been some contact, but Ohio’s not next door. Dad was in the furniture business. He died just when I was about to leave for the University of Michigan, so I couldn’t leave my mother alone. Not that there wasn’t plenty of money, it was a question of caring for her.”

“Poor dear, losing your mother so young.” Mrs. Raymond was fascinated.

The afternoon wore on. At the end of it Consuelo got up, drove back to the hotel for her luggage, and by nightfall was comfortably established in the room with the garden view.

Houston was rich. In spite of all she had ever read, Connie had not been able to imagine how so much money could be so lavishly, so gorgeously, spent. Women bought without even asking the price: ski clothes for Vail or Gstaad, beach garb for the Caribbean or Hawaii, suede coats, cashmeres, British tweeds, Italian suits, French silks and ballgowns. The very feel of the fabrics, their softness, fluffy or crisp under the hand, was a pleasure to Connie and was communicated to her customers, bringing more sales and more commissions.

The owner was delighted with her. “You deserve a little something for your good work,” she said one day. “Look in the back and pick out a couple of dresses for yourself. I’ll let you have them at cost. We don’t sell that many size fours, anyway,” she added, “so I can spare them. Besides, you’re good publicity. Just be sure to mention us when you’re out on the town.”

Connie, however, wasn’t going out on the town at all. After four months in the city she still knew almost no one. To begin with, her working hours were long, leaving little time for anything but work. The other saleswomen were either middle aged or married or both. And the two who were neither had taken a dislike to the newcomer whose sales were bigger than their own.

How did you get to know people? Especially, how could you get to know the kind of people who came into the shop and talked about the Hermitage in Leningrad and hearing Placido Domingo at the Metropolitan in New York? Those were the people she wanted to know. The truth was, Connie was feeling more deprived here in Houston than she had felt back home.

Pride wouldn’t let her admit it, however. Whenever she called Eddy, reversing the charges at his insistence, he was so full of his own enthusiasm that she was almost forced to respond in kind. When she talked to Lara, which she often did, especially on Sunday’s creeping afternoons, she dared not even hint at anything less than perfect satisfaction, for Lara would only urge her, and ultimately even nag her, to come home.

One Sunday she got into the car and drove, idling along with no purpose except to pass the time. In the Memorial section the big, substantial houses spread their wings under the shade. On quiet streets nursemaids pushed perambulators while little boys and girls on their tricycles peddled alongside. Blue pools glistened, and people sat together under gay umbrellas.

In River Oaks the houses were even larger and farther apart, Jaguars and Mercedes stood before impressive entrances, and unmarred lawns were green as a billiard table. A group of young people—about Connie’s own age—wearing tennis whites crossed the road and ran behind a house. One of the girls had a black ponytail tied with a red ribbon. It bobbed as she ran. There was something happy in the way it bobbed. And a feeling of desolation came over Connie; it felt as if, while she was standing in a crowd, everyone had suddenly turned his back to ostracize her.

She drove around the block, sped through the bleak downtown, and emerged upon a wide avenue on which stood great hotels among brilliant flowers, blazing in the sunlight. People, always people, in groups and pairs, were going in and coming out.

Back in her own room she could either read or turn on the television. Or else she could sit in the yard with the Raymonds and the family from the upstairs condo, two tired parents and two quarrelsome children. Or, she could stop off somewhere for a hamburger and a shake.… Instead, she swung the car into a hotel driveway and got out.

In spite of all the people who came and went, the lofty lobby was uncrowded. And she recognized a touch of amusement at herself for acting as if she had walked into a palace. It was only a hotel, and she was a hick, a rube, a bumpkin, staring at the chandeliers, the silk tapestries, the leather luggage on the carts, the diamond-studded watches in the jeweler’s display window—staring at everything.

Presently, she went farther in, sat down, ordered tea, and watched the parade. She had been sitting long enough to have a second cup when a young woman on the banquette beside her spoke up.

“I hope you won’t think me awfully rude, but I’ve been admiring your dress. I always love black and white, and I’ve been looking all over without finding a thing.”

Obviously, she was hoping that Connie would say where she had bought the dress, and so, mindful of her employer’s injunction, Connie did so.

“I might have guessed. Well, that place is far too rich for my blood.”

The honest admission brought forth an honest response. “For mine too. I only work there, and sometimes they let me get something at cost.”

“Lucky you! I’ve just given notice on my job. I’m getting married and moving to Dallas.”

“And lucky you! Getting married, I mean.”

“I know. He’s wonderful. By the way, my name’s Margaret Ames.”

“Connie Osborne.”

A dialogue was now begun. Connie was starved for talk and the other, being euphoric, was also eager for it. By the end of half an hour intimate opinions, about clothes and hair and life in general, were being exchanged.

“I hope I can find a job in Dallas as good as the one I’ve had,” said Margaret Ames.

“Oh? What do you do?”

“I’m at a country club, in charge of parties, lunches, weddings, dinners, stuff like that. I go over menus with people. I do it all. It’s really great.”

“Well, my job’s pretty good, but I wouldn’t call it great.” And Connie confided, “The problem is, I don’t meet anybody. It’s hard, being in a strange city.”

“I know. It’s tough.”

Both women sighed, Connie more deeply, and the other in sympathy.

“If I could make a change I wouldn’t mind,” Connie said tentatively, thinking, A job like hers at a club, perhaps? And she struck out boldly. “I suppose your work must be very complicated. Don’t you have to know a lot about food and serving and—”

“Not really. I didn’t know a thing when I started. You pick it up from the help, the cooks and the waitresses, as you go along. Actually, all you need is to be friendly, have a good memory, and be good looking.”

Connie felt the stirring of serious interest.

“And you do meet a top class of people. The best. As a matter of fact, I met my fiancé there—well, not exactly, it was sort of roundabout, when his company sent him to do an estimate for a new roof.”

“It sounds wonderful.”

“Hey! Would you be interested? Because if you would, I’d be glad to recommend you to take my place.”

“Really? You’re an angel!”

“Good heavens, it’s no trouble at all. And, you know, I have a feeling you’d just fit.”

“I can’t thank you enough!”

“Glad to do it. You know, you’d find it a whole lot easier than trying clothes on a bunch of finicky women all day. And the pay is close to double, I’ll bet.”

“Really? You’re an angel,” repeated Connie.

Every day, in the beginning, was magical. True, she was still on her feet as she had been in her only two previous jobs, and the hours were even longer. But to Connie the atmosphere of this place was compensation enough for tiredness. To look out every morning on acres and acres of green, over the golf course and the low hills beyond, then down where the pool and the tennis courts lay in a grove of cool trees! All was peace and ease; everything was beautiful. The gardens were brilliant. The airy rooms were shaded restfully against the glare of the afternoons. At dinnertime the blue-and-white dining room sparkled. At night on the terrace, candles flickered in hurricane globes and lanterns hung among the trees. One could imagine that nothing ugly or drab or worrisome had ever touched the lives of the people who played and danced here; it was as if they were all floating through their days and nights in a perpetual celebration.

Her heart expanded. Her normally high spirits soared higher. People liked her. She had a dependable memory for names and faces, which was exactly what the job required. The guests were pleased when she remembered where they liked to be seated and what they liked to drink. The staff, many of them older women who had been there for years, were almost motherly, surprising her by their total absence of resentment that someone so much younger than they had been placed over them. Apparently, to them, this was simply the natural order of things.

“Don’t put the Darnley table near to the Exeters. Mrs. Exeter was Darnley’s first wife, and the two women hate each other.”

“If Mr. Tory says seven-thirty, he means seven twenty-eight. That man’s so prompt, he’ll be early to his own funeral. And you’d better have everything ready, too, because he’s a crank.”

Celia Mapes, who was handy with such advice, was kindly but could be meddlesome too.

“I’ve got a daughter about your age overseas with the army in Germany. Living with some guy she says she’ll probably marry. I suppose you are, too, aren’t you?”

“Living with some guy? No, I live by myself.”

“What happened? Did you break up?”

“I’ve never had anybody to break up with.”

“Never had a real boyfriend? Don’t tell me. A girl like you.”

“It’s true, though.”

“I don’t believe it. You mean you’ve never—you’re a virgin?”

“Well, believe it or not, I am.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you, is there?”

“Not that I know of.” Connie laughed. “Maybe I’m funny, but I’ve just never really wanted anybody that way. Never met anybody. There was an awfully nice guy once, but he had acne, and it turned me off.”

And there had been others, like the floor manager in the store back home. That one had been good to look at. But he was flat, without ambition. And all he could talk about was sports.

The older woman warned, with a shake of her head, “Well, my dear, it’s no good being so fussy, or you’ll find yourself left behind one of these days. Now, I’ve got a nephew I could introduce you to. Big guy, like a football player, and a real gentleman. He drives for an oil company. For real good pay too.”

The offer was touching, and Connie felt mean to refuse it. I’m not a snob, she thought. It’s not that. I’m not stupid enough for that. It’s just that I’m not going to waste myself. So she lied.

“Thanks. Maybe some other time, but not now. My landlady’s fixing me up with someone this weekend.”

Celia Mapes looked at Connie with quizzical eyes as though she had recognized the lie. “You’re pretty as a picture,” she said bluntly, “but if you’re thinking of teaming up with any of the members here, forget it. Money sticks to money, you know.”

There were a good many young couples among the club’s membership. She wondered how people so young could afford to live as lavishly as this. Had they all inherited their wealth? Her eyes and ears were curious and alert now as she passed among them, observing and catching phrases.

“There’s really no difference between a Bentley and a Rolls.”

“Oh, Charlie got these in Athens on my birthday. I adore Greek gold.”

Connie’s glance went to the brilliant, heavy necklace and the bracelets. Their owner’s flat chest and protruding shoulder blades did nothing, either for them or for her glorious white dress. And the woman’s voice, nasal and raucous, made you shudder.

Connie’s glance flicked over a suntanned comely face and briefly met frank male compliment in a pair of dark, mischievous eyes. But she had long ago become accustomed to such fleeting admiration. Nothing ever came of it.

As the months passed, the job’s first glamor inevitably began to dwindle. And she seemed to be looking down a long, long road with a dead end.

At the same time in New York, Eddy had been climbing with no shortness of breath, a long, easy hill. He and his partner, Pete Brock, bolstered by Pete’s uncle, had been advancing steadily, amassing both brokerage accounts and social contacts.

“It’s a case,” Pete said as the two young men sat in their office late one Friday afternoon, “of which comes first, the chicken or the egg. The guy you meet on the tennis court becomes your customer, and your satisfied customer invites you to play at his club. Not bad for a pair of immigrants from Ohio, is it?”

“Not bad at all,” Eddy replied.

But not remarkably good either. Leaning back in the swivel chair, he surveyed the office, which consisted of four decently furnished rooms in a mediocre 1920s building, on a dingy street halfway between the garment district and the theater district. Pete’s uncle owned the building, and so the rent was cheap. There was nothing wrong at all with the setup if one was content with security and a modest living. Obviously, Pete Brock was.

“I have to tell you something,” Eddy said. “It’s something I’ve been waiting to say and putting off because I feel a certain guilt about it.”

“Why? What have you done? Been sleeping with my secretary?”

“I’m not kidding, Pete. The fact is, I want to leave, I want to leave you. I want to strike out on my own.”

The other sat up straight. “Hey! I thought we were going along like a house afire! What is it? Anything you don’t like about me? Give me the truth, Eddy. On the level.”

“On the level. You’re my friend, Pete, and I don’t want you to think for one split second that I don’t appreciate a thousand times over, that I’m not completely grateful, that I don’t know how lucky I am that you and your uncle—what a fine, generous man!—chose me for your partner. Gosh, after all our college years, you’ve got to believe me, and—”

Pete waved his hand. “All right, all right, I believe you, but get to the point. What’s the complaint?”

“It’s not a complaint. It’s that you and I go at different speeds, and—”

Again Pete interrupted. “Oh, because I don’t want to take money out of the firm and invest, because I don’t want a fancier office, because I’m satisfied with—”

“You’re satisfied with less than I want out of life. That’s about the size of it, Pete.”

“More out of life! You’ve got a regular income, an apartment, friends, this whole fantastic city to play in. What’s the more that you want out of life?”

The more. It was almost impossible to explain. It would sound absurd to say that this fantastic city had overwhelmed him with desire. What good was it to walk on Fifth Avenue or Madison or Fifty-seventh Street, gazing at the shops and the galleries filled with paintings of such beauty that you could hardly tear yourself away; what good to look at the airlines’ posters of Paris, Hawaii, and Morocco, to stare at splendid women as they stared into the windows of splendid jewelers’ shops, when every one of these was beyond one’s reach? What Pete called an “apartment” was a remodeled flat on the top floor of a walk-up. A real “apartment” was on the Upper East Side on a wide avenue, Fifth or Park, or on a quiet side street with a doorman standing under a green awning. There was no use in trying to explain.

So he simplified his thoughts. “I’d like to expand, that’s all. You remember how I talked to you about tax shelters? You said no. Positively no.”

“And I still do. We’re stockbrokers, Eddy.”

“We’re not limited to that, though. That’s the way I see it. And you don’t. But that’s okay. Friends don’t always have to see things the same way.”

“Eddy, you’re a gambler at heart.” The tone was mildly reproachful. “You’ve got a gambling streak, and it’s dangerous.”

“Who, me? A gambler? You’re all wrong, Pete. I’ve saved all my earnings. Built a nice fat nest egg. That’s why I’m in a position to go out on my own. After I repay your uncle’s loan and my half of the office expenses, I’ll still be solid.”

“Taking in a partner?”

“No, no. I’m setting up by myself. Osborne and Company. I’m the ‘Company.’ Brokerage and tax shelters. There’s a tremendous call for them. Perfectly legal. But you have to know just how to structure them for big write-offs. Customers will come flocking if you can.”

Pete shook his head. “Big. It looks like big trouble to me.”

Eddy laughed. “No, no, no. But you know what’s wonderful? That we can part with no hard feelings. Not on my part, at least.”

Pete stood up and put out his hand. “Nor on mine. I wish you all the luck in the world, Eddy.”

You had to spend money to make money. That was axiomatic. The decoration of the new office in a well-kept building on Madison Avenue had cost somewhat more than he had intended, but the result, as the decorating firm had promised, was totally pleasing.

“It’s foolish to skimp on the quality of carpeting,” the man had told Eddy. “You can actually feel the richness of good carpet underfoot. It conveys an unmistakable impression.”

And it was true, he thought as he glanced about the new domain, from the dark green carpet to the elegantly framed etchings of classical Rome. What a relief after that dump of Pete’s!

It was also true that a man’s suit conveyed an unmistakable impression. One of the older men whom he had met at Pete’s uncle’s tennis club had recommended a tailor. What a difference a custom-made suit could make! And he stroked his arm, now encased in the best British worsted. What a difference!

At three he had an appointment with a builder. And hastening up Madison Avenue—someday he, too, would like a really distinguished office farther up the Avenue—he reflected upon the nice way things could mesh. This builder, the same man who had recommended the tailor, was planning a shopping center on Long Island and needed investors. At the same time some of the brokerage accounts who had left Pete to follow Eddy were looking for investments, shelters by which to cut their income taxes. It was encouraging to note how many customers had chosen him over Pete. And he hadn’t by even the slightest hint lured any one of them away; he would never have done that. No, they had followed him of their own volition, proving that a good part of the business had come through him and not through Pete in the first place. But Pete had never been especially sociable. You had to be upbeat, you had to smile, if you wanted to attract people.

He was smiling when he entered Mr. Hartman’s mahogany office.

“I want to thank you for recommending your tailor, Mr. Hartman. How do you like the suit?”

“You look like a million dollars, Eddy. If I had a son, I’d want him to look like you. So, let’s get down to business. I’m swamped today, so let’s waste no time. I hope you haven’t come emptyhanded.”

“No, sir, I definitely have not. I’ve got five names, and I’ll have two more by Wednesday sure.”

The two men sat down with papers spread out between them.

“These are all responsible people, Mr. Hartman, as you can see. I’m about through checking their references, and they’re all top drawer.”

“I see they are. Always stick with the top drawer, young man.” The older man placed Eddy’s papers in a tidy pile. “And speaking of that, how would you like me to put you up for membership in my tennis club on the Island?”

“That sounds great, Mr. Hartman!”

“They’ve got nice accommodations. You can spend the weekend there next summer whenever you want. Get out of the city, play tennis, have a swim. It’s all there. The fee’s pretty steep, but it’ll be worth it to you.

“I know it will, Mr. Hartman. I’m honored that you’ll endorse me.”

“No problem, Eddy. My pleasure.”

They shook hands, and Eddy went down onto the street. It was all he could do not to whistle. This was the way you got ahead, step by step. An entrée like this one at the club would mean the opening of more new doors. He saw a long vista, a bright corridor lined with opening doors.

In such a mood, walking uptown for no reason other than that he felt like doing it, he stopped before the window of an art gallery. There, all by itself, hung a small watercolor of a pond, with catkins along the shore. Neo-Impressionist, he decided as he regarded it, set probably in New England. He had been buying art books, teaching himself against the day when he would be a buyer of art. And he went inside to inquire of a rather distinguished gentleman the price of the painting.

“Twelve thousand dollars. The artist has been doing very well. His prices are rising.”

The distinguished gentleman spoke defensively, as if, Eddy realized at once, he had mistaken Eddy’s expression for disapproval. Actually, Eddy’s attention had been suddenly attracted by another watercolor on the wall.

“This one’s better,” Eddy said.

He moved closer to it. Here, too, was water, a cove or inlet where sailboats were at anchor in the evening; so deft, so real, was it that one could almost hear the soft lapping of the water and feel the cool air. Yet for all its realness it was no picture postcard; there was something—something else that the artist had put there. He couldn’t have defined what the something was, he only knew that it was there, and it was art. A marvelous, unfamiliar excitement rose in him.

“Yes,” he said. “Much the better of the two.”

“You’re right, of course. Quite right. He’s a finer artist than the other.”

“Naturally, it must be more expensive?”

“Actually, it’s two thousand less. The man’s just coming up, you see. The other has a bigger name. That’s why his work’s in the window.”

“Ah, I see.” He knew that he had spent an awful lot on the office, and he was due to move out of the walk-up flat next month, and would need to furnish the new place, but he wanted this picture.

“I’m going to buy it,” he said. Then, bluntly, although it was no one’s business, he added, “The price is a bit high for me at present, but this will be the first picture I’ll have bought, and I really want it.”

“I congratulate you on your taste. You have a fine eye. And you will not be sorry. In a few years’ time I predict you’ll get twice the price back should you ever decide to sell it.”

After identifying himself Eddy wrote a check and carried his happy purchase home, where he hung it on the wall opposite his bed. It was a good investment, the man had said, so it was nice to know he might someday sell it and get something more valuable in its place. So much the better. That was not why he had bought it, though, and he did not believe he would ever want to sell it.

At night his room, because of the streetlamps, was only gray-dark. He lay for a while with open eyes, gazing at his purchase and smiling to himself. The artist had made magic in his ordinary little room; the purest starlight streamed from the picture on the wall and quivered, touching the very air with silver.

And this beautiful thing was his. I’m really moving up, he thought, before he fell asleep. I’m moving up.

• • •

In the service wing of the building Connie had a little office, not much larger than a cubby, with
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