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THY NEIGHBOR’S WIFE …

SHE closed her eyes and tried to push away from him. A thousand colored lights seem to explode within her as she fought to control herself. It was all right to have a few drinks with Bill, to be friendly with him, but it mustn’t go beyond that. She was married to Andy.

“Millicent.” One strong arm encircled her, crushing her to him. “Millicent, I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you.”

“Oh, Bill!”

The man she saw now was not Andy, nor did he look anything at all like Andy. He was big and smiling and his body was brown and powerful in the sun. This man was Bill, needing her as much as she needed him … But seconds later, as she began to cry, it wasn’t Bill at all. It was just a man, any man.

She moved her head so that she could look up into his eyes. Her hungry, searching lips went to his mouth …
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PART ONE
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THE BARTENDER at the Central Bar knew what to do; he’d been doing the same thing for so long now that Millicent never had to remind him. Promptly at five fifteen he picked up the phone at the end of the bar, dialed and asked the question which he asked every day, Monday through Friday, inclusive.

“How’s the five twenty-five?” he wanted to know. “On time?”

He waited for a moment, listening, and then hung up.

“On time,” he said.

“Damn.” Millicent looked at her cocktail glass and frowned; it was still half-full. Somehow, she had to start pacing herself so that she didn’t order a drink after five—what with the Erie using diesel power now the commuter trains were always on time. And, this being Monday, she had to stop at Fedder’s Drug Store, just around the corner, and get her weekly supply of Sen-Sen. “Well, damn,” she said and hastily finished the rye and ginger.

The bartender, Freddie, merely nodded when she got down from the stool and started for the door. Freddie always nodded in the same sad sort of way. She guessed it was because he went to all that trouble of making the telephone call for her and then she never left him a tip. But she didn’t feel sorry for Freddie; not half as sorry as she felt for herself. Freddie owned the Central Bar and he made his profit. Andy was so careful about money, she was lucky if she could keep enough out of her household allowance to buy a few quick ones here and there. She smiled secretly as she pushed open the door and stepped out into the street. Poor Andy, she thought; he read those cost-of-living indexes put out by the government and said they were all a bunch of lies. Of course, Andy was a Democrat and that helped; he expected things to jump in price every week. It was a good thing he did—she was drinking more every week, every day, and no matter how she tried she couldn’t seem to cut down.

The wind was sharp and cold against her legs beneath the shortie coat. Actually, she supposed she should have worn something warmer, but she liked the feel of the wind after she’d had a couple of drinks. A couple? That was a laugh. She’d had four. Or had it been five? No, four. Friday she’d had five and she’d spilled some of the soup at supper. Four within an hour was about her limit, and she had to watch that. Unless, of course, Freddie set up the fifth one for nothing, but that seldom happened.

She entered the drug store and the pimply-faced kid behind the counter knew exactly what she wanted. Two packages of Sen-Sen and a pack of Winstons.

“Not in the flip-top box,” she said. “I hate them.”

The kid nodded and made change. When he was at the cash register he was directly under the light and the glare made his pimples seem more numerous, redder. She often wondered about those pimples. Were they caused by a lack of sex, as so many people claimed? If so, why didn’t he just find a nice girl in school and get rid of them? She smiled as he handed her the change, not because he smiled, but because the thought of any girl going to bed with such a terrible looking thing was awfully funny.

Outside, she crossed the narrow street and walked toward the railroad station. As usual, the driveway in front of the red brick building was jammed by cars driven by loyal wives and, in some cases, occupied by anxiously waiting children. Most of the windows of the cars were steamed up, making personal recognition impossible, and this she found more satisfactory than annoying. The topic of conversation, if she became trapped with one of these women, would either be the weather, which no one could do anything about, or her chairmanship of the local Red Cross drive. And she was just as sick of the Red Cross drive as she had been about the drives for the Girl Scouts, Polio and Cancer. Not that the drives weren’t worthy—they were—but every time she wound up with the same captains who came up to the house, drank coffee and ate cookies and speculated about why Stockwood didn’t start a Community Chest.

Frankly, she was sick of all of them.

Millicent rounded the station and stood behind the express doorway out of the wind that swept down the railroad tracks. The wind was much colder out here than on the street, and her flesh, bare above the tops of her stockings, began to get numb. As she heard the train approaching, whistle screaming furiously as it plunged down the mountain into the valley, she got out the package of the Sen-Sen and began chewing a liberal amount. Thank God for Sen-Sen, she thought; Andy doesn’t have to know.

A woman moved out of the shadows and stepped into the doorway beside her. Her perfume was rich, heady. Millicent supposed, with a touch of envy, that the woman could afford it; her husband was in stainless steel cook-ware, or something like that, and everybody, including Andy, said he made a fantastic amount of money.

“Hello, Mrs. Proctor,” Millicent said. She did not want to say it, but there was little choice in the matter.

Mrs. Proctor pretended to examine the shadows. “Oh, Mrs. Ford!” The bigger woman adjusted her scarf and fingered a tiny, girl-like curl over her forehead that just wouldn’t stay curled. “I hope you didn’t walk down from Lighthouse Hill in this weather.”

“Yes, I did. I walk every day.”

“But, my dear—”

“It’s wonderful exercise.”

Millicent was lying, of course; she disliked the walk, which was about a quarter of a mile, and she detested the little round stones that kept rolling around under her feet. But it was the only way she could get down to the village and the Central Bar. Andy had figured it out a long time ago; if he drove the car to the station in the morning and left it, and she didn’t have it to run around in, they could save enough on gasoline to pay the telephone bill.

“This is weather for Florida,” Mrs. Proctor was saying. “Why, Jerry said just the other night that we ought to pack up and—”

Millicent closed her ears to what Mrs. Proctor was saying and listened to the sounds of the approaching train. The Proctors went to Florida every winter and the summer before they had gone out to California. They had the money to travel with and enough to buy a new Cadillac every year, but no one had been able to collect on the fantastic pledges Mrs. Proctor gave to every charity drive that came along.

Mrs. Proctor was still talking about going to Florida when the train pulled in at the siding and stopped.

“Excuse me,” Millicent said.

She moved down to the fourth car—Andy always rode in the fourth car—and waited in the darkness. She blew out her own breath, and sniffed; all she could smell was the Sen-Sen. She felt pretty sure that Andy wouldn’t be able to smell anything else either, but just to be safe she would kiss him only on the cheek. Seven years of marriage hardly rated more than that and he never seemed to care. Later, at night, while he was lying in bed, she would kiss him on the mouth. There wouldn’t be any of the liquor odor left then. Besides, when they were alone in the darkness, she wanted him to love her the way a woman was meant to be loved. But she always failed and not once had she ever experienced the completeness of sexual intercourse. Andy insisted on being careful, of using those things he bought in the city, explaining that it would be another year or so before they could risk having a baby. By that time she would be twenty-seven and she didn’t want a baby at twenty-seven. She wanted a baby now, at twenty-five, just as badly as she had wanted one that first night when she had been eighteen and scared to death that he would hurt her.

“Oh, there you are,” somebody said. “I was looking for you, Millicent.”

She blinked the tears out of her eyes, telling herself that she shouldn’t be such a little fool, and turned to face the man who had spoken to her.

“Oh, Bill!” she laughed. “You startled me.”

Bill Saxon was a big, dark-haired man in his early thirties who was a faithful reader of men’s fashion magazines, who dressed like many of the ads. The Saxons, Grace and Bill, lived next door to the Fords in a split-level house that was mortgaged up to the hilt. But the Saxons didn’t worry about debts; Bill was doing very well in mutual funds and his wife had a good job as a buyer in one of the big department stores. Not that Grace wanted to work. She didn’t. She wanted a baby, too, but was unable to get that way and she kept on working only to have something to do.

“Andy won’t be up until the ten-fifteen,” Bill said. “He called me and asked me to tell you.”

“Oh?”

“Said there must be something wrong with the phone up at your house. He tried for fifteen or twenty minutes to get you but couldn’t get any answer.”

She had left the house at quarter of four. As far as she knew this was the first time Andy had attempted to call her in months. He didn’t believe in charging his company with long distance charges and he was reluctant to pay them himself.

“There’s nothing wrong with the phone,” she said. “I must have been out.”

Bill nodded. “Well, anyway, he had a couple of out of town salesmen in and they couldn’t stay overnight. Told me to pass the word along.”

Andy was division sales manager for a household products company and he took his job seriously. Some nights he brought home as much work as he could reasonably be expected to accomplish in an entire-day. On nights such as these Millicent didn’t have to worry about him noticing the smell of alcohol on her breath; when he got off the train he was irritable and in a hurry to get home. By the time he came to bed he was nine-tenths asleep.

“Well, thanks,” she murmured.

If she had half a chance of getting away with it she’d go back to the Central Bar and have a few more drinks. She still had twenty dollars left from the household money and on Thursday she would be getting more. But it was too much of a risk; she knew that. She could get away with four or five highballs but beyond that she would be pressing her luck. If Andy himself drank he might understand, but he didn’t drink and he wouldn’t understand.

“Hey,” Bill called out her, “you walking?”

She paused and nodded.

“Why not ride along with me? I’m alone, too. Grace had a meeting at the store and she won’t be getting up until midnight.”

“All right.”

While she waited for Bill, Don Ramsey hurried past, shouting hello to them. Don and his wife, Beth, lived on the other side of the Fords and he was always in a hurry. He worked for an advertising agency, writing television commercials, and he insisted upon being home by six so he could watch the Winky-Jinx cartoons. Of course, the filmed commercials were the same almost every night, but Don had written them and he liked to pick his own work apart.

“That fellow is going to die of an ulcer one of these days,” Bill said, staring after Don Ramsey. “Him and his commercials.”

Millicent laughed and followed Bill across the parking lot toward the new Olds. Actually, the three families were quite good friends, getting together once or twice a week for cards or just some talk. Frequently they kidded each other about living on Childless Row—this was usually the prelude to the dirty joke session—but neither Andy nor Beth Ramsey could appreciate the verbal fun. Andy maintained that a family had to be planned from a purely economic standpoint and Beth was in complete agreement with him. Don said that nobody, if they looked at it that way, would ever be able to afford a child, not the way prices were. Bill and Grace, both good sports about their poor luck, said you just kept on trying and failing and then trying again. Bill, after several drinks, often said that it was the one field in which a man could accomplish nothing and still have a lot of fun.

They got into the Olds and Bill backed the car out to the street.

“Hope you didn’t have dinner waiting for Andy,” Bill said, swinging the car up the main street.

“No, I never start it until he gets home.”

That was one good thing about Andy, she thought. He never complained if he had to wait for his dinner. A year or so before, when she’d first started her afternoon drinking at the Central Bar, she’d burned a roast of beef blacker than the inside of the oven. It had been her own fault since she’d left the house early and she’d turned the gas too high, but Andy had simply agreed with her that she might, in the future, hold off with the cooking until after his arrival. She had pointed out that food was too expensive to waste and this had impressed him.

“I’ll run you up to the house,” Bill said, “and then chase back down here for a bite.” He hesitated, slowing the car. “Unless, of course, you’d like to join me.”

Millicent was flattered by the suggestion. “Why, I don’t know. Do you think—well, what I mean is—”

Bill laughed. “Hell,” he said, “there’s nothing wrong about it, no more than if I stopped over to your house when you were alone and had a cup of coffee.”

This was true and Bill had come over to the house during the day several times during recent weeks. His wife went into the city every morning, but Bill didn’t. He usually stayed at home one day each week, either Wednesday or Thursday, and called on some of the local businessmen. Millicent knew that Bill was a very good mutual fund salesman. In fact, their own insurance man, a young fellow from Colony Life, said Bill had raised all kinds of hell with local life insurance production.

“Well, all right,” she agreed.

“Fine!”

Instead of turning right up Lighthouse Hill he kept driving straight ahead down the highway and out of town. There was a nice restaurant on the outskirts, a place called The Shingles, and anybody who had any money or liked to go out to eat usually went there. Millicent had only been there twice, once on her birthday and another time when her father-in-law had driven out from Buffalo to visit them.

“I’m worried about Andy,” Bill said after a while. “He seems too intense lately.”

For a reply Millicent merely nodded her head. Bill was right, though intense was not guite right. Grasping would have been more like it. He had reached the point where he wouldn’t smoke more than a pack of cigarettes a day, no matter how much he wanted an extra one, and he was nervous all the time because of that promotion hanging open in the office. At the start, she had been pleased about the prospects of Andy getting a better job, but he had told her that it was just one of those title things, with a little extra over-ride, and that it wouldn’t change their plans about putting off a family.

“You have to relax in this world,” Bill was saying. “You have to enjoy life or you go out of your mind worrying about it.”

“Well, who’s worrying?” she wanted to know.

“You don’t. You’re a lot like—me. But Andy does. He’s all wrapped up in dust pans, mops and sales reports. My God, if I worried the way he does I’d never sell a thing!” Bill grinned as the Olds drifted into the parking place in front of the restaurant. “Which reminds me. Remember Andy saying that he was thinking of some more life insurance and me showing you folks how you could do a lot better in mutual funds?”

“Yes.” She recalled the incident. Andy had listened but he had been skeptical. He wanted something safe, sure and definite.

“Talk to him about it,” Bill said, coming around the car and holding the door open for her. “It’s a good investment, Millicent.” He slammed the door shut. “I think you know me well enough to know I wouldn’t mislead you.”

“No, I’m sure you wouldn’t.”

The first chance she got she would talk to Andy about it. If Andy bought the mutual fund from Bill that would finish the Colony man’s excuse for coming back to the house all the time. And she was becoming a little embarrassed by his numerous visits. He always came in the morning to check on the possibility of an appointment, and she was always either in a housecoat or a negligee. The fellow was friendly enough, and rather good-looking, but he had wandering eyes that concerned themselves more with the high, rounded swells of her breasts than they did with anything else. Whenever she saw him in town she felt undressed, as though he had in some way intruded past the safety of her bedroom door.

Bill was hungry and ordered a steak, but Millicent overcame his objections and had only a bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich on toast.

“You don’t have to watch your figure,” Bill told her, jokingly. “There’re plenty of other people around who’ll do that for you.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Why, sure. There’s me, for one.”

Millicent had a nice figure and seldom was she permitted to forget about it. Hadn’t the man at the Chamber of Commerce, the summer before, suggested that she go into that Mrs. America thing? She looked like Barbara Nichols, he’d said—blonde-white hair, everything. Only she was an inch bigger around the bust and an inch smaller at the tummy.

“How about a drink?”

“I’d like that, Bill.”

There was no reason why she shouldn’t. She’d tell Andy about having dinner with Bill and there’d be nothing surprising about her taking on a few.

After they finished eating they sat at the table, drinking a great deal. They talked about Lighthouse Hill and the new people down the street with the two children and how the Northern Lights raised hob with television reception anymore. As the glow from the liquor spread through her, Millicent had the feeling that they were talking about everything except what they wanted to talk about.

Themselves.

She didn’t know how long it had been growing on Bill, but it had been in her blood for a long time now, ever since last spring when Grace had told her about how hard they had been trying to have a baby. They had been out in back of the Ford home, on the patio, and Grace had confided that she’d gone to a doctor and the doctor said it was her fault that she wasn’t pregnant. It had been Saturday, a hot day for June, and Bill had been out in the yard, stripped down to the waist, pushing the lawnmower. There had been no real reason for it but just seeing him that way, how strong and brown and capable he looked, had made Millicent’s legs ache.

“Another drink, Millicent?”

“Why not?”

“You’re a good sport.”

“Am I?”

“You know you are.”

At nine-thirty they left the restaurant and drove slowly toward Lighthouse Hill. He didn’t try to put his arm around her or anything like that but she felt very close to him just the same. It was an unexplainable closeness like being near a fire that you could neither see nor touch, but a fire that bathed you in its warmth.

“I’ll be staying in from the city on Thursday,” he said, turning up the hill. “Maybe I’ll stop over for coffee.”

One of these days, she thought, he wouldn’t come just for coffee; he’d come for something else. It was a traitorous thought for a married woman to have but she couldn’t help it. That heavy ache was still in her legs, tormenting her. She had fought against it and denied herself but she couldn’t keep up the pretense much longer.

Somehow, and with somebody, she had to learn to live like a woman.
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MILLICENT found the note on the kitchen table: Andy hadn’t gotten home until the midnight train and he didn’t have to go into the office that day. Thoughtfully, she glanced at the stuffed briefcase lying beside the note and smiled. Without a doubt he had brought enough work home with him to keep two men busy for two days.

It was only seven and she could go back to bed but she didn’t feel like it. She was wide awake and the guilt of the night before had been eased somewhat by the fact that Bill hadn’t tried to kiss her. She felt almost good. What was a few drinks between friends, anyway? Surely, nothing to become excited about.

As she ran water from the tap into the percolator she glanced out of the window in the direction of the Ramsey house. The Ramsey home wasn’t as pretentious as the one owned by the Saxons but it was a ranch-type, long and low, and it had a friendly appearance. Someday she would like to have a one-story place; it would be a lot easier than running up and downstairs all the time.

They could have purchased a nice white bungalow when they bought their present home, five years before, but Andy had said the sewage wouldn’t be very good with all the clay dirt in the area. When they had moved to Stockwood there had been only some scattered houses in the vicinity, few of them owned by people who commuted to New York and to business each day. But five years had changed all that. Hundreds of new homes had gone up and the land which Andy could have picked up for a hundred dollars an acre was now worth two thousand. Andy frequently chided himself for not having speculated in additional property but he was not at all bitter about his not having done so. Andy had never taken a gamble or speculated in a thing during his entire life, unless it was marriage, and then he made sure that nothing would disturb the status quo.

Millicent fixed coffee, toast, and thought about an egg but discarded the idea. She never ate much in the morning and neither did Andy. Coffee, an occasional slice of toast, and cigarettes—that was their diet. No wonder, she thought, they had difficulty living like people.

Outside, the sky was leaden, threatening snow. In a way, she hoped it would snow. It would give her something to do, shoveling the walk and the driveway, something different than rattling around the house, vacuuming rugs that weren’t dirty and polishing furniture that didn’t need it.

After the second cup of coffee and the third cigarette, she thought of Andy lying up there in one of the twin beds, she moved into the living room, stripping off her negligee as she went. Lately, she had been doing the same thing more and more—standing in front of the big mirror, looking at her naked body, imagining what it would be like to have a man who really wanted her. The first morning it happened, accidentally, she felt a sense of shame, but she no longer felt that way. It was perfectly natural and normal for her to want to share the body of the man who was her husband. And it was equally normal for her to want him to share her body, fully and with finality.

She stood before the mirror now and looked at herself. There was, she could see, plenty for a man to possess, a lot for a man to hold and to satisfy.

She started with her head, examining herself closely. Her hair was white-blonde, inclined to be curly, neither short nor long, hanging part-way down to her shoulders. In high school, she had kept it cut short but after graduation, she had let it grow out. She was seventeen and had gone to work immediately in a music shop in New York. It had barely reached its present length when she met Andy and married him. He had seemed so secure at the time and she had never been secure. Her father, a door-to-door shoe salesman, drank a great deal and the family’s income had been erratic. Andy had been a refreshing change from all this uncertainty. Marriage to Andy had been …

She sighed and looked into the mirror again. Well, a girl never knew. She absolutely didn’t.

Her forehead was high, which some people said denoted intelligence, but she wasn’t sure about that. She hadn’t been any whiz in school, she really hadn’t. Geography, because she’d always dreamed of going to far away places, had been her best subject.

Oh, well. Where could she possibly hope to go now?

Her eyes were brown—some of her friends said they were hazel, especially Beth Ramsey who had the least expressive eyes Millicent had ever seen—and they were soft and warm eyes. When she smiled, they smiled, too, and this was helpful; smiling eyes, she had found, explained a lot of things that, for some reason, words couldn’t explain. It saved a lot of needless talk.

She touched her face with the tips of her fingers and marveled at the smoothness of her skin. There wasn’t a blemish anywhere on the pink-white surface and she seldom found it necessary to use any kind of powder. It was always the same in summer or winter, no matter how much sun or wind; face creams were something that she didn’t have to worry about.

As her glance moved down to her mouth she smiled and she noted how straight and white her teeth were. Not a filling, she thought with a touch of pride. She went to the dentist every six months—Andy said it was cheaper if you took care of things as they came up—but she had never been any expense to him in that way. Her lips, even lacking the early morning lipstick, were naturally bright red and upon occasion, such as now, inclined to pout. It’s a good mouth, she thought; the kind of a mouth that’s meant to be kissed.

Quickly, as she heard Andy stirring in the bedroom at the top of the stairs, she inspected the rest of her body.

High breasts, proud and full and slightly apart, leaving a deep, secret valley in between. Below that fullness, she was small, with a little waist, and only the faintest suggestion of a tiny bulge just below the navel. Her hands lowered, pressing across the bulge, and she wondered, as she always did, what it would be like to grow big with a child, to know that life was growing within her. Perhaps she would be frightened at first, and a little ashamed, too, some women said, but she would get over that easily enough. There would be no cause for alarm; she had a good pelvis and her hips had the same measurement as her bust. She was, she thought, built to give birth in a hospital, or at home, or anywhere.

Yes, her hips were good, flowing out from her middle in delicate, eye-appealing waves. A little heavy at the bottom, in back, but that had its compensation, too. Men, she knew, looked at her as much from the rear as they did from the front.

There was more noise from the bedroom upstairs and she hastily shrugged into the negligee.

“You up, Andy?”

“Yeah.”

She kicked off her mules and climbed the stairs, not making a sound. Maybe it would be the same as before when she’d felt this way early in the morning, wanting and needing him, but she had to know, had to challenge this frustration which seethed within her.

“Andy.”

He was standing by the dresser, wearing only shorts, and when she entered the bedroom he turned to face her.

“Hi, honey,” he said, yawning.

He’s good looking, Millicent thought, in a serious, determined sort of a way. And tall, about six feet. Not broad or thick across the shoulders but adequately strong. Short brown hair that couldn’t be combed and always looked as though it needed to be. A tanned face that didn’t have any lines in it and never would have if he had to depend on smiles to do it. Serious. Real serious. A man running somewhere—on a treadmill.

“Sorry I didn’t wait up for you,” Millicent told her husband. She had chewed a whole package of Sen-Sen, and then she had lain down on her bed and fallen asleep. “But I was so darned sleepy.”

Andy nodded and fumbled for socks in the top drawer of the dresser.

“Red Cross drive?” he wanted to know.

Originally, it had been Andy who had encouraged her to get mixed-up with all the various fund drives. He said it was a good thing for a childless woman to have something to do. But he was wrong. The best thing for a childless woman to do was to get herself pregnant.

If he only drank, she thought; if he only drank she could get him feeling high some night, take him to bed and he wouldn’t care about using those awful things he kept dragging home all the time.

“Bet you were surprised to find out that I’m not going in to the city today,” Andy said.

“I was stunned,” she admitted. He hadn’t missed a day in over a year, not since he’d had the virus and ran a temperature.

Andy chose a pair of black socks and carried them over to his bed. He sat down, yawning again, and inspected the socks for holes.

“Guess what happened,” he said.

“Bill told me you had some salesmen coming in.”

“No. Not that. Something else.”

“You got your promotion?”

Andy nodded and put on one of the socks. “You must have been looking into your crystal ball,” he said. “The old man came through with it just after I finished talking with Bill.” He stood up, wearing only one sock, and smiled. “Look at me, hon. Andrew Ford, regional director. Now I’ve got fourteen states.”

Millicent clapped her hands and pirouetted in the middle of the room. The clapping of her hands was spontaneous, but the whirling of her body was premeditated. The negligee rode up high over her hips and she knew that Andy couldn’t miss seeing what was underneath.

“Oh, how wonderful!” she exclaimed.

She spun into his arms, kissing him on the mouth as she did so, and pulled him down to the bed with her.

“Hey,” he said.

She placed her lips against his mouth, forcing his head down onto the pillow, and this time she kissed him hard and long.

“Oh, wonderful!” she repeated. “It’s what we’ve been waiting for, isn’t it?”

Andy pushed her away from him; he was breathing heavily.

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, you’ll get a bigger bonus, won’t you?”

“Yes, but I’ll have more responsibility.”

His indifference angered her. He knew very well what she was referring to.

“You ought to have more responsibility at home,” she said.

“Oh, that.”

“Yes, that!”

He removed her arms from around his neck and sat up.

“You really want a baby, don’t you, Millicent?”

“Yes, I do. Don’t you?”

He reached for his other sock. “When the time is right, I do.”

“But when will the time be any more right than it is right now?”

He swung around and looked at her but Millicent knew he didn’t see how the negligee was pulled away from one of her breasts or how it was hiked up over her knees. He was seeing a railroad train and a commuter’s ticket—“Why do they keep going up all the time?”—and a stuffy office in mid-Manhattan.

“You know about this new deal,” he told her. “I’ve been over it a dozen times with you. When you get up to regional director you go up in responsibility, and that’s all. They give you a real job to do—there’ll be some traveling for me in this set-up, you know. You have to prove yourself. If you don’t make out, you’re done. The old man doesn’t believe in setting a man back; you either take the bull by the horns and throw him, or you get thrown yourself. Supposing I don’t make out, supposing I flub it—what security do we have then? Just the two of us would make out, some way, but if we had a child I don’t know what we’d do.”

Millicent looked up at the ceiling but she wasn’t seeing the ceiling at all. She saw the house where they used to live, when she was a young girl, and she saw her father coming home, carrying heavy sample cases in both hands. Sometimes he had a hundred dollars and sometimes he had ten. For the first time since her marriage she realized that she had enjoyed then the greatest security of all: a man’s faith in himself. Her father had that faith. Andy didn’t. Andy was no different from thousands of other men who chased commuter trains or rode the subways—he was so afraid of tomorrow that he couldn’t take the time to live today.

“I’m sorry,” Millicent murmured. “I won’t annoy you about it again.”

He leaned down and kissed her. “You’re not annoying me. I’m just telling you how it is, that’s all.”

Andy could be gentle when he wanted to be, almost understanding, and her lips responded to the pressure of his mouth.

“I missed you last night,” she breathed. “I wanted you last night.”

“Did you?”

She laughed and nibbled the lobe of one ear. “But I want you just as badly this morning. Maybe even worse.”

He kissed her again, less ardently.

“Give you a rain check on it,” he said, straightening. “I’ve got so damned much work to do that I don’t know where to start. Collins is smart, but he’s just a kid. He’s taking over my post and I’ve got to get the salesmen’s reports lined up for him. That’ll take me all day today and most of the night, and tomorrow I’ll have to go over things with him in the office. Then Thursday I’ve got to run up to Boston and I won’t be back until late Friday night.”

Wearily, Millicent got up from the bed and walked into the bathroom. It wouldn’t do her any good to take off the negligee in front of him or dress in the room. She could ask him to hook her bra strap, hoping that he’d rather do something else, but it would only be a waste of time. He was colder to her physically than the bleak gray weather outside.

Downstairs, she poured coffee, but Andy didn’t have his in the kitchen. He scattered papers all over the dining room table and sat down, immediately starting to work. At twelve he said he didn’t want any lunch, just a cup of coffee, and by two he was smoking one cigarette after another. Before three the pack of cigarettes was empty. That was his self-imposed quota for the day, and he switched to gum, chewing on it frantically between every stroke of the pen.

Millicent, tired of having nothing to do around the house, phoned several of the Red Cross drive captains. A few had substantial-sounding reports, but most of them were chiefly in promises. She sighed and turned away from the telephone.

“I really tore into that,” Andy announced shortly after four. “If Collins can’t understand what’s going on now, he never will.”

Remembering the Boston trip, Millicent asked Andy if he were taking the car or the train.

“The car,” he replied. “If you go by train the company only pays the price of the ticket, but by car they pay mileage. The Olds is good on gas and I can pick up a few extra bucks by driving. Besides, it’ll be a lot more convenient.”

“How will I get the groceries on Thursday?” She still had twenty dollars in her purse but the way she was feeling that wouldn’t last any time at all at the Central Bar. “The cabs charge a dollar to run up here on the hill.”

Andy placed the papers in the briefcase and pulled the zipper closed. He glanced outside at the threatening sky.

“If it rains and freezes,” he said, “I’ll have to walk the hill tomorrow. Maybe I’ll give you a rest from shopping chores and get the things today.” He looked at his wrist watch. “The stores don’t close until six.”

She didn’t want Andy buying things in the stores, checking prices, but it was futile to argue with him, and she knew that.

“All right,” she said.

She made the list longer than usual, including a dozen items which she seldom bought. But it would bring the bill up and it would convince him that the cost of living was high. That was the important thing.

Shortly after Andy left Beth Ramsey came over. Millicent liked Beth well enough but the girl was neurotic, up one day and down another, and she was difficult to understand.

“That husband of mine,” Beth complained. “Every time they get a new account at the agency he has to go out and buy some of the sponsor’s products. It wasn’t so bad when it was cereal and gum, but now it’s furniture. My God, we’ll never get out of debt.”

Beth was frail but well-built. She had small, pointed breasts and her belly was hardly anything at all. Her hips were narrow, like a teenager’s and she lived in deathly fear of becoming pregnant and having a Caesarean. She was a habitual worrier, a Christmas Club and building and loan addict, and she put a quarter into a jar every time she bought a package of cigarettes. She smoked a brand that nobody else along the hill smoked and so she didn’t have to worry about people borrowing from her. She herself was a chronic borrower—soap, sugar, almost anything she could use—and she never paid any of it back.

“Eggs went up ten cents a dozen,” she said. “And after that crook egg man of mine told me that he’d keep the price the same the whole year around!”

Beth only stayed a few minutes. There wasn’t anything she wanted to borrow and she had only wanted to tell somebody what a crook her egg man was.

Millicent prowled around the house, wishing it were dirty so she could clean it and glad, at the same time, that it was spotless so she didn’t have anything else to do.

She looked under the sink, where she kept the cleaning fluids and soap, then remembered that she’d emptied the bottle of rye the week before and hadn’t had the nerve to sneak another one into the house.

She wished, now, that Andy had gone into the city and not stayed home all day. It was crowding five, just the hour when she would be in the. Central Bar, and she could use a drink. Lord, but she could use a drink!

She was still thirsting for the taste of alcohol when Andy arrived home with the groceries. He had four cardboard cartons, jammed full, and he carried them in and put them on the kitchen table.

“I want to talk to you,” he said when he brought the last one in.

His tone was harsh. A tingle of fright raced through her.

“Yes, Andy.”

“The guy down at the store thought I was nuts. Said we must be having company up here by the pound. This is more stuff than you buy in two weeks, Millicent.”

Damn, Millicent thought viciously; damn it all to hell! A person could never pull a fast one on Andy and get away with it for long.

“Well, you mentioned we might have a storm,” she said, evasively. “I thought we ought to get something extra.”

“Extra?”

“Yes. Is that wrong?”

“No, there’s not a thing wrong with that. But this whole load only came to thirty-one dollars, and I give you forty every week. How come?”

Trapped, she thought less viciously and with a rising degree of fear; she felt trapped like some animal, trying to escape.

“I guess you’re a better shopper,” she offered.

He watched her as she began to unpack one of the boxes. “Maybe I am.”

“That’s what I said. Maybe you are.”

“Might pay for me to do the shopping every week.”

That was all she needed—nothing for herself, no possible way of escaping from the monotony of her life.

“Yes, it might,” she admitted, helplessly.

“I think I will, then.”

He didn’t mention it again until after supper, when they were in the living room and she was trying to get interested in TV.

“I’m not going to raise a fuss with you,” Andy began, “but we can’t just throw twenty bucks away every week.”

“I’m sorry, Andy.” It was all she could say.

“I think I know what you’ve been doing with the money.”

She froze inside. If Andy knew how she spent that money he would be furious. She closed her eyes, shutting out the television. The paper-thinness of their marriage was suddenly too apparent to her. Of course, she shouldn’t spend money that way, or drink so much, but there were many other things about their marriage that weren’t right, either. They lived in a shallow, frightened world of tenseness and uncertainty—not an uncertainty brought on by his business; not fright caused by anything real. They lived a day by day, vast uncertainty which Andy created in his own mind. Perhaps it was an inferiority complex which he had never outgrown, and perhaps he simply felt inadequate in everything which he tried to do.

“I think I know what you’ve been doing with the money, Millicent,” he repeated.

The sound was almost a sort of prayer.

“You do?” Her whispered question was hardly audible.

Somebody must have talked, she thought; some nosey person must have seen her going into the Central Bar and told Andy about it. She was sickened by the whole thing. She had tried to be discreet about her wanderings, even picking the Central Bar as the least likely place to run into any of their friends; but in a small town there was never any way to be sure of privacy.

“Yes, I do. You’re so wrapped up in these drives, and wanted so badly to make good with them, I think you’ve just pumped some of the good old Ford money into the cause. I don’t blame you—not too much—but we just can’t throw our money around like that.”

Millicent opened her eyes, looked at her husband, smiled, and then resumed watching television. The show was dull, but she didn’t have any difficulty following the story line.

Things, she decided with a rush of relief, could be a lot worse.
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