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AT FIRST I THOUGHT IT WAS A HUMAN CRY. As the elevator stuttered open at my floor, I heard a baby wailing behind a neighbors door, like a tiny captive. Then I realized the sound was coming from inside my apartment, growing louder and more plaintive the closer I got. I set my travel bag down on the faded patch of carpet where the welcome mat used to be before it got stolen. When I unlocked the door, she was sitting waiting for me, her green cat eyes glaring and her ears cocked. Holding the pose just long enough to make her point, Slinky returned her ears to their normal upright position and padded toward me, uttering a cry that expressed confusion, distress, and annoyance all at once. Where have you been? She had always been a vocal animal, but this was a note of rebuke I hadnt heard before, backed up with an impressive amount of body language for such a small animal. She paused at my feet, hunching her shoulders and looking up at me as if to lodge a formal complaint.


I missed you, too, I said, bending to pet her. She ducked under my hand after a couple of head rubs and turned tail, heading for the kitchen. I followed, wanting to see how she had done on her breakfast.


Slinkys water bowl was dry, which was nothing unusual. She often expressed her displeasure when I was absent for a few days by smacking its rim with her paw, knocking it over and spilling water everywhere. I had learned to take the precaution of placing a pan in the sink beneath the dripping faucet, creating a temporary watering hole just in case. But her food dish was also empty, and the kitchen counter was covered with black pawprints, like a mambo diagram in a dance lesson. Fish-shaped crunchy bits were scattered all over the counter and floor where the cat had torn a fist-sized hole into the side of the catfood box. My girlfriend Nicole was supposed to catsit while I was visiting my family in Maryland, but the evidence was that Slinky had fended for herself the entire weekend. I swept the fish-shaped kibble into the palm of my hand, tossing it into the trash can. As Slinky wove between my legs, doing narrow figure-eights, I opened a can of soft food and refilled her water bowl. Dont eat too fast, I said, stroking her back. Her black fur was matted, salted with dandruff. She looked like a Halloween cat down on her luck.


While Slinky ate, I checked the bathroom for other signs of mischief. I had gotten off lightly this time. A shredded roll of toilet paper lay on the floor in a perforated heap, but she hadnt knocked my shaving products, shampoos, and medicine bottles into the sink, as she had over the Christmas holiday. I cleaned her litter box, laying down a thin spread of baking soda below the fresh litter. I then checked the bedroom, opening the closet doors and checking for fabric holes. Under stress, Slinky sometimes became wool-eater.


The only casualty was the toe of a sock she must have pulled out of the hamper. It was one of my good socks, too, from a pair Nicole had given me for Christmas. I went through the rest of the apartment, doing damage assessment and minor tidying up. It wasnt that warm in the apartment, but after fifteen minutes I was sweating like a busboy, not so much from exertion as from anxiety building a base camp in my stomach. I took off my jacket and aired myself out a little, then grabbed a Coke from the refrigerator and sat down to figure out what might have happened. Maybe there was a problem with the duplicate keys I had made for Nicole, or maybe she had misplaced them. But why hadnt she left a message on my machine letting me know? Nothings ever easy in New York. Theres always a hitch.


It was early April, the Monday after Easter. The living-room blinds were jammed at the top of the window frame, where they refused to budge after I had yanked too hard on the cord a few months earlier. I had planned to get them fixed, but I tend to let things slide until they reach the crisis stage. I opened the window a slice to let in a breeze, then retreated to the far end of the sofa, away from the afternoon sunlight, which was beginning to beat. From where I sat I could see the stone bell tower of St. Teresas, the bell itself as black as an old tarred cannon in the village square. Birds lined the turret, flapping their wings as they settled on the ledge. The layers of white droppings on the ledge looked like cake icing. The red light on my answering machine, which blinked when I had messages, was a solid dot. I picked up the phone, dialed Nicoles office, and got her assistant, Ty, who always spoke to me as if I were clogging the information highway.


Nicole Prices office, Ty said.


Hi, its Johnny Downs. Nicole in?


Not at present. He was more curt than usual, speaking in very distinct syllables.


Do you know when shes expected back?


Shes at a clients lunch, and I believe there may be an in-house conference afterward, but I wouldnt want to go on record with that.


In case there might be a congressional investigation later.


Well, could you tell her I called?


Will do.


Tell her she can call me after work, if thats more conven


I have a messenger standing here waiting. Ill leave word you called.


I pictured Ty signing for a package with a lightning hand as I dialed Nicoles home number and left a brief message on her machine, just to cover all the bases. In the kitchen, Slinky bent over her water dish, swinging her bottom as if lining up a putt. The hair pressing against my neck began to stick. Ever since high school, my hair has gone sticky whenever Ive started to worry, something I excel at. From the outside I look like a fairly cheerful, hearty sort, one of those husky types who help cushion things for all the pointy neurotics out there, but inside I always seem to have some disaster cooking. My mother says that when I was seven I had a panic attack in the planetarium, convinced that the moon was on a collision course with earth, and had to be helped to the lobby. In high school, the swim coach had to fish me out of the diving pool after my muscles seized up and I found myself sinking to the bottom looking up at everybody standing at the edge of the pool staring down (an image that still recurs in my dreams). Since college, overnight hair loss and sudden heart attack on the racquetball court have alternated as my biggest fear, even though I have a loyal head of hair and havent played racquetball since college. Probably this time, as with the other times, there was no real cause for concern, but the more I mulled, the more bits of recent Nicole dialogue and behavior began to float to the surface, mental clips stuck in my memory like scrapbook photos pasted at an off angle. For instance, the laughing kiss Nicole gave me the night before I left for Maryland, a kiss so high-spirited it bordered on hysteria, although admittedly her happy meter was always turned up higher than mine.


Times like these, you need to consult an expert. My experience has been that when it comes to understanding women, other men are useless. They dont look, they dont listen, they dont think about women except in immediate payoff terms. I used to think European men had the answers until I actually met some of these fluffheads. Tending bar at private parties, Id listen to them hold forth as they made the art of seduction sound like a class in wine appreciation. Every woman they wooed seemed to be a reflection of themselves, with breasts; they wanted to melt into their own arms. No, to get a good read on a woman you have to go to another woman, a female-professional. Every man, if hes fortunate, has a woman friend he can call for a quick scouting report on a romantic prospect, or post-mortem analysis when it all goes kaput. The friend I depended on for guidance and moral support was Darlene Ryder, formerly of Athens, Georgia, currently of Decatur, Georgia. Born in the South but spending her teenage years in New Jersey before moving back, Darlene blended a Southern belles feminine wiles with a Northerners no-nonsense direct aim. Even her accent would change, depending on the tack she was taking or the time of year. In the summer, I tended to get the Southern Darlene; in the winter, the Northern.


The downside of dealing with Darlene was that, like a lot of people whose brain is on speed dial, she could get testy when I couldnt keep pace with her thought process. She hated having to explain the obvious, expecting me to get everything the first time, whereas I tend to circle around a subject until I can make a comfortable decision. Darlene dealt in dead certainties and quick conclusions, which also made her more judgmental about people than I tend to be. We hadnt chatted much in recent months because, without specifying why, she seemed to have a bug up her nose about Nicole. When I sent her a snapshot of Nicole sitting in a coffee-shop boothDarlene also does photoanalysis of peopleher sole comment was She guards her mouth, but I can see why you might find her attractive, a backhanded compliment if I ever heard one. What made her attitude puzzling was that in many ways she and Nicole were so alike, down to their glossy cheekbones, compact figures, and teasing eyes. But maybe that was the problem. Darlene herself said women could get jealous about men they didnt want, and Darlene didnt want me, not in that way. Perhaps she sensed competition in the confidante department. Whatever the reason, I was careful to underplay my feelings for Nicole when talking to Darlene, letting a lot of sentences trail off into nothing. Her negativity toward Nicole made me gun-shy about calling now.





For dinner, I made myself bachelor spaghetti with meat sauce from a jar. I sprinkled parmesan cheese on the tablecloth for Slinky, who took a running leap from the living room and landed on my shoulder, careening to the table, where she licked the cheese until there was a wet spot on the cloth. I watched TV on mute, surfing with the remote control until I came across one of my own commercials, the sixty-second one for Acorn Beer where, in a cathedral-lit bar, I play a pool hustler who sinks every shot until he burps and skids his cue stick, sending the ball dribbling sideways. Oh, dear, an English announcer intones in a worldly, amused voice. Next time try a better-behaved beer. Acorn. Deep-dark, yet eminently discreet. Acornthe beer that doesnt sneak up on you. Watching the ad, I realized that it would take a giant shoehorn to squeeze me back into those crotch-hugging jeans though, I had to admit, my left dimple looked cute in the one millisecond close-up they gave me. (A close-up that was cut from the thirty-second version.) We shot the ad a year ago in a studio in Astoria, Queens, otherwise stocked with discarded soap-opera sets. Practicing pool shots with a nonchalance I hoped would be noticed, I struck up a flirtation with a crew member named Angie who stood with her legs parted like a rodeo girl in tight jeans, one hip outthrust. We rode back to Manhattan in a customized van, jostled up against each other. One thing led to another, and it all finally led to nothing.


With my thumb, I switched off the TV. Since it was still light outside, I decided to take a walk rather than just sit around and let the spaghetti settle. I put on a baseball jacket and gave my hair a quick fingercomb at the bathroom mirror. Instead of wandering the streets like a French poet, I headed across town to visit the new park in the West Village.


It was still under construction but open to the public. There was already a line at the water fountain, where a man with no visible muscles wearing a muscle T-shirt was filling his canteen. Bulldozers and portable toilets, which looked as if they had come under small-arms fire, anchored the corner of the unfinished section. I sat on one of the new benches painted a vibrant green. Opposite me was an older woman in a wide-brimmed hat, her head wrapped in a white scarf. She was smoking a cigarette as if committing each puff to memory. I hope the smoke doesnt bother you, she said, shooing away a whitish strand.


Oh, no, I said. Besides, the winds blowing the other way.


During the day its impossible to have a quiet smoke with all the noise and drilling.


When are they supposed to have the whole thing finished?


Soon. Theyre dedicating the park to Edna St. Vincent Millay and putting up a statue of her. She lived in the Village, not far from here. Are you familiar with her poetry?


Not really. Didnt she have a lot of lovers?


Men worshiped her in a way men no longer worship women.


She sounded as if she knew whereof she spoke. A man pushing a shopping cart loaded with assorted old shoes passed between us. The scarved woman finished her cigarette, tapping the stub against the bench before tucking it in a tiny litter bag at her side. She stood, saying good-bye with a silent head bow. The line at the water fountain had thinned to nothing.


I hadnt visited the park on a whim. The one etched-in-stone item on Nicoles schedule was the nightly broadcast of Bristol Junction, an English soap opera about the rude, quarreling, yet inseparable patrons of a family-owned pub in the rundown north of England, where the wallpaper looked like brown, faded vaudeville posters. An Anglophile of sorts (her ad job often took her to London), she never missed the show, which was carried by some obscure public TV station on channel 74. I had a hard time making out a lot of the actors mumbling, but I enjoyed watching them go at each other without apologizing for their characters aggression or trying to gain our sympathy later by showing their soft, tender chicken parts. Under their rough exterior was a rough core. We arranged our nights together around Bristol Junction. Wed order in dinner and watch the latest episode, adding our own running commentary. Lets hit the sheets, Nicole would often say afterward, her wrists wrapped around my neck. Lets burn a hole in them, I would say, trying to make my eyes match my tone.


When I walked home after one of these evenings (I seldom spent the night during the workweek), the air itself seemed more alive, personally mine. Sometimes I would stop and call her from a pay phone, just to let her know I was still thinking about her.


I sat on the bench, watching the little yellow rooms of the surrounding buildings come to dollhouse life as dusk became darker. A few minutes after seven, I hoisted myself off the bench. Since Nicole hadnt called, I thought I might accidentally-on-purpose check on her apartment to see if she was home. On the way I stopped to buy a newspaper so that I would have something to tuck under my arm to give my stroll that casual look.


Either I had mistimed how long it took to walk across Tenth Street or they had lengthened the blocks while I was out of town, because I didnt reach the building across from Nicoles until almost 7:25. I could see the TV light jumping on her ceiling. She was home. I headed for one of the two pay phones on the corner. I dropped a quarter into the slot and heard it ping. First I called my number to see if there had been any phone messages from Nicole. Nothing. Then I dialed Nicoles number. Her machine answered. During the outgoing message, I lifted my head. Her apartment had gone dark. An anonymous voice on the phone said, Leave a message after the beep and Miss Price will return your call at her earliest convenience. Across the street a night doorman in Nicoles building bustled forward and straight-armed the door. Out stepped Nicole.


She was wearing jeans, which meant she had been home from work long enough to change. Her hair was mussed, perhaps from just having pulled the sweater she was wearing over her head. Alongside her appeared a tall man who reminded me of a ship mast. The crown of my head began to tingle. He wore straight jeans and an untucked striped shirt over a T-shirt for that alternative-rocker effect. His hair was black and duded back, with a hint of sideburns. They began to walk together, she slightly ahead of him, then he drawing up even. Although they were across the street, with moving cars in between, they were drawing parallel to the phone booth, close enough to spot me. As a moving van passed, they turned in the other direction, downtown.



I abandoned the pay phone to get a better view, following at a distance. Since they werent holding hands or showing any overt signs of affection, I told myself that he might be a friend or a coworker paying a social call. Even at an angle, I could see air space between their bodies, an invisible wall. Nicole turned her head as she talked, but he kept his fixed forward, like a driver concentrating on the road. They looked like two people taking an ordinary stroll.


Obeying the DONT WALK sign, a rare bit of behavior in Manhattan, they waited as traffic blurred before them, standing side by side. Slim Jim, as I had dubbed him in my mind, inclined his head slightly and said something. Whatever it was struck a chord. Nicole hopped in front of him, flung her arms around his neck, and kissed him. This wasnt a friendly-coworker or old-boyfriend kiss. It came from a deep pool of eyes-closed emotion. His hands ran up and down her sides as they kissed. Laughing when they looked and realized the light had changed, they separated and crossed the street.


I stood there a moment as everyone and everything else kept moving, feeling not so much angry and betrayed as embarrassed, singled-outthe victim of a practical joke. I wanted to wipe off whatever foolish look I had on my face, then realized that no one was paying attention to me. I was just another guy on the sidewalk. I wondered where these new sweethearts were heading. Not to his place: she wasnt carrying an overnight bag or even a purse. I began to trail them, speeding up before the traffic changed. They crossed the street in front of the multiplex, holding hands and swinging their arms like Jack and Jill going up the hill. If they were deliberately trying to taunt me, they couldnt have done a better job. Then their hands parted as they climbed the steps of a bistro called French Topping, his hand now guiding the small of her back. It was one of the classier bistros in the Village, with wooden tables, ceiling fans, hanging plants, and actual exchange-student French waitresses who smoked on the sidewalk during their breaks. From across the street, I could see them seat themselves near the window. A waitress brought menus. He held his up to his face like a book. She lay hers flat on the table and swung her head from side to side, as if overwhelmed by all the choices. Without looking at each other, they stretched their hands across the table until their fingers found each other, and interlaced. Only a week earlier we had held hands like that, across a different table.



Half-hiding behind a spray-painted van, I watched as their beers arrived in frosty mugs. It was like seeing a movie being screened only for me. I studied their eye contact. I watched each of them take thoughtful sips as the other one spoke. I watched both of them laugh at one of his witticisms. He was one of those understated humorists, you could tell by the almost invisible ventriloquist movement of his lips. He had probably spent a lot of practice time in front of the mirror perfecting his wry twinkle. They must have had quite a weekend together if she wasnt even able to drag herself out of bed to catch a cab and feed my cat, which would have taken all of forty minutes, tops.


I started to edge away from the van, trying to disengage. I felt like a certified fool, yet I couldnt bring myself to avert my eyes. It was a revelation, watching her like this. With another man, Nicole seemed to shine even more, to turn up the wattage. She looked like a promising starlet, a glamorous prize waiting to be captured and corrupted by the right wrong man. Or a promising student about to bewitch a married professor. Maybe she was radiating with the private joy of having dumped me and found someone new. As she leaned forward, her date reached over with his finger and playfully beeped her on the nose. That was something I often did, too. Didnt she ever get tired of having her nose beeped?


Their hands uncoupled as their salads arrived in wooden bowls. They spread their napkins across their laps and began taking preliminary pokes at their food with their forks. They were big forks, capable of spearing a head of lettuce.


Normally, I would have taken that as my cue to beat a stealthy retreat. Afterward, I would try to be big about it, offhand. I would pretend to be busy the next time we talked, acting blas about our relationship and giving her an easy out. Id let her think we were cutting each other loose. When people asked about us, I would shrug a just-one-of-those-things shrugs, implying something about sad quirks of fate and things that werent meant to be. That was how I had done it in the past, although this was the first time I had ever actually caught a girlfriend cheating on me in open field. With the others, not that there were that many, the evidence had been more circumstantial: a matchbook with a phone number scribbled inside, a date canceled at the last minute for some flimsy reason (A strap just broke on my favorite pair of shoesthat may have been the all-time winner). Feeling as if a sword were entering my chest, I knew that this was different. This was more than a setback. This was a kind of verdict. Everything I had been or done in my life had led me to this moment, this humiliation. Fate had decided to put on a little show.


I started to drift down the sidewalk, letting myself be drawn into the current of foot traffic. Ive always been someone who avoided confrontation, perhaps because I grew up in a household where confrontation was the chief indoor sport. But then I replayed their kiss on the sidewalk, a kiss that seemed to cut me right out of existence, and a thought flared in my mind: Why should I be the only person whose night is ruined?


Exactly, I heard Darlene say.


Why should she think she got away with something?


She shouldnt.


I crossed the street, feeling strength spreading across my shoulders and through my arms. I unsnapped the top button of my baseball jacket. I walked up the steps of the bistro, taking care not to trip and spoil my entrance, strode inside, and loomed in front of their table. And believe me, I can loom. A waitress appeared before me. Her lips moved, so I presume she spoke. I ignored her. She was just a bit player. Nicole glanced at the waitress, then shifted her eyes to what the waitress was looking at: me, looming. Nicole wiped a trace of something from her lips with her napkin and said, Ohhi. It was a statement with a tiny question mark attached. She smiled on reflex, like the ad person she was, but everything around the eyes and cheekbones went. It was like seeing a window remain intact as the rest of the building collapsed. Her date, facing away from me, continued chewing. The couple at the table behind them stared.


Isnt this cozy? I said. Well, enjoy your meal and try not to choke. Then, before she could reply, I turned my back to her and left. Someone giggled behind me, a nervous laugh that didnt seem to belong to Nicole. Even her nervous laugh had more melody to it. I walked down the steps, where the Village spread out before me like a wide vista.
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NOW WHAT HAVE YOU DONE? Darlene said.


What makes you think Ive done something? Maybe I just missed talking to you. Its been a while.


I can tell by the tone of your voice that this isnt a social call. The only time you pop your head out of the soil anymore is to pick my brain about some dimwit youre dating. It never occurs to you that I might have a life.


It sounds like youre eating.


I took a break on the term paper Im doing for my suburban anthropology class and made myself a healthy late-night snack. I dont load up on candy bars, like some people.


It sounds like fresh lettuce, real crunchy.


Darlene let that last remark sit.


Well, I can see Ive gotten you at an awkward time, I said. Something happened to me tonight that I wanted to get your take on, but it can wait, I guess. Ill just call another time. I paused, letting the gravity of my words sink in. After her own pause, Darlene said:


As God is my waitress, that may be the most insincere routine Ive ever heard you do. How can you live with yourself?


Its not easy.


I believe it. Well, if whatever you have to say is that all-fired urgent, Ill set aside the rest of my sandwich to listen to your latest exploit, but itd better be good, not like some of the anecdotes youve told me in the past that didnt pan out.


Actually, I think I handled this particular encounter pretty well.


Maybe so, but you sound a little shaky. Give me a moment to get situated.


I pictured Darlene dragging the phone over to the couch, digging her heels into the cushions, and bringing her bare knees under her chin as she sipped club soda through a straw. She and I had sofas about the same size. Hers was hot-rod red, mine was basic brown. Once she was settled, Darlene said:


Okay, spill.


Nicole


I knew it, Darlene said. It was only a matter of time before she revealed her true self.


You dont even know what shes done! I havent told you anything yet!


Sorry. Go ahead.


Nicole was supposed to catsit for me over Easter weekend.


What happened to your regular catsitter?


Slinky bit her on the wrist, not hard enough to draw blood, but enough to give her a scare.


That cat runs on pure spite.


Anyway, when I got home this afternoon, Slinky hadnt been fed and shed torn a hole in the box of cat nibbles. She was otherwise okay, but suppose Id stayed an extra day? So I called Nicoles office and got her awful assistant, then left a message on her answering machine at home that she didnt return. Instead of staying home and stewing I decided


To my surprise and gratification, Darlene didnt snort, or moan, or pretend to tip over sideways while I delivered a chronology of the evenings events, as she often did when I recounted a fiasco. She understood that this fiasco was different from the rest. She made little verbal nods over the phone as I took her from point to point, from the hand-holding to the kiss on the sidewalk, even laughing with me rather than at me when I told her how I stormed the bistro. And after I said, Isnt this cozy, real sarcastic-like, I walked out and came straight home.


And called me first-off, I hope.


Normally, I would have. But you never seemed that enthused about Nicole, so after I got home, I



No, no, no, no, no! Darlene wailed. Dont tell me you called her! God, I wish you hadnt done that. You make a slam-bang impression and then blow it by not leaving well enough alone. Why didnt you call me first, Johnny? I could have coached you on the next course of action. This is what happens when we dont stay in touch.


I was going to add some choice comments about her behavior, but I never got the chance. She didnt answer the phone.


You didnt leave some gruff message on her machine, did you?


Her machine didnt pick up. I guess


Darlene said: Heres what probably happened. Nicole turned off the answering machine as soon as she got home because she brought the new guy back with her to spend the night and didnt want to risk getting an angry call from you. She probably turned off the ringer, too, as an additional protection. She needs time to soft-pedal what happened at the bistro. She may have told him youre a jealous ex who wont leave her alone, which makes her sound irresistible and might bring out the protector in him. Or maybe she admitted you were a boyfriend she hadnt gotten around to getting rid of. I can just hear her now. I feel so badI should have told him earlier, this is a rotten way for him to find out. But things between you and me just moved so fast. Its harder to sell that soft line of bullshit if the phones ringing off the hook.


Come to think of it, Nicole sometimes unplugged her phone when I was there. She said she was receiving prank calls.


Prank calls, my ass. What was Nicole wearing tonight?


Why, is it important?


What a woman wears is always important.


Jeans, a yellow sweater, sandals


An expensive sweater?


No, one I bought her for Valentines Day. I mean its nice, butoh, thats just great. After having sex with some other guy, she puts on the sweater I gave her for Valentines Day. And to think I almost bought her lingerie.


A man should never buy a woman who isnt his wife lingerie, but thats a whole separate issue. Could you tell if she was wearing makeup?


No.


No, meaning she wasnt wearing makeup, or no, you couldnt tell?


No, she wasnt wearing makeup. I got a good look when we made eye contact.



Now were cooking, Darlene said.


We are?


Change your phone message tonight. Make it cheerier. And screen all your calls. Do not, I repeat, do not answer the phone. When she calls, dont return the call until youve conferred with me, no matter how happy you are to hear her voice.


How do you know shell call?


Because you caught her looking like crap. You caught her out in public in bumming-around clothes feeding her face. Pride dictates that she give you a classier kissoff. Shell want to giftwrap your behind before she officially dumps it. Remember, shes a junior ad executive, younger than you and more ambitious. You, I dont know what you are. Still and all, she wont want you blabbing that you dumped her after catching her chowing down a meal with some dude. The balance shifted when you took her by surprise. Her female ego will want to shift it back in her favor. Oh, shell call. And when she does, well be ready. Until then, make no attempt to contact her. Dont call, dont write, dont go anywhere near her apartment or the building where she works. Got it?


Okay, okay.


Okay, okay doesnt carry a lot of conviction.


Its justI dont get it. Everything seemed fine when I left. We even made love the night before, something we hadnt done in a while. If anything, she was friskier than usual.


Jesus, Johnny, I just ate half a sandwich. The last thing my system needs is the image of you in the throes of ecstasy. Yuck! When are you going to learn?sex means nothing.


What we had was more than sex. Seeing her with him tonight really tore through me. Maybe I overreactedmaybe it was just a onetime thing with them. I dont know if Im up for psychological warfare.


If you want her back, you cant be your usual wobbly self. Keep in mind that shes probably in bed with this guy as we speak. Maybe theyre making love, maybe shes pretending to be asleep, but I guarantee you that whatevers happening, shes awake and thinking of you. What we dont know is what shes thinking. From the photographs you sent me, she struck me as cold inside, self-centered. Shed have to be, to leave your evil cat unattended while she traipsed around with some bozo.



Everybodys self-centered.


Youre not. I can barely get you to think about your own best interests, much less do anything about them. I wouldnt be on my high horse about Nicole if I didnt know that she was different from the other women who have dumped you or changed their identities and moved out of state. Hell, you havent sounded so enamored with anyone since you met me, the joy of your existence. It made me nervous, hearing you go on and on about herNicole this, Nicole thatbecause I could sense disaster dead-ahead. Youve never been willing to do what needs to be done to keep a woman, Johnny. Youre like most men, oblivious. But if youre willing to be coached, we can at least win a draw with Nicole, unless, of course, you have a better plan.


No, I said, rubbing my eye.


Listen, I know Ive been ragging you, but you handled it like a pro tonight. A lot of men would have teed off on the other guy and gone alpha-male, overreacting. You treated him like a bit player, and thats going to impress Nicole.


Really? I thought women wanted men fighting over them.


Not as much as we want the full focus of your attention, which is what you gave her. Now get some sleep. We can talk tomorrow. Who knows, maybe you can even ask me about my life.


I know, you and I have some catching up to do. I think Ill take a bubble bath before I go to bed, though.


You and your bubble baths. Youre worse than Zsa Zsa Gabor.


They help me unwind. Are you working anymore tonight?


No, I think Im going to pack it in, too.


Hey, I almost forgot: Im up for a TV commercial where I play an exterminator who accidentally bug-bombs the wrong house.


That sounds like something youd do.


I know, its like they wrote it with me in mind. Good night, Darlene.


Night, Johnny.


I went into the bathroom and filled the tub with hot water, pouring in bubble bath and swirling my hand in the water. I didnt want the bubbles ganging up at one end. Then I went into the kitchen to check on the status of Slinkys water bowl and to grab a late snack. The phone rang.


Hello?



Hello, my ass, Darlene said. Didnt I tell you not to answer the phone? And whats that youre eating?


A celery stick.


Dont lie to me, I can hear the candy wrapper rattling! Suppose itd been Nicole who called. Suppose she heard you eating a candy bar while running your bathwater.


I guess that wouldnt make me look very debonair.


Johnny, youre in a category all your own. Change your machine message tonight, before you forget. Next time, it could be her.


Id better go check on my bathwater.
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DARLENE AND I MET WHEN I WAS A GUEST at a theater festival hosted at the University of Georgia in Athens. I was appearing in the zillionth revival of Saroyans The Time of Your Life and taking part in seminar panels and class discussions devoted to the actual working life of an actor. Our faculty hosts nodded politely at our war stories, but kept alluding to the commercial theater as if it were a honky-tonk in the bad part of town. One professor, who had spent his sabbatical studying the repertory system in Sweden (and had the slide show to prove it), kept scratching his eyebrow as if he were about to say something acerbic, and another felt compelled to state for the record that he considered musical comedy a bastardized form. No one was personally rude or unpleasant. This wasnt New York, where people regard it their civic duty to line up and cast their vote on what type of idiot they think you are. Everyone involved understood that the panel discussions were an earnest charade, a sort of jury duty performed in order to justify the cocktail party afterward. Ive never heard the word refreshments said so often and with such love.


During one of these punch-bowl gatherings, a couple of grad students in the drama department invited me to a weekend party at the house of Caroline Dupree. She apparently was some local legend who was pals with members of R.E.M., the B-52s, and Love Tractor, her big sunshiny head the inspiration for a series of Pop murals painted on the sides of derelict sheds and garages. Her house was on the outskirts of Athens, a three-story that looked as if it had barely survived a recent haunting. From the bottom of the bumpy, rolling lawn, the front porch seemed to buckle. Moving under the porch were round shadows that I hoped belonged to rabbits or well-fed cats. By the time I arrived, the natives were already half-naked from the humidity, head-bobbing to music blasting from stereos on every floor in a multilayered cake of sound. Psychedelic candles dripped on small tables heaped with voodoo trinkets. Plastered on the walls were scribbled-on posters of defunct TV shows and disbanded bands. The central hub of the party was the dining-room table, which offered an all-you-can-ingest buffet. I saw more coke snorted, pot smoked, and pills popped that night than I had in all my years in New York. A non-druggie myself, I wandered through the party with the customary beer in my hand, trying to make conversation with some of the cuter orgy-gals. I was making decent headway with Cyrinda (every woman I met seemed to have a groupies name), who was wearing a semitransparent black shirt over a semitransparent black bra that revealed not one but two nipple rings, but otherwise didnt seem that scary. Gotta light? she asked, raising a cigarette.


I patted my pockets apologetically and shrugged. She shrugged in return and wandered off, leaving me feeling I had flunked some sort of test. After a few minutes of resuming my role as an interested onlooker, I instigated a conversation with an acting student I recognized from one of the panel discussions. She had the unruly thatch of hair and a farsighted squint made for comedy; you could easily imagine her in clown makeup. She asked for the names of some good acting teachers in New York, providing me with an opportunity to wow her with some inside dope. I was about to launch into my Uta Hagen story when she asked me for directions to the bathroom. I need to pee, she said, clarifying the situation. Not knowing the layout of the house, I gestured to the general area where I thought a bathroom might be, and drifted out to the front porch. The porch railings were lined with beer and soda cans interspersed with mosquito candles whose flames wiggled in the breeze. I could see a hearse parked on the front lawn at a reckless angle, as if it had been abandoned after a stick-up. A young woman with a serious crop of hair was sitting hunched on the hood of the hearse, watching a small fire burn out beyond the railroad tracks. A mosquito candle burned on the hood behind her, casting a fitful light on the arch of her girlish back.


I ambled down the hill, pausing alongside the hearse, as if it were a natural stopping point. Across the railroad tracks at the bottom of the hill, three or four children playing Indian were chanting and hurling batteries into the bonfire to see if they would explode. The railroad tracks shone like a silver ruler in the moonlight. The woman on the hearse wasnt watching the fire. She was scanning the low sky. She wasnt as young as she appeared from the back, but she was still young, the cheekbone nearest to me bearing a beauty mark. Around her neck were a pair of thick, hefty binoculars that looked like they had been used at the Berlin Wall.


Tracking drug smugglers? I said.


Darlin, she said, cocking her head back toward the house, the druggies are all up there, battling the moths on the back porch.


Are those night goggles?


Yeah. Theyre not mine. I borrowed them to see if they actually live up to their reputation, but so far all Im getting is eye strain.


Are you a bird-watcher?


I occasionally bird, but these werent made for that. Were getting close to takeoff time, so if you wouldnt mind


Okay, see you later.


You dont have to leave, just be quiet for a bit. I need to hear. Sit on the hood if you like. Dont knock over the candle.


I eased myself on the hood and propped my feet on the front fender, taking off my jacket and draping it across my lap.


Im Johnny Downs, I said.


Darlene. We shook hands. Darlene Ryder.


Were not scanning for UFOs, are we?


She gently shushed me. We sat for a few minutes in radio silence, the bonfire cracking in front of us and the party raging behind.


Hear that? she whispered.


Hear what?


That.


I listened harder and could hear a flurry of high-pitched chirps somewhere overhead.


Here they come. Right on schedule.


Above the trees, in an erratic pipeline, poured a contingent of oddly thrown boomerangs. It was a stream of bats. Growing up in Maryland, I had occasionally seen one or two flicking under the lights of the golf course at night, but this was an entire flock, a long tail winging toward us twenty or thirty feet high. Darlene aimed her night goggles at the sky, focusing with her right thumb.


Wow.


As the bats approached, Darlene whipped the strap from around her head and handed me the goggles. I aimed them at the sky slightly ahead of their flight pattern and saw bats like tiny green dials darting against a green Martian haze. When I handed the goggles back to Darlene, our hands brushed. She hopped off the hearse and twisted backward, tracking the flock as they flew over the party house and into the dark mass of trees behind. A burst of light from the bonfire flames gave me a good look at the back half of a firm little figure, bare legs, and a nuzzable neck.


Theyre heading to Codys Swamp, where all the bugs are, Darlene said. Its dinner time for them. Well, that was a good ob.


Ob?


Observation.


Oh. You do this every night?


When its clear. Im building a bat sanctuary in my backyard so that I can do a more close-up study. Im not telling my neighbor because I know it would just make her hair spring out. Could you see anything in the goggles?


Just a bunch of herky-jerky specks.


Theres an old Indian trick of sitting in the dark with your eyes closed for twenty minutes. Then, when you open them, its like you have night vision. I tried it once, but got impatient and couldnt keep my eyes shut long enough, but maybe itd work for you.


I dont know, I might fall asleep. You want to head back to the party?


Out of the darkness a voice called: Hey, Batwoman!


Hey, Josh!


Were they out in force tonight?


The whole squadron.


Seen Caroline yet?


No, I heard she got pulled over for speeding and sassed the trooper, so theyve got her locked up until her sister posts bail.



Whos watching the house?


Doug.


Man, this placell be cinders by morning. You staying?


No, Im peeling out, Darlene said.


Well, catch yall later.


As we descended the hill, the bonfire smoldering ahead, Darlene asked, Would you like to grab something to eat? My cars parked down near the ditch.


Sure, but Im treating. I insist.


Whoa, a gentleman, she said, waving her hands like Jimmy Stewart whirling into the vortex in Vertigo.


Are gentlemen that scarce around here?


Gentlemen, nomen offering to pay, yes. Too many of the men around here are bisexuals, and bisexuals are natural moochers, if you ask me. Theyre always trying to borrow money to pay for their amorphous lifestyle.


What about the Athens women? Are they all bi?


Most of them dont know what they are. Do enough drugs and everything turns into Jell-O until one wiggly shapes as good as another. Thats my theory.


It was dark as we approached Darlenes car, a Honda Civic with a Day-Glo University of Georgia decal in the window. Climbing in, I knocked my knee on a flashlight magnetized to the dashboard. After storing her night goggles under the seat, Darlene turned on the overhead light and checked her face in the mirror, dabbing at her auburn curls. Her eyes were an inky blue, her eyebrows a rich chocolate-brown. Are you buckled up? she said. I dont want you flying through the windshield if I have to make a sudden stop. I thought we might take a spin by the Waffle House, unless you have something fancier in mind, moneybags.


No, the Waffle House sounds fine.


We eased away from the ditch and on to a proper road. Darlene was a good driver, though she hit the curves hard. We wheeled into the Waffle House just as a man picking his teeth was exiting through the front door, followed by his wife, who was carrying her pocketbook in both arms, a mysterious habit some middle-aged women seem to have adopted from who knows where. Inside, Darlene greeted the counter waitress by her first name and headed toward a booth, not breaking stride until she slid into her side of the booth and plucked a menu from the holder in one smooth motion.


After we ordered, Darlene told me some stuff about herself and I told her some stuff about me. She drummed the tabletop with her fingers, not impatiently or nervously but as if she had a nice rhythm going in her head. Her smile seemed to travel across her face before reaching her lips. Leaning forward and giving me her eyes, Darlene said:


Do you have a girlfriend? Dont get your hopes upIm not coming on to you.


Youre not?


No. You couldnt handle this much dynamite.


Dont be too sure of that. Ive dated some real divas. Anyway, no, Im not currently seeing anyone.


I figured as much. Before I went out to the hearse, I saw you inside the house, and you were scanning the room the way men do when theyre on the make. Your eyes got that bullet stare. Its a hard looknot hostile necessarily, but hard. Darlene imitated it for me.


God, you make me look like a hired killer.


Well, Im exaggerating some, but you were definitely checking out the available selections, so I figured either you didnt have a girlfriend or you were looking for a little side-action. From that suede jacket I could tell you werent a local.


I described the young woman with the see-through outfit, and Darlene nodded.


If youd hung around long enough, she might have succumbed, but you would have had a ragdoll on your hands. These druggies turn rubbery real fast.


Well, while she was still conscious, she clicked off on me like that. This other one, too. Its been happening a lot lately. Guess Im going through a lull.


How longs this lull been?


Six or seven months, since my last relationship ended. We just sort of stopped calling each other. Meeting women is usually no problem for me, its getting past the early hurdles. I seem to trip up midway through.


Where do you meet all these women?


Im whats known as an actor-slash-bartender.


Darlene and I swung our legs to the side of the booth as a tired busboy mopped the floor. Darlene said:



So the problem isnt lack of opportunity. I wish I could watch you in action, see what youre doing wrong. Its probably something easily fixable. How long will you be around?


Theres a local production I have to attend tomorrow night, along with a party afterward at some theater professors house. Its the final bash.


Darlene said: Heres what well do. Take me to the party as your date. I wont hang at your side, Ill mingle and keep you under discreet ob. You chat up a few of the female guests and Ill study your technique and see why you keep whiffing out.


Itll make me self-conscious, being watched like that.


Youre an actor, you should be used to it! Besides, these parties are always swarming, its not as if youre under a spotlight.


All right. Would you like to see the play first?


No, I get antsy sitting in a theater. It never moves fast enough for me. Some actors take forever just crossing the stage to answer the damn phone. Lets meet outside afterward and Ill drive us over.


Why are you offering to do all this for me?


Are you kidding? Itll be fun. Theres nothing more interesting than people-watching, and the best place to watch people is at a party. If anybody ever wrote a decent book on the psychodramatics of parties, they could clean up. Besides, you seem like an okay guy. You didnt make fun of my interest in bats, like most people do, or change the subject to something involving you, the way most men do. And I admire the fact that you wore a nice jacket to the party and put it back on before we walked in. That was very gentlemanly of you.


Actually, I put it back on to cover my sweat stains.


Oh, gross! Darlene cried, tossing a crumpled napkin at me. We talked a while longer, her eyes darting out the window to the parking lot every now and then, making sure no one was messing with her car.
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THE PLAY PERFORMED BY the graduate theater department was a minor Philip Barry drawing-room comedy that no amount of furniture polish could restore. The lead actress made a gaspingly beautiful entrance in a shimmery gown that flowed like liquid diamonds, but like the rest of the cast, she spoke as if she were christening a ship. Two hours of enunciation is wearing. I applauded hard at the end, though, to show that I wasnt some New York snob.


Darlene was standing in front of her Civic, wearing a black cocktail dress, a small black pocketbook hanging off one shoulder. She was wearing sheer stockings, which I have a weakness for. I twirled a finger in the air to let her know her outfit was a winner. Did you have to wait long? I said.


A few minutes. Do you think this skirt is too short?


I love questions like that. Maybe we should skip the party and take a drive somewhere.


You wish. Come on, lover boy, lets go. We want to get to the party relatively early to scope out the place. Its always important to know where the bathrooms are, and if there are any side doors for a discreet exit. Also, this professors wife is probably the hostess, and hostesses always appreciate it when guests arrive before the main crush and help get the party started. Are my shoes okay?


Oh, yeah. Sex-y.



Get in the car.


Darlene drove to a tree-lined street in what seemed like an ideal neighborhood to raise freckled kids. Behind the windows we passed, families were watching TV together and not tearing each other limb from limb. When we arrived at the right address, we remained in the car to take a close look at the house, like bank robbers scoping out a savings and loan. We were early. Ours was only the third car on the curb. Behind a table set up in the living room, a student bartender was fiddling with his bow tie, trying to get it even. Darlene said:


First, we introduce ourselves to the hostess and compliment her on how everything looks. Be specific, dont just say something nice for the sake of saying it. Volunteer to help carry a bowl or something. Theyll be floored at a Yankee showing good manners.


Im not really a Yankee, Darlene. I was raised in Maryland, which technically is below the Mason-Dixon Line.


Its also above Washington, D.C., which is everybodys cut-off point down here. After we get our drinks, you pay me a lot of attention while we chat. We dont want to look as if were casing the place. Once more guests arrive, Ill excuse myself and leave you to your own devices. When you mingle, be sure to pay attention to the faculty wives. Most of these women get all dressed up for these things and find themselves stranded because their pretentious husbands are either engaged in shoptalk with other men or are chatting up with students in the hope of mentoring them into the sack. So introduce yourself and say something nice about their outfits without getting too flirty. Some of these women are hot to trot and you do not want to get them ignited, especially after theyve had a couple of cocktails.


So why even?


Because itll make them feel it was worth it making the effort they made to look good tonight, and a smart man wants to please every woman, not just the ones hes angling to ask out. Also, the unattached women will have their interest piquedtheyll be watching a stranger being gracious to women they take for granted and wondering why you havent made a beeline for them. Too many men make the mistake of indulging the sexual arrogance of younger women.


Thats often been my downfall.


Be sure not to eat anything that might spill. Somebody sees you wiping off mayonnaise, the partys pretty much over for you.



I can eat without getting stuff on me.


Do I have too much lipstick on? Darlene said, checking herself in the rearview mirror.


No.


Okaylets go.


We put on our party faces and introduced ourselves to the hostess, Margaret Lilyfield, a trim, attractive woman with long, bare arms that must have looked lyrical when they were raised above her head. My husband should be along shortly, she said. You must have rushed straight from the play.


There wasnt a whole lot of traffic, I said. Darlene gave me an invisible nudge. The house looks beautiful. I love the flower arrangements.


Theyre from my garden.


I should have known.


When our hostess took leave to greet new arrivals, Darlene said: I love the flower arrangements. You sounded almost gay.


Well, those things happen.


That woman who just walked inshes a TA in the psych department, just separated from her husband. Ill introduce you, then let you get acquainted.


The teaching assistant was wearing a V-necked black dress, high heels, and dangly earrings. Her hair was cut in this dynamic, asymmetrical way that must have been a radical departure from whatever hairstyle she had before, judging from the compliments she was getting from other guests. When women reenter active duty on the dating circuit, they put a lot more into it than men do. She and Darlene exchanged flapping handwaves and after saying their hellos Darlene drew her over to introduce us. Her name was Paula, a good, full-bodied name for a woman. Darlene explained that I was visiting from New York, and Paulas eyes fastened on me with interest. Being a visitor from New York made me fresh, out-of-state produce, not part of the local gossip mill. I fetched Paula and myself a couple of gin-and-tonics while she and Darlene chatted. When I handed Paula her drink, Darlene said, I should say hello to Professor Briar. Can I trust you two alone?


Of course, I said with a worldly manner. So, I said when we were alone, Darlene tells me youre in the psych department.


Are you two friends? she asked.



Only just met, actually. Ive met some wonderful people on this trip.


Im doing my Ph.D. on Gestalt therapy as improvisational theater, Paula said. Youd probably find the topic trey boring.


Not at all. But I thought Gestalt therapy fizzled out in the seventies.


It did, but the use of the hot seat has mutated into every part of our culture.


The party grew and swirled around us. Paula asked me what my impressions were of the Philip Barry play, and I ventured a few opinions on the problems with period revivals. This led to a story about a drawing-room comedy I had acted in where I had to wear an ascot that poofed up when I sat down. Paula laughed, so I related another story at my own expense about being bothered by a bee in the middle of a big speech during a summer stock production of


No sooner had I reached the punch line when Darlene suddenly appeared and said in a somewhat wifely voice, Johnny, may I see you in the kitchen? Sorry, Paula, we wont be but a minute.


I followed Darlene into the kitchen, passing a student helper carrying out reinforcements of onion dip. The swinging door closed behind him. Darlene waited a beat and kicked me in the shin.


Yow!


Youre lucky I aimed for the shins. What are you doing out there?


I was telling her some theater stories. She seemed to find them amusing.


Seemed is right! She was dying on her feet! I was afraid she was going to keel over!


I think youre exaggerating.


How would you know? You werent even making eye contact! Its like somebody stuck a quarter in you and you started doing your greatest hits. And Ill tell you something that seems to have escaped your notice: While you were waving your arms around like a bandleader, regaling her with your wit, she was standing there with an empty glass.


Ill draw her out about herself when we get back out there.


Its too late for that. Youve tortured that poor woman enough for one evening. Lets find someone else, only this time no anecdotes and no imitating a windmill.


I guess this is what they call constructive criticism.



Darlenes shoe tapped against the kitchen floor. Heres what you do. Stand in the doorway and see if any woman is standing with an empty or near-empty glass in her hand. Then go up to her, I dont care how attractive or unattractive or not-your-type you think she is, and say, I couldnt help notice you seem to be running low. Could I refresh that for you?


Suppose she says no?


She wont. No woman wants to stand around with an empty glass, it makes her feel like a wallflower. Whatever happens, introduce yourself, ask her a question about herself, and then put a lock on it and listen. If I see you need
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