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Unraveled as she looked, Susan by nature was working herself around to
whatever more was. But the next batch of words were out before she seemed
ready, before Monty was anywhere near ready. From the sound of her, she could
have been sentencing herself as she said, “That’s me as well, everything you’ve
said about coming down with this in spite of trying so hard not to.”

With every care he sized that up, hope and a new anguish both flickering
in his almost terminally tense expression. “You’re not just saying that. No, you
wouldn’t be.”

I--” she had to halt. She mustered a weak smile by the time she could
resume. ‘“You asked for it,” came her rueful overture. “It’s been a long time
since I was as fond of anyone as I am of you,” she desperately pushed her
declaration out, and he had to take it in like a new language. “Comparison hasn’t
been easy, though, when I’m”--with pianist dexterity she flexed a pale sudden
hand--“such a soda cracker and you’re a graham, so to speak. So I hid any such
notions behind the music, didn’t I. Never let myself imagine too far in your
direction--you know how quick I can conk a daydream in the head. All the same,
lhaugg\if I’d have let myself admit it, tagging through life with you was all I
wanted to do. Some chilly teacher I turn out to be--your voice was always pure
wonder to me, but it wasn’t everything. You know the rest.” He was madly

hoping he did. “Monty, if you can call that love, I ought to have the heart to,

”

too.
He would have vaulted over to her then, but she stopped him with a
gesture. She had to compose herself, and the odd thing was how mortally
inconvenient for both of them this all seemed to her.
Starch was supposed to have been the remedy against anything like this,
wasn’t it. I told him that if I had sometimes been standoffish, there was a reason I

stood off. I told him that while I trusted myself to handle any voice, the human
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element it came from usually needed more than I can provide. I told him he had
not been the only one who needed the cure we had worked. In the race of these
lines onto the page, the diary transformed. From ledger of daily doings to lasting
chapter of revelations. Like an archeologist reviewing the evidence at a scattered
dig, Susan composed on the waiting pages the declensions of fond and how
much each meant to her. Samuel, such closeness with him that it would have
taken a handwriting expert to tell them apart; Angus, her long admiring affection
toward him from far and near; Wes, that entranced time in the old gray stone
stratosphere of Edinburgh. And now Monty; the two of them singularities
together, more than accustomed to each other, tender toward one another since the
reunion afternoon at the Broadwater in ways beyond the power of music. Safe
word, fond. But a certain kind of fondness after long enough, she wrote
decisively, deserves another name. Somewhere she had read the inlaid words:
“The beautiful contradiction of love is that it is a fidelity beyond truth, which is
merely occasional.” She had no idea what came after that. But on the evidence
of the feelings she was at last permitting herself to admit about Monty, there
wasn’t going to be anything the least bit occasional about it.

And then there we were, alone together but with everything changed. The
fact of attraction had been admitted into the apartment and they both knew it. Each
of them had been through enough life to recognize how a situation sharpens on
this category of craving. Susan was acutely aware of her nipples budding, natural
convergence of blood to the vicinity of the warmed heart. Opposite her, Monty
crossed his legs urgently. She had every desire to rush over to him and knew,
plain as that door over there, that would jinx this and J.J. would walk in on them.
Monty, she saw, shared that precise intuition. Staying desperately planted in his
chair, he struggled past the moment to the calendar of complications ahead of them

now. “This isn’t real bright of either of us, is it.”
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“Sometimes that can’t be helped. Right now we have to think about
something else. If I'm seen with you any more, if we’re seen as a couple, it will
throw your career off.”

She could almost feel his grimace across the room. “About like beating it
in the head with an axe handle, you mean.” The worse pain of truth was written
on his face as he looked over at her and slowly spoke. “They wouldn’t go easy
on you either. You know that.”

She was there ahead of him. “I’ve faced it before.” A pause. “With
Wes.”

“Susan, I don’t think you have. Not like this.”

Just then came J.J.’s usual shave-and-a-haircut knock on the door, she
wrote in smaller hand to make the last page of the diary entry come out even, leave
a fresh one for whatever next. Before letting him in, Monty looked at me as we

both fixed our expressions and said, “Painted in a corner, aren’t we. Two coats.”

v

J.J. did a skip-step to keep in stride with her. Whatever Susan was
marching to today, it didn’t know slow. They were already bearing down on the
el station and he still was trying to catch up with her surprise prognosis.

“Really ready?” he persisted. “Enough that I can put him up in front of
people and they won’t mob me for their money back?”

“His voice is ready,” she repeated.

“Well, then, amen,” he made his decision. “I’ll set up a musicale or two,
sprinkle him around town that way at first. Let Montgomery tune himself up
without the whole world listening.”

“And then?”

“Maybe tour him some before letting the New York crickets at him. One

thing, Miss Duff.” He halted so abruptly at the base of the el stairs that Susan
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flew past him a couple of steps before she could attend to his next utterance.
“You have to understand, you probably won’t see us in Helena again,” and he

handed her the black bag in the usual ritual of goodbye.

——,

@t the office in the days after, Susan plunged her mind as far into work as

it would conceivably go. She came in very early, now that there were no journeys
to Harlem these mornings, and in no time was well on her way to wringing extra
effort out of every Over There chapter on the eastern seaboard. This day, with the
watchmen’s barrel bonfires barely quenched in her window-framed view of the
awakening docks, she just was starting rapid-fire typing when the jangle of the
telephone joined in. She let it ring a couple more times while she gathered her
mental forces. At this hour chances were it was either the New Jersey state
chairman who could not wait to howl about the stiff letter she had sent calling
attention to the collecting prowess of the Tammany political machine versus his in
Jersey City, or--

“This is the Amsterdam News,” came the sweet voice at the other end,
“wondering if you might be interested in our introductory subscription price for
downtown folk.”

“Monty, it’s all right. I’m here alone, except for a crazy man on the
phone.”

“Not seeing you puts me that way. Maybe we both ought to check
ourselves into the loony bin, where things make more sense than this.”

“You first. I feel like I finally have a head on my shoulders.”

“Mine’s still spinning. Listen, why I'm calling--you find out how you
stand with the Over Theres?”

“They can use me until after the Observance. That gives us a bit of time.”
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“Take what we can get. Guess what. J.J.’s lined up a musicale. Wait,
don’t say anything, here’s the rest of it: even if I have to hogtie everybody
involved, I want you on hand there.”

“That’s dear of you, but--”

“Never mind dear. It’d buck me up to look out over Cecil’s pointy head
and see you. Besides, you deserve to be there as much as I do. We don’t have to
be, what’s a nice way to put it, obvious--but I want you in that room hearing the
music we’ve put together.”

“Don’t think I wouldn’t give a year off my life to be there. Really, but no.
You’ve told me yourself how swank those evenings are, and I’'m only the voice
teacher. That’s no leg up at all on the roost back here,” she spoke from
experience.

“You’re going to be there, depend on it,” he decreed. “I know somebody
you can show up with, it’ll look just fine. Don’t be a scaredy-cat, Susan. I'm
enough that for both of us.”

Her spirits shot up at the sudden chance to hear him in front of people. “If
you’re that sure. When?”

“Before I know it, almost. Friday.”

“You’ll knock the ears right off them, I know you will.”

“There’s something else.” He measured out the words. “J.J.’s booking
me and Cecil a tour. Across the pond.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said, sick underneath.

“One end of Europe to the other, what he tells me. He’s not saying so,
but I expect he wants to break me in on big audiences where nobody in this
country can hear. Can’t exactly blame him.”

“How long?” e
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“That’s the catch. Half a year. I hate it like blazes, but J.J. claims that’s
what it takes to cover the ground, over across.”

“That sounds right.” In that instant, Bristol, Cologne, Brest, the tens and
dozens of provincial stages where she had toured, came alight in her memory like
a stained-glass window; and the greater halls, the leading cities, would be thrown
open to his voice. “You have to write me from everywhere or you’re in for it,”
she tried to sound full of anticipation.

| “That’s a ways ahead yet. Friday, though--"

“You’re right, that’s almost in sight. Down to business, you. We’ll put
off that session to save you for the evening,” she made the decision a voice
teacher had to. “You feel perfectly ready to sing at the musicale, don’t you?”

“I wouldn’t say perfectly. But do I want a chance to let the songs out,
Godamighty, do I ever.”

“Party bunches, those can be uncomfortably close quarters.”

That produced a significant silence at his end of the phone line; one
more instance when she had hit the nail on the head in the dark. “Funny
you say that,” he mustered after a bit. “Let’s just say I'm not overly
comfortable with these sassiety shindigs, but I can swallow them.”

“Bigger crowds,” she said as if speculating. “You told me back at the

Broadwater that having the music stand took care of the nerves you had about

those.”

“That could have been truer.”

“Monty, wait, you aren’t still bothered by having to face a genuine
audience, are you?”

“Sometimes.”

* ‘Often ?’ » e T
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“Just about always. Susan, I get myself by the scruff of the neck and
make myself face those audiences, okay? Did it before, every damned time, and I
have to figure I can again. Question for you now,” his voice warmed. “Do you
ever let a poor beat-up singing pupil alone?”

“In this case, not until he’s perfect. You’re within a spoonful or so.”

“Right. Try several shovelfuls. Susan? It’s only been a few days and I
already miss you like everything. Any hope for the patient, you think?”

She responded as if he was not the only one who needed steadying.
“Cures like this always take a while.”

After the silence that followed that he said he had better get going on his
daily constitutional or Strivers Row would be sending a search party for him, she
said she had absolute mountains of work to do, and they hung up. Both of them
were wet-eyed.

@, 5

J.J. boiled into her office the next day.

“What’s this about our Harlem letters?” He flung down her message.
“‘Problem’ with them, what kind of all of a sudden ‘problem’? The color of our
stationery, maybe?”’

“Insufficient recognition.”

“Say that again?”

“The Harlem collection deserves--what do you call it when you want
notice for Monty or one of your other performers--push?”’

“Push it till it smokes, if that’s what you want,” he responded, crinkled
with puzzlement. “I can help you pitch it to the newspapers some, if that’s what
you’re after, but--"

“I have to wonder, J.J., if your sense of push is working the way it
should these days.” She had spent nearly all night thinking this through, and even >
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so she found herself desperately having to ad-lib it all. “Scooping Monty out of
the country before you put him in front of a real audience, for instance.”

For a moment the impatient manager went still but alert, as if figuring out
the crossfire she had him in. Then he moved to the side of her desk, leaning in a
bit to deliver each sentence piece by articulated piece. “All right, Miss Duff. Feel
free to tell me my business then, why don’t you. Where would you book a
colored singer who has every right to have the heebie-jeebies after what’s
happened to him?”

“Carnegie Hall. On November eleventh.” _"_b
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J.J. went back on his heels ever so slightly.

“It would all fit,” Susan wouldn’t let him get in a word edgewise or
otherwise, “the Harlem letters would have their fanfare at the Observance, your
veterans would be there to be honored better late than never, Monty’s songs
would be a natural, and Over There would gain push galore.”

“You mean this? Idon’t question that you want to do it, but can you?”

“I know where the ears are located on those who can.”

J.J. looked like a man who had been given a fast horse and a racetrack to

go with it. His index finger came up and simply stood there, his mind so busy
with her.

9

“‘One thing,”” she prompted.

“Right. Have you spoken to Montgomery about this? Because I don’t

want his hopes up and then--"

planning session the next morning. “It does put us on a different footing with the

“It should come from you. Ihaven’t said a peep to him about this.”

“I think it’s a leading idea,” Vandiver gave her notion his blessing at the

Carnegie Hall people, however,” he informed the two of them across his desk
with just enough chief executive sorrow at lack of perfection. “They take a
radically different view”--he rubbed his thumb and fingertips together in the
universal suggestive sign for money--"if it’s a performance rental rather than a
benefit speaking event.”

Susan sent her Well, then? gaze to the other person on her side of the
desk. He returned her an appraising look, as though weighing where she fit in the
Table of Elements. She’d felt vastly relieved when, for all she had heard about
him from Wes, he walked into the office not seeming to know her from a potted

plant. Even freshly shaved and pomaded, Phil Sherman had some of the grizzle
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of his redoubtable family line of generals and senators; he looked like he could
take your head off in one bite.

But he sounded as plummy as the runaway to Broadway that he was when
he finally spoke up. “Maybe you missed your calling, Susan, if I may. Van puts
the touch on all of us for the Observance every year, but it’s usually like going to
church the second time in the same week. This has some ginger to it. Let’s count
on our fingers first, though. One, you’re sure J.J. is game tg;.’.OOk Monty into a
show for our rather fancy but not that lucrative downtow ,\crdﬁvd? And two,
Monty is thoroughly fit to be back on stage again?”

“Absolutely, both of those.”

“Then I’'m in. Monty is an incredible talent, this could be a ripper of an
event.” He shifted his gaze to Vandiver. “I’ll agree to be the producer if
somebody with actual money will come up with the backing. I'm tapped out,
Van--everything but my gold fillings is in Flo’s next show.”

“We thought perhaps Major Williamson--"

“I thought that’s what you thought.” He served them both a veteran
backstager’s grin. “Serves Wes right for being out there with the cows instead of
in here defending his back like a civilized man. He’ll be back in town when?”

Two hours from now, Susan knew to the minute and also knew better
than to say.

“I’ll have Miss Cooper ring up his secretary and find out,” Vandiver took
care of that. “So,” he delegated by habit, not skipping himself, “I’ll put a toe in
the water with the Carnegie people. Susan, if you would be so good as to handle
the speaking arrangements, work up the presentation of the Harlem letters, and so
on. Phil, you’ll pull the rest of it together, bless you. Anything we’ve missed?”

Sherman spread his hands. “That should cover it. All we need now is

Wes, so we can clap him on the shoulder in congratulations on being the honorary
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chairman of the Observance and catch what falls out of his wallet at the same
time.”

Vandiver stepped out to instruct Miss Cooper, and Susan sat thinking
ahead to Wes as she gazed out the window at the docked ships. As casually as an
old flame, Phil murmured: “What time would you like me, tonight?”

She gave him a look barely short of a scalping.

“Didn’t Monty get word to you yet?” he asked, furrowing up. “He put

the arm on me to escort you to his musicale.”

Sunlight poured in the mullioned window, tendrils of vine shadowing
onto het;‘tfdroom wall. Their breathing having barely settled down from the first
time,\ﬂ‘ea/was increasingly aware of the warm cup of her hand, already urging
him to hardness again. In most of his waking moments all summer he had wished
for just such a scrimmage of desire, but she seemed to be ahead of him in every
way. Wes could not actually have said who led whom to this, but Susan was
performing like an Amazonian guide on a mission. The sun playing on the
disgracefully mussed bedding, their entwined bodies made a memory duplicate of
their 1919 spell together, but this time as if caught in the hot light of an
explosion.

He managed to pause long enough in what they were at to ask: “You'’re
supposedly where?”

“Mmmh?” She had to think for a second what she had told Vandiver.
“Oh. Carnegie Hall.”

“You rate it.”
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Afterward, the surprise on her this time, he took her to\§-i-n-ne(at' the
naﬂgthe Brevoort Hotel. Quite possibly on the basis, it looked like to

Susan, that this was the nearest palace he could think of. The headwaiter fussed
them into place, chanted Monsieur and Madame while enthroning them at the
nicely placed table which one glance at the cut of Wes’s suit evidently had entitled
them to. Something was whispered in Wes’s ear that made him nod gravely,
menues were conferred on them, and then they, like the other dining couples,
were by themselves in the sea of ice-white tables. Glancing around at the
murmuring class that obviously frequented here, Susan wondered how far back in
history the rule ran that as the calibre of the family name goes up, the velocity
goes down. Wes could be counted on to be the exception.

“Too bad Montana doesn’t have a seacoast,” he was saying as if
something should be done about that. Running a finger rapidly down the seafood

side of the menu, he chose clams, specifying a la créme.

She ducked her head to the menu, not fully trusting her expression it
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of a man whose version of eating fish on Friday was clams prepared in creai 6 i=

“I’'m hopelessly carnivorous.” In French probably better than Wes’s and th VO S —

waiter’s combined, she ordered the loin of lamb, done just pink. “Back hom Q \oGJ<

never ate the little dickenses, you know, or maybe you don’t,” she rattled on
Wes to be saying something. ‘“Mutton, yes. Religiously. So to speak.” Sh
didn’t want to babble at this, but words were not the surest part of her at the
moment.

Wes felt around under the draping tablecloth and pulled out a champagne
bottle. “Louis informs me the only available wine is on the order of glycerine, but
this isn’t bad.” He poured the sparkling liquid in their waterglasses. Susan was
constantly astonished at the hiding places of alcohol in the public venues of New
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While they sipped and maintained a patchwork conversation, she kept on

questioning what she had done back there in the sunlit bedroom even though the
answer always was that she’d had to. A holding action: Wes himself doubtless
had employed such a maneuver sometime or other, in whatever manual of arms
men resorted to. That he had to be held, until Monty’s opening note resounded at
Carnegie Hall, was nobody’s fault but fate’s, she was quite sure. Well, not that
sure, really. But at least she had herself sorted out about the afternoon’s particular
declension of fond, which she was relieved to find was the one that wears itself
out naturally. She had launched into their bout of mutual want as if driven to
prove something, and while it no doubt could be said better in French, proof was
there to take its turn when the bedsheets cooled. The afternoon with Wes had not
changed anything but her pulse rate.

The soup course was bestowed on them before she gave in to curiosity:

T
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“Versailles-on-the-Hudson, here--is this safe for you?”

He realized that she didn’t know--how could she--that the snoops and
tattlers of his and Merrinell’s set were universally at summer places yet; for the
gilded ilk, October brought the social season back to New York as inexorably as
the tides of Fundy reversed themselves. Across the next ten days or so the pair of
them could cavort around and around the ankle of Manhattan if they so pleased,
then suddenly the Puritans would land again. Rather than go into all that, Wes
gestured around at the palatial roomful of couples. “We’re nicely hidden in plain
sight here. Snowshoe rabbits in a drifted field.”

But Susan said, as if she knew more than that about the nature of
camouflage, “Won’t they pick us out by the pink of our eyes?”

He was about to laugh and hoist his glass with the remark that pink
champagne was more likely a dead giveaway in such circumstances, when she
said: “Pink is the color of guilt, isn”t it?”

Wes put his glass back down. “I’ve just hit town, so I'm running behind
on the guilt issue.” Although, he caught himself at, he was staying conspicuously
silent about his exegesis of Scotch Heaven. He gazed over at Susan to try to
stroke away her mood. “I suppose we did heat up things to the color of blushes
this afternoon. Just when I wanted to try to do better by you in one way, at
least.” She leaned forward in listening attitude but tautly enough that he knew he
needed to be on the mark with the phrasing of this. “Knowing you, I have to
calculate that you’ll take yourself back to Helena as soon as you have Monty put
right and the Observance out of the way.”

“I ought to, yes.”

“Don’t deprive us that way. Stay in New York. We’ve hardly been
together at all, this year. Idon’t like the sound of ‘arrangements’ any better than 1

know you do, but something could be managed that would let you be on your
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own--take on pupils back here, why not--and we could just call it our way to be
together.”

“That’s a big step. If I were a certain someone, I'd call it a major step.”

“That’s short of a yes. But I’ll take what I can get. I'll break my back to
set you up some way like that, Susan, if you’ll stay.”

“I need some time to think about what all that would mean, Wes.”

“Of course. Think it over from every direction of the compass, but I can’t
see how you’d be worse off by trying me out on this.”

The meals came.

“Fair warning,” said Susan after an approving mouthful of lamb. “Your
wife.” He went still. “Van is going to put the arm on you to coax her and her
circle, he calls them, in on the Observance. He seems to think she hobnobs with
the governor’s wife, among others. A slum relief committee together, is it, the
Cardinal and some others thrown in?” Her face was perfectly straight.

“You know how that is, committees make”--just in time he backed off
from the cliff where the sign read ‘strange bedfellows.” Something like a chuckle
came along with the realization that a conversation with Susan still was next thing
to a blood sport. He could feel a stirring in his lately underused capacity of verbal
thrust and parry. “Van knows how to turn a circle into a round number,” he
polished that off. “I’ll see that Merrinell’s phalanx pitches in on the event, don’t
worry.”

“I wasn’t, particularly. Now I have a better surprise for you.”

“Isn’t there a limit on them, in one calendar day?”

“Monty’s first musicale, since.”

“Already?”

“And we’re going to it. We’re expected.”

“Are we. When is this?”
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“Oh, around ten.”

“Ten when?” Then it dawned on him, or whatever the noctural equivalent
is. “Tonight?”

“Of course tonight.”

“I’ve been on a train practically forever, not to mention--"" he did not have

WU,
to cite their bedroom matine€to have it active in both their awarenesses again. As

Susan started to say something, he managed to beat her to it. “Of course I'll come

AN\ e
hear Monty, after everything the t&yﬁave yﬁput into this summer. A musical

interlude, just what the doctor ordered.” He sat back to compose himself for a
moment. “I hope you’re not going to tell me next it’s at my house.”

“Even J.J. wouldn’t pull anything like that, now would he. It’s what he
calls ‘a Park Avenue do.” Who did he tell me the people are, Baxters, Hatchers,
Thatchers--voila, Brewsters!”

“Susan, this is pushing it. I do business with Howard Brewster, and
Lord only knows who else like that will show up.”

“Don’t fret, we’re not strolling in together. Phil Sherman is squiring me.
You can make your appearance when you like, only don’t you dare miss any of
the songs--Monty and I worked ourselves to the bone on them.”

“That Phil. I'm going to have to keep an eye on him.”

“Actually it was Monty’s idea. I still have never heard him sing in
performance, you know.”

“That’s purely silly,” he said as if just noticing that state of affairs. “Of
course you need to be there, it’s only fair.” They both busied themselves with
their food. When they were nearly done, Wes felt he should smooth this part of
the evening away a bit more. “I’m sorry to have sprung that on you so quick,

about wanting you to stay. Forgive me that, all right?”
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“All is forgive,” Susan resorted to a comic tragic accent that could have got
her hired on the spot at the Brevoort. She felt a last genuine pang for Wes, and
what might have been if they had dined together here when she was in her Village
days and he was unattached, but left that for the diary page to handle and went to

: fix her face for Monty’s musicale.
»—

:;t’ The grand piano at the Brewsters’ had the type of gleam to it that comes
from that assiduous polishing agent, old money. Cecil hung around the great
dark lustrous instrument looking as pleased as if it was his to take home. Run
your hands under hot water before touching it, did you, Cece? Monty stood by,
anchoring himself into what seemed the best spot to sing from, watching as Cecil
enthroned himself on the piano bench and began manipulating the follow sheets,
and along with them his third beer. Prohibition, in Cecil’s opinion, had made
brewing an uncertain art, and as usual he plopped a cough drop into his glass to
give the beer some snap.

J.J. was down at the far end of a living room that at a minimum had to be
called sumptuous, making chitchat with the heir to something or other. Monty
never liked taking it on himself where Cecil was concerned, but an accompanist
who was not up to the mark was the last thing this night needed. He pattycaked a
brief drumbeat on the piano top, leaving fingermarks that drew Cecil’s instant
attention. “Easy does it, g&rtner,” he issued. “Those cough drops can get you.”

The pianist up, irked, and just as quickly learned he had better not
be. Cowpoke or wrangler or whatever he was, Monty had a set to him that
suggested you really ought to start herding yourself in the direction he wanted you
to. And he hadn’t come out of that beating any less determined to have
performances done his way and no other. Privately Cecil had figured Monty was

headed for the scrap heap. But that woman, whatever kind of music witch she
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was, and him, however they did it the pair of them had come up with renditions

that made Cecil’s fingers itch, they were so choice.

“Only oiling up enough to be loose, Monty,” he soothed. “T’ll be right on
soon as we start.”

“That’d be good,” Monty said deadpan.

He turned away from Cecil and scanned the party-comers as they gathered
in flocks of four or six. Pompadoured men and bobbed women, about like the
last one of these all those months ago, but none of these evenings quite mirrored
any of the others; he was pretty sure that was their point. Costumes, sometimes--
once there had been a hat night, with half the crowd in sombreros and hawkshaws
and he sang in his tux and Stetson--and more generally some ins and outs to the
mix of the invited each time. High society constantly put itself through a strainer,
it looked to him like, and keeping track was J.J.’s job and thank heavens not his.
He did know that without coming but and saying so J.J. had wanted tonight’s do
to be out of Harlem, to see how the resuscitated voice and redone songs went over
with white hearers. Got his wish on that, for sure. Tonight’s guest-list sift had
shaken out like pure flour. The only dark skins in evidence anywhere in the room
were J.J.’s and his and Cecil’s, except of course those of the serving staff, as
carefully distant-faced as Eskimoes.

At the point now where his music was ready in him and the waiting had to
be got through, Monty occupied himself by watching the faces, all the rituals of
expressively widened eyes and laughing lips and butterfly kisses on cheeks.
Tonight’s host and hostess were the type who pollinated the party by staying on
the move, shunting this famous couple over to meet that notorious one, bringing a
hipper-dipper with the ladies over to meet the newspaper versifier who had
recently left her husband. ‘§€knew there were places in the world where people

like these would be taken out and shot, but at the moment he found it hard to hold
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much against anybody whose worst quality--at least out in public--was trying
everything in order to have a good time. Quite a few of these, he figured, were
the sort of person who would be fun on a picnic, if it was a short enough picnic.

At last he saw Susan come in, on the much-used arm of Phil Sherman.

Here we go, hon, his thought cried across the room to her. Someplace
we never thought we’d get to, let alone in a bundle.

N
@ Two-faced as I've been today, do I have enough left for this?

Looking at herself in the abstract, which was currently the only way she
could stand to, Susan believed herself to be as revealing and moment-by-moment
duplicitous as a mirror with multiple panels. The first reflection showed a man her
heart went to, across the room there. Somewhere on his way up Park Avenue to
join the picture, a man whom every other part of her had been entwined with that
very afternoon. As she stepped into the stratospheric evening where they would
both be, she had to hope this divided version of herself would not fall apart.

First of all, though, she had to survive the onslaught of hospitality.
“Delighted to make your acquaintance...welcome to our little evening,” was
luxuriantly drawled at her from both sides before either she or Phil could put a
name on herself. When he managed to, the hostess and host beamed expertly
while they tried to place it. Even the muscles of their smiles, Susan sensed, had
pedigree. Susetta Brewster was of an old Virginia family, Tidewater roots as far
back as the first anchor splashes, and slender and decisive as a sceptre. Her
husband, older, possessed a high stomach, on the style of a pigeon, and had a
way of leaning in on whomever he was talking to as if offering the comfort of that
hearty bosom. As the Brewsters’ gracious hovering elongated into hesitation,
though, Susan realized that her showing up with Phil Sherman did not fit

expectations, rather like a kangaroo print in the snow. She fixed a shielding smile
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against the determined attention Susetta Brewster was giving her--with just a tiny
stitch of wariness at the corner of each eye--as Phil yattered an introduction that
didn’t make much sense until he invoked Susan’s work for the Over There
Committee.

At once that pegged her for Susetta: doubtless a war widow, tragic as a
mateless eagle from the look of her, most likely an heiress from the West on top
of it all or why else would Phil Sherman bother to be convoying her around town?
With relief she burst out to her husband: “Oh, then, Howard, you must see to it
that she meets Major Williamson.”

“Shall!” promised Brewster.

Until that could be made to happen, she and Phil were shooed into action
in the crowd. Phil did not abandon her, but in this atmosphere of excess money
and women with telltale sidling eyes he had trolling to do and often worked with
his back to her.

In the course of the evening she jumped whenever Howard Brewster
shouted “Sooz!” which each time turned out to be robust abbreviation of his wife
rather than the start of summons of herself. Maybe it was the marinade in the
Brevoort lamb, but in this gathering Susan felt temporarily French. The slightly
wicked but of course apt salon saying over there could just as well have been
stenciled on the penthouse wainscoting here: “On the ladder of life one must climb

»

like a parrot, with the help of beak and claws.” Tonight’s rungs were perilously
close to the top of New York. She drew on resources she hadn’t used in a dozen
years. After all, a certain pang kept reminding her, she had been through this
before, in the Village; there had been nights then when she was the one standing
ready by the piano. So, tooth and nail, she set to socializing in this altitudinous

throng. She had a good pithy conversation with an old growler who had started

as a rigger in the Oklahoma oilfields and wildcatted his way next door to the
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Rockefellers. Next she was trapped in one that spun in circles, with a
cottontopped young actress who had been the stand-in for Jeanne Eagels in Rain.
Susan politely peppered her with questions, but what she really wanted to know
was what it was like to play a role off a piece of paper instead of from the scraps

of one’s self.

Wes paused in the doorway. In the bit of time between the butler spiriting
his hat from him and Howard Brewster hoving to, he performed a rapid
surveillance on the room, best chance to do so on evenings of this sort. Utrecht
velvet on the near wall, making that statement in a hurry. The newer decorating
touch was paisley shawls adorning the backs of all the furniture, as if peasant
women the size of gnomes were stationed throughout the crowd. Over the
fireplace blazed one of Nikolai Fechin’s Taos paintings, a pueblo woman in a
dress of many colors and holding out a golden peach. The rest of the significant
interior decoration was wall-to-wall people. His scan sorted them in a hurry.
Half a head taller than nearly all the other women, Susan, intently mingling. And
poised beside the piano, Monty. Seeing them both here, Wes had a moment of he
wasn’t quite sure what: abashed self-congratulation? Then Howard Brewster
clamped his arm and swirled him into the party.

“Wes of the West!” Phil greeted him. “Welcome back to civilization.” Phil
was languidly sandwiched between Susan and a flushed woman with a feathery
little headpiece in the assisted red of her hair. His practiced hand, Wes noted with
due relief, was in the small of her back rather than Susan’s. When presented to
each other, once again Wes and Susan exclaimed for everyone else’s benefit that
their families had been acquainted. Brewster hung on with them, proud of his

prowess at putting people together, until he could not resist foisting other couples

into the conversation.
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Wes took the chance before the impending blizzard of introductions to say
in Susan’s ear: “I meant what I said, at dinner. Stay in New York and see the
world.”

Just then the piano announced itself. Not trusting herself to say anything,
Susan brushed fingertips across the back of Wes’s hand and slipped off to listen
from the far side of the room.

As he squared up for his opening number, Monty knew the work cut out
for him. This wasn’t a particularly hard audience, but not an automatic one either.
Gin had made its inroads in attention spans. Right off, he let them know what
they were in for with the newly sneaky End of the Road, his voice effortlessly
peppering the song just enough. He was relieved to see heads begin to bob in
rhythm with his sly phrase breaks by the second verse. Song after song caught

them by the gills the same way; the crowd seemed to be breathing the music rather
than air. froAs w@

Listening, watching, exulting, Susan knew withWhat he could
sing his way to the top of anywhere when his voice was on, the way it was this
penthouse night.

He was happily readying himself for his finale when a hand plucked his
sleeve. “Excuse me all to hell, Montgomery,” J.J. whispered, holding on to a
tiniest inch of fabric to show he was interrupting only to the absolute minimum.
“But I have to hit them with this before the night goes to pieces.”

Monty backed up, knowing J.J. would not do this if it didn’t count.

“Good people,” J.J. raised a hand as if swearing an oath, “I need to make
an announcement. Would you believe, I get paid to spill the beans and these are
some delicious ones. On the eleventh of November, Montgomery and Cecil have

another little do.” He gave an indicating nod to one and then the other of them.

“They’re hearing about it for the first time along with the rest of you, look at their
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faces. They know something is up, all right, but they don’t know it’s going to be
them. They will be performing that night,” he bulleted the news with pauses, “at
a place...called...Carnegie Hall!”

An ahhh like an ascending run plucked on a harp zephyred through the
room. Skillfully J.J. went on to make the pitch on behalf of the Observance,
singling out some in the room who had cut their teeth over there in the trenches--
Major Williamson, Phil Sherman, “and for that matter yours truly”’--and who now
felt prepared for Carnegie Hall. “So come be with us that night, hear? And need I
say, bring any money you’re tired of having laying around. Now for another
good cause, the way these two are flying high here tonight, back to our music.”

Monty had barely heard the last of J.J.’s spiel, swept up as he was into the
thin air at the peak of the announcement. Carnegie damn Hall, whoo. About the
next thing I better do is check myself for nosebleed.

Instead he squared up again to sing.

“Forty miles a day...”

Something phantasmal came into the room now with the first words of the
Medicine Line song. Wes felt it as a chin-level chill, up around where his officer
tabs used to be. Hauntingly, tinged with rhythm beyond mere tune, some note of
the ancient fate-haunted trade of being a soldier came through in Monty’s voice
when he sang that song now; Homer sang so in his epic lines, and kilted
footsloggers in accompaniment to bagpipes. Monty’s every previous performance
of the ballad, Wes had listened to with something like fascinated reluctance, but
never with the thought that “Sergeant Mose and old Black Jack” would force a
way into musical canon. But this evening, knowing that his was not the keenest
musical ear in the room by far, Wes with a shock understood how the earned

magnificence of Monty’s voice elevated the tune from the Fort Assinniboine
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barracks. Until now, the classic parade song of the pre@_rie wars was that of the
Seventh Cavalry, Custer’s outfit, the spirited “Garryowen.” Until now.

When Monty finished and stepped back with a bow, the applause beat and
beat against the walls and city-spangled windows of the penthouse. Then it was
time to circulate, take plaudits, make modest conversation. Without seeming to,
he managed to work the route around to the vicinity of Susan.

She had been cornered, no small feat in the middle of a room that size, by
the big Dutchman he had been warned about. Artist of some kind, no one seemed
quite sure on what basis. The man’s wife was across the room, although her hard
dark eyes were not. She watched, Monty watched, as he leaned intently in on
Susan. “So you are from the wilds of Montana, ha. Had you heard of this
musical gentleman out there? His singing is amazing. So--so natural.”

Over the man’s shoulder Monty traded a sneaking glance with Susan,

knowing she had caught on in the same instant he had as to how close that was in

the alphabet of fate to naturally so-so.

Mister Rathbun?” The Dutchman sputtered a laugh and moved on. \‘ ot T}
Watching his chance, Monty caught her alone for a minute at the extensive \ M\tfé%
table of food. .

“Carnegie Hall, that’s pretty foxy,” he said low and offhand as though
consulting her on whether the Pecorino cheese carried any advantage over the
Stilton. “Wonder where the Over Theres might’ve got that idea.”

“I'll never tell.”

“Susan, good Godamighty, you know I’m sort of leery on big audiences

yet and you’re going to plop me in front of--"
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“You’ll get over it,” she assured him, confident enough for both of them.
“You’ll have to.” She slipped him a smile that went to the heart of things. Love
was her silent apology for what she had done this afternoon. It had to be. “Now
shush about being leery. Your following wants petting, here come some now.
And just so you know--you were everything I could have hoped, tonight.”

Past one in the morning the evening began to break up, as raggedly and
inevitably as floes calving off an iceberg. The noisiest contingent wanted to go up
to Harlem. Cecil immediately enlisted as guide. When they swept by Monty he
declined by rote, saying the only place up there he wanted to see this time of night
had a bedpost in each corner and a pillow to welcome him. From her windowseat
Susan sat watching what happens after the finale, content to her core that Monty’s
music--their music--had reached i-n-tgt\his gathering.

Before long, Phil detoured over and manfully asked her to come along
with a bunch he had assembled to go to the Kit Kat Club where the liveliest
hoofers from Flapper Revue congregated after the show, there would be
dancing--“Phil, I'm sorry, but I don’t flap.” He offered to flag her a taxi for
home, and out they went, she once again on his arm, past the indefatigable
cordialities of the Brewsters.

Wes had waited for the party to thin out before going up to Monty.

“Major, how you doing, how’s the ranch? Hoped we’d have a chance to
shoot the breeze,” Monty fended industriously while thinking How over is it with
her and him? Susan would do her absolute best, he didn’t dare doubi,\ but--

Williamsons don’t any too often say ‘uncle.’

“I’'m calling it a night,” Wes surprised him with. “I just wanted to add my

bravo to all the rest. You and Susan have done wonders.”
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“She’s one of a kind, for sure,” Monty testified, feeling he could afford to
say that much. “The Lord Himself wouldn’t know how to put a price on her,
don’t you think?”

B—

J.J. was in a purring mood when he met with Susan to work out the
Observance details from his side of things. “The newspapers will lap it up.
‘Negro singer shrugs off Klan beating, reaches heights of Carnegie Hall.””

“As you say, Vitamin P,” she said, meaning the power of push.

“You know, I can sort of see the audience that night in here,” he palmed
his forehead like a phrenologist. “You ever do that?”

“Only before every time I ever performed.”

“Then let me tell you the kind of thing I see there in great big gorgeous
Carnegie Hall.” He sketched dreamily in the air with his hands. “People dressed
to the nines, Vandiver and the Major’s people wearing their money on their backs,
they got every right to. Lots of medals catching the light, I may even put on my
set. Montgomery and Cecil up there on stage, looking so fine--oh, by the way,
since it’s the finale, we’ll hold them to half a dozen songs, tops. Double encore
that way, if the whole crowd isn’t out there sitting on their hands.”

“Right,” Susan muttered, writing down the six-song stipulation on her
list.

“All that, then,” J.J.’s voice pussyfooted on, “I can see just as plain as
anything. And all of us of a certain shade up, ever so high, up there in...peanut
heaven.”

Susan’s head yankeq up. Cinnamon eyes to almond eyes, she and he
stared to a draw. After a‘u;}ﬁfl; said, “No one has told us the seating has to be

that strict.”

“There is a way to encourage it not to be.”
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“J.J., I’'m no good at mind-reading.”

“Round up the cripples.”

Susan had to swallow hard. She kept still, so he would go on.

“Ours and yours both. Crutchers, one-lungers, blind beggars, any of the
wounded vets.” He clicked these off like an abacus. “Make them honored
guests, put them in the front row, mix them up. Speckle the place with them, that
way. How can Carnegie Hall make a fuss about where anybody else sits if those
are up there together, I ask you?” He didn’t even stop for breath. “Another
thing. Welcoming speech from Major Williamson. Hero and big giver and all, it . \
would be good for the crowd to see him gimp across the stage.” %W“P

“But he doesn’t--" She realized she had never thought any gait of Wes’s

could be called that. “I’ll see that he’s asked.”

After the last musicale--it had been at the Dutchman’s place on the Upper

West Side; the man went around sputtering like a tea kettle, but he knew how to
throw a party--Monty was already fondly missing them when J.J. gave him a lift
home as usual. He didn’t even much care that the weather had turned nasty.
November had come to New York as if colliding with it, rain pouring down like
the clouds were being punctured by the high buildings, but slick streets were
nothing new to J.J.. Monty sat back perfectly glad to be gliding up to Harlem on
a night such as this as a passenger instead of a chauffeur.

“Good do tonight,” J.J. was musing out loud over the working of the
windshield wipers. “Nice and speckled,” his term for a mixed audience. “Your
better class of ofays, but you couldn’t swing a cat in there without hitting a
hushmouth poet either.” He added a short knowing laugh. “Not to mention the
fine assortment of brown honeys. Wouldn’t hurt you to get yourself one of

those, you know.”
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Monty made an amused sound at the back of his throat and was about to
rib back by asking him what sort of manager he was, trying to push a poor angelic
recuperating singer into the clutches of wild women, when J.J.’s next words hit:

“Because you ought to lay off the white lady.”

Monty swung his head around the guarded way he used to when there was
trouble in the vicinity of the bull chutes.

“Goddamn it, J.J., where’s your evidence on that?”

J.J. tapped his temple impatiently and then went back to squinting past the
wipers into the torrent of taxicabs the rain had generated. “Too careful says
something, too, you know.”

“I thought you got along with her.”

“Getting along with her isn’t the same as getting in deep with her.
Montgomery, the last time I looked half an hour ago, that woman was white,
white, white. Mingle with them, chin to chin, elbow to elbow, that’s fine. But
draw the line where the skirt starts, okay? You got no business up there anyway.
Whatever you may have heard, that pink thing of theirs doesn’t run sideways in
them. At least not in the French ones, I can speak from experience. So don’t go
being curious.”

“She’s--the music--” Monty fumbled for how to say it. “We’ve gotten to
be friends, her and me. Been through damn near everything together, trying to
bring the songs up out of nowhere and me along with them. Godamighty, J. J.
You know most all of that. I don’t see why--"

“You are not seeing, that’s why I have to bring this up. \éqristﬁnighty
yourself, Montgomery. You can’t count on the rest of the world going around
blind. Cecil’s noticed, too.”

“Cecil is going to be counting his teeth in his hand if he--"
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“This isn’t about Cecil. It’s about the fact that you and her can be mental
kissing cousins over the songs, if you have to, but you’re still of the colored
persuasion and she’s still Miss Pond Cream. Bruise around among the ladies if
you want, you’re entitled. But you’re plenty bright enough to tell black from
white.” J.J. delivered the next with the finality of slamming a door: “Don’t let
these lah-de-dah musicales fool you. This is still a country where they run one of
us up on a rope every couple of days, and making eyes at their women is one of
their favorite excuses. Didn’t that axe handle give you enough taste of that?”

Helpless on his own part, Monty tried to defend hers. “You wouldn’t be
creaming off your cut of the take, every time I sing a note, if it wasn’t for her.”

“That’s as may be. I figure I'm doing her all the favor I can by trying to
clout some sense into you.” J.J. changed lanes as deftly as a jockey. “You got to

watch your step, man. You’d be better off shoveling coal to Major Williamson

than to her.”

@)w that rehearsals and musicales were at an end, meeting without
drawing notice was desperately hard. They resorted to the bridle path at first
light.

“Any trouble?” Susan asked as her horse caught up to his, the countless
seagulls and pigeons staking early claims to one of Central Park’s nearly countless
monuments their only spectators.

“They figured I was looking for a job as a stable hand, is all.” Monty cast
an eye over her riding outfit, a purple velvet divided skirt. “Bet they didn’t ask
you that, did they.”

“Grace Vandiver loaned it to me. It makes it, but it’s snug.”

vl
His evaluating}mﬂ(said all that was necessary.
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“They’ll maybe think I’'m your--what’s that the French have?”

“Equerry,” she rolled the word. “A Two Medicine equerry, first of its
kind in the world. You’re rare enough for it.”

They rode without saying anything for a few minutes while they
accustomed themselves to the feel of their rental saddles and fit of their stirrups.
True daughter of her father, from the side of her eye she studied Monty’s
potbellied mare and its plodding gait. Son of a cavalryman, he dolefully eyed
Susan’s broadbeamed bay as it waddled along.

“Nags,” he said it for both of them.

“And they call these silly things spurs.”

They cantered along as best they could make the horses move, well ahead
of other horseback denizens of dawn and those were few. At that early hour, the
stilled park seemed something central to not merely the metropolitan island of
Manhattan but all the kingdom of autumn, the ramble of its gravely outlined
barebone trees and subdued lawn greenery and quiescent waters where even the
mallards still dozed a portal between the summer that had been and the winter well
on its way. Let dark winter come its worst/we minor suns were here first,
Susan’s memory was jogged by the rhythm of the hooves. I'm getting as bad as
Angus, she told herself, and brought her thoughts back onto the immediate
calender. Ten days into November now, and tomorrow one of history’s steep
ones.

“More newspaper people coming this afternoon,” Monty was saying in a
fog of breath. “I feel like one of your records.” He slowed down his voice as if a
mighty finger rested on it: “Leht Cahrnehgie Hawl gahthur uss toogehthur...”

“It all helps.”

“Something you better know,” his tone dropped until it was all but lost in

the clop of the horses. “I’m catching hell from J.J.”
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“About us, naturally.”

He nodded. “Funny how we can get on people’s minds in a hurry.” He
started to say something more but held it as a mounted policeman on his morning
round crossed the riding path ahead of them. Susan gave the officer a look of
such imperturbable ladyship that he may well have figured Monty was along to
help her on and off the horse. As he rode away from them, Monty retrieved what
had been on his mind:

“Susan? J.J. does have a real question there,” he was trying to put it
delicately, “whether two like us belong together.”

“I categorically--"

“--disagree, don’t I know. But that doesn’t change--"

“Skin and hair,” she said as if heartily tired of hearing those words, “that’s
not all we’re made of--why should those rule all else of life? We are not some
kind of a stain on other people’s notion of things, we amount to more than that.”

“You’re sure as you were that first day? About us keeping on?”

“I’m set in stone.”

“Just checking. Wanted you to have a chance to cut me loose with no hard
feelings.”

“Put that in the poorbox,” she told him warmly. “We each have a fair idea
of what we’re getting, Monty.”

“I hope you’re right about that,” relief and rue mixed in his voice. He
glanced over at her as if making sure one last time. “J.J.’s not the only one who’s
ever going to have an opinion on this, you know. I’ll bet the Major wouldn’t
figure this is what he bargained for, either.”

“He’s the one who tossed us together,” she said speculatively as if the
words would stand clear in the chill air, “he must have figured he was getting

something out of it. The Williamsons generally do.” She turned her head and met
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his look with one that said that was as far as she should go on the topic of Wes.
“We have to give this some time, Monty. Tomorrow night will carry you a long
way. After that, let’s--let’s see what happens after your tour of Europe. That’s
the vital thing. You should be fine over there. There won’t be any”--she gestured
toward the side of her throat.

“That’s what J.J. keeps saying,” Monty shook his head as if it was too
good to entirely believe. “Of all damned things, colored performers are--how’s he
put it--at a premium in those countries. Tells me they practically made Robeson
the second king of England last winter, and the French upped the ante. Bricktop,
Jo Baker, they’re all learning to eat snails.” He was silent for several moments,
then said as if putting that away: “Doesn’t help us any here, does it.”

They rounded a last seasonally solemn grove of trees at a bend of the path,
a clear stretch ahead. Susan leaned forward in her saddle and held her horse back
until his was even with hers. “Race you to the stable.”

“Think so?” His sudden grin expanded into his voice. “You know I
wouldn’t have a chance against a fancypants rider like you, I'm just the eq--"

She whipped his horse across the flank with the end of her reins, then
swatted hers on its bountiful rump.

The horses seemed to shudder into life. Grunting in alarm they bolted
down the riding path, eyes wild, hooves pounding, prairie warriors clinging to

their backs.

“It’s on me today.” Phil palmed the meal chits almost before they had
settled to the table. “If you don’t look back in your checkbook, you can pretend
it’s a free lunch. Cheap enough for me, too, considering you’ve roped the

Governor into the Observance. I kowtow to anyone who can get Ashcan Al
;///m Yo 3B fAlrue ) >
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inside a concert hall.”




H40a2R
503"
Wes grabbed up a fork in one fist and a knife in the other and sat posed
like a trencherman ready to attack the feast of a lifetime, then dismissively clinked
the silverware back into alignment with the crimson crest on the tablecloth.

“Honesty is a costly policy,” he said with a tired smile of admission. “The ones
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you really ought to be tucking oysters and slaw into are my wife and the

Honorable Mrs. Smith.”

“The Club isn’t ready for that,” Phil gestured hi@l\idly around at the
wholly masculine roomful of alumni in protectorates of three and four, “and I
doubt that those particular ladies are ready for the delicatessen behind the Garrick.
You have to be the stand-in. Pile on the chow, you can probably use the
nourishment for your Carnegie debut. Everything down pat?”

“I’m so rusty it’s pitiful--it’s been five years since I made a speech, can
you believe? I used to reel them off almost without thinking. This one is giving
me fits. I can see myself tomorrow night, I’ll end up reading it from a piece of
paper like a town crier.”

“Maybe you should have Susan Duff rehearse you for a change.”

Wes examined his oldest friend. The start of a chill came into him at
hearing Phil, cunning about women, make a point with her name on it. “You
aren’t just telling me that to see if the silverware will jump again, are you.”

“Hardly. I don’t like what the side of my eye has been seeing at our man
Monty’s musicales.” Now Wes felt the frost of apprehension fill in fully within
himself. “Susan is as clever as a woman can be about it,” Phil’s tone betrayed
nothing and granted nothing; he could have been discussing a character turn in a
script that had come in over the transom, “but she and Monty keep crossing paths
a tad too often. Let’s hope they haven’t come down with a case of each other.”

Afraid of how he would sound, Wes didn’t say anything. He sat all the
way back in his chair, pinned as a butterfly, waiting for what else the suddenly
prosecutorial friend across the table would come out with.

“You’ve backed Monty enough it ought to earn you sainthood,” Phil went
on making his case, “but it’s reached the point where you need to bend his ear on

what goes and what doesn’t. It’s a fact of life, is all--the two of them are asking
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for trouble if they so much as make eyes at each other. If I've noticed they’re on
the brink, others will.”

Of necessity Wes found words, for what they were worth. “Phil, really.
Aren’t you reading rather a lot into a couple of people simply working up music
together? I know you’re a professional noticer, but in this case I think you’re
jumping to conclusions.”

“And you’re dodging them.” Phil leaned in, diagnosing as he came.
“There are times when you don’t see what you don’t want to, Wes. Probably that
saved your skin where the odds of getting past machine-gun nests were involved.
But it can cost you everything you’ve put into Monty’s getting somewhere, if you
don’t snap to.” Pup of the historic old wolves in his family, Phil Sherman knew
how to nip when he had to. When he was satisfied that his words were
sufficiently under Wes’s skin, he settled back again. “Don’t I wish I were
misreading,” he said more leniently. “Seeing the way he lights up around her--1
thought at first it was gratitude, on his part. Missy from the nice house, helping
him up in the world--why wouldn’t he feel grateful? He’s feeling more than that,
though, I'd bet anything. She doesn’t show any signs of allergy to his skin
either, if you know what I mean. If that doesn’t bother her, why wouldn’t she set
her cap for a man on his way to being famous?”

Incalculably more irritated than he dared to show, Wes managed to say by
the book: “My family knew hers. She’s from different circumstances than you
and I. She doesn’t work that way.”

“That makes it worse then,” came back implacably. “A steel heiress or a
countess with enough money to be naughty might get away with a fling across the
color line. Not someone whose name only carries the letters it has in it.” Phil
tapped the tabletop in emphasis. “Susan Duff throws everything out of kilter.

I’'m not poking my beezer into this for the fun of it--you of all people know me
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better than that. Ilike Monty, I'm all for him. Nothing against her, for that
matter, if you like them on the tall prickly side. But I'm not entirely disinterested
in how they behave with one another. The sky is the limit, for a voice like his--I
can imagine him someday in the right kind of Broadway vehicle. Green Pastures
of the West, why not? If the gossip columns take in after him, though, that fries
that.” He raised a cautionary hand. “We don’t want to upset the applecart before
the Observance. But the minute that’s over, somebody had better land on
Montgomery Rathbun with both feet about this.”

“Damn it,” Wes struggled to keep his voice down, “I’'m not his lord and
master. Something like that ought to come from--well, from his manager.”

“If I know J.J., he’ll weigh in strong on that, if he hasn’t already,” Phil
conceded. “But a manager is just another kind of hired hand, you know about
those. Monty is used to listening to you. Wait until we have tomorrow night over
with, then do us all a favor and take him aside and straighten him out about white
women.” He signaled as though just remembering the purpose of this noon at the

_ Club. “Ready to order?”

Something that outwardly resembled Wes made its way to his street
address, handed over his hat to the usual serving hands inside the voluminous
front door, somehow navigated stairs and hall and thick silence of office to slump
into the refuge of his desk chair. This hollow version of himself echoed without
stop with what he had never expected to hear. The Harvard Club conversation, to
call it that, tortured all the more because its initiating voice was next to his own.
Damn you if you brought this up and are wrong, Phil, and double damn you if
you are right. But here in the terrible honesty of aloneness he took over the
interrogation of the creature who bore his name in all this and made correction

after correction, now that it was too late. What a crude mechanism the mind is, he
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savagely notified himself. He hadn’t foreseen, hadn’t headed this off in time,
hadn’t calculated that their courage could be greater than his. More fool yet, I
hadn’t a clue I was being one, did I.

Eventually what he had left to work with began to come to in him. Clock,
social calendar, the footstep chronometry of the household, such reminding taps
of time impelled him, however reluctantly, to unmoor from the chair and go
through the motions necessary. This next semblance of himself managed to put in
an appearance downstairs. It roused considerably at the news that Merrinell was
out for hours more, enmeshed in the fitting of the necessary new gown for the
Observance gala. Then it mystified Hi{fger by discharging him for the rest of the
afternoon. This was not behavior expected of the Major, and every eye of the
downstairs staff watched the muted figure climb back up the stairs.

But he was enough himself by now to go about this methodically. His
bedroom the first stop, he winnowed through his closet until he found a shirt
slightly yellowing with age and tux pants with a wine stain on them, the nearest
thing he had to workclothes. The change of costume usefully occupied him; he
decided against risking cufflinks up there and rolled back the shirtsleeves, then
glanced down at his usual good shoes and shed them in exchange for his old pair
of Army field boots. Looking more like a propbox from Carnegie Hall than
someone who was going to appear there the next night, out he went into the upper
hallway and tromped on up to the mansard attic, the sight of him freezing maids in
their tracks all along the way.

Taking care in dodging under the rafters--he had been conked enough for
one day--he surveyed the family flotsam stashed there. An attic was always the
overhead catch-basin of life’s leavings, but he was surprised to see how things
had bubbled up here strictly according to generations. Presiding over upright

clothes trunks was a lineup of dressmaking forms, successively more slender than
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the proportions of Merrinell that were being swathed this very moment. Ina
gathering of their own were the girls’ jilted playthings: rocking horses; menageries
of puppets; their dollhouse period. Farthest back in the eaves, galleon-like under
sagging sail-riggings of cobwebs and most of a decade of dust, rested his
brassbound Harvard trunk handed down from his father and in which the old
man’s mementoes were mixed with his. He hadn’t known what else to do with
his father’s last effects.
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