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1 • Love

Often he thought: My life did not begin until I knew her.

She would like to hear this, he was sure, but he did not know how to tell her. In the extremity of passion he cried out in a frantic voice: ‘I love you!’ yet even these words were unsatisfactory. He wished for something else to say. He needed to let her know how deeply he felt her presence while they were lying together during the night, as well as each morning when they awoke and in the evening when he came home. However, he could think of nothing appropriate.

So the years passed, they had three children and accustomed themselves to a life together, and eventually Mr Bridge decided that his wife should expect nothing more of him. After all, he was an attorney rather than a poet; he could never pretend to be what he was not.

2 • Family Portrait

Each morning as soon as he walked into the office he glanced at the photograph of his wife and children which stood on the desk in a silver frame. He had placed the picture exactly where he wanted it, so that it never interfered with his work but at the same time he could see the family as often as he liked. Later pictures had been taken but this one pleased him best: Ruth was five years old, Carolyn three, and Douglas was a baby. The girls were seated on the studio couch, one on either side of their mother, who was holding Douglas in her lap. The photograph was orderly, symmetrical, and serene.

One Monday morning when he entered the office he noticed that the photograph had been moved. Evidently the woman who cleaned the office over the weekend had forgotten where it belonged. He put it back where he wanted it. Then for a few minutes he remained motionless in his swivel chair and stared at the picture; and he wondered again what would have happened to him if he had never met this woman who became his wife. He felt profoundly obligated to her. It seemed to him that the existence of the family was a mysterious accomplishment to which he had contributed very little. She had done this, somehow, almost by herself. He had provided the money and he had made decisions, but these things appeared insignificant when he compared them to what she had done; and he reflected on some lines from a letter by a famous man which he had read not long after meeting her: Thou only hast taught me that I have a heart – thou only hast thrown a deep light downward, and upward, into my soul. Thou only hast revealed me to myself; for without thy aid, my best knowledge of myself would have been merely to know my own shadow – to watch it flickering on the wall, and mistake its fantasies for my own real actions. Indeed, we are but shadows – we are not endowed with real life, and all that seems most real about us is but the thinnest substance of a dream – till the heart be touched. These lines had impressed him so that he copied them and kept them a long time; he had often been on the point of reciting them to her because they expressed his own feelings with such lucidity and tenderness.

The idea of life without her caused him to move restlessly.

Then, because it was time to begin work, he cleared his throat, blew his nose, and rang for Julia.

3 • In the Counting House

Occasionally he went to the bank around the corner from his office in order to look at his securities. Before going down to the vault in the basement he usually stopped to see the president, Virgil Barron, whom he had known for several years. They lived not far apart in the Mission Hills district, and both were members of a group that reserved a round table for lunch in the Terrace Grill of the Muehlebach Hotel. After visiting with Barron for a few minutes he would walk downstairs, ask for his safe-deposit box, and carry it into one of the walnut-paneled cubicles. There, after placing the long black metal box in the middle of the table, he locked the door, put on his reading glasses, opened the box, and began to examine the stock certificates and bonds.

Each bond and each stock certificate was neatly folded to fit into a business envelope. On each envelope he had listed the contents: the certificate numbers, the number of shares, the date purchased, and the amount paid. On the back of each envelope he had noted the recommendations of his broker to sell or hold, together with the date and the selling price. If he had accepted the broker’s advice and sold a particular security he made a note of this. But he seldom sold anything, because it seemed to him that if one invested in a substantial, well-managed corporation it should almost never become necessary to sell. There would be exceptions, the most prudent investor must be prepared to admit that times change; even so, as he reminded his wife every now and then in order that she should have this principle irrevocably planted in her head by the time of his death, it is better to trade too little than too much.

Frequently while he was looking through his securities – sometimes reading the italicized print which set forth the conditions, but more often gazing at the handsome heavy papers as though they were exhibits in a gallery – he would remember the bad judgment of his father, and a frown of displeasure would crease his face. Several thousand dollars had been wasted on penny gold mines, on the schemes of inventors, and similar speculations. Now there was nothing but one bulky envelope stuffed with these testimonials to folly: certificates of corporations with names like Amazon Bonanza and Del Rio Silver King, and handwritten promises to repay loans. These were folded as his father had folded them many years ago. Most of the companies were defunct and the few that existed could not be found on any exchange, and the men who had promised to repay the money were dead; but it was not much trouble to keep the documents and it might be foolish to destroy them. However, it gave him no pleasure to consider them. They angered him and left him with a feeling of embarrassment for his father’s naïveté.

Otherwise, the fact that his father had left him nothing did not trouble him. An inheritance would have simplified things and it was a shame the money had been squandered; beyond that Mr Bridge seldom thought about it. And in one respect he intended to benefit by the foolishness of his father: he would not repeat his father’s error.

So he bought shares in companies that he considered essential. Metropolitan public utilities seemed the safest because their services were indispensable and their monopoly was guaranteed; but he had also bought into several food and drink corporations with long records of uninterrupted dividends, and he had bought small amounts of somewhat more speculative companies such as American Tobacco and the Union Pacific Railroad. All of these, he thought, were manifestly solid concerns, and during periods of fluctuation on the stock exchange he observed with pleasure and satisfaction the stability of his investments.

He had said to his wife: ‘When the time comes, India, that you are alone, do not sell these stocks. These are sound corporations with fine records and they will not let you down.’

She had promised to keep them and to pass them along to the children.

He had said to her: ‘These securities are worth a nice little sum of money today. They ought to be worth a great deal more in years to come.’

Ordinarily he brought with him the latest issue of the Wall Street Journal and spent some time jotting down current prices on a scratch pad in order to calculate the value of his holdings; then he would consider the provisions of his will and ask himself whether a few changes should be made. At present almost everything had been assigned to his wife, yet perhaps this was not the wisest policy. Might it not be wiser to apportion the stocks: a certain number of shares to each of the children upon his death, the remainder to her. Naturally this would reduce her income, which was most important, but at the same time the children would be given a degree of independence. Thirty shares of American Tobacco, for instance, might be willed to each of the children, thus providing them with a quarterly check. Or the entire Tobacco holding might go to Ruth, an equivalent holding of General Foods to Carolyn, and some shares of Bethlehem Steel to Douglas. Or, because the dividend was liberal, it might be best to leave Bethlehem in the name of Mrs Bridge. Douglas, being young, might be better endowed with a stock that displayed a somewhat more favorable growth pattern. These were things to be considered.

A copy of the will was in the safe-deposit box, and though he knew every word of it he sometimes read it through, searching for possible points of contention. The logic and clarity of the will were pleasing to him; the measured cadence of the sentences he had composed was reassuring, as though the measure of his mind must be respected when it was read aloud at some future date. Often he read to himself particular passages from the will, imagining the delight and surprise with which it would be heard for the first time by his wife and by the children, not merely for the precision of language but because they had no idea of the value of the investments.

Only once had he shown her the contents of the box. Then he had pointed out an envelope containing five one-hundred-dollar bills to be used in case of emergency, and had unfolded a few certificates and gone over them with her so they would seem familiar; but he had minimized the total worth of the documents in the box. Women tended to behave curiously where money was concerned. She was not extravagant, at least she had not been extravagant so far; if anything she was quite the opposite, worrying mildly about the cost of almost everything. Still, change was in the nature of women and no good could come of letting her know his exact worth.

The fact that she knew so little about these securities apparently did not trouble her; since that day she had never inquired, or hinted, or shown the faintest sign of wanting more information. He was puzzled by this. He had expected her to ask a great many questions, but she had merely looked attentive. He suspected she had not understood everything he attempted to explain; he remembered her perfunctory smile and how she nodded each time he paused. But at least she did know of the existence of the box and she knew what was in it.

The children had not yet been informed, although he meant to show them, one at a time, as they grew older. It pleased him to anticipate the time when he could go over all of the securities with the children, pointing out what he had paid for each and comparing this price with the current market value.

So he meditated as he unfolded his certificates, absently gratified by the parchment quality of the paper, and checked them against the notations to make certain everything was in order, and studied the earnings reports, the forecasts, and the dividend news reported in the Journal. Sometimes he would read a market letter or a corporation analysis which he had brought along in his briefcase; but more often he spent these tranquil moments in the basement of the bank examining the handsomely engraved certificates and contemplating the satisfaction they would give after his death.

4 • Two Women

He seldom spoke to his wife about what went on at the office or in court. Before they were married and for a while afterward she had inquired, doing her best to appear interested, trying to comprehend the life he lived apart from her; but he had answered briefly because he knew she did not really care, so that as time went by she asked less and less, and now it had been reduced to a ritual like a fragment excerpted from a play. She would greet him at the door, glance at the briefcase, and put on an expression of dismay or resignation, saying, ‘Now truthfully, Walter, couldn’t whatever it is wait till tomorrow?’ By this she demonstrated her concern for his health and reminded him that he did not need to work such long hours for the family’s benefit. They had plenty of food, a nice house, and money enough to pay the bills. Then he would reply that he was only planning to work a little while after dinner or that he was going to finish a few things which should have been taken care of a week ago, or he might remark that it was Julia’s fault. Julia was to blame for saddling him like a burro with more than he could carry during the day. Then she answered that she was going to call Julia in the morning and tell her to cut down on the amount of work.

This familiar and lifeless scene was not as unnatural as it appeared; after all, he himself did not care what happened at the house during the day. There was no more reason for her to be curious about his work than for him to be concerned with groceries, laundry, getting the children to school, and whatever else she did. Yet it would seem rude, almost brutal, to drop the pretense and admit that neither particularly cared what the other was doing. A display of interest, however shallow, made life easier.

Julia, on the other hand, did not need to pretend. She cared vitally about the progress of each case, and about such things as the rumor that a new federal courthouse might be built; and as the years went by he found that he was discussing these matters as intimately with Julia as he had once imagined he would discuss them with his wife. This, too, he reflected, must not be unnatural; no doubt other men had found themselves living a similarly divided life, involved with two women almost equally.

He was grateful that they got along well together. Julia was quite a pretty young woman, but so far his wife had shown no jealousy. Perhaps she sensed that he was not attracted to Julia, and occasionally he wondered why he was not. Julia’s features were regular and delicate and she had a charming smile. She walked gracefully. Her figure was trim. She never slouched or scratched her head or chewed a pencil. She dressed modestly, as women should, and did not smoke. She was intelligent and clean, and impudent to the point of mild impertinence. She ought to be physically inviting; it was curious that she was not, yet he could feel no desire for her. Somehow the idea of putting his arms around her was disagreeable.

Those evenings when they worked later than usual he drove her home instead of letting her take the bus. She lived in an ugly gray building just off Valentine Road, sharing an apartment with a much older sister who was crippled by arthritis. Each time he drove her there he felt uncomfortable and obscurely guilty, and after watching until she was inside the door he continued toward Mission Hills with a sense of relief. Her misfortune was not his fault. The salary she got was comparable to what she could earn anywhere else, and every few months Mrs Bridge invited her to the house for dinner.

Except for these occasions when he escorted Julia home he seldom thought about her. He did not know whom she was seeing at night, if anybody. He did not care. She might possibly be planning to get married, although she had given no hint of this. If she did decide to marry it would be all right, providing she did not have a baby.

These two women were growing around him like strands of ivy, but the feeling of entanglement was not disturbing; it seemed to him that these persistent female tendrils were supporting and assisting him.

5 • Dinner at Home

Around dinnertime it usually occurred to Mr Bridge that there were, in fact, three women on whom he depended and Harriet was not the least of them. She was such a marvelous cook that he resented the occasions when he and Mrs Bridge were invited out. There were traces of the South in her cooking. Such dishes as jambalaya appeared on the table, and frequently she served barbecued ribs which he loved with a love he held for very few things on earth. She could prepare sugar-cured ham with red-eye gravy far better than any restaurant, and hot biscuits and honey, and turnips which tasted like no other turnips, and candied yams with the flavor of marshmallow. She never used a cookbook. She knew. Sometimes while he was eating he would torment himself by trying to decide whether Harriet or Julia was more indispensable.

Every night he looked forward to his dinner and he was sorry when Thursday came around, which was Harriet’s night off. On Thursday there was apt to be macaroni casserole, or leftovers from Wednesday.

He concealed his dismay at these Thursday suppers, and told himself it was not his wife’s fault if she no longer cooked as well as she did when they were first married; after all, cooking requires practice like everything else, and since Harriet had taken over the kitchen there was not much for Mrs Bridge to do. Once she had been quite good, never in a league with Harriet, but there had been a time when she could make excellent little puddings and special kinds of bread to go with the fried chicken and the pot roast. She could bake an agreeable cherry pie, a rich banana upside-down cake, and crisp tarts, and she knew how to make chili without using too much tomato sauce. He had never been dissatisfied with her cooking – even now it was not bad – but on Thursday nights he could not overcome a sense of weariness as he plunged his fork into the casserole.

6 • The Tip

Each year on their anniversary they went out to dinner. He insisted on this because it was traditional, although he knew she would just as soon stay home. Sometimes they went to the Mission Country Club, sometimes they went downtown to one of the big hotels or to a restaurant they had heard about. One year they decided to try a supper club near the Warwick Theater which the Barrons had recommended, and they were not disappointed. The food was excellent, there was nothing wrong with the service, and the atmosphere was pleasant. After dinner they lingered awhile listening to the music and they got up several times to dance. Then it was time to go home so Mr Bridge signaled for the check. It came to eleven dollars and twenty-five cents. He examined it to be sure they had not been overcharged and that the addition was correct. Then he laid three five-dollar bills on the tray. The waiter, bowing and smiling, inquired in a practiced murmur whether there would be anything else, and Mr Bridge was astounded to realize that he meant to keep all of the money.

‘You will bring me the change,’ he said.

When the change was brought to him he counted it and found that it was correct. He put two dollars into his wallet, twenty-five cents went into his trousers pocket, and he left one dollar and fifty cents on the tray. Then he stood up, the waiter held the chair while Mrs Bridge got to her feet, and they walked out.

As they were driving along Ward Parkway he considered what had happened. He was afraid his wife had been embarrassed.

He said, ‘Maybe I should have let that fellow get away with it. After all, another two dollars wouldn’t break me.’

She replied that she thought he had done exactly the right thing.

‘I’ve had waiters pull that stunt on me before,’ he said, to justify himself. ‘They take advantage of people every chance they get.’

She agreed, and told him about a very similar experience on the Plaza when she was having lunch with Grace Barron.

‘My Lord,’ he muttered, ‘that fellow was hoping for thirty per cent!’

‘He did seem awfully pushy,’ she remarked. ‘Next year we’d better try someplace else.’

7 • No Oil

According to the mileage on the speedometer it was time once again to have the Reo lubricated. The company recommended a lubrication every one thousand miles and he did not like to drive farther than this without having the job done. He suspected it was not necessary quite so often; however, he did not want to take a chance on damaging the motor. The company also recommended a change of oil every thousand miles and he had accepted this without thinking about it, but now the idea began to irritate him: very possibly the auto manufacturers and the petroleum industry were conspiring to sell the public more oil than the cars required. He decided there was no reason to change the oil each time the car was lubricated. As long as the filter was functioning the oil should be all right.

At the garage where he parked he looked around until he located the manager, whose name was Jerry Buckworth. He was wearing his usual blue smock with Jerry stitched in white script above the pocket, but Mr Bridge addressed him formally because he was the manager.

‘Good morning, Mr Buckworth,’ he said.

The manager took the cigar out of his mouth and replied, ‘Good morning, Mr Bridge. What can we do for you?’

‘I would like to have the Reo greased.’

‘When will you need it?’

‘Six would be soon enough. Don’t change the oil.’

‘We’ll have her for you,’ the manager said.

Mr Bridge nodded and walked out of the garage.

That evening when he returned to pick up the car he was met by the manager, who explained apologetically that the oil had been changed.

‘I told you not to,’ said Mr Bridge.

The manager explained that he had forgotten to tell the mechanic.

‘Well,’ Mr Bridge said, ‘I am not going to pay for that oil.’

‘What we can do is this,’ the manager said, ‘we’ll let you have it at cost.’

Mr Bridge shook his head. ‘I intend to pay for the lubrication, nothing more. This mistake is not my fault. I distinctly told you. I will not be charged for something I did not order. I have been parking here for six years and nothing of this sort has happened before. Why does it happen now?’

‘It was our fault,’ the manager said. ‘We’ll take care of it.’

And that was how it ended.

8 • Lester

Whenever he went to the garage to pick up his car it was brought out of the stall by Lester. Lester did not depend on tips for a living. He got a salary, and few of the garage patrons tipped him, but Mr Bridge always handed him fifty cents. Parking cars day after day was not much of a life, and not only was Lester colored, he was cross-eyed. Mr Bridge knew nothing else about him, not even his last name, but he liked Lester and he was sure the garage attendant returned this feeling – which had nothing to do with the fifty cents a day. They could not become more friendly than they were, yet it was a satisfying relationship they had, and Mr Bridge occasionally wondered if there was anything else he could do to make life a little easier for Lester.

One afternoon when he was met by a strange attendant and did not see his friend anywhere he was puzzled. He asked if Lester was sick. The new attendant replied that he had been hired just that morning and did not know.

Mr Bridge pointed to the stall where his car was parked. ‘Get me the blue Reo,’ he said. Then he walked to the cashier’s window, where he saw Mr Buckworth discussing something with the cashier.

‘I notice you have a new man,’ he said. ‘What’s become of Lester?’

‘Lester’s not with us any longer.’

‘Now don’t tell me you fired him!’

The garage manager cleared his throat and looked at Mr Bridge uneasily. ‘They tell us he cut somebody up last night. You know how they are when they get to drinking. Him and some other nigger got in a fight. We don’t know what about. We found out this noon after Lester didn’t show up for work. They got him in city jail.’

‘Great God,’ said Mr Bridge softly.

‘Too bad. Lester was a good worker. He was with us a long while. But I’ll see Bob takes care of you.’

On his way home Mr Bridge tried to believe what he had been told, but not until he saw it in the evening Star, a small article on the fourth page, could he accept it. Lester’s full name was Lester Leroy Titus. He was forty-six years old. He lived in a hotel on Wabash and he was an ex-convict. He had served ten years in Leavenworth prison for armed robbery.

He pointed out the article to his wife and asked if she had seen it. She had not, but after reading it she said, ‘Honestly, there’s so much crime these days.’

He realized that she had not recognized the name so he told her who it was. She often parked in the garage while she was downtown shopping.

‘Oh, my word!’ she exclaimed, drawing back with a shocked expression. ‘Oh, I simply can’t believe it!’

‘I didn’t either.’

‘He seemed so nice.’

‘Yes, he was,’ Mr Bridge said. ‘He certainly was. He was one of the nicest and most dependable Negroes I have ever known.’

‘Do you suppose you could help?’

‘I doubt if I could do much. Apparently he’s got a temper and now he’s got to pay for it. Furthermore, I cannot afford to get mixed up in something like this.’

‘He was always so helpful. It’s such a shame.’

‘Those people!’ Mr Bridge said, shaking his head. ‘Time and time again. If it isn’t a knife, it’s a razor.’

9 • Trouble in the Road Ahead

About a month after Lester dropped from sight Mr Bridge was in his study rewriting a brief when there came a tap at the door. He recognized it – somewhat like the tapping of a bird, very different from the way the children requested admittance – and told his wife to come in. The door opened halfway. She peeped in, afraid that she was disturbing him. He had never been able to get used to this hesitancy; she behaved as though she were interrupting Einstein. He was at work, true enough, and the door had been shut for a purpose, but still she was his wife and if the matter was important enough for her to interrupt him he wished she would do so with more assertion.

He asked what was on her mind, and she replied that it was about Harriet. Harriet had asked for an advance of twenty-five dollars.

He frowned. Borrowing money was a bad policy. He himself had not had to borrow for quite a few years, not since he first went into practice and had no clients. Borrowing was hateful and degrading, and as a rule the people who wanted to borrow money were just too lazy to earn it. In a nation as prosperous as the United States almost anybody who was willing to work should be able to earn enough to live on. Granted, there were bad times and exceptional circumstances. Anyone could have an accident or be struck by a disease. There were unusual cases, true. But as for Harriet wanting to borrow twenty-five dollars before she was entitled to it, that did not sound reasonable. She must have been squandering money.

Why had she asked for this advance?

Mrs Bridge did not know.

What became of last month’s salary?

Mrs Bridge did not know. ‘I agree with you one hundred per cent about borrowing,’ she added, ‘but I do think it would be a good idea if you spoke to her. She’s never asked for an advance before.’

‘I’ll listen to the story,’ he said.

And a few moments later Harriet appeared at the door. He told her to come in, and gestured at the leather couch. She seated herself primly, feet together, hands folded in her lap.

‘Now, what’s all this about wanting to borrow?’

“Well, as a matter of fact,’ said Harriet, “I do wish to request a small sum in advance of my monthly wages. I presume Mrs Bridge has informed you?”

‘She has.’

Then in an obviously rehearsed statement Harriet said, ‘I ought to make plain it is not a life-or-death proposition. It is simply a matter that I have a number of special items of personal nature I wish to purchase between now and next payday. I was hopeful this could be arranged somehow.’

Mr Bridge said, ‘What you do with your money is not my affair, but if you find it necessary to ask for an advance it strikes me that you may not have been handling your money too wisely.’

‘Emergencies do crop up,’ said Harriet.

‘I don’t mind telling you I think it’s a poor policy. Borrowing money is asking for trouble.’

‘I fully agree,’ Harriet said, sounding very much like Mrs Bridge. ‘One can’t help disapproving. However, there is a situation come up the other day which is making life difficult.’

‘Oh?’

‘May I speak frankly?’

‘By all means.’

‘Well, if I may say so frankly, this situation I refer to is dislikable even to mention, so I prefer not to get into detail, if you don’t mind.’

‘Spare me the details. But under the circumstances I think you had better give me at least a general idea of what this is all about.’

Harriet compressed her lips and frowned at the rug. ‘Well, as everybody is aware, I have this relationship with Mr Talbot.’

‘I know nothing whatever about your personal life.’

Harriet was still sitting with her ankles pressed together and hands folded. ‘I am sure you must be acquainted with Mr Talbot. He has come by the house here a number of evenings my night off to pick me up.’

‘Couperin,’ Mr Bridge said. ‘That’s who you mean.’

‘That happens to be Mr Talbot’s first name, yes.’

‘How does he enter into this?’

‘Well, I hate to say so on account of our relationship, but if the truth be known he is responsible. This whole thing is on his account, as you see.’

‘No,’ said Mr Bridge, ‘I don’t see.’

‘I was about to explain. May I speak frankly?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Well, as I was saying, Mr Talbot and I, we have had this relationship when I am off in the evenings for some time now. I forget just how long, except it has been some time.’ She paused and gave him a significant look.

‘Go on.’

‘I was fixing to. Mr Talbot he has this unfortunate problem about money and things of that nature, if you follow me. He got this special difficulty keeping his hand out of other people’s pocket. He has got hisself in trouble with the law on that account, along with one or two gentlemen I could name, although they do say he is getting better about it.’ She pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of her uniform and began fanning herself.

‘He has stolen from you, is that what you are telling me?’

‘Not precisely.’

‘But he has been stealing, has he not?’

‘No sir. His friends they sincerely believes he means to pay back. It is just that some is more impatient than others. There is this one friend of his happens to have this extremely bad nature. According to what they say, he has told Mr Talbot either you gets me that money tomorrow midnight or there is trouble in the road ahead.’

‘When did he say this?’

‘Well, let me think. That must have been about yesterday, as I recall.’

Mr Bridge leaned back in his chair. ‘By midnight tonight, then?’

Harriet nodded miserably.

‘The twenty-five dollars you want to borrow is not for yourself, but for this man you run around with. Is that correct?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘A few minutes ago you told me it was for personal expenses. You told me there were some items you wished to purchase for yourself. Now you give me a different story. Which am I to believe?’

Harriet was busily patting her forehead with the handkerchief.

‘Suppose this twenty-five dollars is not repaid. In your opinion, what will happen?’

‘Well, it does come to a bit more than just that.’

‘More? More, you say? How much more?’

‘Let me think. There is all these claims being made which makes it difficult. However, according to what I hear, it’s likely about a hundred dollars, I believe. Mr Talbot, though, he claims he still got some of it left yet and we feel if there is twenty-five dollars added to what he has not spent that will do for the time being. In fact, he has talked the situation over with this friend of his and that is the idea.’

‘But if neither of you can find the twenty-five dollars?’

‘I just don’t know,’ Harriet said. ‘I just don’t know, Mr Bridge.’

‘Has this man threatened Couperin?’

‘I would call it that, yes. There has been these threats, yes. Quite a few.’

‘Harriet, I don’t mind telling you I don’t like this. I don’t like anything about it. I don’t intend to become involved in it. Surely you can find the money somewhere else.’

‘We done asked. Everybody we know, only nobody don’t help. Everybody tell us the same – don’t want to get theirselves mixed up in nothing.’

‘I don’t blame them.’

Harriet’s eyes were glistening. ‘He promise he won’t never do it again.’

‘I wish I had more confidence in Couperin’s promise. If you want my opinion, you would be better off if you stopped seeing that fellow.’

She buried her face in the handkerchief and wept without making a sound.

‘Borrowing is bad business. You will never get a clearer demonstration of it than you are getting right now. I am sorry, Harriet, but I am not going to lend you the money.’

After she left the study he remained for quite a while in the same position, leaning back in the chair with his chin resting on his fingertips while he thought about the problem; and he thought about Lester, and a number of other experiences with Negroes.

10 • Senator Horton Bailey

Harriet had been putting on an act, he decided, and he suspected he would hear no more about it. Days passed and he became convinced he was right because she went about her duties with no sign of animosity, and on Thursday he noted that Couperin came by for her as usual.

But the problem of debts turned up again after Mrs Bridge remarked while reading the evening paper: ‘I see your friend Horton Bailey is in the news.’

‘Friend?’ he replied, putting stress on the word.

‘Oh, just because you disagree with his politics! Honestly, Walter, what would this country be like if we all agreed upon everything?’

‘His politics are his business. It so happens that I do disagree with the man on that score, but I have other reasons for disliking him. Perfectly valid reasons.’

‘I thought the two of you got along very well. You mention him every once in a while.’

‘I have known the man since the World War but I don’t recall ever saying that he was a friend of mine.’

‘I’m mistaken then,’ Mrs Bridge said. ‘All right, your “acquaintance” Horton Bailey is in the news again. He’s being talked of as a future presidential candidate.’

‘I heard that on the radio.’

‘Apparently a great many people think quite highly of him.’

‘They don’t know him.’

‘Now stop being such a boor,’ she said rather coquettishly. ‘Just what information have you that none of the rest of us have?’

‘For one thing, the man doesn’t pay his debts.’

‘Oh? How do you know?’

‘Because he has never repaid me. That’s how I know.’

‘Horton Bailey owes you money?’

‘Years ago I lent that man five hundred dollars. To this day he has not repaid one cent of it, nor said one word about it.’

‘Really? I had no idea. That’s hard to believe.’

‘Believe it or not, it’s a fact. After the Armistice he came back here and started a men’s clothing store at Ninth and Walnut. There used to be a lunch counter across the street, and I don’t know how many times I saw Horton Bailey sitting at the counter because nobody was in his shop. I gather that he went around trying to borrow from everybody he could think of and finally he got around to me. I never cared for the fellow and I was having a difficult time myself, but he sounded desperate, so I let him have it. That was the last I saw of it.’

‘I’m sure he just forgot,’ said Mrs Bridge.

‘He did not forget. He is a “deadbeat” – that’s what he is.’

‘Now, Walter, you’re not being fair. Have you asked for the money?’

‘No, nor do I intend to. The man is what he is. I happen to know what he is and I want nothing further to do with him. I hope to God such a man never becomes President of the United States. I am no great admirer of Herbert Hoover, but at least Hoover appears to be a man of some personal integrity.’

‘Well, I confess I’m shocked,’ Mrs Bridge said. ‘I can’t believe he would do a thing like that. I really think you ought to mention it. Surely it would be worth knowing whether or not he’s forgotten.’

‘I will not speak to him about it,’ said Mr Bridge. ‘I know the man. I know he is completely unprincipled. He came around begging, and I supposed he would have the decency to repay me when he was able, but I was wrong. He’s no good. He never was any good – he was not even a good businessman – and he never will be any good. I don’t care how many millions of people he is able to persuade, Horton Bailey will never again persuade me of anything. I have already listened to the man once too often. He is a liar and he is a cheat. He belongs in prison. Instead, he is a United States senator.’

‘I wish I’d never mentioned it.’

‘I don’t mind your mentioning it. I’ve never had any reason to tell you how the man swindled me. It’s a thing of the past. I learned my lesson. Beggars are beggars regardless of what else they may be. Since you asked why I didn’t like the fellow, I told you. Furthermore, I suspect I wasn’t the only one he took to the cleaner’s.’

‘It’s a shame,’ Mrs Bridge said as she folded the newspaper. ‘I suppose the best we can hope for is that he’s turned over a new leaf.’

‘When that happens,’ Mr Bridge said, ‘I will be the most surprised man on earth.’

11 • Forgive Us Our Debts

On his way home a few days later, reasonably content with life, as he drove past the Congregational Church he glanced at the sign on the lawn and there he saw spelled out in white block letters for the benefit of anybody who got within a hundred yards of the church the title of Dr Foster’s next sermon: FORGIVE US OUR DEBTS.

He continued driving but he was no longer so content. The sign had reminded him of Horton Bailey. He could not understand how a man could go through life year after year pretending that a debt did not exist. He thought he would not mind so much if Bailey at least had the decency to allude to it; but the senator, on those occasions when they happened to meet, slapped him on the shoulder and pumped his hand and said not a word about the five hundred dollars.

The longer Mr Bridge thought about Horton Bailey the angrier he got. He considered sending a letter requesting payment, perhaps demanding payment. Yet he knew he was not going to do this, he could not do it unless the money was absolutely necessary; and the realization of this made him all the angrier so that by the time he reached home he had ruined his appetite.

12 • Prohibition

When there were guests Mr Bridge went into the kitchen to mix drinks because Harriet did not know how. Carolyn usually followed him to the kitchen and watched while he took the bottles out of the cupboard and measured the liquor. When he had finished he would reach for another glass and look at her inquiringly, and he was always surprised that this did not amuse her. He had played this game with Douglas, who responded by hiccuping and staggering around, and he had teased Ruth, who held out her hand and probably would drink it. But Carolyn’s attitude puzzled him.

One evening when the Arlens and the Lutweilers had been invited to dinner he was measuring gin for the martinis when Carolyn said, ‘Daddy, you’re breaking the law.’ She took a step backward as though she expected him to slap her.

He said after a few moments, ‘No, it is not against the law.’

She walked out of the kitchen. He did not see her again until the next day. Ordinarily she liked to sit around listening to the adult conversation.

He waited for her to bring up the subject again, but she did not. He began to reproach himself because his tone had been sharp and he decided it might be best to have a talk with her, so one night he suggested they go into the study. Obediently she followed him upstairs. He shut the door and sat down at his desk.

‘I wanted to talk to you about Prohibition,’ he said. ‘You remember the evening when Mr and Mrs Lutweiler and Mr and Mrs Arlen were here?’

She nodded.

‘I did not break the law,’ he said, and tapped the desk for emphasis. ‘The Eighteenth Amendment to our Constitution prohibits only the manufacture, sale, and transportation of intoxicating beverages. It does not specifically prohibit the use of such beverages. Now, I am not scolding you,’ he went on. ‘Please don’t misunderstand. This so-called “law” – this amendment to our Constitution – is absurd and it will be repealed before much longer. There’s no doubt about it. This law came into being through the short-sightedness of a few people a good many years ago. Let me explain it this way: Some people became very distressed about public drunkenness, and they were quite right, so they banded together and eventually became powerful enough to force this legislation through Congress. However, they were not wise enough to foresee the consequences. What has happened is that Prohibition has encouraged bootlegging, because you cannot tell people how to live their lives. That is the great danger of government. A certain amount of government is necessary, but Thomas Jefferson was correct in saying that we ought to have as little government as possible. This country at the present time has too much government. The government interferes with the rights and privileges of private citizens. It’s getting worse every year. The labor unions, for example, are forcing more and more people to do whatever the union leaders say they should. This is an example of poor government and the President of the United States does not have sense enough to put a stop to it. These left-wing unions are wrecking our national economy. Lord only knows where it’s going to end. However, to get back to what we were talking about – I don’t approve of bootlegging. I dislike doing business with these people. At the same time, I do enjoy a cocktail before dinner and your mother enjoys a small glass of sherry. You have never known either of us to behave badly after a drink, have you?’

Carolyn sat rigidly on the edge of the couch. She was biting her upper lip. Her face was as hard as the face of a doll. He sighed and leaned back in his chair.

‘You’re acting silly. I don’t expect you to understand this Prohibition nonsense, and since you don’t understand it I don’t think you ought to set yourself up as a judge of anyone’s conduct. Some cranky old men and a bunch of foolish women are responsible for this situation. I don’t know how much longer we will have to put up with it, but until this amendment is repealed I intend to have a drink when I feel the need of one. I work very hard at the office so that you and your mother and brother and sister will have enough to eat and a decent place to live, and a drink now and then relaxes me. There is no harm in it.’

He had explained his position and he knew he was right.

‘Are you disappointed in us?’ he asked. ‘Are you disappointed in your mother because she enjoys a small glass of sherry?’

Carolyn would not respond.

For a long time they confronted each other. Finally the silence became unbearable, so he let her go.

13 • Life Begins at Forty-three

One evening when they had been invited out he decided to wear a suit he had not worn for several months. When he pulled on the trousers they felt tight. He could not understand this because he did not think he had been gaining weight; however, to be sure he walked into the bathroom and stepped on the scale. He peered at the dial and found he weighed no more than usual, perhaps a pound or so, but not enough to make the pants uncomfortable. He took them off and looked at them suspiciously. After a few moments he put them on again. But again they did not fit, so he once more took them off and sat down on the bed to think.

Presently he stood up, holding his pants in one hand, took a deep breath in front of the mirror, and observed his chest and his waist. Naturally one’s body changed shape with the passage of time and he was no longer twenty, but he was not seventy. He could see no change in his body. It had always been a lean body, generally supple and not ungraceful considering its length, never a body that caused women to turn around, yet it was not bad – it was not bad, it was Lincolnesque, he thought, and he felt proud of it. And because it looked the same as always he did not know why his pants would not fit.

He went back to the bed and sat down again.

He thought about the Mission Country Club where he had paid dues for a number of years. He had not used the club very much. There was a swimming pool and he had intended to stop by for a swim after leaving the office; and there were tennis courts and he had thought he would find time for tennis. Then there was the golf course. But he had remained at the office every afternoon until it was too late. That was the way it had been, and the weekends mysteriously slipped away.

He tried to remember the last time he had gone swimming. It had been the year before last, or perhaps the year before that; and he had not once used the tennis courts or the golf course. Occasionally there was a party or an event of some sort, otherwise he almost never visited the club. His wife went more often because her women friends liked to spend afternoons at the pool, and of course as the children grew up they would be using the club facilities, so it was worthwhile to retain the membership. But he ought to be using it himself. Certainly it was his own fault if he did not; he could arrange to leave the office earlier and go for a swim, play tennis, or do whatever else he felt like doing. Yet somehow this was impossible. He knew he could not quit work at three o’clock or four o’clock. Some men did this and he resented the fact that they did; they ought to keep working until five or six.

Mr Bridge frowned at his pants. He lifted them and gave them a shake in case they were getting wrinkled. Then he relapsed into thought.

If it was not feasible to go to the club at least he could do calisthenics in the bedroom. Many people did that, and no doubt it was beneficial. Five or ten minutes every morning ought to produce results. Then, too, it would be easy enough to go for a brisk walk around the block every evening. And downtown there ought to be more walking and less taxi riding.

Mrs Bridge came into the bedroom. She looked at him sitting on the edge of the bed in his shorts with his trousers across his knees.

He said to her: ‘Did you send these to the cleaner’s?’ If she had sent the pants to the cleaner’s they might have shrunk, which of course would explain the situation and make calisthenics unnecessary.

‘I haven’t touched them,’ she said. ‘Do they need to be cleaned?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I was just wondering.’

‘Is a button missing?’

‘No. Nothing’s wrong,’ he said.

Then he put on his trousers for a third time and decided he could get through the evening, which he did; but as soon as he got home he took them off and handed them to her, saying they ought to be let out a little.

14 • Thumper

The children wanted a pet rabbit. Carolyn in particular was pleading for a rabbit. Now Douglas and to some extent Ruth had joined the familiar chorus. A rabbit would not be any trouble, they would take good care of it, feed it, clean the pen every day, and so on and so forth. For a while Mr Bridge avoided saying yes or no and hoped that the clamor would diminish. He was not anxious to have a rabbit around the house. It would get sick and die. Or the children would tire of it, and then what? But Easter was approaching, and he sensed that his wife was on their side, so at last he conceded: he handed her a five-dollar bill and said all right, since a rabbit was what they wanted, get them a rabbit.

Easter morning the children wandered around the house and the yard with little wicker baskets looking for the chocolate eggs Mrs Bridge had bought and for the hard-boiled eggs which they themselves had decorated and which she had hidden. In the garage Carolyn found the rabbit. His pen was an orange crate with a piece of chicken wire across the top and he was nibbling a shred of lettuce when she saw him and let out a screech of pure joy.

They named the rabbit Thumper. He was a healthy, mildly inquisitive, normal rabbit, utterly useless, and they spent the rest of the morning pushing lettuce and carrots at him. Mrs Bridge went around collecting the undiscovered hard-boiled eggs, somewhat puzzled that they had managed to find all of the chocolate eggs. Mr Bridge, after contemplating the children and their rabbit for a few minutes, went back to the house to read the Sunday paper.

But while he was reading the paper he wondered again what would happen. He suspected that the rabbit would catch distemper or pneumonia. The previous Easter the children had begged for some baby chicks, so Mrs Bridge had bought a dozen at the grocery store, but they had not lived long. They were dyed as bright as Japanese lanterns and probably the dye had penetrated the skin. At any rate, they began falling over. All twelve were dead within a week, and he had a persistent feeling that the rabbit was not going to have much better luck.

Thumper expired sooner than he expected. Before noon. Jock, the Sealyham from the next block, came trotting into the garage and was driven mad by the sight and odor of the rabbit. Douglas kicked at the Sealyham and grabbed it by the collar, Ruth swatted it with a broom, Carolyn screamed and ran into the house for help; but by the time Jock was dragged out of the garage the rabbit was almost dead. It lay on the stained and pellet-spotted newspaper and its ribs went up and down like bellows. The water cup had been turned over, the lettuce was scattered. The Sealyham had lunged against the crate so hard that several of the slats were splintered.

The dog had not gotten its teeth into the rabbit, but Mr Bridge, bending down and looking closely at the rabbit’s eye, guessed that death was on the road. Carolyn, weeping, pleaded with him to get a bottle of limewater, for she had heard somewhere that limewater was a sovereign cure for ailing rabbits. But neither limewater, nor any other remedy, would save this Easter bunny.

About thirty minutes later Thumper was dead. Mrs Bridge took the children into the house.

That a creature could die of terror, and nothing except terror, was something Mr Bridge found difficult to believe. Yet this was precisely what had happened. It disgusted him a little. He disliked weakness. He wrapped the carcass in a page of newspaper and threw the bundle in the garbage can. He did not blame the dog, which had acted according to nature. And if the dog had not destroyed the rabbit something else would have gotten it. Pets were difficult to keep in a city. The dog itself had been hit and nearly killed by a car a few months ago.

So be it, he thought, as he put the lid on the garbage can. The day may come when I will wish for a death as painless and quick.

15 • The Dream

Douglas, winking significantly, stood on the roof of the house. Ruth, a black-haired grandmother, lay voluptuously on her back in a garden while thirty or forty children crawled over her body like bugs.

He awoke. His forehead was damp. He felt chilled and sick at his stomach. Trembling, he got out of bed, went into the bathroom, and looked at himself in the mirror. Then he sat on the toilet and held his head in his hands. The dream meant that the children were going to grow up and live as they pleased, leaving him to grow old and die. He tried to recall if Carolyn had appeared in the dream, although that was not important: the inference of two children was enough. He did not want to die and there seemed to be no reason that he must. He was happy, everybody in the family was happy, therefore this life ought to continue indefinitely. Suddenly his heart began flopping back and forth. He could feel it throbbing beneath his ribs like a fish at the end of a line. Protectively he cupped his hands over his heart, expecting a terrible hot stroke. But after a while the violent beating subsided.

He waited a few minutes, then got up and washed his face and remained standing in front of the mirror. He wondered if he ought to wake his wife and have her drive him to the hospital; however, since there was no pain, he decided
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22 • You Don’t Love Me
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