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I to my perils

   Of cheat and charmer

   Came clad in armour

    By stars benign.

Hope lies to mortals

   And most believe her,

   But man’s deceiver

    Was never mine.

The thoughts of others

   Were light and fleeting,

   Of lovers’ meeting

    Or luck or fame.

Mine were of trouble,

   And mine were steady,

   So I was ready

    When trouble came.

— A. E. HOUSMAN
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[1951]

The band launched into an old swing tune and the other couples fell away, clearing the floor for Jake and Dinah Lasker, who were dancing with tremendous rhythm and style. Tall and broad-shouldered, his thinning hair black and wavy, Jake led smoothly, his timing practiced and understated as he released his wife in an outward spin and then snapped her back toward him in an inward spiral. Under her flaring green satin dress, Dinah’s legs were what any dance director would have considered professionally great—long and well proportioned, with slender, graceful ankles. She wasn’t otherwise especially beautiful, at least not by the impossible standards of the motion picture industry, but she was a comely woman, with regular features and warm, guileless eyes. She wore her brown hair in a pageboy, with a side wave swept up and locked into place with a simple gold barrette. Had she been two inches taller, she could easily have had a career as a model; good clothes looked wonderful on her, and she danced with the same naturalness and trust in her body with which she walked and gestured.

After a wave of applause, Irv Engel, the tuxedoed president and head of production at Marathon Pictures, returned the baton to its rightful owner and beckoned the Laskers to join him. Engel was strikingly tall and thin, round-shouldered, with transparent eyeglass frames and, at the moment, a big horsy smile that seemed inconsistent with his furrow-browed demeanor at the studio. “God, it’s fun watching you two dance,” he remarked, as he clamped his long arms around both Dinah’s and Jake’s shoulders and steered them from one table to the next, each with a pink damask tablecloth and napkins, heavy silver, and gardenias afloat in a crystal bowl from whose center rose a small flickering candle. It was early summer and, like most Southern California evenings at this time of year, fragrant with ocean air, pine trees, and night-blooming jasmine.

It seemed to Dinah that Irv was unusually attentive tonight, flattering her in front of all the guests, oohing and aahing about her great legs, and going on and on about her as a paragon of Hollywood wifeliness. Nevertheless she hung back, keeping her eyes on Jake, wanting the night’s glory to be completely his. She took in the sound of voices low in conversation, the gusts of sudden, often profane laughter, and the familiar scents—perfume and coffee and cigarette smoke, brandy and cigars. Finally, seeing an opportunity, she slipped away from Irv and her husband and headed toward a round table otherwise deserted except for a lone woman who was staring out in unfathomable melancholy at the turquoise depths of the swimming pool.

As Dinah swept the folds of her dress to one side, let her satin high heels drop to the terra-cotta tiles, and put her stocking feet up on the empty chair beside her, the woman, a small blonde, glanced at her with interest. “My, my, Dinah, you and Jake certainly look good on the dance floor.”

“Thanks, Anya,” Dinah gasped. “But I forgot I was wearing high heels. I damn near k-k-k-killed myself.”

“The two of you have such style together. It’s a pleasure to watch.”

“We’re having such a good time tonight, Anya. It’s a wonderful p-p-p—Jesus, I can dance but I can’t say this word!” She screwed up her eyes with effort and tried again. “P-p-p-party. There. I got it out.”

Dinah withdrew a Camel from a pack inside the beaded cigarette case in her black satin clutch, pausing for a moment, as if she had seen something unexpected inside the bag. Dinah was always conscious of her stutter around Anya Engel, and always uncomfortable, no doubt because Anya herself had a most peculiar problem. Although she had well-formed, delicate features, her mouth was twisted to the side of her face, and looked like a porthole, through which words were issued with a muffled precision—the result, Dinah had heard, of a sudden stroke after childbirth from which Anya had all but completely recovered, except for this single affliction. Dinah had learned early in life never to avoid mentioning her stutter. Consequently, her patience with people who kept silent about their so-called defects, imperfections, or handicaps had its limits, and in all the years Dinah had known her, Anya Engel had never once mentioned hers. Dinah would have liked her better if she had, but from the beginning she had regarded the wife of her husband’s boss as an East Coast snob who considered her an uneducated shiksa, a nobody from nowhere whose great legs were an enviable but nevertheless suspicious sign of her lumpen origins. Anya Engel had always let it be known that she was a Radcliffe graduate and an artist, aloof from and superior to the movie business. During the many evenings the Laskers had been guests at the Engels’ Pacific Palisades hacienda, Anya had often disappeared after dinner without explanation, and on weekends at their Palm Springs “compound,” as Irv called it, Irv talked movies and politics with Jake, Dinah knitted sweaters, and Anya stood at an easel set well apart from the conversation, painting landscapes of the mountains and the desert and correcting Jake’s pronunciation when he complimented her on her “fauve” palette.

Dinah was perfectly clear about one thing. This was not the night for a heart-to-heart about the trials of having flaws in a town that worshiped physical perfection. Tonight belonged to Jake. The Engels were giving this party to honor the thirty-nine-year-old producer-writer-director, the huge success of his recent picture, Cousin Jonnycake, and the three-picture deal that Jake had signed earlier in the week. And so Dinah had to make conversation with Anya, never an easy thing to do.

“Do you and Irv like to dance?”

“Well, we never had much of a chance. He was always the bandleader, so I danced with the other fellows. And he hated that.” She smiled, and Dinah thought, She’s telling me how much her husband loves her. “It’s how we became engaged,” Anya continued. “ ‘Just so they know you’re taken,’ he used to say.”

“Cute,” said Dinah. “Very c-c-c-cute.” She glanced at the large square diamond next to Anya’s wedding band. Imagine being able to afford a rock like that during the Depression, she said to herself—not for the first time, either.

“Tell me, Dinah, what do you hear from Veevi these days?”

“She’s fine,” she said, surprised. She had not been thinking about her sister.

“Beautiful girl. Really,” Anya went on, “the most beautiful creature I ever saw.”

“It’s true,” Dinah readily agreed. “When people see her for the first time, it’s as if they’ve been thrown from a horse. Knocks the breath right out of them.”

“It must have been hard for you.”

Dinah looked straight at Anya with her large brown eyes. “Hard? How so?” She knew perfectly well what Anya meant. This is why I can’t stand her, she said to herself. She does it every time; she reminds me of the old days, the awful nothing days.

“Well, if I had a sister who was the most beautiful girl in the world …”

“Oh, I think I’ve managed pretty well,” Dinah said, lighting a cigarette, her voice brittle.

“Of course, I don’t know about you,” Anya said carefully, “but it was certainly hard for me. Coming out here right after we were married and finding everyone in Irv’s family positively smitten with her. I remember Lionel and Edy sent a car for us and we drove up to the house, and they were all there to meet us, and there was Irv’s poor brother Talcott, standing there with his arm around a girl dressed in a dirndl. She had the most stunning face I’ve ever seen. Don’t think I didn’t see Irv’s jaw drop. He moped around the house, took long drives by himself, could barely look at me. Imagine, me a new bride, and I come out here, and suddenly he’s got this enormous crush on Veevi.”

“Well, he wasn’t the only one,” Dinah said. “Every writer in Hollywood was cr-cr-cr-cr-crazy about her.”

“But I said to him,” Anya continued, “ ‘Look here, if you don’t snap out of it I’m going right back home to New York, and I mean tonight.’ ” She laughed. “That did it.”

“I guess it worked,” Dinah said. “But she did have that effect on people.”

“She certainly did.” Anya reached across the table and patted Dinah’s hand. “I remember so well what you were like all those years ago. It wasn’t easy for you, dear, and I’m so glad to see you … finally getting … well, you know, what you deserve,” she said, the words coming thickly but distinctly through the moist porthole.

“Thank you, Anya,” Dinah said, withdrawing her hand. She understood now. Anya was reminding her, on this night of Jake’s triumph, of the days when Dinah wasn’t Mrs. Jake Lasker but just Veevi Milligan’s older, not-quite-beautiful sister, a poor, unmarried secretary working for an oil company. What business was it of Anya’s to keep watch over her life and bring up that miserable past? What are you, she wanted to say, my fucking biographer? She wanted to strike back, say something coarse and cruel—How do you manage to go down on Irv with that thing? But of course she said nothing of the kind.

“Is Veevi still married to Michael Albrecht?”

“St-St-St-Still? Yes, of course.”

“That must be some marriage—the most beautiful girl in the world and the most talented man of our time. I’ve read all his novels. He won’t let Irv option any of them. Imagine,” Anya sneered, “someone brave enough to turn his back on this town! Does he love her very much? Is she divinely happy?”

“Divinely,” Dinah said, and grasped at once that Anya was not divinely happy, whatever else she may have been. “She’s divinely, magnificently, sp-sp-spectacularly happy, in Paris, away from Hollywood.” Yes, she told herself, that’s what it is. Anya wants Europe, and she’s stuck here in L.A. She smiled. “Excuse me, dear,” she said, standing up and sliding her feet into her heels. “I’m off to the powder room.”

Anya Engel’s dark eyes, vivid and alive in her tortured little face, became dreamy. “How I’d love to live in Paris.” She sat back in her chair and looked out over the swimming pool. “She’d be a fool ever to come back here.”

“Oh, but I don’t think she ever will. She hates this t-t-t-t-town even more than you do,” said Dinah, leaving Anya sitting by herself, with something inconsolable in her expression.

Inside the house, a Negro maid wearing a black uniform and a starched white organdy apron and cap led Dinah to the powder suite, where she stretched out on a chaise longue after asking for aspirin and water. Her head throbbed, and she dug her knuckles into her temples. Her breathing was rapid, and the light hurt her eyes. She had a horrible taste in her mouth.

After the maid returned, and again disappeared, Dinah lay back, waiting for the aspirin to start working. Suddenly she sat up, opened her black clutch, and withdrew a folded piece of pink paper. She read what was written on it, and quickly put it back in her bag.
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Earlier that day, Dinah had been sitting in the breakfast room watching the bulldozer scoop gigantic mouthfuls of earth out of what, until only a few days before, had been a formal English garden with a brick retaining wall and a stone lion’s head that gushed a stream of water into a small oval pool. A crew had invaded and ravaged the clipped box hedges and the beds of flowers—snapdragons, asters, pansies, chrysanthemums—that Dinah had lovingly tended since she and Jake had moved into the house the year before. Her dismay growing, she watched as the orange and lemon trees were ripped out by the roots and promptly thrown into the incinerator. In their place rose heaps of black dirt beside a big rectangular hole that grew bigger and deeper every day. Dinah didn’t like to swim. When she was twelve, her father, who had promised to teach her how to swim, tossed her off a pier into the too-deep waters of Lake Arrowhead. Somehow she had managed not to drown, but she had feared the water ever since. Once it became clear that Cousin Jonnycake was going to be a hit, however, Jake had insisted on putting in a pool. He’d been sent to camp every summer on Lake Michigan and, later, had been a member of the swim team at the University of Chicago. Though the war in Korea had made it much more expensive to buy concrete and tiles, he was going to have his pool.

Most of the year, it was light and sunny in the breakfast room, but in June the morning fog almost never burned off until lunchtime, and a gray glare hovered outside the window. It depressed her, reminding her of the Pittsburgh of her earliest memories—humid summer days, damp winter twilights, chapped, frozen upper lips, she and her sister keeping each other awake all night with whooping cough, their chests smeared with foul-smelling mustard plasters. This descent into the past—the only thing that threatened her contented daily routine—was halted when the doors separating the breakfast room from the kitchen swung open and Gussie Crittenden, the Laskers’ Negro housekeeper, chanting “Coming through,” flew in to set down the day’s mail on the black-and-white marble lazy Susan, and flew out again, too busy to hear Dinah’s thank-you.

The mail wasn’t particularly interesting—the trades, a large manila envelope from the business manager with checks to sign, a ballot for Jake from the Screenwriters Guild. For her father there were two items—an envelope from his Masonic Lodge and a blue tissue-paper-thin airmail letter from Veevi. Dinah would keep both of them in a kitchen drawer, along with the rest of his accumulated mail, until the next time his Airstream pulled into the driveway, and there was no telling when that would be. God only knew what wilderness he’d taken off to—Death Valley, maybe, or Yosemite, or redwood country. He would disappear for months on end, send a postcard with two lines, and then show up without warning, in a worn denim shirt, dusty hiking boots, suspenders, and an old canvas hat. The next morning he would come into the kitchen all dressed up in the same dark blue woolen pin-striped suit he had worn on the train to California in January 1922, take his mail out to the garden, and commence the solemn ritual of reading the letters his younger daughter, Veevi, had written him from Paris.

Dinah was planning to pick up Peter and Lorna from school that afternoon and take them into Beverly Hills to shop for camp clothes, but as she wrote out her list in shorthand, she paused from time to time to stare at the tight buds on the camellia bushes outside. During a brief respite from the din of the bulldozer, she heard the front doorbell and shouted to Gussie to please get it. “If it’s the Fuller Brush man again,” she said, “tell him to forget it. I’ve told him three times already I’ve finished p-p-p-painting the rooms upstairs.”

Gussie rushed through the breakfast room toward the front door and returned in a moment. “Mrs. Lasker,” she said uneasily, “there’s a man at the door says he got to see you personally. He done refused to tell me his name and I don’t know what he wants. I best be coming with you to the door.”

“Thanks, Gus,” Dinah said, reluctantly getting up. “It’s just one of those p-p-p-pain-in-the-ass real estate guys. I’ll get rid of him.” At least once or twice a week people came to the door to ask if she had plans to put the house on the market. Again because of the war, construction materials were nowhere to be found, people weren’t building, and good houses were at a premium.

When she opened the front door the man she saw was a stranger. He was wearing a light gray hat, his white shirtsleeves were rolled up, and he was holding his jacket over his shoulder. He quickly scanned her face with impassive eyes, one of them squinting to avoid the smoke that curled up from the cigarette that he removed from the thin line of his lips. “Are you Dinah Milligan Lasker?”

“Yes, I am,” she said, and in that instant he shoved an envelope at her. “You are hereby served.” Tossing his still-burning cigarette into one of the rosebushes behind the box hedge, he turned aside and walked quickly along the redbrick path to the driveway. She stood there, paralyzed and blinking, as he drove off in a black sedan. The whole encounter had taken less than a minute.

[image: ]

How on earth, she wondered now, as the aspirin eased her headache, had she managed to dance with Irv and Jake or down even one glass of champagne? More astonishing still was how she, who was almost constitutionally unable to keep a secret from Jake, hadn’t said a word to him when he came home from the studio late that afternoon, elated, expansive, joking with the guys on the pool crew, playing a brief game of catch with Peter, then thumping upstairs and locking the bedroom door, grabbing her by the crotch and steering her to his bed, where he insisted on some highly athletic pre-party efforts at starting the first of the three new babies (one per picture) he’d promised her in light of his newly secure situation at Marathon. After their lovemaking, while she raised her legs and rested them against the bedroom wall, he had fallen into a deep sleep with the bedspread pulled high over his head. When she woke him up to get ready for the evening, he asked her to keep him company. So after her shower, dressed in a light blue bathrobe, she went through his dressing corridor and the extra bedroom he used as an office to his bathroom, announcing her presence with “ ‘Here I am, all freshly b-b-b-bathed and scented,’ ” in imitation of Jessica Tandy’s soft southern accent, and perched herself on the closed toilet seat. She sipped Scotch on the rocks and smoked a cigarette while he regaled her with the dirty lyrics he had written to “It Could Happen to You,” which he crooned in a Yiddish accent. She watched him shave and breathed in the scent of Yardley’s gooey green brilliantine, which he slicked on over his thinning hair, and broke up when he grabbed the Oscar from the shelf he’d had installed for it and kissed it on the mouth. Later, when she came downstairs, hair, clothes, and makeup in place, she found him sitting at the kitchen table with Gussie and the kids, stealing bites from their Gussie Fried Chicken and Gussie Sugar Rice and telling them about plans for his next movie—the locations he would use, the visits to the set he would arrange for them, the movie stars they were going to meet.

She had said nothing during the long drive out Sunset to the Palisades, nothing throughout the long glittering evening, the smiles, the hugs, the jokes, the congratulations, the dinner, and the dancing. Her head was still throbbing, but it was time to go back to the party. Standing before the mirror and applying bright red arcs of lipstick to her full mouth, she looked hard at herself and adjusted her expression until it became the smooth empty plate of a party face, then she pressed a handkerchief between her lips, blotting the fresh lipstick, snapped her clutch, and went back to the Engels’ patio. Anya had disappeared from the table and, it seemed, from the party itself. Dinah wasn’t surprised; Anya hardly ever lasted out a whole evening.
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The party was still going on at one. Enchanted by the spring air, the guests danced on and on, and told stories and forgot that the maid was asleep in the den, her aching feet propped up on the ottoman, and the TV long since gone to snow, while the children threw off blankets, and the neighborhood cats prowled through the ivy, searching for mice and momentarily stopping the cricket song.

Eventually, however, the band stopped playing. The musicians packed up their instruments, and Dinah and Jake, after the requisite farewells, were sprung into the night. The parking valet, a blond kid with a crew cut, brought them their dark green Cadillac and, stifling a yawn, held the door open for Dinah as Jake slipped him a buck. Moments later, the Laskers were wending their way down the serpentine streets of Pacific Palisades and soon came to a gentle stop at Capri and Sunset, where the traffic light glowed red. Showing no fatigue and whistling contentedly and vaguely off-key, Jake reached over to stroke the back of Dinah’s neck. “Lovely evening, darling, wasn’t it?”

“Mmm,” she murmured. Her hands clutched her purse.

“That was a helluva speech he made. Actually, I was kind of embarrassed. If I believed everything he said I’d be the biggest schmuck in America.”

She opened the purse but took out only a cigarette. “I think he meant it.”

“Honestly?”

“Yeah, honestly.”

Just after dinner, looking, with his bow tie and slightly rounded shoulders, exactly like a college president, Engel had gone over to the microphone and tapped it with the bandleader’s baton. “Ladies and gentlemen, friends and members of the Marathon family and this great industry of ours,” he began. “Tonight we celebrate, just among ourselves, without reporters, photographers, and sculptured ice swans, the achievements of a man who has made Marathon Pictures synonymous with quality entertainment. In picture after picture, Jake Lasker has touched the hearts of real people. My friends, Jake Lasker knows how to make America laugh. Jake Lasker keeps alive the one thing without which no democracy can survive. I am speaking of irreverence: the ridiculing of authority, the poke in the ribs at pretension and folly, scoundrels and fools—and the rest of my relatives. But seriously, friends, in America today humor and democracy go hand in hand. If we forget that, then we forget ourselves, and that’s when the windbags, the fanatics, and the pious frauds take over. I won’t name names. We all know who they are. They’re dangerous. Very dangerous. Well, let Cousin Jonnycake tell ’em a thing or two. What else was this country built on but the native shrewdness of country bumpkins like Cousin Jonnycake, or the guts and persistence of greenhorns like my father? Like millions of others, Lionel Engel landed in this country at the age of sixteen with two bucks in his pocket and not a single word of English. And where did he end up? With a major studio, his own table at Hillcrest, and a corned beef sandwich created in his name!

“So just think about it, friends: where would we be without the little guy, the guy who outsmarts the city slickers? That’s what makes Cousin Jonnycake the American classic it is. You could send that picture all over the world and say to millions of people, ‘Now, that’s America.’

“So—” He picked up a glass of champagne from a tray held at shoulder height by a Negro butler in livery and white gloves. “Here’s to you, Jake Lasker—to you and your wonderful wife, Dinah, and your wonderful kids—and your example to all of us that Hollywood’s a place where wholesome family life goes hand in hand with first-class family entertainment. And here’s to many more wonderful years and classic pictures we know you’re gonna make right on the back lot of Marathon, because I’m gonna hold you to every last word of your deal! You belong here, and we’re for you one thousand percent.”

“You mean that’s my cut of the gross?” Jake piped up. “I can live with that!”

Now, recalling the laughter and applause, Dinah gnawed the inside of her cheek and sighed.

“Tired, sweetheart?” he asked.

She sighed again.

“Are you okay, darling?” He took his eyes off the road and scrutinized her face. “You looked a little pale tonight. You don’t think you’re preggers, do you?”

They were at the stop where the UCLA campus torqued away from Sunset. To the left he could see the ghostly white of the statue of the Virgin Mary on the front lawn of Marymount School. Aware of the tightness of his belt, he was looking forward to getting home, taking off his clothes, and putting on the pajama top and boxer shorts that constituted his sleep-wear. He also had very tightly fitting teeth, with no spaces in between, and as he waited for the light to change, not pressing Dinah to answer his query, he slid his thumbnail between two molars and tried to dislodge a piece of food.

“I’m not pr-pr-pr-preggers, Jake.”

“Oh, too bad, darling.”

“But something did happen today.”

“Oh?” he said distractedly.

She opened her purse and took out the pink document. “A guy in a gray hat came to the front door today and served me.” She rustled the piece of paper. “It’s a subpoena.”

“The Committee?”

“Yeah.”

He glanced over at her. “And?”

“They want me to testify in Washington, in three weeks.”

The light changed. Dinah put the document back in her purse and snapped it shut. Jake pressed down on the accelerator. “Well,” he said, “as your mother used to say, ‘Oh-shit-oh-dear.’ You waited all day and all night to the end of the party to tell me, didn’t you, honey?”

He reached over and stroked her neck and shoulder.

She felt tears welling up, but she didn’t want to cry.

“Listen,” she said. “I’ll just go and do it. I don’t care. I don’t want anything to happen to you or the kids.”

“Wait, honey. We’ve got to talk about it. You can’t just decide like that. You’d have to live with it for the rest of your life.”

“So?”

“You don’t mean that, honey.”

“Sure I do. It’s s-s-s-simple, Jake. If I don’t …”

“Sweetheart. Calm down. We’ll talk about it at home.”

With his right hand still planted on the nape of her neck, he steered with his left hand, his elbow jutting out the window, weaving almost drunkenly from lane to lane, as if he were the only driver on the road.

“We are not going to lose everything we’ve worked for just because I spent a f-f-f-few years trying to get a secondhand college education.”

“Shh. When we get home we’ll sit down and have some hot chocolate and discuss this like two rational people.”

“I don’t care about being rational, and there’s nothing to discuss!” She wanted the whole matter settled right then, at that instant. The thought of waiting, thinking it over, having discussions, weighing pros and cons, filled her with dread. “I’ll do it, and then we’ll go on just like before. I won’t let them ruin our life. Or your career,” she said.

“What makes you think this has anything to do with me? There’s nothing on that subpoena that says anything about me, is there?”

“Oh, Jake, come on. I don’t matter to them. Any idiot can f-f-f-figure that out. If I refuse to testify, you’ll be up shit creek. They’ll blacklist you. We’ll have to sell the house and move. Though God only knows where. To Mexico, maybe, like the Allens and the Salanders and the Gorkys.”

“So? What’s so terrible about that? I can write anywhere.”

“Where would you get work? We’d starve, have chronic turista, and live like holy fucking martyrs for the rest of our lives. Angry forever and grateful to friends for sending us secondhand cashmere sweaters, like the ones Evelyn Morocco and I sent Pat Gorky in Cuernavaca last week.”

“Well, Mexico’s out. It’s gotta be someplace with a delicatessen.”

He yawned, a loud, luxurious, full-bodied yawn, the yawn of a tired child who has had a long, good day and expects to have another one tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that—forever. The yawn was real, but in every other way he was performing. He had no intention of letting her know it, but the subpoena was a shock. He hadn’t been expecting it, but he had decided, in the instant following Dinah’s announcement, exactly what he would have to do.

“Honey, relax. I’ll go in and see Irv first thing tomorrow morning.”

“And what do you think he’s going to say? You know damn well he’s completely knuckled to the Committee. That’s why that speech was pure horseshit.”

“I thought you said he meant it.”

“The part about you, yes. The rest—forget it, Ch-Ch-Ch-”

“Charlie,” he said, completing her sentence.

“Look, darling,” he said, moving his hand to her thigh. “We’ll face this just like we do everything else: together. We’re one person, you and I. One body. If you’re in trouble I’m in trouble. Whatever happens to you happens to me.”

“So you always say,” she said, giving in to a leaden fatigue. She put the cigarette out, slid over, and rested her head against his shoulder.

At home, she left him behind in the kitchen while she made her way to the den, where she found Gussie sleeping in her uniform, her cheek against her fist, her long legs in their lace-up shoes stretched out on the ottoman. On the television, slender phantoms hunched and crouched as they careened around the track in Roller Derby, Gussie’s favorite late-night program. Dinah gently touched her shoulder. “We’re home, Gus.”

“All right, Mrs. Lasker,” Gussie said, waking instantly. “Let’s go up then.”

An artful arrangement of blue irises rose from a crystal vase at the center of the Early American table next to the love seat. Gussie leaned over and began to gather up the cut stems.

“Leave them, Gus. They can wait till morning. The fl-fl-flowers look great. You always do such wonderful things with them. Ready?”

They went upstairs together, and then parted at the landing, Gussie going to her room above the garage and Dinah to the master bedroom, where, as she had expected, she found Lorna asleep in Jake’s bed.

“Mommy,” the child murmured as Dinah gathered her up in her arms. Jake stood on the landing, holding a tray with two cups of hot chocolate. “Want me to take her?” he asked, holding out the tray. She shook her head. “Maybe next year. She’s still small enough for me to do it.”

“Do you think by the time she gets to college she’ll be sleeping all night in her own bed?” Dinah smiled. Jake had made this crack before, usually when he was the one carrying the warm bundle of sleeping child back to her own bed.

Dinah pulled the covers up over Lorna, sweeping her heavy blond hair away from her face. That hair came from her side, the Milligan side; her father had been blond as a child. Already it was beginning to darken to a honey-colored brown. Lorna stirred and opened her eyes. “Pretty dresses,” she mumbled. For a moment, it looked as if she were trying to decide whether to wake up and talk, as she loved to do, about the dresses at the parties her mother went to, but she closed her eyes, content, it seemed, with her mother’s presence. Dinah waited, listening to her daughter’s even breathing, and then bent over and kissed her on a spot between lip and chin.

She walked softly through the children’s bathroom to Peter’s room, where she found him curled up tightly under the covers, his hair—black like Jake’s, straight like hers—framing his oval face. That afternoon, he’d said that he didn’t want to go to day camp this summer. He wanted to start clarinet lessons instead. She’d had to tell him, for the third time, “The clarinet teacher says you should wait until you’re seven. That way all your front teeth will be in, and you’ll be ready to start.” He had lost just one of the two front upper teeth; the other one was loose, though not very, and the bottom ones were still tightly in place. But the month before he’d been walking with her in Beverly Hills past a music shop where they’d paused to look at the instruments in the window. He’d let go of her hand and pointed to a set of separate pieces lying within the red velvet compartments of a hard black case. “What is that one?” he’d asked. “A clarinet,” she’d said. “I want to play it,” he’d announced. And to her surprise he’d said it again every day since then, so that she’d found a teacher and discussed the best time to start lessons. Meanwhile she’d taken out her Benny Goodman 78s and played them for him. “Yes,” he’d said thoughtfully, “I want to play the clarinet.”

Along the corridor between Lorna’s and Peter’s rooms there was another room, small and empty, but freshly painted in a pale green. Dinah had marked it out as the baby’s room the previous fall, when she and Jake had first looked at the house, into which they had moved three months later. Lorna would be four in a few weeks, and Peter seven in September; she herself was almost thirty-nine, and if they were going to have a third child the time to start was now. She went into the room and looked out the window at the backyard lights illuminating the big gaping hole where the pool was being built. Suddenly she imagined them—she and Jake, the two kids, and probably Jake’s mother—in a cramped stucco apartment in the Valley, stuffy and hot in 105-degree weather, Jake working in a butcher shop, as he’d done in college, she typing in an office somewhere. No third child, no clarinet lessons, no fencing lessons, no future for the kids, certainly no college, Jake’s mother beaming at her nervously and asking the children for kisses.

She felt Jake glide into the room and put his hands on her shoulders.

“Bet I know what you’re thinking,” he said. He had already changed into his slippers and bathrobe.

“I can’t do it,” she said.

“Of course not.”

“We’ll have to sell the house.”

“Okay, we’ll have to sell the house. So what?”

He squeezed her shoulders.

“They’ll throw me in jail.”

“So, we’ll visit you.”

“No b-b-b-baby,” she said.

“Wait a minute. Don’t I get conjugal visits?” He put his arm around her. “Come on, let’s have the hot chocolate.”

Back in their own room, she disappeared into her dressing suite to change into her pajamas. When she returned, the hot chocolate was cold, so they got into her bed, though they usually started out in his, and he stayed with her there throughout what little was left of the brief, uneasy night.
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At eleven-thirty the next morning, Jake Lasker watched carefully as Irv Engel pulled the pipe away from his girlish mouth, and stretched out a long arm over stacks of scripts in colored binders to retrieve a gold lighter on the far end of the Art Deco desk. Jake let his eyes wander as Engel theatrically pondered, and duly noted again what he had duly noted many times before: the beige silk walls and the signed photos of Irv shaking hands with Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, Winston Churchill, and other dignitaries; of Anya Engel handing an unwieldy bouquet of bird-of-paradise blooms to Eleanor Roosevelt; laminated citations from the guilds; and framed color posters of Marathon’s biggest hits—among them the old thirties blockbuster Away in a Manger (the true story of the journey of the wise men—with one of them played by Bill Robinson, considered a daring casting choice at the time), Stu Krieger’s thriller Fat Chance, with Art Squires, and, most recently, Jake’s own Cousin Jonnycake.

Another poster caught his eye. He and Dinah had the same one at home, carefully wrapped up in the attic. A beautiful young woman, Genevieve Milligan, stares in fascination and horror at a series of cards she holds in her hand. The face of the jack of clubs is that of Robert Montgomery, and he is wearing a gray Confederate uniform; the second—the queen of spades—has the face of Alice Brady, made up as an old woman, and she is dressed in a ball gown and has a tiara in her elaborately coiffed eighteenth-century wig, eyes glittering with demented malice; another, a joker, is none other than Emil Jannings. In the background an open window reveals a city at night, in flames—Richmond, Virginia. Across the top, in big letters, stand the names of the four stars and the title: QUEEN OF SPADES. Below: Produced by Willie Weil. Written by Dorshka Albrecht and Stefan Ventura. Directed by Stefan Ventura.

On the office walls there also hung a small Klee, a drawing by Picasso, a Schwitters collage, and several portraits by Anya Engel of the two Engel boys with green noses, orange cheeks, blue chins, and purple hair.

“Frankly, I’m as puzzled as you are,” said the studio head, after lighting his pipe. “Why Dinah, of all people? Don’t tell me she was in the Party.”

“Actually, she was.”

Engel puffed and considered. “But why do they care about that? Was she important? Was she a big shot?”

“Hardly.”

“Then it doesn’t make any sense. Unless, of course, it’s you they’re after. You as a possible target I can understand. For you the Party would have been impossible to avoid.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Believe me, Jake, I know you better than you think I do. You’re one of those guys who joined the Party because you could only make it with shiksas, and you were looking for college-educated Communist blondes because they were easy and didn’t make trouble the next morning.” He grinned wickedly.

“Ordinarily, Irv, I’d say you know me very well,” said Jake with an obliging laugh. He pushed back his glasses. “But you’re only half right. I never joined the Party. I went to some meetings, the usual shindigs for Spain, the Anti-Nazi League, that sort of thing. I even spent a few evenings out here at workers’ school. After writing jokes all day for George Joy’s Crystaldent show, you can imagine how much fun it was to be instructed in the theory of surplus value by people of insufficient talent. I knew a lot of people in the Party, but somehow or other I just couldn’t take that step. I’m not much of a joiner.”

“Unless it’s your country club,” said Engel. “And the guilds.”

“You know,” Jake said with a perfunctory laugh, “I remember one time, at the University of Chicago, waking up in the apartment I was sharing with some guys and going into the bathroom and finding some fellow I’d never seen before sitting up completely dressed in the bathtub reading a newspaper. I was a little embarrassed, so I said, ‘What’s the weather going to be today?’ And he said, ‘I don’t know. I never read the capitalist press.’ But joining? That I never did. Dinah—that’s a different story. Because of Veevi and Ventura.”

Engel’s eyes lit up. Very few people had the right to call Genevieve Milligan Ventura Albrecht by her nickname, and among those who did even fewer knew its genesis in the deep past, when Dinah, a stuttering child of three, unable to master the recalcitrant syllables of her baby sister’s name, Genevieve, had taken the third, and easiest, and turned it into two.

“By God, that was some world,” Engel said. “Tell me, Jake, I’ve always wanted to ask you this: when did she find out about about—?”

“Ventura? Right after the war, in Paris, when she and Mike had found each other again and he got his OSS pals to make inquiries.”

“So what’s the story? What really happened?”

“Maybe somebody sold him out, maybe it was just bad luck. I don’t know, and I don’t think anybody does for sure. He was involved with a group of foreign Communists, mostly Jews—Poles, Romanians, Bulgarians like himself, young guys, sometimes just teenagers. Their families were poor immigrants who’d come to France years before, and the Nazis had rounded them up and shipped them off to the camps. So these boys were desperadoes, they had nothing to lose, really, and they wanted to kill Nazis. Stefan was the same age as their fathers, had contacts in the French Party, and because he’d been a director he knew how to get people to do things—you remember him, don’t you? I only saw him once, before I knew Veevi and Dinah, but I’ll never forget that big calm man, with his intelligent, kind of amused-looking face. He was a lovely guy, a true mensch. Anyway, he was put in charge of these boys, told them their assignments, found them hiding places, helped them make bombs. He was a kind of Resistance scoutmaster, if that isn’t too grotesque a way of putting it, and carried out their actions with them. Through Willie Weil—”

“I know Willie,” said Engel.

“Ventura’d become a French citizen before he came out here, so he had a French passport, but he had an accent and a foreign-sounding last name, and—I don’t have to tell you—the other kind of passport, the one you get at your bris. So he was in real danger. They all were, really, and that includes Veevi. She was in on it from the beginning. I mean, she did fantastic things—carrying pipe bombs in her purse and handing them to one of the boys on the street, who would light the fuses and toss them into garbage cans just as Nazi officers were passing by on their evening constitutionals. Stefan and his boys did a lot of damage in Paris, and when it got too hot there and they went into the country they did railroad sabotage, blew up bridges—things like that. Heroic stuff—the real thing. Stefan had a feeling the Gestapo was closing in, and according to Veevi he wasn’t so sure about the Party higher-ups. But he had friends from the old days—from after Berlin but before Hollywood—and he made sure they got Veevi a phony French passport that made her the American widow of a French aristocrat, and she and her daughter moved back and forth between a château belonging to a countess who was also a Communist and a farmhouse belonging to friends of hers. She sweated out the war there, terrified that someone would remember her from her American movies. But they got Stefan.”

“Who? The Gestapo?”

“Who else? Of course the Gestapo.”

“And?”

“First they beat him up, then they tortured him, then they decided they hadn’t had enough fun, so they brought out another guy who’d been arrested with him, cut off their balls, tied their legs together, and told them to race each other in the snow. Then they shot them.”

The words tore through the comfortable office, with its elegant appointments, like a savage smell, and Engel, always unshockable, never at a loss, swallowed, teared up, squeezed his eyes shut, and motioned with his hands for Jake to stop. “Please,” he said hoarsely. “I’m sorry I asked.”

Jake thought, Always a line. Even now there has to be a ready-made line. He felt overwhelming—but brief—contempt for the man and the industry to which they both belonged. Jake watched as Irv tapped the bowl of his pipe upside down on a crystal ashtray, and shifted his tall, lean body in his chair as if he could not get comfortable. “I’m afraid my father never did realize what he had in this man. He was a great artist. His fate”—Oh God, thought Jake, here it comes, another Engel-logue—“and his”—he searched for the word—“contribution should be acknowledged and commemorated in some, ah, appropriate way one day by this studio, while at the same time our”—he dug his pipe into a Dunhill pouch, packing it with the tips of his delicate fingers. “Our—um, not—um—help me out here, Jake—”

“Culpability?”

“No. Our, uh”—he scratched his head, which was, Jake noted enviously, as full of hair as a toupeed evangelist’s—“difficulties in giving him the wide berth his talent, I mean, uh, genius, required, did, regretfully, play a role in his, uh, decision to return to Europe on the eve of war.” He glanced around, and Jake saw that he wasn’t finished. “But that decision was his own, and I have to believe he made it with open eyes. Let’s face it, Jake,” he said almost in a whisper, as if there were somebody listening under the table. “Who in their right mind went back to Europe in 1939? The man had to be suicidal.”

But you did nothing to stop him, Jake thought. You were in love with Veevi, and sore at her for marrying Ventura; you could have gone to your father and argued with him to keep Ventura on, but you didn’t do a goddamn thing. You let them both go.

“There was nothing left for him here, Irv.”

“You know, in this business if you’re patient enough something always turns up.”

Not true, Jake said again to himself. It’s what everybody out here is terrified of: if you’re finished, you’re finished for good.

“So,” Jake said, “if Dinah refuses to testify and I’m blacklisted, there’s nothing to worry about? I’ll just sell shoes till I get a phone call from you?”

“Okay, okay,” said Engel, rearranging paperweights and pens. “Let’s get serious. Let’s talk about you and Dinah. She was in the Party and you weren’t, and they’ve got her number now and you want to know what to do. Is that the situation?”

“That’s the situation. Now,” said Jake, slapping his thighs with both hands, “you’ve got to understand my wife. She’s—she’s frighteningly loyal. She’d do anything for me. If I ask her to testify, she’ll testify. She’s willing to do it. If she could have done it last night at your party she would have. But I don’t want her to go through it if she doesn’t absolutely have to.”

“Well, what about you, Jake? Can you live with Dinah’s testifying for you?”

Jake bit his lip, hesitating. “I don’t know, Irv. That’s a tough one.”

They both knew it meant he could but wasn’t going to say so.

“So what are you asking, dear boy? You want I should be the heavy?” Engel said, in imitation of his immigrant father.

“Tell me the truth. What’ll happen if she refuses.”

“What’ll happen to her or to you?”

“Me.”

Engel looked at his watch. “Tell you what. I have to get tough with a certain director, a friend of yours and mine, though I can’t tell you his name, but I know you know who I mean. I’m supposed to be on his set in five minutes to yell at him about going over-budget—something I rarely have to worry about with you, which is another reason you’re a very valuable commodity.” He picked up the phone. “Carlotta, set up a call for me with the legal department at exactly one-thirty. And at exactly two o’clock get me Van Zandvoort Aldrich. On his private phone.”

“The V. Z. Aldrich?” Jake asked. “Of the Hudson-Hyde Trust?”

“The one and only. I’m expecting him out here at the end of the week. He comes to inspect the premises about twice a year,” added Engel, putting the phone back. “Most often when his wife’s in Paris for the spring collections.”

V. Z. Aldrich was the head of the New York bank behind Marathon. “We met him at your house, Irv, remember? He tried to get me to arrange a date for him with Fiona Henley. I told him she’d gone back to England when we finished shooting. What else could I say? That she’s a dyke and is serviced by her maid?”

“Very diplomatic of you.”

“He told me how much he loved Cousin Jonnycake,” Jake continued. “ ‘Young man,’ he said, ‘it took real chutzpah to make that picture.’ ” Jake pronounced the word with the ch sound in cheese, or chump.

“And he also asked you, if I’m not mistaken, whether you’d signed the loyalty oath, and you fudged and said you were planning to, and by God the next day after that dinner in you trotted, and out came your pen, and to a chorus of angels you signed that goddamn loyalty oath and God did not smite you with leprosy. You woke up the next morning and you were still the same talented, successful guy you were the day before. Look, I understand what you’re feeling—you love your wife, you’re edgy, you don’t want to put her through this. Take the day off, play golf, have fun, then meet me back here at five o’clock. I’ll have some answers for you.”

Jake sighed, slapped his thighs again, and got up to leave. “Five,” he said. “I’ll be here.”
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Back in his own office, Jake had his secretary, Gladys, put a call through to Dinah and described to her in detail the meeting with Irv and the plan to see him again later that day. “I’ll call you the minute it’s over.”

“Gee,” she said, “it’s gonna be a long afternoon for you.”

“Yeah, and my legs are restless as hell. I’m torn between trying to work on the script and just going over to Finlandia to sweat out the tension. Maybe I’ll drop in and see my mother.”

“So go,” she said. “Go.”

He summoned Gladys and gave her the scenes he had been working on that morning, with instructions to insert them in the light blue third-draft binder.

“Oh, this’ll be fun,” she said, taking the yellow legal pages, which were covered in Jake’s spider-web-thin scrawl.

“You still like it?”

Gladys was a small, dark young woman who smoked Kools and chewed Juicy Fruit gum while she typed, and her Brooklyn-accented voice was always raspy and precise, with whistle-sharp sibilants. “So far I love it, I swear,” she said. “Would I lie to you?”

“Maybe you’re a bit too close to it.”

“Naw. I read it out loud to my brother and sister-in-law last Sunday, when I finished typing those pages I took home, and they howled. Really howled. That sequence where the guy is hiding under the table listening to the spies talking about the bomb plans, scratching one guy’s knee and tapping the other guy’s, trying to keep it all in sync.” She looked up at him and, seeing him search for something in the top drawer of his desk, reached into her blouse pocket and threw him a stick of gum, which he caught with one hand, unwrapped immediately, and popped into his mouth. He liked their little wordless understandings and always felt comfortable around her.

“You like that part?” he asked her, chewing noisily as he went to the closet for his jacket and his baseball cap.

“It’s terrific.” Her small, eager face, resplendent with loyalty, followed his every movement. “Has George seen it yet?”

“I was going to show it to him this week, but I think I’ll wait a little till we have more pages.”

“He’s committed before on a lot less than this.”

“Yeah, but you know, I just wanna wait awhile. Between you and me, maybe he’s not the only guy who could do it. How many George Joy pictures have I made, after all?”

“Five,” said Gladys, counting them on her fingers while she silently reviewed the titles. “Five pictures since 1944. I know, ’cause I’ve typed the scripts for every last one of them.”

And, he thought, what the hell are you going to do if Dinah refuses to testify and you’re out of a job? He couldn’t imagine working without Gladys. And what about Gussie? What would happen to Gussie?

“Well, maybe there’s …” His voice trailed off.

She looked at him, understanding that there was something he wasn’t saying but that she couldn’t ask him about. Yet, not wanting to appear to have secrets from her, he felt he had to confide to her at least something she could be trusted with. “I’d like to see just once what would happen if I worked with somebody else. Do you think I could shoot this picture with Wynn Tooling?”

“The English comedian? That is one sensational idea, Jake. I mean, sensational.”

“You think so?”

“I think so.”

He wanted so much to tell her about the subpoena.

“Jake,” she said, “if you shoot it in England, could you take me with you? I’ve never been to Europe.”

“Semper fi, kiddo. If the Brits’ll let me, that is. They’ve got complicated labor laws. But I’d pull every string I could.” And he meant it, too.

“You know,” she said matter-of-factly, putting a new page into the typewriter. “I’d like to see the world one day.”

“I know you would, Gladys.”

He looked at her and felt how much he liked her, and wished, somehow, that he could do more for her. Then, as he started toward the door, he paused and asked her to call his mother and tell her he would be stopping by sometime in the afternoon.
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He drove along Santa Monica, not Sunset. He wasn’t going to Finlandia, and hadn’t intended to go there in the first place. Stopping in a parking lot in West Hollywood, he entered a phone booth, where he took a blue address book from his jacket pocket and dialed, slouching against the glass windows. A minute or two later, he got back into the sea-green 1950 Cadillac and pulled into Santa Monica again, then made a right on Harper, which rose steeply toward Sunset. He parked just above Fountain, to be safe; his mother rarely walked to that end of the block.

It never failed to amuse him that the girl happened to live in the same building as his mother. It was just the sort of farcical circumstance he adored, and he wished he could use it in a picture someday. Will the time ever come, he often wondered, when American movies can show this sort of thing? Luckily, the two women lived on different floors—his mother on the fourth, the girl on the seventh—and, again luckily, in different parts of the building, which was a very large white stucco Spanish Colonial. Bonnie’s place fronted west, on Harper, while his mother’s looked out to the east and the north, toward the San Bernardino Mountains, over layers of scalloped terra-cotta roofs.

It winded Jake a little to climb the stairs, but he knew that his mother, with her arthritic knee, never used them, relying solely on the elevator. Nor was he likely, this way, to run into the elderly couple who lived across the hall from her and whose son was a well-known television director.

There really was very little danger, he reminded himself. Still, he always got the jitters when he came to see Bonnie. In a way, he knew, it was part of the fun. He had met her at Joe Brogan’s, the bar across the street from the wrought-iron gate at the entrance to Marathon. Cutting Cousin Jonnycake, planning to stay late into the night, he had taken a late-afternoon break for a beer and pretzels and the baseball scores. As soon as he walked in, he saw Johnny O’Rourke and Sammy Hart, the songwriting team, both of them real swingers, talking to a couple of Marathon starlets, a blonde and a brunette. The fellows called him over, and at one point, when the brunette had gone to the ladies’ room, he asked Johnny what she was like. “Oh nice, nice,” said the affable lyricist. “A sweet, easygoing kid. Here, I’ll give you her number.”

Always well provided for himself, O’Rourke was generous with his friends, often passing along current or ex-girlfriends. In these arrangements, everyone understood everyone else: the men wanted discretion and no fuss, and the girls—every single one of them—a break.

When the brunette, whose name was Bonita—“My friends call me Bonnie”—returned to the table, Jake talked with her for a while and then, after calling his cutter, drove her home. That’s when he discovered that she lived in the Ensenada House, the same building as his mother. At the door, she invited him in for a drink. Minutes later he and Bonnie were in bed and having a very nice time. When he called her again, it was a weekend, the middle of a Saturday afternoon, and he was banking on his mother’s having gone to his sister’s in the Valley. With Dinah, he had used his most reliable alibi—that he had to go to Finlandia for a steambath and a massage—anything to relieve his tension over the final cut.

He’d been having girls on the side for some time now, but there hadn’t been anyone he’d seen more than once or twice. At first he’d used the three-bedroom apartment in the Hollywood Hills that George Joy rented for meetings with his writers. They all had keys, and there was a tacit understanding that you were supposed to call five or ten minutes ahead to make sure the coast was clear. But Jake found this arrangement distasteful. It lacked class, and he disliked the feeling that at any moment George himself or one of the boys, most of whom were married, might unexpectedly show up with a broad, despite the rule about phoning ahead. So he’d been limiting himself to girls who lived alone in their own apartments. But there hadn’t been many of these, either—two or three at most, which wasn’t anything compared to some of the other guys. And then, as he had repeatedly explained to his analyst, Sandy Litvak, he didn’t know what to do about the guilt, the lousy feeling that would creep up on him from time to time—mostly when, in the throes of screenplay insomnia, he would wake Dinah up and ask her to rub his back. She was a deep sleeper, but she never refused him, and then he would feel pretty low. Of course, a lot of the time he felt no guilt at all, and thought often of a line he’d heard from an old vaudevillian he’d worked for years before: “How do I know I love my wife? ’Cause I’m so comfortable cheating on her.” He simply put Dinah and family in one compartment and girls in another—the same with his work, his golf game, his kids, his mother, Las Vegas, donations to Israel, and so on. And for some time now Bonnie had been tucked away right there in the drawer marked Convenient, for her place was on the way to and from the studio, and she had thus become, over the past eighteen months, a fixture in his life.

Calling her up, seeing if she was free, he had repeatedly told Litvak during the weeks when he was finishing up five expensive years of analysis—which had come to a successful end last July, in time for the analyst’s August vacation—always made him feel as if he were seventeen years old and back in Chicago, trying to score with girls on Seventy-first Street and South Shore Drive. He liked the gamble of it, the footloose feeling. Most of all, he liked that kind of sex. “What kind?” Litvak had always pressed him. “Oh, you know goddamn well what kind, Sandy,” Jake had said. “We’ve been over this before.”

“Yes,” said Litvak. “So I will tell you once again: the kind where there’s absolutely no chance whatsoever that you’ve just been fucking Mommy.”

“Oh, Sandy, forget the old whore-madonna thing just once, for Christ’s sake. All I mean is I like and need that easy, uncomplicated kind where you don’t have to romance them and spend an hour and a half working on them. Tell me something, Sandy, why does it take my wife such a long time to hit a home run?”

“Could it be,” said Litvak, with the little giggle that Jake found so endearing, “that she senses your impatience?”

“I’m not impatient,” said Jake. “In my opinion, and according to some very satisfied ladies I’ve known, I’m a very generous, considerate guy in the sack. But Christ, I’m exhausted.” It was so different with Bonnie. She seemed to have a nice time, at least she told him so, and it didn’t take all day. After visiting her, he said, he always felt healthy, renewed, and hygienic—and very deserving, too, especially when he considered, as he often did on the drive home, how hard he worked to provide for his family. And another good thing, he told Litvak, was that spending an hour or two with Bonnie always made him eager to get home to Dinah and the kids. “I mean, this is something that you, as my analyst, ought to write me a prescription for. She’s probably done me more good than you and vitamins and a weekly golf game all rolled together!”

There was something else he couldn’t kid himself about, he told Litvak. If he ever had to go without other women, he would die. As far as Jake Lasker was concerned, faithful husbands were fools. Women were one of the great pleasures, and any man who denied himself that particular cup of bliss was missing out on life. He couldn’t think of even one friend who was faithful to his wife. Of course, some guys handled these things like complete amateurs and risked real trouble at home. But Jake made sure he wasn’t one of them. To his way of thinking, either you did things with a touch of class or you were a schmuck.

“I bet you do it, too,” he said to Litvak. “With a psychiatric nurse, maybe? I can imagine the possibilities.”

“Oh?” said the analyst. “Tell me, did your father have other women?”

“Of course he did. You know that already. In fact, everything we’re talking about we’ve talked about before. A million times.”

“Yes?” said Litvak. “So you tell me what it means.”

“It means that I see you as my father and if it’s okay for you, then it’s okay for me.”

“Exactly.”

“But, Sandy,” Jake said, laughing, “the problem is, you treat all the comedy writers in Hollywood, and one of them—I won’t say who—happened to see you not so long ago with a broad at a restaurant in Malibu.”

Silence.

“Necking,” Jake added. Expecting the doctor’s giggle, he heard, again, only silence. “Well?” said Jake.

“And how does that make you feel?” said Litvak.

“How does that make me feel? It makes me feel, one, that you’re human, two, that there’s nothing wrong with me that isn’t wrong with you, and three, why the hell do I keep coming here when I could spend my dough on putting in a pool? I’m sick of pretending I’ve got something to work out when we both know I’m never going to change and that I’m the same charming, lovable, incredibly talented, and incorrigibly infantile guy I was when I started coming here five years and ten thousand bucks ago. I could put two kids through college on what I’ve paid you and they would know more about anything than I’ve ever learned about myself on this couch. That’s how it makes me feel.”

“Yes?” said Litvak. “Anything else?”

“Yeah,” said Jake. “I’m just curious about something. Was it a lady analyst?”

[image: ]

He sat at Bonnie’s kitchen table talking about his script, but he wished he could tell her about the subpoena, because she listened so well. He really couldn’t, though. She had girlfriends on the lot who were banging guys who couldn’t be trusted with this information. Nevertheless, since he had finished his analysis and stopped seeing Sandy Litvak four times a week, he missed having someone to talk to, and realized just now how much he wanted not just a girl on the side but a confidante, someone to whom he could tell everything.

Still, Bonnie was just so nice to be around. She was from New Mexico—she said she was half Indian and half Irish, and she had great cheekbones and a quietness about her that calmed him. She never initiated anything and she never held back. She came over now and put a glass of ice-cold root beer on the table, and he grabbed her by the waist and stuck his head right between her breasts. The silk of her kimono was cool against his hands.

“Oh,” she said mildly, “you wanna lay down for a while.”

She always used this phrase, and it always crossed his mind that Dinah would have winced at her grammar.

She picked up his glass and walked ahead of him
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