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Alfred Hayes was born into a Jewish family in Whitechapel, London in 1911. A few years later, the family moved to New York, where Hayes grew up, went to college and subsequently worked as a reporter and broadcaster. He also began to write verse, including the poem ‘I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night’, which was later set to music and became a hit for Joan Baez. When the war broke out, Hayes joined the US army and left for Europe. Staying on in Rome after the end of the conflict, he became involved in the neo-realist film movement and worked on the scripts of several classics, including Roberto Rossellini’s Paisà (1946) and Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves (1948). Rome was also the backdrop for his first two published novels, All Thy Conquests (1946) and The Girl on the Via Flaminia (1949). In the late 1940s, Hayes moved to Hollywood and worked in the movie business as a screenwriter. His scriptwriting credits include the films Clash by Night, The Lusty Men and A Hatful of Rain, as well as The Twilight Zone and Alfred Hitchcock Presents for television. He was nominated for two Academy Awards, first for Paisà and later for Teresa (1951). In 1953, his great novel In Love appeared and was widely praised by such influential figures as Antonia White, Elizabeth Bowen, Stevie Smith and Julian Maclaren-Ross. In total, Hayes wrote seven novels, including My Face for the World to See (1958) and The End of Me (1968). He died in 1985.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


1

It was a party that had lasted too long; and tired of the voices, a little too animated, and the liquor, a little too available, and thinking it would be nice to be alone, thinking I’d escape, for a brief interval, those smiles which pinned you against the piano or those questions which trapped you wriggling in a chair, I went out to look at the ocean.

There it was, exactly as advertised, a dark and heavy swell, and far out the lights of some delayed ship moving slowly south. I stared at the water, across a frontier of a kind, while behind me, from the brightly lit room with its bamboo bar and its bamboo furniture, the voices, detailing a triumph or recounting a joke, of those people who were not entirely strangers and not exactly friends, continued. It seemed silly to stay, tired as I was and the party dying; it seemed silly to go, with nothing home but an empty house.

Below me, there was the beach; and now a girl came out of one of the bedrooms downstairs, dressed in a pair of shorts and a basque shirt, with a yachting cap on her head, and carrying in her hand a cocktail glass. She moved carefully and gaily out over the sand, balancing the glass, with the store-bought captain’s hat on her dark hair, and I could see her in the light coming from the house. Her legs had, in the very tight shorts, and in the darkness, a special whiteness. She went down to the edge of the surf and very deliberately there took a long drink from the glass and cocked her head a little to look at the stars. It made quite a picture: the sea, the shorts, the cocktail, and I assumed she was perfectly aware of the composition; but then, so was I, lingering out here on the porch, smoking a carefully meditative cigarette. I thought I’d seen her before somewhere: at least I’d seen the white legs, the long hair, the jaunty cap before; posed, sometimes, against the sail of a sloop at Balboa on a crowded weekend, or sitting up on a stool at the bar about four o’clock in the afternoon at Ocean House, if you were a member and had a cabana, and the odds were she wasn’t. She’d been invited there, to Ocean House, as she’d been invited aboard that sloop in Balboa, and not usually alone; usually, there were three or four other girls, whose legs were equally long, and whose hair curled at the shoulders just so. I couldn’t see her face, but it didn’t matter: I was sure who she was, more or less, and I was sure she was experiencing, out there, with the water curled about her ankles, some divine rapport with the sea. Then, holding the glass, as though she were holding a chalice of some kind, in a private ceremony, she began to walk into the ocean. Her legs glimmered a little in the darkness. She paused to drink again, deliberately, from the glass, and then the undertow did something to the sand she was on and she fell. That delighted me. The little rump was now thoroughly wet, and the yachting cap was off her head. She stood up, confronting the Pacific, not making now quite the fascinating silhouette she had presented to the indifferent sky a few minutes before. She looked now a thoroughly discomfited nymph. I leaned down, my elbows on the railing of the small porch, enjoying her disaster. I was somewhat sick of all of them: their casual denims, and beachcombing sneakers, and t-shirts; their ginghams and halters and sandals; their candors and all their sunburned charms.

The girl wavered a little now, with the cap gone and the cocktail glass at sea, and then she began to walk deeper into the ocean. She was pushing out into the water now, and she evidently wasn’t, as I had thought, wading. A big breaker came in and she went under. She really went under. I shouted something and jumped off the porch.
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On the sand she coughed and tried to retch. Saliva hung out of her mouth, and there was seaweed clinging to her legs. She kept trying to speak. They’d come out of the house now, and I kept her down on the sand with difficulty and I straddled her and tried to pump the water out. I felt rather silly, and the position was obscene, and the damn sand was all over my slacks, and then the two cocker spaniels started to bark thinking it was some sort of game. Finally, she vomited. It all came up, the salt water and the gin and the food she’d had, a mess. She wasn’t pretty at all. It was a nuisance, and ugly. Of course, the dogs had to come over and smell it.

But at least she could breathe now; or rather, wheeze.

They wrapped her in blankets and took her into the house and put her close to the fire and gave her a cup of hot coffee. Nobody seemed too intensely upset. I got the impression they more or less expected climaxes like these at the parties they gave.

‘Who brought her?’

‘Benson, wasn’t it? She’s going to taste salty for a week.’

‘Somebody ought to put a picket fence around that ocean. It’s a public menace.’

‘Look at the poor thing shiver.’

‘Shut those dogs up.’

She looked like a little girl now, the face washed of all color. She was shivering uncontrollably; and she crouched in front of the fire, with the blanket about her, as though waiting to be scolded, and waiting to be punished. I felt sorry for her, and obscurely annoyed; besides, I hadn’t been conveniently wearing shorts. I said to Charlie: ‘Christ, when you do invite me to a party, this happens.’

He shook his head. ‘A kid like that. She’s probably been at the martinis too much.’

‘Sure.’

‘They just don’t know how to drink.’

‘Next party you invite me to, I’ll carry a respirator.’

I went upstairs to borrow a pair of Charlie’s pants and a sweatshirt to drive home in.
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Home was an apartment I’d rented on the boulevard. It wasn’t bad: a little too bridal, perhaps; the girl I’d taken it from had gone off to Europe to forget an unsuccessful marriage which had been followed by an apparently unsuccessful divorce. The apartment was something she’d put together between husbands, and it was, in a way, quite a little love nest. There was a small bar off the living room with two upholstered bar stools, and on the wall over the bar there were large bullfight posters she’d brought back with her from Mexico City. I gathered it was in Mexico City the marriage had been unsuccessful, and that the husband she had gone to Europe to forget had been a Mexican. She had implied that the husband hadn’t quite forgiven her for being a gringa, and in Mexico was rather ashamed of having an American for a wife, despite all the efforts she had made to conform to his idea of what a wife, married to a Mexican, should be. It was apparently, from what she had told me, a love affair that had been quite exciting in the States, and a complete failure in Mexico City. At any rate, she’d set the apartment up, cozy and excessively frilled, and had done the bedroom all in white, a white chenille spread and white curtains and even the alarm clock white, and fixed the bar up, with the bullfight pictures and tiny Chianti bottles in their wicker skirts hanging from the molding below the ceiling, and a couch with a great many cushions apparently to lie down on when the bar stools became uncomfortable, and she tried to forget the marriage as well as the divorce. But from the evidence it hadn’t worked, despite the décor and the lavishly bridal effect she gave the apartment, so she’d gone off to Europe with six months’ rent I’d given her in advance, and now I slept in the bed she’d probably had great hopes of. One of the additional imaginative touches she’d given the place was to thrust into the bull’s hump on the poster directly over the bar two banderillas which were sustained by nearly invisible threads from the ceiling. It made, all in all, for quite picturesque living, the bridal business in the bedroom and the lithographed bulls with those poniards sticking out of them off the living room, and the nearly complete collection of cold creams and deodorants in the medicine cabinet. It had, though, the disadvantage of striking me, when I was in a bad mood, as murderously cute, and of, now and then, urging me to reconstruct those inevitable scenes which must have transpired when my landlady had tried desperately to get over her marital sorrows. The walls of the apartment weren’t precisely thick: I could hear the couple upstairs, a thin angular Russian who was the maître d’ at a balalaika restaurant and who had a wife with immense gold hoops in her ears; or the publicity man next door, in front of whose apartment an alarming pile of unread newspapers had a tendency to collect; and in the rear, two girls, both blonde, both fresh-looking, who worked in an aircraft factory and shared a place together. These composed the tenants I was able to glimpse now and then. I never did find out who the other inhabitants of the building were; I could hear fragments of them; their ice cubes clinking, the exhausts of their cars, or, late at night, a more or less casual goddamn as somebody broke something. They weren’t particularly evasive, nor did they make any particular effort to seclude themselves: there was just something invisible, I found, about everybody who lived in the town.
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I took a hot shower and went to bed. Occasionally, a car went by in the street; occasionally, there was the sound of a bird in a tree. I did not feel, in the darkness, lost or in despair or even unhappy. My throat burned a little, but that was because I smoked too much: it seemed somewhat ironic to have only that as a concern lying there in the darkness. I’d been coming here now, to this place, off and on for about five years. I’d work for a few months at one of the studios and then I’d go back to New York. It was not a disadvantageous arrangement. I did not feel, or at least I did not think I felt, superior to the things which concerned these people here. At this very moment, the town was full of people lying in bed thinking with an intense, an inexhaustible, an almost raging passion of becoming famous if they weren’t already famous, and even more famous if they were; or of becoming wealthy if they weren’t already wealthy, or wealthier if they were; or powerful if they weren’t powerful now, and more powerful if they already were. There were times when the intensity with which they wanted these things impressed me. There was even, at times, a certain legitimacy to their desires. But it seemed to me, or at least it had seemed to me in the few years I had been coming and going from this town, there was something finally ludicrous, finally unimpressive about even the people who had all the things so coveted by all the people who did not have them. It was difficult to say why. It might have been only a private blindness, a private indifference which prevented me from seeing how gratifying the possession of power or the possession of fame could be. Whatever money did, it didn’t do the things it was popularly supposed to do, and I thought I could speak with a certain minor authority on the matter because now for several months a year I earned a salary somewhat in excess of what they paid an aged vice-president of a respectable bank. I no longer spoke with the suspect voice of poverty. My hostility, if there was still hostility in me toward the rich, now seemed to flow from another source: a feeling, not quite identifiable, that there was something sinister about the way these people lived. But then, how could this life possibly be sinister? What harm could there be in the Braque bought in an art shop in Paris and now featured over the low couch against the pale wall? What danger could accrue from the immense albums of records stored in the living room or the den with the brick fireplace and the spotless desk? Why should it strike me darkly that a huge refrigerator, with Coca-Cola perpetually on ice, and grapes kept perfectly cold by a servant, stood on the patio beside the thirty-foot pool? Why did I persist in reacting so oddly to all their comforts, their acquisitions, their rarities, their cool, large and enviable homes? The fault, most likely, was in myself; they weren’t, perhaps, sinister at all. It was only a kind of voracity which struck me so, an insatiety that gave off, perhaps, a slight aura of the sinister. Well, I wasn’t going to be eaten, too. My head, on a platter at La Rue’s; my kidneys, in a pie, at Chasen’s.

Besides, I had an idea they’d find me indigestible: at least, so I hoped. But one had to be careful. One had to be exceedingly careful. They’d have you skewered and barbecued and on a dish in no time at all if you weren’t careful.

Meanwhile, outside, in the absurdly semitropical night, the geraniums grew. Snails, with their tiny horns, inched down the concrete driveways. Banana trees flourished at the edge of parking lots, and there were lovebirds, paired, in those garages renovated into bachelor quarters in the small canyons where, even now, bobcats came down to feed, and raccoons investigated the garbage pails.

I thought of my wife. She was at a distance. The distance was in itself beneficial. I supposed I was being again uncharitable. She was what she was: I was what I was. That, when you came down to it, was the most intolerable thing of all. If only she weren’t, now and then, what she was, always. If she’d let up a little or knock it off a little or hang it out for a good airing once in a little while. God, marriage. No: it wasn’t marriage. There wasn’t, even on close examination, any other available institution you could substitute. There seemed to be nothing but marriage, when you thought of it, and when you thought of it, my God, was that all there was? That, and raising a family. That, and earning a living. That, and calling the undertaker.

She’d wanted to come out here this time: I’d persuaded her not to. There had been difficulty with the persuasion. She didn’t much like the idea of my going off alone for the four months. She liked it less each time I went. The necessity for my going off alone was becoming, with the years, increasingly subtle. Now she had come to a point where she rarely argued the complicated reasons for my going; she’d become increasingly aggressive, now. I supposed somebody had told her to assert herself, somebody had suggested she ought to share my life, and the trips I took, which I only rarely took. Nevertheless, I’d managed, once more, to go off alone.

Alone; it was the one active passion I had left now, the only real obsession. I had acquired, I hoped, with the passage of the years, the bad years, a measure of patience, and I thought of myself as being somewhat tight-mouthed, and even persevering, virtues I had always so conspicuously lacked, and I thought the time was at last gone when I had exhausted myself with futile rebellions. The rebellions seemed now, from this cool distance, this slight eminence I had achieved, silly and wasteful, and it was cunning that now struck me as the valuable quality to have, the distinctive characteristic. There had been so much blind impetuosity in the past; there had been so many indiscriminate wounds inflicted; I had lacerated myself as well as others so unhappily so many times. Now I fought, or it seemed to me I was fighting, a much sounder although a much more limited and more circumspect war: it consisted mostly of careful withdrawals, of very conscious retreats.

I was almost asleep when I realized with a start that the cigarette had fallen out of my hand. The blanket was beginning to smolder. It was the third time this week it had happened. I put the cigarette out carefully in the ashtray beside the bed. The bird continued to call quite clearly in the darkness. I was glad that I was alone, that the other half of the bed was unoccupied, that the bird was calling, that when I awoke the apartment would be as quiet as it was now. There was, for a moment, a fleeting reluctance to fall asleep again, an odd sort of fear of sleep. I supposed it was
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