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Just as she reached the doorway she stopped and looked back at herself in the mirrored wall with an air of vague enquiry. She was wearing a dress of faded red lace, snagged just slightly beneath the right breast. Brilliants glittered at her neck and wrists, her face was feverish with rouge and lipstick. Her eyes showed, though, that she was not feeling well.

Not that the drinking accounted in any way for her present state of indisposition. People didn’t understand about that. You didn’t feel bad because you drank. It was the other way around. The liquor made everything brighter, and when there were bad things on your mind—like these last few days—you could just stop thinking about them. Taking her eyes from the mirror, she turned abruptly away.

She’d only had a couple of drinks so far today—three maybe—just enough to get awake with. Not enough to make her drunk, not half enough for that. In any case, she needed a little something to steady her nerves today. It made her edgy knowing that a stranger was coming here to the house. She frowned in an effort to remember. Flagg. Yes, that was his name; Edwin Flagg. Leaving the room, she made her way through the hall and out to the living room. The clock on the mantel showed that it was one twenty-five. Mr. Flagg was supposed to arrive at one thirty.

Actually, it was very disappointing about the ad; in all, there had been only five replies. Or only five, at least, that she remembered answering. Three of the applicants had demanded at the outset to know if the job fell under union jurisdiction and when she had been vague on the subject they had hung up. The fourth call was from a mere child, a music student in some obscure academy. Only the fifth—this Mr. Flagg—had seemed sincere in his enquiry. He had asked his secretary to call and make an appointment.

Mr. Edwin Flagg. She liked the name. It sounded stalwart and patriotic. She glanced about, checking the room in preparation for the interview. She would sit just there on the divan, and he would take his place there… She brought her hands quickly together in an effort to stop their trembling. She really ought to have just one more, just a bracer to be on the safe side. She didn’t want Mr. Flagg to get the impression she was nervous like this all the time.

She had only gone as far as the entrance to the hallway when she heard the approaching footsteps out on the terrace and stopped. Her gaze darted to the clock; Mr. Flagg certainly believed in promptness. Then the doorbell sounded, and even though she was listening for it she started slightly, as if with surprise. She made a small, flustered gesture with her hand and then, with a sigh of resignation, crossed to the door.

Her first reaction as she opened the door to him was one, purely, of shock. Surely this was not Mr. Edwin Flagg. There was no possible way to reconcile the sight of this pale, portly young man in his cheap, ill-fitting jacket and his baggy trousers with the vision she had held in her mind. Evidently there was some mistake: Mr. Flagg had undoubtedly been detained and …

“I—hello,” the young man said nervously, “I’m Edwin Flagg.” Producing a handkerchief from his pocket, he dabbed self-consciously at his glistening forehead. He had not driven up the hill, then; he had walked. “I had—uh—an appointment with Miss Hudson. For one thirty.”

For a moment longer Jane continued merely to stare. Then, aware of the lengthening silence between them, she smiled. “Yes,” she nodded, “I’m Miss Hudson.” She stepped back, motioning reluctantly inside. “Come on in.”

The young man, however, did not immediately accept the invitation. His hand, bringing the handkerchief down over his cheek, stopped suddenly, arrested in mid-stroke. He looked at her more directly, as if striving to bring her features into sharper focus. Jane uneasily repeated her inward gesture.

“Come in.”

She showed him to a chair, the one to the right of the fireplace, then seated herself on the divan. Arranging her skirts carefully, she looked up with anxious anticipation only to be greeted with a similar look from Mr. Flagg. What was he expecting from her? Jane experienced a fluttering, panicky feeling in the pit of her stomach. He wasn’t at all the sort of person he was supposed to be, not the least bit what she had pictured. Suddenly she felt a positive loathing for this gross, pale-eyed young man, as if she had caught him out in a deliberate lie, and she only wanted him to go away again. Nonetheless, he was here now, and she had to say something to him.

“You saw my ad in the paper?”

The young man smiled mechanically. “Yes. I just happened to be glancing through—that part of the paper, you know—and since I happen to play both the piano and the violin …” He finished the sentence with a meaningless gesture of unease.

Jane nodded. “Yes. The ad said that—didn’t it?—piano and violin required.”

“Yes. Yes, it did. It seemed almost coincidental—in a way, it did—and so of course …” He concluded again with the same stiff gesture.

The silence between them resumed. Jane shifted slightly and then, in a paroxysm of nervousness, made a brief giggling sound. The young man looked up, his pale eyes startled. She moved her gaze yearningly in the direction of the kitchen.

“Tea?” she said with sudden inspiration. “Why don’t I go fix us some tea? And then we can have tea and—and talk. Do you like tea—Mr. Flagg?”

“Oh, yes!” Edwin Flagg started eagerly forward. “Yes, I do—very much.”

With a frown of perplexity Edwin watched her as she made her escape into the hallway. Again he produced his handkerchief and finished mopping his still-moist brow. He had been right at the outset. A silly, drunken old woman, got up like a Main Street harlot. What kind of a job did she have to offer anybody? He wondered if he could possibly manage to get up and leave without her hearing.

In the end, it was the room, the house itself, which restrained Edwin from leaving. The house was old, that was true, and it had been badly neglected, but it was still a good house, a well-built house which, when it was new, had cost a great deal of money. Edwin could respect expensive things, simply for their ability to command a price. The drapes, for instance. They clashed with the rug, and even the room, but they were custom-made. Edwin noticed things like that. The paintings he had glimpsed up on the gallery he was certain were originals.

Everything was good, if old; there were several things, too, which were quite valuable. The statuette of carved jade on the library table was an excellent piece. The lamps on the end tables had been made of a pair of large metal candlesticks which were authentic Oriental altar pieces. And the silver frame on the mantel …

Edwin’s eye caught briefly at the frame, moved beyond it, then darted back again. The frame was empty. Where there should be a picture, there was only a rectangle of brown cardboard backing. He stared at it with sudden conjecture. Divested of its subject, why had the frame been left on display? Had the picture been removed in anger—in grief? And where was it now? There was a sound behind him and he looked around toward the doorway.

The old girl was teetering toward him, carrying with desperate uncertainly a large tea tray weighted down with an ornate silver tea service. Pulling his girth as quickly as he could from his chair, Edwin hurried forward to relieve her of this burden. The gleam of silver bright in his eyes, he experienced, as he took the tray from her, a curious and unexpected feeling of expansiveness.

“Such a large burden,” he said with sudden gallantry, “for such a little—girl.”

He colored slightly, dismayed at his hesitant and patently arch use of the word “girl.” Somehow it seemed to have been demanded of him, forced from him. Turning quickly, he carried the tray to the fireplace and put it down on the coffee table.

The old girl had been having a nip or two out in the kitchen. He could tell this as he accepted her invitation to change his chair for a place beside her on the divan. Settling himself into the deep cushions, he turned to meet her smile and return it. The liquor, at any rate, seemed to have vastly improved her mood. What a ridiculous old trull she was, how like old Del…

“I always think it’s nice for strangers to—to break bread,” she was saying with vague chattiness. “It helps a lot. Don’t you think?”

Edwin nodded, his eyes seeking out the plate of small frosted cakes he had noticed on the tray. They weren’t from the grocery; they were bakery cakes, fresh probably and very rich. As wacky as it all was, this was an improvement over being at home with Del.

She poured a cup of tea for him, spilling some in the saucer. Then, taking up a pair of tongs, she tried to place one of the cakes on a plate, but dropped it.

“Here,” Edwin said, “let me.”

For a moment her eyes met his and her smile broadened. “Thank you,” she simpered, with a wavering attempt at elegance. “You’re very kind—very nice.”

When he had served them both, Edwin sipped briefly at his tea. Then taking up his cake, he bit into it. Drawing deeply upon the comfort of its sweetness, he leaned back on the divan with an increased sensation of opulence.

“You mentioned your act in the ad,” he reminded her with sudden courage and directness. “What kind of act is it?”

Abandoning her teacup to the table, the old girl pulled her feet up under her and, with grotesque kittenishness, leaned back.

“Well,” she said slowly. “I suppose I ought to tell you I’ve been retired—for a time. I had to give up my career for a while because of—illness in the family.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“There just wasn’t anything else to do.”

“But now you’re free again—to return to your profession?”

“Oh, yes—yes, indeed.”

Edwin paused, feeling a kind of bubbling amusement. It was as though they were playing a game, playing tea party. Picking up a second of the cakes, he popped it whole into his mouth, chewed it and swallowed it recklessly. He looked at the old girl with veiled speculation: she must have some money tucked away somewhere, an inheritance probably if there had been a recent death in the family.

“Can you describe your act?” he asked with great seriousness.

Into the flushed, sagging face came a kind of teasing waggishness. She was withholding something from him now, playfully, some bright surprise. She seemed to him, at that moment, ludicrous beyond all imagining, beyond reality itself. He longed to reach out and slap her across the face and see what her expression would be then.

“I’m Baby Jane Hudson.”

His first thought was that he had surely misunderstood her. Either that or she had meant it as some sort of joke, a kind of family joke that he couldn’t know about. Her eyes, however, intent upon his face for his reaction, said all too plainly that she was not joking.

“Baby Jane Hudson?” he said cautiously.

She nodded, looking at him now with doubt and disappointment. “Uh-huh.”

“Well,” he said. He hesitated, then went quickly on. “Well, I just don’t believe it!”

With this bogus show of astonishment he saved the day. Her face came instantly alight, and she leaned forward, clasping her hands about her knees in a gesture of girlish enthusiasm. Her breath, rank with whisky, assaulted his nostrils.

“I’m going to revive my old act. Just the way I used to do it—exactly.” Her gaze reached beyond him to some bright scene visible only to herself. “Oh, I know some of the old arrangements are way out of date now. Music, you know, it changes so much, the way you do it and all.”

Edwin nodded. “Yes,” he murmured.

“Everyone’s desperate for good acts, you know. There’s Las Vegas. And television. Do you read the trades, The Reporter and Variety?”

Edwin stared at her blankly.

“Everyone’s looking for acts. They’re just desperate. And there are people who still remember me, lots of them.” She turned to Edwin for confirmation, and he nodded. “A lot of the old-timers are already back. Ed Wynn and Jimmy Durante—a lot of them. You remember Baby Snooks?”

Edwin smiled stiffly. Baby Snooks. Yes, he remembered Baby Snooks—Fanny Brice. A comedy kid act. He looked at the old girl from a new perspective. If she had a real comedy talent like Brice’s …

“It ought to have a good chance,” he said bravely. “I don’t see anything against it.”

She leaned back again, looking upon Edwin now with unmistakable favor. “You know, I had a feeling about you. You know, a kind of—feeling—the minute I opened the door and saw you standing there. I just knew we were going to turn out to be friends…” Her smile seemed to turn inward, and she ran a hand aimlessly over her skirt. “Of course I’ll have to get rid of a little weight. But I’m going on a diet anyway. Tomorrow, I am, first thing. I was thinking about the costumes. Don’t you think I ought to have all my old ones copied?”

Edwin turned his attention evasively to his tea cup. “Well—of course I don’t quite remember—”

“Oh, of course not. But I do want your opinion, Mr. Flagg. Before you came I put out all the pictures in the rehearsal room so you can look at them and tell me what you think.” She turned to him, her smile suddenly brilliant. “Oh, I wish Daddy could be here right now! You can’t ever lose your talent, he used to tell me. Once you’re born with talent, you have it all your life long. You can lose money, youth and looks, but—You want to see the pictures?”

In the rehearsal room, she led him to the piano and showed him a large leather-bound scrapbook.

“This one has nothing but pictures. I have lots of others with all my notices and the handbills and all that sort of thing if you want to see everything.” As she spoke, he noticed, she watched herself covertly in the mirrors. “While you’re looking, I’ll just go clear away the tea things.” She turned and started toward the door.

“Why don’t I come and help?” Edwin offered, half in malice.

She turned back in the doorway. “Oh, no! I can do it.” She steadied herself momentarily against the door-jamb. “Your first name is Edwin?”

Edwin nodded. “Yes.”

“Edwin,” she murmured and then, returning his nod, as if in confirmation, she swung about and left the room, closing the door very carefully after her.

Edwin gave his attention first to the piano. A baby grand, good make, expensive. He opened the lid over the keys. He struck a few notes, letting them fall and die as he struck them. The instrument was woefully out of tune; even worse than his old upright at home. He closed the lid and reached out for the scrapbook.

He stared at the first of the photographs with a look of faint incredulity. From a faded print brown with age, a little girl of seven or eight with dark curls and huge wide-set eyes grinned up at him with a guile that might have done credit to a coquette of twenty. Dressed fussily in the manner of fifty or sixty years ago, she had been posed in a curtsy, one finger pointed with stilted daintiness at the rounded point of her chin. Frowning, Edwin turned the page.

The same child appeared on the second page. This time her preposterous Bo-Peep curls jutted out like so many steel springs from beneath a miniature bowler. She wore a jacket and trousers and stood against a painted backdrop representing a forest glade. One chubby leg extended as if in a spirited strut, she carried on her right hand a small shillelagh and in her left an enormous cardboard shamrock.

Edwin flipped through the pages. The child appeared again and again, in an endless parade of costumes and poses, looking, it seemed to him, just a bit more cloyingly cute in each succeeding portrait. Coming to a yellowed newspaper clipping, Edwin stopped. At the top of the item was the picture of the child wearing the bowler. Above, in the florid script of the period, was the legend, Baby Jane Hudson. And above that was a fraction of the newspaper heading, bearing the date July 23, 1906.

Edwin closed the album and shoved it aside with a feeling of acute confusion. The old fool hadn’t set foot on a stage for over fifty years! Why, she was out of her mind. If she actually believed … at her age … He turned away, aghast.

Noticing that there was sheet music on the rack, he reached out to it. Again he was confronted by a picture of the repellent child, posed this time with her nose delicately inclined to a large, fraudulent rose. The Secret of the Rose.

He sorted hastily through the others. The Birdie in the Snow. The Night Daddy Left for Heaven. Tom-Tom Tomboy. An Angel Told Me. Come On Out and Play. Under the published music were some hand-written scores, meticulously transcribed, titled informally to indicate their use. Background for “Gettysburg Address.” Background for “I’m Just a Hooligan.” Background for “Stammering.”

Edwin put the music back. Then this was her act, this—junk. He looked down at the piano bench. Doubtless it was crammed to brim with more of the same. He lifted the lid.

He was not disappointed; there were pictures and folios of music in abundance. He started to sort through them, then stopped, looking down at a photograph—if, indeed, that was what it was—that he had glimpsed between two of the packets of music. Hesitantly, he drew it fully into view.

He stared in bewilderment at the pale face that peered up fragmentarily from between the vicious slashes of red crayon. It was the picture of a woman, that was evident, and from what he could tell she had been very blonde and pretty. But whoever had marked it had done so, evidently, in a mood of savage hatred. The blunt point of the crayon had gouged deeply into the photograph, leaving heavy crimson gashes across the mouth and nose. Over the entire area of the face were lighter, quickly darting marks, as if the vandal, not content with having mutilated it, had wanted to obliterate it entirely.

Edwin felt a shudder of horror go through him as his mind suddenly leaped back to the empty silver frame in the living room. As if it had suddenly stirred beneath his touch, he dropped the picture back into the bench and closed the lid. At the same time he heard the door open behind him.

“Edwin?”

He turned to find her coming unsteadily toward him. He lifted his brows in silent enquiry.

“You saw the pictures?” she asked.

Turned as he was, Edwin caught a glimpse of himself in the mirrors. It seemed to him that he was noticeably pale. But then, with a faint feeling of astonishment, he saw himself smile.

“Yes,” he heard himself saying, “they’re wonderful.”





Eleven


Jane awoke in darkness, her heart pounding. All around her was a threat of something, a terrible, encircling danger. Her head throbbed, and there was a bad taste in her mouth. She reached out in a frightened, tentative effort to determine where she was. Her hand touched a warm softness, and then it came to her that she was lying on the divan in the living room. And then, fragmentarily, she began to remember.

“Edwin?” she called. “Edwin? …”

There was no answer. And then she realized that there could be none because he was not there. He had been there though—Edwin, Edwin Flagg—but he had gone away. And then—she had gone up the stairs—to where Mrs. Stitt lay in the hall …

And then it all came back to her—her decision to wait until it was dark when it would be safer. She had sat with her hands clasped tight together, making herself plan it. She would wait for the darkness, and when it came … But now the darkness had come: it was here.

By clawing at the back of the divan she managed to pull herself up into a sitting position. Pain stabbed inside her head and even there in the darkness there appeared a dull, ringing redness. Mrs. Stitt. Edna. She held her breath against the name, trying to make it leave her mind. Just to think the name made her want to cry, on and on, helplessly. Getting to her feet, she made her way unsteadily through the darkness into the hall.

In the kitchen, she found the light switch and turned it on. The room sprang into being with cruel clarity. The litter on the drain. The bottles, two of them, one all but empty. And the ice tray full, now, of tepid water. The rest of it, though, was clean and neat. Mrs. Stitt … She crossed the room, opened the door and stepped out onto the porch.

Next to the utility sink, leaning against it, was the wheel chair, the light collapsible one Blanche had bought to carry in the car for the times when she had to go out. Jane reached out to it. But then her hand faltered and fell away.

How did it all happen? How had she been able to do such terrible things? She hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. But they had been at her, deviling her, forcing her. It wasn’t her fault—if only someone somewhere would understand that. Tears coursed freely down her cheeks and fell into the lower darkness.

“Edwin …”

He was a nice person, a good person, mild and polite. But they would never be friends now. She cringed inwardly before the thought of what Edwin Flagg, in his goodness, would think of her if he knew the terrible things she had done. Turning away from the thought, she reached out and picked up the chair. If she could just get through this last terrible part of it, she promised herself, this would be the end of it. Tomorrow she would wake up and she would be different. She would be good—like Edwin—and she would never do anything bad again. Never, never again.


On the deck of the ocean liner, the girl with the lovely sooty eyes turned to the young man with the dark, wavy hair and smiled. Stars glinted in her eyes, her hair held its halo of moonlight.

“Oh, Mike,” she breathed, “what a silly little fool I’ve been. Do you think you’ll ever be able to forgive me?”

“Forgive you?” the young man said. “Kathy Anderson, I can do a lot better than just forgive you—if you’ll just give me the chance.”

They fell into each other’s arms and kissed. The night sobbed with music. The scene faded. The End.

Mrs. Bates rose from her chair with a little sigh of pleasure and crossed to turn off the set. It was a lovely picture, even now after all these years. The movies had seemed so much pleasanter in those days, so much prettier. Probably because of the depression and all the troubles everyone was having; people had needed to see pretty things to take their minds off themselves.

Now that the picture was over, however, Mrs. Bates felt restless. She was alone tonight; Harriett had gone off somewhere with some relative from out of town. She looked out through the French doors and across the garden to the Hudson house. It was so dark over there, so quiet. A vision of the girl with the sooty eyes rose in her mind. No matter what Blanche Hudson’s life was now, it was surely some compensation to her to know that she once had been that beautiful creature on the screen, that she had worn all those lovely, expensive clothes and walked through all those wonderful, exquisite rooms. Life, then, must have been a dream come true, an experience so perfect that it would touch all her days for the rest of her life. Crossing to the glass-paned doors, Mrs. Bates opened the nearest and looked out into the night. There was a full moon, white and high in the heavens. A mild breeze touched her cheek. Perhaps, she thought, since it was so nice out, a short walk would tire her and help her to sleep.

Slipping a light coat over her shoulders, she moved down the length of the walk, stepped out into the quiet street and started up the hill. The Hudson house loomed large and ghostly in the moonlight, and again the vision of Blanche Hudson as she had been in the picture rose in Mrs. Bates’s mind. How lovely she had been; surely such beauty never really faded away, not entirely.

Perhaps, she thought as she moved along beside the hedge, one of the windows on the other side of the house would be lighted and she would look in and catch a glimpse of Blanche Hudson… She smiled at her own foolishness; she was behaving exactly like some glamour-starved high-school kid. Still, she supposed her curiosity was only natural; at least Harriett seemed to share it and understand it. Approaching the front of the house, she peered up the drive. It was quite dark; there didn’t seem to be a light on anywhere.

Disappointed, she moved on, emerging shortly into the ragged circle of dim radiance that emanated from the suspended light at the center of the intersection. Here she hesitated for a moment, then turned away to her left, keeping to the wall that enclosed the Hudson’s yard.

She had taken only a few steps in that direction when she heard a sound and looked up ahead to see the gate to the back yard swing open. She stopped and waited as, dimly, two figures, one of them seated in a wheel chair and pushed by the other, emerged through the gateway and out into the street. She started forward, then stopped again, watching, as the figures turned away in the direction of the garage.

After her encounter with Jane Hudson that morning, Mrs. Bates was not eager to approach her again; the woman had certainly given her nothing to go on in the way of neighborly friendliness. But surely, she reasoned, Blanche Hudson was not like her sister. And there was still the clipping to be used as an instrument of introduction. Raising her hand, she started forward.

“Miss Hudson!”

The shadowed figures, close now to the open door of the garage, stopped abruptly. Jane Hudson whirled about, peering through the darkness at Mrs. Bates’s approach. Turning back to the wheel chair, she very rapidly and very deliberately pushed it ahead of her into the obscuring darkness of the garage. Mrs. Bates stopped short with a gasp of astonishment.

For a moment she could only think to retreat, but then hot anger began to boil up inside her and with it a determination to force Jane Hudson to offer her a polite and civil introduction to her sister. Hastening to the garage, she peered inside just in time to see the light go on in the car as Jane Hudson opened its door. She saw, too, with a sense of wonderment that the figure in the wheel chair, despite the mildness of the evening, was swathed from head to toe in a heavy blanket. My sister, Jane Hudson had said, is going away…

“Miss Hudson …” Mrs. Bates said.

Jane Hudson froze for a moment where she was and then quickly slammed the car door, cutting off the light. There were quick footsteps and then she appeared in the lighter area just inside the doorway. Looking out, she cast Mrs. Bates a glance of pure fury and then, with no pretext of having any real excuse for doing so, she reached up and pulled the garage door down, directly in Mrs. Bates’s face.

Mrs. Bates could hardly believe it. For a minute she was too stunned even to move. An impulse rose sharply in her to take hold of the handle of the door and hurl it open again. Oh, couldn’t she just tell Jane Hudson a thing or two! And Blanche Hudson, too, for that matter! When it came to simple common courtesy … And then, aware of the stillness from inside the garage, she was struck with the wild absurdity of the situation. Were the two of them so terrified of her that they were actually cowering in there in the darkness, shivering in their boots for fear she would come and hunt them out? Just who did they think they were?

In a new flush of anger Mrs. Bates turned and stalked away from the garage in the direction of the corner. Just wait, she thought furiously, just wait till I tell Harriett! Why, I’ve never been so insulted in all my life!


Wearily, Jane carried the wheel chair back into the porch and returned it to its place beside the sink. Making her way into the kitchen, she turned on the light and stood for a moment looking down at her begrimed skirt and shoes. For a moment it threatened to come back to her, that terrible moment in the darkness there in the park when she had dragged Edna Stitt’s body from the car and sent it rolling down and down into the pitch-blackness of the ravine. But then, shoving the memory back and away from her where it belonged, she turned her attention to the sink and the nearly depleted bottle that stood there. Picking it up, she tilted it to her mouth and drank deeply. The liquor burned her throat, bringing tears to her eyes, and she brought the bottle down again with a quick gasp for air.

Coughing, she carried the whisky to the table and sat down. It had been so awful out there in the darkness… Taking off her beret, she dropped it to the table. The brilliants in the pin winked up at her, catching her eye, and she stared down into their glinting, many-pointed brightness with a kind of blind fascination.

Nothing, she thought sadly, was ever really what it seemed to be. The stones in the pin contained no light of their own and yet they caught up the sad yellow glow from the ceiling and transformed it into this dancing brilliance. But they did not really catch and hold it.

Nothing could ever really be caught and held—and possessed. Sometimes you thought you had a thing—but then part of it—or all of it—always got away. Life itself could not be possessed, really, not even a minute of it. She saw it with sudden clarity; life kept slipping away from you, it kept shifting and changing, like the dancing lights in the false stones, shifting and changing and shooting off into the shadows without you. It was all just a reflection. People were only reflections. When the light was falling in your direction you could really believe sometimes that you had found yourself and that all the sudden brightness and aliveness was really you. And then, just when you were beginning to be sure, the light went away again, and the reflection—which had seemed to be you—had vanished and gone. And so you waited for the next roving beam of brightness, always thinking that this time you would catch it and hold it and know once and for all just who and what you really were. But while you waited, while you wandered there in the darkness—then you couldn’t even find the shape or the heart of yourself—and that was terrible, and you were afraid…

Jane’s face, as she sat there, seemed to hang haggardly upon itself like a tattered cloth. Her eyes were dull, shielded from the light by the forward inclination of her head. She was lost. Lost and terribly frightened. In her fright, she turned back upon the bleak vista of the day, trying to discover by what wrong turning she had arrived at this final moment of lonely desolation.

Once the way was known to her, perhaps she would be able to retrace the minutes like steps so that tomorrow she would arrive back at today’s bright beginning. The harder she stared, though, the more obscure the path became to her. It was a shadowed lane that she had traveled blindly.

She had been led, helplessly, by elements and forces beyond herself. None of it was her fault; it had been forced on her, relentlessly, cruelly. But forced or not, she saw in her fright that she must turn back, or turn in a new direction; she must escape while escape was still possible. Blinking, she stared harder, harder…

She was not alone in this day. Edwin Flagg was here, too—just back a bit, just there where the shadows began to deepen—rotund, smiling, watchful. His lips were full and moist with murmurs of polite agreement, so that when he turned to life’s light he gave off the bright golden reflection of promise. But when she reached back to him, trying to make him see her and help her, he turned away, watching her covertly from the corner of his eye with a secret frown of disgust.

He knew. Edwin knew what she had done. He was good and so he had a special sensitivity to evil. And now he stood ready to flee at the first step she might take in his direction. He would not clasp her outstretched hand and lead her back through the darkness to safety; he would not guide her back past the worst shadows of all from the black depths of which Mrs. Stitt kept shouting angry red words too awful even to hear.

But there was help back there somewhere. There had to be, because there was light

































Eighteen



Sitting with one pajama-clad leg draped loosely over the arm of her chair, Katherine Singer stared in dark fascination at the front page of the paper and shook her head.

“You just simply wonder sometimes,” she said broodingly. “You wonder how people can do such things to each other. Every once in a while there’s something like this.”

Sprawled on the living room floor, Paul Singer looked up reluctantly from the sports section. “Like what?”

“Where this woman locked up her sister—this old movie star—and kept her a prisoner. You’d have to be crazy, wouldn’t you, to do a thing like that?”

“Of course,” Paul nodded. “Didn’t she kill somebody, too?”

“Well, they say she’s ‘sought on suspicion of murder.’ I guess that’s the same as saying she did it. Some woman who cleaned house for them.” She shook her head. “Remember, we saw her on television just last week—Blanche Hudson. My gosh …”

Paul Singer made a brief grunting noise of assent and returned to his own reading. Kath continued her frowning perusal of the story about the disappearance of the Hudson sisters, giving particular attention to the accompanying photographs. She rather liked the one of the stoutish young man in the hospital bed with his mother close beside him, her cheek pressed close to his. Edwin Flagg, Intended Victim. There was something in the man’s expression, a kind of numb bewilderment, that made the picture almost humorous. Below were posed portraits of a Mrs. Pauline Bates and Mrs. Edna Stitt, the poor cleaning woman who had been murdered. According to the story Mrs. Stitt’s purse had been found in a closet of the Hudson house.

“You suppose she really killed her?” Kath mused.

Paul nodded. “I guess.”

“She must have. I mean, it would be easy to find someone—someone who was crippled like that—if they were still around somewhere. They’d be recognized everywhere they went. Poor thing, though—Blanche Hudson—she’s had so much trouble in her life.” Letting the paper drop to the floor, she flung her arms vigorously over her head and stretched.

When are the Martins coming?” she yawned.

“Huh?”

“The Martins, Stan and Glenna. You asked them. When did they say they’d show up?”

“Three, I guess, between three and three thirty.”

Kath made a face. “Drinks, huh?”

“Yeah, I guess …”

“Well—in that case—you’d better take yourself on a little jaunt down to the store. We’re out of everything—booze, eats, the works.”

“Okay, okay …”

“Well—you’d better do it.”

“Huh?”

“It’s almost two now. If they’re coming at three, you’d better shove off. Anyway, I’ve got to straighten up this ball park.”

“Okay.”

Twenty minutes later, shaved now and wearing sunglasses, Paul Singer made his way from the beach house out to the garage next to the highway only to discover that the gray coupé he had noticed earlier from the kitchen window was parked in such a way that it blocked the garage entrance.

His first reaction was one of annoyance; when people came to the beach they thought they could get away with anything. You could throw your trash anywhere, you could park your car wherever you found the space … He paused. The two old girls had arrived in the fog; they probably hadn’t even noticed. He looked back toward the beach. The Sunday crowd had assembled now in force; he’d never be able to find them in a mess like that. That meant he’d have to move the darned thing himself. He turned back to the house and called Kath.

It was an old routine, and they knew it by heart; Kath got inside to steer, while he stayed outside and shoved. Taking his place at the rear of the coupé, Paul leaned forward, and then, pausing, looked up toward the driver’s seat. This, too, was a part of the routine.

“Got the brake off?”

Kath looked out hurriedly through the window and then, in chagrin, reached down to the emergency.

As she released the brake, sliding it down into place, her eye caught at the registration slip, attached in its protective cover to the steering post. Moving her hand back from the brake, she touched the cover and turned it.

“Heave ho!” Paul yelled from behind.

The car rolled forward, but Kath, looking down at the name on the slip, uttered a small gasp of recognition and again grabbed for the brake.

“Hey? What’s the big—”

“Paul!” Kath yelled. “Paul, come here!”

As he came up quickly to the window she looked out at him with an expression of numb dismay. And then, her bright young face contorted with a spasm of distaste, she reached for the door, clawing for the handle.

“What’s the matter?” Paul asked. “What—?”

Leaping from the car, she took his arm in a hard, frightened grip.

“On the slip,” she said breathlessly, “the name! Paul—this car—it belongs to Blanche Hudson!”



She had vomited, she remembered that. It was the cold milk that had made her sick; her stomach had reacted to it instantly. There had been the terrible cramps and then the retching. Hands had lifted her up and tried to soothe her. And when the spell had passed these same hands had helped her to lie back again against the folded blanket. Now, able to open her eyes for a moment, she saw Jane staring down at her with a curious expression of troubled bemusement.

She couldn’t help bursting into tears; she no longer had any control of herself at all. She seemed to stand apart from herself with shame and vexation as she pled cravenly with Jane for her life.

“Take me home!” she whimpered. “Oh, Jane, Jane—I can’t stand any more of it! I’m afraid … afraid…”

The part of her that remained detached shook her head in harsh denial: It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter in the least whether you’re afraid or not. You’ve brought it all on yourself and there’s nothing you can do to stop it now.

But her voice whined on. “Please, Jane, don’t let me die … not here! It’s so terribly hot …”

Jane’s expression became still sadder, as if she, too, listened to some second voice within herself. “I shouldn’t have brought you,” she said. “I—I didn’t want to be alone—when they find me. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone—ever—I didn’t know …” Her voice trailed off into a thin sigh of despair.

“Help me,” Blanche whispered. “You must!” She tried to reach out, but her hand refused to move. She had to make Jane understand. She had to, before it was too late. “Jane, listen to me…”

“I didn’t mean to …” Jane murmured.

“Go and bring help,” Blanche begged. “Jane, please do …” Jane was still looking at her, but in her face was no sign of anything but her own anguish. “Jane, you have to! If it weren’t for you …”

No! The submerged part of her came forward suddenly, screaming in fury: No you can’t lie any more! Not now. You must tell the truth. That’s all that matters now. You must! …

And then it was as if she had come together within herself. She was no longer afraid, and looking up at Jane, she felt only an overwhelming pity and regret.

“Jane—Jane, listen to me,” she said. “You must listen…”

But Jane’s face seemed, strangely, to be fading from sight. One moment it was there, outlined in the restless red of the blazing sun, and the next it had melted away into a featureless blur. Or had it ever really been there at all? It was possible this was only an hysterical delusion—a part of some final delirium. But it didn’t matter. All that mattered now was that she be given time to speak the truth—even, if need be, in a hallucinatory dream. “I must tell you,” she was saying. “Jane—it wasn’t the way you believed—the night of the accident.”

And then it all came pouring forth, and she couldn’t have stopped it even had she wanted to. “On the way home that night you fell asleep—fell unconscious—at the wheel. I managed to get the car stopped and—I traded places with you. When we came to the gates, I woke you up and made you get out to open them. I was already angry with you and when I saw you standing there in the light fumbling with the gate—I was suddenly so filled with hatred—”

A voice seemed to protest, a small voice, trembling and frightened. “No, Blanche, don’t! …”

“You remembered, didn’t you? The old movies brought it back to you.”

“No. I—yes—I suppose they must have. Lately … there have been times when I seemed to remember. You’ve always hated me—I’ve known that.”

“Yes, I have. When I was a child I had to hear it over and over again, how clever you were, how famous, how I had you to thank for everything, the clothes I wore, the food I ate. And I hated Daddy’s wanting only to be with you—always sending me off somewhere …”

“I—I don’t want to hear!”

“When I signed with the studio I had that clause put in for revenge. Daddy was dead—and you had had all the love and attention he would ever give either of us. I knew what it would do to you, living on my charity; I had lived on yours long enough…

“But—then—that night—you were in the light, and I was behind the wheel. I don’t really know what went through my mind—I simply put my foot down on the gas—”

“No, no! I—I thought I only dreamed it!”

“The car raced straight ahead. You looked around and—just for a moment—there was an awful look on your face. And then you staggered back—or fell. Anyway, you disappeared into the dark. And then the car hit the gates…

“When it was over and I knew I had been hurt, I cried out to you, but you had run off—wandered off … Somehow I managed to get out of the car and crawl for help. They told me later—when they found you—that you had gone into shock and didn’t remember. And then, when I found out what everyone thought—I just decided to let them go on thinking it. They told me you needed help—but I said I couldn’t subject you to the shame of a mental analysis.”

“Oh, Blanche! …”

“I threw your life away, Jane. Without the guilt, the false guilt I’ve given you—with the competition between us ended—you could have had a happy life—even a husband perhaps—and children. But it was all finished for me, and I wanted it to be finished for you, too…”

The rest of it came in a prolonged sigh. “It’s all my fault—Mrs. Stitt—all of it. I’m the guilty one.”

She waited, listening for a reply. But there was none. Then, sensing a movement to her right, she turned in that direction.

“Jane?” She managed to force her eyes open, but all that appeared to her was a flaming blur. “Jane? Did you hear? …”

There were tears on her cheeks, hot, acid tears of remorse. Had she really spoken, or had it been only a delusion? Had she managed at last to unburden herself of the ugly truth?

“Forgive me, Jane…” Whether she imagined it or not a hand seemed to touch hers, lightly, lightly, and then fall away. She lay back, resting her head on the blanket, letting the sound of the crowd—and the ocean—swell and grow dim around her…



Holding the receiver to her ear, Jane looked out through the glass wall of the telephone booth, past the teeming crowd on the beach and out to the glinting sea. She must not let herself think, not any more, for when she tried to think she got terribly muddled and it frightened her. It had taken longer than she had anticipated to get from where she had left Blanche down on the beach up here to the Point. Waiting for the connection, she felt herself on the verge of crying with impatience. There was so very little time. Why couldn’t they hurry?

“County Sheriff’s Office,” a gruff voice said suddenly into her ear.

Jane put her hand to her breast as if feeling a twinge of pain. “Hello?” she said, her voice shrill with tension. “This is Jane Hudson. I’m calling to tell you—”

“What was the name again, please? And give me your address, too.”

“No,” Jane said, shaking her head, “no, you don’t understand. I’m Jane Hudson—Blanche Hudson’s sister. Listen—please listen—my sister is very sick—and we’re here at the beach—”

“Wait a minute,” the voice said, its tone now urgent. “You’re Blanche Hudson’s sister?”

“That’s right. And Blanche is terribly sick. You’ve got to bring a doctor right away. And let me tell you where to look for her—because—I—I can’t stay here with her—”

Suddenly aware of the three men just outside the booth—the two uniformed patrol officers and the young man wearing dark glasses—she stopped. She turned fully in their direction and the young man nodded. She sat perfectly still, staring out at them, unmindful of the receiver as it dropped from her hand. The officer nearest the door swung it open, picked up the receiver and replaced it on its hook.

“This look like the woman?” he asked.

Behind him, the young man nodded again. His eyes came down to meet Jane’s for a moment and then, evidently frightened at what they saw, darted away. Trembling now, Jane folded her hands together and put them carefully, almost primly, in her lap.

“Miss Hudson?” The officer’s tone held an odd note of courtliness. “Are you Miss Jane Hudson?”

Jane stared down at her hands, at the veins that coursed crookedly along their backs beneath the slack skin. Without looking up, she nodded.

“Miss Hudson, I’m afraid you’ll have to come along with us. There’s been a call out for you and your sister since early last night.”

His voice was so quiet, so friendly. Jane nodded again and, as he touched her arm, got somehow to her feet. If she could just stop shaking, stop feeling so cold and afraid … And then, with a sense of surprise, she realized she was crying.

“I’m sorry,” the officer said. His hand, holding her arm, guided her out of the booth. “Now, where is your sister, Miss Hudson? Is she here at the beach with you?”

Jane tried hard to concentrate, to understand what he was saying to her. It was important now to understand everything. But her heart kept pounding so thunderously that it made it very difficult. His touch, she thought, felt very hot upon her arm; she wanted to pull away, but she knew she dared not. What were they going to do to her? she wondered. Would they hurt her? Would they kill her?

“… your sister, Miss Hudson,” the young officer was saying, his tone suddenly quite insistent. “It will save a lot of time and trouble if you’ll tell us where she is right now.”

Jane looked up at him. He was not an ugly man, not mean or hateful-looking. But you couldn’t go by appearances. Some of the nicest-looking people were really very bad. Blanche was always so beautiful…

“Your sister, Miss Hudson …” the officer was saying. “Will you show us where she is?”

Jane nodded. “Yes,” she said. She turned and looked down toward the beach. “She’s down there … She’s sick … awfully sick … we must hurry! …”

She led them in a diagonal path across the beach, moving along rapidly, the three of them close behind her. On all sides heads turned with quick curiosity as they passed.

“You’re not sure exactly where you saw them, Mr. Singer?” the officer said behind her.

“I—no—just the general area. It’s too hard to tell when the fog’s shifting like that.”

Jane moved swiftly on through the sea of turning heads. The officer, coming up beside her, touched her arm.

She smiled at first and turned to him. But then, seeing that he was a stranger, she started in fright and whirled away. A hand closed quickly over her arm and pulled her back.

“Your sister, Miss Hudson,” the man said, bringing his face down close to hers. “Are you sure you know where she is?”

She looked up at him in blank bewilderment. Why was he after her like this? And why did he—and the other two behind him—keep looking at her in that funny way? A quick feeling of terror stirred deep inside her, and her brow puckered in a prelude to tears. With an expression of concern, the man let go of her arm.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

She turned then and looked at the others, the vast stretch of staring, waiting faces. The young faces, and the old ones, staring, staring … But what did they want of her? What were they looking for so expectantly? Her face felt so warm. Feverish. Why was the light so hot on her face? If she told Daddy …

“Miss Hudson … your sister! …”

All at once it all came back to her, in a whole and perfect memory, and it was as if she had finally managed to rouse herself from a deep and troubled sleep. She felt quite, quite wonderful and intensely alive. Turning, she looked about at the hundreds and hundreds of staring faces.

“… your sister is ill and helpless …”

Bowing deeply, holding her head at just the right angle, she straightened and picked up her skirts. Careful to arch her hands at the wrists, just as Daddy had shown her, she began, very prettily, to dance.
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