
        
            
                
            
        

    PARKE GODWIN
The Fire When It



Comes
GOT to wake up soon. I've been sick a long time, I mean really sick. 
Hard to remember why or how long, but it feels like that time I had hundred-and-three fever for a week. Sleep wasn't rest but endless, meaningless movement, and I'd wake up to change my sweaty nightdress for a clean one which would be soaked by sunup. 
But this boring, weary dream has gone on for ages. I'm walking up and down the apartment trying to find the door. The furniture isn't mine. 
People come and go, replaced by others with even tackier sofas in colors loud enough to keep them awake, and I flutter around and past them on my own silly route as if I'd lost an earring and had to find it before I could get on with life. None of it's very real, murky as cinema-verité  shot in a broom closet. I have to strain to recognize the apartment, and the sound track just mumbles. No feeling at all. 
Just that it's gone on so long. 
All right, enough of this. Lying around sick and fragile is romantic as hell, but I have to get it together, drop the needle on the world again and let it play. I'm—
Hell, I am out of it, can't even remember my name, but there's a twinge of pain in trying. Never mind, start with simple things. Move your hand, spider your fingers out from under the covers. Rub your face, open your eyes. 
That hasn't worked the last thousand times. I can't wake up, and in a minute the stupid dream will start again with a new cast and no script, and I'll be loping up and down after that earring or the lost door. Hell, yes. 
Here it comes. Again. 
No. It's different this time. I'd almost swear I was awake, standing near the balcony door with the whole long view of my apartment stretching out before me: living room, pullman kitchen, the bedroom, bathroom like an
afterthought in the rear. It's clear daylight, and the apartment is bare. 
Sounds are painfully sharp. The door screams open and shuts like thunder. A boy and a girl. 
She's twenty-two at the outside, he's not much older. He looks sweet, happy and maybe a little scared. Nice face, the kind of sensitive expression you look at twice. The girl's mouth is firmer. Small and blonde and compact. I know that expression, tentative only for a moment before she begins to measure my apartment for possibilities, making it hers. 
"Really a lot of room," she says. "I could do things with this place if we had the money." 
My God, they're so loud.  The boy drifts toward me while she bangs cupboard doors, checks out the bathroom, flushes the toilet. "The John works. No plumbing problems." 
"Al, come here. Look, a balcony." 
"Wow, Lowen, is that for real?" 
Of course it's real, love. Open the door, take a look and then get the hell out of my dreams. 
"Let's look, Al." He invites the girl with one hand and opens the balcony door. He's in love with her and doesn't quite know how to handle it all yet. 
They wander out onto my tiny balcony and look down at 77th Street and out over the river where a garbage scow is gliding upstream. It's a lovely day. Jesus, how long since I've seen the sun? Kids are romping in the playground across Riverside Drive. Lowen and Al stand close together. 
When he pulls her to him, her hand slips up over his shoulder. The gold ring looks new. 
"Can we afford it, Lowen?" 
"We can if you want it." 
"If? I never wanted anything so much in my life." 
They hold each other and talk money as if it were a novelty, mentioning a rent way over what I pay. The frigging landlord would love to hang that price tag on this place. Lowen points to the drainpipe collar bedded in a patch of cement, monument stone to my epic battle with that bastard to clear the drain and anchor it so every rain didn't turn my balcony into a small lake. Lowen's pointing to letters scratched in the cement. 
"GAYLA." 
That's right, that's me. I remember now. 
They look through the apartment again, excited now that they think
they want it. Yes, if they're careful with their budget, if they get that cash wedding present from Aunt Somebody, they can work it. I feel very odd; something is funny here. They're too real. The dream is about them now. 
Hey, wait a minute, you two. 
The door bangs shut after them. 
Hey, wait! 
I run out onto the balcony and call to them in the street, and for the first time in this fever dream, I'm conscious of arms and legs that I still can't feel, and a fear growing out of a clearing memory. 
Hey, hello. It's me, Gayla Damon. 
Lowen turns and tilts his head as if he heard me, or perhaps for one more look at where he's going to live with Al-short-for-Alice. I can't tell from his smile, but I lean to it like a fire in winter, out over the low stone parapet—and then, oh Christ, I remember. For one terrible, sufficient flash, the memory flicks a light switch. 
If I could cry or be sick, I'd do that. If I screamed loud enough to crack the asphalt on West End Avenue, nobody would hear. But I let it out anyway, and my scream fills the world as Lowen and Al stroll away toward Riverside Drive. 
As if they could actually see me hunched over the balcony edge, head shaking back and forth in despair. They could will their real bodies to stop, real eyes lift again to a real, vacant balcony. 
Because they're real. I'm not. Not sick or dreaming, just not. 
You died, Gayla baby. You're dead. 
The last couple of days have been bad. Panic, running back and forth, scared to death or life, I don't know which, trying to find a way out without knowing where to go or why. I know I died, God, am I sure of that, but not how or how to get out. 
There's no frigging door! Lowen and Al sail in and out unloading their junk, but when I try to find the door, it's Not, like me. I'm stuck here. I guess that's what frightens all of us because you can't imagine Not. I never bought the MGM version of heaven. For me, being dead was simply not being, zero, zilch, something you can't imagine. The closest you can come is when a dentist knocks you out with pentothol or how you felt two years before you were born. 
No. I don't end, you say. Not me, not the center of the universe. And yet it's happened and I'm stuck with it, no way out, trying to hack the whole thing at once, skittering back and forth from the bedroom to the living room, through the kitchen with its new cream paint, crawling like cigarette smoke in the drapes, beating my nothing-fists against the wall sometimes, collapsing out of habit and exhaustion into a chair or bed I can't feel under me, wearing myself out with the only sensation left, exhaustion and terror. 
I'm not dead. I can't be dead, because if I am, why am I still here. Let me out! 
To go where, honey? 
There's a kind of time again. Al's pinned up a Japanese art calendar in the kitchen, very posh. This month it's a samurai warrior drawing his sword; either that or playing with himself. I can't see it that well, but the date is much too clear. 1981. No wonder the rent's gone up. Seven years since I—
No, that word is a downer. Exited is better. Just how is still a big fat blank wrapped in confusion. All I remember is my name and a few silly details about the apartment. No past, no memory to splice the little snippets of film that flash by too swiftly to catch. Not that it matters, but where's my body? Was I buried or burned, scattered or canned in memoriam in some mausoleum? Was there a husband, a lover? What kind of life did I have? 
When I think hard, there's the phantom pain of someone gone, someone who hurt me. That memory is vaguely connected with another of crying into the phone, very drunk. I can't quite remember, just how it made me feel. Got to organize and think, I've worn myself out running scared, and still no answers. The only clear thought is an odd little thing; there must have been a lot of life in me to be kept so close to it. 
Don't ask me about death. The rules are all new. I might be the first of the breed. It's still me, but unable to breathe or sleep or get hungry. Just energy that can still run down from overuse, and when that happens, Lowen and Al grow faint. That's all there is to me now, energy, and not much of that. I have to conserve, just float here by Al's painfully correct window drapes and think. 
Does anyone know I'm here. I mean, Anyone? 
A few more days. Al and Lowen are all moved in. Al's decor works very hard at being House Beautiful, an almost militant graciousness. Style with clenched teeth. And all her china matches —hell, yes, it would. But let's face it: whatever's happening to me is because of them. When they're close, I get a hint of solid objects around me, as if I could reach out and touch tables and chairs or Lowen, but touching life costs me energy. The degree of nearness determines how much of my pitiful little charge is spent. Like being alive in a way. Living costs. I learned that somewhere. 
Just got the hell scared out of me. Al has a mirror in the bedroom, a big antique affair. Sometimes when she brushes her hair, I stand behind her, aching out of habit to get that brush into my own mop. Tonight as I watched, I saw myself behind her. 
I actually jumped with fright, but Al just went on pumping away with the brush while I peered over her head at Gayla Damon. Thirty-three—I remember that now—and beginning to look it. Thank God that won't bother me any more. Yes, I was tall. Brownish-black hair not too well cut. 
Thin face, strong jaw, eyes large and expressive. They were my best feature, they broadcast every feeling I ever had. Lines starting around my mouth. Not a hard mouth but beginning to turn down around the edges, a little tired. Hardness would have helped, I guess. Some of Natalie Bond's brass balls. 
Nattie Bond: a name, another memory. 
No, it's gone, but there was a kind of pain with it. I stared at the mirror. 
Cruddy old black sweater and jeans: was I wearing them? You'd think I could check out in something better. Hey, brown eyes, how did they do you for the curtain call? Touch of pancake, I hope. You always looked dead without it. Oh, shit. . . . 
A little crying helps. Even dry it's something. 
I watch Lowen more and more, turning to him as a flower follows the sun, beginning to learn why I respond to him. Lowen's a listener and a watcher. He can be animated when he's feeling good or way down if he's not. Tired, depressed or angry, his brown eyes go almost black. Not terribly aggressive, but he does sense and respond to the life going on around him. 
He likes the apartment and being quiet in it. He smokes, too, not much but enough to bother Al. They've worked out a compromise: anywhere but the bedroom. So, sometimes, I get a surprise visit in the living room when
Lowen wakes up and wants a smoke. He sits for a few minutes in the dark, cigarette a bright arc from his mouth to the ashtray. I can't tell, but sometimes it seems he's listening to pure silence. He turns his head this way and that—toward me sometimes—and I feel weird; like he was sifting the molecules of silence, sensing a weight in them. Sometimes in the evening when he and Al are fixing dinner, Lowen will raise his head in that listening way. 
It's a long-shot hope, but I wonder if he can feel me.  Why has he brought me back to time and space and caring? All these years there's been only blurred shadows and voices faint as a radio in the next room. 
Real light and sound and thought came only when he walked in. When Lowen's near, I perk up and glow; when he leaves, I fade to drift, disinterested, by the balcony door. 
Lowen Sheppard: twenty-four at most, gentle, unconsciously graceful, awkward only when he tries to be more mature than he is. Don't work at it, lover, it'll come. Soft, straight brown hair that he forgets to cut until Al reminds him, which is often. She's great on detail, lives by it. Faces this apartment like a cage of lions to be tamed. Perhaps it's the best she ever had. 
Lowen seems used to this much or maybe better. Mister nice guy, not my type at all, and yet I'm bound to him by a kind of fascination, bound without being able to touch his hair or speak to him. And it's no use wondering why, I'm learning that, too. Like that old Bergman flick where Death comes to collect Max von Sydow. Max says, "Tell me what eternity is like." And Death says, "Who knows? I just work here." 
Don't call us. We'll call you. 
Well, damnit, someone  is going to know I'm here. If I can think, I can do, and I'm not going to sit here forever just around the corner from life. 
Lowen and Al are my world now, the only script left to work with. I'm a part of their lives like a wart on the thigh, somewhere between God and a voyeur. 
Wait, a memory just. . . no. Gone too quick again. 
If I could touch Lowen somehow. Let him know. 
Lowen and Al are settled in, place for everything and everything in its place, and Al daring it to get out of line. Lowen works full time, and Al must do some part-time gig. She goes out in the early afternoon. The lights dim then. Just as well; I don't like what she's done with my
apartment. Everything shrieks its price at you, but somehow Al's not comfortable with it. Maybe she never will be. That mouth is awful tight. 
She wanted to keep plastic covers over the sofa and chairs, the kind that go crunkle  when you sit on them and make you feel like you're living in a commercial. But Lowen put his foot down on that. 
"But, Al, they're to use, not just to look at." 
"I know, but they're so nice and new." 
"Look, I wear a rubber when we make love. I don't need them on the furniture." 
She actually blushed. "Really, Lowen." 
Son of a—she makes him—? Do guys still wear those things? Whatever happened to the sexual revolution? 
It's indicative of their upbringing the way each eats, too. Al sits erect at the table and does the full choreography with her knife and fork, as if disapproving mama was watching her all the time. Cut the meat, lay the knife down, cross the fork to her right hand, spear, chew, swallow, and the whole thing over again. Left hand demurely in her lap. 
Lowen leans slightly into his plate, what-the-hell elbows on the table. 
More often than not, he uses the fork in his left hand, placing things on it with his knife. The way he handles them both, he's definitely lived in England or Europe. Not born there, though. The fall of his speech has a hint of softness and mid-South nasal. Virginia or Maryland. Baltimore, maybe. 
Perhaps it's just plain jealousy that puts me off Alice. She's alive. She can reach out and touch, hold, kiss what I can only look at. She's the strength in this marriage, the one who'll make it work. Lowen's softer, easier, with that careless assurance that comes from never having to worry about the rent or good clothes. He's been given to; Al's had to grab and fight. Now he's got a job and trying to cut it on his own for the first time. 
That's scary, but Al helps. She does a pretty fair job of supporting Lowen without letting him notice it too much. 
She has her problems, but Lowen comes first. She gets home just before him, zips out to get fresh flowers for the table. A quick shower and a spritz of perfume, another swift agony at the mirror. And then Lowen is home and sitting down to dinner, telling her about the day. And Al listens, not so much to the words but the easy, charming sound, the quality she loves in him, as if she could learn it for herself. She's from New York, probably the Bronx. I remember the accent somehow. Petite and pretty, but she doesn't
believe it no matter how much attention Lowen gives her. Spends a lot of time at the mirror when he's gone, not admiring but wondering. What does she really look like. What type is she, what kind of an image does she, should she, project; and can she do it? Lipstick: this shade or that? So she fiddles and narrows her eyes, scrutinizing the goods, hopes for the advertised magic of Maybelline and ends up pretty much the same: more attractive than she thinks, not liking what she sees. 
Except she doesn't see. She's carried it around all her life, too busy, too nervous and insecure to know what she's got. Stripped down for a bath, Al looks like she never had a pimple or a pound of fat in her life, but I swear she'll find something wrong, something not to like. 
Don't slop that goo on your face, girl. You're great already. God, I only wish I had your skin. The crap I had to put on and take off every night, playing parts like—
Parts like. . . . 
My God, I remember! 
I was an actress. That's what I remember in quick flashes of hard light. 
The pictures whiz by like fast cars, but they're slowing down: stage sets, snatches of dialogue, dim faces in the front rows. Bill Wrenn giving me a piece of business to work out. Fragments of me like a painting on shattered glass. I grope for the pieces, fitting them together one by one. 
Bill Wrenn: there's a warm feeling when I think of him, a trusting. 
Where did I meet him? Yes, it's coming back. 
Bill directed that first season at Lexington Rep. Gentle and patient with a weariness that no longer expected any goodies from life, he always reminded me of a harried sheepdog with too many sheep to hustle. Forty years old, two marriages and struck out both times, not about to fall hard again. 
But he did for me. I made it easy for him. We were out of the same mold, Bill and I. He sensed my insecurity as a woman and found ways to make it work for me onstage, found parts in me I'd never dream of playing. With most men, my whole thing began in bed and usually ended there. Bill and I didn't hurry; there was a love first. We enjoyed and respected each other's work, and theater was a church for us. We'd rehash each performance, sometimes staying up all night to put an extra smidge of polish on business or timing, to get a better laugh, to make something good just a hair better. We started with a love of something beyond us that grew toward each other, so that bed, when it came, was natural and easy as it was gorgeous. 
I made him love me, my one genuine conquest. We even talked about getting married—carefully skirting around a lot of if s. I seem to remember him asking me one night in Lexington. I think  he asked then; there's a thick haze of vodka and grass over that night. Did I say yes? Not likely; by that time the old habits were setting in. 
It was too good with Bill. That's not funny. Perfection, happiness, these are frightening things. Very few of us can live with them. After a while, I began to resent Bill. I mean, who the hell was he to take up so much of my life? I began to pick at him, finding things not to like, irritating habits like the nervous way he cleared his throat or dug in his ear when he was thinking out some stage problem; the way he picked his feet in bed and usually left the bathroom a mess. Just bitchiness. I even over-reacted when he gave me notes after a performance. All bullshit and panic; just looking for a way out. How dare you love me, Bill Wrenn? Who asked you? 
Where did I get that way, where did it begin? 
When Nick Charreau came into the company, he was tailor-made for me. 
He was alone onstage the first time I saw him, a new cast replacement going through his blocking with the stage manager. Everything his predecessor did, Nick adjusted to show himself in a better light. He wasn't a better actor, but so completely, insolently sure of himself that he could pull off anything and make it look good, even a bad choice. Totally self-centered: if there were critics in the house, Nick lit up like a sign, otherwise it was just another working night in the sticks. 
Nick was a lot better looking than Bill and eighteen years younger. 
Even-featured with a sharp, cool, detached expression. Eyes that looked right through you. He could tell me things wrong with myself that would earn Bill Wrenn a reaming out, but I took it from Nick. He didn't get close or involved all the way down. Perhaps that's why I chose him, out of cowardice. He wouldn't ever ask me to be a person. 
When he finished the blocking session, I came down to lean on the stage apron. "You play that far back, you'll upstage everyone else in the scene." 
"It's my scene. I'm beautifully lit up there." Nick's smile was friendly with just the right soupçon of cockiness. A little above us all, just enough to tickle my own self-doubt and make me want to take him on. I can handle you, mister. You're not so tough. 
But he was. There was always part of Nick I couldn't reach or satisfy. I started out challenged, piqued, to cut him down to size in bed and ended up happy if he'd just smile at me. 
Looking over Al's shoulder in the mirror, I know it's not what we're born but what we're made into. The game is called Hurt me, I haven't suffered enough. I needed a son of a bitch like Nick. You don't think I'd go around deserving someone like Bill, do you? 
Call that weird, Alice? You're the same song, different verse. You have that wary, born-owing-money look yourself. You handle it better than I did—you knew a good man when you saw one— but you still feel like a loser. 
The fights with Bill grew large, bitter and frequent. He knew what was happening and it hurt him. And one night we split. 
"When will you grow up, Gayla?" 
"Bill, don't make it harder than it has to be. Just wish me luck." 
Dogged, tired, plopping fresh ice-cubes into his drink. "I care about you. About you, Gayla. That makes it hard. Nick's twenty-two and about an inch deep. He'll split in six months and you'll be out in the cold. When will you learn, Gay? It's not a game, it's not a great big candy store. It's people." 
"I'm sorry, Bill." 
"Honey," he sighed, "you sure are." 
I still hovered, somehow needing his blessing. "Please? Wish me luck?" 
Bill raised his glass, not looking up. "Sure, Gay. With Nick you'll need it." 
"What's that mean?" 
"Nothing, forget it." 
"No, you don't just say things like that." 
"Sorry, I'm all out of graciousness." 
"What did you mean? I'll need it." 
Bill paused to take a swallow of his drink. "Come on, Gay. You're not blind." 
"Other women? So what." 
"Other anybody." 
"Oh boy, you're—" 
"Nick swings both ways." 
"That's a lie!" 
"He'd screw a light socket if it helped him to a part." 
That was the nastiest thing Bill ever said about anyone. I felt angry and at the same time gratified that he made it easier to walk out mad. 
"Good-bye, Bill." 
And then he looked up at me, showing what was hidden before. Bill Wrenn was crying. Crying for me, the only person in this fucking world who ever did. All the pain, anger, loss, welling up in those sad sheepdog eyes. I could have put my arms around him and stayed ... no, wait, the picture's changing. I'm here in the apartment. Get him out of here, Nick—
No, it goes too fast or I will it to go. I can't, won't remember that yet because it hurts too much, and like a child I reach, cry out for the one thing I could always trust. 
Bill-1-1—
Not a scream, just the memory of sound. 
Lowen looks up from his book, puzzled. "Al? You call me?" 
No answer. It's late, she's asleep. 
Once more Lowen seems to listen, feeling the air and the silence, separating its texture with his senses. Searching. Then he goes back to his book, but doesn't really try to read. 
He heard me. He heard me.  I can reach him. 
Sooner or later, he'll know I'm here. Bust my hump or break my heart, I'll do it. Somehow. I've got to live, baby. Even dead, it's all I know how to do. 
I've hit a new low, watched Lowen and Al make love. At first I avoided it, but gradually the prospect drew me as hunger draws you to a kitchen; hunger no longer a poignant memory but sharp need that grows with my strength. 
I've never watched love-making before. Porn, yes, but that's for laughs, a nowhere fantasy. One of the character men in Lexington had a library of films we used to dig sometimes after a show, hooting at their ineptness. 
They could make you laugh or even horny now and then, but none of them ever dealt with reality. Porn removes you from the act, puts it at a safe distance. 
Real sex is awkward, banal and somehow very touching to watch. It's all the things we are and want: involvement, commitment, warmth, passion, 
clumsiness, generosity or selfishness. Giving and receiving or holding back, all stained with the colors of openness or fear, lovely—and very vulnerable. All that, and yet the words are inadequate; you can't get any of that from watching. Like the man said, you had to be there. 
Rogers and Astaire these two are not. It's all pretty straight missionary and more of an express than a local. Lowen does certain things and Al tries a few herself, sort of at arm's length and without much freedom. I don't think Lowen's had much experience, and Al, though she needs sex, probably learned somewhere that she oughtn't like it all that much. She's the new generation; she's heard it's her right and prerogative, but the no-no was bred in early. So she compromises by not enjoying it, by making it uphill for both of them. She inhibits Lowen without meaning to. 
He has to wait so long for her to relax and then work so hard to get her going. And of course at the best moment, like an insurance commercial in the middle of a cavalry charge, he has to stop and put on that stupid rubber. I wonder if Al's Catholic, she never heard of a diaphragm? Or maybe it's money. That's not so far out. Maybe she's up-tight about getting pregnant because she remembers how it was to grow up poor. 
Maybe it's a lot of things adding up to tense ambivalence, wondering why the bells don't ring and the earth shake like she read in Cosmopolitan.  I seem to remember that trip. 
She doesn't give herself much time to relish it afterward, either. 
Kiss-kiss-bang-bang, then zip with the kleenex and pit-pat into the shower as if someone might catch them. Maybe that's the way it was before they married, a habit that set before either of them realized it. 
But I've touched Lowen. God, yes, for one galvanized split-second I felt his body against me. I paid for it, but it had to be. 
It was after they made love and Al did her sprint from bed through the shower and into her nightie-cocoon. Lowen went into the bathroom then. I heard the shower running and drifted in after him. 
His body looked marvelous; smooth light olive against Al's blue flower-patterned bath curtains, the soap lather standing out sharp white against the last of his summer tan. Not too muscular; supple like Nick. It'll be a while before he has to worry about weight. 
Lowen soaped and rinsed, and I enjoyed the shape of his chest and shoulders when he raised his arms over his head. 
You're beautiful, Mr. Sheppard. 
I had to do it then. I moved in and kissed him, felt  his chest, stomach, his hardness against the memory of my pelvis. Only a second, a moment
when I had to hold him. 
The sensation that shivered through me was like a sudden electric shock. I pulled back, frightened and hurt, hovering in the shower curtain. 
Lowen jerked, grabbing for the towel rack, taut, scared as myself. Then, slowly, the fear faded and I saw that listening, probing attitude in the lift of his head before the instinctive fear returned. Lowen snapped the water off, stumbled out of the tub and just sat down on the John, dripping and shaking. He sat there for minutes, watching the water drying on his skin, run-neling down the sides of the tub. Once he put a hand to his lips. They moved, forming a word I couldn't hear. 
You felt me, damn you. You know I'm here. If I could just talk to you. 
But the exhaustion and pain ebbed me. We slumped at opposite ends of the small bathroom, Lowen staring through me, not hearing the sob, the agony of the pictures that flashed into life. Touching him, I remember. 
After the shock of life comes the memory, rilling me out by one more jagged fragment, measuring me in pain. 
Al, Al, frowning at your mirror, wondering what magic you lack—I should have your problem. The guys probably lined up around the block when you were in school. Not for Gayla Damon; hell, that wasn't even my real name, not for a long, hard time. First there was big, fat Gail Danowski from the Bronx like you, and at seventeen what your men prayed for and likely never got, I couldn't give away. 
Why do I have to remember that? Please, I tried so hard to get away from it. My father who worked for the city as a sandhog, my dumpy mother with her permanent look of washed-out disgust, both of them fresh off the boat in 1938. My sister Sasha who got married at seventeen to get away from them. Big change: all Zosh did after that was have kids for that beer-drinking slob husband of hers. Jesus, Charlie disgusted me. 
Sunday afternoons he'd come over and watch football with my father, swill beer and stuff potato chips. Every once in a while he'd let out a huge belch, then sigh and pat his pot gut like he was so goddamn pleased with himself. For years, while Zosh's teeth went and her skin faded to chalk delivering five kids. 
And me growing up in the middle of it, waiting for the big event of the day in the south Bronx, the Good Humor truck out on the street. 
"Mommy, Mommy, the goojoomer's here! C'n I have a dime for the goojoomer?" 
"Y'fadda din leave me no money." 
Urgent jingling from the Good Humor, ready to leave and take excitement with it. "Mommy!" 
"Geddouda here. I ain't got no dime, now shaddup." 
I used to think about that a lot: a lousy dime. So little and so much to a kid. Go to hell, Momma. Not for the dime, but for a whole beauty you never had and never missed. You weren't going to keep me from it. 
It wasn't much better in high school. I was embarrassed to undress for gym because of the holes in my underwear. And the stains sometimes because I had to use Momma's Kotex and she didn't care if she ran out. I could have used Tampax; virgin or not, I was a big, healthy ox like her and Zosh. I could have conceived an army. When Momma found the Tampax I bought, she slapped me halfway across the room. 
"What's this, hah? Hah?  I 
 ain't got enough trouble, you started already? 
You sneakin around, you little bitch?" 
No such luck, Momma. They didn't want me. The closest I got to boys was talking about them. Sitting in a coffee shop over the debris of my cheap, starchy lunch, the table a garbage dump of bread crusts, spilled sugar and straw wrappers, shredding food bits and paper ends like our envious gossip dissected the girls we knew and the boys we wanted to know. 
I never had any sense about men or myself. That happens when you're five foot seven in high school and still growing. A sequoia in a daisy bed, lumpy and lumbering, addicted to food, my refuge when I lost the courage for school dances. I fled home to the ice box and stayed there, eating myself out of my clothes, smearing my acne with Vis-o-Hex, or huddled for hours in a movie, seeing it twice over to pretend I was Hepburn or Bacall, slim, brittle and clever. Or Judith Anderson, tearing hell out of Medea.  I read the play and practiced the lines at my mirror with stiff approximations of her gestures. 
But it was A Streetcar Named Desire  that changed my life. I hardly spoke for days after seeing it. The play stabbed me deep and sparked something that was going to be. I bought more plays and devoured them. 
Fewer trips to the movies now and more downtown to Broadway and the Village. Live theater, not unreeling on a spool, but happening the moment I saw it. 
I was still a lump, still a hundred and fifty pounds of unlusted-after virgin bohunk, and nobody was going to star Gail Danowski in anything but lunch. I walked alone with my dreams while the hungers grew. 
You can go a little mad with loneliness, past caring. Virginity? I couldn't give it away, Momma; so I threw it away. No big Zanuck production, just a boy and a party I can't picture too clearly. We were drinking and wrestling, and I thought: all right, why not? Just once I'm gonna grab a little happiness even if it's just getting laid, what am I saving it for? But I had to get drunk before he fumbled at me. If there was pain or pleasure, I barely felt them. 
"Shit, whyn't you tell me, Gail?" 
Tell you what, lover? That I was a virgin, that by accident you were first? Is that a guilt trip? Whatever I lost, don't mourn it. Cry for the other things we lose in parked cars and motel beds because we're too drunk or there's too much guilt or fear for beauty. It was the beauty I missed. Be first any time, score up a hundred stiff, clumsy girls, say the silly words, break a hundred promises, brag about it afterwards. But leave something of yourself, something of beauty. Only that, and you part with a blessing. 
He didn't. 
The next morning, hung over and miserable, I looked at that frazzled thing in the mirror, had clean through and down to rock bottom, and knew from here on out I'd have to be me or just another Zosh. That day I started to build Gayla Damon. 
I graduated an inch taller and thirty pounds lighter, did hard one-week stock as an apprentice. Seventeen hours a day of walk-ons, painting scenery, fencing and dance classes. Diction: practicing for hours with a cork between my teeth—
"Baby, the word is dance. DAAnce, hear the A? Not de-e-ance. Open your mouth and use  it when you speak." 
—Letting my hair grow and moving down to Manhattan, always running away from that lump in the mirror. I never outran her. She was always there, worrying out of my eyes at a thousand auditions, patting my stomach and thighs, searching a hundred dressing room mirrors, plastering pancake on imagined blemishes, grabbing any man's hand because it was there. The years just went, hurrying by like strangers on a street, trailing bits of memory like broken china from a dusty box: buses, planes, snatches of rehearsal, stock, repertory, old reviews. 
Miss Damon's talent is raw but unmistakable. When she's right, she is theater, vivid, filled with primordial energy that can burn or chill. If she can learn to control . . . she was superbly cast as. ... 
—A self-driven horse record-time springing from nowhere to noplace. 
Life? I lived it from eight to eleven o'clock every night and two matinees a week. For three hours each night, I loved, hated, sang, sorrowed enough for three lifetimes. Good houses, bad houses, they all got the best of me because my work had a love behind it. The rest was only fill, and who cared? Season after season of repertory, a dozen cities, a dozen summer towns barely glimpsed from opening night to closing, a blur of men and a lot of beds, flush or broke, it didn't matter. 
Zosh caught a show once when I was playing in Westchester. Poor Zosh: pasty and fat as Momma by then, busting out of her dresses and her teeth shot. She came hesitantly into my dressing room, wondering if someone might throw her out. The first stage play she ever saw. She didn't know really what to make of it. 
"Oh, it was great and all. You look good, Gail. God, you really got some figure now, what size you wear? I never knew about plays. You know me 'n school, I always got my girlfriend to write my reports." 
She barely sipped the scotch I poured her. "Charlie never buys nothin' 
but beer." I wanted to take her out for a good dinner, but, no, she had a sitter at home and it was expensive, and Charlie would yell if she came home too late when he was out bowling. 
"Let the dumb ox yell. You're entitled once in a while." 
"Hey, you really gettin' a mouth on you, Gail." 
"Speaking of that, doesn't Charlie ever look at yours? Doesn't he know you need a dentist?" 
"Well, you know how it is. The kids take it out of you." 
I gave Zosh a hundred dollars to get her teeth fixed. She wrote that she spent it on the house and kids. There was the gas bill and Christmas. You
cant complain theres nobody on the other end of the phone. Ha-ha. My
friends all want to know when your on TV. 
Are you still around, Zosh? Not that it matters. They buried you years ago. No one was going to do that to me. 
And then suddenly I was thirty, that big, scary number. Working harder, running harder without knowing where, doing the where-did-it-all-go bit now and then (while the lights caught her best, most expressive angle). Where are you now, Bill? You must be pushing fifty. Did you find someone like me or just the opposite. I wouldn't blame
you. 
And how about you, Nick? 

He'll split in six months. You'll be out in the cold. 
When Bill said that, I remember thinking: hell, he's right. I'm thirty-two and after that comes thirty-three. Fourteen years, seven dollars in the bank, and where the hell am I? 
But I was hung up on Nick's body and trying to please him. Perhaps there were other, unspoken things that have nothing to do with loving or sex. You get used very early to not liking yourself. You know you're a fraud, someday they'll all know. The Lump hiding inside your dieted figure and with-it clothes knows you haven't changed, no matter what. The Lump doesn't want to like you. How can she tolerate anyone who does? No, she'll sniff out someone who'll keep her in her lovely place. 
Crimes and insanities. Hurting Bill was a very countable sin, but I knew what I needed. So it was Nick, not Bill, who moved in here with me. 
And where are you this dark night, Nick? Did you make the big time? I hope so. You're almost thirty now. That's getting on for what you had to sell. Your kind of act has a short run. 
My mind wanders like that when Lowen's not around. 
Energy builds again, the lights dim up. I drift out onto the balcony, feeling that weight of depression it always brings. My sense of color is dimmed because the kids are asleep. 77th Street is a still shot in black and white. Not a soul, not even a late cab whispering up Riverside Drive. 
Hey, look: there's a meteor, a falling star. Make a wish: be happy, Bill Wrenn. 
And listen! A clock tower. Even with Lowen asleep, I can hear it. 
Two-three-four o'clock. Definitely, I'm getting stronger. More and more I can feel and sometimes see my legs when I walk, less like floating in a current. I move back through the apartment to hover over Lowen as he sleeps. Wanting. Wondering. 
After all this time, why should it be Lowen who wakes me? Nothing's clear but that I can touch life again with him. It that's wrong, I didn't write the script. Name any form of life you want. A cold germ is just a bug trying to make a living in the only way it knows, in a place it doesn't understand, and it only takes a little out of the place trying. That's me, that's all of us. I'll take what I need to live. If there's air to breathe, don't
tell me I can't. That's academic. 
Al sleeps tiny and still beside Lowen, hardly a bump under the covers. It must be wonderful to sleep like that. I could never stay out more than two hours at a time. No, wait: here she comes up out of it with a sigh and turnover that barely whispers the covers. She slides out of bed and pit-pats to the bathroom. Bladder the size of an acorn, up three times a night like I was. 
When the John flushes, Lowen stirs and mumbles, flops over and sinks again. The bathroom door creaks, Al slips back in beside him. She doesn't settle down yet, but rests on one elbow, a momentary vigil over Lowen, a secret protecting. I'll bet he doesn't know she watches him like that. Then she slides under the covers very close, one arm over him, fingers spread lightly on his skin. 
To lie beside Lowen like that, to touch him simply by willing it. If that were my hand resting on his skin. What wouldn't I give for that? 
The idea is sudden and frightening. Why not? 
If I could get inside Al, stretch out my arm inside hers, wear it like a glove; just for a moment move one real finger over Lowen's skin. It couldn't hurt her, and I need it so. 
I wait for Al to fall asleep, scared of the whole notion. It could hurt. It hurt to touch Lowen before. Maybe it's against some natural law. They're flesh, I'm a memory. Lots of maybe's, but I have to try. Slow and scared, I drift down over Al and will what shape there is to me into the attitude of her body. There's no shock when I touch her, but a definite sensation like dipping into swift-running water. So weird, I pull away and have to build up my nerve to try again, settling like a sinking ship as the current of Al's healthy young life surges and tingles around me, and her chest rises and falls like a warm blanket over cozy sleep. My breasts nestle into hers, my arm stretching slowly to fill out the slim contour of her shoulder, elbow, wrist. It's hard and slow, like half-frozen syrup oozing through a hose. My fingers struggle one by one into hers. 
So tired. Got to rest. 
But I feel life, I feel  it, humming and bubbling all around me. Jesus, I must have sounded like a steel mill inside, the way I drove myself. The power, such a wonder. Why did I waste so much time feeling miserable? 
The electric clock glows at 5:03. More minutes pass while each finger tests itself in Al's, and then I try to move one on Lowen's skin. 
The shock curdles me. I cringe away from it, shiveling back up Al's arm, 
all of me a shaky little ball in her middle. Just as in the shower, I felt skin against skin, even the tiny moisture of pores, but it drains me as if I've run five miles. 
Rest and try again. Slow, so slow, so hard, but my fingers creep forward into Al's again. Same thing: the instant I let myself feel with Al's flesh, there's a bright shock and energy drains. If that's not enough, those delicate fingers weigh ten pounds each. I push, poop out, rest, try again, the hardest battle of my life, let alone death, and all in dogged silence broken only by their breathing and the muted whir  of the clock. 
6:32. The dark bedroom grays up to morning. I can see Lowen's face clearly now: very young, crumpled with sleep. He can't hear my soundless, exhausted panting like the heartbeat of a hummingbird. 
6:48. Twelve minutes before the clock beeps the beginning of their day, one finger, one slender thread binding me to Lowen . . . moves. Again. I go dizzy with the sensation but hang on, pouring the last strength into one huge effort. The small hand flexes all five fingers like a crab, sliding over the sparse hair on Lowen's chest. A flash-frame of Bill, of Nick, and a thrill of victory. 
Hi, baby. I made it. 
Then Al stirs, moves, don't, please, wait!  and flips over on her other side, unconcerned as a pancake. I let go, used up, drifting out to nowhere again, barely conscious of space or objects, too burned out even to feel frustrated after all that work. 
But I did it. I know the way now. I'll be back. 
Night after night I kept at it, fitting to Al's body, learning how to move her fingers without burning myself out. Stronger and surer, until I could move the whole hand and then the arm, and even if Lowen pressed the hand to his mouth or nestled his cheek against it, I could hold on. 
And then I blew it, the story of my life. Klutz-woman strikes again. I tried to get in when they were making love. 
I said before they're not too dexterous in the bedroom. Al gets uptight from the start, and I can see her lying there, eyes tight shut over Lowen's shoulder, hoping he'll come soon and get it over with. Not always; sometimes she wants it as much as him, but the old hangups are always there. She holds back, so he holds back. It's usually one-sided and finished soon. 
But that evening everything seemed perfect. They had a light supper, several drinks rather than the usual one, and Lowen didn't spare the vodka. They just naturally segued to the bedroom, not rushed or nervous, undressing each other slowly, enjoyably, melting into each other's arms. Al brought in a candle from the supper table. Nice touch: Nick and I used to do that. They lie there caressing each other, murmuring drowsily. Lowen looks gorgeous in the soft glow, Al like a little Dresden doll. And me—poor, pathetic afterthought—watching it all and yearning. 
Jesus, Al, act like you're alive. That's a man. Take hold of him. 
Damn, it was too much. The hell with consequences. I draped myself over Al with the ease of practice, stretched my arms and legs along hers. 
Foolhardy, yes, but at last my  arms went around Lowen, smoothing, then clawing down his back. 
Love me, baby. Love all of me. 
My mouth opened hungrily under his, licking his lips and then nipping at them. I writhed Al's slim body under his, pushed her hands to explore him from shoulders to thighs. I never had much trouble in bed. If the guy had anything going and didn't run through it like a fire drill, I could come half a dozen times, little ones and big ones, before he got there. 
With Lowen it was like all the best orgasms I ever had. The moment before you start to go, you want to hold back, prolong it, but you can't. I was dependent on Al's chemistry now. Her body was strangely stiff as I hauled her over on top of Lowen. Something new for her. She went taut, resisting it. 
"Lowen, wait." 
He can't wait, though I'm the only one who sees the irony and the lie. 
Lowen is coming, I certainly want to, but Al is out of it. I want to scream at her, though I should have guessed it long before this. She always times her cries with his, as if they came together. 
But it's a lie. She's faking it. She's learned that much. 
My God, you're alive, the greatest gift anyone ever got. Does a past tense like me have to show you how? 
With a strength like life itself, I churned her up and down on No way. Go ... go! 
Lowen gripped her spasmodically, and I felt his hips tremble under mine/hers. He couldn't hold back any longer. With the last ounce of my will, I bent Al's body down over his, mouth to mouth. "Now, Lowen. Now!" 
Not Al's voice but mine, the first time I've heard it in seven years. 
Deeper, throatier than Al's. In the middle of coming, an alien bewilderment flooded Lowen's expression. Al stiffened like she was shot. 
With a cry of bleak terror, she tore herself loose and leaped clear off the bed, clawing for the lamp switch, big-eyed and terrified in the hard light. 
"Oh, God. Oh, Jesus, what's happening?" 
Confused, a little out of it himself now, Lowen sat up to stare back at her. "Al, what's the matter?" 
She shuddered. "It's not me." 
"What?" 
"It's not me."  She snatched up her bathrobe like the last haven in the world. Lowen reached for his instinctively, comforting. 
"It's all right, honey, it's—" 
"No. It's like something hot inside me." 
He went on soothing her, but he knew. I could see that in his eyes as he pulled Al down beside him. He knew: the last thing I saw, because the lights were going down for me, their last spill playing over memory-fragments before fading. A confused montage: Nick putting on his jacket, me fumbling for the phone, then pulling at the balcony door, and the darkness and the silence then were like dying again. 
I've had some hangovers in my time, mornings of agony after a messy, screaming drunk. Coming back to queasy consciousness while the night's party repeats in your mind like a stupid film loop, and you wonder, in a foggy way, if you really spilled that drink on somebody, and—oh, no—you couldn't have said that  to him, and if you're going to be sick right then or later. 
Then the smog clears and you remember. Yeah. You spilled it and did it and you sure as hell said it, and the five best bloody mary's in the world won't help. 
I blew it good this time, a real production number. Now they both know I'm here. 
December 23. I know the date because Al's carefully crossed the days off her calendar where she never bothered before. I've been turned off for days. Almost Christmas, but you'd never know it around here. No holly, no tree, just a few cards opened and dropped on the little teakwood desk
where they keep their bills. When Lowen brushes one aside, I can see a thin line of dust. Al hasn't been cleaning. 
The kitchen is cluttered. The morning's dishes are still in the sink. 
Three cardboard boxes stand on the floor, each half full of wrapped dishes and utensils. 
So that's it. They're moving. A moment of panic: where do I go from here, then? All right, it was my fault, but . . . don't go, Lowen. I'm not wild about this script myself, but don't ask me to turn out the lights and die again. Because I won't. 
There's a miasma of oppression and apprehension all through the apartment. Al's mouth is tighter, her eyes frightened. Lowen comes out into the living room, reluctant and dutiful. Furtively, he tests the air as if to feel me in it. He sits down in his usual chair; 3:13 by the miniature grandfather clock on the book case. The lights and sound come up slowly with Lowen's nearness. He's home early this afternoon. 
Al brings out the Waterford sherry set and puts it on the coffee table. 
She sits down, waiting with Lowen. The whole scene reminds me of actors taking places before the curtain rises; Al poised tensely on the sofa, revolving her sherry glass in white fingers: Lowen distant, into his own thoughts. The sound is still lousy. 
". . . feel silly," Lowen ventures. ". . . all this way . . . time off from . . . 
just to . . ." 
"No! . . . live here like this, not with . . ." Al is really shook; takes a cigarette from Lowen's pack on the coffee table and smokes it in quick, inexpert puffs. "You say you can feel her?" 
Lowen nods, unhappy. He doesn't like any of this. "I loved this place from the first day." 
"Lowen, answer me. Please." 
"Yes." 
"Where?" 
"Somewhere close. Always to me." 
Al stubs out the cigarette. "And we sure know it's she,  don't we?" 
"Al—" 
"Oh, hell! I loved this place too, but this is crazy. I'm scared,  Lowen. 
How long have you known?" 
"Almost from the start." 
"And you never told me." 
"Why?" Lowen looks up at her. "I'm not a medium; nothing like this ever happened before. It was weird at first, but then I began to feel that she was just here—" 
"What!" 
"—and part of things . . . like the walls. I didn't even know it was a woman at first." 
"Until that time in the shower," Al finishes for him. "Bitch." 
Thanks a lot, kid. At least I know what to do with him. 
"Look, Al, I can't tell you how I know, but I don't think she means any harm." 
Al gulps down her sherry and fills the glass. "The—hell—she— doesn't. 
I'm not into church anymore. Even if I were, I wouldn't go running for the holy water every time a floor creaked, but don't tell me she doesn't mean anything, Lowen. You know what I'm talking about." Her hands dry-wash each other jerkily. "I mean that night, the way we made love. I—always wanted to make love to you like that. That. . . free." 
The best you ever had, love. 
Al gets up and paces, nervous. "All right, I've got these goddamned problems. You get taught certain things are wrong. If it's not for babies, it's wrong. It's wrong to use contraceptives, but we can't afford a baby, and—I don't know, Lowen. The world is crazy. But that night, it wasn't me. 
Not even my voice." 
"No, it wasn't." 
Lowen must be way down, depressed, because my energy is wavering with his, and sound fades in and out. There's a muffled knock at the door. 
Lowen opens it to a bald little man like a wizened guru in a heavy, fur-collared overcoat. 
Wait, I know this guy. It's that little weasel, Hirajian, from Riverside Realty. He rented me this place. Hirajian settles himself in a chair, briefcase on his knee, declining the sherry Al offers. He doesn't look too happy about being here, but the self-satisfied little bastard doesn't miss Al's legs, which make mine look bush league in retrospect. 
I can't catch everything, but Hirajian's puzzled by something Al's saying. No problem about the lease, he allows, apartments rent in two days now, but she's apparently thrown him a curve. 
Al now: ". . . not exactly our wish, but. . ." 
"Unusual request. . . never anything. . . ." 
Now Al is flat and clear: "Did you find out?" 
Hirajian opens his briefcase and brings out a sheet of paper while I strain at his through-the-wall mumble. 
"Don't know why . . . however . . . before you. . . ." He runs through a string of names until I make the connection. The tenants who came after me, all those damned extras who wandered through my dreams before Lowen. 
Lowen stops him suddenly. He's not as depressed as Al; there's an eagerness in the question. "Did anyone die here?" 
"Die?" 
"It's very important," Al says. 
Hirajian looks like an undertaker's assistant now, all professional solemnity and reluctance. "As a matter of fact, yes. I was getting to that. 
In 1974, a Miss Danowski." 
Lowen's head snaps up. "First name?" 
"Gail." 
"Anyone named Gayla? Someone cut the name Gayla in the cement on the balcony." 
"That was the Danowski woman. Gayla Damon was her stage name. She was an actress. I remember because she put that name on the lease and had to do it again with her legal signature." 
"Gayla." 
"You knew her, Mr. Sheppard?" 
"Gayla Damon. I should, it's awfully familiar, but—" 
"Single?" Al asks. "What sort of person was she?" 
Hirajian cracks his prim little smile like a housewife leaning over a back fence to gossip. "Yes and no, you know show people. Her boyfriend moved in with her. I know it's the fashion nowadays, but we,"  evidently Riverside and God, "don't approve of it." 
There's enough energy to laugh, and I wish you could hear me, you little second-string satyr. You made a pass when you showed me this place. I remember: I was wearing that new tan suit from Bergdorf's, and I couldn't split fast enough. But it was the best place yet for the money, so I took it. 
Damn it, how did I die? What happened. Don't fade out, weasel. 
Project, let me hear you. 
Al sets down her sherry glass. "We just can't stay here. It's impossible." 
Don't go, Lowen. You're all I have, all there is. I won't touch Al, I promise never again. But don't go. 

Of course there were promises, Nick. There's always a promise. No
one has to spell it out. 

I  said that once. I'm starting to remember. 
While Hirajian patters on, Lowen's lost in some thought. There's something in his eyes I've never seen before. A concern, a caring. 
"You mean he didn't come back even when he heard Gayla was dead?" 
I love the way he says my name. Like a song, new strength. 
"No end of legal trouble," Hirajian clucks. "We couldn't locate him or any family at first. A Mister . . . yes, a Mister Wrenn came and made all the arrangements. An old boyfriend, I suppose." 
You did that for me, Bill? You came back and helped me out. Boy, what I had and threw away. Sand through my fingers. 
"Gayla. Gayla Damon." I grow stronger as Lowen repeats my name, stronger yet as he rises and takes a step toward the balcony door. I could touch him, but I don't dare now. "Yes. Just the name I forgot. It's hard to believe, Al, but it's the only thing I can believe." 
Such a queer, tender look. Al reads it too. "What, Lowen?" 
He strides quickly away to the bedroom, and the lights dim a little. 
Then he's back with a folded paper, so lost in some thought that Al just stares at him and Hirajian is completely lost. 
"The things we learn about life," Lowen says. "An English professor of mine said once that life is too coincidental for art; that's why art is structured. Mr. Hirajian, you said no one else ever complained of disturbances in this apartment. I'm not a medium, can't even predict the weather. But I'm beginning to understand a little of this." 
Will you tell me, for Christ's sake? 
He hands the paper to Al. It looks like an old theater program. "You see, Mister Hirajian, she's still here." 
He has to say it again, delicately as possible. Hirajian pooh-poohs the whole notion. "Oh, really, now, you can't be sure of something like that." 
"We know," Al says in a hard voice. "We haven't told you everything. 
She, it, something's here, and it's destructive." 
"No, I don't think so." Lowen nods to the program. I can't see it too well. 
"Eagle Lake Playhouse, 1974. I saw her work." 
You couldn't have. You were only—
"She played Gwendolyn in Becket.  That's her autograph by her name." 
Where the hell is Eagle Lake? Wait a minute. Wait—a—minute. I'm remembering. 
"My father was taking me back to school. I spent my whole life in boarding schools all the way through college. Dad thought for our last night together, he'd take me to an uplifting play and save himself making conversation. My parents were very efficient that way. 
"Gayla only had one scene, but she was so open, so completely translucent that I couldn't take my eyes off her." 
I did play Eagle Lake, and there's a faint memory of some double-breasted country-club type coming back for an autograph for his kid. 
"I still remember, she had a line that went: 'My lord cares for nothing in this world, does he?' She turned to Becket then, and you could see a line  in that turn, a power that reached the other actor and came out to the audience. The other actors were good, but Gayla lit up the stage with something—unbearably human." 
Damn right, love. I was gangbusters in that role. And you saw me? I could almost believe in God now, though He hasn't called lately. 
"I was sixteen, and I thought I was the only one in the world who could be so lonely. She showed me we're all alike in that. All our feelings touch. 
Next day I hitchhiked all the way back to the theater from school. . . ." 
Lowen trails off, looking at Al and the apartment. "And this was her place. 
She wasn't very old. How did she die?" 
"Depressing," Hirajian admits. "Very ugly and depressing, but then suicide always is." 
What! 
"But as regards your moving out just because—" 
The hell I did, no way,  mister. No. No. NO! I won't listen to any more. 
Don't believe him, Lowen. 
Lowen's on his feet, head tilted in that listening attitude. Al puts down her glass, pale and tense. "What is it?" 
"She's here now. She's angry." 
"How do you know?" 
"Don't ask me how, damnit. I know. She's here." 
No, Lowen. On the worst, weakest day of my life, I couldn't do that. 
Listen. Hear me. Please. 
Then Al's up, frightened and desperate. "Go away, whoever you are. For the love of God, go away." 
I barely hear her, flinging myself away from them out onto the balcony, silent mouth screaming at the frustration and stupid injustice of it. A lie, a lie, and Lowen is leaving, sending me back to nothing and darkness. But the strength is growing, born of rage and terror. Lowen. Lowen, Lowen. 
Hear me. I didn't. Hear me. 
"Lowen, don't!" 
I hear Al's voice, then the sudden, sharp sound of the balcony door wrenching open. And as I turn to Lowen, the whole, uncut film starts to roll. And, oh Jesus, I remember. 
Eagle Lake. That's where it ended, Lowen. Not here, no matter what they tell you. That's where all the years, parts, buses, beds, the whole game came to an end. When I found that, no matter what, none of it worked any more. Maybe I was growing up a little at last, looking for the me  in all of it. 
Funny: I wasn't even going to audition for stock that summer. Bill called me to do a couple of roles at Eagle Lake, and Nick urged me to go. It was a good season, closing with A Streetcar Named Desire.  The owner, Ermise Stour, jobbed in Natalie Bond for Blanche DuBois, and I was to be her understudy. Nattie's name wasn't smash movie box office any more, but still big enough for stock and star-package houses. She's be Erm's insurance to make up whatever they lost on the rest of the season. 
Erm, you tough old bag. You were going to sell that broken-down theater after every season. I'll bet you're still there, chain-smoking over a bottle of Chivas and babying that ratty poodle. 
Ermise lived in a rambling ex-hotel with a huge fireplace in the lounge. 
We had all our opening-night parties there with a big blaze going because Eagle Lake never warmed up or dried out even in August. 
At the opening party for Becket,  all of us were too keyed up to get
drunk, running on adrenaline from the show, slopping drinks and stuffing sandwiches, fending off the local reviewers, horny boy scouts with a course in journalism. 
Dinner? No thanks. I've got a horrible week coming up, and it's all I can do to shower and fall into bed. Bill, let's get out  of here. Thank's, you're a jewel, I needed a refill. Gimme your sweater. Jesus, doesn't it ever get warm in this place? You could age beef in our dressing room. 
Nick was down for a few days the week before. Bill rather pointedly made himself scarce. He was still in love with me. That must have hurt, working with me day after day, keeping it inside, and I didn't help matters by dragging Nick everywhere like a prize bull: hey, look what I got! Smart girl, Gayla. With a year's study, you could be an idiot. 
But Nick was gone, and we'd managed to get Becket  open despite failing energy, colds, frayed nerves and lousy weather. It was good just to stand with Bill against the porch railing, watching moths bat themselves silly against the overhead light. Bill was always guarded when we were alone now. I kept it light and friendly, asked about his preparations for Streetcar.  He sighed with an Old Testament flavor of doom. 
"Don't ask. Erm had to cut the set budget, first read-through is tomorrow morning, and Nattie's plane won't get in until one. I'm going to be up all night and I'll still only be about five pages ahead of you people on blocking." 
"Why's she late?" 
"Who the hell knows? Business with her agent or something You'll have to read in for her." 
Good. One more precious rehearsal on my Blanche, one more time to read those beautiful words and perhaps find one more color in them before Natalie Bond froze it all in star glitter. That was all I had to look forward to now. The fatigue, the wet summer, lousy houses, all of it accumulated to a desolation I couldn't shrug off. I had a small part in Streetcar,  but understudying Natalie Bond meant watching her do my role, never to touch the magic myself. Maybe her plane could crash—just a little—but even then, what? Somehow even the thought of Nick depressed me. Back in New York he'd get in to see the right agents where I couldn't, landing commercials, lining up this, grabbing that, always smarter at business than me. 
That night before the party, I sat on my bed, staring glumly at the yellow-green wallpaper and my battered Samsonite luggage, and thought: I'm tired of you. Something's gone. There's gotta be more than this.  And I
curled up in my old gray bathrobe, wallowing in self-pity. Nick, you want to get married? Bring me the towel and wash my back? Baby me a little when I feel rotten, like now? There's a big empty place in me wants to be pregnant with more than a part. Tired, negative, I knew Nick would never marry me; I was kidding myself. 
So it was good to have Bill there on the porch for a minute. I leaned against him and he put an arm around me. We should have gone to bed and let it be beautiful one more time. It would have been the last. 
"Tired, Gay?" 
"I want to go home." 
Except I never in my whole life found where it was. 
Natalie Bond came and conquered. She knew her lines pretty well going in and crammed the rest with me in her room or the restaurant down our street. No one recognized her at first with her hair done just the right shade of fading dishwater blonde for Blanche, most of her thin face hidden behind a huge pair of prescription sunglasses. 
She was near-sighted to blindness; some of her intensity on film must have come from trying to feel out the blocking by Braille. But a pro she was. She soaked up Bill's direction, drove herself and us, and I saw the ruthless energy that made Nattie a star. 
I saw other things, too. Nattie hadn't been on a live stage for a lot of years. She missed values left and right in Blanche and didn't have time to pick them up on a two-week stock schedule. Film is a director's medium. 
He can put your attention where he wants with the camera. Stage work takes a whole different set of muscles, and hers were flabby, unused to sustaining an action or mood for two and a half hours. 
But for the first time that season, we were nearly sold out at the box office. Erm was impressed. Bill wasn't. 
"They're coming to see a star. She could fart her way through Blanche and they'll still say she's wonderful." 
Maybe, but life wasn't all skittles for Nattie. She had two children in expensive schools and got endless phone calls from her manager in California about taxes. 
"I gotta work, honey," she told me over black coffee and dry toast. "The wolfs got my ass in his chops already." 
She meant it. Another phone call, and that same afternoon between lunch and rehearsal call, Nattie Bond was gone, and I was sitting in
Ermise's living room again while Erm swore back and forth across the worn carpet, waving her drink like a weapon, and Bill tried to look bereaved. He always wanted me for Blanche. He had me now. 
"Screwed me from the word go." Ermise sprayed ashes over the rug and her poodle. "She knew this when she signed and never said a goddamn word." 
The facts filtered through my rosy haze. Natalie's agent had a picture deal on the coast so close to signing that it was worth it to let Ermise sue. 
They'd just buy up her contract—if she could be in Los Angeles tomorrow. 
Ermise hurled her cigarette into the trash-filled fireplace, gulped the last of her drink and turned a mental page. Nattie was one problem, the show another. "You ready to go, Gayla?" 
"In my sleep, love." 
I was already readjusting the role to the Blanche in my ear and not as sorry for the box office as Erm. Screw 'em all, they were going to see ten times the Blanche Nattie Bond could give them on the best day she ever worked. 
"Bill wants me to give you a raise," Ermise said. "Wish I could, Gay, but things are tight." 
I pulled the worn script out of my jeans, grinning like a fool back at Bill, who couldn't hide his glee any more. "Just pay on time, Erm. Keep out of my hair and don't clutter up my stage. Bill, let's go to work." 
From my first rehearsal, the play convulsed and became a different animal. The whole cast had to shift gears for me, but no longer suffused by Nattie's hard light they began to find themselves and glimmer with life. I ate and slept with the script while Blanche came sure and clear. Hell, I'd been rehearsing her for fourteen years. It wasn't hard to identify: the hunger for love half appeased in bed-hopping and sexual junk food, and what that does to a woman. The blurred, darkening picture of a girl waiting in her best dress to go to the dance of life with someone who never came. Then, just as it seemed to be coming together, it went flat, deader than I am now. But out of that death came a beautiful, risky answer. 
Blanche DuBois is a bitch of a role and demands a powerhouse actress. 
That's the problem. Like the aura that surrounds Hamlet, the role accumulates a lot of star-shtick, and something very subtle can get lost. I determined to strip away the layers of gloss and find what was there to begin with. 
"The part's a trap, Bill. All those fluttery, curlicued lines reach out and
beg you to act  them. And you wind up with dazzle again, a concert performance." 
"Cadenzas," he agreed with me. "The old Williams poetry." 
"Right! Cadenzas, scales. No, by God. I've played the Deep South. 
There's a smothered quality to those women that gets lost that way. The script describes her as a moth. Moths don't dazzle. They don't glitter." 
"Remember that night on the porch," Bill said thoughtfully. "They don't glitter, but they do need the light." 
And that was it. Blanche aspired to the things she painted with foolish words. A dream of glitter seen by a near-sighted person by a failing candle. The lines are ornate, but just possibly, Blanche is not quite as intelligent as she's been played. 
A long artistic chance, but they're the only ones worth taking. If you don't have the guts to be wrong, take up accounting. 
So my Blanche emerged a very pathetic woman, a little grotesque as such women are, not only desperate for love but logical in her hopes for Mitch. For all Belle Reeve and the inbred magnolias, she's not that far above him. Bill gave me my head, knowing that by finding my own Blanche, even being wrong for a while, I'd find the play's as well. On my terms and with my own reality. 
I had three lovely labor-pained days of seeing her come alive. 
On the third day, I was sitting in a corner of the stage with coffee and a sandwich, digging at the script while the others lunched. When Sally Kent walked in, I snapped at her. 
"Where's the rest? It's two o'clock. Let's go." 
"They want you over at the office, Gay." 
"What the hell for? I don't have time. Where's Bill?" 
"At the office," Sally admitted reluctantly. "Natalie Bond is here. She's back in the show." 
The kiss of death. Even as I shook my head, no, Erm wouldn't do this to me, I knew she would. 
Ermise hunched in a chair by the fireplace, bitter with what she had to do, trying not to antagonize Bill any further. He poised on the sofa, seething like a malevolent cat. 
"Nattie will do the show after all," Ermise said. "I have to put her back in, Gay." 
I couldn't speak at first; sick, quivering on my feet with that horrible end-of-the-rope hollowness in my stomach. No place to go from here. No place. . . . 
"When we pulled her name off the advertising, we lost more than a third of our reservations." Erm snorted. "I don't like it. I don't like her right now, but she's the only thing'll keep my theater open." 
Bill's comment cut with the hard edge of disgust. "You know what this does to the cast, don't you? They've readjusted once. Now they have to do it again and open in two days. They were an ensemble with Gayla. Now they're the tail of a star vehicle." 
Bill knew it was already lost, but he was doing this for me. 
Ermise shook her head. "Gay, honey, I can't afford it, but I'm gonna raise you retroactive to the first week of your contract." Her hands fluttered in an uncharacteristically helpless gesture. "I owe you that. And you'll go back in as Eunice. But next season—" 
I found my voice. It was strange, old. "Don't do this to me. This role, it's mine, I earned it. She'll ruin it." 
"Don't look at me," Bill snapped to Ermise. "She's right." 
Ermise went defensive. "I don't care who's right. You're all for Gay. Fine, but I can't run a theater that way. Lucky to break even as it is. Nattie's back, she plays, and that's the end of it. Gay's contract reads 'as cast.' 
She's Eunice. What else can I say?" 
I showed her what else. I ripped the Streetcar  script in four parts and threw them in the fireplace. "You can say good-by, Ermise. Then you can take your raise and shove it." I was already lurching toward the door, voice breaking. "Then you can put someone in my roles, because I'm leaving." 
I meant it. Without Blanche, there was no reason to stay another minute. Finished. Done. 
Except for Natalie Bond. I found her in her hotel room, already dressed for rehearsal and running over the script. 
"Come on in, Gayla. Drink?" 
"No." 
She read my tension as I crouched with my back against the door. "All right, hon. Get it off your chest." 
"I will." 
I told the bitch what I felt and what I thought and didn't leave anything
out. It was quite a speech for no rehearsal, beginning with my teens when I first knew I had to play Blanche, and the years and hard work that made me worthy of it. There wasn't a rep company in the east I hadn't worked, or a major role from Rosalind to Saint Joan I hadn't played. To walk out on the show like she did was pure shit. To crawl back was worse. 
"Right," said Nattie. She faced me all through it, let me get it all out. I was crying when I finished. I sank down on a chair, grabbing for one of her Kleenex. 
"Now do you want a drink?" 
"Yes, what the hell." 
She wasn't all rat, Nattie. She could have put me down with the star routine, but she fixed me a stiff gin and soda without a word. I remember her fixing that drink: thick glasses and no make up, gristly thin. She had endless trouble with her uterus, infection after painful infection and a work schedule that never allowed her to heal properly. A hysterectomy ended the whole thing. Nattie's face was thinner than mine, all the softness gone, mouth and cheeks drawn tight. No matter how sincere, the smile couldn't unclench. 
And this, I thought, is what I want to be? Help me, Nick. Take me home. There's gotta be a home somewhere, a little rest. 
"Know what we're like?" Nattie mused. "A little fish swimming away from a big, hungry fish who's just about to be eaten by a bigger fish. 
That's us, honey. And that's me in the middle." 
She screwed Ermise, but someone shafted her too. The picture deal was a big fat fake. The producer wanted someone a little bigger and hustled Nattie very plausibly to scare the lady into reaching for a pen. 
"I'm broke, Gayla. I owe forty thousand in back taxes, my house is on a second mortgage, and my kids' tuition is overdue. Those kids are all I have. I don't know where the hell to go from here, but Ermise needs me and I sure as hell need the job." 
While I huddled over my drink, unable to speak, Nattie scribbled something on a memo pad. 
"You're too good to waste, you're not commercial, and you'll probably die broke. But I saw your rehearsal this morning." 
I looked up at her in weepy surprise. The smile wasn't quite so hard just then. 
"If I can do it half that well, Gay. Half." 
She shoved the paper into my hand. "That's my agent in New York. He's with William Morris. If he can't get you work, no one can. I'll call him myself." She glanced at her dressing table clock. "Time, gotta run." 
Nattie divined the finality in my shoulders as I sagged toward the door. 
"You going to play Eunice?" 
"No. I'm leaving." 
Pinning her hair, she shot me a swift, unsmiling appraisal through the mirror. "Good for you. You got a man in New York?" 
"Yeah." 
"Get married," she mumbled through a mouthful of pins. "It's not worth it." As the door closed, she raised her voice. "But call my agent." 
My bags were packed, but I hadn't bothered to change clothes. That's why my permanent costume, I suppose. Who knew then I'd get very tired of black. Bill insisted on driving me to the airport. When he came for me, I must have looked pathetic, curled up on the bed in one more temporary, damp summer room just waiting to eject me. No love lost; I got damned sick of yellow-green wallpaper. 
Bill sat on the edge of the bed. "Ready, love?" 
I didn't move or answer. Done, finished. Bill put aside the old hurt and lay down beside me, bringing me into his arms. I guess something in him had to open in spite of his defenses. He opened my heart gently as a baby's hand clutched around something that might harm it, letting me cry the last of it out against his shoulder. The light faded in the room while we lay together. 
We kissed good-by like lovers at the departure gate. Bill was too much a part of me for anything less. Maybe he knew better than I how little was waiting for me. 
"Be good, Gay." 
"You too." I fiddled with his collar. "Don't forget to take your vitamins, you need them. Call me when you get back." He hugged me one last time. 
"Why don't you marry me sometime?" 
For a lot of reasons, Bill. Because I was a fool and something of a coward. The stunting begins in the seed when we learn not to like ourselves. The sad thing about life is that we usually get what we really want. Let it be. 
Funny, though: that was my first and last proposal, and I kissed him good-by, walked out of his life, and four hours later I was dead. 
There was time on the plane to get some of it together. Natalie was a star, at the top where I wanted to be, and look at her: most of the woman cut out of her, flogged to work not by ambition but need. Driven and used. 
She reminded me of a legless circus freak propelling herself on huge, overdeveloped arms, the rest of her a pitiful afterthought cared for by an expensive gynecologist. I thought: at least when I get home there'll be Nick. Don't call him from the airport; let it be a surprise. We'll get some coffee and cold-cuts, make love and talk half the night. I needed to talk, to see us plain. 
Get married, Nattie said. It isn't worth it. 
Maybe not the way I chased it for fourteen years. I'd call her agent, keep working, but more New York jobs with time left over to be with Nick, to sit on my balcony and just breathe or read. To make a few friends outside of theater. To see a doctor and find out how tough I really am, and if everything in the baby box is working right, so that maybe—
Like she said, so maybe get married and have kids while I can. A little commitment, Nick, a little tomorrow. If the word sounds strange, I just learned it. Give me this, Nick. I need it. 
The light was on in our living room as I hauled my suitcase out of the cab and started up. Hell, I won't even buzz, just turn the key in the lock and reach for him. 
I did that. 
There was—yes, I remember—one blessed moment of breathing the good, safe air of my own living room as I set down the luggage. I heard a faint stirring from the bedroom. Good, I've surprised him. If Nick was just waking from a nap, we'd have that much more time to touch each other. 
"It's me, baby." I crossed to the bedroom door, groping inside for the light switch. "I'm home." 
I didn't need the switch. There was enough light to see them frozen on the torn-up bed. The other one was older, a little flabby. He muttered something to Nick. I stood there, absurd myself, and choked: "Excuse me." 
Then, as if someone punched me in the stomach, I stumbled to the bathroom, pushed the door shut and fell back against it. 

"Get him out of here, Nick!" 
The last word strangled off as I doubled over the John and vomited all
the horrible day out of me, with two hours left to live, retching and sobbing, not wanting to hear whatever was said beyond the door. After a short time, the front door closed. I washed my face, dried it with the stiff, clumsy movements of exhaustion, and got out to the living room somehow, past the bed where Nick was smoking a cigarette, the sheet pulled up over his lean thighs. 
I remember pouring a drink. That was foolish on an empty stomach, the worst thing anyone could have done. I sat on the sofa, waiting. 
"Nick." The silence from the bedroom was the only thing I could feel in my shock. "Nick, please come out. I want to talk to you." 
I heard him rustle into his clothes. In a moment Nick came out, bleak and sullen. 
"Why are you back so early?" 
"No, they—" My reactions were still disjointed, coming out of shock, but the anger was building. "They put Nattie Bond back in the show. I walked out." 
That seemed to concern him more than anything else. "You just walked out? They'll get Equity on you." 
"Never mind about Equity, what are we  gonna do?" 
"What do you mean?" he asked calmly. 
"Oh, man, are you for real?" I pointed at the door. "What was that?" 
"That may be a Broadway job." He turned away into the kitchen. "Now get off my back." 
"The hell I—" 
"Hey look, Gayla. I haven't made any promises to you. You wanted me to move in. Okay, I moved in. We've had it good." 
I began to shake. "Promises? Of course there were promises. There's always a promise, nobody has to spell it out. I could have gone to bed with Bill Wrenn plenty of times this summer, but I didn't." 
He only shrugged. "So whose fault is that? Not mine." 
"You bastard!" I threw my glass at him. He ducked, the thing went a mile wide, then Nick was sopping up whisky and bits of glass while I shook myself apart on the couch, teeth chattering so hard I had to clamp my mouth tight shut. It was all hitting me at once, and I couldn't handle half of it. Nick finished cleaning up without a word, but I could see even then the tight line of his mouth and the angry droop of his eyelids. He had guts
of a kind, Nick. He could face anything because it didn't matter. All the important things were outside, to be reached for. Inside I think he was dead. 
"The meanest thing Bill ever said to me," I stuttered. "When I left him for you, h-he said you played both sides of the fence. And I c-called him a goddamn liar. I couldn't believe he'd be small enough to— Nick, I'm falling apart. They took my show, and I came home to you because I don't know what to do." 
Nick came over, sat down and held me in his arms. "I'm not, Gayla." 
"Not what?" 
"What Bill said." 
"Then w-what was this?" 
He didn't answer, just kissed me. I clung to Nick like a lost child. 
Why do we always try to rewrite what's happened? Even now I see myself pointing to the door and kissing him off with a real Bette Davis sizzler for a curtain. Bullshit. I needed Nick. The accounting department was already toting up the cost of what I wanted and saying: I'll change
him. It's worth it. 
I only cried wearily in his arms while Nick soothed and stroked me. "I'm not that," he said again. "Just that so many guys are hung up on role-playing and all that shit. Oh, it's been said about me." 
I twisted in his lap to look at him "Nick, why did you come to me?" 
The question gave him more trouble than it should. "I like you. You're the greatest girl I ever met." 
Something didn't add up. Nothing ever bugged Nick before; he could always handle it, but he was finding this hard. "That's not enough," I persisted. "Not tonight." 
Nick disengaged himself with a bored sigh. "Look, I have to go out." 
"Go out? Now?" I couldn't believe he'd leave me like this. "Why?" 
He walked away toward the bedroom. I felt the anger grow cold with something I'd never faced before, answers to questions that gnawed at the back of my mind from our first night. "Why, Nick? Is it him? Did that fat queer tell you to come over after you ditched the hag?" 
Nick turned on me, lowering. "I don't like that word." 
"Queer." 
"I said—" 
"Queer." 
"All right." He kicked viciously at the bedroom door with all the force he wanted to spend stopping my mouth. "It's a fact in this business. That's why I get in places you don't. It's a business, cut and dried, not an aht
fawm  like you're always preaching." 
"Come off it, Nick." I stood up, ready for him and wanting the fight. 
"That casting couch bit went out with Harlow. Is that how you get jobs? 
That, and the cheap, scene-stealing tricks you use when you know and I know I played you against the wall in Lexington, you hypocritical son of a bitch." 
Nick threw up a warning hand. "Hey, wait just one damn minute, Bernhardt. I never said I was or ever could be as good as you. But I'll tell you one thing." Nick opened the closet and snaked his jacket off a hanger. 
"I'll be around and working when nobody remembers you, because I know the business. You've been around fourteen years and still don't know the score. You won't make rounds, you don't want to be bothered waiting for an agent to see you. You're a goddamn ahtist.  You won't wait in New York for something to develop, hell no. You'll take any show going out to Noplaceville, and who the hell ever sees you but some jerkoff writing for a newspaper no one reads. Integrity? Bullshit, lady. You are afraid  of New York, afraid to take a chance on it." 
Nick subsided a little. "That guy who was here, he produces. He's got a big voice where it counts." Again he looked away with that odd, inconsistent embarrassment. "He didn't want to sleep with me, really. He's basically straight." 
That was too absurd for anger. "Basically?" 
"He only wanted a little affection." 
"And you, Nick. Which way do you go basically. I mean was it his idea or yours?" 
That was the first totally vulnerable moment I ever saw in Nick. He turned away, leaning against the sink. I could barely hear him. "I don't know. It's never made much difference. So what's the harm? I don't lose anything, and I may gain." 
He started for the door, but I stopped him. "Nick, I need you. What's happened to me today, I'm almost sick. Please don't do this to me." 
"Do what? Look." He held me a moment without warmth or conviction. 
"I'll only be gone a little while. We'll talk tomorrow, okay?" 
"Don't go, Nick." 
He straightened his collar carefully with a sidelong glance at the mirror. 
"We can't talk when you're like this. There's no point." 
I dogged him desperately, needing something to hang onto. "Please don't go. I'm sorry for what I said. Nick, we can work it out, but don't leave me alone." 
"I have to." His hand was already on the door, cutting me off like a thread hanging from his sleeve. 
"Why!" It ripped up out of the bottom, out of the hate without which we never love or possess anything. "Because that fat faggot with his job means more than I do, right? How low do you crawl to make a buck in this business? Or is it all business? Jesus, you make me sick." 
Nick couldn't be insulted. Even at the end, he didn't have that to spare me. Just a look from those cool blue eyes I tried so hard to please, telling me he was a winner in a game he knew, and I just didn't make it. 
"It's your apartment. I'll move." 
"Nick, don't go." 
The door closed. 
What did I do then? I should remember, they were the last minutes of my life. The door closed. I heard Nick thumping down the carpeted stairs, and thank God for cold comfort I didn't run after him. I poured a straight shot and finished it in one pull. 
A hollow, eye-of-the-storm calm settled on me and then a depression so heavy it was a physical pain. I wandered through the apartment drinking too much and too fast, talking to Nick, to Bill, to Nattie, until I collapsed, clumsy, hiccuping drunk on the floor with half an hour to live. 
Another drink. Get blind drunk enough to reach . . . something, to blot out the Lump. Yeah, she's still with you, the goddamn little loser. Don't you ever learn, loser? No, she won't ever learn. Yesterday did this day's madness prepare. What play was that and who cares? 
I tried to think but nothing came together. My life was a scattered Tinkertoy, all joints and pieces without meaning or order. A sum of apples and oranges: parts played, meals eaten, clothes worn, he said and I said, old tickets, old programs, newspaper reviews yellowed and fragile as Blanche's love letters. Apples and oranges. Where did I leave anything of myself, who did I love, what did I have? No one. Nothing. 
Only Bill Wrenn. 
"Christ, Bill, help me!" 
I clawed for the phone with the room spinning and managed to call the theater. One of the girl apprentices answered. I struggled to make myself understood with a thickening tongue. "Yeah, Bill Wrenn, 'simportant. 
Gayla Damon. Yeah, hi, honey. He's not? Goddamnit, he's gotta be. I need him. When'll he be back? Yeah . . . yeah. Tell'm call Gayla, please. Please. 
Yeah, trouble, Real trouble. I need him." 
That's how it happened. I dropped the phone in the general vicinity of the hook and staggered to the pitching sink to make one more huge, suicidal drink, crying and laughing, part drunk, part hysteria. But Bill was going to bail me out like he always had, and, boy, ol' Gay had learned her lesson. I was a fool to leave him. He loved me. Bill loved me and I was afraid of that. Afraid to be loved. How dumb can you get? 
"How dumb?" I raged mushily at the Lump in the mirror. "You with the great, soulful eyes. You never knew shit, baby." 
I was sweating. The wool sweater oppressed my clammy skin. Some sober molecule said take it off, but no. It's cooler out on my balcony. I will go out on my beautiful, nighted balcony and present my case to the yet unknowing world. 
I half fell through the door. The balcony had a low railing, lower than I judged as I stumbled and heaved my drunken weight behind the hand flung out to steady myself and—
Fell. No more time. 
That's it, finished. Now I've remembered. It was that sudden, painless, meaningless. No fade out, no end title music resolving the conflict themes, only torn film fluttering past the projector light, leaving a white screen. 
There's a few answers anyway. I could get a lump in my throat, if I had one, thinking how Bill came and checked me out. God, let's hope they kept me covered. I must have looked awful. Poor Bill; maybe I gave you such a rotten time because I knew you could take it and still hang in. That's one of the faces of love, Mister Wrenn. 
But I'd never have guessed about Lowen. Just imagine: he saw me that long ago and remembered all those years because I showed him he wasn't alone. I still can't add it up. Apples and oranges. 
Unless, just maybe. . . . 
"Lowen!" 
The sound track again, the needle dropped on time. The balcony door
thunders open and slams shut. Al calls again, but Lowen ignores her, leaning against the door, holding it closed. 
"Gayla?" 
His eyes move searchingly over the balcony in the darkening winter afternoon. From my name etched in the cement, around the railing, Lowen's whole concentrated being probes the gray light and air, full of purpose and need. 
"Gayla, I know you're here." 
As he says my name, sound and vision and my own strength treble. I turn to him, wondering if through the sheer power of his need he can see me yet. 
Lowen, can you hear me? 
"I think I know what this means." 
I stretch out my hand, open up, let it touch his face, and as I tingle and hurt with it, Lowen turns his cheek into the caress. 
"Yes, I feel you close." 
Talk to me, love. 
"Isn't it strange, Gayla?" 
Not strange at all, not us. 
"When I saw you that night, I wanted to reach out and touch you, but I was just too shy. Couldn't even ask for my own autograph." 
Why not? I could have used a little touching. 
"But I hitched all the way from school next day just to catch a glimpse of you. Hid in the back of the theater and watched you rehearse." 
That was Blanche. You saw that? 
"It was the same thing all over again. You had something that reached out and showed me how we're all alike. I never saw a lonelier person than you on that stage. Or more beautiful. I cried." 
You saw Blanche. She did have a beauty. 
"Oh, Gayla, the letters I wrote you and never sent. Forgive me. I forgot the name but not the lesson. If you hear me: you were the first woman I ever loved, and you taught me right. It's a giving." 
I can hear Al's urgent knock on the other side of the door. "Lowen, what is it? Are you all right?" 
He turns his head and smiles. God, he's beautiful. "Fine, Al. She loves this place, Gayla. Don't drive her away." 
I won't, but don't go. Now when I'm beginning to understand so much. 
He shakes his head. "This is our first house. We're new, all kinds of problems. Parents, religion, everything." 
Can you hear  me? 
"We were never loved by anyone before, either of us. That's new, too. 
You pray for it—" 
Like a fire:
"—like a fire to warm yourself." 
You do hear me. 
"But it's scary. What do you do with the fire when it comes?" Lowen's hands reach out, pleading. "Don't take this away from her. Don't hurt my Al. You're stronger than us. You can manage." 
I stretch my hand to touch his. With all my will, I press the answer through the contact. 
Promise, Lowen. 
"Don't make me shut you out, I don't know if I could. Go away and keep our secret? Take a big piece of love with you?" 
Yes. Just that I was reaching for something, like you, and I had it all the time. So do you, Lowen. You're a—
I feel again as I did when the star fell across the sky, joyful and new and big as all creation without needing a reason, as Lowen's real fingers close around the memory of mine. 
You're a mensche,  love. Like me. 
Lowen murmurs: "I feel your hand. I don't care what anyone says. Your kind of woman doesn't kill herself. I'll never believe it." 
Bet on it. And thank you. 
So it was a hell of a lot more than apples and oranges. It was a giving, a love. Hear that, Bill? Nattie? What I called life was just the love, the giving, like kisses on the wind, thrown to the audience, to my work, to the casual men, to whom it may concern. I was a giver, and if the little takers like Nick couldn't dig that, tough. That's the way it went down. All the miserable, self-cheating years, something heard music and went on singing. If Nattie could do it half as well. If she was half as alive as me, she
meant. I loved all my life, because they're the same thing. Man, I was beautiful. 
That's the part of you that woke me, Lowen. You're green, but you won't go through life like a tourist. You're going to get hurt and do some hurting yourself, but maybe someday. . . . 
That's it, Lowen. That's the plot. You said it: we all touch, and the touching continues us. All those nights, throwing all of myself at life, and who's to say I did it alone? 
So when you're full up with life, maybe you'll wake like me to spill it over into some poor, scared guy or girl. You're full of life like me, Lowen. It's a beautiful, rare gift. 
It's dark enough now to see stars and the fingernail sliver of moon. A lovely moment for Lowen and me, like a night with Bill a moment before we made love for the first time. Lowen and I holding hands in the evening. 
Understanding. His eyes move slowly from my hand up, up toward my face. 
"Gayla, I can see you." 
Can you, honest? 
"Very clear. You're wearing a sweater and jeans. And you're smiling." 
Am I ever! 
"And very beautiful." 
Bet your ass, love. I feel great, like I finally got it together. 
One last painful, lovely current of life as Lowen squeezes my hand. 
"Good-by, Gayla." 
So long, love. 
Lowen yanks open the door. "Al, Mister Hirajian? Come on out. It's a lovely evening." 
Alice peeks out to see Lowen leaning over the railing, enjoying the river and the early stars. His chest swells; he's laughing and he looks marvelous, inviting Al into his arms the way he did on their first day here. She comes unsurely to nestle in beside him, one arm around his waist. "Who were you talking to?" 
"She's gone, Al. You've got nothing to be afraid of. Except being afraid." 
"Lowen, I'm not going to—" 
"This is our house, and nobody's going to take it away from us." He
turns Al to him and kisses her. "Nobody wants to, that's a promise. So don't run away from it or yourself." 
She shivers a little, still uncertain. "Do you really think we can stay? I can't—" 
"Hey, love." Lowen leans into her, cocky and charming, but meaning it. 
"Don't tell a mensche  what you can't. Hey, Hirajian." 
When the little prune pokes his head out the door, Lowen sweeps his arm out over the river and the whole lit-up West Side. "Sorry for all the trouble, but we've changed our minds. I mean, look at it! Who could give up a balcony with a view like this?" 
He's the last thing I see before the lights change: Lowen holding Al and grinning out at the world. I thought the lights were dimming, but it's something else, another cue coming up. The lights cross-fade up, up, more pink and amber, until—my God, it's gorgeous! 
I'm not dead, not gone. I feel more alive than ever. I'm Gail and Gayla and Lowen and Bill and Al and all of them magnified, heightened, fully realized, flowing together like bright, silver streams into—
Will you look at that set.  Fantastic. Who's on the lights? 
So that's what You look like. Ri-i-ght. I'm with it now, and I love You too. Give me a follow-spot, Baby. 
I'm on. 
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