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“These are the most truthful stories about the film world and its suburbia I have ever read. Gavin Lambert knows and loves what he describes; he neither sneers nor sentimentalizes nor cries sour grapes.”

—Christopher Isherwood

“Decades before it was fashionable, Gavin Lambert expertly wove characters of every sexual stripe into his lustrous tapestries of southern California life. His elegant, stripped-down prose caught the last gasp of old Hollywood in a way that has yet to be rivalled.”

—Armistead Maupin

“Lambert’s characters are narcissistic, selfish and manipulative. They’re forever changing their addresses and phone numbers, but can’t decide who they’re running from… The Goodby People is his dark glory, melancholic, becalmed and effortlessly resonant.”

—Christopher Fowler, The Independent

“One of the brightest, wittiest people I have ever known. I was never bored with him.”

—Mart Crowley
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To Natalie and Richard Gregson




PROLOGUE: HER

On a late afternoon in late summer the air-pollution count is 0.37, and sunlight mists the headstone of a star who was born, then died young. Beyond the lines of markers a boulevard growls with traffic and a billboard on stilts announces Elvis Presley in Las Vegas. The distant Santa Monica mountains, blurred with heat and smoke, look as desolate as a photograph of the moon.

Between the graves, through the haze of gas and carbon, someone approaches. He’s thin, pale, maybe twenty years old, with flowing Christlike hair and mirror sunglasses, so you can’t see his eyes, only yourself reflected. White T-shirt, old Levis, bare feet. He hurries past the markers, carrying three apricot-colored roses that blush at the center and faint at the edges.

Without noticing me, he lays the roses on the star’s grave. I step up behind him and say, “Excuse me.” His whole body quivers, then goes tense, as if he expects to be arrested. I explain I’ve read in a gossip column about this person who comes every Saturday afternoon to lay three roses on the grave of this star, and I waited for him last Saturday but he didn’t show up.

He turns around and stares at me. His mouth twitches a little at the corners. “Oh!… I had the virus. And my throat ached. I felt just too terrible to go out. Even—” he indicates the grave—“for her.” He puts a cigarette in his mouth. “I hope it doesn’t seem wrong to you to smoke here, but I’m a completely addictive personality. You have no idea! Do you interpret my smoking in this place as a lack of respect?”

I tell him no. There’s no reason to make a thing out of cemeteries. All these people under all these markers are just dead. If they were buried alive, it might be different.

“Yes. My mother was her housekeeper, you know. Just for a month.”

An innocent. It never occurs to him to question my curiosity. He was alarmed for a moment, but he really wants to talk about what he’s doing. A loner too. He talks to strangers because he has no friends.

“It didn’t work out, she and my mother didn’t get along, but…” He gives an excited gasp. “One day I came to the house to visit my mother and she was there! And I was introduced! And I brought her roses—you might say I was prepared for the event of her being there—just like the ones I bring her now. She adored the color! And although she wasn’t hitting it off with my mother, and who shall blame her, she couldn’t have been more—well, more beautiful to me. But then, she was—” a long sigh—“beautiful.”

He pauses, waiting for me to agree with him. His mouth twitches slightly again. I tell him yes, she was very beautiful.

“She asked what I did and I told her nothing yet, but I thought maybe I’d learn to type and all that, so I might try and become a secretary. You know? To someone in show biz?”

The sun peers through a gap in the haze. His mirror-lenses catch it, making specks of light dance all over the graves.

“Do you know what she said? Can you guess? She encouraged me! She actually said, ‘Well, if you do that, if you learn to type, you come back and see me.’ I almost died.” He blows out smoke. “And then she died. And I can’t get her out of my mind.”

He looks at the grave with the three roses. He runs his fingers across her name carved in stone.

“I’ve never known such kindness and sheer sweet thoughtfulness from a person like that—from any person—since the day I was born. She was so beautiful and so thoughtful. And then she died. And I can’t get her out of my mind.”

All this time there’s been a growl of traffic outside the cemetery. Now I hear a slam of brakes, and it sounds like a sudden deranged cry.

“They say that people who are very beautiful never belong! They say they can’t love. But I have proof these statements are completely untrue!”

BORN JULY 17, 1935.

DIED AUGUST 4, 1967.

“She loved. Even to a nobody she was full of love. You know why?” His voice rises, like the slam of brakes. “People like that, you just have to understand them. Reach out! Then they’ll stay…” Below the mirror-sunglasses a single tear wobbles down each cheek. He wipes one of them away, smiling at the same time, and repeats like a phonograph needle stuck in a groove, “But then she died. And I can’t get her out of my mind.” He looks at the grave again and bends toward her name. “Got to be going now,” he says, rather apologetic. “Goodby.”




SUSAN ROSS

On a late afternoon a few days later, a butler who looks rented says, “Mrs. Ross thought you might like to wait on her beach.”

It occurs to me that someone who’s never met Susan, nor even heard of her, could guess from this the following: She is a woman who sends emissaries, she assumes you know she’ll keep you waiting, she apologizes by trying to make the waiting enjoyable, and she would never abandon you to a public beach.

I follow the butler through the rented house, all concrete, glass, sectional couches, neutral wall-to-wall carpet, sliding screens and doors. By the time we reach the patio the light has begun to fade. The butler in his tuxedo is a silhouette against the ocean. He opens a final glass door and points a black arm toward a table topped by an umbrella, surrounded by chairs with cushions in bright Hawaiian flower patterns. On the table I notice a silver cigarette box, a silver vase of orange carnations, copies of Vogue, Réalités, the National Geographic Magazine. The surf breaks with an even thud.

The butler asks what I would like to drink, I tell him white wine, he disappears back into the house with a murmur of sliding glass, and I’m alone at this table in front of this ocean, a few miles north of Malibu where the wildness begins. The dusk is warm, with just enough humidity to make it cling. I notice an early moon and two long lines of footprints on the sand, going away and coming back.



She sprang, an improbable desert flower, out of the Southwest, thirty-nine years ago. The place was called Happy Jack, but as so often in Arizona it was really no place at all, just a collection of a few hundred people who owned or worked on ranches. Her father was a cowboy named Carpenter, her mother cooked and kept house at the same ranch. Susan believes that her birth was the result of a faulty contraceptive, followed by indecision. They lived in a block of stables converted to servants’ quarters and shared with two ranch hands and a middle-aged plowboy. The father was last heard of several years ago in Australia. The mother is dead now, buried by her brother in the Garden of Eden, Tucson. Susan denies that she has Indian blood, but you look at her and wonder. The cheekbones are high, the hair bluish black, and her eyes gaze out at the world in that narrow, slanted Indian way that makes them seem very slightly crossed.

The gaps in Susan’s life begin in her childhood; then as now there are sudden blanks and reappearances. When she’s three or four her mother becomes ill, and she’s sent to live for a while with her uncle who runs a store in Tucson. Then she’s back with her parents, but they leave Arizona. Her father is roping cattle in Nebraska now. She grows up moving farther into space, vastness, clear and lonely air. Today she reads a great deal but she was never properly educated, and the beautiful intent eyes will turn inward if someone mentions a word not too recondite, like “recondite.” (She reads, by the way, in definite cycles, the way people do when they search literature for “answers.” There was a phase of Tolstoy, Freud and Camus. Today the books on her coffee table are by Hesse, Jung and Aldous Huxley.) Carpenter seems to have been an illiterate. She remembers her mother reading the newspaper out loud to him, and once he took her to Al’s Diner in Snake Valley, when her mother wasn’t feeling well, and asked her to explain the menu.

A few years of Nebraska, and her parents have separated. She will never see her father again. She goes back to stay with her uncle in Tucson. Then, right after the end of World War II, she and her mother are in New York, sharing the same room at an aunt’s apartment. The aunt wears tinted spectacles and tinted hair, works as a checker at a supermarket and lives with the meat and poultry buyer, who drinks beer and winks a lot at Susan. For a few months the two women and the man and the young girl live a life that Susan remembers as like something out of a very long realistic novel written fifty years ago. Amazed to discover how many people still live this way, she goes around in a state of shock. More lonely and displaced even than in Nebraska, she becomes very silent and borrows a great many books from the public library. Mrs. Carpenter polishes up her typing and shorthand that she learned before her marriage and is employed part time at a secretarial service. Occasionally she brings a typing widow home for supper, and cards are played.

They tell Susan she must do more than read books, so she applies to a department store that trains new employees free of charge. Fifteen years old, as tall as she is now, a little over five feet seven, with her smooth black hair and pale skin and the look of exotic distances in her eyes… it’s not surprising that a photographer notices her and decides she has “possibilities.” She soon gets work as a model and is soon quite famous. In the early 1950s her eyes gaze out regularly from the pages of fashion magazines. Today most models look tense and vaguely hostile and wear their clothes like armor, but the taste then was for mystery. They photographed Susan in empty rooms, on the edge of long shadows, leaning against ruined walls or descending a flight of lonely steps. Her past is now in storage—since she sold the big house above Beverly Hills last year she’s lived in hotels and rented places—but I remember soon after we met flicking through her bound volumes of Harper’s Bazaar, with their deliciously absurd shots of Susan in a long black gown, trapped in a kind of cell draped with fishnets, and as a bride, startled and uncertain, in a cage at the Central Park Zoo.

It was during this time she met Charlie Ross, the film producer. A solid, almost ugly and reluctantly charming man, he was about fifteen years older than Susan. Because she was young and beautiful, no one believed that she married him for love. All the usual explanations were advanced. She was frightened of sex and Charlie was a father figure. She was sexually attracted to power and money. She wanted to be a movie star. One even heard that Charlie married her because he needed a front. (Male hustlers came late at night to the big house through the back door.) However, you couldn’t be in a room with them without noticing that he adored her and that Susan was at least very happy. If he left the room, she looked abandoned.

They entertained a good deal. Like several other writers, I had worked for a few weeks on the script of a movie that was eventually to prove fatal for Charlie, but we became friends and he often invited me to parties. The house was Hollywood-aristocratic, which meant many immaculate rooms, Chagall and Matisse, a projection theater, a library, a pool of course, and an elaborately floodlit garden. Night-blooming jasmine spread its sweet and heavy scent across the patio with its walls of Spanish tile and its brick barbecue like an altar in the center. The Ross parties were fairly large, from forty to seventy people, and they had a casual, assured, slightly outlandish elegance that you find only in California—movie stars, expatriate writers, a visiting film director from India or Italy, a Moroccan princess, a South American diplomat recently involved in an unsuccessful revolution, an old Russian lady who remembered Rasputin, an anthropologist just returned from New Guinea, a ballerina, a marine biologist who talked about dolphins and sharks and how they communicate. With a glitter in her voice, Susan would phone to announce the occasion—“Party time!”—but then, mysteriously, was seldom there to greet her guests. Charlie would do all the honors for an hour or so, then look around and excuse himself and go to fetch her. Once it was almost time for dinner, toward ten o’clock, and Susan hadn’t appeared. Charlie had mentioned to me that he’d recently bought a Rouault, and it was hanging in his bedroom, and he wanted me to go upstairs and look at it. I did so without enthusiasm, since Rouault leaves me cold. In his bedroom I found Susan standing in a far corner with a look of complete distraction on her face, yet exquisite in a long white “classical” gown, like something out of an early Isadora Duncan photograph. She wore sandals and a white flower in her hair. She murmured, “Oh, hello!” in a startled way, and rushed out, saying she had to get ready. I was left to stare at a gloomy clown.

A little later, Charlie went to fetch her. She entered the room on his arm, smiling and composed, wearing a different dress. Now she was all in black, and the hair that had been down to her shoulders was piled on top of her head. Until after midnight she was brilliant and drank perhaps two glasses of wine. She wanted to know all about dolphins and India and Rasputin, and everyone remarked how beautiful and alive she was. When I was leaving, I couldn’t find her. Charlie said she’d gone to bed with a headache.

Charlie began producing films in the late ’40s, just when the whole structure of the industry was beginning to crack. For a long time his films and his luck were a little better than most people’s, but finally that enormous production of Tamburlane the Great lost more than ten million dollars. The parties continued as if nothing had happened, and Susan made her late entrances at his side, until he suffered a heart attack in the middle of a crowded evening. I saw him drop dead in Susan’s arms, surrounded by the beautiful and famous.

I never knew Charlie really well but always liked him, partly I suppose because he liked me and partly because he hadn’t married an ambitious starlet or a lady who arranged charity balls, but had chosen Susan. He had a dry disenchanted humor, a fascinating inside knowledge of shady political deals and the secrets of the Pentagon and the FBI, and that aura of joylessness which surrounds so many rich, powerful and clever people and makes them truly dangerous. They want you to know they’re lonely and vulnerable underneath it all. I’m afraid it was this quality that attracted Susan, for she could talk in the same way about the loneliness of being beautiful. They held on to each other because they saw themselves as two people who had everything and nothing.

At the usual spectacular funeral, as catered as a party, I saw Susan veiled and flowing in black. She stood as if backed into a corner. Two weeks later she’d sold the house and disappeared, saying goodby to hardly anyone. One heard sentimental and outrageous rumors, as one heard them when she married Charlie. She’d gone to stay with her old uncle in Tucson, back to the desert of her childhood and the grave of her mother. She’d taken another name and become a hospital nurse. She was on a yacht in the Mediterranean, with the lover she met a few months before Charlie died.

In fact she rented an isolated house halfway up the mountains above Cannes. She stayed alone there, except for servants, for two months. She read through the Bollingen Foundation editions of Modern Man in Search of a Soul and The Integration of the Personality, and she studied the I Ching Book of Changes. Then she went to Geneva to hear some lectures by Krishnamurti and had a private interview with him. She returned to the house in the mountains and felt, she told me later, that she was achieving a genuine peace. It was broken one night by a sudden unbearable impatience. She got out the car and drove down to the casino at Cannes, where someone recognized her just as she’d won ten thousand francs.



Flicking through the National Geographic, I heard a tinkle of bells. Susan approached from the patio. The bells were sewn into the white pants of her suit. Her feet were bare and made no sound. She wore a white hat with an enormous brim that shielded most of her face. I thought, only people who don’t really know her can call her Susie or Sue. They not only give themselves away but show a failure of imagination. The beautiful and rich can have nicknames, like Whizzer or Bumbles, but not diminutives.

The wind stirred suddenly. She held on to her hat, gazing at the vase of orange carnations with what seemed to be faintly cross-eyed displeasure.

“Who put those flowers there?”

I remarked that I’d wondered if they were dyed.

“No, surely not. But I can’t stand cut flowers, I won’t have them in the house. I suppose the new housekeeper…” The first reaction had been imperious, but now she seemed hurt and defenseless. Still holding on to her hat, she looked at me, then back at the flowers, made a movement toward the house, retracted it, sank into a chair, got up again. “Would you do me a very great favor? I’ve already had to explain three things to my new housekeeper today, and I don’t want to overwhelm her. Would you take those flowers to the kitchen and tell her that I don’t want them and I never want cut flowers?”

Her voice was husky, with a faint far-off twang that always sounded to me like an echo from the Great Plains. As I picked up the vase, her imperious manner returned. “But this is terrible! You don’t even have a drink yet!”

I told her it was on the way, and carried the vase of orange carnations to the kitchen. A gray, round little woman sat on a counter stool. When I explained, she merely clicked her teeth. “They’re so pretty,” she said. She placed them in front of herself, reaching out a hand as if to stroke them. I thought her very mild and anxious to please.

Susan was anxious, too, when I got back to the patio. “Did she seem furious? Do you think it’s the last straw?”

“No, not at all.”

“Thank God.” She sank into the chair again, opened the cigarette box, picked up a cigarette. I brought out my lighter but her rather large hand with the silver lacquered nails made a small dismissive gesture, and she lit the cigarette herself. The butler arrived with a bottle of Vouvray in an ice bucket. Without saying a word, Susan and I agreed to be silent while he removed two frosted glasses from the bucket, poured a slow half inch of wine into one of them and handed it to me to taste. I nodded. He nodded gravely back, filled both glasses and withdrew.

Approvingly, Susan watched him go. Then she gave a long sigh of relief. “Now the distractions are over, tell me how you are.” Before I could answer she gave me a quick intent glance and said: “You’re well. And I love your shirt, I got one just like it the other day.”

“I seem to remember a lot of cut flowers up at the old house,” I said. “What happened?”

“I took LSD last week.” From the flatness in her voice, she might have been announcing she’d just come back from Palm Springs. “You remember Charlie’s sister?”

I did; a press agent, divorced, full of bitter energy and reputedly the best poker player in town.

“Well, she gave me a welcome-home party and her son was there, and he’s a complete hippie. You can tell he’s the real thing because he doesn’t wear beads. He’d invited some of his hippie friends and it was interesting, and we talked a lot about pollution and health foods and the orgone box and the end of the world.” She laughed. “Really groovy. I’m not making fun of them, by the way, I respect almost everything they say. Anyway, Mike asked if I’d like to come around to somebody’s house next day and drop acid with the whole crowd.” She laughed again. “I’ve been in a mood recently to try everything, so I did.” She pushed up the brim of her hat. “I think in a way they were kind of hoping I’d freak out, but I didn’t, although several of them did. A girl got in the orgone box and began screaming and thought she was being buried alive. It was interesting.” Her voice sounded reflective. “And my own experience was really beautiful until I made contact with the pain of flowers if you cut them. That was intensely vivid! I felt my own heart being torn out. But I kept it to myself, of course.” Then, hardly pausing for breath, she changed the subject. She waved at the house. “By the way, isn’t it rather hideous here? I’ve only taken the place for a month and I’ve got two weeks left. If I can’t come to terms with it in that time, I’ll have to find somewhere else.”

I asked where somewhere else might be. She made a sweeping gesture toward the ocean. “There’s always Europe. Except, I’ve just got back from it.”

“And it’s not that way. That way is the East.”

“Well, there’s always the East too.” She looked toward it, leaning her elbows on the table. “But I don’t know anyone out there.” Behind us, the sun slipped quite suddenly over the rim of the mountains. Twilight ended. Blueness fell on everything like a stain. I saw her give a little shiver. “But none of that matters. Not a straw, my friend. Not a hill of beans.” She spoke more slowly now, in a low voice, the twang more pronounced, almost grating. “You can guess what Mother’s been looking for. Mother’s been looking everywhere for Help. And God knows, there’s a lot of it around. People and books and drugs and boxes with answers. I’m crazy about them all. And I’d be perfectly all right, I’d be a good sweet girl if I didn’t feel that terrible impatience I told you about on the phone. It’s always worst just when the light goes.”

Silver glimmered in the thickening darkness, the plating on the ice bucket and the lacquer on Susan’s nails.

“What’s the impatience like?” I asked. “What does it make you want to do?”

“Dear God, if I knew, I’d do it.” She got up, pressed a switch in the wall. A floodlight went on and made a startling island of the table, chairs, wine, ourselves. Beyond, but now somehow not quite connected, like imperfect process work in a movie, had been placed a beach and an ocean and a molten-looking moon in the sky. “Hideous,” Susan said. “Isn’t it hideous?” She switched off the light and sat down again. She lit another cigarette. “I think I feel that impatience,” she said, “because I’ve only done two things in my life, and that’s not nearly enough. I grew up nobody in the middle of nowhere, then I married Charlie and became somebody in the middle of somewhere.”

“What about when you were a model?”

The butler appeared suddenly, like a ghost, and told Susan she was wanted on the telephone. She asked who was calling but he didn’t know. She sighed. “I suppose I’d better take it.” Getting up, she whispered to me, “They never tell you anything. They love to keep you in the dark.”

She came back looking pleased. “Some friends of mine in Palm Beach asking me to go and stay with them. I don’t think I want to, but it’s good to know if I really find this place unbearable, and I can’t find anything else I like, there’s somewhere to go.” Then, without a break: “About being a model. I didn’t feel anything while I was doing it. It was completely ridiculous, I just did what they said and turned myself into what they wanted. I only felt when I was a child, because I was so lonely, and when I was with Charlie.”

“What exactly did you feel with Charlie?”

She looked surprised. “I didn’t feel lonely. That’s what I felt. And now the problem is, I can’t seem to find any connection between the first me and the second me. Because I’m neither of them, I suppose. Anyway—” she gazed at the ocean—“there are times when I feel—well, deeply and basically meaningless!”

I said: “Oh, Susan.”

She looked surprised again. “But it’s true. I am what Jung called a quantité negligeable.” She made it sound like quontitty negliggable. “I’ve gone deep enough into Jung to see what’s wrong with me, but I can’t find the way to put it right. Both he and Krishnamurti say, Don’t try and change society—that’s the cart before the horse—but change your own nature. I agree with them, but how do you set about doing a thing like that?”

I suggested that if she saw the futility of organized solutions, she must stop looking for them.

It annoyed her. She poured more wine and asked crossly, “But what about you? Do you feel happy?”

If I said yes, it would be a betrayal. If I said no, it would be depressing. I said, “I feel hopeful.”

But she didn’t seem to be listening. Something else had occurred to her. “I suppose you think I’m coming out with all this because I can’t get over Charlie’s death? Well, you’re completely wrong. I have got over it and I don’t even miss him much any more, which is not callous or unfeeling, just the truth. A lot of women—” I detected a note of pride—“wouldn’t have the courage to look at themselves and admit they’re completely over the death of a man they…” She broke off abruptly. “A man who made them very happy. But I don’t have any patience with people who don’t have any courage. I just know I’m on the verge of discovering something—about myself and how to live—and maybe all my life so far has only been a kind of preparation. Okay! I’m prepared.” She gave me a long look, and the beautiful eyes crossed slightly. “Now what are you hopeful about?”

“Everything.” I shrugged. “And nothing in particular.”

“And I’m prepared for everything and nothing in particular. What a couple we make, sitting here at the edge of the world.”

“I think the situation could be worse.”

“You’re not taking me seriously.”

“You take yourself seriously enough for both of us.”

She laughed. Her sense of humor was the more delicious for being buried. But she stopped laughing rather suddenly, and in the silence that followed you could tell she was almost desperately serious. “Of course,” she said, trying to keep it light, “it’s hopeless expecting anything much in conversation with a writer. It all goes into the printed page. But I’m getting pretty impatient with the printed page, among other things. McLuhan’s probably right. It’s no good expecting the answer in the Word.”

“It’s no good expecting the answer.”

“I just knew you’d say that!”

“Do you think,” I asked casually, “you’ll ever love anyone again?”

The question disconcerted her. Finally she said: “Doesn’t the answer always lie in something that’s never happened to you before?”

This seemed more brilliantly equivocal the more I thought about it. Was it the most direct admission Susan could make of having loved Charlie, or an admission that “love” was an experiment that had failed, or a very concealed way of answering that she could love someone because she never had yet?

“Dear God!” She was standing up now. “I’ll be late for dinner.”

I asked where she was going. She mentioned a producer and his wife who lived in Bel Air, old friends of Charlie’s. “I wish I didn’t have to. I’m trying to free myself of all that kind of thing, I’d much rather stay with you than eat bad food and see a bad movie…” With a tinkle of bells she led the way across the patio. “I really am sorry it’s been so short.”

“You shouldn’t have kept me waiting so long.”

She smiled, laid a hand momentarily on my arm. “I’ll try not to, next time. If you’ll agree to a next time.”

“Any time, Susan.”

“I love you.”

“The answer doesn’t lie there.”

All the windows in the house were lighted now. Through one I saw a woman, presumably a secretary, tidying some papers at a desk. A maid was starting to draw blinds upstairs. The place was obviously stiff with servants. Susan always found several, instantly, wherever she was.

“You know,” she said, “sometimes you seem to be laughing at me. And you’re right. But I’m going to have the last laugh. There’ll be a day when you won’t make fun of me any more.”

“But promise me you won’t become too serious.”

She stared at me, then her voice rang out unexpectedly loud and harsh. “I really ought to tell you to—!” She broke off with a kind of guilty astonishment. “But I never use words like that,” she said. Smiling, she raised her hand in the Peace sign and hurried upstairs.

As I reached the front door I heard her calling my name. I turned back and saw her sitting at the top of the stairs, clutching herself, half in shadow. It wasn’t possible to see the expression on her face, but her voice floated down very slowly.

“I’m going to be late for this sickening dinner. That means I’ll drive very fast to get there. I’ve always been a fast driver and I’ve always been late. Don’t tell me there isn’t a connection.”

“Yes. When you drive very fast, do you notice anything on the way, or is it all just a blur?”

“Nothing at all!” Her voice sounded rather happy. “Just a blur! And if you’re always late, you don’t really want to go where you’re going, anyway.” She got up and stretched out her arms, as if on an imaginary cross. “ ‘On the way to where she didn’t want to be, she noticed nothing at all.’ Maybe I’ll put that on my grave.”

I heard a laugh and a last tinkle of bells before she disappeared.


Why do we never see enough of the people we truly care about? I wondered about this after you left, and again when I got home from that dinner which was as tiresome as I knew it wd be. Yet I spent four or five hours there and less than an hour with you! So in a way you’re right to laugh at me. And you’re right that things like life and death are not as serious as I make them seem, even though they’re all one’s got. I would like to see you again very much, very soon. Please call me. Your true friend, Susan.



This note came four days after our meeting. Fog had rolled in from the ocean, which lay half a mile below my house and became invisible and silent. Trees were inklings of themselves. Morning glories closed up and drooped as if dead. It was the kind of day that made you wonder where people were, what they were doing. I called Susan and after the first ring heard a click, then a recorded voice informing me I’d reached a disconnected number. All anyone seemed to know was that she’d left California again. I imagined only one line of footprints on her beach now, stretching a long way away.

Was it somehow extrasensory, that perception of the footprints? Two days later a young painter who lived in the art colony at Mendocino and had been smoking hash half the night went to sleep on the beach. The beaches in the north of California are longer, wider, often completely empty. Waves break higher up there. You can drive for miles along the coast highway and not pass another car or human being. The desert doesn’t reach up there. More rainfall occurs and the land is greener. After a storm, along one of the stretches with no house or gas station in sight, you can forget the telegraph wires and imagine yourself in glistening unexplored territory. A bear or an Indian might walk out of the woods.

Sunrise woke the young painter up. It seemed of course indescribably beautiful. He had shoulder-length hair, wore a pair of Levis and a Cossack blouse with an embroidered collar. He began to walk along the beach, and after a while wondered if he wasn’t still hallucinating. He found that he was walking parallel to another set of footprints, like an echo of his own. They seemed to stretch away forever. They obsessed him. He thinks he must have walked for a mile and they were still there, at his side. He remembers nothing else except that, just before the footprints turned, he noticed a black car parked off the highway.

The footprints turned toward the ocean, then stopped abruptly. The tide was going out, and on the wet sand lay a pair of gold sandals, a pair of Pucci pants, a white sweater and a white broad-brimmed hat, soaked and drooping now. Still uncertain whether he was hallucinating or not, the painter picked up the sandals and tried them on for size. He remembers being disappointed they were too small. Then he noticed a body floating not far out in the ocean, just beyond where the surf broke.

He said to himself, This is reality after all. A drowned or drowning person lay out there. He would very much have liked to save this person but unfortunately he couldn’t swim. There was no one else about. He stood gazing numbly at the ocean with the gold sandals in his hand. He thinks he must have continued to do this for at least two minutes before an extraordinary thing happened. A wave broke farther out than usual and carried the body all the way back to the shore. It turned over as it reached him and rolled naked, face downward, on the sand. A gull swooped low out of nowhere, squawking.

He says he will always remember the groovy surprise of Susan’s bare white ass gleaming in the early-morning sun at his feet.

Discovering that Susan was still alive, the painter tried to carry her to the black car.
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