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        Two men, a woman, and young soda jerk find themselves alone in a New York City diner in the wee hours of the night.

      

        

      
        Why are they there? What are they saying? What are they doing?

      

        

      
        The artist Edward Hopper first imagined this scene in 1941. Now comes a story that tells what really happened on that fateful light.
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      Her I. Millers clopped along the sidewalk. She’d paid a mint for them—a whole twenty-five dollars. They were snazzy stompers with heels and straps, and when she’d bought them she imagined herself sitting in nice restaurants drinking shimmering cocktails, not hidden in the closet of such places, checking coats all night.

      She slowed when she reached the diner at the corner of Greenwich Avenue. The place was almost entirely sheathed in glass. A cool, fluorescent triangle jutting onto the sidewalk. Two men sat in inside: a customer and a soda jerk dressed in white. Pale yellow light spilled onto the sidewalk. She knew the place. She had counted on it being open late. She’d be safe here till it was over. At least there would be people. She could chat. Get herself noticed. Make sure someone could say she had been within sight of her apartment building but blocks away when it happened.

      She went in. Nodded to the soda jerk. Nice kid. Hair the color of butter. She’d talked to him plenty of times before. Not much going on upstairs, but he would do. He’d remember the busty woman in the red dress, easy. She put her clutch on the counter, pulled herself onto the stool and ordered coffee. She was starved. You believe that? Working all night in a club but never eating a thing yourself. That was her life.

      “You got roast beef?”

      “Platter or a sandwich?”

      “Sandwich. But is it juicy? Red and juicy’s the way I like it.”

      He made a face toward the swinging door, behind which the cook was clattering dishes.

      “Not exactly red. But we got some good gravy I could get him to put on top. How would that be?”

      It saddened her. Kind of broke her heart. But she said sure. The kid yelled to the cook.

      Funny hat they made the kid wear: all white and sharp corners, as angled as the lapels on his jacket. A uniform smarter than he was. That worried her a bit. Could she count on him remembering her later if the cops asked?

      She needed to make conversation. If not with him, then the guy sitting on the other side of the counter. He was a pale man, working on the blue plate special and drinking nothing more than a glass of water. He had a book with blank pages open in front of him.

      Just what she needed: a bookworm and a kid with a clear head.

      Maybe the bookworm didn’t care for women. He hadn’t looked up when she came in wearing that dress, curves to spare. Not that she had a big head, but who didn’t want another look at her? Every Joe did. That was the problem.

      The world outside the diner windows was getting quieter. Three a.m. The grip of night.

      “How you doing,” she said to the man across the counter.

      He gave her a weak smile. Then drew something in his book.

      
      She’d come home from the office that Friday and stopped by the German’s to pick up some potato salad. People were starting to talk about the deli man, calling him a Hun on account of Hitler, on account of the war they were all probably going to have to join, sooner or later. But the German was always nice to her. Always. Knew she lived in the building next door and advised her on what was nice and fresh.

      As she went up the five flights, she couldn’t help pressing her tongue into the cut inside her mouth. It still hurt.

      Upstairs, Phil lay on the couch in his undershirt. Work boots kicked off. Flecks of dirt scattered across the carpet. His pants damp with sewer water from the knees down. No matter how many times she told him to undress in the kitchen…

      Her jingling key woke him. His eyes were groggy as he came out of it, and he tried not to look her in the eye. Probably still ashamed.

      “I gotta say hi to Johnny,” he said, disappearing into the bathroom.

      Part of her wanted to get undressed, lock herself in the bedroom, lie on the bed, and never come out. But she had less than an hour to eat, dress, and get over to the Martinique. It wasn’t the Stork Club. It wasn’t the Rainbow Room. It wasn’t even an old speak gone straight like the 21 Club. But slinging paper by day and coats by night was the only way she and Phil could make rent on the three-room walkup.

      She changed out of her office clothes and wriggled into the red dress. Checked herself in the mirror as their bedroom filled with late autumn light. The Greek liked her to dress well for the sake of the customers. Keep up appearances. Which was fine. She fussed with her hair and headed for the kitchen.

      When she opened the icebox, she discovered that the little packet of waxed paper, which had held the meat, was gone. Son of a gun.

      “Phil?”

      No answer. Still in the john.

      She’d saved the last bit from their Thursday meal to make sandwiches tonight. She had counted on it all day. The last couple of pieces of bread from the bakery. The potato salad. And a few slices of that red meat. Nothing fancy, but enough to hold her all night and to help him dry out.

      But no. The whole thing was gone. He’d eaten it right out of the paper. The dry, stale bread was still sitting in the bread box.

      She wanted to cry. But something bucked her up. This could be her last night. The end of it all. That thought alone worked the trick. She was smiling when she took him a spoon and the paper carton of potato salad.

      He was sacked out now in the living room. The radio on low, the way he liked it. Some cigarettes on the end table near what was left of his bottle. He’d sit there like that until early morning, when he had to meet his guys on the dig crew.

      His eyes had a sheen to them. Had he cried, thinking of her, feeling ashamed and sorry? Or was it just the booze?

      “Let me see the lip,” he said.

      She pouted for him. Her bottom lip was still slightly puffed.

      “See,” he said, “it’ll be fine. I told you. Just keep putting ice on it. And the eye?”

      She tilted her head to show him. The shiner would get worse. But she’d covered that well with her makeup.

      He hung his head. “Ice isn’t gonna work on that.”

      She waited.

      “Something you’d like to say?”

      “No,” he said. “What do I gotta say?”

      An apology would be nice, she thought. But she was past looking for those. She gestured at the carton. “Nice German potato salad to go with what you already ate. Nice and creamy.”

      “No need. I’m beat.”

      “Why don’t you go to bed? Rest up right.”

      “I will.”

      “Want me to get you a blanket?”

      “Nah. Why you being so nice to me?”

      She wanted to respond—“Because you weren’t so bad, once”—but then got too choked up to form the words.

      She had to just get out. Get to work.

      
      Later that night, when she had a spare moment, she wandered to the back of the club where the Greek’s brother always sat near the bandstand. His overcoat slung over the banquette, a heap of food in front of him. A dark hat that needed brushing still on his head.

      A couple of dead hoofers moved around the dance floor.

      “I thought it through,” she said, as she took his coat and slipped him his ticket.

      She had a little money saved up. Maybe even enough to get to Reno. But if she went to Reno, she wouldn’t get the insurance.

      “I want it done,” she told him. “I just don’t know how I pay you. Short of money, I don’t know what else you want.”

      She knew exactly what he wanted and she figured she’d let him have it when the time came.

      The Greek’s brother was tearing a roast chicken apart with his hands. “Is he there now?” He had a grain of greasy, orange rice stuck to the side of his mouth. “Good. Then listen to me. Tonight, when you get off, find someplace that’s open all night. Tip well, get noticed. That’s easy for you.”

      “Benny, will it hurt?”

      The band was playing Glenn Miller. “In the Mood.”

      “It’ll be like an accident. That’s all you have to know.”

      
      As she sat eating, she thought, the thing of it is, I have a nice life. She liked the day job uptown. She was proud that she could turn out clean reports without a single mistake. They liked her too. And if they promoted her to office manager, she’d be able to drop the nightclub and get some sleep for a change. She only kept the Martinique gig to make ends meet because he pissed away every paycheck.

      Yeah—a nice life if it weren’t for him.

      She’d grown accustomed to the city. It wasn’t so bad, really. She liked her neighborhood. Liked the little shops and lively clubs more than she’d ever admit to the dregs of her family back home.

      She liked the apartment too, especially the way she’d fixed it up when they moved in. She’d stripped the windows, repainted the trim and hung nice curtains on them which she’d made herself. The bedroom was so small that they had had to push the bed against the window. Having the bed against the window had its advantages. For one thing, she could see down into the landlord’s yard, where nothing grew but tall grass and a single tree. Once, he’d let her sit for a while on the swing back there. Nice, hanging there above the grass.

      The tree was an apple. She knew that because at the end of the first summer they’d lived there, the fruit started dropping. Scared her half to death. But now she liked the idea of drifting to sleep to the sound of
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