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one The mangrove stood out black against Key

' Largo’s garish' blue sky, and its formal,
dried-up shape seemed less like a tree than some sinister
insect. Josée closed her eyes, sighing. Real trees were a
long way away at present, especially the poplar of her
childhood days, the poplar that stood by itself in a comer
of the field near the house. She used to lie under it, her
feet propped against the trunk, watching hundreds of
little leaves shaken by the wind, all bending the same
way, and, high in the air, the slender treetop, so fine that
it seemed about to take flight. How old could ‘she have
been then? Fouiteen, fifteen? Or else she would lean
against the trunk, her head in her hands, her mouth
pressed close to the rough bark, whispering promises to
herself, drawing in her own breath, disturbed by adoles-
cenice; by terror of the future and by its very inevitability.
She never imagined that she would leave her poplar, or
that returning. ten years later, she would find it cut to
the ground, with the scars of the ax hard and dry on the
stump.

“What are you thmkmg about?”

“About a tree.”

“What tree?”

“A tree you don t know -she sald ‘and began laughing.

“Of course.”

Without opening her eyes she felt the mounting ten-
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sion that she always did when Alan’s voice took on a
certain tone.

“Pm thinking of a poplar, when I was eight.”

Then she wondered why she had put her age back in
telling him about it. Perhaps because she imagined that
by moving further away in time, Alan’s jealousy would
coul slightly. Certainly, thinking of her at eight, he
would not ask, “Who were you in love with?”

There was a pause. But he was aroused, she could
sense him thinking at her side, and his torpor of a
morient ago had given way to intense interest. She could
also feel the canvas of the deck chair against her back
and a drop of sweat ‘at the nape of her neck running on

“and on.

“Why did you marry me?” he asked.

“Because I loved you.”

“And now?”

“I still love you.”

“Wlly?"

That was the way it began. These three questions were
like the three classic knocks before the curtain goes up in
a French theater: a sort of convention they had come
tacitly to accept, before Alan proceeded to tear himself
to pieces. :

“Not now, Alan,” -she. implored.

“What made you love me?”

“T took you for a very quiet American—I've told you
this a hundred times over—and I thought you very hand-
some.”

“And now?”

“I take you for ‘an unquiet American and you re as

handsome as ever.”
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“An American full of neuroses, eh? With a mother
“who has too much money . .. ”

“All right, all right, so I did marry the image I formed
of you; is that what you want me to say?”

“I want you to love me.”

“I do love you.”

“No.”

“How I W1sh the others would come back,” she thought,

“and come back quickly. What an idea to go fishing in
this heat! He'll drink ‘a little too much, he’ll drive too
fast, he'll sleep like a log. He'll sleep so close . to me that
he'll crush me, and I'll find myself loving him for an
hour or so because he seems so lost. Tomorrow moming,
he’ll tell me about all the horrible dreams he’s had. He
has an extraordinary imagination.”

She sat up and looked at the white jetty.. Not a soul in
sight. She relaxed in her chair.

“No sign of them yet” he said acidly. “Too bad.
You're bored, aren’t you?”

She turned her head toward him. He was stanng at
her. He was really too much like the young hero of a
Western: light eyes, bronzed skin, frank expression. Sim-
plicity itself, apparently, Alan. Yes, she had loved him
and still loved him a little when she looked at him
closely. But more and more often lately, she looked
away. ‘ '

“Well? Shall we go on?”

“If you must.”

“How did you feel when I asked you to marry me?”

“I felt happy.”

“Is ‘that all?”
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“I had the impression of being rescued. I ... I was
worn out, you know that perfectly well.”
- “Wom out . ., Who by?”

* “By Europe.”

“Who in Europe?”

“I've told you about it.”

“Tell me again.”

“Tll go away,” thought Josée suddenly. “I must get
that firmly into my head. I'll go away. He can do what-
ever he likes, commit suicide if he must; he’s talked
about it often enough. That phony psychiatrist of his has
‘talked about it often enough too. So has his mother. All
right, let him kill himself. Let him go mad like- his
wretched fathier. Let them all get on with their stupid
alcoholic lives. Vive la France and Benjamin Constant!”

Yet at the same time, it filled her with nausea to think
of Alan as dead, Alan who was so haunted by death,
“The first excuse that comes along will be the right one,
and I don’t want to be that excuse.”

“That’s blackmail,” she $aid.

“So what? I know what you're thinking about.”

“I can’t have any respect for you so long as you use
that kind of blackmail on me,” she said weakly.

“Why should that worry me?”

“Why indeed?” _

What did he care about her respect? Besides, the low
opinion she had of herself tended to be catchine. She was
reduced to playing the part of a life line, a safety device
against disaster. At twenty-seven. Only three years ago,
in Paris, living alone or with whomever she pleased, she
_could breathe freely. Now, she was perspiring in this
artificial setting with a neurotic young husband who had
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no idea what he expected of her. She began to laugh and
he sat upright, eyes screwed up. He hated her to laugh
‘on such occasions, although sometimes he had a sense of
humor. |

“Stop laughing like that”

But she went on laughing softly and with a kind of
tenderness as she thought of her apartment in Paris, of
the streets at night, of the wild, carefree years, Alan got
up.

“Aren’t you thirsty? You'll get sunstroke, darling. Would
you like me to bring you some orange juice?”

He knelt, laid his head on her arm, looked up at her.
That was his second weapon: whenever she escaped his
jealousy, he grew affectionate. She ran her hand over his
even features, outlined with her fingers the firm mouth
and wide-set eyes; wondering yet again ‘what made the
quiet virility of his face so ineffectual.

- “I'd rather you brought me a Bacardi,” she said.

He smiled. He liked drinking and liked her to drink
with him. She had been wamed against that too. But
although she was not particularly fond of alcohol, there
were times when she felt like getting drunk and remain-
ing so for the rest of her life.

“Two Bacardis, then,” he said. .

He kissed her hand. A white-haired woman in flowered
shorts threw them a tender, approving glance, but Josée
did not smile back. Her eyes followed Alan as he walked
gracefully away with the confident stride of someone for
~whom Lfe has always been too easy, and, as happened
each time that he went away, a feeling of sadness. over-
came her. “Yet I don’t love him any longer,” she whis-
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pered and quickly shielded her face with her arm, as
‘though the sun itself might contradict her.

When the others returned, they found them lying or
the sand, Josée’s head on Alan’s shoulder, talking pas-
sionately about books. Several glasses were scattered
around, and Brandon Kinnel's glance mutely pointed
these out to his wife. Eve Kinnel was both intelligent
and ugly, but not aggressively so. She was fond of Josée
and, like Brandon, apprehensive of Alan. Indeed, the
Kinnels saw eye to eye about everything, shared every-
thing except, of course, Brandon’s hopeless and secret
infatuation for Josee.

“What a day!” cried Eve. “Three hours at sea for one
miserable barracuda . .

“Why range the seas?”” asked Alan. “Happiness is right
here on the beach.”

He kissed Josée’s hair. She looked up, saw Brandon’s
eyes resting on the empty glasses and mentally sent him
to hell. She had whiled away a pleasant hour. She felt
happy, the landscape was superb, Alan biilliant and
relaxed: did it matter if a few Bacardis had contributed
to this? She laid her hand on Alan’s bronzed leg.

“Happiness is right here on the beach,” she repeated.

Brandon looked away. “I've hurt his feelings,” she
thought. “I suppose he must be in love with me, F unny,
I've never thought of it.” She held out her hand to him:

“Help me up, Brandon, the suri’s made me dizzy.”

She stressed the word “sun.” He stretched out his hand.
A good many people wondered why Brandon Kinnel, who
looked like an absent-minded buccaneer, had come to

b
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marry Eve, who looked like an ant. There were two rea-
sons why he had: she was understanding and he, timid.
Sohe helped José¢ up and she staggered and clung to him.

“What about me, Eve,” Alan complained, “are you
going to leave me here on the beach, all alone, all night7
You can see for yourself that I'm as drunk as Josée. Be-
cause we are drunk. She told-you we were happy, didn’t
she?”

He lay on the sand, gazing up at them with a little
smile, Josée dropped Brandon’s arm and then grasped
it fitmly again,

“If ‘you-can’t stand a couple of drinks, that’s yous
affair. I'm dead sober and, what’s more, I'm hungry. I'm
going to have dinner with Brandon.”

She wheeled around, forgetting Eve. For the first time
for-a year she remembered that there were other men in
the world besides Alan.

“He’s too tactless,” she thought aloud. “He ruins evety-
ml‘-ng.” .

“You ought to leave him,” said Brandon.

“He’d be a wreck, that is, I mean . . .”

“He’s a wreck already.”

“I know.”

“But an attractive one, isn’t that it?”

She opened her mouth to protest, then shrugged her
shoulders.

“Yes, that’s probably it.”

They walked slowly toward the restaurant. Brandon
could feel Josée’s hand on his arm and wondered if he
should not withdraw it before they reached the restau-
rant: His arm had got into an awkward position and a
sort of cramp paralyzed it..
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