
        
            
                
            
        





	 

	"Who is it?" Tom called.

	"Diana Ross,"

	said Alice's voice through the door. "Are you ready to see a great beauty?" She unlocked the door and entered the room. She looked good. Her hair was simply but attractively cut and styled, and she wore a beige suit and a loose silk blouse.

	"Am I breathtaking or am I breathtaking?" 

	"You look good," Tom said, "but is it sexy?" 

	"For Albuquerque, it's sexy." Alice answered. "Besides, I'm not applying at the Boom-boom Room. . ."

	"Oh, Mom," Tom broke in abruptly. "How do you know you can find a job? And what about when school starts in September?"

	Alice turned on him, angry, loud. "What in the hell's the matter with you? What is it you want? I've just spent too much money on a goddam dress, I'm trying to look twenty-eight so somebody'll hire me, and you sit there whining like a baby. I'll get a job, I'll get us out of here, and I'll get you in school by September. You want me to slit open a vein and sign it in blood?"
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CHAPTER ONE

	Monterey, May, 1949

	The house, surrounded by a multitude of trees, sat on a small hill. It was summer, and some of the trees---locusts---were in bloom. A small wind touched the trees, making patterns of light and shade on the front porch below them.

	Inside the house, a woman worked in the kitchen, and, in a pen outside the yard, a gray-haired man threw grain to chickens. By a pump in the yard, a dog lay, stunned with the fan.

	Alice Graham, ten years old, cradling a half-grown chicken in her arms, walked out the front-yard gate, which was covered with a huge arch of Scarlet Ramblers. She was pretty enough, but bone thin, dressed in a T-shirt, too-short jeans that grapefruited at the knee, and Girl Scout shoes with thin white anklets.

	As she walked down a dirt path leading toward a gravel road a quarter-mile away, she stroked the chicken's back until it sat insensible in her arms, then began to sing "You'll Never Know." She started the song far too high for her child's range, and to the chicken she said, "Wait, now. Wait. I can do that better."

	She began the song again, several notes lower: "You'll never know just how much I miss you/You'll never know just how much I care./And if I tried, I still couldn't hide my love for you/You ought to know, for haven't 1 told you so. . ."

	Although her voice was reedy with youth, it was clear and loud, and she gave a fair imitation of the passion in the recorded version of Alice Faye.

	Alice spoke to the chicken in a dreamy voice, saying something she'd said a hundred times: "I'm going to be a singer when I grow up, I swear to Christ I am."

	From the house came her mother's voice: "Allie?" Alice stroked the chicken again, still dreamy. "And if anybody doesn't like it, they can blow it out their ass."

	Her mother's voice came again. "Allie?"

	Alice ignored the voice, singing, ". . . to prove that I love you, I swear 1 don't know how./You'll never know. . ."

	"Alice!" the mother called louder, but not in an angry voice. "Alice Graham? You know supper's on the table---you get in here or I'll just beat the living ass right off you, you hear me?"

	Not at all worried, Alice dropped the chicken and began to trot toward the house. Her arms spread wide for dramatic emphasis, she finished the song as she ran, sustaining the last three notes, "You'll never know, if you don't know now."

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Ponca City, Oklahoma, today

	Alice Hyatt opened her eyes, then shut them again quickly. It was hot already, she thought. Not even seven-thirty, and a vicious sun blazed through the sheer bedroom curtains. Her eyes still closed, she said in a loud voice, "May God damn to hell the man who designed this bedroom with an eastern exposure."

	Her husband, Don, asleep beside her, made a blurred, affirmative sound, but Alice knew he had no idea what she'd said. One of the earliest problems in their marriage had been the difference in their morning personalities. Don couldn't talk before breakfast; Alice had for a time thought him only ill-tempered and sullen, had believed that he simply wouldn't talk, but thirteen years with him had taught her otherwise. She knew now that his mind would not function thoroughly for an hour after he got up.

	Alice, though, woke at full throttle. In the early stages of their marriage Alice had thought to change Don's mornings. Trying to pique his interest, she would fix his breakfast singing a loud, inappropriate version of "South of the Border, Down Mexico Way." Or, when he had left the table to refill his milk glass, she would slip off her robe and stand stark naked at the stove, her face nonchalant as she basted eggs. Nothing worked.

	As the years passed, Alice and Don came to have little to say to each other anyway, so the silent mornings suited Alice as well as Don. She would read one of the hundreds of books stacked throughout the house, or, in the winter, through the kitchen window, watch black grass turn green as the sun rose. Sometimes she would sit for minutes at a time staring at Don's face. He was now thirty-six---one year older than she---and, though his face wasn't lined, the corners of his mouth had settled into a permanent droop, giving him the look of a petulant child.

	Alice was driven to talk. Even as a child in Monterey, she had felt the need to communicate her smallest twitches of mood to her parents, friends. Now, that need stifled by her husband's unwillingness to talk with her or even listen to her, she turned a torrent of words on their son, Tom, now twelve. Long before he could talk, long even before he could understand the most basic words, Alice spoke to him, in a dry, ironic voice, of whatever crossed her mind. Thus, as Tom was diapered he heard of her arguments with a friend; as he took a bottle he listened to Alice rave about stumbling across a wonderful new book; as he crawled the kitchen floor while Alice ironed, he heard the most intricate workings of her marriage.

	He heard, and as the long Oklahoma summers melted into one another, he absorbed parts of those one-sided conversations. As a result, he talked early, and his vocabulary was large. Always having been talked to like an adult, he responded in kind, and by the time he was five, he and Alice spent their days in conversation.

	Argument would be a better word, for as he grew, the two of them took opposite sides of any question, simply for the sheer pleasure of it, arguing violently, viciously, saying anything, no matter how hurtful, simply to win. And yet these arguments were fun to them; they could bicker at one another for an hour, then glide smoothly into a bland discussion of what in the name of God to have for dinner.

	This, then, was what had happened to Alice. At thirty-five she lived in Ponca City, despised the arid climate, kept up a pretense of affection for her silent husband, talked with her son, and was wrenched only occasionally by a dissatisfaction so strong that, when it hit, she became physically ill, walking aimlessly from room to room, wringing her hands. She would stop, look down, and think, "Jesus! People actually do wring their hands."

	On this morning as she lay there, Alice was particularly bothered by the heat. She opened her eyes again and squirmed, feeling the sheet clammy beneath her back and thighs. Don was sleeping soundly again. She leaned up on one elbow, bending directly into his face. "I said, God damn the man who put the bedroom on the east side of the house." Don's eyes flew open, but they were the sightless eyes of someone aroused from a dream. Alice sighed, said. "It's nothing, honey," and got up to start her day.

	 

	At dusk that day Alice stood in the kitchen peeling potatoes. In the living room Tom lay on the floor, his head surrounded by the speakers of a portable stereo. From the speakers, Leon Russell, caught in what must have been the precise moment before his heart burst, was screaming about a "Shootout on the Plantation." 

	From the bedroom came Don's voice. "Alice? Alice, will you for God's sake do something about that kid?" 

	Alice walked into the living room, her face clouded. She stood there, her hands on her hips. "What do you want from me?" She jerked her head toward the bedroom. "You want me to have a fight with him? Turn the damned thing off---now." Tom rolled his eyes in irritation, but shut off the music. Alice walked toward him and said in a mock serious voice, "How the hell am I supposed to work up any maternal feeling for you if you spend your days making me deaf?" She came closer to him. "How can we have a. . ." (she gestured the words in the air) ". . . Meaningful Family Relationship when I'm on the verge of killing you half the time?"

	A smile appeared on the boy's face, in spite of his efforts to stop it. Alice continued, "And why Leon Russell twenty-four hours a day?"

	"Maybe if I had a Lu Ann Simms record?"

	"My luck," said Alice over her shoulder to an invisible someone she used for rhetorical remarks, "My luck, I'm an okay person: I don't steal, I don't pee in the street---why'd I have to raise a smartass?"

	Tom smiled again, but he tried to look bored. Alice saw that his mood was better, and said, "How does peach shortcake strike you?"

	"Really?"

	"Yes, really. Dinner's in half an hour. Now clean up those records and act like you've got good sense."

	For no real reason except excess vitality, she gave two quick bumps, saying "Zow, zow" to punctuate each hip movement as she disappeared into the kitchen.

	At the table that evening the three sat in silence. The kitchen was stifling. For an hour that afternoon a breath-warm wind had blown, a sure sign of rain according to Alice, but nothing had happened, and the night seemed even hotter than usual: Donald's Coca-Cola uniform was sweat-stained, and Alice mopped her forehead with the back of her hand. Tom, dressed in loose-fitting khaki shorts and a white cotton pullover, looked cool enough, but his parents were miserable.

	"It's too hot to breathe," said Don.

	Tom looked up. "It's too hot to live."

	"Shut up. You talk just to feel your tongue flap." 

	"Why? What'd I say?

	"Just shut up."

	"All I said was---"

	Don raised his hand as if to backhand Tom. "One more word. One more word---I dare you."

	Alice said over her shoulder, "Aren't I lucky?" She looked at the two of them. "Delightful. You two are truly delightful."

	The three of them subsided into a hostile silence. The room seemed to buzz with the heat. From two doors away a woman's voice, plaintive, called, "Chuck? Chuckie? Supper's in fifteen minutes, don't you go out of the sound of my voice, you hear me?" Alice, raised to believe that meals were meant to be convivial, decided to do what she called her imitation of Marmee from Little Women; whenever she was called upon to referee between her husband and son, she brought up a vision of that mild, mild woman Alcott created and tried to force her face into an approximation of Spring Byington's.

	"It is hot, though," murmured Alice. "I remember one summer back home it was so cold that Daddy had to light the oil stove every night."

	Donald sighed loudly. "Alice, no more about Monterey, please."

	Wanting to share it, Alice said, "No, listen. There were these locust trees that bloomed, and at night the fog would come up off the beach. . ."

	". . . and march right through my bedroom," said Donald and Tom in unison. Hurt, Alice made a small face at both of them.

	Donald refused to let it go. "Who the hell do you think cares about a place you lived in twenty years ago?" He put on a shrill, excited voice, "Northern California! Northern California!" In a normal voice, "If it's not that God-damned shack you grew up in, it's that singing. Jesus, the way you run off at the mouth." He snorted and shook his head disgustedly.

	"I was a singer," said Alice.

	"Sure, in a dump."

	"You call the Rathburn Hotel in Monterey a dump?" 

	"What were you there for, three days?"

	"I played---"

	Tom interrupted. "If you two're going to fight, I'm going over to Harold's," he said, an odd smile on his face. He grabbed a baseball mitt, several albums, and was out the door.

	Alice and Don sat in silence, pushing their unwanted food on the plates. Finally Alice said, "Don, if you'd just visit Monterey with me, I know you'd love it."

	"No."

	"Why not?"

	"Just no."

	Alice swiveled her body away from the table. "I swear to Christ, you'll sit here in this hell-hole forever, won't you?" She drummed on the table top. "Ponca City graveyard, here I come."

	"You can leave anytime, anytime at all," said Don.

	"And Tom? What about Tom?" Alice instinctively lowered her voice, even though the boy was gone.

	"What about him? The way you two side in against me, I might as well not live here." Alice's face jerked slightly at the partial truth of this, but then, thinking that she and Tom had formed a unit only because of her husband's isolation, she gave him a long, disgusted look. As much as she talked, Alice's face itself was expressive, and Don was stung. In an angry voice he said, "I doubt if he's mine, anyway."

	In spite of the fact that she was rocked, Alice kept her face smooth this time. In an icy, pitying voice, she said, "You don't exist for me, you know that?" Don rose from the table, fake-spat at her, and left the house noisily. Alice began to clear the table, then walked to the screen door leading to the back yard. Leaning against the doorjamb, she began to cry. Immediately, though, she stopped, flung the screen door open, screaming at the top of her lungs, "PONCA CITY, WE LOVE YOU!"

	 

	At the store the next afternoon, Alice watched as the checker, Andy, ran her groceries through the checkout stand. He was a rangy boy of seventeen or so, and he watched Alice with hot, embarrassed eyes each time she came to the store. This kind of thing happened often to Alice, and from wildly unexpected sources: old men loved to talk to her, laying their freckled hands on her upper arms; teenaged friends of Tom's spent long afternoons in her kitchen while she cooked. It wasn't that Alice was particularly beautiful, though she was still pretty at thirty-five---her hair had darkened to a light brown, her body was slender in spite of the fact that she ate like a field hand, and her large, dark eyes dominated the rest of her face---what drew people, men especially, to her was an intensity. Everything she did was invested with abnormal vigor, and if nothing of real excitement happened to her, she would embroider.

	As the checker passed several cuts of meat through the stand, he tried desperately to think of something---anything---to say to her.

	"You're sure laying out the money for meat, Mrs. Hyatt. You got company coming?" he managed.

	"No," said Alice, straight-faced, "my husband doesn't like me very much anymore. I'm hoping to make him chase me around the bedroom."

	"Oh. I... uh. Oh."

	Alice's offhand comment reverberated in Andy's mind for months and kept him company in his agitated bed during the whole of that summer.

	 

	As Alice walked into her living room, groceries in her arms, Elton John shrieked from Tom's stereo. Alice put down the bags, turned the volume control down, and knelt beside her son.

	"Do you want to go to the Army?" she whispered.

	"What?"

	In a confidential tone, she continued, "I said that you're going to be the only twelve-year-old ever signed into the Army by his mother unless you keep that thing turned down tonight."

	"Mom, he isn't even here yet."

	Alice sat down on the floor with a thump. Completely serious, she looked at her son. "Tommy, for God's sake do what I tell you. He'll be home in a minute, and if he walks in to Leon Russell---"

	"It's Elton John."

	Alice gave him a look, but went on. "If he walks in to Elton John, you know he'll scream like a panther. Let's try to get through one evening---just one evening---without a hassle." She ran an index finger down the side of his face, "Come on---please."

	Tom began putting the records away, his lip curled in anger. "It's his fault; he starts it all the time."

	Alice smiled. "I'll make it up to you; I'll buy you more records tomorrow. I'll sell my wedding ring, I'll try to get a loan on the house. Maybe I could. . ."

	Tom grinned and gave in. "All right. All right." He put the records on a shelf, then took up an exaggeratedly stiff position on the sofa. In a breathy voice he said, "I'm ready for. . . Him."

	"Good. And don't be a smartass for once in twelve years. Just sit there and smile."

	"How should I breathe?"

	"Shallowly."

	 

	That night the three ate dinner in silence. Alice had tried for conversation several times, but Don ignored her, and Tom just smiled into his plate. Alice tried again:

	"Irene Payson got back from Denver today."

	No response. She tried again.

	"She had a wonderful time."

	Alice waited again, again no response, so she took both parts of the conversation.

	Alice as Don, exaggeratedly interested: "She did?? What all did she do?"

	Alice as Alice, over-enthusiastic: "Well, she saw her family, went to a resort in the mountains, did a lot of shopping."

	Alice as Don: "Whatever did she buy?"

	Alice as Alice, still maniacally enthusiastic: "Why, mercy, all sorts of things!"

	She stopped, and after a small laugh from Tom, there was silence again. After a moment, Alice said, "I made lamb because I know you like it."

	"Uh-huh."

	"Is it good?"

	"It's okay."

	"Right," said Alice, her face wry.

	After washing dishes Alice sat for three hours and watched Don as he watched television. The laugh track screamed on "The Dean Martin Show," and Don laughed along. After the news, which featured a repellent, sparkly-eyed commentator who laughed loudly and winked at the camera on the slightest pretext, Alice creamed her face and went to bed, thinking over and over again, "It doesn't matter. I don't care." These words had become almost a litany over the years, and, if she repeated them frequently enough, they soothed her and she began to believe them a bit.

	Don came to bed wearing his shorts, a habit that Alice had to put completely out of her mind or, as she put it, "start clawing my face." She told him good night as he turned out the light, but, after a moment's silence he ran a hand up her thigh. Alice stiffened, and her eyes flew open.

	"Uh, wait," she said.

	"Come on."

	Alice's shoulders were off the pillow. "No. . . I . . . wait."

	Don got on his knees, above her. He was always ready quickly, and Alice realized she had no real reason to refuse; she could hardly claim, she supposed, not to be that kind of girl. He entered her quickly and their by now ritualized lovemaking began. Alice said to the air:

	"Wouldn't you like to tell me you love me first?"

	Donald went right on.

	"That I've got pretty eyes? That I've got one sexy bod?"

	He lunged away.

	"How about that I'm a good housekeeper or that I have well-shaped hands?" Softer, "Or that you're glad I made you lamb?" A whisper: "Look at me, Don. Look at me."

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	Alice sat in her kitchen drinking coffee with Bea Webb, her neighbor; Bea, blond, pretty, Alice's age, was Alice's best friend. A bit dull, she laughed at everything Alice said, found Alice dazzling in general.

	"Did you really say that to him?" said Bea.

	"Uh-huh." Alice sighed. "God, if he'd just act like he knew I was alive once in a while."

	"Oh, he's okay."

	Alice looked at her. "Live here for three days---you'll talk out of the other side of your mouth." She put her chin in her hands. "I never thought, I mean I really never thought I'd wind up living in Oklahoma married to a Coca-Cola delivery man."

	"Well, I couldn't do without some kind of man around and neither could you."

	Alice snorted. "The hell I couldn't. I could live out my life on a picture of Warren Beatty and a hand vibrator!"

	Bea laughed wildly, spilling coffee. "Allie!" she said.      

	"It's the God's truth---I could!"

	Bea shook her head, still laughing. "I swear, the way you talk!" Then, spurred by Alice's mention of Warren Beatty, she said wistfully, "I wonder what it'd be like with him?"

	"Well, I bet he doesn't come to bed in Fruit-of-the Loom jockey shorts, we can start with that at least."

	Bea laughed again, then leaned forward confidentially. "You know what Ken does?" she began, but the phone interrupted. Alice answered it, listened for a while, then said flatly:

	"Yeah? Well, your mother's in hell with her back broken, how does that grab you?"

	"What was that?"

	Alice shook her head, "Oh, some phone freak trying to scare me. We had calls all this spring."

	The phone rang again, and Alice answered it, ready for battle. She listened for a while, then, her face blank, said, "Are you sure? I mean, what happened?" She hung up and began to put more sugar into her cup.

	Bea, frightened by the look on her face, said, "What happened?"

	"Don's dead."

	"What? How?"

	"There was an accident at work."

	Bea touched Alice's arm, her face crumpling. "Oh, Alice," she said, her voice quavering.

	Suddenly Alice began to laugh loudly, with an hysterical tinge to her voice. She scooted her chair back from the table, laughing harder, and slapped her thigh again and again. Bea, scared, said, "What's the matter? What's the matter?"

	"Oh, God, how awful. What I just said about Warren Beatty and the hand vibrator."

	"You didn't mean it---you were just kidding."

	Alice laughed even harder; tears rolled down her face, and she slapped the table. "No, I meant it. I meant it. Oh, God, how awful!"

	 

	At the funeral home Alice faced a jarringly jolly man who answered her every request with "Of course, of course," and then proceeded to embarrass her into a far more expensive funeral than she could afford. "The bronze is our least expensive model at twenty-seven hundred, and of course you'll want flowers and limousine service," the man said, smiling.

	"Of course, of course," mocked Alice, but he didn't notice, so she wrote a check for all of Don's burial insurance and most of what she had in the bank. She walked out of the funeral home and stood on the steps in the fierce sun. "Oh, shit. Shit," she whispered. "What am I going to do?"

	Two days later Tom sat in the living room ready for the funeral. Alice smoked and walked repeatedly through the house. Finally she stood in front of Tom. "Your father was a good man," she said. Tom slanted his eyes at her. Trying to mean it, she said louder, "He was." Tom's look became even more dubious, and in spite of herself, she felt her mouth curling upward at the corners. She clapped a hand over her mouth, trying to hide the expression, and they looked at each other. "How awful," said Alice, but it didn't ring true.

	The funeral went smoothly. Don's people were there---large people they were, both men and the women, with sandy hair and faded blue eyes---but Alice and Tom sat alone in the second pew from the front. The minister, who hadn't known Don, gave a generalized eulogy, and Alice was conscious of nothing but the fact that a brassiere strap was a knife cutting into her left shoulder. The minister began to wind up. "So we are here today," he said, his Oklahoma accent becoming more pronounced as he forced a semblance of emotion into his voice, "to pay tribute to a man whose untimely passing is a loss to all---to his family, to his church, and to his community. He was a good man."

	Alice and Tom saw each other in peripheral vision, and, as their hands clasped, slowly, imperceptibly, they smiled.

	 

	As the days passed after the funeral, the two of them wandered through the house, half ill at ease with each other. Finally Tom asked abruptly one day exactly how much money they had left.

	"Don't ask," said Alice.

	"I'm asking."

	"Counting the equity and the insurance, there was a little over six thousand, but---"

	"What's left?"

	"Nine hundred. Nine hundred big ones. That's what's between you and an orphanage, kid, and there's still the bill for the cemetery lot." Alice looked at him and shrugged.

	Tom said seriously, "What're you going to do?" 

	"What do you mean what am I going to do? It's 'we.'

	'We.' You're in this, too."

	"I'm twelve, Mother. I can't do anything." 

	"Maybe I could sell you," Alice mused.

	"Or yourself."

	Over her shoulder, Alice said, "Isn't he darling?" 

	Serious again, Tom said, "What are we going to do, Mom? Did you ever take typing in school?"

	"Yeah, but I flunked it. I took music courses, nothing but."

	"Well, you could always be a topless dancer, I suppose.

	"Ho."

	"Or a waitress---you'd be great." Tom chewed imaginary gum and held a nonexistent order pad up. "Good morning, I'm your waitress, Alice. May I serve you coffee now? You'd be great."

	"No," said Alice, her face like a rock.

	"Sure!" Tom realized he'd struck a nerve, and continued. "Get yourself a green uniform and a little cap?"

	"Good luck with your mouth."

	Tom dropped the imaginary pad. "So how do we eat when the money's gone?"

	Alice looked down at her hands. "I just don't know, honey. I honest to God just don't know."

	Alice and Tom had repetitions of this conversation, but no light dawned for Alice. She expected, at least she half-expected, a miracle of some sort. Somebody---Tommy, Bea, a voice from heaven---would tell her what to do. Then one day, a cooler, windy day, Alice was fighting to hang sheets that threatened to whip off the line. As she worked, her face took on a hazy, preoccupied look, and after the last sheet was hung she stood still, lost in a brown study. Suddenly she looked up, her face breaking into animation. "I'm going home," she said aloud. "We're going to Monterey."

	She walked quickly into the house and directly to the stereo, which she snapped off.

	"Hey, what's that supposed to mean?"

	"Go play," said Alice, not even looking at Tom.

	"What? I don't want---"

	Alice, preoccupied, said, "I mean it, Tommy. Go outside---away---for an hour or so. I've got something important to do."

	"What? What've you got to do?"

	"Nothing that concerns you. Why don't you smoke pot like everybody else? Go get high somewhere---just go away."

	"I want to listen to---"

	Strong, but not in total seriousness, Alice held up her open hand. "Do you see this?" she said. When Tom didn't answer, she said again, "Do you?"

	"Yeah."

	"Well, I'm going to leave the print of it across the side of your face if you're not out of here by the time I count to five."

	Tom just sat there, giving her a black look. Alice started counting: "One. . . two. . ."

	"Mom, what's the matter with you?"

	". . . three. . ."

	"Mom," whined Tom.

	". . . four. . ." Alice drew back her hand and advanced a step toward Tom. He scrambled up and bolted out the door, half scared, half laughing. "One hour and I'm coming back!" he yelled as he ran out the door.

	As soon as he was out the door he was out of Alice's mind. She stood in the middle of the floor for a few seconds, not moving. Then she held up her hands, looking at the palms. Suddenly she wiped them on her dress and walked toward the piano. Sitting down, she moved her hands over the keys without striking any notes. Then she struck one chord, very softly. Then another. After this she stopped, terribly nervous, and put her hands in her lap. Immediately, though, she placed her hands on the keyboard again, and started an introduction into "I've Got a Crush on You." She sang part of the verse softly, uncertainly: "How glad a million laddies/ from millionaires to caddies/ would be to capture me./ But you had such persistence/ you wore down my resistance,/ I fell---and it was swell." She stopped and bit the side of her lower lip. Her voice was good---not great, simply good. She hummed the rest of the verse and slid into the song, gaining just a bit of confidence as she went along. When she finished the song, she sighed with relief at having gotten through it and said to the air, "It ain't Peggy Lee."

	For the next few days Alice squirmed with impatience until Tommy had left the house, then ran to the piano to practice. She sang "These Foolish Things," "I Lost my Sugar in Salt Lake City," and attempted a Barbra Streisand song, but found the range too high and quit with a muttered "Screw Barbra Streisand anyway."

	Alice's singing was respectable; she had an intelligent way with a song: she listened carefully to the lyric, bringing out meanings which were often lost by slicker, more professional singers. It was this quality that had been responsible for her getting the job in Monterey twenty years ago.

	A week after she'd started practicing, Alice sent Tommy away for the afternoon and sat at the piano brassing it up on "Love for Sale." She stopped in the middle, satisfied that she could do it, and thought for a few seconds, saying, "Let's see. . . let's see." Then she started "Spring Will be a Little Late This Year." As she got into the song, Tom appeared in the doorway to the living room. He stood there, Alice's back to him, with an incredulous look on his face. He watched her for a few moments; then, his arms spread wide, a dying-calf expression on his face, he walked into the room, singing in horrible imitation of his mother:

	". . . a little slo-o-o-ow arriving/ in my lo-o-nely wo-o-o-rld over here. . ."

	Alice's whole body left the piano stool. So embarrassed that her face jerked, Alice said, "Cute. That's really cute."

	Tom, enjoying himself royally, said, "No, go on, go on. I love it! 1957 rides again." He moved his fingers in imitation of the Andrew Sisters and sang, "Moppin' up soda pop, Ricky,/ to our hearts' delight,/ Juke box Saturday night."

	Alice was silent.

	Tom continued, an exaggerated Mickey Rooney style: "Hey! My uncle's got a barn---maybe we could put on a show!" He waited for a response, but got none, so he danced an imitation boogie, saying, "Reet, Jackson! Uh-huh!"

	"You know what I like about you?" said Alice quietly.

	"What?" said Tom, stopping.

	"Nothing."

	Tom laughed a little, then boogied into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of milk, all the while punctuating his movements with every Forties expression he'd ever heard. He came back into the living room slouching and twirling an imaginary keychain.

	"You through?" said Alice.

	"Almost." Tom did one or two more steps, then sat on the sofa, smiling. "Now I'm done---what was all that?"

	"That, sweet baby, is how we eat on our way to California. We're going to Monterey."

	"Laugh, laugh."

	"I'm serious," said Alice.

	"You're not." Realizing she was not joking, Tommy suddenly became embarrassed for her. "Oh, Mom," he said, looking away from her. He tried to think what to say. "You can't sing. I mean, you can't get a job singing, can you?"

	"I did before."

	"Yeah, but when?"

	"Shut up." Then, her face shining with enthusiasm, Alice said, "Come on, name a song---I'll show you. I'm not bad---I'm fairly good. Decent, anyway. Come on, name a song."

	"Everybody's Got Something to Hide Except Me and My Monkey?"

	"Damn it, Tommy! Name something I know." 

	"The Old Rugged Cross?"

	Alice gave him a look and he relented. "Okay. How about 'Song for You'---that Leon Russell thing. You know that."

	Alice turned back to the piano, saying some of the words rapidly under her breath to make sure she knew them. Then she sang: "I've been so many places in my life and time. . ." She went on with the song, doing it gently, again with attention to the lyric. Tom was impressed, but tried to hide it.

	He listened closely, and when she was through he played with the lace on his tennis shoe for a while. Finally he said, not looking at her, "I've heard worse."

	"Who, Jane Froman?"

	Tom laughed. "Yeah, and Lu Ann Simms." He bent down over his lace again. "No, it wasn't bad. Can you feed us with it?"

	Suddenly happy, Alice banged the flat of her hand on the keys. "Hell, yes, I can!" she yelled. "Your mother's gonna be a chanteuse!"

	Caught up, Tom said, "We is goin' to California!"

	"A little travelin' music, please," said Alice, getting up from the piano. She pulled her dress above her knees and went into a ten-second waltz clog, while Tommy groaned in mock horror.

	 

	A week later Alice was in the midst of a garage sale. Small pieces of furniture, clothing, fans, and other appliances were strewn over the garage. Business had been fairly slow, and Alice was harassed, holding a few dollars in one hand and trying to answer questions from two women at once.

	 Finally she turned, exasperated, to the two women. "Whoa!" she said unpleasantly. In an over-polite voice, she said to the first woman, "The price is marked on the top of the box." To the second woman, as if to a retarded child, she said, "See the little tag? It says twenty-five cents ea. 'Ea' is an abbreviation. It means 'each.' That makes a dollar twenty-five for the five mixing bowls. That's not so hard, now, is it?"

	The women looked at each other, offended. Both of them spent three or four face-saving minutes looking around, then left, talking to each other in low voices.

	Alice was irritated generally. Tommy had said that garage sales were crummy and refused, flatfootedly, to help. Bea had offered to help, but simply messed up the kitchen three times making coffee, then had gone home before one o'clock. Alice sat on a metal folding chair hating the world. An old woman, dressed in a light coat in spite of the heat, was lost in thought over one of Alice's dresses. One of her hands was terribly twisted with arthritis.

	"You asking twelve-fifty for this dress?" said the old woman, fingering the price tag.

	Alice forced her features into a semblance of pleasantness and said, "Uh-huh."

	"I don't know. That's awful high for a garage sale."

	Still pleasant, Alice said, "The dress is brand new---it's never been worn, and it cost more than twice that." After a pause, "The tags are still on it."

	"I don't know," repeated the woman.

	"Neither do I, then," said Alice, not so pleasantly. She sighed, covered her mouth with cupped hands and whispered so that no one could hear her, "I'm going to commit murder before this day's out, I swear to God. Why am I the only one in the world to have a shitty garage sale for shitty people?"

	The old woman looked at the dress a bit longer, then turned to Alice again. "You sure you couldn't come down?"

	"I'm sure," said Alice shortly.

	"I don't know. . ." The old woman fingered the dress longingly, then walked slowly out of the garage. Alice watched her go. After she had been gone a few seconds, Alice leaped up and grabbed the dress off the rack.

	"Oh, hell!" said Alice as she ran after the woman. "What's the matter with me anyway?" She ran out of the garage, tears in her eyes, and went halfway to the street. "Lady?" she called. "Lady?" The old woman stopped and turned toward her. Alice held out the dress. "I'd like you to have this---as a gift."

	The old woman stood where she was, a surprised look on her face. "Oh, my, no," she said. "I couldn't. . ."

	"Please," said Alice, walking toward her. "As a favor. Please."

	She reached the old woman and handed her the dress. The woman took the dress, smoothing it with her hand. "Well, I surely do thank you."

	In a rush, Alice said, "I'm not always so hateful. I've been nervous lately, my. . ." She stopped and smiled. "I hope you enjoy the dress."

	As she started to walk away, the woman said, "I surely will, you can bank on that. Thank you."

	Alice stood watching her walk away. When the woman was about thirty feet away, she turned and called, "You sure do have sweet taste in clothes, honey." Alice smiled and waved, but the smile was a tremulous one, and as soon as the woman was on her way again, Alice covered her face with one hand and wept bitterly.

	Tom, running down the street from Harold's house, saw her and walked toward her. "What's wrong with you?" he said.

	Alice leaned against a car. "I don't know."

	"You don't know? What kind of an answer is that? What happened?"

	Still crying, Alice said; "Oh, I don't know. I was rotten to an old woman with a crippled hand, we didn't make very much money today, and I'm just worried."

	Tom stared at her in silence. Her weeping subsided, and she shook her head, sighing. "Oh, my. My, my, my, my, my."

	 

	They were both ruthless. Everything that didn't sell and wouldn't fit in the station wagon they threw away. Pictures, clothes, silverware, everything went. At first it was hard, but they began to enjoy it, and Alice threw out Tom's old grade cards, her matches saved from the singing job she'd had in Monterey, a photograph album---all went into a fire in the trash can. The energy of moving was on both of them.

	As they watched the fire, Alice said, "I wish your grandpa and grandma were still alive. They only saw you once, that summer when you were a baby." To herself she mused, "Was that 'seventy or 'seventy-one?"

	"I can remember a few things about their house," Tom said.

	"Tommy, you can't. You couldn't have been more than two or three."

	"I do, though. I remember---"

	"What I told you, that's what you remember." 

	"No, really. I can see the windows---they were real big and set low in the walls. And I remember you lifting me up to look at a bird's nest in a lilac bush."

	"You're making that up," said Alice. "I don't even remember that."

	"It's true."

	Alice turned to him. "You'll love Monterey, Tommy, you'll just love it. It's always cool there, and toward dusk the mourning doves start calling---it's just beautiful."

	"Well, it's gotta have Ponca City beat."  

	"You'll just love it," said Alice softly.

	 

	Three days later they were ready to go; the station wagon was piled with suitcases, blankets, pillows, and a picnic hamper. They slammed a final door, then walked around the car once to see if it looked capable of getting them to Monterey.

	"That's it," said Tom.

	"Let's check one last time."

	They walked slowly into the house and through each of the rooms. Alice looked in the kitchen cabinets; Tom checked a hall closet. Basically, they were saying goodbye to the house. They circled back to the front door and locked it behind them. Alice's face was sad for a moment, but she slowly, solemnly thumbed her nose at the front door. 

	As they turned away from the door, Bea approached, her face gloomy. Alice waved to her. "Bea, I was just coming up to say goodbye."

	"Christ, I wish you weren't going."

	"Come with us, there's room," said Alice, light.

	"Maybe I will. Just leave Ken and the kids flat." She looked at them seriously. "I almost wish I could." Alice started toward the car. "I'll write you, Bea," she said.

	Bea started to cry. "No, you won't," she said. "People say they will, but they never do." Alice got in the car, and Bea's crying got worse. "I'll miss you, Alice."  Alice rolled down the window. "Don't cry, Bea, or I'll cry, too."

	Bea choked and fumbled for a handkerchief. "Who'll make me laugh now?"

	Alice's throat closed. "Damn it, Bea, don't." Bea leaned through the car window and kissed Alice, patting Tommy's arm at the same time. Alice put the car in gear and pulled away; the three of them called goodbye to each other repeatedly, and the car turned a corner and was gone.

	Tom turned around in the front seat of the car, trying to look out the back window in an effort to see the house disappear. He turned around again and flopped back into a normal riding position. He waited three seconds and then turned to Alice. "Are we almost there?" he asked.

	Alice pinched his leg.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	They drove through a barren countryside, pocked with occasional gasoline stations and drive-ins. At first it was fun, but after several house of game-playing and stories from Alice's childhood on the farm, boredom set in. They stopped for lunch at a small restaurant; Tom, for no good reason, got tickled at the waitress, whose plucked eyebrows, redrawn to an incredible arch, gave her a perpetually astonished expression. Alice frowned a warning to him, which only made it worse. He spat Coke on the table, and the waitress, sensing that he was laughing at her, wore an expression equally divided between martyrdom and fury.

	After eating, they drove on, passing a large sign to the side of the highway; the sign read, "YOU ARE NOW LEAVING OKLAHOMA, THE FRIENDLY STATE. HURRY BACK."

	As Tom saw the sign, he said a soft, "Boooo."

	"Don't look back, honey," said Alice, "you'll turn into a pillar of shit."

	"That whole state is shit."

	"Don't talk dirty."

	They drove on. In the afternoon they were caught in a small-size, small-town traffic jam. The town, horribly anonymous, depressed them both; Tommy refused to open his eyes until the town was ten miles behind them. When Alice told him the ten miles were past, he turned to her. "Are we in California yet?" he said.

	"Ask me that again and I'll beat you to death." 

	"I'm bored."

	"So am I. What do you want from me, card tricks?"

	Tom flung himself against the side of the car, his face pressed against the glass. Alice, seeing that he was truly tired, tapped his shoulder. "Tell you what," she said. "We'll be in Albuquerque in half an hour. Let's get gussied up and have a swanky dinner, hmm?"

	"I don't want to."

	"So we'll buy hamburgers and take them to the motel."

	"I don't care."

	Over her shoulder, Alice said, "I ask you. . . isn't he fun to be around?"

	That night, they ate cheeseburgers and french fries in their motel room in Albuquerque. Tired, they dressed for bed early. As Alice turned down her bed, Tom gaped repeatedly. "Is this where you're going to look for a job?" he asked.

	"Uh-huh." She looked at herself in the mirror. "God, I've got to have my hair done tomorrow and buy something sexy to wear."

	"What if you can't?"

	"Find something sexy?"

	"Get a job, dummy."

	"Don't be rude to your mother; she just bought you a cheeseburger." Alice looked at him, determined. "I'll get a job. I'll get a job."

	Suddenly Tom sat up straighter. "Did you love Dad?"

	"What? What a question. 1 don't know."

	"But did you?"

	"I suppose I did. . . well, maybe. . ." Alice paused. "Your father wasn't always so. . ."

	"Rotten?"

	"Tom." Alice's voice warned him. "No, what I mean is that he wasn't always. . ." Her voice trailed off again.

	"Mean?" said Tom.

	With a rueful smile, Alice said, "Yeah, that's it, I guess. He wasn't always so mean."

	"Why'd you marry him, then?"

	"Why do run off at the mouth? Go to bed."

	"No, Mom. I want to know."

	Alice thought for a moment. "I was nineteen and he had on a Navy uniform---it seemed reason enough at the time," she said wonderingly. Tom seemed satisfied with her answer and got into his bed, turning on his side.

	The next morning Alice woke and dressed before Tom got up. As she moved around, gathering her gloves, putting on her shoes, touching her hair, Tom stirred and opened his eyes. "Where're you going?"

	Alice, abstracted as she put on lipstick, said, "I told you, I'm getting new clothes and new hair. I'll be beautiful by the time I get back."

	"How'll I know you?"

	"I'll stencil 'Mother' on my forehead. Or something."

	"What am I supposed to do all morning?"

	"There's money on the table. Buy yourself breakfast and a couple of magazines."

	"Wonderful," muttered Tom. "Suppose my heart'll stand up under the thrill of it all?"

	"You'll live."

	Tom rolled onto his stomach, burying his head in the pillows. Alice picked up her purse, ready to leave. She turned to the boy. "I'll be back by one at the latest."

	Tom didn't answer.

	"Hey, I'm leaving."

	Still no answer.

	"You hear me?"

	Silence.      

	Alice walked toward the bed, talking in a baby voice. "Aw, is it mad? Is duh widdle baby mad? Is it?" She tickled him, hard, in the ribs; Tom squirmed, but kept his face hidden. "Does it want a sugar tit while Mommy's gone?" She gave him a playful smack on the rear, picked up her purse again, and moved toward the door. As she turned the knob she called, "And keep your hands above the covers while I'm gone, or you'll go blind!"

	Tom spun around and sat up in bed. "Bring me a present!" he yelled.

	What kind?

	"A pony!"

	Alice gave him a look, then shut the door behind her.

	Around ten o'clock Tom took a walk through the streets of downtown Albuquerque and decided that he might as well have stayed in Ponca City. The summer heat was incredible; sidewalks shimmered and store windows glared, hiding their contents. He looked out of the corners of his eyes at the faces that passed him, but, disappointed, saw no Indians---everyone looked much like the people who walked the streets of Oklahoma.

	He bought breakfast at a small restaurant, where a pink-haired woman of fifty-five gave him sullen stares until he bolted his food, frowning and flushing. There were new shops, but they had a curious sameness about them. Elfin-faced, mannequins wore Ship 'n Shore blouses, a stylized black cat advertised rubber shoe heels, and, in a café, a giant Nesbitt's Orange Soda cutout hung alone and inappropriate.

	Irritated, he went back to the motel to watch "Password" and "All My Children"; it was better than the heat, he decided. Just before one there was a knock on the door. "Who is it?" he said.

	"Diana Ross," said Alice's voice through the door. "Are you ready to see a great beauty?" She unlocked the door and entered the room. She looked good. Her hair was simply but attractively cut and styled, and she wore a beige suit and a loose silk blouse. "Am I breathtaking or am I breathtaking?"

	"You look good, but is it sexy?"

	"For Albuquerque, it's sexy. Besides, I'm not applying at the Boom-Boom Room---your mother is one sexy dame." She looked at herself in the mirror, adjusting her blouse, touching her hair. "You should have seen the old bag who sold me this dress---so bucktoothed she could have eaten corn through a picket fence. When I was in the fitting room---"

	Tom broke in, abruptly. "How do you know you can find a job?"

	"I'll find one. Anyway, when I was in the fitting room---"

	"And what about when school starts in September?"

	"Don't worry about the mule going blind."

	Tom went on with it, a whine creeping into his voice. "Yeah, but what if---"

	Alice turned on him, angry, loud. "What in the hell's the matter with you? What is it you want? I've just spent too much money on a God-damn dress, I'm trying to look twenty-eight so somebody'll hire me, and you sit there whining like some baby." She paused, then walked to the sofa. "I'll get a job, I'll get us out of here, and I'll get you in school by September, I give you my word. You want me to swear it? You want me to slit open a vein and sign it in blood?" Tom didn't answer her. "Do you?"

	Alice closed her eyes, put a hand on her stomach, and breathed deeply several times. She walked across the room to Tom and stood behind the chair he sat in, cupping his face in her hand. "I know you're upset, dragged away from home and everything, but Tommy, when we get to Monterey things'll be different, I promise you." she stroked his hair. "Come on, honey, act like you've got some sense, huh? Give me a little time to make some money and things'll be okay." She paused. "Okay?"

	"Okay," Tom sighed.

	Alice kissed the top of his head, then started to gather her purse and gloves. She walked toward the door. "I'll be back by five or six, sweetheart."

	"Okay."

	"Wish me luck." 

	"I do. Good luck, Mom." After Alice left, Tom picked up a magazine he had been looking at before his mother came back. He thumbed through it until he found a woman who looked like Alice, then stared intently at the picture. He placed one hand over the bottom of her face, the other over her forehead, leaving only the model's eyes exposed, which was the feature most resembling Alice. He stared at the picture for a long time.

	Alice took a bus to an area of Albuquerque which was studded with bars and nightclubs. She walked in the broiling sun, her eyes squinting, trying to guess what was inside by what was outside. None of the places looked particularly inviting. She passed one called "The Chez Rendezvous." She made a face and said to herself, "The Chez Rendezvous? In Albuquerque?" She walked on, trying to steel herself to enter one, but kept stopping, checking herself in windows, drying her palms on her skirt, putting on more lipstick, then taking it off with Kleenex. Finally she stopped in front of a club bearing the sign "Joe and Jim's." The exterior of this bar was not really different from the others she had passed, but she straightened her body, smoothed her face, and entered.

	The bar was dark, and Alice stood blinded for a few moments. As her eyes focused, she saw a bartender cleaning behind the bar, a man delivering beer, and a very old man sweeping the floor. The club had the dead, dirty look of most bars seen in the daytime. Alice walked to the bar, her hands suddenly shaking so badly that she held her purse with both hands to hide it. "Uh. . . is Joe or Jim here?" she managed.

	"What?" said the bartender.

	"I said, 'Is Joe or Jim he. . .'"

	"I heard what you said, I just didn't believe it." 

	Alice, puzzled, said, "What do you mean?"

	"There ain't no Joe or Jim."      

	"What?"

	"There ain't no Joe---"

	"I heard what you said, I just didn't believe it."

	The bartender looked at her for two beats, his face sour. Alice tried again: "Could I speak to the manager---someone? I'd like to ask about a job."

	"We got all the waitresses we need."

	"I don't want a job as a waitress," said Alice definitely, but the next part of the sentence was harder for her to get out. "I'm a singer," she said, but it sounded like a lie, even to her. Her face flamed in spite of herself, and she dug the fingers of her right hand into the back of the left. "Oh, shit," she thought, "what am I doing here?" She gave the man what she hoped was a hateful look. "I'm a singer," she said again, louder than necessary.

	The bartender widened his eyes. "That ain't my fault," he said, looking at the other men to see if they appreciated his wit. They did, and the old man sniggered repeatedly over his broom.

	"Is the manager or owner around?"

	"He's in the hospital havin' part of a lung removed, but I can tell ya he won't want no singer, lady."

	After a long pause, Alice said, "Okay, thanks."

	All of the men had listened intently to her conversation. As she walked toward the door, the elderly man with the broom made three or four wet, exaggerated kissing noises, his mouth popping wetly. Alice literally ran out the door and stood on the sidewalk, perspiring with embarrassment. Shielding her eyes from the glare, she whispered, "Bastards. Oh, the bastards." She brushed the back of her hand across her forehead. "Oh, I don't care," she said. "I can't help it."

	She went from bar to bar, shaking more and more, desperation setting in as the afternoon passed. Two men were nice, one woman who owned a bar gave her a free drink, one chunky man with white eyebrows laughed in her face. By five o'clock the heat seemed worse than ever, and perspiration trickled down the insides of her thighs, making her want to scream.

	She was no longer hesitant, but turned quickly into any bar she saw. She tried one called the "White Stallion." Inside there were a few early drinkers. Alice talked to a portly man with shiny skin, and he offered her a job. Overreacting, Alice gushed, telling him that she was steady, never sick, and hardly drank at all.

	The man was overdressed, with a funereal black suit and diamond rings on each hand. He was bald, but parted his hair low on one side, combing it over the top of his head in a horribly futile effort to hide his shiny scalp. As he and Alice sat in a booth he smiled at her. "So maybe we got a deal," he said.

	Still effusive, Alice said, "Oh, I hope so, I really need the job ..

	"Don't worry, don't worry. This is a friendly place. We're all friendly here." He placed one of his hands on hers. Alice looked quickly at him. He began rubbing the middle finger of his hand up and down the back of Alice's hand and her arm. "You want to be friends?"

	"You mean I have to lay down for you?" said Alice in a level voice.

	The man was startled by her bluntness. "What?" Why, no---" 

	"Isn't that what you mean? That you'll give me a job if I lay down for you?"

	"Look, if you don't want the job---"

	"Listen," she said tiredly, "just tell me so, I'll know know how to act now. Is that part of the bargain? Because if it is, it's no sale."

	The man's face puffed up. Leaning toward her, he hissed, "Get out, slut! You think somebody wants you! How old are you, anyway? Crummy slut!"

	Alice was thrown by the man's violence. She formed her lips to fight back, but then stopped. She picked up her purse and slowly left the table, hearing the man hiss again, "Crummy slut!"

	She walked through the door fighting back tears. Moving down the street a few steps, she gave in, leaned one hand against the side of a building, and, ignoring curious stares, cried. It wasn't ladylike weeping, either---there was nothing grownup about it; she leaned her head against the crumbling bricks and boo-hooed.

	Thirty minutes later, her face re-madeup, she entered another small bar. It was no different from the others, she thought. The lighting was made up primarily of candles in red glasses, and it had regulation Naugahyde booths. There were scattered couples and an occasional stray drinker seated throughout the bar. Alice moved toward a waitress. "Is the manager here?"

	"There's no manager, just the owner---he's the skinny one over there, Mr. Jacobs."

	Alice walked to the owner. He was a thin man hovering around sixty. What hair he had was grizzled, and he weighed one hundred and forty at the outside. He had a face seamed with wrinkles; his eyes were gray, large, and rather sad. He turned to meet Alice. "Something I can do for you?" he said.

	"Yes, I..." Alice was worn out, Mr. Jacobs' face was friendly, and she felt very sorry for herself her throat closed, a prelude to more weeping. Mr. Jacobs took her arm and led her toward an empty section of the bar. Alice tried to say "I'm sorry," but the more she thought about it, the sorrier she felt for herself, and nothing but "I. . . I. . . I. . ." ever got out.

	Jacobs sat her down "Whoops, whoops now," he said. "What's the matter?" To the bartender he said, "Morrey, bring us two Scotch rocks." He turned back to Alice. "You wanna ruin my afternoon trade?" Alice shook her head, wiping at tears that she could not make stop. The drinks arrived and Jacobs continued, "Well, you act like it. Here, swig on this and troubles vanish." He took a long pull from his drink and Alice sipped from hers. "See?" he said. "What did I tell you? Now you got money in the bank and a faithful husband."

	He paused and looked at her; Alice smiled slightly and made an "I'm so embarrassed" gesture with her face, shoulders, and head. Jacobs waved a hand, dismissing it. "So. You came toward me with a question mark on your face. . ."

	As Alice realized she'd been asked a question, she jumped a bit and said, "Oh. I'm a singer; I'm looking for a job."

	"Sorry, I got no money to pay a singer."

	Alice looked down at the bar. "Oh, hell. Hell, hell, hell, hell, hell," she said softly.

	"If I could do it, I'd give you a job, I really would."

	". . .hell, hell, hell, hell."

	"I don't even have a piano in here."

	". . . hell, hell, hell."

	After a long pause, Jacobs asked, "You got any experience?"

	Alice looked up, her face almost wild. "Yes. . . no. . . yes, but it was years ago."

	"You any good?"

	A ray of hope. "Yes! Yes, I am."

	There was another, longer, pause. "I don't even have a piano in here," Jacobs repeated.

	"I'll pay for the piano rental for the first month. If it works out, if business is better, you take over from there---if not, you're out nothing."

	"Maybe you could come back tomorrow," said Jacobs, not looking at her.

	Alice looked around as if she expected a piano to magically appear. "No, please. . . You'll say no tomorrow. If I could only sing someplace for you."

	"Oh, hell. I guess it doesn't hurt to listen. There's a piano bar down the street. Come on!" He turned to the bartender: "Back in twenty minutes Morrey, don't burn it down."

	Jacobs took her a block and a half away to an almost identical club. Inside, it was dark and cool; Alice was left to wait by the door while Jacobs talked to the owner. Her stomach griped so violently that for a moment Alice thought she was going to be sick, but she breathed deeply several times, and said "I can't help it---I don't care" to herself. Eventually Jacobs motioned to her and she joined the two men.

	"Lou says go ahead, but just don't drive anybody away," said Jacobs.

	Alice smiled weakly at Lou. "Is there any particular song you like? Something special?"

	Lou looked at her blankly. Jacobs said, "Just go ahead---have at it."

	Alice turned and walked toward the piano, which was elevated on an eighteen-inch platform. As she walked, she gave an almost inaudible groan of fear. She reached the piano, arranged herself on the bench, and glanced around; no one except Jacobs was paying her the least bit of attention. She started singing to a slow piano, barely able to control her hands.

	 

	"It seems we've stood and talked like this before; 

	We looked at each other in the same way then, 

	But I can't remember where or when.

	The clothes you're wearing are the clothes you wore,

	The smile you are smiling you were smiling then, 

	But I can't remember where or when."

	 

	While she sang this much of the song, Alice's eyes had been busy sizing up the audience. They were more or less what one would expect to find in a piano bar in Albuquerque. They ranged in age from thirties to sixties, with a predominance of couples or foursomes in their middle-to-late forties. After a few cursory glances, they more or less ignored her. Realizing that she had to do something to get their attention, Alice held the last note, "when," for several beats, then changing into a lower key, slid into "When Your Lover Has Gone," but she gave it a faster-than-usual, Latin backing. She sang the song slightly louder and faster, and her piano asked for attention:

	 

	"When you're alone, who cares for star-lit skies?

	When you're alone, the magic moonlight dies.

	At break of dawn, there is no sunrise,

	When your lover has gone."

	 

	Two of three heads turned to watch Alice; she realized it, and gained a bit of confidence. In a stronger voice, she continued:

	 

	"What lonely hours the evening shadows bring,

	What lonely hours, with memories fingering, 

	Like faded flowers, life can't mean anything, 

	When your lover has gone."

	 

	The bar was still fairly noisy, but a few people stopped their conversations to listen, and one man, whose back had been turned to Alice, turned around in his seat, sitting in an uncomfortable position so he could watch her. Alice repeated the kind of transition she had used between the first and second songs: she held the last word, "gone," for several beats, then, changing keys upward, eased into "Gone with the Wind," again using the rather loud, Latin-style backing:

	 

	"Gone with the wind, gone like a leaf that has blown away,

	Gone with the wind, my romance has flown away, 

	Yesterday's kisses are still on my lips,

	I had a lifetime of blisses at my fingertips.

	Now I'm alone. Gone is the gladness that filled my heart,

	Now I'm alone. Gone is the rapture that thrilled my heart.

	Just like a flame, love burned brightly, then became

	An empty smoke ring that is gone with the wind."

	 

	The whole number took no longer than a single song sung all the way through; Alice put a big finish on it, and some of the drinkers responded with applause. It was a long way from a standing ovation, but it was at least respectable. Alice smiled at the most enthusiastic, the man who had turned in his seat, and walked across the room to Jacobs. From the look on his face, she knew, she knew.

	"You'll go for the piano the first month?" Jacobs asked.

	"Yes, yes!"

	"Okay, we got half a deal."

	"Half?"

	"Yeah. How much you figure I can pay?"

	Alice was embarrassed again. "I don't know. You should. . . I mean, how much do you think I'm worth? What sounds fair?"

	Jacobs actually scuffled his foot on the floor like Gary Cooper. "I couldn't pay more than eighty a week," he said finally.

	"Eighty?" asked Alice in a voice she fought to keep surprise and disappointment out of.

	"Well, you should make at least ten a night in tips if you prime the plate, and your half of that adds up to an extra thirty a week."

	In the same voice, Alice said, "Okay, that's all right."      

	"I could maybe make it eighty-five."

	Alice took his hand. "What a nice man you are, Mr. Jacobs."

	"And what's your name, woman that I'm paying eighty-five dollars a week to?"

	"Alice. Alice Hyatt."

	He led her to the door and opened it for her, gesturing her through. "Miss Hyatt."

	 

	Later, in the motel room, Alice and Tom celebrated with sandwiches and milk shakes; both were terribly excited. "And then what?" asked Tom for the fourth time.      

	"Well, hell," said Alice, waving a french fry for emphasis, "there I was sitting up there, scared to death. I expected a big, dark stain to be all over the back of my skirt when I got up." She shook her head wonderingly. "I swear to God, Tommy, I've never been so nervous."

	"And?"

	"And what?"

	"And are we rich?"

	"Not really, but the woman said we could get a monthly rate on a room with a kitchenette---it's dirt cheap---and we can save like hell."

	"But what am I supposed to do all the time?"

	"Make a friend."

	"In a motel?"      

	"Well, go outside---I don't know. There's a park just down the street."

	"It's too hot outside."

	"Well, goodness, Wanda Faye, take a fan with you, for Christ's sake."

	Tom turned his back to her, and, holding his forearm and hand in front of his chest so Alice couldn't see, stuck up his middle finger at her. Alice saw that he was mad; she felt irritated, then sorry, then tired of him for a second, then guilty. She called to him. "Hey. Hey, look. I know you're over there making faces at me, but we're stuck in this room together; let's be decent, huh? Let's see who can out-sweet the other one." She paused, and in a bright, artificial voice, said, "My, those are most attractive pajamas you have on. What a colorful design! I'll bet some lady of really exquisite taste and judgment bought those for you."

	Tom wasn't having any. "No, as a matter of fact, she was a hooker from down on Ninth Street."

	"Come on, sugar. I'm sorry. Really."

	Tom still ignored her. Alice began singing opera, a wild, screeching, no-real-melody tune, but the boy just looked at her. Seeing that opera wouldn't put him in a good mood, she pretended to sob. She threw herself on the bed, covered her head with the pillow, and acted out the part of a broken-hearted woman. Finally Tom muttered, "My mother, the idiot," but he was no longer angry, and fifteen minutes later they were watching "The Dick Cavett Show."

	Later that night, as Tom lay in bed asleep, Alice creamed her face. She walked across the room to where her son slept, then lightly touched his hair with the back of her hand, so the cold cream wouldn't touch him. "Poor baby," she said softly. "Poor great big lanky baby. I'll get you to Monterey, I promise. And you'll just love it." 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	In the days that followed, Alice and Tom moved into a new motel; their room featured a pitiful kitchenette, but they managed. Alice fixed casseroles until they were sick of them, but they were easy for Tom to heat after she left for work. Tom, pretending to gag, ate.

	They explored the town, which didn't take long; mostly they walked around the stagnant fountains and window-shopped, making wry faces at the sights Albuquerque had to offer. Tom screamed of boredom so often that they argued frequently, but they were saving money. Alice kept what she'd saved in a book, and it grew surprisingly rapidly until she had to buy two more dresses for work.

	Faced with endless time, Tom read, made obscene phone calls to random-picked women, hunched a sofa pillow pretending it was a vagina, and watched television until his eyes were gritty. He started the day with "Today," then watched "I Love Lucy" at nine-thirty, then game shows until one o'clock, then as much of the soap operas as he could stomach. After lunch he would sometimes watch an afternoon movie; anything, really, until he made it to Mike Douglas time. Whole days went by this way, with the result that Tom fell in love with Susan Hayward and Claudette Colbert, and idolized James Cagney and John Garfield.

	 

	One night, after Alice had been working at Jacobs's bar for three weeks, a man came to the table where Alice was sitting between sets. She had just finished "Until It's Time for You to Go" and was wearing what was, for her, a low-cut black dress. She looked up as she realized someone was standing over here, seeing a dark-skinned man with black eyes.

	The man leaned down so that their eyes were more or less on a level. "I like your singing," he said.

	"Thank you."

	"My name's Ben Eberhart."

	"Hello, Ben Eberhart. I'm glad you like my singing." 

	"Well," he said after a pause.

	"Well?" parroted Alice, puzzled.

	"Well, aren't you going to ask me to sit down?" 

	"Well, no, as a matter of fact."

	"Why not?"

	"It looks bad for a singer to sit with the customers." 

	"Oh, come on."

	"You're right, that's a lie," snapped Alice. "The real reason you can't sit down is that I don't want you to."

	"Why?"

	"Oh, Christ! Because I'm in a rotten mood, that's why."

	Ben leaned closer to her. "Why? Why are you in a rotten mood?"

	Alice sat completely back in her chair, truly irritated. Heaving a great, exasperated sigh, she said argumentatively, "You really want to know?"

	"Yes."      

	"You're not just playing teenage smoothie---I mean, you truly want to know why I'm in a bad mood?"

	"Yes."

	Trying to turn him off, Alice said, "Good enough: my brassiere's dirty---it's the same one I had on yesterday. Tonight when I got ready for work I had clean pants but no clean bras, so I had to pick this one up off the floor and strap it on myself. Also, I haven't shaved my legs in two days---wanna see?"

	Ben didn't respond.

	Alice continued. "Plus that, I cut my finger on a tin can lid this morning, and it hurts every time I play a song. Also, my kid has a mean mouth, I don't make enough money in this place, and. . ." She suddenly ran out of steam. In a totally different tone, she said, "Oh, hell, Ben Eberhart---sit down and welcome."

	Ben sat down; there was silence for a moment or two as they reached for cigarettes and arranged ashtrays uncomfortably.

	"This is always the hardest part, isn't it?" Alice said.

	"What?"

	"Oh, you know, the 'what do you do for a living's,' the 'how long have you lived in Albuquerque's.'"

	"True. That's true," said Ben. "Sometimes I've thought I'd like to mimeograph a page that listed my age, where I went to school, my favorite color, my most embarrassing moment, what I do for a living."

	There was another uncomfortable pause. Then Alice, her face wry, said, "So. What do you do for a living, anyway?"

	Ben smiled and said, "I fill bullet casings with powder."

	"Oh."

	"Yeah, there's not a lot to say about it, is there?" After a beat, he said, "I really like your singing."

	"And you've got great eyes, so we're even, aren't we?"

	"Let me drive you home."

	"I've got my own car."

	"Then you drive me home."

	Alice smiled, but shook her head "no." She watched as Ben shrugged lightly and walked away. He was an attractive man; everything about him expressed the fact that he knew it. Alice was a fool for eyes, and Ben's were black, so black that the pupil was indistinguishable from the iris. Alice decided she'd avoid that one like the plague, as her mother used to say.

	 

	One day, after a particularly bitter argument with Tommy over his boredom and why the hell did he have to stay in that rotten motel all day and all night too with nothing to do and who did she think she was, anyway, Alice dipped unwillingly into the bank book and bought Tommy a rather expensive guitar. She took it back to the motel, unlocked the door, and stuck her head through saying in a trumpet flourish, "Ta da!!"

	Tom looked up from the sofa, not too interested. "Ta da?"

	Alice, just her head through the door, half said, half sang in a monotone, "Who was always jealous of Harold's guitar, and now who's got a better one?" She stuck the guitar through the door; Tom, his face clearing, jumped up and grabbed it. "Do you like it?"

	"I love it! Was it expensive?"

	"Expensive enough. Do you remember the chords Harold taught you?" said Alice as she entered the room.

	"Sure I do." He sat down and began strumming immediately, trying to play "The Joys of Love."

	Alice's face melted with tenderness, and, sick as she was of crying, she felt she was about to start again. "Do you like it?" she said.

	"I love it. Can we afford it? I don't care---I love it anyway." He stopped playing and held it out at arm's length, then brought it to him, stroking it over and over. He continued, for no particular reason, in a Southern accent. "Ain't this fine? Andre Segovia, here I come!"

	 

	For the next three days Tom played the guitar incessantly. His ear was true, and he learned to chord four songs in three days, though he was limited to the chords of G, C, and D7. Three days of constant strumming added to the frustration of learning, though, caused even the guitar, which he loved, to pall. He sat morosely as Alice, dressed in a gown, perched on the lid-down toilet, shaving her legs. She raised her voice so Tommy could hear her over the running water. "You know," she said, "just once I wish they'd show a woman shaving her legs like they really do it." She waited for a response, then went on a little louder. "You know what I mean? On television they always have on a three-hundred-dollar negligee and high-heels." She snorted. "Imagine shaving your legs in high heels. Merciful God."

	Tom lay on the sofa not moving. Alice finished shaving her legs and, late for work, scurried around. She threw a blouse on, buttoned it wrong, clicked her tongue, and generally acted like Marion Lorne, she told Tommy.

	"I wish we could get out of here," said Tom, sighing an exaggerated sigh.

	"Wish us up some money and we will."

	"Well, I wish we could."

	Abstracted, trying to brush lint off a black skirt, Alice muttered, "Oh, wish in one hand and shit in the other---see which gets full first."

	Tom gave her the raspberry.

	Alice said over her shoulder, "Why don't I just run off and leave him here? I need him, right?" As she said this, she glanced in the mirror, "Oh, God, I've got a bump."

	"Acne at thirty-five?"

	"No, just a bump." Alice put on a black suit jacket and turned to him. "You're so pleasant to be around I think I'll ask to get off early tonight," she said sarcastically.

	"Goody."

	Alice walked to him, kissed the top of his head, and said in a voice void of hostility, "Bye, honey."

	Tom replied in kind. "Bye, Mom."

	After Alice left, Tom walked aimlessly around the room for a little while, flicking the light switch on and off, turning on the television. He walked into the bathroom, stared at himself in the mirror, then made a terrible face.

	 

	Three nights before, Ben Eberhart had written a note, which he gave to the waitress to give to Alice. Alice, playing a number, had continued the melody with her right hand while she opened it with her left. She read it, smiled, but shook her head negatively. Ben smiled and left the bar. This night, Alice again sat at a table in the back, drinking a Coke between the fifty-minute sets she was required to do. There was a strained silence, then Ben repeated himself. "Why?" he said. "Why not?"

	"Is that the only word you can say?"

	He was insistent. "Why?"

	"Because I don't date teenagers, that's why."

	"I'm twenty-seven."

	"Liar."      

	"Well, I'm twenty-five."      

	"Maybe."

	"I am!"

	"When?"

	"Last month," he said, abashed.

	Alice leaned toward him, her face intense. "I'm thirty-five; does that register with you at all? That's thirty dash five. I was in the fourth grade when your mother was pregnant with you." She paused. "I graduated from high school when you ate Popsicles." She paused again. "I don't date teenagers."

	 

	Later that night Ben and Alice sat in her car. They were involved in a busy, heated kiss. Ben slipped one hand inside the top of her dress, and Alice made a small noise far back in her throat. He pulled her away from the seat and pushed her back against the door in a semi-reclining position. They kissed again. Alice was as involved as Ben, and she let him slide his hand halfway up her thigh, but as his hand started to move upward again, she stopped him with a firm push. She sat up, turned to the rear-view mirror and looked at her rumpled self. She was irritated both for having put herself in this position and for having to stop. She said, hating herself for the moment, "I'm dating a teenager." Looking in the rear-view mirror, she said, "Beautiful. Absolutely beautiful."

	Ben made another try, taking her arm to pull her toward him.

	Alice said quite definitely, "No, don't. Don't!"

	A spasm crossed Ben's face, one of pure malevolence. While it lasted, it completely changed his handsome face, turning it into something terribly frightening. Alice didn't see it; she had gone back to the mirror, busy with her hair, and by the time she turned to look at him again, his face was smooth.

	Trying to lighten the situation, Alice began, "Look, I don't think we'd better do this again. You have to go home in misery, and---how do they say it in the movies?---I'm a woman with normal, healthy desires." She paused. More serious: "We'd better not do this again."

	Ben reached across her and opened her door. "I'll pick you up tomorrow night when you get off."

	There was a beat, but only a short one, while Alice decided. If only she didn't feel so sleepy around him she could function better, thought Alice. Something about him made her feel she couldn't lift her arms. What was the word---"languorous?" "languid?" "listless?" Sex with Donald had been good sometimes, nothing other times, but Ben just made her want to close her eyes, smile privately to herself, and accept. She turned to him. "Deal," she said, and got out of the car.

	Tom, barefoot and dressed in pajamas, was at the window looking between slats of the venetian blinds at the scene between his mother and Ben. As he watched, a small moan escaped from him. As Alice walked away from the car, Tom leaped into bed and feigned sleep. Alice came quietly into the room; she looked at Tommy and sighed a bit, her face guilty.

	The next night Ben and Alice went to a coffee shop after she got off work. During the day Alice had talked to herself again and again, deciding that thirteen years had been enough, that she wasn't ready for any man just at the moment, and what the hell did she mean even considering someone ten years younger than she was?

	As they sat, not drinking their coffee, Ben said, his voice sharp, "Why is it you never look at me?"

	"I look at you," said Alice, not looking at him. She looked at him. "I look at you."

	Ben paused, then grinned a slow, easy, irritatingly confident smile. "Is it yes or no?"

	Alice's head actually jerked back, then she said in a level voice. "No." Then she stopped and said in a less certain tone, "Ben, I don't want to. . ." She trailed off, then began again. "I don't want---stop grinning at me," she finished, angry.

	Ben just looked at her. "Yes or no?"

	Alice paused. Less definite than the first time, she said, "No." Then dryly, "The single one thing I don't need in the whole world right now is to get messed up with a twenty-five-year-old."

	All charm, Ben said, "You sure?"

	Alice looked at him. He was charming, he was sexy. She pulled a face and gave in. With a wry smile, "No, I'm not sure."

	 

	Ben took her to a motel, telling her that he shared an apartment with another man; Alice accepted that, concerned only with the fact that she was actually going to a motel to make love. As they drove around looking for a place that looked right, Alice thought, "I wonder if there'll be a neon light flashing on and off through the window. And there should be a whiskey bottle that rolls off the bed and a woman laughing in the next room."

	By the time they were in the motel room, Alice had talked herself completely out of the notion of going to bed with this strange man. It was the mechanics of the thing that bothered her, she decided: the taking off of their clothes, the first, usually awkward, embrace. It seemed to her that if she could just have snapped her fingers and found herself smack in the midst of the stark act of love, with no preliminaries, she wouldn't have minded so much---then she could just throw on her pants, zip up her dress, run out the door and pretend the whole thing had never happened. As it was, she found herself staring at a young, goodlooking man she knew virtually nothing about. As they stood there, the bed seeming disproportionately big in the small room, Alice thought back to a comic book she had read as a girl, "Invisible Scarlett O'Neil," and wished, like that woman, she could press a bone in her left wrist and disappear.

	Ben was clever, though. He didn't try to talk to Alice; he walked to her, put his arms around her, and kissed just the side of her mouth. At first Alice felt nothing, but Ben took his time, did everything slowly, slowly, and soon Alice felt her nipples sting and harden.

	And the languor came over her again. It started with a seeping of warmth into her stomach,__easing into her limbs, until Ben had to help her to the bed, taking his time with her buttons and zippers so that if something caught, it didn't seem to matter. When she was undressed, Ben put her arms above her head and arranged himself on top of her, his hands over her hands, his feet covering her feet.

	As they worked their way through, Alice found herself making noises she'd never made in her life. Even caught up as she was, she tried to stifle them, as they sounded blatantly manufactured to her. Eventually, though, she gave up, and, shuddering, her toes curling involuntarily, she reveled in it, gasping louder and louder.

	The instant Ben drew away from her, in spite of the fact that her whole body still twanged with pleasure, she rolled her head to the side, covering her face with one hand. Ben knew that her reaction had shocked her; he forced her to look at him, opening her eyelids gently with his fingers.

	In all, Alice decided on the way home, she loved it. As Ben drove her back to her motel she wondered if she should feel bad, guilty, wanton. She put a thoughtful look on her face, felt around inside for any stray self-hate, couldn't find it, and decided that she just absolutely loved the hell out of it.

	 

	They saw each other three times during the following week, and each time Alice surprised herself with the violence of her responses. She tried to ask Jacobs about Ben, but Jacobs was oddly reticent about answering her questions. Finally she said, "Well, I know who I can trust my secrets with," and gave up.

	Tommy had been aware that his mother came in several hours later than usual, but he held his peace for a week. Then, one night as Alice was dressing for work, he closed the door on the tiny refrigerator in the tiny kitchen and said abruptly, "You going out again tonight after work?"

	Trying to be casual, Alice said, "I don't know. Why?"

	"Oh, I don't know. I was just thinking that I ought to decide what to call that guy you're running around with. His name's Ben, isn't it? Should I call him Uncle Ben, maybe? Isn't that what men like that are called? Uncle?"

	"Tom," said Alice, warning.

	All innocence, he continued. "Well, I mean you've been late coming home for almost a week now, so I figure he's going to be around for a while, and I have to call him something."      

	"Don't start on me. Just don't start on me today. I don't feel like it."

	"I can imagine," Tom said maliciously, "you should see those things under your eyes."

	Alice did have violet smudges under her eyes; she was too tired even to fight back at Tom, so she ignored him. Suddenly there was a knock on the door. Alice answered it and opened the door to an incredibly slight woman in a maternity dress. The woman, Rita Eberhart, was twenty-three, but could easily have passed for seventeen, or even fourteen if her clothes had been different. She was five months pregnant, so that her stomach was only gently rounded, and the maternity dress hung slack on her, giving the ludicrous impression of a child dressed up in her mother's clothes. Her voice was as small as she---a mere whisper.

	"Yes?" said Alice.

	"Uh, are you Miz Hyatt?" said the girl, so soft.

	"Yes."

	The girl didn't go on; she simply stood there.

	"Yes, I'm Mrs. Hyatt," prompted Alice.

	The girl glanced around nervously. "Uh, could I come in and talk to you for a minute?"

	Alice looked at her closely. "Well, I don't. . . What was it you wanted?"

	A whisper: "My name's Rita Eberhart."

	Alice stood there shocked, for a moment, then, her shoulders sagging, said, "Come in." She led the girl to a chair and looked even more carefully at her. Rita had tried to make herself presentable, it was obvious, but she had failed miserably: her lipstick was smeared onto her front teeth, and her hair was thin, so that one ear stuck out through it, in spite of her habitual gesture of fluffing the hair to cover it. Tom stared at her in real amazement.

	Alice turned to Tom. "Go outside." Tom didn't move. "I said, go outside."

	Instead, Tom walked quickly into the bathroom, where he locked the door. Alice, not wanting to argue with him in front of Rita, gave up and turned to the girl, her face weary. "So he's married. I didn't know." After a pause in which Rita didn't answer, Alice went on: "I really didn't know."

	"Oh, I can believe that," whispered the girl, looking at a handkerchief which she had balled and then straightened constantly since she entered the room. "For all I've seen of him in the past two years, I almost don't know it myself."

	"Your name's Rita, you said?"

	"Uh, yes. I wouldn't of come here like this, only Ben's been missin' work off and on the last week or so---ever since he met you, and. . ." A note of desperation came into her voice. ". . . lady, we just gotta have his salary regular. Uh, George---that's my little boy---he's got this ear trouble. It just, uh, drains and drains. It don't seem like anything will stop it. The medicine costs a terrible price, and. . ."

	She began to cry. Actually it was more a mewing sound than anything else. She fished in her pocketbook and dragged out another handkerchief, which she used, then proceeded immediately to twist into another ball.

	Alice looked over her shoulder, mortified. "Isn't this charming? Don't I do wonderful things?" She turned back to Rita. "How did you know my name?"

	Recovering a bit, Rita looked directly at Alice for the first time. "Uh," she said, "I left George with my girl friend Nancy and followed Ben night before last. I saw him and you come out of Jacob's place, Then, uh, yesterday I asked around about you."

	Tom unlocked the bathroom door, listening intently. Alice saw him and snapped her fingers at him, but he only closed the door a fraction of an inch. Turning back to Rita, Alice held both her palms up an said, "I don't know what to say to you, except that. . ." Her voice trailed off.

	Rita had perked up a bit. She blew her nose a final time, looked around curiously, and a new touch came into her whisper. "Oh," she said with an airy wave of her handkerchiefs, "who knows---marry in haste, repent in leisure, I guess." She leaned toward Alice, suddenly confidential. "I tell you, Mrs. Hyatt," she went on, a jolly note coming into her voice, and with no intention of insulting Alice, "that man'd screw a snake if he could get someone to hold its head."

	Alice's eyes widened, but she controlled her face; from the bathroom, Tom snorted loudly. Not liking the situation at all, Alice decided to get rid of the girl as quickly as possible. "You don't have to worry, Mrs. Eberhart," she said, getting ready to rise, "I won't ever see him again. I'll tell him tonight that I've talked to you, and. . ."

	Really loud, her eyes wide, Rita said, "Oh, no!! Tell him what? You can't, I mean, please don't say I've been here, please." Soft again, she continued, "Uh, I mean, he'd be furious. You don't know."

	Little by little, Tom edged out of the bathroom, until he stood leaning against the wall, still holding the doorknob in his hand in case Alice should notice him.

	The three of them stiffened and looked at each other as a violent knock was heard on the door. Ben's voice yelled through the door: "Rita? Rita, you in there? You bitch, I know you're in there, so you might as well answer me!" Rita's upper lip turned chalk white, and Tom was well back into the bathroom. Ben yelled again. "Alice? Is she there? Open this door!"

	Suddenly Ben screamed, punctuating it with three violent, flatfooted kicks on the door. "I SAID OPEN THIS GOD-DAMNED DOOR!"

	Alice walked to the door and opened it to reveal quite a different Ben from the one she'd seen before. His face was contorted with anger, taking away almost all the attractiveness it had held. His eyes were narrow, his mouth pinched. He walked just inside the door, looked at Rita, who was huddled against the back of her chair, snapped his fingers and pointed out the open door. His voice shaking, he said, "ALL right, bitch, out!"

	"Ben, I had to. George's ear---" whispered Rita, squirming in her chair.

	"I said out!"

	Alice had been shocked into motionlessness and silence by Ben, but she rallied and walked toward him saying, "Okay, Ben go away. I'll send your wife home in a few minutes, but just go away. I don't want any trouble."

	"Screw you!" said Ben, even more frightening than before. His next words were addressed to Rita; as he said them he produced a knife and eased the blade out slowly. "If you don't drag your ass out that door, I'll cut it off, you hear me? Move!"

	Rita, terrified, got out of her chair and edged toward the door. She wanted to leave, but was afraid to walk past him. She did, though, increasing her pace as she tried to sidle by him. He was too fast for her and gave her a horrible blow on the side of the head with the back of his clenched fist. Rita screamed quietly, hopelessly, and ran out of sight. Ben slammed the door and looked at Alice and Tom, who were both petrified.

	Alice tried to pretend nonchalance. "Ben, why are you acting like this?" she said. When he didn't answer, she got a little bolder and continued. "Why don't you just go home now? You go home and---"

	Ben turned on her. "Don't tell me what to do! Don't tell me what to do!" As he said this, his violence returned and he knocked over a lamp with a blow of his fist, then slammed the telephone off the table with his open hand. Then, more quietly, he said, "Don't tell me what to do, Alice." Without looking at Tom, who was still cowering half in, half out of the bathroom, he walked over to Alice and grabbed the front of her robe with such force that the seams gave audibly. Holding this handful of robe, he jerked her softly five times to punctuate his next sentence: "Don't. . . tell. . . me. . . what. . . to. . . do."

	Now truly frightened, Alice said, "All right. I'm. . . sorry. All right."

	Ben let go of her robe. As he leaned against a sofa arm, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand, his face began to look normal for the first time since he had entered the motel. Breathing heavily, in an ominously quiet voice, he said, "Now. I tell you what. I'll be at Jacobs's to pick you up when you get off work, -okay?" When Alice didn't answer immediately, he became more insistent. "Okay?"

	Ready to agree to anything, Alice tried for a smile and said, "Okay."

	Ben's face smoothed; acting as if nothing was particularly out of the ordinary, he moved toward the door. "Good. I'll see you around one-thirty, then."

	"Fine, I'll be there."

	As soon as he was out the door, Alice and Tom looked at one another, then back at the door as if they expected it to burst open again, then Alice lunged across the floor and locked it. She turned to stare at Tom again; both of them were too horrified to speak.

	 

	Without bothering to call Jacobs to tell him she was quitting, without even planning anything, really, Alice decided to leave. That afternoon she and Tom frantically rummaged through drawers and closets, flinging whatever they could find into suitcases that were open on the bed. Tom ran into the bathroom and came out with an armload of toiletries that he slammed unceremoniously into a small bag. Alice said, "Oh, Lord! Get the money out of the book!" Tom gave it to her and she stuffed it into her purse. She then fought with dresses hung in the closet, trying to get the coathangers untangled, then gave up and, teeth gritted, jerked them wildly, coathangers flying everywhere.

	Suddenly Alice froze, her face frightened. A finger to her lips, she said, "Sh-h-h!"

	Tom stopped instantly, his face mirroring the look on hers. They stood motionless, listening intently for a full ten seconds. There was no sound, and Alice said in a subdued voice, "I guess it wasn't anything."

	Tom gave her a disgusted look. "Well, don't. You scared me."

	They finished packing as quickly as possible, not saying much to each other. After closing the bags, Alice walked to the door, opened it slowly, and looked outside, certain that Ben was lurking behind every car parked in front of the motel. She saw nothing, so they scurried to the station wagon, threw their suitcases in the trunk, and Alice drove away, not even taking time to pay for the last three days' rent.

	When they were on a large interstate highway, with enough cars around them to give them a feeling of safety, they relaxed a bit, but still avoided each other's eyes. Tom turned on the radio, but Alice switched it off; Tom didn't say a word.

	After twenty minutes, Tom turned to her, his voice oddly quiet. "You sure pick great friends."

	Alice looked at him. "Don't I?" She shook her head. "Don't I just?" She shivered. "He was really scary. I had no idea---"

	Tom made an attempt at bravado. "Oh, he wasn't all that scary."

	Slanting her eyes at him, Alice said, "Ho. You were ready to pee down the side of your leg any minute."

	Tom smiled. "I was not."

	"You were! You should have seen yourself." She laughed. "I thought you were going to back yourself right through that bathroom wall."

	Tom laughed, too "Well, if you'd seen the look on your face when he grabbed your robe, you wouldn't feel so smart. Your eyes were the size of coffee cups."

	Alice laughed even harder. "I admit it! When he. . ." Her laughter gushed up, partially out of tension. Tom was infected by it, and joined her. Alice went on. "Oh, did you see him when he hit that. . ." She was laughing too hard to finish the sentence, actually tearing from laughter, and Tom roared and stamped the floorboard with one foot.

	Alice wiped her eyes with the back of one hand. "Oh, God! I think he hurt his hand. I hope to hell he broke it off at the wrist!"

	For the next hour, on and off, one of them would start laughing, start the other, and they would be off all over again, reliving the episode, which, as time passed, they came to call "Godzilla's Attack on a Widowed Mother and Her Infant Son."

	Alice drove for several hours; Tom, tired from the excitement, slept in the back seat. On an impulse, Alice pulled in to a new, sumptuous motel. An Olympic-sized pool glittered in the sun, and there were tables with striped umbrellas over them, offering patches of shade where motel guests could order meals.

	As the car stopped, Tom woke up, his eyes matted with uncomfortable, traveling sleep, saying a loud, meaningless, "What?"

	Alice brushed her hair and attempted to straighten her clothes, "Relax, honey," she said. "We're going on a vacation. God knows we can't afford it, but we're going to stay here a couple of days anyway." She paused. "And devil take the hindmost." She stopped, screwed up her face, and said, "That doesn't make any sense. Em losing my mind."

	Alice signed the register and she and Tommy walked to their room, which turned out to be rather posh, for a motel, except for the draperies, which had flecks of glittery metal in them. They put the suitcases on racks, then sat on the two king-sized beds, sodden with fatigue and nerves.

	"Why'd you get two beds? Didn't it cost extra?" said Tom, an edge to his voice.

	"This is a two-day vacation, and a two-day vacation doesn't include you elbowing me in the ribs all night. I just drove all night, give me a break. Let's spend money."

	Tom yawned a bone-cracking yawn. "I'm still tired," he said.

	"So am I, but I'm not sleepy."

	"Let's rest by the pool. We might as well be beautiful while we starve to death."

	They lay by the pool for most of the morning, baking in the sun, swimming only to cool off. Tom wore old, faded boxer trunks, making him look even thinner than he was. Alice looked more than respectable in a two-piece.

	Tom stretched luxuriously, and Alice, not opening her eyes, murmured, "Me, too."

	That night they decided to blow themselves to a good dinner, or more precisely, to an expensive one. Alice told Tom that she didn't care what she ate, as long as it was overpriced. Pressing one of the dresses she had bought in Albuquerque, she insisted that Tom wear a suit; he argued, but gave in eventually. As Alice fixed her hair in front of a dresser in the main room, Tom was brushing his teeth in the bathroom.

	Alice called to him, "As your granddad used to say, 'Gussy up tonight, 'cause we're goin' out amongst 'em.'"

	"What?" said Tom, his voice loud over the tap water.

	"I said fix up, because we're going to have a decent dinner tonight," said Alice a bit louder.

	"What??" yelled Tom.

	Really loud, Alice yelled back, "Who the hell are you, Helen Keller? I said try to look handsome tonight, for God's sake!"

	Tom stuck his head around the doorway. "I heard you the first time," he said.

	Alice dropped her brush, and said over her shoulder, "Where did I go wrong?"

	At the restaurant, they ate a moderately good meal, but Alice was satisfied---it cost almost twice what it should have. During the meal something trivial started them laughing; once they started; it was hard to stop, and the diners around them, at first blank-faced, eventually smiled and then started chuckling too, having no idea what was funny, but simply pleased to see two people enjoying themselves so thoroughly.

	The next day they lay by the pool again, swimming occasionally; Alice slept now and again, briefly, and Tom read an issue of Playboy. Then three fat children, shrieking, ran out of a room and jumped into the pool as wetly as possible, splashing water on Alice, who sat up, gasping. A thin, harried-looking woman rushed up, standing before Alice.

	"I'm distracted, I'm absolutely distracted," the woman said. "Those children will be the death of me before I get home to Kansas City. I'm sorry they splashed you with water, but then I guess that's what a person comes to a pool for, isn't it? But they are a trial, though I love every one of them. My husband says I'm a Christian martyr the way I can put up with them, but I say no, no, it's mostly a joy, though I must say sometimes they wear on my nerves, and today looks very much like one of those days."

	"Hello," said Alice, straight-faced

	The woman evidently was not as much a fool as she seemed, for she realized she had been rebuffed, and, with a single nod, walked to the opposite side of the pool, clucking her children after her. Tom and Alice exchanged eye-rolls about the woman, then both closed their eyes. Alice sat back up. "You know how much money we saved in Albuquerque? A whole ninety dollars. There just wasn't time enough to put much away, and I had to buy all those dresses."

	"Then why this vacation?"

	Alice stuck her tongue out at him and lay back, smiling. "Not by bread alone, baby, not by bread alone," she said.

	Tom's face changed. "Did you sleep with him?" he said abruptly.

	Alice sat up for a third time, an embarrassed grin on her face. "Tommy!"

	"Well, did you?" said Tom, avoiding her eyes.

	Alice blustered. "Of course not! I barely knew him."

	"Then why'd you come home late those four nights last week?"

	"We talked! We had coffee and talked!" She paused. "And besides, that's a damned rude question to ask your own mother." 

	"Whose mother---"

	"---should you ask," interrupted Alice. "I know, I know. Well, that's a rotten thing to say---to even think."      *

	Tom lay back down, his eyes closed. "Well, good. I'm glad you didn't. I'd have hated to call him Uncle Ben."

	Alice was relieved, but tried to cover it. "You're going to get your face smacked off, that's what you're going to do."

	That night, Tom yawned repeatedly at nine-thirty; Alice, packing for the next day's drive, turned to him. "You'd better go to bed. We're up at seven tomorrow morning. I want to make Phoenix by noon so I can look for a job."

	Tom was so sleepy he didn't answer, just stumbled into his bed, and was asleep instantly. Alice got her purse, sat down, and counted her money. To herself, she said, "It's not enough." She shook her head slowly. "It's just not enough."

	The next morning, a doughnut in one hand, she pulled out of the motel driveway at six forty-five. Tom was asleep in the back seat, and Alice's mind raced. Doubts were zinging through her mind, one on top of another: I'm a bad mother, Tommy didn't even have any breakfast this morning, what makes me think I can find another job singing when the first one was just a fluke, we're going to wind up stranded in some place forty miles from nowhere, sweet Jesus, what am I doing? As Tom slept on, these thoughts came again and again, no matter how she tried to put them out of her head.

	She was glad, or more than glad, when Tom woke up and gave her someone to talk to. They sang "Whispering Hope" twice, ate chili dogs while more guilt over her son's diet thrummed in Alice's ears, and passed a sign reading "Phoenix, 27 miles" just after noon.

	As the sign whizzed by, Alice's stomach tightened, and she thought, "Help me, somebody. Anybody."

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	As they entered the downtown area of Phoenix, Tom and Alice sang "By the time I get to Phoenix, she'll be waiting, she'll probably rise at noon to give me a call."

	Tom said, "I don't think we got the words right, anyway." He looked around, his lip curling a bit. "So far I hate it."

	"That's funny, it always speaks well of you." Alice looked at the various motels they passed. "God," she said, "I wish I could find something that looks cheap. Why don't they just put a sign out saying 'Cheap Motel' for people who are poor slobs like us?"

	After half an hour, off the main section of town, they found a horrible-enough place. Alice registered, paying, reluctantly, a week's room rent in advance. Tom sat in the car, his face blank in disbelief at the seediness of the buildings. Alice came back to the car to get the bags, threatened him with death if he said anything ugly, and they trooped into their new home, hating it already.

	It was worse than the exterior. The twin beds looked twenty years old and sagged in the middle; a chair tilted rakishly to the left, and the closet held only two wire coathangers.

	Tom, hideously jolly, turned to imaginary visitors: "It's not fancy, but we like it."

	Alice imitated him, turning to greet the people he made up. She tilted her head to one side and simpered, "Yes, it's home to us."

	Dropping the game with a hand wave, Alice went into the bathroom; showering, trying to make her limp hair look presentable, she fought off a depression so fierce that it was difficult for her to lift her arms.

	She walked back into the main room; in an effort to put a good face on it, she said, "I'm off to get rich. Wish me luck." She stooped over and kissed the top of his head.

	Tom looked up from a book. "Good luck. Tell 'em you know Kay Starr."

	 

	Alice, as the afternoon wore on, came to hate Tommy for having said that to her. Kay Starr's song from the fifties, "I Could Have Had You for a Lifetime, But I Waited a Little Too Long," jangled in her head for hours;

	The afternoon was a blur of various men shaking their heads at her. Only one stuck in her mind, a big man who closed his eyes, stuck out his lower lip, and was very definite. After the ninth refusal, she gave up, sitting in a dimestore lunch counter, drinking six cups of coffee. The waitress gave her the fisheye, but Alice stayed on until seven o'clock.

	The next day and the next were repetitions of the first. Alice became frozen to rejection; even after they told her no, she tried to persuade them, but nothing helped. She simply could not find a job in Phoenix.

	She came home on the evening of the third day. When Tom heard her key in the door, he guiltily threw under the bed a dirty book he had stolen. Alice entered the room, her face dead.

	Tom sat up. "Are we rich?" he asked.

	"Oh, Tommy, don't." She sat in a chair, her arms numb from the shoulders down with frustration.

	"No luck at all?"

	Alice looked at him, her lips trembling. "Yes, I found a job." Her eyes began to tear. "I found a job---I'm a frigging waitress, that's what."

	Alice began to cry in earnest, hiding her face with one hand, as she always did when she was upset. Tom was surprised both by the fact that she said "frigging" and by her reaction. He waited a while until her weeping subsided, then started to say something, but she began again.

	"Is it a nice place, anyway?" said Tom, trying to help.

	"Oh, hell yes," said Alice with a strangled laugh. "It's called Mel and Ruby's Café. Do you believe that? Mel and Ruby's!"

	"That doesn't sound so bad," lied Tom.

	Alice held out her hands to him; he sat down on the floor next to her. "Oh, Tommy, what a low point. I promised myself once that I'd never do that, no matter what, and here I am."

	"Maybe I could do something, get a job."

	"Oh, no, honey. It's all right, I'm just depressed is all." She shook her head despairingly and said again, "Mel and Ruby's. . ." Then, seeing that Tom's face had fallen, she brightened. "But it's a job, anyway, and we need the money to get to Monterey. I won't go back there without a dime. It won't be so bad here---the café is only two blocks away, and I saw a place where you can take guitar lessons."

	Pleased, Tom said, "Really? Is it a good place, I mean a really good place?"

	With a light push, Alice shoved him away. "Andre Segovia teaches there on Tuesdays," she said, straight-faced.

	 

	The following morning Alice reported to Mel and Ruby's at six o'clock. The place was not as bad as its name would imply; there was a clean floor and the waitresses were neat, but Royal Crown ads dating from the Forties hung on the walls, and the whole café was terribly noisy. Ruby did not exist---she had been dead for eleven years---but Mel was there. He was bald, with heavy eyebrows and a dark beard. Hair covered his forearms and sprouted from under the neck of the immaculate white T-shirt he wore. There were two waitresses other than Alice: Vera was virtually invisible, a mouse who talked only to customers. Florence was her opposite. Loud, vulgar, vital, warm, she dominated the café. She was fifty, with a fairly good figure and lots of dry, blond hair done in a hopelessly out-of-date fashion.

	By the time the height of the breakfast trade had come, Alice looked a little tired and more than a little harassed. On top of that, she felt hostile toward the whole establishment and everyone in it.

	Florence walked close by Alice and said to Mel, who was also the cook, "Hey, Mel! How about that order of bacon?" She turned to Alice, who did not respond in any way. "I swear, that man moves like the dead lice were falling off of him."

	Alice walked away, her face prim. Florence contorted her face into a grotesquely prissy imitation of her, then yelled, "Mel, for Christ's sake! You back there pulling your pudding or something?"

	Mel's face appeared in the window as he shoved an order of bacon toward her. "Not with you around, baby," he said. "Anyway, why all the talk about sex? Am I getting you all bothered up?"

	As Florence took the bacon and moved away, she said loudly enough so that several customers and Alice heard, "I could lay under you, eat fried chicken, and do a crossword puzzle all at the same time---that's how much you bother me."

	Alice staggered a bit, but Mel roared with laughter, and the customers, mostly regulars, joined him. Alice did not join in, delivering several orders as efficiently as possible and taking care to have as little contact as possible with anyone in the café. She looked for a coffee filter, but couldn't find one; finally she asked Vera, who immediately turned into jelly and waved her hands vaguely around. Florence, from across the café, saw them, knew what they were looking for, and yelled, "Left-hand drawer on the bottom, Vera. How many years you worked here?" Alice took the filter and moved away, her face a blank.

	 

	Later in the day, as Alice was filling sugarbowls, Florence was setting out silverware for the noon crowd. As they came to the same table, Florence smiled at Alice. "You new to this kind of work?" Alice nodded. "I thought so. You catch on quick, though. I've seen many of 'em out the door bawling before ten-thirty in the morning."

	Alice didn't respond. She thought she was acting refined, but actually the café affected her so violently that Florence was right---Alice was prissy.

	Florence went on, still friendly. "You, though, you seem like a natural." She paused. "What'd you do before?"

	"I was a singer," said Alice, a bit grandly.

	"Hey, do you know 'No Balls at All?'" Florence said heartily. She launched into a raucous tune sung to the melody of "The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze." "Oh-h-h-h," she sang, "the night of the wedding she jumped into bed./ Her cheeks were so rosy, her cherry so red./ She felt for his pecker, his pecker was small,/ she felt for his balls, he had no balls at all./" She stopped; Alice's face was frozen. Florence stopped smiling. "You don't like me very much, do you?"

	"Not very much, no," said Alice, looking directly at her for the first time.

	Still cheerful, Florence smiled broadly. "That's okay. I been shit on by kings in my time."

	"I don't doubt it."

	"M-m, m-m-m, I'd hate to have to eat breakfast with you every morning of my life," said Florence, moving away.

	Alice passed the rest of the day without incident, taking delivery of orders more smoothly as the hours passed, but her face was never without a frown, and she never addressed anyone in the café unless it was absolutely necessary.

	 

	On the Wednesday after Alice began work, Tom took his guitar and went to a tan brick building in the heart of Phoenix for his guitar lesson. In a small room on the third floor of the building, seven junior-high and high-school children sprawled, waiting for the instructor. Tom sat next to two students in the back. Both were approximately his age; the boy, incredibly square-looking, had on heavy brogans with white socks, and wore a crewcut, the first Tom had ever seen outside movies on television. The girl was dressed in two-years-ago hip style, with bare feet, a granny gown, and rimless glasses.

	The teacher, Mr. Martin, entered. He was fiftyish, epicene, and balding, and wore a double-knit suit of a purplish color.

	He acknowledged Tom's attendance with a nod and began. He had an irritating, mincing way of speaking. Every word was enunciated clearly, too clearly, and he never used contractions. "I would like to say a word about behavior in the classroom," he began. "It is never proper for youngsters to be rude to their elders in any situation, let alone in a place of learning." He paused. "Now, I may say that I certainly am your elder, as I am fifty-five years of age; that age qualifies me for more polite responses than I have had from this class as a whole over the last week or so."

	Tom shifted in his chair, bored already. Mr. Martin went on. "I particularly would like you to check any rowdy impulses you might have today, as we have a new class member, a Mr. Tom Hyatt." Every eye in the room studied Tom, who stifled the impulse to give them all the finger.

	The teacher turned to a blackboard. "Now," he said. "We've been on scales in the G chord for two weeks. Today we start C chord, and I want you all to think of your fingers as individuals: talk to each one, tell it what you want it to do, and it will obey you if you persevere."

	The girl in the granny dress, as if reading Tom's mind, did hold up her middle finger, whispering to it mock-seriously. Tom snorted, and the boy with the crewcut shifted uncomfortably.

	Mr. Martin frowned, then went on. "Are we ready? Are there any questions?" The class dutifully began to bass, strum, strum, bass, strum, strum. Tom went along with them for a few minutes, but bored, went to the front of the class pulling sheet music out of his back pocket as he went.

	"Mr. Martin," he said, "I know these chords. I was wondering if you could help me learn the chords to this." He pulled out a copy of "Bridge Over Troubled Waters."

	The teacher looked at him, smiling thinly. "The way to learn to play a song, Mr. Hyatt, is to learn to play all the chords in progression." Tom went back to his seat. Bass, strum, strum. Bass, strum, strum. 

	After the class, Tom, the hippie girl, and the crewcut boy walked out more or less together. As they reached the front door the crewcut mumbled an embarrassed "So long" and shuffled awkwardly away. Tom answered, "Yeah," but the girl, who hadn't yet spoken, just looked at him with a sneer.

	She turned to Tom. "Wow," she said. "Weird? He's weird even for Phoenix, and Phoenix is the weird capital of the world. What's your name?"

	"Tom."

	"Mine's Audrey. It's really not---it's Doris, but I like Audrey better." She gazed at the crewcut boy disappearing down the block. "Weird," she said solemnly. With no real change in tone, she turned to him. "You wanna get high on Ripple?"

	"What?" said Tom, surprised. "I don't know. What about your folks?"

	"My dad split two years ago, and Mom turns tricks at the Ramada Inn every afternoon from three on."

	Tom was uneasy. "But what if she came home?" 

	"Darlin', she wouldn't even notice. I could have a troop of Eagle Scouts in for the weekend and she wouldn't blink an eye." She paused. "Why, is your mom a hardnose?"

	"No. She's okay. She's a singer. . . or a waitress now, I guess."

	"A singin' waitress. Weird," said Audrey, pleased. She looked at him suggestively. "You wanna Ripple or not?"

	"I can't now. I'll see you Friday---maybe then." Tom was a bit unnerved by Audrey, and he walked quickly down the street, feeling like the crewcut.

	 

	By Friday Alice had mastered most of the skills she needed to get through a day at Mel and Ruby's without wanting to slit her wrists, but rush hours bothered her still, and the rest of the help grated horribly on her. During the lunch crush on Friday, Florence walked by a man, a regular customer, who pretended he was about to slap her ass. Florence sidestepped him expertly, and said, "Watch it, Harry! You'll draw back a bloody stub."

	Mel stuck his head out the kitchen window. "Flo, tell Alice her roast beefs are ready." He looked around. "Where is she?"

	"She's in the john trying to get her knees unwelded."

	"Lay off her, Flo. She's okay."

	Florence turned, wounded. "I like her; she can't stand me." Vera timidly edged by her to pick up an order. Florence fluttered her hands and rolled her eyes wildly in imitation of Vera, but picked up two plates in Vera's order. "Come on, kiddo," she said kindly, "I'll help you. Race you to the table!"

	Alice appeared, took her order, and moved away, noticing again, as she walked the length of the café, that a tall, sandy-haired man was watching her intently.

	At three-thirty Alice got off work; the café was deserted except for Mel, Florence, and Vera, who were having an afternoon cup of coffee. Vera waved a timid goodbye to Alice, who was back in her street clothes. Alice said a formal goodbye to all of them, and Mel and Florence responded enthusiastically as she went through the door.

	At the motel that night, Alice and Tom ate a huge pizza from a cardboard box and drank Cokes in waxed containers. "I don't know," said Tom. "They don't sound all that bad to me. They're nice to you, aren't they?"

	Alice bit impatiently into a slice of pizza. "Oh, yes, yes, they're nice enough," she answered, "but they're so crummy. The one named Vera wears nurse's shoes, and that Florence is so vulgar." She sighed. "God, I hate that place. I knew I'd hate it, and I was right---I hate it." Brightening a bit, she went on. "Look, though, I made over fifteen dollars in tips alone today, and Mel said I'm sure to do better in a week or so."

	She opened her purse to show him the money, and Tom held out both hands. "Give me. I want to buy a book I saw today."

	Alice gave him three dollars and went back to her pizza. "What'd you do today? How was the music lesson, anyway?"

	"Oh, wonderful. Two freaks and a fruit teacher, and all we did was bass, strum, strum, in C chord."

	"You already know that."

	 "Tell that to Miss Priss, the teacher. How long do you think we'll have to stay in this hell-hole?"

	"I don't know, exactly. If we save every penny we can for a full two months, that should get us there and let us live until I can find a job."

	"Not waitressing?" said Tom, his mouth curling in spite of his efforts to keep a straight face.

	"Not waitressing," said Alice definitely.

	Tom put a pseudo-thoughtful look on his face. "Are you sure? Don't be hasty, now. I think maybe you've found your true calling---your place in life."

	Realizing that he was joking, Alice ignored him elaborately, taking a giant bite of her pizza. Tom got further into his game. "I'll bet you could win an award ---'Waitress of the Year,' or something."

	With no expression on her face, Alice dipped her fingers into her Coke and flicked the moisture into Tom's face. Tom wiped it off and continued. "No, I'm serious. You'd probably have to change your name to Florence, though, and. . ."

	Alice dipped her fingers, flicked him again, still with no expression. "Quit it," said Tom, smiling.

	Alice did it again.

	"I said quit, Mom."

	Alice did it again.

	"You're gonna start something. You'd better stop." Alice did it again.

	"Okay, you asked for it!" said Tom, throwing the remainder of his Coke, which was mostly ice, at Alice. It hit her square in the chest, and, almost as a reflex action, she threw her almost-full Coke directly in his face. Tom, enjoying himself royally, wiped his dripping face, saying, "Okay, okay." He headed for the bathroom to fill his waxed container with water.

	Alice tried to wipe the Coke from the sofa, laughing, saying, "Don't now, Tommy. I was just kidding. Don't! You'll get it all over everything."

	But Tom had no intention of stopping. As Alice heard the faucets running in the bathroom, she jumped up and grabbed the motel pitcher of ice water, which was standing on a small table near the bed. She held it behind her. Tom appeared around the bathroom door, his Coke cup so full it was spilling on the floor.

	"Tommy! Now, don't, I mean it," said Alice backing around the room as Tom stalked her. "Tommy!" she said, still laughing. Suddenly she advanced two steps toward him, threatening him with the jug of ice water. "All right, you!" she said, "put it down or I'll just drench the hell out of you."

	Tom was willing, as long as he could throw the water on her. He cornered her, threw the full cup of water directly in her face, then ran frantically for the bathroom, with Alice in hot pursuit. She flung half the water at him, wetting his back as he ran. He yelled when it hit him, and she emptied the rest of the pitcher over his head as he rounded the bathroom door. 

	They fought like maniacs over the faucets, shrieking, throwing water, but Tom got his finger under the cold water faucet, pointing the jet of water at Alice, who screamed and ran back into the living room, so wet she was barely recognizable. Tom ran after her.

	Alice, laughing, gasping, held up one hand. "Don't. Oh, don't. I quit. I give up."

	Tom was out of breath, too. "You sure?" he said.

	"Uh-huh, I swear."

	Tom collapsed in a chair. Alice moved to stand behind him; quickly, she brought out a sopping-wet washcloth she had hidden behind her in her left hand. She squeezed it over his head, threw it at him, and was out the door, her wet dress flapping around her legs. Immediately, Tom was after her; he caught her half a block from the motel and tried to drag her back to the room, but so many people stared open-mouthed at them that he gave up, and they walked back together. It took the better part of an hour to clean up the water, and the sofa had one large Coke stain that refused to come out, no matter what Alice tried.

	 

	Two weeks passed; Alice's job at the café fell into a routine. Hating it, she forced herself not to think of the job when she was away from it, and, when she was there, gave it only as much of her consciousness as was absolutely necessary.

	The customers accepted her because she was friendly enough in a distant way, and Mel, Florence, and Vera admitted privately to each other that, in spite of the fact that she was unpleasant as hell to work with, she did a good job, learned quickly, and was quick to help out if another waitress got overloaded at her station during a rush hour. -

	One evening, though, when Alice was working the night shift, the job, the café, and the people in it all grated on her nerves worse than usual. She had slept poorly the night before, and this day, before coming to work, had argued violently with Tom over nothing, and her head throbbed viciously every time she bent over. She looked at Vera, who seemed more fluttery and vague than ever, and stifled the impulse to sneak up behind her and scream as loud as she could, sending the poor thing into a fit. Florence bustled around, throwing out one-liners to anyone who would listen, and even the hair curling out of Mel's T-shirt irritated Alice.

	It was the dinner hour, and the place was packed; people waited restlessly, throwing malevolent looks at those customers who dawdled over coffee. One woman sent a steak back three times, claiming it was underdone; Alice, white-faced with anger, saw to it that the steak was charred, then dared the woman, silently, to complain.

	As she was loading a tray, Vera walked slowly, shyly toward her, mumbling, "I can't get this jar of catsup open." Alice forced a weak smile and struggled with the bottle cap. Mel stuck his head out the kitchen window and bellowed, "Flo, what'd you do with the butter?"

	Florence called back, "I never laid a finger on your rotten butter!"

	"The hell you didn't!" said Mel, even louder, his face turning red.

	"Oh, your ass sucks wind," said Florence, dismissing him.

	Alice gave Florence a disgusted look, turned her back, and continued to struggle with the catsup bottle.

	Things got worse. For some reason, there was, for several hours, not a moment when Mel and his three waitresses were not hounded by customers wanting a seat, their order delivered more quickly, more coffee, please, or wheat toast, not white---I told you that when you took my order. Vera, her cap crooked, her nurse's shoes a blur, got virtually nothing accomplished. Alice was bothered, but also determined, and did well enough. Surprisingly, even Florence was looking harassed. Two men at different tables were trying to attract her attention, Mel was calling that an order was waiting, and she was trying to open a can of coffee with a can-opener that wouldn't cooperate.

	Mel spoke to Florence, an edge to his voice. "Flo, I said your B.L.T. is ready and waiting."      

	"Right," said Florence, hating him for the moment. She went back to the coffee can.

	"And where in hell's Vera? She's got three orders piled up back here."

	Florence glanced around, but Vera was nowhere in sight for the moment. Her face grim, she ignored Mel and fought the can-opener again.

	"Flo, I said do you see Vera?" Mel said again, his loud.

	The can-opener slipped again, and Florence's face began to look a little wild. She didn't answer Mel, but went on grappling with the coffee can. After five full beats, Mel yelled at her, "Where the hell is Vera?" 

	"She went to SHIT and the HOGS ate her!" screamed Florence, all control gone.

	Alice was standing nearby, loading another tray of food. As Florence said this, Alice had just lifted it to carry to a table. Her back was to Florence, and, after Florence's line, she stood stock still for a three-second pause, then her head bent forward and her shoulders started to shake. Mel drew his head back into the kitchen, and Florence noticed what kind of effect she had had on Alice. She shook her head and clicked her tongue, contrite. Walking to where Alice stood, she put a tentative hand on her back. "Oh, kid, I'm sorry," she said. "That was an ugly thing to say."

	Alice didn't answer. Still holding the tray, her shoulders began shaking harder.

	"Don't cry, kid." She paused, looked around guiltily. "My big mouth."

	Small sounds began to come from Alice. She was now shaking so hard that the plates and glasses were rattling dangerously on the tray. As she turned around to put the tray back on the counter, Florence realized that she was laughing. Shocked by her laughter, Florence's worried frown turned to an uncertain smile. Alice put the tray down and her laughter grew and grew until she was roaring: great, huge laughs seemed to start in her stomach and bubble out of her. Little by little, holding the wall with one hand, she lowered herself until she was squatting, one knee and one hand on the floor for balance.

	"Oh. Oh," said Alice, still laughing, but not quite as hard. "That's the worst thing I've ever heard in my whole life."

	Florence's smile grew a bit. "Well. . ."

	"Where did you ever hear such a thing?" said Alice weakly, her laughter subsiding.

	It was the first question Alice had addressed directly to Florence, and she blossomed under it. She leaned one hand on a wall and cast her eyes up in thought, frowning in concentration. "Um, let's see. My daddy said it sometimes, but I don't know where he heard it. I think there was a man

	Vera appeared from the back room, and Mel's voice, subdued, came from the kitchen. "All three of you ladies got customers waiting. Vera, where you been, anyway?"

	Florence winked at Alice and went back to the coffee can, her face happy. Alice wiped the tears out of her eyes, took her tray, and moved away.

	 

	From that time on, they loved each other. At closing time that night, Florence asked Alice to have coffee with her; they went to a small restaurant not unlike Mel and Ruby's. When Alice mentioned this, Florence admitted that it was identical to the place where they worked, but she couldn't stand to stay there after quitting time.

	Florence gave Alice a quick background of herself: she was fifty-two, had two children, a boy and a girl, owned a husband who did nothing but watch television, and wasn't all that crazy about her job at Mel and Ruby's.

	Alice told about her own life, glossing over the episodes that sounded sleazy or unsympathetic, because she wanted Florence to like her now. Finishing her coffee, she said, ". . . and after that I couldn't find another job singing, so I took this job." She shrugged. "That's it---that's my sordid past."

	Florence looked at her, sympathetic. "God, maybe I don't have it so bad after all."

	Alice smiled. "It's good to talk to a woman again. I sometimes feel the whole world is filled with nothing but twelve-year-olds."

	"I'll bet you do get awful lonesome, don't you?"

	Alice considered. "Yes, sometimes."

	"You want me to fix you up with somebody? I know lots of guys'd fall down over you."

	"No," said Alice, firmly. "After Albuquerque I'm through with that. I'd like to plug myself up with cement and forget about sex forever."

	"You sure? I could fix you up with Vera's brother."

	"Mousey Vera?" said Alice, horrified.

	"Honey, under that mousey exterior beats a sexy brother with a new Chrysler."

	Alice gave a small laugh. "Thanks, but not interested."

	"Well, if you change your mind."

	"Don't worry, I won't."

	 

	Tom and Audrey were inseparable. Tom, who was on his way to Monterey, seemed exotic to Audrey, and Audrey, a year older than Tom, was experienced in ways that left him open-mouthed with admiration. Every day the guitar class met, they sat in the back row, sniggering, making filthy observations about what Mr. Martin's sex life could possibly consist of. They suggested his fist, various animals, a crazy lady who roamed the streets of Phoenix proclaiming imminent doom, life-size, mail-order plastic dolls, his older brother, and finally settled, correctly, on absolutely nothing. All this was done while class was in session, and the poor man knew that they were laughing at him; and, as a result, he grew to harbor a real resentment toward both of them, making snide remarks about their progress on the guitar whenever possible. One day, pushed beyond some invisible limit, he screamed at them, losing all dignity, his face turning beet-red, his mouth quivering. Tom was frightened, but Audrey laughed, caught Tom up in it, and they both put their heads on their desks, laughing helplessly.

	They left class that day in high spirits. Audrey slapped Tom on the arm as they reached the street. "Is today the Ripple day?" she asked.

	Tom was still dubious. "No. I can't today," he said lamely.

	"Wanna steal something, then?"

	"Steal what?"

	"I don't know. What d'you need?"

	"Nothing, really."

	"What d'you want?"

	"Nothing." He paused, screwing his face in concentration. "Oh. There are some finger picks, but they're really expensive."

	"Where are they, at Jenkins's music store down by that big white building with all the windows?"

	"Yeah."

	Audrey smiled wickedly. "Let's go, darlin'. I'm gonna show you how it's done in Phoenix."

	Audrey and Tom walked into Jenkins's music store; Tom looked guilty, glancing around nervously as if the hounds of hell were after him, but Audrey sauntered back and forth as if she were visiting royalty. They walked by the picks several times, but Audrey would not look at them. Then, motioning Tom to stand near the picks, she walked a few yards away and, to Tom's amazement, pulled a huge, sprawling pratfall. She lay there moaning as the clerk rushed toward her.

	"Are you hurt?" he said, his face worried.

	Audrey moaned what seemed to Tom to be a hideously fake moan. "My knee, my knee," she whimpered, clutching her leg through her granny gown.

	"What happened?" said the clerk.

	"There's a slick spot on your floor." He helped her up, thinking lawsuits, thinking loss of job. Audrey turned girlish in front of Tom's yes. Looking up at the clerk, she almost lisped, "I hope this won't ruin my tryout for cheerleader."

	On her feet, she gave Tom a meaningful look over the clerk's shoulder. Realizing, finally, what was going on, he pocketed the picks quickly. The clerk helped Audrey part-way to the door; she was hobbling badly.

	"I'm terribly sorry. Maybe you just stumbled." He smiled a strained smile. "Good luck with your cheerleading."

	"Thank you, sir," Audrey simpered. As she turned to leave, she smoothly palmed a small container of guitar strings.

	On the street, Audrey's limp disappeared immediately. She turned to Tom gaily. "Now for me," she said, walking toward a junior-miss dress shop directly across the street from Jenkins's.

	When she came out of the shop a few minutes later, Audrey had developed a wildly ripe bust line. A few yards from the door, she pulled a pink sweater from the front of her granny dress, then she and Tom ran like wild things around the corner.

	As the afternoon passed they visited several stores; Audrey stole a large, garish, costume-jewelry necklace, and Tom took five albums, though he had no record player at the motel. His nervousness vanished as Audrey's nonchalance about stealing infected him, and by five o'clock he was brazen, taking articles off counters under the noses of clerks too busy to notice him.

	In the early evening, Audrey tried walking out of a grocery store with a quart of ice cream, but the store manager yelled at her; she slid into her little girl act, claiming she'd forgotten she had it in her hand, but the manager's eyes were funny as she paid him, and later, on the street, they decided that was enough for the day.

	 

	On Alice's day off, she and Tommy explored the town; Phoenix was so much like Albuquerque that they decided they had driven in a circle, winding up where they'd started.

	Motels were everywhere, catering to the transient population brought in by the highway, and, in the downtown area, there were rows of curio shops, always empty, and lethargic clothing stores, always presided over by a single, lean man, usually with slick, black hair.

	They played miniature golf, went to a small picnic area near the motel, and saw movies, but Alice was often tired, and Tom was usually bored. The hot days, spelled by unusual hard rains, which only made the air stickier when they were over, passed slowly for the two. Audrey wasn't always available to Tom, and he often passed his days lying in the motel or lounging on a stool at Mel and Ruby's, irritating Mel and embarrassing Alice.

	There was a community swimming pool, which Tom visited twice, but a crowd of older boys ruled it, and they let him know he was taking a risk coming there. The second time he went there, a large boy with purple acne scars followed him around constantly, saying "Hey! Hey! What you think? Huh?" Tom didn't know exactly what the boy meant, but it sounded threatening enough to make him stay away, hating them all. They had the insulur, protected familiarity of people who had grown up together, and they turned on anyone they hadn't known from the second grade.

	Alice saw that Tom was miserable, but, her legs throbbing from standing all day, was simply unable to work up enough energy to think of some alternative to the way he spent his days. And so the weeks oozed by.

	 

	One morning, at the end of the breakfast crush, Alice saw the sandy-haired man again; he often came to the café, always sitting on the same stool, and always staring at her. He wore blue work shirts, freshly starched khaki pants, and always looked as if he'd been scrubbed with a wire brush. Alice had given him several hard looks, trying to discourage his staring, but it had done no good, and she managed to ignore it.

	This morning he passed, his usual seat and chose a stool in her station. She moved to wait on him. Her eyes on her pad, she said, "Are you ready to order now?"

	"Don't you ever say 'good morning'?" he said, a friendly smile on his face.

	"Good morning," said Alice, not looking up from her pad.

	"Well, that's better than nothing, I guess. I'll have the number three and a large glass of orange juice."

	Alice wrote down the order and moved away. As she passed the kitchen window, Florence elbowed her way by. Lowering her voice, she asked Florence, "Who's that man in the blue shirt?"

	Florence followed her eyes. "Him? He's a used-car salesman, and he's got the worst case of dandruff in the world."

	"Really? He doesn't look like a used-car salesman to me."

	"He doesn't? He does to me. Did you see that suit when he came in? It's all butt-warped from sitting on car fenders all day long."

	Realizing that Florence was talking about someone else, Alice pointed with her head. "No, not him. That one. The tall one."      

	"Oh, David. That's David Barrie. He's a farmer---a nice enough guy, but he's sort of odd."

	"Odd?"

	"Yeah, a loner."

	"A loner?" Alice popped her tongue against the roof of her mouth in irritation. "Christ, I sound like a parrot!"

	"Yeah, a loner. Why? Why do you ask?"

	"Oh, no reason, really. He just keeps looking at me all the time."

	"Surely not," said Florence. "His wife left him two years ago, and he's never laid a hand on another woman that I know of since. Two years---can you believe that?" She turned to look at David. "I think you're imagining it."

	"Maybe so," said Alice, moving away.

	When David finished his breakfast, he spoke to Alice again. His tone was not one that could be brushed aside with humor or flippancy. "My name's David Barrie---I know this is awkward, with you on one side of a counter and me on the other, but I'd like you to have dinner with me sometime."

	Alice was not surprised by his asking, but rather by the way he asked. His attitude was confident but not aggressive, polite but not timid. "I. . . uh. No. . . thank you, but no," she said. "It's nice of you to ask, but I can't."

	"You sure?"

	"I'm sure."

	"I plan to ask again," he said. 

	 

	Two nights later Vera, Florence, and Alice were huddled in the doorway of Mel and Ruby's waiting for a heavy thunderstorm to pass.

	"Good God!" said Florence, "It's coming down pitchforks and nigger babies."

	"I'll never make my bus," whined Vera.

	Exasperated, Alice said, "Why didn't I bring my raincoat?"

	Florence threw down a newspaper she had been planning to use to cover her head. "Aw, hell, I give up," she said, and walked bareheaded into the rain, sauntering slowly down the street, looking leisurely into store windows as she went, primarily for the benefit of Alice and Vera.

	Alice looked up at the black sky. "Vera, this is only going to get worse. You want to run to my car with me? I'll drive you to the bus stop."

	Vera huddled against the door. "No, no. I'll wait for it to stop." Then plaintively, "I've never seen it rain so much in the summer."

	"Okay," said Alice, "here goes!" She darted into the street, running for her car. It was senseless to run, though, for she was soaked through before she took five steps. Nevertheless, she ran an entire block, passing David Barrie without even seeing him, turned a corner, and frantically got into her car, parked first on a side street.

	In the car, she shook her hair, wiped off her face, then gave up and started the ignition. Putting the car in gear, she pulled away from the curb, but the car acted oddly---it bucked, and the steering wheel was hard to control. She quickly put on the brakes. She sat a few moments, a blank look on her face. Then she gunned the motor; all sounded well, so she started off again. Again the car bucked around, and there was a loud thumping noise. She put on the brakes again, then backed up into her original parking space. Her lips formed the words, "What's the matter?"

	She jumped out of the car, looked at the tires, and saw that the left front tire was flat. "Oh, no!" she said through gritted teeth.

	She jumped back into the car, though it was impossible for her to be any wetter. She sat for a few seconds, lightly pounding on the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. Then she sighed and opened the door, riot hurrying.

	She opened the car trunk, got a jack and a tiretool, and proceeded to change the tire. She managed to get the hubcap off, but the lug-bolts were tight, and the rain made the tire tool slip in her hands. Puffing, straining, she managed to get two of the lugs off, but the third was frozen, would not move. She tried again and again. Suddenly she stopped, and, still squatting by the tire, said, quietly, "Why me? Why me?" She looked up into the rain and screamed so loudly that a vein appeared on her forehead, "Why me, God?"

	The yelling motivated her again, and she attacked the bolt furiously, straining with all her might. Her hand slipped off the tire tool and scraped painfully against the car fender. She jumped up, putting the injured hand to her lips, the other hand still holding the tire tool. Suddenly she kicked the wheel with the bottom of her foot. "Damn you!" she said to the wheel. Furious, she leaned over and beat the wheel with the tire tool. "Freak! Freak!" she yelled.

	The downpour was so wild, and Alice was so angry, that she didn't notice that a car was stopped across the street. David Barrie rolled down his window and said, "I doubt if that'll help a whole lot."

	Alice looked up. "No, but it makes me feel a whole lot better." She smiled slightly, expecting him to offer to change the tire for her. He didn't.

	Finally, he said casually, "Interested in a deal?" 

	"What do you mean?"

	"Have dinner with me, and I'll change the tire for you."

	"What?" said Alice, not pleased.

	David moved his lips exaggeratedly, as if to a deaf person. "I said, 'Have dinner with me, and I'll change the tire for you.'"

	Moving her lips the same way, Alice said slowly, "Go to hell."

	She went back to changing the tire. The rain beat down on her, and the frozen lug-bolt would not move, no matter how violently she worked at it. All the while, David watched her, smiling. Finally she threw down the tire tool and walked to his car. As unpleasantly as possible, she said, "All right. Change the tire."

	"Dinner?" said David, charming.

	"Dinner," said Alice, grim.

	Fifteen minutes later the rain had slackened, but David was drenched through. The tire changed, he stood by the window of Alice's car as she started the motor. "Tomorrow's Sunday---you don't work then---is eight o'clock all right?"

	"Wonderful," said Alice with a fake smile.

	"Where do you live?"

	Instead of answering, Alice put the car in gear, smiled a genuine smile, thumbed her nose lightly at him, and roared away.

	"Well, damn her!" said David under his breath, though he smiled as he said it.

	Alice drove away thinking, "Nope. Absolutely not. Not again."

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	The next night, Sunday, Tom and Alice were dressed in casual clothes; Alice had on dirty flared pants, a faded red sweatshirt, and sneakers. She had just finished putting rollers in her hair when there was a knock on the door.

	Moving to open it, she pulled it open to David, dressed as she'd never seen him. He had on a good, expensive-looking black blazer and gray slacks. Dressed this way, he looked radically different. Although he looked attractive enough in the café, the clothes changed him enough to make him striking.

	"I'm a few minutes late," he said, smiling. "All ready?"

	Alice was so stunned to see him that she didn't resist as he walked into the room.

	David, looking at Tom, continued. "Hello. Your mother and I are having dinner tonight. Maybe you'll come with us next time."

	Alice spoke to Tom. "Your mother is staying home tonight." Then, as the thought hit her, to David: "How did you find out where I live?"

	"Florence is a sweetheart."

	Tom stared in amazement at both of them.

	David said, firmly, "We had a deal. One changed tire for one dinner."

	"I'm not going," said Alice flatly.

	There was a pause, and David looked around the room. He was not angry or even flustered; he smiled throughout. "You want a scene?" he said, grinning genuinely at her and Tom.

	"Just go---please."

	David screwed up his face as if in serious thought. "Uh. . . let's see. I could say you lured me in here and stole fifty dollars out of my wallet."

	"Not funny."

	"Um. . ." he said, mock-thoughtful, "I could scream 'rape.'"

	Not thinking that he would, tired of it, Alice said, "Go ahead."

	"Rape," said David, just above a conversational level.

	"What are you doing?" said Alice, irritated.

	"Rape!" said David, a bit louder.

	Alice was flustered, and shot a dirty look at Tom, who giggled nervously.

	"Sh-h-h!" said Alice. "Stop it!"

	"RAPE!" yelled David.

	"Stop! Oh, for heaven's sake, all right! I'll have dinner with you." Furious, but amused in spite of herself, though determined not to show it, Alice smiled as an idea struck her. "But I'm going the way I am---with rollers in my hair."

	"Fine. Let's go."

	Alice got a light coat, and, all bravado, thinking David would not go through with it, walked to the door. David turned to Tom, pleasantly. "Bye. I'll have her back by twelve or so."

	 

	Mortified, Alice sat in a very large, very public booth. She was the object of curious glances, dressed as she was, wearing no makeup. One fat man frankly stared at her repeatedly until she gave him a look so furious that he retreated, cowed, and stared at his plate.

	The dinner was not a great success. In spite of David's efforts, Alice simply glared at him.

	". . . so it's been a while since I asked anyone for a date, and after three or four refusals I figured I had to do something unusual to have dinner with you," he said.

	"Yeah, unusual, all right," said Alice.

	"So come for a drive with me next week."

	"Let me put it this way," said Alice. Then she paused, looked at him, and said "No!" through her teeth.

	David glanced around, cheerful. "You want a scene?" he said.

	Alice stiffened---she knew her man. Looking around nervously, she whispered, "Good God, no!"

	"So come for a drive next week. My Lord, woman, I've just spent all this energy getting you to have dinner with me---isn't that some sort of compliment?" He paused, then went on a bit more seriously. "What the hell kind of men do you know? What made you so skittish? I like you, and I want to show you some pretty country. Who'll die from that?"

	Alice relaxed a bit, but her next words were without possibility of change. "I don't want to, David," she said. "I don't want to."

	David stiffened with rejection, and calling for the waiter, he paid the bill and took her home.

	When Alice let herself into the motel, Tom woke up. "Who was your friend?" he asked.

	"He's a farmer I met at the restaurant."

	"He doesn't look like a farmer. Is he nuts, screaming 'rape' like that?"

	"No, he's just---uh, I don't know. Forceful, I guess you'd call it."

	"That's for sure," said Tom, an edge to his voice. "You going to see him again?"

	"No."

	"Good---thought maybe I was going to have to buy a cowboy hat." He lay back in bed, thoughtful. "Weird," he decided, echoing Audrey.

	 

	Florence, of course, was wild to know the details of Alice's date with David, and, given to hyperbole, Alice first railed at her for giving out addresses, then drew an exaggerated picture of David's screaming "rape" and her own sad, bedraggled appearance in the restaurant. Together they planned an appropriate refusal, polite but faintly stern, for David's next move.

	When David came into the café two days later, Alice was prepared; she got no opportunity, though, for in spite of the fact that he was friendly, he didn't mention their evening together. He made Alice laugh twice before he left, one of her weak spots, and she watched him go, not able to pin down the exact source of her disappointment.

	Hawk-eyed, Florence watched until David left, then sidled up to Alice. "You tell him what you said you were going to?"

	"No, damn it. He didn't even give me a chance to say it." 

	"He didn't ask you?"

	"He didn't ask me."

	"No shit?" 

	"No shit."

	 

	Tom sat in the blistering motel room, the front of his hair damp against his forehead. He held a copy of Newsweek in his lap; having read it, he was listlessly tearing out pages, then throwing them slowly in front of him, over his head, and to the side.

	He had spent the morning in Mel and Ruby's, but Mel had bawled him out, sort of, for bothering customers, and he decided to stay away from the café for a while. Audrey was in Cincinnati for two weeks, visiting an aunt she hated, one who she swore had a beard--- ". . . and not just a few stray hairs, either, a real scraggly beard, you should see it."

	He ran cold water from the tap over his wrists because he'd heard that was supposed to cool the blood, but it never worked. Giving up, he sat down next to the telephone. Picking a name at random, he dialed a number. When a voice answered, he said, "Hello, Mrs. Freeborune? I'd like to fuck you---stick it right in your pussy." He hung up quickly, his fingers tapping nervously on his knees. "Oh, hell," he said aloud. "That's boring, and it probably scared her."

	He picked up the magazine pages, feeling guilty, then fell full length on the sofa. "What fun," he said. "What fun."

	 

	A week later, Tom was again hanging around the café, when David came in for breakfast. As David ate, Tom sat a few stools away, blowing air through a straw into a large glass of Coke so that the liquid bubbled dangerously close to the rim of the glass. He was out of earshot as David talked quietly to Alice.

	". . . then how about Friday night?"

	"Sorry, no."

	"New Year's?"

	Alice turned to him, her voice overly patient. "You seem like a nice man, David, so listen. I've got troubles---I've got job troubles, money troubles. . ." She jerked her head toward Tom. ". . . I've got kid troubles. More trouble I don't need."

	To Tom, who was beginning to make a loud, singing noise through his nose as he blew into the Coke, Alice said, "Stop that!" Looking back at David, she said, "Give me a break, huh? Come on, have some more coffee."

	"I plan to ask again."

	"Why me, God?" said Alice over her shoulder.

	"What am I doing wrong?" asked David.

	Alice held her palms up. "It's not that, it's. . ." As Tom blew harder into his glass, she turned to him, irritated, raising her voice a bit. "Tommy!"

	David tried again. "Just give me three minutes, just. . ."

	Tom blew too hard, and the Coke belched all over his hand and the counter. He looked up guiltily. "Mer-ci-ful God!" said Alice loudly. "Why don't you go see your friend, what's her name---Audrey."

	Embarrassed, Tom felt eyes on him and tallied with, "I can't. She's got the curse."

	David reacted negatively to the boy's language; Alice sensed it and said sternly, "Then go sit in that last booth, and don't move. Don't even. . ." She cast about, then finished weakly, ". . . twitch a finger." Alice walked away to pick up an order, murmuring, "I'd like to break every bone in his body."

	As Tom walked toward the booth, David grinned at him and gave him a wink. Tom, surprised at the unexpected support, smiled back at David. Working his way toward the back booth, Tom walked sideways, twirling the tops of all the stools, saying "Bored, bored, B-O-R-E-D."

	Vera, a hamburger plate in one hand and a book in the other, walked out of the kitchen door. She was looking at the book, Tom was looking at the stools, and they collided. The food wasn't spilled, but Vera's screams and gyrations trying to keep the burger and fries on the plate were worse than if it had. A cross Mel looked out of the kitchen, and Alice, through clenched teeth, gave Tom a hissed "Sit! Down! Now!" Tom sat down, trying to look wronged.

	Vera took pity on him and came over to the booth. "You wanna read something good?" she said shyly, handing him the book she'd been carrying.

	"What is it?" asked Tom, reaching for the book.

	"The Bride Screamed Murder," said Vera. "It's really good."

	Tom looked at her amazed. "The Bride Screamed Murder?" he said incredulously.

	Vera walked away smiling. "It's really good," she said for the third time.

	Tom looked down at the book morosely. "Wonderful. I get to read Kiss My Bloody Pistol."

	 

	The next morning Tom sat in the same booth, reading the book Vera had lent him. David walked in, but ignored Alice and went directly to where Tom was sitting. They talked briefly. Tom looked suspicious, but the two of them left the café, Alice frowning as they went.

	She moved so that she could see out the front window. Her eyes closed in frustration as she realized what David was up to. He was showing Tom a beautiful chestnut gelding in a horse trailer. Even through the window she could see that Tom was enthusiastic, and she thought, after all, that David wasn't so special. Getting to the mother through the kid was an old ploy, she decided.

	Torn burst back through the door and ran up to her; David lounged in the background, grinning, pleased with his success.

	"Mom, he's got a fantastic horse out there I can ride---can I go? He says I can ride it right now!"

	Hating to turn him down, Alice said, "No, I don't think so, Tommy. No."

	Tom got loud. "Mom! Why not?"

	Alice turned away, and Tom got even louder. "Mom! I'm going CRAZY in here. Just CRAZY!"

	Looking around, Alice saw that Tom was disturbing the customers, and Mel was frowning. She looked desperately at Florence for support, but Florence just smiled. "Sure, let him go," said Florence.

	Alice sighed, and Tom knew it was okay; he streaked out the door as Alice called out a futile: "Be back here by six, you hear me?"

	But he was gone. David and Alice exchanged a look. He had won the second round. He raised a hand for goodbye, smiled at her, and strolled out the door.

	 

	At David's farm that day, Tom enjoyed himself for the first time in three weeks; he came back to the motel at eight o'clock tired, but, in reaction to his weeks of having nothing to do, hysterically happy.

	Alice put rollers in her hair while Tom lay on the bed, stuttering in his eagerness to tell her about the day. "And there's this, uh, what do you call it---uh---hutch! He's got this hutch where he raises rabbits."

	"Terrific," said Alice dryly, fighting with the short hair on the back of her neck.

	"But the horses are the main thing. God, you should see them."

	"I've seen horses." 

	"No, I mean it. I rode this chestnut one named Ribbon. And you know what else? Hang on---he makes his own ice cream. He's got this old-fashioned freezer thing in a smokehouse that he says he uses every summer."

	Alice was not impressed. "He-makes-his-own-ice-cream," she said, her face blank.

	"Well, it's probably better than that shack you grew up in." Tom paused and picked at the bedspread. "He asked us out there for Sunday."

	"Nope."

	"I want to."

	Alice looked at him. "What is it with you all of a sudden? Why the nature-boy routine?"

	"Nothing, I just like it there. For God's sake, it's something to do!"

	Alice dismissed it. "Well, Farmer John will just have to do without us, and that's all there is to it. Period, that's it."

	"I want to go," said Tom, definite.

	"No," said Alice, equally definite.

	"Yes!"

	"No!"

	Tom sat up in bed, his lower teeth showing. "You're going if I have to tie a rope around your neck and drag you every step of the way!"

	The image tickled Alice and she laughed. Tom knew he'd won, and he fell back on the bed smiling.

	 

	The following Sunday, Alice drove toward David's house. The scenery outside Phoenix was a relief from the squalid town, and, climbing a small hill, they looked out the car window onto a valley. What they saw appeared to be copied from a picture postcard. There was a small house surrounded by trees, a windmill, a silo, and a barn that was actually red. Alice's face involuntarily turned from a frown into a grudging smile. Tom looked at her. "Nice, isn't it?"

	"You said it was pretty, but you didn't say it was this pretty."

	"Sure I did. You just didn't listen."

	They drove down the hill to the house. For Tom, the day was wonderful. Wearing David's hat, which made him feel a bit self-conscious, he rode the day out, galloping one horse until it was lathered, then getting on another, stopping only to eat a quick sandwich.

	Alice's day started poorly. She felt forced into the situation, and was determined not to enjoy herself. David gave her a tour, more animated than she'd ever seen him. "See, what I plan to do," he said while they walked by an empty field, "is let the land lie fallow for two more years, till it's ready for heavy crops again."

	Alice turned to him, polite/rude, as if she hadn't heard him, as if she hadn't been aware he was talking to her: "Hmm?"

	As the day wore on, her curiosity overcame her. "What do you raise? Or grow?" she asked, her voice a bit warmer.

	"Mostly cotton, but I've got a small herd of beef cattle."

	"You know, it's beautiful here. Tommy said it was nice, but. . ."

	"I worked six years to get this place---six years. It. . . uh. . ." An emotional note came into his voice, which he tried to cover with an offhand tone. "It's important to me. I love it." He looked around, his face stern. "I've got control, you know what I mean? There's nobody to tell me anything---I decide." After a pause: "Six years."

	As the three of them ate lunch on the front porch, Alice laughed, then said, "Come on---tell me you're lying. You didn't really churn this butter yourself."

	David took a bite of bread. "There's no trick to churning, you just turn a handle."

	Alice shook her head. "God, I hated churning when I was little." She put down her fork. "If you say you ground the wheat and baked this bread, I'm walking home."

	 

	David had three milk cows, and at five-thirty he called them up and showed Tom how to milk. Alice stood to one side, watching, a pleased look on her face. Tom had a rather proprietary air about David; he interrupted their conversations as if it was his right and put a heavy claim on David's time if it suited him.

	Tom sat on a low stool in the barn, squirting away. "I love it!" he said.

	David smiled. "I doubt if you'd love it at five-thirty in the morning."

	Tom's cow lifted an unhappy leg and put it back down hard. David said to him with a touch of the teacher, "Tom, don't use your fingernails---she'll knock over the milk."

	"Okay," said Tom, putting milk everywhere but in the bucket. He squirted a cat, a wall, the cow's underbelly, and, finally, Alice's leg.

	In the tone of a conversational would-you-like-to-go-to-a-movie-tonight, Alice said, "Do you want the holy hell knocked out of yourself?"

	Not scared, Tom said, "All right, all right." He accidentally pinched the cow again, and she raised and lowered her leg again, shifting uncomfortably.

	David frowned, again the teacher. "Tom, watch the fingernails."

	Stung, Tom said, "Well, Christ! She's got tits the size of cucumbers---what do you expect?"

	Again David reacted to Tom's language and shot Alice an inquiring glance, wondering if she would reprimand him. Alice said uncomfortably, "I can't imagine where he got that mouth."

	Tom looked up. "Think real hard---it'll come to you."

	 

	Alice fixed dinner for them and dried the dishes alone as they played their guitars and sang in the living room. David taught Tom "Hey, Good Lookin'" but Tom couldn't show enough enthusiasm for the song to please him. "The words don't matter, Tom," Alice heard David saying, "it's the spirit of the thing." David sang the song, playing a twelve-string Gibson he was immensely proud of.

	 

	"Hey, Good Lookin', what you got cookin', 

	How's about cooking something up with me?

	I got a hot-rod Ford and a two-dollar bill,

	I know a spot right over the hill,

	There's soda pop and a dancin' spree---

So if you wanna have fun, come along with me. . ."

	 

	Tom tried the song, deciding to mimic the country accent of the Hank Williams song. As they sang, Alice began to put away the dishes. She opened a cupboard and saw that the shelves were lined with decorative paper; she flipped the decorative edge with her finger, a thoughtful look on her face. She opened another cupboard and found a collection of soufflé dishes and a wire whisk. In another cupboard there was a set of fine glassware. Alice nodded wryly and went to the door of the living room. The two stopped playing, and David grinned.

	"You want in on this?" he said.

	"No, I can't sing that kind of music," Alice answered, but it was an excuse and sounded it.

	"Try it."

	Tom interrupted. "Come on. Let's do it again."

	Alice's mouth was pinched, but she asked what she'd come to ask. "You cook a lot?"

	Puzzled, David said, "Sometimes. . . when I'm hungry. Why?"

	"You've got a lot of equipment in there. I just wondered."

	Understanding it, he said, "Oh, my wife bought those."

	"I didn't know you were married."

	Offhandedly, he strummed a chord. "I'm not---I was. She divorced me two years ago. Took the kids and just went."

	Alice backed away. "I'm sorry I asked."

	Calmly, David said, "Ask away. She wanted this, I wanted that. She said 'No,' I said 'Yes.' She said 'No,' I said 'Yes' loud. She said 'I'm leaving'---I opened the door for her."

	Alice reacted to the callousness of what he said, and Tom twisted with impatience. "Come on! A person could go crazy waiting."

	Not meaning it, Alice answered, "A person could get his face slapped, too, if he's not careful."

	David played another chord. "Jump in."

	Alice shook her head; she didn't want to share something as important as singing with him, especially after what he'd said about his wife. "I can't," she said. "Really, I can't."

	"So we'll play another kind of music---anything."

	Alice shook her head again, and there was a solid look between them. David said "I can back you up" in such a way that Alice's head jerked backwards involuntarily and she literally skittered out of the doorway and back to the kitchen.

	 

	As David helped Alice put a half-awake Tommy into the back seat of Alice's car later that night, he turned to Alice. "I hardly recognize him with his mouth closed."

	Alice shook her head. "Isn't it the truth? You know what one of his teachers in Ponca City called him? Motormouth."

	"He's a good kid."

	"Poor baby. He spends half his time at school in the principal's office for talking."

	They stood there, aware of each other; Alice instinctively crossed her arms over her breasts.

	David spoke. "I liked today."

	"So did I."

	"You sound surprised."

	"I am---a little."

	David looked at her steadily. "Let's do it again."

	Pleased, Alice answered quickly. "All right. Good!" 

	 

	The next morning, Alice couldn't help herself---her lips continually stretched into a smile, and she walked around the café half the morning looking like an idiot, she told herself---like that guy in Ryan's Daughter.

	Florence watched her for a long time, then hissed. "P-s-s-t! Hey, come here," she said, jerking her head twice.

	Alice walked toward her. "What?"

	Florence took her by the arm and led her to a corner of the café. "Okay," she said smiling, "what's going on?"

	"What?" repeated Alice, truly puzzled.

	"Don't give me 'What.' I want information. What is it with you this morning?"

	Alice tried to pass it off. "Nothing, really. Tommy and I went out to David's place yesterday, and it was so nice to get out in the country."

	Florence curled her lips down, expressing wild doubt; "Don't shit an old shitter. You smile like that for the first time since you came here, it's gotta be more than trees."

	"Florence, it's nothing! What are you, anyway, a policewoman?"

	Florence again looked at her askance, shaking her head slowly. "Oh, honey, honey," she said. "What a rotten poker player you must be. You're the worst liar I ever saw."

	Over her shoulder, Alice said, "I need a friend like her, right?"

	 

	Two days later David took Tom out to the farm to spend the day. Standing in the barn lot, David had tied a horse to an iron stake, preparing to show Tom how to shoe him.

	"And the thing is, you have to keep the hoof pared down; it's just like cutting your fingernails."

	Tom, not fascinated, was looking around; David turned stern. "Tom, you said you wanted to see how this was done."

	"I lied," said Tom quickly, offended by David's tone of voice.

	David let go of the horse's leg and stood up. "I don't work around here for fun---it's how I put food in my mouth. It's not a joke to me." He paused, then went on. "Now, do you want to help out or not? Make up your mind."

	Crestfallen, Tom muttered, "Yeah, I do." David went back to work, silent; after a few moments, Tom said, "I felt like I was back in Ponca City for a minute or two there."

	"How so?"

	"Oh, I don't know," said Tom thoughtlessly, no insult intended. "There was always somebody pissing and moaning at me all the time."

	David shook his head, dead serious. "About that language of yours, boy. If I were you I'd clean it up."

	They were polite with each other for the rest of the day, and, after David took him back to the motel, Tom vowed he'd never go back. He did, though, three days later, and as the days passed, the boy spent three or four days a week at David's farm, sometimes helping, sometimes making David's palm itch to slap his face, but always loving it.

	Alice joined them on weekends, and, though they never mentioned it or acted on it, she and David liked each other. Alice stiffened her resolve not to give in to her feelings; she called herself a roundheel, she told herself repeatedly that she was on her way to Monterey and couldn't be bothered with a farmer; she thought about writing "Unfit Mother" on her chest, but she was drawn to him. It was different from her attraction to Ben Eberhart, but equally strong. David reminded her---she'd never had the nerve to tell him---of one of those lean cowboys in the movies of the Thirties, and she liked the type.

	Also he made her laugh. One Sunday when Tom was staying at Audrey's, Alice and David walked around his farm, patching fence. As he worked, David's voice was placid. "You know," he said, "I'd rather take a beating than fix a fence. Seems like I spend half my time trailing around after these damned cows."

	Alice touched the fence. "Can't you make it electric?" 

	David shook his head as he nailed a staple into the post. "Costs too much. She'll be out again within the week." He nodded his head over his left shoulder. "They smell the apples over on Holley's place and get wilder than a March Hare." He went on working. "The only thing stupider than a cow is a chicken. You ought to see what I go through trying to get 'em in the brooder house at night. I'd like to kill every Leghorn on this place."

	Alice chuckled. David looked at her. "And turkeys are worse. You know what young turkeys do when it rains?" He looked up into the sky, opening his eyes and mouth wide, a stupid expression on his face. "They open their mouths and drown."

	"They do not."

	"They do. My grandmother lost two hundred turkey pullets in one summer rainstorm." He pulled the face again, looking at the sky, then went back to the fence, saying, "I can tell you don't believe that, but it's true."

	 

	Later in the day, they walked through a twenty-acre field looking for a deserted baby calf. Alice wanted to know why a cow would desert a baby, but David could do no better than "Sometimes they just do." They walked for fifteen minutes; suddenly they heard a pitiful bawling noise. They walked more quickly in that direction, and reached a low, level spot that, because of the rains, had turned into a quagmire. About five feet from the dry edge, a baby calf was caught, mired up to his stomach. His head was twisted to the side at a pathetic angle, and he bawled repeatedly. David walked into the sticky mud. The calf was terrified, flinging his head from side to side, his eyes rolling insanely.

	David was gentle but effective. Reaching into the mud, he extricated the calf's legs one at a time, soothing it all the while. Then he lifted it up and carried it to the edge; he put it on the ground and began to wipe some of the mud off the creature's heaving sides. All the while he was doing this, Alice was watching him closely, an odd look on her face. She was impressed by his capability, moved by his gentleness. David was now totally covered with mud up to his waist, and his hands, shirt, and face were heavily splattered with it. Suddenly overcome by emotion, Alice ran a few steps to him, and, lifting his head, kissed him on the mouth.

	Immediately, David stood up, letting the calf stagger away. He kissed her, seriously; then Alice pulled back, looking at the mud smeared on both of them.

	"This is ridiculous," she said doubtfully.

	David started away from her toward the house. Over his shoulder he called, "Come on." Alice stood there, biting the inside of her cheek, then shrugged and followed him toward the house.

	Inside, he led her toward the bedroom, neither of them talking. They undressed each other slowly, and, as she let David pull her down on the bed, she thought sardonically, "This isn't getting me to Monterey."

	And so they made love. David's long period of abstinence made things go a little more quickly than Alice would have hoped, but, over all, it was nice, she decided, in the best sense of that maligned word. Niceness was something much underrated, she thought as she lay there next to him, smiling, while David ran his hand over and over again past the dip of her waist and the swell of her hip.

	 

	Things always happened quickly to Alice. As a child she had chosen her boy friends on sight; she had picked what teachers she would hate or love on the first day of class; she had known on starting tests in high school whether or not she would do well. Now, as she turned to look at David, who lay stark naked beside her, a surge of feeling so strong that it closed her throat swelled in her.

	Later, she tried to decide what had triggered the swell of emotion, and she settled on the fact that he had tried to hide a slight puffiness at his waist as they lay there. It was, God knew, a minuscule reason, but she could find nothing better, and that small act made him seem vulnerable to her.

	She rose, refusing to put on one of his robes, hating women who dressed in men's clothes after sex, making themselves look small and adorable, and put on her mud-stained trousers and sweater. Going to the kitchen, barefoot, she made coffee and rummaged around looking for sweets. Not finding any, she gave up and made cinnamon toast.

	David came to the kitchen, kissed the side of her mouth, and they talked, Alice reared back in her kitchen chair, one bare foot propped against the table.

	David told her the story of his marriage and divorce, ending with a face, it seemed to Alice, devoid of emotion of any kind whatsoever. He shrugged and went on: "So after all those years of working to get the place she just turned quieter and quieter---seemed like she didn't have more than a dozen words to say a day at a time." He paused. "Then one day---God, it was hot---one day she just started yelling stuff at me. Just turned around from the sink and started screaming stuff."

	"What kind of stuff?"

	"Nothing---it didn't make any sense, really. Said she hated the farm, and kept saying over and over that I didn't look at her when I talked to her."

	He shook his head, dismissing the subject with an inappropriate smile. Alice was dissatisfied with his reaction to the story, but he was one of those men who can not be pinned down to a definite stand if they do not wish it.

	David turned to her, waving his cup for more coffee. As she got up to get it, he said, "It's your turn now. We've talked about me for a solid hour. How about you?"

	Alice cast about. "I... let's see. There's nothing to tell."

	"Come on. What're you doing in Phoenix with a twelve-year-old, and why Mel and Ruby's Café?"

	Alice made a face, then heaved an exaggerated sigh, then started. "Okay. Let's see." She paused. "For thirteen years I was. . . no wait. Let me preface all that." She paused again. "When I was ten---no, nine---when I was nine I lived in Monterey, and there was this movie house three blocks from our house. . ."

	She turned away, her voice changing. "This isn't working. I can't explain it."

	David simply waited for her to continue, so she did, leaning toward him, her voice taking on a particular intensity. "Every Monday and Thursday the program changed, and I was there every time, every time. After the movie, I'd walk home. In the spring there are blooming locust trees lining the streets in Monterey, and I'd stand under those trees---away from the street lights where it was dark---and I'd sing the songs I heard in the movies."

	Alice laughed slightly and leaned backward even further in her chair, her face in a self-deprecatory smile. "I know what you're thinking: 'She wanted to be Betty Grable when she grew up.'" She looked away from him, her face sober. "Well, in a way it's true. I kept quiet about it, but I worked hard as hell practicing. When I was nineteen I got a job singing in a pretty good hotel in Monterey. Everything was different then."

	She leaned toward him, enthusiastic. "David, I can't tell you how beautiful Monterey is. It's always cool, and there are trees everywhere."

	"Why did you leave?"

	Alice crossed her eyes. "This Betty Grable married a man who turned out to be a Coca-Cola deliverer." More serious, she went on. "Don't ask why---if I knew once, I've forgotten now, and he's dead, anyway. So. For thirteen years I've wanted to go back to Monterey, to sing there again. That's where Tommy and I are headed."

	David looked confused. "Well, which is it you want?"

	His question confused Alice. "What?"

	"To sing, or to go back to Monterey?"

	"Oh. Uh. . . both," said Alice, taken aback. "I want both."

	"You think they're the same?"

	Alice frowned in concentration. "You see, everything was different then."

	David, suddenly touched by her confusion, reached out, cupping her bare foot in his hand, and kissed the instep. Alice's back arched involuntarily, as in a sexual spasm, and she kissed the top of his lowered head. 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Two weeks passed; Alice and David spent as much time as possible together, but Alice's job and David's work on the farm took up most of their days, and Tommy hovered on the periphery of their days, claiming time he thought was his right, since he had brought David into the circle.

	David grew sharper with the boy, resenting the time he took up, wanting to be alone with Alice, but agreed, after several days of prodding on Tom's part, to take the boy fishing. He picked Tom up at the motel and they stopped at Mel and Ruby's to see Alice. She was in high good humor, joking with Florence when the two came in, and she walked toward them, smiling happily.

	"Hi," she said. "I thought you two would be gone by now," directing the sentence to David.

	Tom spoke up. "It's a long way---we're going clear up to this spring-fed lake by. . ."

	"Pittsville," said David, when Tom couldn't think of the name. "And we need four cheeseburgers to go."

	"Sounds pretty dull," said Alice. Then, as she remembered something funny, "Hey, you know what happened this morning?"

	David interrupted her; he was pleasant enough, but firm. "Could you snap it on those cheeseburgers? We're behind time."

	Alice's smile became strained; she walked away to put in the order. Standing by the kitchen window, she looked back at David. "Yowsah!" she said under her breath. "Yowsah! Comin' right up!"

	After Alice brought them the cheeseburgers in a paper sack, they left the café, walking rapidly toward David's truck. As they got closer, David's eye was caught by something on the ground under the truck. He bent down and saw a large oil stain on the ground.

	Popping his tongue against the roof of his mouth, he said, "Damn! This thing's leaking oil again. I'll have to take it to Charley's."

	Very much the twelve-year-old, Tom's eyes widened. "Oh, no! Come on---can't we just put more oil in it for today?"

	David looked at him as if he were speaking a foreign language. "What's the matter with you, boy? The truck's leaking oil---it has to be fixed. We'll go fishing Sunday, maybe."

	Tom whirled away. "Hell's bells!" He ran into the café and complained to Alice, who threatened to scream and claw her face if he didn't leave her alone, but when she saw his lips trembling, she realized how disappointed he was and promised she'd talk to David.

	At noon, Alice walked to Charlie's garage, and found David half lying under his truck, struggling with something obscene-looking, his hands black with grease and oil. She knelt down. "Tommy was really disappointed today," she said softly.

	"I can't help that," he answered shortly.

	Alice bridled. "Look, you went way out of your way to make friends with him; we both know why, but he doesn't. Keep that in mind. You ought to try to keep your promises."

	David's head came out from under the truck. "Alice, for Christ's sake, I can't ruin my truck to take him fishing."

	"I know, but he's only twelve---it's hard for him to understand."

	Grimly, almost as an order, David said, "Explain it to him," and disappeared under the truck.

	Alice gave him the finger, making sure he didn't see it, and walked away, unhappy. That night she tried to explain the whole thing to Tom. Tom wasn't having any of it. "Yeah," he sneered. "What'd he say?"

	Piqued, Alice snapped, her patience at an end, "He said for Christ's sake, should he ruin his truck so you can catch a fish?"

	Tom just answered with a sullen look, and Alice walked into the bathroom, shutting the door and sitting on the edge of the tub. It was privacy of a kind, she supposed. One hand on her stomach, she said to herself, "Oh, well, I don't care. I just can't help it."

	Jollying up for Tom, or trying to, she called through the closed door. "Oh, well, cheer up. Next Wednesday you'll be thirteen---all grown up. You can do whatever you want to then---go fishing, get married, move to Madrid. . ."

	Tom's loud, wet raspberry came through the door, and Alice smiled; as long as he could fight back, he was all right.

	Alice asked for and received the day off for Tom's birthday. She fixed a careful dinner, a chocolate cake with white icing, his favorite, and David helped her decorate the living room of his house.

	Alice bought him several books, two silly presents, and an expensive suede jacket. David, still intent on helping Tom understand the joys of Westernism, bought him a pair of cowboy boots, about which Tom put on a good face, wearing them all afternoon.

	After eating, Tommy borrowed David's hat again, put on his suede jacket and stood, several inches taller, looking drily at himself in the mirror. In a drawn-out voice he said, "Oh, my God." Alice and David laughed, for he did look ridiculous.

	Enjoying their full attention, he launched into a dreadful imitation of John Wayne. His torso thrown backwards, he slouched around the room, chewing his words Wayne-fashion, "Look here, pardner, this is my territory, so move along. What's that? Yuh say yuh won't? Then reach for your guns, yuh varmint."

	Alice gagged, and David said, "Terrible." They went to the sofa, picked up their coffee, and began to talk quietly together. Left with nothing to do, jealous of their talking together, he walked aimlessly around the room, repeating "Look here, pardner" over and over again in varying degrees of volume and irritation.

	Finally, David and Alice, both irritated simultaneously, spoke a sharp, "Tommy!"

	 

	Later, Alice, feeling resentful, did the dishes while the two of them played their guitars. Again David was trying to teach Tommy "Hey, Good Lookin'." Both of them were tired and prickly.

	Tom hit a sour note. "Damn it to hell anyway!"

	Overpatient, David said, "I told you three times---it goes from D to A7."

	Tom imitated his patient tone. "I told you three times---A7 hurts my hand."

	David was grim. "Try it like this---watch."

	A bit louder, Tom said, "Look, I have these twelve-year-old-hands. I can't do that."

	In the kitchen, Alice said, over her shoulder, "My life's not working out."

	David said to Tom, "Not if you don't try, you can't. Try it."

	"Let me put it this way," said Tom sweetly. He paused, then said a definite "No."

	In the kitchen, over her shoulder, Alice murmured, "Trust me, it's not working out."

	Tom got up, put his guitar down roughly, and walked to the record-player. David, his voice steely,  said, "Come here, I want you to try this chord again."

	Alice appeared in the doorway, her Marmee imitation surfacing again. "David," she said.

	Tommy started the record-player and dropped the needle onto the record. Loud, senseless lyrics boomed out. It was T-Rex's "The Slider." David instantly became furious, and Alice, for once, didn't know what to say. She said a tentative "Tommy," but it went unheard in the screaming of the record.

	David yelled. "Turn that off!"

	Tom ignored him, and David walked to the record player; he didn't take the record off the machine; instead, he ran the needle arm back and forth, ruining the record. The volume control was still up as he did this, and it made an absolutely unearthly noise. Then he grabbed the record and threw it violently into a corner of the room.

	Furious, Tom yelled, "Damn you!"

	Too shocked at what the party had become to curse, Alice said, "Oh, my."

	David turned to Tom. "When are you going to understand that I hate that mouth of yours?"

	"When are you going to understand that I hate that shit-kicking music of yours." As David's face reacted to the word, Tom screamed "Shit-kicking, shit-kicking, SHIT-KICKING!"

	As he said the last "shit-kicking," Tom threw an empty present box at David, who was four or five feet away. The box hit David in the forehead, not hurting him. Before he thought, David moved forward and slapped Tommy full in the face, knocking him sideways two steps. Tom, furious, embarrassed, started to run out of the house; Alice tried to stop him---really tried---but he jerked away from her and was out the front door.

	Furious with both of them, she turned to David: "That was pretty."

	"Oh, come on!" said David nastily. "You saw it---he was begging for it."

	One hand over heart, mocking what he'd said earlier, Alice intoned, "He's a good kid, Alice." In her own voice, she went on. "He's only twelve years old---or thirteen today---and he's been dragged all over hell's half acre this summer, what do you expect?"

	"I expect him to do what I say while he's in my house." Even more insistent, he went on. "This is my place! Mine. What goes on outside it I don't care, in here I do."

	"You know, you sound just like Tommy---you're as spoiled as he is. 'I want what I want, and I want it now." Ridiculous." She walked away from him, "You criticize him constantly."

	David's face hardened. "In here, people do what I say. I make the rules in this house. You're not tied to a chair---you don't like 'em, leave."

	Alice turned around. "And you wonder why your wife left," she said quietly.

	Alice picked up the wrappings from the floor, took her coat, and left David's house; neither of them spoke a word. She drove along the small country road, and less than a mile from David's house, found Tom walking. She stopped the car, leaning over to open the passenger door. "What're you going to do, dummy---walk forty miles?"

	Tom got in and they drove on. As they got to a Mexican graveyard about five miles outside Phoenix, Tom wanted to stop and see it; Alice refused, and an argument started over that trifle, working up to more important subjects.

	At the height of the argument, Tom yelled at her, "You dragged me away from Ponca City and never even asked me if I wanted to start school with my friends."

	"Oh, hell," answered Alice. "You hated Ponca City---you said so a thousand times."

	"You promised me we'd be in Monterey---you told me how I'd like it there. You said we would get to Monterey and everything would be okay."

	"We'll get there," said Alice in a tired voice that didn't sound convincing.

	"Said the waitress in Phoenix."

	Alice's eyes narrowed. "Who do you think you are?" she said; then, stronger: "Just who in the hell do you think you are? We'll get to Monterey. Everything'll be fine."

	Tom snorted. "Sure, and then what? Everything'll be fine if you find a job, and if it pays more than fifty bucks a week, and if you don't get involved with another maniac."

	"You open that mouth of yours once more tonight and I swear to God I'll get a hammer and nail it shut, you hear me?" said Alice, her voice quiet but frightening.

	Tom, to defy her, opened his mouth---stretched it as wide as it would stretch.

	"I mean it, Tommy, I'm going to throw your ass out and you can walk home."

	Incredibly, he stretched his mouth even wider.

	Alice swerved the car violently to the right, the tires screeched, and Tommy, with a lot of help from Alice, got out of the car. He stood there shocked as Alice roared away.

	 

	It took Tom two hours to walk the six miles to Phoenix. When he got there, he went to a movie, and then, to worry Alice, decided to stay out late. He called Audrey, whose mother was gone as usual, and they decided that Ripple Time had arrived.

	Pooling their money, they bought four bottles of the wine, an odd color somewhere between pink and brown, and took them to Audrey's house. Within an hour both were on their way to getting high. By the time three hours had passed, they were potted. Audrey, though, had had more experience with Ripple and was in better condition than Tom, who was thick-tongued and moved and talked with the sodden carefulness of the very drunk.

	Audrey sprawled on the floor, sipping. "Yeah," she said reflectively, "my dad was a bastard, all right. He used to make me bend over while he whipped me with his belt." She paused, then said thoughtfully, "You know, I still think about walking up to him and saying. . ." Here she put on a resonant bass voice. ". . . all right, Harry, bend over---you're gonna get the belt for that."

	Tom's speech was terribly precise, yet blurred around the edges. "Mine was a bastard, too. Or I guess he was. I don't know." 

	"Oh, who gives a big rat's ass?" yawned Audrey. "They're both gone, so who cares."

	"Right."

	Audrey sat up. "You gonna start school here next year?"

	"I don't know. We're supposed to go to Monterey. My mom said we would."

	"Monterey---boy, are you lucky to get away from Phoenix. The school here is weird, let me tell you. Mr. Emmet, the science teacher, wears a hairnet. Scary."

	 

	By ten-thirty Tom had stopped talking, and Audrey was left to carry on her cheerful monologue. She rambled on for a while, then Tom interrupted. "I don't feel wonderful."

	"You wanna watch TV? There's a movie on called Aaron Slick from Pumpkin Crick. Do you believe that? Aaron Slick from Pumpkin Crick?"

	"No. I think I'll go home."

	Audrey looked at him and saw that he was more depressed than drunk. She quickly put on a light sweater, tossed him his coat, and walked to stand by the front door. Tom looked at her. Rubbing her hands together broadly, smiling wickedly, she said. "Come on, honey. Let's do something!"

	 

	By ten o'clock Alice was mad. By eleven-thirty she was worried but furious. By one in the morning she had been driving through the streets of Phoenix, alternately weeping and cursing, at one moment praying Tom was all right, the next swearing that she would beat him to death when she got her hands on him.

	At two-fifteen she passed the lighted clock in Mel and Ruby's Café. "Maybe he's just trying to scare me," she said over and over to herself. "Maybe he's just trying to scare me." She pulled into a parking space on the deserted street and started to cry full out; a surge of anger came over her immediately after, though, and she struck the window of the driver's door a terrific blow with her fist, giving out a wide-mouthed scream of pure rage and frustration.

	As she did this, she saw, too late to stop herself, a young boy and girl walking across the street, their arms around each other's waists. They stared, half interested, half afraid. Mortified into control of herself, she drove off, cursing them, hating herself.

	Back at the motel, she called David. When he answered, she rushed out what she had to say.

	"It's Alice. Listen, I hate to bother you, but I don't know what to do. Tommy hasn't come home and it's almost three---I'm out of my mind."

	David's voice was cold. "Did you call the police?" 

	"Yes, around eleven, but they just said they'd keep an eye out for him." She waited, but David didn't respond in any way, so she plunged on. "I don't even know that Audrey's last name---it's Pillston or something, but I can't find it in the phone book."

	After a long pause, his voice came, distant. "I'm sure they'll find him. He's probably just wandering around somewhere."

	His attitude was so frigid that Alice, even worried as she was, couldn't ask him to help. She told him goodbye in a hopeless voice, then hung up. Just as the phone receiver touched the cradle, it shrilled. Alice jumped wildly, actually moving off the bed, then grabbed for it. "Hello?" she said, then after listening for a few moments, "Yes, yes, I am. I'll be there."

	Alice entered a large, square building, wandered around futilely until she saw a sign reading "Juvenile Court, Section 61," then headed in that direction.

	Inside a small office was a small, sweet-faced man of twenty-three or -four, Audrey, and Audrey's mother, Mrs. Prinson. In a small room off to one side, visible through a windowed door, was Tommy, his chin on his chest, his eyes closed, wearing a dark blue policeman's sweatshirt.

	Mrs. Prinson, contrary to Tommy's reports about Audrey's vivid descriptions of her mother, was a reasonable-looking woman, though, to Alice's mind, a bit overdressed for three-thirty in the morning. Ignoring her and Audrey, Alice walked directly to the sweetfaced sergeant at the desk. "I'm Mrs. Hyatt. Probably you hear this all the time, but he's never done anything like this before---never."

	The man shuffled papers and smiled, showing rows of small, even, transparent teeth. "Well, the store's decided not to press charges, so we just gave him a talking to."

	Alice's shoulders sagged with relief. "Thank God."

	"He's over there," said the man, pointing to the small room."

	"What's he got on?" asked Alice.

	"He was a little sick." Alice looked puzzled. "He had a little too much wine and. . . upchucked," the man said, smiling again, apologetically on the last word.

	"My son, the outlaw," she said.

	Audrey seemed undismayed by the whole situation; she smiled and called to Alice in a loud, friendly voice. "Hey, are you the singin' waitress?"

	Alice staggered a bit, but replied, "I'm Tommy's mother."

	Audrey walked over to her while the officer filled out release forms for Tommy. "I've been wantin' to meet you."

	Alice dredged up a smile. "It's nice to meet you, Audrey," she said, though her face spelled out the fact that she blamed her for getting Tommy involved in stealing and drinking. Alice's voice was stern. "How did all this happen?"

	Audrey shrugged, dismissing the whole thing. "Ah, it was nothin'. Big mistake, big mistake."

	Mrs. Prinson called to her daughter, her voice rough with anger. "Doris! Get your sweater."

	Audrey glanced at her mother, then looked back at Alice. "I gotta go," she whispered, "Ramada Rose is upset. Tell Tommy I said 'bye."

	"Doris!" came the mother's voice, beginning to sound a bit shrill.

	Audrey turned away and Alice stared wonderingly at the switch in names. As Audrey and her mother left, Alice and Mrs. Prinson glanced at each other, each thinking the other's child was at fault.

	Audrey reached the doorway; turning, she gave a big hand wave, and said in her best Mae West voice, "Bye, boys."

	The officer gave Alice a damp brown paper bag containing Tom's stained shirt, which she carried with the tips of her fingers, as if it were a probably-dead snake, ready to drop it at any moment. As she walked to the door of the room where Tommy sat, he looked up, frightened.

	Alice opened the door and walked quickly to him, putting her arms around him and kissing the top of his head; then she held him at arm's length, looking at him. Seeing that he was all right, she gave him a stinging slap on the back, then hugged him again.

	They rode in silence to the motel; once there, Tommy tried to explain what had happened, but Alice motioned him silent, and they undressed and went to bed without talking.

	 

	In the morning, Alice's alarm rang as usual at six-thirty. Deliberately, she sat up, turned it off, and lay back down, putting her forearm over her face. Unable to go back to sleep, she rose, pulling on a robe and sitting on the edge of the bed, her feet in a pool of sunshine on the floor.

	Trying to focus her mind, trying to decide exactly what she felt, should feel, her thoughts kept shifting away from her problems; she found herself staring at her feet, an unattractive white in the sunshine.

	Tommy stirred, and she moved to see if he was alive, at least. He told her to leave him alone, so she went back to her bed, but the sunshine had crawled from the floor to the bottom of the mattress, She stood up again and murmured, "Oh, well. I don't care. I just can't help it," and began to get ready for work.

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	At the café, Alice moved about inefficiently, causing Florence to stare wonderingly at her. Finally, Florence asked, "Isn't David coming in today?"

	Alice went on wiping the counter. "I don't think so," she replied, and then she started to cry again. Furious with herself, she wiped at her eyes and said, "I am so God-damned sick of crying I could slit my wrists!" 

	Florence took the cloth from Alice's hand and led her through the café to the ladies' room, customers staring all the while. In the bathroom, which was small and empty, Florence stood guard by the door while Alice leaned against a sink, still weeping.

	"Go," said Florence.

	"There's nothing to say," said Alice, wiping tears that kept coming no matter how she gritted her teeth.

	"Is it David?"

	Furious, Alice said a loud, "To hell with David!"

	"What then, the kid?"

	"No. Oh, I don't know. It's me. Everything's just so screwed up." She paused, then, her arms spread wide in irritation, said, "I'm supposed to sing, I'm supposed to keep David happy, I'm supposed to entertain Tommy constantly, to waitress ten hours a day, and smile, by God, smile while I'm doing it." She went on bitterly: "Well, I'm bone tired of it. I opened my eyes this morning and I couldn't think of one good reason to crawl out of that bed."

	Florence looked sympathetic, but couldn't think of anything to say to her. Alice went on. "I was supposed to be in Monterey over a week ago." 

	"Then why're you here?"

	Alice squirmed with irritation. "Everybody's yanking at me---pulling, picking! I'd like to just start walking and never stop."

	Vera, back in the dining room, had realized something was wrong when she saw Florence lead a weeping Alice toward the back, and rushed around like a mad woman trying to cover the entire café by herself, casting longing glances at the door of the ladies' room, praying it would open and Alice and Florence would reappear.

	Back in the bathroom, Alice got control of herself, wiped her face a final time, and looked at Florence.

	"How do you do it? You look happy enough. What am I doing wrong?"

	A strange note came into Florence's voice. "Let me tell you something, kid. . ."

	A woman opened the door and stepped in, wanting to use the bathroom. Florence said shortly, "Sorry, it's full up."

	"What?" said the woman.

	"It's busy in here."

	"But I just want to use the---"

	"Didn't you hear me?" snapped Florence.

	The woman bristled. "It's not in use---what do you---"

	Florence leaned toward her; in a low, dangerous voice she said, "You want a crack across the mouth, lady?"

	The woman scurried out, frightened. In the original tone, Florence continued. "Let me tell you something: my daughter's teeth need four thousand dollars' worth of work, I've got a husband who hasn't talked to me since the day Kennedy got shot, and I didn't exactly have my heart set on this job, either, so enough about my terrific life, okay?"

	"I just don't know what to do."

	Florence said slowly, "Well, what do you want to do?"

	Confused, more irritated, Alice answered, "There's Tommy. . . there's David. . ."

	Mel knocked at the door. "Flo? Alice? What's going on in there?"

	"Beat it, Mel," said Florence, "we'll be back."

	Mel started to open the door. "Vera's going crazy out there."

	"Give us a minute." Then, as Mel started to open the door, Florence roared, "Mel, you open that door and there's going to be a three-legged race to the doctor." The door hesitated, then opened just a bit more. Florence's voice went soft. "You wanna get through the day with just Vera?"

	Mel went away cursing, but he went away quickly.

	Florence turned back to Alice. "You know what I think the worst thing in the world is? Not doing something you really wanna do. I never had that---never had one special thing I wanted to do. Unless you wanna count dancing, and my legs were too short for that. But if you've got it, oh, honey, jump in with both feet and do it."

	Alice grimaced, her eyes reddening again. "Well, you're a lot of help," she said dryly. "Everybody knows that." She paused, waving her hands vaguely in the air. "It's just that I've got all these. . . options, and I don't know which ones to grab for."

	"Then you're luckier than most," Florence replied brusquely. Then, sticking with her question, she asked again, "What do you want to do?"

	"I want it all. I want to sing, I want David, I want Tommy happy." She shook her head. "That sounds awful, but I don't give a damn---Id like to just run down the street screaming, 'Screw you all, it's my turn now!'"

	"So what do you want to do most?" asked Florence, trying to nail Alice down.

	 "If I knew that, I wouldn't be back here bawling in the toilet, now, would I?" Alice stopped, dropping the sarcastic tone. "But there are other people involved."

	"That's true."

	"I can't do what I want."      

	"Yeah. . ."

	"But I've got to do something. I suppose I should just shut my eyes and jump."

	"Uh-huh. . ."

	"God knows nobody's going to do it for me."

	"God knows. . ."

	Realizing that Florence was letting her ramble on, hoping she'd come to some sort of conclusion on her own, Alice spoke over her shoulder. "Let the dummy talk and she'll make up her own mind."

	Florence nodded. "Uh-huh. . ."

	Alice grinned. "Well. I close my eyes and pick a life, I guess."

	"That's right; now the whole thing's settled---let's go back to work."

	The women left the bathroom with smiles on their faces; Florence went first, and as Alice followed, shutting the door behind her, she said a soft "Shit" to the air.

	 

	For the next week Alice was mindless, or so it seemed to her. At one moment, seeing Tommy, she felt her entire duty was to him; at another she wanted only to get to Monterey and sing; at still other times she missed David horribly.

	On the eighth day David came into the café and seated himself at Alice's station. Seeing him, Alice whispered to Florence, "Take my place."

	Florence shook her head calmly.

	"Please!"

	Florence shook her head again. Alice hesitated, then walked toward him. Reaching his booth, she was not angry, not even cold, really, but simply in complete control of herself.

	Her pad ready, she said in a pleasant voice, "What would you like?"

	"I'd like to see you again. I'd like you and Tommy to come out to the place." He paused, as if catching himself in a mistake. "Or we could do whatever you want to do."

	When Alice didn't answer, he went on. "I don't know what to say---except that I think it can be different."

	Alice looked at the counter, not answering. David, his face pinched with intensity, said something hard for him. "Please."

	Mel called an order for Alice; she looked at David and walked away. David, insulted, rose and turned to leave; reaching the door of the café, he turned, angry, and looked at Alice, who was standing at the other side of the café, her back turned. "Damn it, I said please!" he said loudly.

	Several heads swiveled as people sensed a scene. Alice turned, a plate of food in one hand, a coffee pot in the other. She was shocked, but David's comment made her angry. Also loud, she replied, "Please what? Please be your own private dishwasher? Your cook? Your housekeeper? Please do exactly what you say when I'm in your house? Just because you say please, I'm supposed to turn into Dale Evans?"

	David began to lose control. Heedless of the stares, he yelled, "I never said that!"

	"You didn't have to!"

	He moved a step toward her. "What in the name of Christ do you want?"

	Alice turned to face him directly, the coffee pot in one hand, the food in the other. She screamed. "I AM A SINGER! Whatever else I do, that's got to be a part of it!"

	He took another step toward her. "So sing, for God's sake. Sing! Are you any good?"

	"Who the hell knows anymore?"

	Every eye in the place was riveted on them as they argued and moved slowly toward the center of the café. Suddenly Vera came out of the back room, absolutely unaware of what was going on. Holding a tray of dishes, she walked rapidly through the silent café, not noticing the total silence. To Mel, she said a mild "Felt like fall was comin' this morning, didn't it?" and disappeared into the kitchen.

	As soon as she was through the door, as if this were some sort of signal, Alice and David started again. By this time, Alice had moved several feet, too, and they were edging toward the middle of the room. David went on. "Well, if you don't know whether you're good or not, is it worth all this hassle?"

	Alice took a step with each word she spoke. "Yes." Then louder each time. "Yes. Yes! Yes!"

	"Then sing and give me what's left over. Give me the other part."

	"And what about Tommy?"

	"He comes with the deal," David answered definitely.

	"That's not enough!"

	"I like the kid. We can figure something out---he'll work on his mouth, and I'll work on mine. That's fair, isn't it?"

	Alice glanced around, aware of the curious faces. She smiled an equivocal smile. "Who the hell knows, anyway?"

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	That night, after the scene with David in the café, Alice stayed awake long after Tom had gone to bed, trying to decide what to give up, what to take. Finally, at three o'clock she went to bed, thinking, "Oh, well, I don't care. I just can't help it. . . it's a place, anyway. It's a place."

	The next morning she asked for the day off, got it, and took Tommy for a walk through the streets of Phoenix. It was still hot, but not in the oppressive way of the earlier weeks they'd spent there. They talked generally for a while, though Tommy realized that Alice was merely tap-dancing, skirting something she really wanted to say.

	They bought ice-cream cones and sat on a weathered bench in an almost park, and Alice began, telling him what possibilities there were, and what seemed most reasonable. Then she spoke of their relationship, of how give and take was good, but that she had to be the one in charge. She repeated a question he hadn't responded to: "You know that, don't you?"

	"Yeah," Tommy answered quietly.

	"Let me hear you say it," Alice prompted, her voice coaxing.

	"My-mother's-twenty-three-years-older-than-I-am-and-she-has-to-be-the-one-who-makes-the-decisions," parroted the boy, but pleasantly enough.

	Happy, Alice grinned at him. "Dumpling." She held out her hand, standing up. "Come on---give me your hand."

	Tom looked around, embarrassed. "Mom!" he said, standing up, but putting his hands behind him.

	Alice wiggled her fingers. "Come on."

	He looked around again, then sighed and held hands with her as they walked. Though uncomfortable, he enjoyed it. After they had walked a while, Tom asked, not smartass, "What are we going to do,' then?"

	"I don't know yet," Alice answered, unruffled.

	"You going to marry David?"

	"Maybe," Alice answered slowly. "I suppose I could get a job singing on weekends, maybe." She looked at Tom. "But I'm not going to stand around and watch you two fistfight for the next ten years."

	Tom shrugged. "Oh, he's okay, I guess."

	Suddenly there was a terrible screeching of brakes. Alice and Tom looked up and saw a car, which had been driving at least forty-five miles an hour, fishtail into another stopped for a red light. There was a loud crash, and the drivers leaped out, beginning to argue. Alice looked at the scene with a grimace, then turned to Tom, only half kidding. "It's an omen, I know it. God's telling me not to stay in Phoenix."

	"Pretend you don't hear Him."

	They walked on; Alice's voice reflected the doubt she felt: "Who wants to live in the middle of a bitching desert, anyway?"

	Switching positions with her, trying to be supportive, Tom said, "Get a suntan, what can I tell you?"

	"Oh, me. Oh, me," sighed Alice.

	"Me, too. Me, too," said Tom, imitating her tone.

	After a few moments Tom spoke, his voice sounding particularly vulnerable, child-like. "I am going to start school someplace, though, aren't I?"

	Alice's eyes stung immediately. "Sure you are, honey. Of course you are. Don't worry about stuff like that---I'll take care of it." Her voice went wry. "Though I haven't done such a wonderful job so far, have I?"

	"You do all right," replied Tom in an effort at a compliment.

	"You think so?" said Alice, pleased.

	"Yeah."

	She pulled him toward her: taking the hand she was holding, she put it around her waist. With her other hand she pressed his head against her side, adjusting her walk to his. "Come here, you," she said.

	Tom hugged her and they took three or four rather awkward steps in this fashion. Then Tom, half-muffled, said, "I can't breathe." Alice grinned and pushed him away.

	After a while, Alice asked, dead serious, "What do you think---we doing the right thing to stay here in Phoenix?"

	Tom' considered, then said, "Probably."

	"You really think so?"

	Tom thought again, then answered without a trace of irony in his voice. "Yes."

	Alice nodded her head. "Okay."

	Tom gave her a look out of the corner of his eyes. "But what're you listening to me for? Like you say---I'm only twelve, what do I know?"

	Alice laughed, and Tom joined her. They walked on looking around with new eyes. Phoenix seemed cooler and it was a place, they supposed. It was a place.

	 

	THE END
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