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		1

		In the spring of 1931, on a lawn in Glendale, California, a man was bracing trees. It was a tedious job, for he had first to prune dead twigs, then wrap canvas buffers around weak branches, then wind rope slings over the buffers and tie them to the trunks, to hold the weight of the avocados that would ripen in the fall. Yet, although it was a hot afternoon, he took his time about it, and was conscientiously thorough, and whistled. He was a smallish man, in his middle thirties, but in spite of the stains on his trousers, he wore them with an air. His name was Herbert Pierce. When he had finished with the trees, he raked the twigs and dead branches into a pile, carried them back to the garage, and dropped them in a kindling box. Then he got out a mower and mowed the lawn. It was a lawn like thousands of others in southern California: a patch of grass in which grew avocado, lemon, and mimosa trees, with circles of spaded earth around them. The house, too, was like others of its kind: a Spanish bungalow, with white walls and red-tile roof. Now, Spanish houses are a little outmoded, but at the time they were considered high-toned, and this one was as good as the next, and perhaps a little bit better.

		The mowing over, he got out a coil of hose, screwed it to a spigot, and proceeded to water. He was painstaking about this too, shooting the water all over the trees, down on the spaded circles of earth, over the tiled walk, and finally on the grass. When the whole place was damp and smelled like rain, he turned off the water, pulled the hose through his hand to drain it, coiled it, and put it in the garage. Then he went around front and examined his trees, to make sure the water hadn’t drawn the slings too tight. Then he went into the house.

		The living room he stepped into corresponded to the lawn he left. It was indeed the standard living room sent out by department stores as suitable for a Spanish bungalow, and consisted of a crimson velvet coat of arms, displayed against the wall; crimson velvet drapes, hung on iron spears; a crimson rug, with figured border; a settee in front of the fireplace, flanked by two chairs, all of these having straight backs and beaded seats; a long oak table holding a lamp with stained-glass shade; two floor lamps of iron, to match the overhead spears, and having crimson silk shades; one table, in a corner, in the Grand Rapids style, and one radio, on this table, in the Bakelite style. On the tinted walls, in addition to the coat of arms, were three paintings: one of a butte at sunset, with cow skeletons in the foreground; one of a cowboy, herding cattle through snow, and one of a covered-wagon train, plodding through an alkali flat. On the long table was one book, called Cyclopedia of Useful Knowledge, stamped in gilt and placed on an interesting diagonal. One might object that this living room achieved the remarkable feat of being cold and at the same time stuffy, and that it would be quite oppressive to live in. But the man was vaguely proud of it, especially the pictures, which he had convinced himself were “pretty good.” As for living in it, it had never once occurred to him.

		Today, he gave it neither a glance nor a thought. He hurried through, whistling, and went back to a bedroom, which was filled with a seven-piece suite in bright green, and showed feminine touches. He dropped off his work clothes, hung them in a closet, and stepped naked into the bathroom, where he turned on water for a bath. Here again was reflected the civilization in which he lived, but with a sharp difference. For whereas it was, and still is, a civilization somewhat naïve as to lawns, living rooms, pictures, and other things of an aesthetic nature, it is genius itself, and has forgotten more than all other civilizations ever knew, in the realm of practicality. The bathroom that he now whistled in was a utile jewel: it was in green tile and white tile; it was as clean as an operating room; everything was in its proper place and everything worked. Twenty seconds after the man tweaked the spigots, he stepped into a bath of exactly the temperature he wanted, washed himself clean, tweaked the drain, stepped out, dried himself on a clean towel, and stepped into the bedroom again, without once missing a bar of the tune he was whistling, or thinking there was anything remarkable about it.

		After combing his hair, he dressed. Slacks hadn’t made their appearance then, but gray flannels had: he put on a fresh pair, with polo shirt and blue lounge coat. Then he strolled back to the kitchen, a counterpart of the bathroom, where his wife was icing a cake. She was a small woman, considerably younger than himself; but as there was a smear of chocolate on her face, and she wore a loose green smock, it was hard to tell what she looked like, except for a pair of rather voluptuous legs that showed between smock and shoes. She was studying a design, in a book of such designs, that showed a bird holding a scroll in its beak, and now attempted a reproduction of it, with a pencil, on a piece of tablet paper. He watched for a few moments, glanced at the cake, said it looked swell. This was perhaps an understatement, for it was a gigantic affair, eighteen inches across the middle and four layers high, covered with a sheen like satin. But after his comment he yawned, said: “Well—don’t see there’s much else I can do around here. Guess I’ll take a walk down the street.”

		“You going to be home for supper?”

		“I’ll try to make it, but if I’m not home by six don’t wait for me. I may be tied up.”

		“I want to know.”

		“I told you, if I’m not home by six—”

		“That doesn’t do me any good at all. I’m making this cake for Mrs. Whitley, and she’s going to pay me three dollars for it. Now if you’re going to be home I’ll spend part of that money on lamb chops for your supper. If you’re not, I’ll buy something the children will like better.”

		“Then count me out.”

		“That’s all I want to know.”

		There was a grim note in the scene that was obviously out of key with his humor. He stood around uncertainly, then made a bid for appreciation. “I fixed up those trees. Tied them up good, so the limbs won’t bend down when the avocados get big, the way they did last year. Cut the grass. Looks pretty nice out there.”

		“You going to water the grass?”

		“I did water it.”

		He said this with quiet complacency, for he had set a little trap for her, and she had fallen into it. But the silence that followed had a slightly ominous feel to it, as though he himself might have fallen into a trap that he wasn’t aware of. Uneasily he added: “Gave it a good wetting down.”

		“Pretty early for watering the grass, isn’t it?”

		“Oh, one time’s as good as another.”

		“Most people, when they water the grass, wait till later in the day, when the sun’s not so hot, and it’ll do some good, and not be a waste of good water that somebody else has to pay for.”

		“Who for instance?”

		“I don’t see anybody working around here but me.”

		“You see any work I can do that I don’t do?”

		“So you get done early.”

		“Come on, Mildred, what are you getting at?”

		“She’s waiting for you, so go on.”

		“Who’s waiting for me?”

		“I think you know.”

		“If you’re talking about Maggie Biederhof, I haven’t seen her for a week, and she never did mean a thing to me except somebody to play rummy with when I had nothing else to do.”

		“That’s practically all the time, if you ask me.”

		“I wasn’t asking you.”

		“What do you do with her? Play rummy with her a while, and then unbutton that red dress she’s always wearing without any brassieres under it, and flop her on the bed? And then have yourself a nice sleep, and then get up and see if there’s some cold chicken in her icebox, and then play rummy some more, and then flop her on the bed again? Gee, that must be swell. I can’t imagine anything nicer than that.”

		His tightening face muscles showed his temper was rising, and he opened his mouth to say something. Then he thought better of it. Then presently he said: “Oh, all right,” in what was intended to be a lofty, resigned way, and started out of the kitchen.

		“Wouldn’t you like to bring her something?”

		“Bring her—? What do you mean?”

		“Well, there was some batter left over, and I made up some little cakes I was saving for the children. But fat as she is, she must like sweets, and—here, I’ll wrap them up for her.”

		“How’d you like to go to hell?”

		She laid aside the bird sketch and faced him. She started to talk. She had little to say about love, fidelity, or morals. She talked about money, and his failure to find work; and when she mentioned the lady of his choice, it was not as a siren who had stolen his love, but as the cause of the shiftlessness that had lately come over him. He broke in frequently, making excuses for himself, and repeating that there was no work, and insisting bitterly that if Mrs. Beiderhof had come into his life, a guy was entitled to some peace, instead of a constant nagging over things that lay beyond his control. They spoke quickly, as though they were saying things that scalded their mouths, and had to be cooled with spit. Indeed, the whole scene had an ancient, almost classical ugliness to it, for they uttered the same recriminations that have been uttered since the beginning of marriage, and added little of originality to them, and nothing of beauty. Presently they stopped, and he started out of the kitchen again, but she stopped him. “Where are you going?”

		“Would I be telling you?”

		“Are you going to Maggie Biederhof’s?”

		“Suppose I am?”

		“Then you might as well pack right now, and leave for good, because if you go out of that door I’m not going to let you come back. If I have to take this cleaver to you, you’re not coming back in this house.”

		She lifted the cleaver out of a drawer, held it up, put it back, while he watched contemptuously. “Keep on, Mildred, keep right on. If you don’t watch out, I may call you one of these days. I wouldn’t ask much to take a powder on you, right now.”

		“You’re not calling me. I’m calling you. You go to her this afternoon, and that’s the last you’ve seen of this house.”

		“I go where I goddam please to go.”

		“Then pack up, Bert.”

		His face went white, and their eyes met for a long stare. “O.K., then. I will.”

		“You better do it now. The sooner the better.”

		“O.K.… O.K.”

		He stalked out of the kitchen. She filled a paper cornucopia with icing, snipped the end off with a pair of scissors, and started to ice the bird on the cake.

		By then he was in the bedroom, pitching traveling bags from the closet to the middle of the floor. He was pretty noisy about it, perhaps hoping she would hear him and come in there, begging him to change his mind. If so, he was disappointed, and there was nothing for him to do but pack. His first care was for an outfit of evening regalia, consisting of shirts, collars, studs, ties, and shoes, as well as the black suit he called his “tuxedo.” All these he wrapped tenderly in tissue paper, and placed in the bottom of the biggest bag. He had, in truth, seen better days. In his teens he had been a stunt rider for the movies, and was still vain of his horsemanship. Then an uncle had died and left him a ranch on the outskirts of Glendale. Glendale is now an endless suburb, bearing the same relation to Los Angeles as Queens bears to New York. But at that time it was a village, and a pretty scrubby village at that, with a freight yards at one end, open country at the other, and a car track down the middle.

		So he bought a ten-gallon hat, took possession of the ranch, and tried to operate it, but without much success. His oranges didn’t grade, and when he tried grapes, the vines had just started when Prohibition came along and he dug them out, in favor of walnuts. But he had just selected his trees when the grape market zoomed on the bootleg demand, and this depressed him so much that for a time his land lay idle, while he tried to get his bearings in a dizzily-spinning world. But one day he was visited by three men who made him a proposition. He didn’t know it, but southern California, and particularly Glendale, was on the verge of the real-estate boom of the 1920’s, such a boom as has rarely been seen on this earth.

		So, almost overnight, with his three hundred acres that were located in the exact spot where people wanted to build, he became a subdivider, a community builder, a man of vision, a big shot. He and the three gentlemen formed a company, called Pierce Homes, Inc., with himself as president. He named a street after himself, and on Pierce Drive, after he married Mildred, built this very home that he now occupied, or would occupy for the next twenty minutes. Although at that time he was making a great deal of money, he declined to build a pretentious place. He told the architect: “Pierce Homes are for folks, and what’s good enough for folks is good enough for me.” Yet it was a little better, in some ways, than what is usually good enough for folks. It had three bathrooms, one for each bedroom, and certain features of the construction were almost luxurious. It was a mockery now, and the place had been mortgaged and remortgaged, and the money from the mortgages long since spent. But once it had been something, and he liked to thump the walls, and comment on how solidly they were built.

		Instead of putting his money in a bank, he had invested it in A. T. & T., and for some years had enjoyed daily vindication of his judgment, for the stock soared majestically, until he had a $350,000 “equity” in it, meaning there was that much difference between the price of the stock and the margin on which he carried it. But then came Black Thursday of 1929, and his plunge to ruin was so rapid he could hardly see Pierce Homes disappear on his way down. In September he had been rich, and Mildred picked out the mink coat she would buy when the weather grew cooler. In November, with the weather not a bit cooler, he had had to sell the spare car to pay current bills. All this he took cheerfully, for many of his friends were in the same plight, and he could joke about it, and even boast about it. What he couldn’t face was the stultification of his sagacity. He had become so used to crediting himself with vast acumen that he could not bring himself to admit that his success was all luck, due to the location of his land rather than to his own personal qualities. So he still thought in terms of the vast deeds he would do when things got a little better. As for seeking a job, he couldn’t bring himself to do it, and in spite of all he told Mildred, he hadn’t made the slightest effort in this direction. So, by steady deterioration, he had reached his present status with Mrs. Biederhof. She was a lady of uncertain years, with a small income from hovels she rented to Mexicans. Thus she was in relative affluence when others were in want, and had time on her hands. She listened to the tales of his grandeur, past and future, fed him, played cards with him, and smiled coyly when he unbuttoned her dress. He lived in a world of dreams, lolling by the river, watching the clouds go by.

		He kept looking at the door, as though he expected Mildred to appear, but it remained closed. When little Ray came home from school, and scampered back for her cake, he stepped over and locked it. In a moment she was out there, rattling the knob, but he kept still. He heard Mildred call something to her, and she went out front, where other children were waiting for her. The child’s name was really Moire, and she had been named by the principles of astrology, supplemented by numerology, as had the other child, Veda. But the practitioner had neglected to include pronunciation on her neatly typewritten slip, and Bert and Mildred didn’t know that it was one of the Gaelic variants of Mary, and pronounced Moyra. They took it for a French name of the more exclusive kind, and pronounced it Mwaray, and quickly shortened it to Ray.

		His last bag strapped up, he unlocked the door and walked dramatically to the kitchen. Mildred was still at work on the cake, which by now was a thing of overwhelming beauty, with the bird sitting on a leafy green twig, holding the scroll, “Happy Birthday to Bob,” perkily in its beak, while a circle of rosebuds, spaced neatly around the rim, set up a sort of silent twittering. She didn’t look up. He moistened his lips, asked: “Is Veda home?”

		“Not yet she isn’t.”

		“I laid low when Ray came to the door just now. I didn’t see any reason for her to know about it. I don’t see any reason for either of them to know about it. I don’t want you to tell them I said good-bye or anything. You can just say—”

		“I’ll take care of it.”

		“O.K., then. I’ll leave it to you.”

		He hesitated. Then: “Well, good-bye, Mildred.”

		With jerky steps, she walked over to the wall, stood leaning on it, her face hidden, then beat on it once or twice, helplessly, with her fists. “Go on, Bert. There’s nothing to say. Just—go on.”

		When she turned around he was gone, and then the tears came, and she stood away from the cake, to keep them from falling on it. But when she heard the car back out of the garage, she gave a low, frightened exclamation, and ran to the window. They used it so seldom now, except on Sundays if they had a little money to buy gas, that she had completely forgotten about it. And so, as she saw this man slip out of her life, the only clear thought in her head was that now she had no way to deliver the cake.

		She had got the last rosebud in place, and was removing stray flecks of icing with a cotton swab wound on a toothpick, when there was a rap on the screen door, and Mrs. Gessler, who lived next door, came in. She was a thin, dark woman of forty or so, with lines on her face that might have come from care, and might have come from liquor. Her husband was in the trucking business, but they were more prosperous than most truckers were at that time. There was a general impression that Gessler trucks often dropped down to Point Loma, where certain low, fast boats put into the cove.

		Seeing the cake, Mrs. Gessler gave an exclamation, and came over to look. It was indeed worth the stare which her beady eyes gave it. All its decorations were now in place, but in spite of their somewhat conventional design, it had an aroma, a texture, a totality that proclaimed high distinction. It carried on its face the guarantee that every crumb would meet the inexorable confectioners’ test: It must melt on the tongue.

		In an awed way, Mrs. Gessler murmured: “I don’t see how you do it, Mildred. It’s beautiful, just beautiful.”

		“If you have to do it, you can do it.”

		“But it’s beautiful!”

		Only after a long final look did Mrs. Gessler get to what she came for. She had a small plate in her hand, with another plate clamped over it, and now lifted the top one. “I thought maybe you could use it, I fricasseed it for supper, but Ike’s had a call to Long Beach, and I’m going with him, and I was afraid it might spoil.”

		Mildred got a plate, slid the chicken on it, and put it in the icebox. Then she washed Mrs. Gessler’s plates, dried them and handed them back. “I can use practically anything, Lucy. Thanks.”

		“Well, I’ve got to run along.”

		“Have a nice time.”

		“Tell Bert I said hello.”

		“…  I will.”

		Mrs. Gessler stopped. “What’s the matter?”

		“Nothing.”

		“Come on, baby. Something’s wrong. What is it?”

		“Bert’s gone.”

		“You mean—for good?”

		“Just now. He left.”

		“Walked out on you, just like that?”

		“He got a little help, maybe. It had to come.”

		“Well what do you know about that? And that floppy-looking frump he left you for. How can he even look at her?”

		“She’s what he wants.”

		“But she doesn’t even wash!”

		“Oh, what’s the use of talking? If she likes him, all right then, she’s got him. Bert’s all right. And it wasn’t his fault. It was just—everything. And I did pester him. I nagged him, he said, and he ought to know. But I can’t take things lying down, I don’t care if we’ve got a Depression or not. If she can, then they ought to get along fine, because that’s exactly the way he’s built. But I’ve got my own ideas, and I can’t change them even for him.”

		“What are you going to do?”

		“What am I doing now?”

		A grim silence fell on both women. Then Mrs. Gessler shook her head. “Well, you’ve joined the biggest army on earth. You’re the great American institution that never gets mentioned on Fourth of July—a grass widow with two small children to support. The dirty bastards.”

		“Oh Bert’s all right.”

		“He’s all right, but he’s a dirty bastard and they’re all dirty bastards.”

		“We’re not so perfect.”

		“We wouldn’t pull what they pull.”

		The front door slammed and Mildred held up a warning finger. Mrs. Gessler nodded and asked if there was anything she could do, today. Mildred wanted desperately to say she could give her a lift with the cake, but there had been one or two impatient taps on an automobile horn from across the yard, and she didn’t have the nerve. “Not right now.”

		“I’ll be seeing you.”

		“Thanks again for the chicken.”

		The child who now entered the kitchen didn’t scamper in, as little Ray had a short time before. She stepped in primly, sniffed contemptuously at the scent left by Mrs. Gessler, and put her schoolbooks on the table before she kissed her mother. Though she was only eleven she was something to look at twice. In the jaunty way she wore her clothes, as well as the handsome look around the upper part of her face, she resembled her father more than her mother: it was commonly said that “Veda’s a Pierce.” But around her mouth the resemblance vanished, for Bert’s mouth had a slanting weakness that hers didn’t have. Her hair, which was a coppery red, and her eyes, which were light blue like her mother’s, were all the more vivid by contrast with the scramble of freckles and sunburn which formed her complexion. But the most arresting thing about her was her walk. Possibly because of her high, arching chest, possibly because of the slim hips and legs below it, she moved with an erect, arrogant haughtiness that seemed comic in one so young.

		She took the cake her mother gave her, a chocolate muffin with a white V iced upon it, counted the remaining ones, and calmly gave an account of her piano practice. Through all the horrors of the last year and a half, Mildred had managed fifty cents a week for the lessons, since she had a deep, almost religious conviction that Veda was “talented,” and although she didn’t exactly know at what, piano seemed indicated, as a sound, useful preliminary to almost anything. Veda was a satisfactory pupil, for she practiced faithfully and showed lively interest. Her piano, picked out when Mildred picked out her coat, never actually arrived, so she practiced at her Grandfather Pierce’s, where there was an ancient upright, and on this account always arrived home from school somewhat later than Ray.

		She told of her progress with the Chopin Grand Valse Brillante, repeating the title of the piece a number of times, somewhat to Mildred’s amusement, for she employed the full French pronunciation, and obviously enjoyed the elegant effect. She spoke in the clear, affected voice that one associates with stage children, and indeed everything she said had the effect of having been learned by heart, and recited in the manner prescribed by some stiff book of etiquette. The waltz disposed of, she walked over to have a look at the cake. “Who’s it for, Mother?”

		“Bob Whitley.”

		“Oh, the paper boy.”

		Young Whitley’s sideline, which was soliciting subscriptions after school hours, Veda regarded as a gross social error, and Mildred smiled. “He’ll be a paper boy without a birthday cake if I don’t find some way to get it over there. Eat your cake now, and then run over to Grandfather’s and see if he minds taking me up to Mrs. Whitley’s in his car.”

		“Can’t we use our car?”

		“Your father’s out with it, and—he may be late. Run along now. Take Ray with you, and Grandfather’ll ride you both back.”

		Veda stalked unhurriedly out, and Mildred heard her call Ray in from the street. But in a minute or two she was back. She closed the door carefully and spoke with even more than her usual precision. “Mother, where’s Father?”

		“He—had to go somewhere.”

		“Why did he take his clothes?”

		When Mildred promised Bert to “take care of it,” she had pictured a vague scene, which would end up with “Mother’ll tell you more about it some day.” But she had forgotten Veda’s passion for her father’s clothes, the proud inspection of his tuxedo, his riding breeches, his shiny boots and shoes, which was a daily ritual that not even a trip to her grandfather’s was going to interfere with. And she had also forgotten that it was impossible to fool Veda. She began examining some imaginary imperfection on the cake. “He’s gone away.”

		“Where?”

		“I don’t know.”

		“Is he coming back—”

		“No.”

		She felt wretched, wished Veda would come over to her, so she could take her in her arms and tell her about it in some way that didn’t seem so shame-faced. But Veda’s eyes were cold, and she didn’t move. Mildred doted on her, for her looks, her promise of talent, and her snobbery, which hinted at things superior to her own commonplace nature. But Veda doted on her father, for his grand manner and fine ways, and if he disdained gainful work, she was proud of him for it. In the endless bickerings that had marked the last few months, she had invariably been on his side, and often withered her mother with lofty remarks. Now she said: “I see, Mother. I just wanted to know.”

		Presently Ray came in, a chubby, tow-haired little thing, four years younger than Veda, and the picture of Mildred. She began dancing around, pretending she was going to poke her finger into the cake, but Mildred stopped her, and told her what she had just told Veda. She began to cry, and Mildred gathered her into her arms, and talked to her as she had wanted to talk in the first place. She said Father thought the world of them both, that he hadn’t said good-bye because he didn’t want to make them feel badly, that it wasn’t his fault, but the fault of a lot of things she couldn’t tell about now, but would explain later on some time. All this she said to Ray, but she was really talking to Veda, who was still standing there, gravely listening. After a few minutes Veda evidently felt some obligation to be friendly, for she interrupted to say: “If you mean Mrs. Biederhof, Mother, I quite agree. I think she’s distinctly middle-class.”

		Mildred was able to laugh at this, and she seized the chance to gather Veda to her, and kiss her. Then she sent both children off to their grandfather’s. She was glad that she herself hadn’t said a word about Mrs. Biederhof, and resolved that the name should never pass her lips in their presence.

		Mr. Pierce arrived with the car and an invitation to supper, and after a moment’s reflection, Mildred accepted. The Pierces had to be told, and if she told them now, after having supper with them, it would show there were no hard feelings, and that she wanted to continue relations as before. But after the cake had been delivered, and she had sat around with them a few minutes, she detected something in the air. Whether Bert had already stopped by, or the children had made some slip, she didn’t know, but things weren’t as usual. Accordingly, as soon as supper was over and the children had gone out to play, she got grimly at it. Mr. Pierce and Mom, both originally from Connecticut, lived in a smaller, though just as folksy Pierce Home, on a pension he received as a former railroad man. But they were comfortable enough, and usually took their twilight ease in a small patio back of the house. It was here that Mildred broke the news.

		A silence fell on them, a glum silence that lasted a long time. Mom was in the swing. She began touching the ground with her foot and it began rocking, and as it rocked it squeaked. Then she began to talk, in a bitter, jerky way, looking neither at Mildred nor at Mr. Pierce. “It’s that Biederhof woman. It’s her fault, from beginning to end. It’s been her fault, ever since Bert started going with her. That woman’s a huzzy. I’ve known it ever since I first laid eyes on her. The idea, carrying on like that with a married man. And her own husband not dead a year yet. And the filthy way she keeps house. And going around like she does with her breasts wobbling every which way, so any man’s got to look at her, whether he wants to or not. What did she have to pick on my boy for? Wasn’t there enough men, without she had to …”

		Mildred closed her eyes and listened, and Mr. Pierce sucked his pipe, and put in melancholy remarks of his own. It was all about Mrs. Biederhof, and in a way this was a relief. But then a sense of vague apprehension stirred within her. This evening, she knew, was important, for what was said now would be written indelibly on the record. For the children’s sake, if no other, it was vital that she give no word of false testimony, or omit words essential to a fair report, or in any way leave a suspicion of untruthfulness. Also, she felt a growing annoyance at the facile way in which everything was being blamed on a woman who really had very little to do with it. She let Mom run down, and after a long silence, said: “It’s not Mrs. Biederhof.”

		“Who is it, then?”

		“It’s a whole lot of things, and if they hadn’t happened, Bert wouldn’t any more have looked at her than he would have looked at an Eskimo woman. It’s—what happened to Bert’s business. And the awful time we had getting along. And the way Bert got fed up. And—”

		“You mean to tell me this is Bert’s fault?”

		Mildred waited a minute, for fear the rasp in Mom’s voice would find an answering rasp in her own. Then she said: “I don’t say it was anybody’s fault, unless it was the Depression’s fault, and certainly Bert couldn’t help that.” She stopped, then doggedly plowed on with what she dreaded, and yet felt had to be said: “But I might as well tell you, Bert wasn’t the only one that got fed up. I got fed up too. He didn’t start this thing today. I did.”

		“You mean—you put Bert out?”

		The rasp in Mom’s voice was so pronounced now, her refusal to admit basic realities so infuriating, that Mildred didn’t trust herself to speak at all. It was only after Mr. Pierce had interposed, and a cooling five minutes had passed, that she said: “It had to come.”

		“It certainly did have to come if you went and put that poor boy out. I never heard of such a thing in my life. Where’s he at now?”

		“I don’t know.”

		“And it’s not even your house.”

		“It’ll be the bank’s house pretty soon if I don’t find a way to raise the interest money.”

		When Mom replied to that, Mr. Pierce quickly shushed her down, and Mildred smiled sourly to herself that the barest mention of interest money meant a rapid change of subject. Mr. Pierce returned to Mrs. Biederhof, and Mildred thought it diplomatic to chime in: “I’m not defending her for a minute. And I’m not blaming Bert. All I’m trying to say is that what had to come had to come, and if it came today, and I was the one that brought it on, it was better than having it come later, when there would have been still more hard feelings about it.”

		Mom said nothing, but the swing continued to squeak. Mr. Pierce said the Depression had certainly hit a lot of people hard. Mildred waited a minute or two, so her departure wouldn’t seem quite so pointed, then said she had to be getting the children home. Mr. Pierce saw her to the door, but didn’t offer a ride. Falteringly, he said: “You need anything right now, Mildred?”

		“Not yet a while, thanks.”

		“I sure am sorry.”

		“What had to come had to come.”

		“Good night, Mildred.”

		Shooing the children along, Mildred felt a hot resentment against the pair she had just left, not only for their complete failure to get the point, but also for their stingy ignoring of the plight she was in, and the possibility that their grandchildren, for all they knew, might not have anything to eat. As she turned into Pierce Drive the night chill settled down, and she felt cold, and swallowed quickly to get rid of a forlorn feeling in her throat.

		After putting the children to bed she went to the living room, pulled a chair to the window, and sat there in the dark looking out at the familiar scene, trying to shake off the melancholy that was creeping over her. Then she went to the bedroom and turned on the light. It was the first time she had slept here since Bert started his attentions to Mrs. Biederhof; for several months, now, she had been sleeping in the children’s room, where she had moved one of the twin beds. She tiptoed in there, got her pajamas, came back, took off her dress. Then she sat down in front of the dressing table and started combing her hair. Then she stopped and began looking at herself, grimly, reflectively.

		She was a shade under medium height, and her small size, mousy-blond hair, and watery blue eyes made her look considerably younger than she actually was, which was twenty-eight. About her face there was no distinction whatever. She was what is described as “nice-looking,” rather than pretty; her own appraisal she sometimes gave in the phrase, “pass in a crowd.” But this didn’t quite do her justice. Into her eyes, if she were provoked, or made fun of, or puzzled, there came a squint that was anything but alluring, that betrayed a rather appalling literal-mindedness, or matter-of-factness, or whatever it might be called, but that hinted, nevertheless, at something more than complete vacuity inside. It was the squint, Bert confessed afterwards, that first caught his fancy, and convinced him there was “something to her.” They met just after her father died, when she was in her third year at high school. After the garage business had been sold and the insurance collected, her mother had toyed with the idea of buying a Pierce Home, using her small capital as a down payment, and taking in roomers to pay the rest. So Bert came around, and Mildred was excited by him, mainly on account of his dashing ways.

		But when the day of the grand tour of Pierce Homes arrived, Mrs. Ridgely was unable to go, and Bert took Mildred. They drove in his sports roadster, and the wind was in her hair, and she felt a-tingle and grown-up. As a grand climax they stopped at the Pierce Model Home, which was really the main office of Pierce Homes, Inc., but was built like a home, to stimulate the imaginations of customers. The secretaries had gone by then, but Mildred inspected everything from the great “living room” in front to the cozy “bedrooms” at the rear, lingering longer in these than was perhaps exactly advisable. Bert was very solemn on the way home, as befitted one who had just seduced a minor, but gallantly suggested a re-inspection next day. A month later they were married, she quitting school two days before the ceremony, and Veda arriving slightly sooner than the law allowed. Bert persuaded Mrs. Ridgely to give up the idea of a Pierce Home for boardinghouse purposes, possibly fearing deficits, and she went to live with Mildred’s sister, whose husband had a ship chandler’s business in San Diego. The small capital, at Bert’s suggestion, was invested in A. T. & T.

		And Mildred’s figure got her attention in any crowd and all crowds. She had a soft, childish neck that perked her head up at a pretty angle; her shoulders drooped, but gracefully; her brassiere ballooned a little, with an extremely seductive burden. Her hips were small, like Veda’s, and suggested a girl, rather than a woman who had borne two children. Her legs were really beautiful, and she was quite vain of them. Only one thing about them bothered her, but it bothered her constantly, and it had bothered her ever since she could remember. In the mirror they were flawlessly slim and straight, but as she looked down on them direct, something about their contours made them seem bowed. So she had taught herself to bend one knee when she stood, and to take short steps when she moved, bending the rear knee quickly, so that the deformity, if it actually existed couldn’t be noticed. This gave her a mincing, feminine walk, like the ponies in a Broadway chorus; she didn’t know it, but her bottom switched in a wholly provocative way.

		Or possibly she did know it.

		The hair finished, she got up, put her hands on her hips, and surveyed herself in the mirror. For a moment the squint appeared in her eyes, as though she knew this was no ordinary night in her life, and that she must take stock, see what she had to offer against what lay ahead. Leaning close, she bared her teeth, which were large and white, and looked for cavities. She found none. She stood back again, cocked her head to one side, struck an attitude. Almost at once she amended it by bending one knee. Then she sighed, took off the rest of her clothes, slipped into her pajamas. As she turned off the light, from force of long habit she looked over to the Gesslers’, to see if they were still up. Then she remembered they were away. Then she remembered what Mrs. Gessler had said: “…  the great American institution that never gets mentioned on Fourth of July, a grass widow with two small children to support”—and snickered sourly as she got into bed. Then she caught her breath as Bert’s smell enveloped her.

		In a moment the door opened, and little Ray trotted in, weeping. Mildred held up the covers, folded the little thing in, snuggled her against her stomach, whispered and crooned to her until the weeping stopped. Then, after staring at the ceiling for a time, she fell asleep.
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		For a day or two after Bert left, Mildred lived in a sort of fool’s paradise, meaning she got two orders for cakes and three orders for pies. They kept her bustlingly busy, and she kept thinking what she would say to Bert, when he dropped around to see the children: “Oh, we’re getting along all right—no need for you to worry. I’ve got all the work I can do, and more. Just goes to show that when a person’s willing to work there still seems to be work to be done.” Also, she conned over a slightly different version, for Mr. Pierce and Mom: “Me? I’m doing fine. I’ve got more orders now than I can fill—but thank you for your kind offers, just the same.” Mr. Pierce’s fainthearted inquiries still rankled with her, and it pleased her that she could give the pair of them a good waspish sting, and then sit back and watch their faces. She was a little given to rehearsing things in her mind, and having imaginary triumphs over people who had upset her in one way and another.

		But soon she began to get frightened. Several days went by, and there were no orders. Then there came a letter from her mother, mainly about the A. T. & T., which she had bought outright and still held, and which had fallen to some absurd figure. She was quite explicit about blaming this all on Bert, and seemed to feel there was something he could do about it, and should do. And such part of the letter as wasn’t about the A. T. & T. was about Mr. Engel’s ship-chandler-business. At the moment it seemed that the only cash customers were bootleggers, but they all used light boats, and Mr. Engel was stocked with heavy gear, for steamers. So Mildred was directed to drive down to Wilmington and see if any of the chandlers there would take this stuff off his hands, in exchange for the lighter articles used by speedboats. Mildred broke into a hysterical laugh as she read this, for the idea of going around, trying to get rid of a truckload of anchors, struck her as indescribably comic. And in the same mail was a brief communication from the gas company, headed “Third Notice,” and informing her that unless her bill was paid in five days service would be discontinued.

		Of the three dollars she got from Mrs. Whitley, and the nine she got from the other orders, she still had a few dollars left. So she walked down to the gas company office and paid the bill, carefully saving the receipt. Then she counted her money and stopped by a market, where she bought a chicken, a quarter pound of hot dogs, some vegetables, and a quart of milk. The chicken, first baked, then creamed, then made into three neat croquettes, would provision her over the weekend. The hot dogs were a luxury. She disapproved of them, on principle, but the children loved them, and she always tried to have some around, for bites between meals. The milk was a sacred duty. No matter how gritty things got, Mildred always managed to have money for Veda’s piano lessons, and for all the milk the children could drink.

		This was a Saturday morning, and when she got home she found Mr. Pierce there. He had come to invite the children over for the weekend—”no use coming back here with them. I’ll bring them direct to school Monday morning, and they can come home from there.” By this Mildred knew there was dirty work afoot, probably a trip to the beach, where the Pierces had friends, and where Bert would appear, quite by coincidence. She resented it, and resented still more that Mr. Pierce had delayed his coming until she had spent the money for the chicken. But the prospect of having the children fed free for two whole days was so tempting that she acted quite agreeably about it, said of course they could go, and packed a little bag for them. But unexpectedly, as she ran back in the house after waving them good-bye, she began to cry, and went in the living room to resume a vigil that was rapidly becoming a habit. Everybody in the block seemed to be going somewhere, spinning importantly down the street, with blankets, paddles, and even boats lashed to the tops of their cars, and leaving blank silence behind. After watching six or seven such departures Mildred went to the bedroom and lay down, clenching and unclenching her fists.

		Around five o’clock the bell rang. She had an uneasy feeling it might be Bert, with some message about the children. But when she went to the door it was Wally Burgan, one of the three gentlemen who had made the original proposition to Bert which led to Pierce Homes, Inc. He was a stocky, sandy-haired man of about forty, and now worked for the receivers that had been appointed for the corporation. This was another source of irritation between Mildred and Bert, for she thought he should have had the job, and that if he had bestirred himself a little, he could have had it. But Wally had got it, and he was out there now, without a hat, greeting her with a casual wave of the cigarette that seemed to accompany everything he did. “Hello, Mildred. Is Bert around?”

		“Not right now he isn’t.”

		“You don’t know where he went?”

		“No, I don’t.”

		Wally stood thinking a minute, then turned to go. “All right, I’ll see him Monday. Something came up, little trouble over a title, I thought maybe he could help us out. Ask him if he can drop over, will you?”

		Mildred let him get clear down the walk before she stopped him. She hated to wash the dirty linen in front of any more people than she could help, but if straightening out a title would mean a day’s work for Bert, or a few dollars in some legal capacity, she had to see that he got the chance. “Ah—come in, Wally.”

		Wally looked a little surprised, then came back and stepped into the living room. Mildred closed the door. “If it’s important, Wally, you’d better look Bert up yourself. He—he’s not living here anymore.”

		“What?”

		“He went away.”

		“Where?”

		“I don’t know exactly. He didn’t tell me. But I’m sure old Mr. Pierce would know, and if they’ve gone away, why—I think Maggie Biederhof might know, at least how to reach him.”

		Wally looked at Mildred for a time, then said: “Well—when did all this happen?”

		“Oh—a few days ago.”

		“You mean you’ve busted up?”

		“Something like that.”

		“For good?”

		“As far as I know.”

		“Well, if you don’t know I don’t know who does know.”

		“Yes, it’s for good.”

		“You living here all alone.”

		“No, I have the children. They’re away with their grandparents for the weekend, but they’re staying with me, not with Bert.”

		“Well say, this is a hell of a note.”

		Wally lit another cigarette and resumed looking at her. His eyes dropped to her legs. They were bare, as she was saving stockings, and she pulled her skirt over them self-consciously. He looked several other places, to make it appear that his glance had been accidental, then said: “Well, what do you do with yourself?”

		“Oh, I manage to keep busy.”

		“You don’t look busy.”

		“Saturday. Taking a day off.”

		“I wouldn’t ask much to take it off with you. Say, I never did mind being around you.”

		“You certainly kept it to yourself.”

		“Me, I’m conscientious.”

		They both laughed, and Mildred felt a little tingle, as well as some perplexity that this man, who had never taken the slightest interest in her before, should begin making advances the moment he found out she had no husband anymore. He talked along, his voice sounding a little unnatural, about the swell time they could have, she replying flirtatiously, aware that there was something shady about the whole thing, yet a bit giddy at her unaccustomed liberty. Presently he sighed, said he was tied up for tonight, “But look.”

		“Yes?”

		“What you doing tomorrow night?”

		“Why, nothing that I know of.”

		“Well then—?”

		She dropped her eyes, pleated her dress demurely over her knee, glanced at him. “I don’t know why not.”

		He got up and she got up. “Then it’s a date. That’s what we’ll do. We’ll step out.”

		“If I haven’t forgotten how.”

		“Oh, you’ll know how. When? Half past six, maybe?”

		“That suits me fine.”

		“Make it seven.”

		“Seven o’clock I’ll be ready.”

		Around noon next day, while Mildred was breakfasting off the hot dogs, Mrs. Gessler came over to invite her to a party that night. Mildred, pouring her a cup of coffee, said she’d love to come, but as she had a date, she wasn’t sure she could make it. “A date? Gee, you’re working fast.”

		“You’ve got to do something.”

		“Do I know him?”

		“Wally Burgan.”

		“Wally—well, bring him!”

		“I’ll see what his plans are.”

		“I didn’t know he was interested in you.”

		“Neither did I.… Lucy, I don’t think he was. I don’t think he’d ever looked at me. But the second he heard Bert was gone, well it was almost funny the effect it had on him. You could see him get excited. Will you kindly tell me why?”

		“I ought to have told you about that. The morals they give you credit for, you’d be surprised. To him, you were a red-hot mamma the second he found out about you.”

		“About what?”

		“Grass widow! From now on, you’re fast.”

		“Are you serious?”

		“I am. And they are.”

		Mildred, feeling no faster than she had ever felt, pondered this riddle for some little time, while Mrs. Gessler sipped her coffee and seemed to be pondering something else. Presently she asked: “Is Wally married?”

		“Why—not that I know of. No, of course he’s not. He was always gagging about how lucky the married ones were on income-tax day. Why?”

		“I wouldn’t bring him over, if I were you.”

		“Well, as you like.”

		“Oh, it’s not that—he’s welcome, so far as that goes. But—you know. These are business friends of Ike’s, with their lady friends, all-right guys, trying to make a living same as anybody else, but a little rough, and a little noisy. Maybe they spend too much time on the sea, playing around in their speedboats. And the girls are the squealing type. None of them are what you ought to be identified with, specially when you’ve got a single young man on your hands, that’s already a little suspicious of your morals, and—”

		“Do you think I’m taking Wally seriously?”

		“You ought to be, if you’re not. Well if not, why not? He’s a fine, upstanding, decent young man, that looks a little like a pot-bellied rat, but he’s single and he’s working, and that’s enough.”

		“I don’t think he’d be shocked at your party.”

		“I haven’t finished yet. It’s not a question of whether you’re making proper use of your time. What are your plans, so far as you know them?”

		“Well, he’s coming here and—”

		“When?”

		“Seven.”

		“That’s mistake No. 1. Baby, I wouldn’t let that cluck buy your dinner. I’d sit him right down and give him one of those Mildred Pierce specials—”

		“What? Me work when he’s willing to—”

		“As an investment, baby, an investment in time, effort, and raw materials. Now shut up and let me talk. Whatever outlay it involves is on me, because I’ve become inspired and when inspired I never count little things like costs. It’s going to be a perfectly terrible night.” She waved a hand at the weather, which had turned gray, cold, and overcast, as it usually does at the peak of a California spring. “It won’t be no fit night out for man nor beast. And what’s more, you’ve already got dinner half fixed, and you’re not going to have things spoil just because he’s got some foolish notion he wants to take you out.”

		“Just the same, that was the idea.”

		“Not so fast, baby—let us pause and examine that idea. Why would he want to take you out? Why do they ever want to take us out? As a compliment to us, say they. To show us a good time, to prove the high regard they have for us. They’re a pack of goddam liars. In addition to being dirty bastards, and very dumb clucks, they are also goddam liars. There’s practically nothing can be said in favor of them, except they’re the only ones we’ve got. They take us out for one reason, and one reason only: so they can get a drink. Secondarily, so we can get a drink, and succumb to their fell designs after we get home, but mainly so they can have a drink. And, baby, right there is where I come in.”

		She ducked out the screen door, ran across the yards, and presently was back with a basket, in which were quite a few bottles. She set them out on the kitchen table, then resumed her talk. “This stuff, the gin and the Scotch, is right off the boat, and better than he’s tasted in years. All the gin needs is a little orange juice, and it’ll make a swell cocktail; be sure you cut it down plenty with ice. Now this other, the wine, is straight California, but he doesn’t know it, and it’s O.K. booze, so lean on it. That’s the trick, baby. Handle the wine right and the high-priced stuff will last and last and last. Fill him up on it—much as he wants, and more. It’s thirty cents a quart, half a cent for the pretty French label, and the more he drinks of that, the less he’ll want of Scotch. Here’s three reds and three whites, just because I love you, and want you to get straightened out. With fish, chicken and turkey, give him white, and with red meat, give him red. What are you having tonight?”

		“Who says I’m having anything?”

		“Now listen, have we got to go all over that? Baby, baby, you go out with him, and he buys you a dinner, and you get a little tight, and you come home, and something happens, and then what?”

		“Don’t worry. Nothing’ll happen.”

		“Oh something’ll happen. If not tonight, then some other night. Because if it don’t happen, he’ll lose interest, and quit coming around, and you wouldn’t like that. And when it happens, it’s Sin. It’s Sin, because you’re a grass widow, and fast. And he’s all paid up, because he bought your dinner, and that makes it square.”

		“He must have a wonderful character, my Wally.”

		“He’s got the same character they’ve all got, no better and no worse. But—if you bought his dinner, and cooked it for him the way only you can cook, and you just happened to look cute in that little apron, and something just happened to happen, then it’s Nature. Old Mother Nature, baby, and we all know she’s no bum. Because that grass widow, she went back to the kitchen, where all women belong, and that makes it all right. And Wally, he’s not paid up, even a little bit. He even forgot to ask the price of the chips. He’ll find out. And another thing, this way is quick, and the last I heard of you, you were up against it, and couldn’t afford to waste much time. You play it right, and inside of a week your financial situation will be greatly eased, and inside of a month you’ll have him begging for the chance to buy that divorce. The other way, making the grand tour of all the speako’s he knows, it could go on for five years, and even then you couldn’t be sure.”

		“You think I want to be kept?”

		“Yes.”

		For a while after that, Mildred didn’t think of Wally, at any rate to know she was thinking of him. After Mrs. Gessler left, she went to her room and wrote a few letters, particularly one to her mother, explaining the new phase her life had entered, and going into some detail as to why, at the moment, she wouldn’t be able to sell the anchors. Then she mended some of the children’s clothes. But around four o’clock, when it started to rain, she put the sewing basket away, went to the kitchen, and checked her supplies from the three or four oranges in reserve for the children’s breakfast to the vegetables she had bought yesterday in the market. The chicken she gave a good smelling, to make sure it was still fresh. The quart of milk she took out of the icebox with care, so as not to joggle it, and using a tiny ladle intended for salt, removed the thick cream at the top and put it into a glass pitcher. Then she opened a can of huckleberries and made a pie. While that was baking she stuffed the chicken.

		Around six she laid a fire, feeling a little guilty that most of the wood consisted of the dead limbs Bert had sawed off the avocado trees the afternoon he left. She didn’t build it in the living room. She built it in the “den,” which was on the other side of the chimney from the living room and had a small fireplace of its own. It was really one of the three bedrooms, and had its own bathroom, but Bert had fixed it up with a sofa, comfortable chairs, and photographs of the banquets he had spoken at, and it was here that they did their entertaining. The fire ready to light, she went to the bedroom and dressed. She put on a print dress, the best she had. She examined a great many stockings, found two that showed no signs of runs, put them on. Her shoes, by careful sparing, were in fair shape, and she put on simple black ones. Then, after surveying herself in the mirror, admiring her legs, and remembering to bend the right knee, she threw a coat around her and went to the den. Around ten minutes to seven she put the coat away and turned on one button of heat. Then she pulled down the shades and turned on several lamps.

		Around ten after seven, Wally rang the bell, apologetic for being late, anxious to get started. For one long moment Mildred was tempted: by the chance to save her food, by the chance to eat without having to cook, most of all by the chance to go somewhere, to sit under soft lights, perhaps even to hear an orchestra, and dance. But her mouth seemed to step out in front of her, and take charge in a somewhat gabby way. “Well, my goodness, I never even dreamed you’d want to go out on a night like this.”

		“Isn’t that what we said?”

		“But it’s so awful out! Why can’t I fix you something, and maybe we could go out some other night?”

		“Hey, hey, I’m taking you out.”

		“All right, but at least let’s wait a few minutes, in case this rain’ll let up a little. I just hate to go out when it’s coming down like this.”

		She led him to the den, lit the fire, took his coat, and disappeared with it. When she came back she was shaking an orange blossom in a pitcher, and balancing a tray on which were two glasses.

		“Well say! Say!”

		“Thought it might help pass the time.”

		“You bet it will.”

		He took his glass, waited for her to take hers, said “Mud in your eye,” and sipped. Mildred was startled at how good it was. As for Wally, he was downright reverent at how good it was. “What do you know about that? Real gin! I haven’t tasted it since—God knows when. All they give you in these speaks is smoke, and a guy’s taking his life in his hands, all the time. Say, where did you tend bar?”

		“Oh, just picked it up.”

		“Not from Bert.”

		“I didn’t say where.”

		“Bert’s hooch was God-awful. He was one of these home-laboratory guys, and the more stuff he put in it to kill the taste, the worse it tasted. But this—say, Bert must be crazy if he walked out on you.”

		He looked at her admiringly and she refilled his glass. “Thanks, Mildred. I couldn’t say no if I tried. Hey, what about yours?”

		Mildred, not much of a drinker under any circumstances, had decided that tonight might be an excellent time to exercise a certain womanly restraint.
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