


(working copy)		           BEST FRIENDS








	Graziella Jamison sat at the table under the yellow canvas umbrella with scallops around the edge and a tiny cupola on top sipping disconsolately on a glass of white wine. She felt sure the silk Pucci kaftan she was wearing became her thin body with exactly the right look of luxury and worldliness and the light from the set-ting sun and the fluttering shadows of the leaves on the umbrella reflected a glow on her face and hands and throat, which she feared had begun to look a little strained lately.  She sighed and lifted her arms and let the full sleeves and the arabian bracelets fall to her elbows.  She sighed again and lowered her arms, so the the jingle of the bracelets at her wrists sounded again on the soft, summer air.  "Oh, God," she said, almost under her breath, pretending that she meant the complaint to be a private communication between herself and her Maker.


	"What was that?" Dorothy Woods said, struggling to wrestle a bedraggled, non-descript fern from its clay pot, so that she could put it into another, which, she supposed, would restore it to life.


	"Oh!" Graziella said, feigning embarrassment.  "Oh, nothing really.  I was just - "


	Graziella, according to records at the courthouse in Mobile Alabama, had been baptised Grace Jamison and was coming up fast on her fiftieth year.  However, a stopover of some three years in Rome Italy and a loss of thirty pounds had convinced her that Grace would no longer do - particularly since the pronunciation the Romans gave her name was very nearly indistinguishable from the pronunciation they gave for the word for fat.  Fat she never planned to be again, and Grace she never planned to be again either.  The change of identity had been extremely difficult for her friends, but then, nothing about Graziella was easy for her friends, past or present.  Her demand for attention often exceeded her claim on it.  "Why do you suppose we put up with Gray - ah - Graziella?" her friends asked and shrugged their shoulders at each other.  However, they did go right on putting up with her for whatever mysterious reason, and the look in her pale blue eyes when she was addressed by the rejected name continued to carry a threat that inspired dismay.  It was her only weapon, but she found it so effective that she continued to travel light, finding further armor an unnecessary encumbrance.


	"You were just what?" Dorothy Woods wanted to know.  The forlorn plant surrendered its pot suddenly, and she staggered backwards, scattering soil across the deck of the little red house with the white eaves and the white door with a hanging bell with a length of rope suspended from its clapper.  " - were just what?" she gasped with an expression that seemed to hold Graziella responsible for her unexpected and awkward victory.


	"I was just asking myself how you and Ned happened on this charming little place stuck way back up here in the woods like this," Graziella mused, eyeing the charming little place.


	"Oh," Dorothy Woods said, pleased with the subject and turning her attention from the fern to her house guest at last.  "Haven't I told you?" she said.  "We were terribly lucky.  It was the little, red schoolhouse for this area, and we thought it would be the perfect summer place for just the two of us.  That's why we called it Class Dismissed."


	"Think of that," Graziella said.  "I should have thought something like Homework would have been more to the point.  Classes seem to be always in session here.  And, my God, weren't you lucky to have found somebody like dear Ned?  I mean, so willing."


	"Yes, well," Dorothy said, not liking the slant of the conversation.  "I'm surprised you haven't found somebody for yourself by now.  After all, we're not getting any younger, now are we?"  And she glanced sideways at Graziella with some censure.


	"It seems nobody I want, wants me back," Graziella said and was immediately sorry for her confession.  "Besides, as you may remember from our younger and more careless days on the Continent, I lean towards variety and independence," sne she smiled significantly in order to recover any ground she mought have lost, giving the impression that her life was still blessed with those enviable qualities.  "Where is the wine, Dorothy?" she asked, covering her retreat.


	"Where do you think it is?  Inside on the kitchen counter where it has been ever since you got here," Dorothy said.  "You should certainly be able to remember that by now.  Goodness knows you - "


	"In what was once the cloak room, I imagine," Graziella interrupted, raising her voice to cover possible unpleasantness.  "And where in the world is Ned?"


	"Under the house," Dorothy said, forcing the fern into its new coffin.


	"Oh, well, then, I'll find the wine for myself," Graziella said.  "What does he find to to under the house, for heaven"s sake?"


	"He's putting additional supports under the floor," Dorothy answered, standing back to admire her handiwork, as if the plant might suddenly return to luxuriant life.


	"I trust the floor will hold long enough for me to get another glass of wine," Graziella said, rising and lifting the hem of her kaftan.


	"It has supported you innumerable times for three days now," Dorothy suggested.  "I see no reason why it shouldn't hold for another trip.  Do help yourself."


	"Grazie," Graziella said, swaying towards the schoolhouse door.


	"Gray - ah - Graziella, dear," Dorothy said, "would you mind fixing a scotch for Ned and a dry manhattan with a twist for me while you're at it?  We have - "  She paused and studied the plant with her hands on her hips and her head on one side like a doctor considering an alternative treatment for a difficult patient.  She was a handsome woman, known in her youth for the beauty of her bel canto voice and her enormous gray eyes, which Graziella felt had become reddened and care-worn from years of obsessive domesticity and unnecessary drudgery.  " - we have so many things we try to get done around the place in our spare time," she went on and hefted the newly potted fern which embraced her as she lurched across the deck with it in her arms to settle it in a more curative spot with the right balance of light and shade.


	"Oh, you most certainly do," Graziella agreed and let the screen door slam behind her, having resisted the impulse to ring the school bell.


	Ned Woods surfaced from under the house, shirtless and wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his arm, frowning so that his pastel blue eyes were even more incongruous than usual in his handsome, craggy face.  "Where is she?" he asked.


	"Where else?" Dorothy said, incling her head towards the door.  "Why are you working in your good pants?" she asked.  Ned didn't say anything.  "Why are you working in your good pants?" she asked again, reproducing the question exactly, still searching for the perfect spot for the ailing plant.


	"I'll go change them," Ned said, peering under the house.


	"It's a little late for that now, don"t you think?" Dorothy said.  "No wonder the cleaning bill is what it is."  Ned disappeared under the house.  Graziella door-slammed back out of the house with a tray of drinks, being careful not to trip on the billowing kaftan.


	"Stop waltzing around with that damn fern and sit down for a change," she said in mid-flight.


	"It's got to have exactly the right amount of shade," Dorothy explained.


	"It's got to have mouth to mouth resuscitation," Graziella said and put the drinks on the table under the yellow umbrella, adjusting the chair so that she would have exactly the right amount of shade and sat down and crossed her legs again and clinked the bracelets up and back again.  "Where the hell is Ned now?"


	"Still under the house, I think," Dorothy said distractedly, finding at last a compromise spot for the plant and stepping back on one sturdy leg, watched for its reaction.


	"Still under the house," Graziella said in wonder.  "Do you two ever get to see each other outside of the bedroom?  I mean, do you realize I've been here for three days now, and the three of us are yet to sit down together for more than five minutes?  And my visit must end tomorrow (sigh)."


	"Grace - " Dorothy began.


	"Graziella," Graziella corrected firmly, giving a forbidding look.


	"Graziella (sigh)," Dorothy stood corrected, "you know there is so much that has to be done around the place, and you know we have to work to live.  Even though you don't."


	"Thanks to my sainted father," Graziella said.  "Meanest man ever to come down the pike.  Well, dear, this spot is charming but it isn't exactly Le Hameau, now is it?  What's the fun of having it, if it takes all your leisure time?  Sit down."


	Dorothy (sigh) sat down and sipped her manhattan and gazed at the fern.  "You didn't put enough dry vermouth in this," she said.


	"You must try to take off a little weight, dear," Graziella put in by way of diversion.  "You don't want to lose your looks.  After all, you can't expect Ned to - "  Ned reappeared from under the house, his torso glistening with sweat.  "Oh, Ned darling," Graziella cried, smiling into the pastel blue eyes, "do come and have the drink I fixed for you.  Did anybody ever tell you, you have an Italian body?" she asked, extending the smile.


	"His mother is Italian," Dorothy said.


	"And what was your father?" Graziella asked Ned.


	"Worthless," Dorothy said.


	"We need another cement block," Ned said and climbed onto the deck and pulled back a yellow canvas chair.


	"Don't sit in that chair with those dirty pants," Dorothy said.  Ned  frowned and looked a little as if he were panting and glanced around for something else that might want his attention and, finding nothing, slipped off his trousers and stood next to the table sipping his drink in his undershorts.


	"Goodness," Graziella murmured.


	"Sit down," Dorothy said.  "Have you fed the dogs?"


	"The dogs can wait," Graziella said, leaning forward and resting her chin on her hand.


	"Sit down," Dorothy said, duplicating exactly again.  Ned (sigh) sat down.


	"Well!  At last!  Here we are, the three of us together.  Finally!" Gra-


ziella exulted.  "Ned darling, you look tired."  Ned looked tired.


	"He's not tired," Dorothy said.  Ned stopped looking tired.  "I'll feed the dogs (sigh)," she said.


	"Managgia!" Graziella exclaimed.  "I'll feed the dogs.  I suppose you give them a risotto with a little grated carrot the way we do in Italy."


	"That'll be the day," Ned said.


	"I'll feed the dogs," Dorothy said.  Ned sighed.


	"Good girl," Graziella said.  "Now, Ned darling, tell me exactly what it is you do.  At work, I mean."  She laughed lightly, feeling she had got the chat off on exactly the right footing.


	"We need another bottle of dry vermouth," Dorothy said.


	"We need another cement block," Ned said.


	"I need another glass of wine (sigh)," Graziella said.  And the sun faded on the yellow umbrella.





	Over the dinner dishes later in the evening, isolated by candle light under the umbrella, Ned and Dorothy and Graziella and Beatrice Graetz discussed Diana Weisenberg's concert at Wildwood the night before.  Or rather, Graziella and Beatrice discussed Diana's piano playing in a vociferous and drunken contest to prove superior musical knowledge and never mind Diana.


	Beatrice threw up her hands and caught her breath and cast her eyes upwards, achieving immediate and alarmed silence, since everybody knew that Beatrice was, as she put it, a decimated woman and could go at the flicker of a candle.  "Somebody has got to inform Diana that she is not a man," she gasped, arranging the jeweled needles in her stray, red-stained hair.  "She tries so desperately to play like a man.  She's a pleasant enough little pianist, I suppose, but to put it bluntly, she is a parlor pianist.  God knows, she has tinkled away many an hour on my Baldwin, pausing only long enough to complain it was out of tune."


	"I like the way she plays," Ned said.


	"But the rubato, the rubato!" Graziella exclaimed, riding Ned down, and nobody, including Graziella, knew whether she meant to approve or disapprove of that quality in Diana's playing.


	"We had better do the dishes, Ned," Dorothy said nervously.  "W4e have to be at work early - "


	"She is limited - " Beatrice shouted.


	"But the rubato!" Graziella topped her and clasped her ringed hands together.  Beatrice fell back in her chair, momentarily defeated, as she hadn't the faintest idea what rubato was.  On top of which, she had heard it said that Graziella was a pianist of some skill and reputation, as had anybody else who had come within the range of Graziella's constant voice.  In addition, there had been occasions on which Graziella had been asked to play for the company, and, after some insincere resistance, had taken an unconscionably long time removing her rings and bracelets and screwing the stool up and down and moving it back and up again and gazing at the ceiling waiting for the moment to arrive.  Inevitably, the moment would arrive like an express train pulling into the station, causing the uninitiated to start and look alarmed as she launched into the first half page of the Brahms sonata that could go on for at least an hour provided it was played fast enough.  However, always at exactly the same phrase, she would throw up her hands and shake her head hopelessly and sigh.  "I can't.  I simply can't tonight," she said, smiling sadly, apparently overcome by unbearable emotion.  And the company could settle back, relieved, as Graziella put her rings and bracelets back on until the next occasion.  It was on this slim but vivid evidence that her reputation for musical mastery rested.


	"It takes a lot more than rubato to make a pianist," Beatrice concluded, having revived.  "And we all know why she always plays Mozart."


	"Well, I don't," Ned said.


	"We've got to do the dishes, Ned," Dorothy said.  "You can ask her why she always plays Mozart in person at the concert tomorrow.  We are meeting her for the Brahms."  Ned and Dorothy rose to clear the table without even looking at each other first.


	"I'll do the dishes," Graziella said.


	"That'll be the day," Dorothy murmured and glanced at Ned.


	"They're doing the Brahms Requiem tomorrow evening at Wildwood," Graziella informed Beatrice, keeping exactly the same expression on her face, as if she hadn't heard the murmur.


	"Well, I, for one, won't be there," Beatrice announced.  "Why, in heaven's name, would they do that, do you suppose?"


	"In heaven's name, perhaps," Graziella said.


	"Grace - ah - Graziella, dear, would you mind just bringing in the dessert plates and the coffee things?" Dorothy bel-cantoed from the cloak room.


	"My dear, they are never still," Graziella whispered to Beatrice.  "You would think they were beavers building a dam.  They have absolutely no re-


pose, no dolc far niente."


	"Whatever the hell that is," Beatrice said, rising at a slant.  "Ah, well, we all live our lives our own way, don't we, dear?"





	Later that evening, after Beatrice had departed and after the dishes and after letting the dogs out and back in again, as they were preparing to go upstairs to bed, Dorothy seemed to have run out of chores or to have fulfilled her quota for the day.  "I do wish Beatrice wouldn't scream so," she confided.  "Thank goodness we don't have neighbors."


	"Ah, the Jews," Graziella responded.  "They do press on," and she recalled suddenly Dorothy's role as defender of the down-trodden and her frustration at not being qualified to join their ranks, and she remembered having said to Diana Weisenberg that, if somebody didn't burn Dorothy Woods at the stake soon, she would see to it herself.


	"The Jews are very much maligned and have been through thousands of years," Dorothy retorted.


	"I know, my dear.  But haven't we all been?" Graziella said, and they went to bed.





	Graziella spent the next day oiling her skin and lying in the sun and calling the shouting dachshunds out of the woods.  She sipped away at dry vermouth on the rocks, since she and Beatrice had exhausted the supply of white wine the night before.  She discovered that the dogs enjoyed inciting each other to riot from time to time out of what was, she assumed, sheer boredom or the malicious pleasure of disturbing the peace.  Elsa, the plump female with the bad back, had spent most of the morning surveying the terrain from the corner of the deck or looking over her glossy shoulder at Graziella for uncomfortably long periods of time with an expression that was at the same time suspicious and accusatory.  Graziella caught herself smiling apologetically once but had changed the smile quickly to a glare, which did nothing to diminish Elsa's curiosity or disapproval.  But then, a bird wouold fly by or a breeze would move the leaves or a car door would slam somewhere in the distance, and Elsa would mutter something disagree-


able under her breath, inciting Christopher, the slithery black male, to mutter in response a little louder, causing Elsa to take up the alarm with a full, harsh bark, causing Christopher to take up more alarm, until there was a kind of two-part invention of barking, building to a climax of joyous counterpoint.  The two of them would fly off into the woods on their ears, as if protecting the red school house from armed terrorists.  And Graziella would mutter, "Merda," and stand at the corner of the deck, blowing out her cheeks trying to whistle like Dorothy, and lure them back with promises of 'biscuits, biscuits, biscuits' and shut them in the house, after having poured herself another vermouth on the rocks.  


	By three o'clock, she had planned her costume for the concert on the lawn at Wildwood.  She wanted to be particularly stunning, since they were to meet Diana Weisenberg and her companion and analyst, Sibyl Frank, without whom, it was rumored, Diana might not make it to the piano on concert nights.  Graziella considered that she and Diana were, in a way, fellow pianists and were consequently also rivals.  After all, Diana had admired the way she started the Brahms on one occasion, and she recalled that Diana - also - had managed to keep her figure.  And the two of them were, more or less, of an age.  She remembered, as well, that she and Diana had confessed to each other one soft, vinous evening that they were terrified of practically everythging and then had laughed about it a little too much.


	By four o'clock, Graziella was stunned by sun and vermouth, and the dogs were stunned with biscuits and unaccustomed incarceration.  By four-thirty, the vermouth was finished.  By five, she was in the pale yellow pajamas with the tunic and gold chains, thinking how effective she would look against the fresh green grass of Wildwood.


	At five-thirty, Ned's compact and Dorothy's station wagon with the CB radio rushed out of the woods around the bend in the drive and skidded to a stop, as though they were a posse and she was a prisoner at bay in an abandoned farmhouse.  The dachshunds revived and hollered another two-part invention, but the were no longer her responsibility, thank God.  She hid the empty biscuit box.  She hid the empty vermouth bottle and sat langorously under the yellow umbrella again and smiled winningly at Ned, who looked tired again, as he panted onto the deck.  He smiled back at her and very sweetly indeed, she felt.  Dorothy hurtled into the house full speed and dangerous, singing at top volume as she passed, "We've got to get packed and ready to go in half hour.  We don't want to be late for the prelude."


	"What prelude?" Graziella asked, giving up being langorous, and followed Dorothy into the house.


	"They're playing some Schubert chamber music before the Brahms," Dorothy said, breathing hard.  "We can have drinks and hors d'oeuvres then.  Sybil is bringing the hors d'oeuvres."


	"Ah, Schubert, Schubert!" Graziella exclaimed, giving the impression that he was a close personal friend she hadn't seen in some time.  She clasped her ringed hands together and tried to stand out of the way for the fever of hamper packing and the strapping up of what looked to her to be a bedroll.  "What on earth is all that?" she asked.


	"We've got to eat," Dorothy said.  "You seem to forget about eating.  Most people eat.  And we've got to have blankets to sit on.  I mean, after all!"


	"Is that the only bottle of wine?" Graziella asked.


	"It is," Dorothy said firmly.


	"Do you think that will be enough for all of us?" Graziella ventured further.


	"It will have to be," Dorothy said, even more firmly, strafing the bar with the enormous, gray eyes.  "Now, where is the vermouth for my manhattan?"


	There was a pause.


	And it fell in on Graziella that, since the days of their careless youth, Dorothy's dry manhattan had been as sacrosanct as the Eucharist.


	"I drank it," Graziella said.


	"You what?" Dorothy asked and stopped breathing hard to be sure she heard the answer right.


	"I drank it," Graziella said again.  "I didn't think anybody - "  There followed a dead silence, and the packing activity became even more feverish.


	They got into the station wagon with the hampers and the bedroll without exchanging another word.  Graziella chose to sit in the back.





	When the arrived on the lawn in front of the music shed at Wildwood, Graziella knew the illumination was exactly right for her entrance.  It was a kind of suspenseful green-gold and as clear as a bell.  She regretted that she had to cross the broad expanse of lawn lugging a picnic hamper.  It ruined the casual, breezy effect she had planed, but after all, she reminded herself she was a guest.


	They found Diana and Sibyl already reclining in their chairs, observing without comment the comings and goings and the preparations which might have been for a game of croquet in the late afternoon light.  Graziella was once again impressed with Diana's image, and she paused for a moment to discover its secret.  She decided it was the combination of the severe face of an indifferent and somnolent hawk and the mane of hair with a blaze of white brushed back from the temples.  She had always thought perhaps the pupils of Diana's gray - no, green - no, gray eyes were vertical slits, but they were always so nearly closed she couldn't be sure.


	"You look lovely, Graziella," Diana said.


	"Oh, my God, thank you," Graziella said.  "That's the first time I've been stroked today, and I needed it," and she leaned down to kiss Diana on both cheeks in the European fashion.  Diana did not lift her head from the back of the chair.  "I understand your concert last night was magnificent," Graziella said, stroking back.


	"It was," Diana said.


	"I would rate it as one of the great performances," Sybil offered.


	"Mozart, I presume," Graziella said.


	"You heard," Diana said.  "Certainly, no Brahms.  He still evades me.  Someday, you will tell me about playing Brahms."


	"Senza dubbio.  The thing is just let him take you," Graziella said, turning to speak to Sibyl who, in contrast to Diana's rather ephemeral presence, seemed to have been settled on this spot as a permanent feature of the landscape, smiling and placid and oracular, missing nothing with her great, hooded brown eyes that seemed to approve of everything except for an occasional flash of the fire of wrath.  In contradiction, her peaked eyebrows betrayed constant surprise and bemusement.


	"Dear heart," Sybil said, tilting forward to exchange a kiss, "Isn't this beautiful, isn't this perfect?"


	"Nothing is perfect," Graziella said.


	"Perhaps not," Sybil agreed with reluctance.  "Why do you think that is?  Do you suppose we feel that way because of the way we see ourselves?  You look lovely, dear.  Doesn't Diana look lovely?  Isn't this wonderful that we are all her together?"


	"Stroked again," Graziella said.  "Twice in one evening is almost more than I can take."


	During this exchange, Dorothy and Ned had been setting up for light housekeeping, spreading the several layers of the bedroll and unpacking hampers.  Graziella was astonished by the efficiency of the camp site.  There was not only a full dinner, there were candle lamps and ash trays, as well as notebooks and pencils and newspapers of opposing political persuasion.


	"Where is the wine?" Graziella asked.


	"In the ice chest, Grace," Dorothy said, stressing the forbidden name and glancing at her with the enormous gray eyes and sipping straight bourbon - no vermouth - with distaste.  "If you can manage to hold on for a moment longer, it will cool.  You and Diana will have to make do with one bottle."


	"I'll take mine with ice.  Now," Graziella said.  Ned lay back and looked at the sky and sighed.  Dorothy began speed-reading the newspapers and clipping articles of political significance with a pair of scissors she had unearthed from somewhere.


	On the grass, the people came and went, speaking with melodic voices, feeling festive and secure.  It was as if the lawn had become an island, separated from the anxieties of the world, and Graziella studied carefully the variety of age and sex and dress, amused and content and quiet for the time being.  She focused her attention with particular interest on a group of young men - they were young men, no matter their years or condition - chattering and laughing like children at play on a blanket nearby.  The care taken with their hair and dress contradicted the insouciance of their manner, and they seemed to Graziella to have separated themselves out from the usual way of living life.  The expressions of disdainful superiority annoyed her.


	"I wonder why it is pansies always cluster to cultural events," she said, removing her sandals and refilling her glass.


	"They haven't managed to resolve the oedipal relationship, poor dears," Sibyl said, "and so they seek the creative aspect of life in the arts."


	"Their reputation for hair dressing is vastly exaggerated," Diana suggested with her eyes closed.


	"They are very much maligned and have been throughout history," Dorothy said, glancing at Graziella over the top of her half-glasses.


	"I always liked them," Ned said to the pale sky.  "They always seem to be having a good time."


	"Nonsense," Dorothy said.  "How can they be?  They are denied the right to be part of the main-stream of American life."


	"Nonsense," Graziella said.  "They choose not to be a part of the main stream of American life.  They enjoy exclusion.  Just look at them.  Im should think - "


	"Just shut up, Grace," Dorothy said, casting a threat over the top of her glasses.


	"Graziella," Graziella corrected.  "Pass me the wine, Diana, dear.  When do they start the Schubert.  The variations in the first sonata is one of my favorites.  At any rate, thank God the pansies aren't carrying placards.  I am sick to death of people protesting they have been denied their rights in this country.  Now, in Italy - "


	"Just shut up, Grace," Dorothy said again, and fortunately, the sonata began.  The parties on the grass continued to gather and dispers and continued to chat and laugh.


	"Why don't you tell them to shut up, Dorothy?" Graziella, vexed not so much at the reproof as at the return, once again, to her discarded identity.  One slip of the tongue was understandable, two slips forgivable, more than two was obviously malicious and called for retaliation.


	"I agree with you," Diana said.  "If they don't settle down soon, I shall have to do something about it."


	"Brava, Diana," Graziella said.


	"You aren't supposed to listen tyo this part of the program," Dorothy said.  "That's why they call it the prelude."


	"I was not aware that preludes are not considered listenable music," Graziella said, "and personally, I prefer this to the Brahms."


	"Shhhhh," Diana said, putting a finger to her lips.


	"Oh, no, really?" Sibyl said, lowering her chin and gazing at Graziella from under her lids, as if she were anxious to avert any offense to either composer.  "Do you really, dear?  I think they are both marvelous.  Each in his own way."


	"Shhhhh," Diana said.


	"Shhhhh, yourself, Diana," Dorothy said, still clipping her newspapers.


	Ned sighed.


	They sat sipping their drinks in silence, content and discontent, casting invisible threads of difference and indifference across the blanket into a web of sensation that bound them together and, at the same time, estranged them, one from another, predictably and inexorably.  At one point, Diana rose quickly from her chair and floated across the lawn towards a particularly jovial and communicative group.  They recognized her at once and thought, for a moment, that she perhaps knew one of their number and had come to join them.  However, they discovered they had been sadly mis-


taken, and their eyes turned round and startled as they watched her.  Graziella could not hear what Diana was saying to them, standing perfectly erect with her head thrown back so that the mane spread over her shoulders, but the joviality cut off, as if a speaker had suddenly gone dead.


	"Doesn't Diana look lovely?" Sibyl asked.  "Tell Diana how lovely she looks."


	Diana floated back to her chair and reclined in it, as if she had never left it, and the Schubert finished without further incident.  Dorothy began to organize dinner.





	Late afternoon had become dusk and dusk had become twilight and twilight was now giving way without fanfare to night, although the sky was still resonant with light.  The giant fan-shaped music shed spilled a theatrical glow around its perimeter and appeared to hover there, as if it had come from somewhere beyond the stars which had begun to appear, at first weakly, and thren, as the light absorbed, almost insistently.  The dinner interval had begun.  Candles flickered here and there, contending with the stars, and hampers were opened and plates passed and the ambiance was anticipatory and convivial and - almost everywhere - harmonious on the lawn at Wildwood.


	"Could I have another glass of wine, please," Graziella asked.  "And where's the ladies' room?"


	"No," Dorothy said, arranging places on the blanket.  "And the ladies' room is there where you see the long line of ladies."


	"I do wish somebody would explain to me why they come for the first half, if they don't want to listen," Diana said.  "They spoil it for the rest of us."


	"I couldn't agree with you more, Diana," Graziella said and felt the sudden, thrilling hunger for retaliation.  "Obviously, they are more interested in eating and information than they are in the music, and, if you noticed, Mrs. Woods kept up her research into political affairs straight through all three of the sonatas.  I simply can't under- "


	"Shut up and go piss, Grace," Dorothy snapped, the lovely voice turning on an edge.


	Graziella took a quick breath and paused briefly, considering, and got to her feet and considered again and then walked off towards the long line of ladies, leaving her sandals on the blanket.


	"That was a very harsh way to speak to her, Dorothy dear," Sibyl said, her eyes shining with the distant light of appeasement.  "I'm sure she meant nothing derogatory by that statement.  And after all, you did - "


	"She meant plenty," Dorothy said.  "Everything she says means plenty, and I'm sick of it.  Here.  Take your plate."


	"Oh, God," Ned breathed and poured himself a bourbon.


	When she got back to the blanket, Graziella, recognized the silence that was anything but silence and sat down quite formally, hesitating a little, as if she hadn't rehearsed enough, and, for some reason she didn't question, she took the time to put her sandals back on again.  Dorothy and Ned seemed to be concentrating too intensely on serving the dinner, and Diana and Sibyl were lying back in their chairs holding their plates and looking off in opposite directions.  She folded her legs under her and put her hands in her lap, as though she were a little girl at an embarrassing party.  Then, she felt foolish.  The light of the day had all but surrendered.


	"My God, what a chore that was!," she said and attempted a laugh.


	"Here's your plate," Dorothy said, pushing it towards her across the blanket.


	"Oh, how lovely it looks!  Thank you," Graziella said, still aware of the constraint, the invisible threads drawn taut in the air.  "And now, might I have another glass of wine, please?"


	"There isn't any more wine," Dorothy said without pausing in her preparations.


	"Well now, really!" Graziella said, sitting straight up.  "I told - I told you one bottle wouldn't be enough."


	Dorothy turned on her suddenly and seemed to swell with uncontrollable anger.  The famous voice soared, and the famous eyes went white and started from her head.  "You!" she said and took in a harsh breath.  "You are nothing but a pretentious, neurotic, selfish old lush.  That is why nobody wants you.  After the concert, you can pack, and Ned and I will take you to the airport."  A new silence rushed in on them as if to fill a vacuum, and it was finally night.


	Graziella, who had been sitting bolt upright, broke in the middle, and her hands died in her lap.  She began to weep soundllessly.  The rest of the party pretended to begin their dinner in the silence that was a ringing in the ears.  Diana leaned forward in her chair and put her plate on the blanket and stood up.  "Come on, Graziella," she said.  "Let's take a walk before the music begins."  Sibyl nodded sagely, looking from face to face with the great, hooded eyes, dismayed but accepting the inexorable.  Graziella unfolded and got to her feet meekly and forlornly, and the two women walked off among the parties in the grass.


	"Stop crying," Diana said.


	"I don't understand," Graziella said, drying her tears.  "I don't know what to do now, I don't know where to turn."


	"Of course, you understand," Diana said, and a young man, alone, looked up from his blanket with mild interest at the two woman passing by arm in arm, sensing, perhaps, that they were linked by an ending or a beginning or merely by uncertainty.  "Of course, you understand," Diana said again.  "You set the whole thing up."  They walked without speaking for a distance and then turned and started back towards the ground glow of the music shed.  Graziella was glad to have Diana in control, as she felt she could not have found the blanket by herself.  "Don't sulk, and don't have any more to drink," Diana instructed.


	"There isn't any more to drink," Graziella said and thought for a moment that she might laugh but repressed the impulse.


	"We are going to hear the Brahms now," Diana went on.  "Just sit there and enjoy it and pretend nothing has happened.  As you know, it's glorious music.  Someday, you must tell me where I go wrong with Brahms."


	"Senza dubbio," Graziella said.


	"And, for God's sake, don't sulk.  It isn't your style.  They didn't play the Schubert all that well anyhow."


	"Shut up and go piss, Diana," Graziella said, and they laughed.


	When they got back to the blanket, they took their places in a silence that had changed character yet again.  The music began.  Graziella felt with foreboding the power of it as it surfaced almost inaudibly from the darkness of the unconscious into the conscious, and the lawn at Wildwood became another world with more mysterious preoccupations.  It was glorious music as Diana had said, but it was music that filled her heart with terror.


				       double space


	Towards the end of the last transcendent movement, just as death was about to become not only understandable but acceptable and possibly even desirable, Dorothy, on her hands and knees, began to collect the plates and glasses and blew out the candles.  Ned roused himself from reverie to help her.  Graziella was reminded of the dachshunds and the inciting to riot; the frenzy to pack up in such haste seemed to her entirely arbitrary, triggered inexplicably by a passing breeze or the slam of a car door in the distance.  She had forgotten for a while that she still rode the crest of Dorothy's rejection, but she did her best to help fold the bedroll but managed to feel awkward and apologetic, finding it difficult to descend from the realm of exaltation.


	The three friends stood silhouetted in the darkness among the bundles and hampers, as though the were waiting for another signal, another incitement to begin their journey.  "Wait here," Dorothy instructed and set off to the ladies' room at a near run.  


	"Goodby," Graziella said to the women in the chairs, and they nodded with exactly the same gesture, their eyes dark, inscrutable sockets in their heads.  "Why - ?" Graziella began, turning to Ned.


	"We like to get out before the traffic gets heavy," Ned explained looking off towards the music shed.


	"Oh.  Yes, of course," Graziella murmured.  "But, Ned," Graziella began again.


	"Just don't say anything, please."


	"But, Ned, I don't know what I will do," she said.


	"All this emotion is too much for me," he said.  "I don't think I can take any more of it.  How long have you two been fighting now?  Twenty?  Twenty-five years?  How long?"


	"But it was never like this," she said.  "So final.  And we were young then."


	"Quiet!" a voice instructed from the shadows.


	"I'm sorry," Ned said.  "I'm sorry, but I cannot take all this emotion.  Just do the best you can, Grace."





	They loaded the station wagon, and Dorothy took the wheel as was customary.  Dorothy knew the best way to get anywhere.  Graziella huddled in the corner of the back seat, trying to provoke pity or a word of some kind, gentle or cruel, by projecting her desperation towards the silent couple in the front seat with all the will she could summon.  At length, the silence seemed to her to be artificial and contrived and more contemptible than even disagreeable news. 


	"Dorothy," she spoke up, enforcing courage.  "Dorothy, everything you said to me tonight is true.  All of it."


	Dorothy said nothing.  She left it to the woman in the back seat the responsibility of continuing or discontinuing the communication she had started.  Then woman's concern as to her resting place for the night re-enforced the courage, and she spoke on.


	"Dorothy, would you be so kind as to let me stay at your house for the night?"


	"Certainly," Dorothy said.


	"And will you take me to the plane tomorrow?"


	"Certainly," Dorothy said again and turned abruptly into a narrow, dark road which Graziella assumed to be one of her short cuts to the school house.  It appeared to her to be a tunnel of leaves with no light at the end.  There was only the bleaching glare of the headlights, isolating first one patch of leafy forest and then another.


	"Thank you," she said, her fate having been decided, and she settled back into a forlorn slouch.


	The black, lonely road twisted and turned, swaying right and then left, and rose and fell into the dark, wooded tunnel that hid the stars, and Graziella felt that Dorothy was driving at an unreasonable rate of speed under the circumstances.  However she held her counsel.  She dared not endanger the prospect of enclosing herself in the security of the unfamiliar 


bedroom very soon now.


	And then, from out of nowhere, after they had taken a long curve, casting the headlights along the wall of trees that confined the road, and as they moved straight ahead again after the curve, there it was like an apparition, the color of smoke.  Dorothy slowed the car to a full stop.


	"Oh, my God," Graziella said and leaned forward onto the back of the front seat.  "Oh, my God!  Look!"


	"A young deer," Ned said quietly.


	It was standing in profile, as if it had stopped for a moment out of curiosity while crossing the road, and was looking full into the headlights, its eyes like live coals, and framed, almost artificially, by the overbending trees.


	"Oh, my God,"Graziella said again.  "I have never - I didn't know.  I didn't know what it would be like."


	"We see them all the time," Dorothy said.


	"Oh, not like this.  Not like this one.  This one is - " Graziella whispered.  She had almost said, 'mine,'  but had stopped herself, timid of revealing too much, and only said, "Oh, my God," once again under her breath.


	Dorothy struck the horn lightly twice, and the deer rose into the curtain of leaves without effort and was gone as if by a miracle, as though it had never been there really.


	They moved on again in silence, chastened somehow, reminded of something inexpressible from beyond memory.  And Graziella took resolve and leaned forward again, staring at the shadow of Dorothy's head, cut out against the rectangle of moving forest in front of them.


	"Friends?" she asked in a voice that she did not recognize as her own.


	"Yes," Dorothy said.


	"Friends?"she asked again, pushing her voice stronger in her throat and resting her hand on Dorothy's shoulder.


	"Always and forever," Dorothy said, and they were silent again for a time as if to rest.


	"I can't believe it," Graziella said.  "I can't believe it happens like that.  That solitary little creature out of nowhere."


	"Thank God for mother nature," Ned said and laughed and laughed again and then turned to look at Graziella sitting erect in the back seat.  "And they come from all over to shoot them in the fall," he said.


	"Oh, no.  Not this one, they won't," Graziella said.  "I don't think they will get this one.  This one is mine - this one saved my life," she said, and she had said it.  


	The car turned out of the narrow dark road onto the open highway towards School's Out and the three of them sat together in the dark, as if there was to be no end to the journey.  "Last year, a nice man asked me to marry him, and I turned him down," Graziella said.  "I wonder why that is."  There seemed to be no satisfactory explanation of this mystery, and so the three of them continued in silence watching the road ahead as discovered by the headlights.  "I do wish - " Graziella began and then stopped short.  


	"What - you do wish what?" Dorothy asked.


	"I do wish we could have heard the end of that glorious music," Grazella said.  


	"Well, we didn't, Grace," Dorothy said quite firmly.


	"Oh, God," Ned murmured.
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