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  Saturday Night


  It all began with a casual kiss in the hallway that led to the bedroom. What happened afterward lasted a week. It seemed a year. It was hell.


  

  When they first bought the bungalow on Ridgewood Lane six years before, Philip Fleming used to enjoy taking his breakfast and lunches in the kitchen. From the dinette table, the view through the big picture window was incomparable. Years ago, when he and Helen had driven from Paris to Rome on their honeymoon, hugging the mountains, above the clouds, between Rapallo and Spezia, he had seen what he then believed was the most breathtaking sight on earth. But when they had moved into Ridgewood Lane, he knew that only a name-conscious snob would deny that the mass of alabaster buildings, small in the sun, stretching from West Hollywood across Los Angeles, was any less beautiful.


  But that was six years before. Philip had long ceased to gaze consciously out of the window and revel in this view that was his own. He was aware of it today. More and more, he realized, he was seeing and enjoying less and less. Perhaps this was because now, more often, he was looking inward.


  It was an empty Friday afternoon, early, and he was sitting at the kitchen table, alone, near the big window, eating the lunch he had made and absently reading a biography of Ruskin. He enjoyed being alone. There were no demands. Once a child came into the house, privacy was at a premium. But Danny was playing at the Cochrans down the block. Helen was at the hairdresser. And he had fifteen minutes more by himself.


  He had promised Bill Markson that he would be on time. Bill was slight, and bald, and unstable as a weather vane, and Bill had a time fetish. Bill considered time as something personal and his own, and if you did not respect it, if you were not on time, it meant you did not care enough, you did not like him. Actually, he liked Bill very much. Mostly because Bill liked him, and was comfortable to be with, and because his anecdotes were so interminable that one did not have to listen very hard.


  When Bill had telephoned earlier to invite him to the races, he had accepted eagerly. He was still unwinding from his last studio job, and he did not feel like work. Faced with a typewriter on a weekday, uninstructed and unassigned, he would have to face himself. He was in no mood for that. But now he was sorry he was going. The long bumper-to-bumper drive to the track was tiresome, and the endless wait between races was boring. What he liked most about the races was the exhilarating moment when the animals broke from the starting gate, and, moments later, the flashing crowded excitement when they strained around the first turn. Once, too, he had liked the betting. The Klondike aspect of it appealed to him: the possibility that one could become rich all at once, in a lump, and gratify his every fantasy. But he was too conservative to wager much on longshots, and all the promise came to nothing. It just was not worth the endless standing around.


  He glanced at the clock. Five minutes. Hastily, he finished his coffee, set the bookmark in Ruskin, and went into the bedroom for a sports coat. From the closet he could see the patch of front lawn, surrounded by the low hedge and shaded by the leafy Chinese elm, and the large sign next to the brick walk reading: “FOR SALE. DO NOT DISTURB OCCUPANTS. CALL BURDOCK REALTY.” The sign irritated him faintly, and down many layers it made him angry with Helen. The large new house on Windsor in The Briars had been her idea. She was positive that they would have no difficulty selling this one. They had taken a long escrow on the Windsor house, just to be certain. After four months they had not sold this one, and soon he would have to go into the new house with a burdensome down payment. Being saddled with two house3 meant going to the bank. He hated the thought. Even more, he hated the daily rejection of this house which so thoroughly reflected his taste and possessions.


  He slipped into his coat, scooped wallet and keys off the dressing table, and hastened to the front door. His hand was on the knob when the telephone rang. If he answered it, he might be late and have to face Bill’s agitated censure. If he did not answer it, he would worry the entire day about who it might have been. He answered the telephone.


  “Hello.”


  “Mr. Fleming?” The voice on the other end was a bird call. “Mrs. Burdock, Girl Realtor. How are you today?”


  “In a hurry.”


  Her voice flattened. “Oh, I hope you’re not going out. Is Mrs. Fleming at home?”


  “I’m alone.”


  “Mr. Fleming, I was just going to show the house. I have a wonderful prospect. She’s right here with me.”


  He was discouraged about the house, but he knew that he could not pass up a prospect. “Well—how long’ll it take you to get here?”


  “I’m in the neighborhood. I was just showing Mrs. Degen several listings—when I realized you have just exactly what she’s looking for. We can be there in a minute.”


  “All right. But try to make it fast.”


  He hung up, then lifted the receiver again and dialed Bill Markson.


  “Bill? This is Philip. Look, I was just going out the door when that real estate biddy called. She’s bringing someone over any minute. It won’t be long.”


  “Aw, nuts, Phil, we’ll miss the first race.”


  “We’ll make it.


  “Ted’s over here with a real sleeper in the first. Make it snappy.”


  “Okay, I promise.”


  He dropped the receiver in the cradle and critically surveyed the living room. It seemed in order. Danny’s baseball game was open on the coffee table. Hastily, he gathered together dice, scorecard, playing board, miniature figures, and packed them in their multicolored box. He started for Danny’s room, then suddenly halted and detoured to the bookshelves. He removed two books. The illustrated Miro biography he dropped casually on the hi-fi. The Kafka he placed on the coffee table. This stage dressing always embarrassed him a little, but he justified it by telling himself that a house should look lived in and cultured. You never knew who might show up. Sometimes little things made the difference.


  He was in Danny’s room, stuffing the baseball game into a shelf already clogged with games, when the doorbell sounded. He held back long enough to find his pipe, quickly fill and light it—somehow, a man with a going pipe never seemed anxious—and then he went to the door.


  The too familiar, elongated face of Mrs. Burdock—she looks like her mother was frightened by a Modigliani, he told Helen after first meeting her—wearing its strained professional smile, greeted him. Behind her stood two women. The more striking of the pair was tall, or rather gave the impression of being tall, and was willowy. Her hair, cut short in the Italian manner, was dark, in marked contrast to her light green eyes and flawless white complexion. Her nose was small, tilted, freckled. Her lips were generous, and deep red. Philip stared past Mrs. Burdock at the young, serious face. He felt that he had seen it before. And at once he remembered where. In a book about Marie Duplessis, the young French courtesan who had inspired the creation of Camille. A fragment of the description of Marie Duplessis sped through his mind, and he measured it against the waiting young woman: “tall, very slight, with black hair and a pink and white complexion. Her head was small; she had long enameled eyes, like a Japanese woman’s, but they were sparkling and alert. Her lips were ruddier than the cherry, her teeth were the prettiest in the world; she looked like a little figure made of Dresden china.”


  He hardly heard Mrs. Burdock’s starling voice. “Mrs. Peggy Degen—Mr. Philip Fleming. And this is Mrs. Degen’s friend—” He forced himself to glance at the more mature woman beside Mrs. Degen. He saw a confused mass of brown hair piled on top of a broad-featured, heavy face. Her expensive, fitted suit was wrong for her dumpy figure, and he knew that she tore all the new diets from the women’s magazines. “—Mrs. Dora Stafford.”


  “Please come in.”


  He stood aside as Mrs. Burdock marched into the house, followed by Mrs. Stafford and Mrs. Degen. As Mrs. Degen passed, she left behind the scent of a delicate French perfume. It evoked the picture of a narrow glass shop in the Place Vendome and girls in pairs strolling beneath the trees of the Champs Elysees. Marie Duplessis. He closed the door.


  Mrs. Burdock stood in the center of the room and waved her hand grandly. “Isn’t it tremendous? It’s absolutely made for entertaining.”


  Peggy Degen viewed the room wordlessly. Philip did not move. He watched her. She was shorter than he, after all. And quite young. Perhaps twenty-six. She was wearing a taut black sweater that bared her shoulders, and accentuated her small but firmly pointed breasts. A full brown cotton skirt, broadly belted, emphasized her tiny waist. Her carriage was magnificent.


  She turned suddenly and caught him staring at her.


  “It’s very nice of you to let us come, Mr. Fleming. I know you’re in a hurry.”


  “No—no—not at all.”


  “I would have made it another time—but I just have to settle on a place this weekend.”


  “I’m glad you came. Take all the time you want.” He wanted to say more, but he did not know what to say. “Mrs. Burdock’ll tell you—the drapes go with the place. And the rugs are new.” This was foolish. He stopped. “Well—if you’ll excuse me—”


  He felt awkward crossing the living room. He felt that she was watching him. When he reached the hall, he glanced back. She had moved to the hi-fi. She was picking up the Miro book.


  He sat before the typewriter in his crowded study and felt vaguely disturbed. He could hear the murmur of the women’s voices as they passed from living room to dining room. He had an urge to be with them. He fiddled with his pencil. Mrs. Peggy Degen. He wondered if she were married to someone in the studios. Perhaps he had even met her before. But that was unlikely. He would have remembered. Peggy Degen. There was a clean, crisp quality about her that he found attractive. That, and the Japanese eyes and the way one side of her mouth curled, as if she were privy to a secret about him.


  Fleetingly, he wondered how he had appeared to her. Not that she had even noticed him. He twisted in his chair and peered into the mirror on the far wall. He had a full shock of black hair, touched prematurely with gray at the temples, but much admired by the majority of his male contemporaries who desperately combed their surviving strands over their bald domes and hopefully let their sideburns grow. Other men’s wives were always telling Helen that he had a sad face. It was the trick about his eyes, he knew. They were heavy-lidded, brown, and myopic. He rarely wore his glasses away from his desk, and this gave him a fixed, yet melancholy squint that women thought interesting. His nose was straight, and it pleased him. His physical problem in recent years was weight. He was five feet eleven, and he weighed one hundred and eighty-five pounds. This moment, he wished he were ten or fifteen pounds lighter. He did not want to be stocky. He wanted to be angularly handsome, as the boys always wrote. He wished Peggy Degen had seen him that way.


  He heard footsteps from the kitchen, coming along the hall. He turned quickly to his desk, pretending to work over a scratch pad.


  “Oh, I’m sorry—”


  He looked up. It was Peggy Degen in the doorway, alone.


  “—I didn’t know you were working.”


  He grinned. “I wasn’t. I was just pretending—so it wouldn’t seem I was hovering.”


  “If you’ve got someplace to go—”


  “No, really—”


  “Mrs. Burdock is taking Dora—Mrs. Stafford—through the kitchen, cupboard by cupboard. I’ll trust Dora on that. I’m blank on kitchens.”


  “What does your husband do for meals?”


  “I don’t have a husband. He was in an auto accident over a year ago.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Not at all. It’s hard to explain, but—it seems a million years ago.”


  He was watching her mouth as she spoke. Her lips were the most perfectly formed that he had ever seen. Or perhaps it was the eyes that made the lips beautiful. A pale green-eyed brunette.


  He was suddenly aware of what she had been saying, and he was momentarily at a loss for the correct words with which to continue. “Were you—were you married very long?” he asked.


  “No.” Then she went on hastily, “Anyway, there was always a maid—so I didn’t have to cook. I suppose I should learn.”


  “Not necessarily. Cooking is a specialty. Being decorative is another.”


  “I thought that went out the door with Nora Helmer.”


  “Nora Helmer?”


  “Ibsen’s doll wife.”


  He looked at her carefully. “If Ibsen wrote a sequel today, I think he’d have Nora come back. She’d have had her belly full of equality and independence. She might be happy to settle for the ornamental status. Don’t you think so?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “Take my advice. Avoid dishpan hands. Stay exactly as you are.” She laughed, pleased. Then she was serious. “Mrs. Burdock says you’re a famous writer.”


  He was embarrassed. “Mrs. Burdock belongs to the school where all cars are sleek, all homes elegant, all writers famous. I hate to let Mrs. Burdock down—but I’m not famous.”


  “But you are a writer?”


  “Yes. In a way. I—I work for the studios.” He was desperately anxious that she have a good opinion of him. “I used to do a lot of magazine work. I was a foreign correspondent for a while. And—once I even wrote a book.”


  “I thought I’d seen your name somewhere—”


  “Not on the book. Only two thousand four hundred people saw that.”


  “What was it called?”


  “Byrons Circle.”


  “A biography?”


  “Sort of—about Byron’s friends—and women. You know. Jackson, the heavyweight champion who used to spar with him. That sort.”


  “Who else?”


  “Well—Dr. John Polidori, his personal physician when he went to Europe. William Fletcher, his valet. Lady Caroline Lamb—”


  “‘Mad, bad, and dangerous to know’.” she quoted.


  “That’s right. Do you know the other line she added to her journal?”


  Peggy Degen shook her head. He hesitated, then went on. “‘That beautiful pale face is my fate.’”


  “She turned a fine phrase.”


  “That’s the sickening thing about writing—how many amateurs are talented at it. Most discouraging.”


  “I’d like to read your book some day.”


  “A copy goes with the house.”


  Neither of them wanted to end this. She made the effort to continue. “And besides that—you were a correspondent?” lie nodded.


  “How could you give up working abroad to come here?”


  “I’ve been asking myself that for years. I know the truth, of course. Money. I don’t know what you know about writers, Mrs. Degen—but that garret bit went out with let-’em-eat-cake.”


  She smiled. “I know a good deal about writers, Mr. Fleming. My husband was a literary agent in New York. He moved out here to take a better job, just before he was killed.” She paused. “I’ve always been in awe of writers.”


  It was imperative that she know all about him. “Of course, I’ve been making notes on another book—” The familiarity of this apology embarrassed him. “I suppose you’ve heard that before, too.”


  “I hope you do another one, I really do.”


  “I will.” For a moment, he believed it as he never had before. She inspected the study. “This is a nice room for books. I could use something like this. I’ve got shelves of books.”


  He knew this would be so.


  She pointed to the nearest bookcase. “Including Stendahl.”


  “That’s a surprise.”


  “Why?”


  “Well—he’s a cult in France—he’s just never caught on here.”


  “That’s right.” She thought about it a moment. “It’s because he’s too involved and complex as a person. All gray and gray and shadings, and no black and white. Americans don’t like that. I mean, most don’t.”


  “I’ll be honest with you. I’ve read his novels, but I’m more interested in him than in his fiction. Most of that stuff down there are journals, letters, biographies. I feel the same way about Byron and Rossetti. The man, not the work.”


  She considered it. “You know, I think I feel the same way. I’ve often thought about it when I help Steve sort his baseball cards. He’s my son. I read the backs of the cards avidly. Ask me about the Black Sox of 1919 or the time Rogers Hornsby hit .424 or the way Tinker and Evers and Chance never spoke to each other off the field, and I’m fascinated. But the game itself leaves me cold. I like the people and the things more than the game.”


  He was enchanted. She made a move toward the door.


  “I’d better find out what’s happening in the kitchen.”


  He did not want to be left here alone. “Would you like to have me show you the rest of the house?”


  “I don’t want to bother you. Mrs. Burdock—”


  “I’m better for you than Mrs. Burdock. I’ll show you where the glass is cracked and the vent is broken—”


  She smiled. “Show me.”


  He led her up the hall to Danny’s room. They stood inside the door. He suddenly did not like the enormous clutter of toys and games.


  “We never throw anything away,” he said. “We’ve still got his first rattle.” She was too smart for that. “No, that’s not it,” he added. “I buy too much. It’s cheaper than giving time. I’m afraid I’m not the best of fathers.”


  She was nice. “We’re all too busy,” she said. She studied the room. “It’s perfect for Steve. He’s four. How old is your son?”


  “Seven.”


  “May I see the master bedroom?”


  “Of course.”


  He took her arm to direct her toward the bedroom. The physical contact sent a wave of warmth through him. He released her quickly. They walked into the wide, sunlit bedroom.


  She stood beside the oversized bed. “This must be fun,” she said teasingly.


  He did not know what to say. If he said yes, it was fun, that implied that it was fun to have sexual relations with his wife. That would be disloyal to Peggy Degen. Worse, it might indicate that he was happy with what he had. If he said no, it was not fun, that implied some secret rejection of sex.


  “I had it made special. I like to turn over in bed without rolling off.”


  “I covet it. We all spend so much time in bed, it should be made the most comfortable thing in the house. You’ll have to tell me where you had it made.”


  “Any time.”


  She stepped over to the first closet and opened it. It was Helen’s closet. A profusion of sweaters, blouses, skirts burst upon them.


  “Your wife and I seem to have a similar taste in clothes.”


  He wanted to disassociate her from Helen. “Not really. You don’t know Helen.” He quickly pointed off. “There are two other closets—”


  She crossed the room, examined them briefly, then stood momentarily at the opposite side of the bed. She gazed down at the silver-framed portrait of Helen. It had been taken a half-dozen years before, just after Danny, when Helen’s hair was still light blonde. The photographer’s lens had diffused her sharper features. “Is this your wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “She’s very pretty.”


  “I’ll tell her you said so.”


  Mrs. Burdock rushed excitedly into the room. “Oh, here you are,” she said to Peggy Degen. “Mrs. Stafford’s simply out of her mind about the back yard. She says it’s perfect for your boy—” Mrs. Degen started forward obediently. “I must see it.”


  “Did Mr. Fleming show you this side of the house?”


  “He was the perfect host. It’s lovely.”


  Mrs. Burdock wagged her finger at Philip. “You’re getting too good at my business, Mr. Fleming, I won’t split the commission, you know.”


  “A case of scotch will be enough.”


  Mrs. Burdock had Peggy Degen by the arm. “Your boy and his friends will positively live in the yard. It’s absolutely Eden.” Peggy Degen threw a pained glance at Philip. He acknowledged it with a grimace. For a moment, he felt very close to her.


  After the women had gone into the yard, he paced restlessly in the bedroom, the cold pipe in his mouth. He thought about Peggy Degen and her husband, who was dead. She did not seem to be a widow in a real widow way. Of course, she had said that she had not been married long. He wondered how long. He calculated. Her son was four. She had probably been married five years ago. She had said that she had lost her husband over a year ago. That meant that she had been married to him three years and some months. He did not know what difference it made. Except that it was good to know that she had not been married a long time.


  He started for the living room. From the study he looked out into the back yard, bright in the early summer sun. He could see the three women gathered about the bird bath. Mrs. Burdock was talking. Then Mrs. Stafford. Peggy Degen had her back to him. Suddenly, he wondered what she would look like in bra and shorts. He wondered what she would look like without the bra, then without the shorts. He broke it off and went into the living room.


  In five minutes, they were back in the house. He could hear them. Mrs. Burdock returned first, almost on the run, breathless and beaming. “She wants it,” she whispered fiercely to Philip. “She wants to buy it.” Peggy Degen came in with Mrs. Stafford. They appeared to have been arguing. lie heard the last of what Mrs. Stafford was saying. “—can’t be that impulsive, Peggy.”


  Mrs. Burdock turned to them. “I’ve just told Mr. Fleming.”


  Peggy Degen looked at him. “I understand you’ll take thirty- five thousand.”


  Mrs. Burdock tried to explain to him. “I told Mrs. Degen you had been offered that once, and turned it down—but you might reconsider.”


  Philip hesitated. “Well, we’d been asking forty-two, and came down to forty, but—” He had promised Helen that he would not go below thirty-eight thousand dollars. Now it seemed wrong to haggle about a mere three thousand dollars. He did not want to discuss money with Peggy Degen. Flow could he disagree with her? And he wanted her to have his house. It was suddenly terribly important that she have the house. Somehow, he felt, this would draw them closer together. They would have to see each other again. “—I suppose I might settle for thirty-five thousand, if you could meet the down payment.”


  She nodded. “I can … There’s only one other thing, Mr. Fleming. It would have to be a short escrow. I have to have occupancy in a week. I haven’t got a place to live.”


  “That might be possible. We already have another house. We can move into it any time.” But he knew that he had better proceed carefully. There was always Helen to face. “The only problem is my wife. She’ll be doing most of the moving. I’d better find out if she can manage it.”


  “When would you know?”


  “She’s at the hairdresser.” He looked at his wrist watch. “She should be back in an hour. Would you care to wait?”


  Mrs. Burdock clapped her hands. “I’ve got a better idea.” She took Peggy Degen’s arm. “Why don’t the three of us go to my office and get the papers ready? Then we can have some coffee—and, by that time, it’ll be an hour.”


  Peggy Degen was agreeable. “That sounds fine.” She turned to Mrs. Stafford. “Have you got the time, Dora?”


  “Of course. Irwin can manage the shop.”


  Peggy Degen extended her hand to Philip. “We’ll be back in an hour. I hope you can convince your wife.” He took her hand, and her clasp felt private and intimate. “I’ll convince her. I like doing business with you.”


  She smiled. “And I—with you.”


  After they had left, he moved to the living room window and watched them cross the brick walk to Mrs. Burdock’s canary yellow convertible. They stood grouped in front of the car for perhaps a minute. Then Mrs. Burdock strode around the car to get behind the wheel. Mrs. Stafford opened the nearest door and clumsily slid in. Then, Peggy Degen got in. For a moment, as she sat back, her legs were apart, one in the car, one out of it. Her skirt was above her knees. When she drew her leg into the car, before shutting the door, Philip suddenly fastened on the image that had been in and out of his head for a half-hour.


  Peggy Degen lay on her back, on the oversized bed, naked. He came to the edge of the bed and kneeled beside her. Smiling, she raised her arms and beckoned him. He joined her, tenderness succumbing to desire.


  He turned sharply from the window. With difficulty, he crossed the room. He retrieved his pipe. His hand was trembling. He began to fill it.


  It was insane, these fantasies, this hot churning within. The whole thing was insane. He would leave a detailed note for Helen about the deal, and let her see Peggy Degen alone, and he would go to the races. He went to the telephone and dialed Bill.


  But even as he dialed the image came back.


  “Bill? This is Philip. I’m sorry I’ve held you up—but I can’t make it. We’re closing a deal on the house today … I’ve got to be here.”


  A half-hour had passed.


  The study was filled with thick blue smoke. He had paced about the room without rest—drawing and puffing on his pipe, luxuriating in the image of Peggy Degen. Now, for the first time since she had left, the image was beginning to recede, to become too elusive to hold in focus, as the time approached for the return of Helen. He tried to prepare himself for Helen. As always—his favorite sport—he could write the scene. She would come in from the hairdresser with her hair freshly bleached, too tightly curled, and in some way too hard and short. She would ask him what he thought. He would say that he thought it was cut too short. She would be annoyed and remind him that women were wearing their hair this way, that it was the latest thing. He would say, wearily, that he thought it would be fine once she combed it out. She would soften, and brush-kiss him on the cheek, and say that she only wanted to look pretty for him. He would say that she looked pretty enough without help from the hairdresser. She would start for the shower—she showered two or three times a day—and he would stop her with his news. Helen, he would say, the house is sold.


  After the first reaction of excitement, there would be anger. Her Dutch sense of thrift, a private preserve of her mind that had been intensified by those years when she had been an eighteen-dollar-a-week file clerk, would be outraged. And the ultimatum to move within a week would spin her into a hysterical outburst of resistance. She would rage, and he would reason. He would win because he knew her most primitive fears. Until she had gone to the analyst, and learned that her basic need was the emotional need to be wanted and loved, she had measured all security by the digits in their savings account. This intangible lump of money, in some hidden vault, was still her safe barrier against all terrors. Analysis had modified but not eliminated her financial insecurity. Philip had but to point out that this barrier would be threatened if he could not sell the house because of this difference of three thousand dollars between her bottom price and the offer, or because of her inability to help him pack odds and ends into cartons within a week. With the burden of two houses, and no buyer for the first, the lump of money would go down and down, and the face of terror would again be visible. He would win. But only after a fight.


  They had fought bitterly the night before. It was past midnight, and he was reading, and finishing his fourth brandy in the living room, when he saw the lamp light blink off in the bedroom. He closed his book, returned his snifter to the portable bar, and went into the bedroom. He undressed quickly, dropped his clothes on the chair, and crawled into bed beside Helen.


  She was in a pink nightgown, coiled, her back to him.


  “Hello, honey.” He moved his hand across her arm and cupped it around her full breast. “I love you.”


  Angrily she pulled his hand away. “You’re drunk.”


  He felt put upon. “I’m not drunk. For god’s sake, what’s wrong with you? I’m not drunk a bit.”


  She turned on her back and peered up at him in the darkness. “Flow many have you had?”


  “One—maybe two.”


  “I bet.”


  “You want me to get it notarized?”


  “I just don’t want you to drink. I don’t want to feel you have to drink to come to bed with me.”


  “That has nothing to do with it. God, someone would think I was a goddamn alcoholic—”


  “I’m not saying that. I’m saying just one night come to me sober.”


  “All right—”


  “That’s what you promised last night and the night before, and a month ago, and two months—”


  “Damn it, will you give me a chance!”


  They brooded in silence, in the darkness, and spoke nothing. He looked at her. She lay rigidly, staring up at the ceiling. One strap of her nightgown had slipped off her shoulder, and her ample breast was exposed. Anger was dissipated by mounting passion. He stretched out next to her and slid his hand over her thigh. She grabbed his wrist and thrust his hand away.


  He was angry again. “Is that the way you feel?”


  “That’s the way I feel.”


  She sat up, fixing the strap on her shoulder, reached over and turned on the lamp light. They both blinked in the sudden light. He drew back and sat up.


  “I don’t like to make love when we’re fighting,” she said.


  “Neither do I. But if that were a criterion we’d never make love.”


  “Don’t say that. It sounds awful.”


  “It’s true. We’re always fighting.”


  “We’re not. Only at night. If you loved me more—”


  “I want you. Doesn’t that show I love you?”


  “There’s more to love than that. You’ve said it yourself. A man can get excited by almost any woman and make love to her—but not love her. There’s more to love.”


  “Don’t lecture me.”


  She was in despair. “You want another child. You’re always insisting. You make me the heavy. How can we have another child when you don’t know how to take care of the one we have? And it’s not just being a good father. It’s being a husband—a grown man—behaving like a man—”


  Here we go, he thought. Castration, castration. That goddamn analyst. He sat up, legs crossed, not listening, as she went on. Sometimes, after a while, it drained out of her, and the stimulus of the cross talk and disagreement made her want him, and then they were together, blotting out the anger in a fusion of ardor, forgetting the old words with soft words of love, and the morning would be good. More often, though, she would go on, and he only half listening, and then he would stop her on some particularly bitter, hurting shaft, and strike back, and this would go back and forth, back and forth, until finally both were tired of it. She would rise and go into the bathroom for a seconal. He would go into the living room for another drink. They would sleep apart, and deeply, and unnaturally. Last night, he remembered, was like that.


  He looked at his watch. Helen would be home in fifteen minutes. He began to cough, choked by the smoke, and after coughing himself out, he walked into the living room. He moved restlessly about. He stared at the Kafka and the Miro, and disliking himself, picked up both books and returned them to their shelves. He sat clown on the sofa, filled his pipe, lit it, hoisted his feet on the coffee table, and let his thoughts dart, from here to there, across the years of his marriage.


  How falsely portrayed, in most novels and plays, and in almost all movies, were troubled marriages. In fiction, usually, a single reason was given for a marriage that did not work. As a writer he understood the necessity of this simplification. A single reason for discord could be dramatized better than many and could be better understood by audiences of varied sensitivity and comprehension. Yet, how untrue these pictures of the marital state. His own marriage worked, but not well. It had good days, lovely, wondrous days, and shattering black days. But when it was bad, it was bad not for a single reason but for a dozen reasons. They were so many, and often so indirectly related to immediate discord, that he often had difficulty in associating them with any quarrel.


  In the studios there was a cliché, as phony as the producers who persistently repeated it, that if you could not tell the story you wanted to tell in one sentence, it was not worth making as a movie. “Give it to me in one sentence, kid,” they would say. “If you can’t, you haven’t got it yet.” This was the rankest nonsense. He liked to picture Charles Dickens sitting in a producer’s office groping to compress his latest novel into one sterile, meaningless, pretentious sentence. Yet, the cliché was appealing because it was challenging. Often he tried to apply it to the ten years of his marriage. Not a sentence, but a hundred sentences, give or take a few. How had he and Helen become so permanently embattled?


  He supposed that he had met and married Helen simply because he had once decided to spend one day in the unlikely Republic of Andorra. He was quite young at the time. He had been living in the Midwest with his parents, and had already published Byron’s Circle, the product of months of happy hours in metropolitan libraries. The book had hardly been noticed. In desperation, he began to write articles for national magazines. He was successful at once. He continued to write for them, traveling to Tokyo and Hong Kong, and home again, and then to Paris and Madrid. It was in Spain that he heard about Andorra, the 191-square-mile independent state in the eastern Pyrenees. This hilly democracy, whose principal industry was smuggling, appealed immediately to his sense of the bizarre. He took a train to Barcelona, and a terrible old bus to Encamp, and spent a day in the thumbnail nation, and then returned to Barcelona to write his article. It was cover-lined in a national weekly. It was read and enjoyed by many, but especially by a producer in a Hollywood studio, who was planning a romantic musical set in some mythical Anthony Hope type kingdom. Within a month, Philip Fleming was in Hollywood.


  He was nearing the end of his screenplay on Ruritania, when the producer’s office called to inform him that a studio publicist would be visiting him after lunch. The studio was preparing a press book on the picture, and it was thought that Philip’s visit to Andorra might make a colorful tie-in. At one-thirty that afternoon, when Philip returned from the din of community lunch, he found Helen Tillman lounging in his office, smoking a cigarette.


  He was impressed at once. Her hair was blonde and long, and she was continually brushing it out of her eyes when she bent over her notebook. Her eyes were blue and quick, and her features regular and definite. She was a small girl in her early twenties. Her full breasts strained at her tight gray suit. Her hips were broad and female. Her legs were short but perfect. She was quick, and bright, and she laughed nicely and had an eye for the absurd and a small way of being defensively sarcastic.


  Philip found that she had been in Los Angeles no longer than he. Her father was a struggling bookie in Newark. She had escaped to an office job with a garment firm in Manhattan. But she was too good for that. She soon had a minor publicity job with the studio’s home office on Forty-fourth Street, and her copy was so distinguished that she was transferred to the publicity department in Hollywood. That was only four months ago. She lived alone in a modern apartment on Sunset Boulevard.


  She was enchanted by Philip’s romantic visit to Andorra, and his travels, and his book, and his melancholy eyes. She was an aggressive
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