
A Favor For a Friend 

By WILLIAM SAROYAN 

what would you do if a pal asked you to show his wife a good time?

J
AKE FINA in New York called his
friend Paul Boss in San Francisco

and said, "Do me a favor, will you, 
Paul? Call Alice at the Fairmont and 
take her out." 

"You two breaking up?" 
"No, but I had to fly to New York 

for two weeks, and Alice wouldn't come 
along. I tried to reach her at home in 
Beverly Hills a few minutes ago, but 
the governess said she'd gone to the 
Fairmont in San Francisco." 

"How many kids you got now, Jake?" 
"Five, but I'm worried." 
"What about?" 
"Alice thinks she's getting old. I don't 

think she is at all, but when a wife 
thinks she's getting old, there just isn't 
anything a husband can do. It's got to 
be somebody else. You introduced me to 
Alice. You knew her long before I did. 
Will you de> me a favor and call her?" 

"What the devil are you driving at?" 
"Look. I don·t want my kids to have 

a problem mother, and I don't want a 
problem wife. You knew her when she 
was just a kid. She keeps talking about 
the past, about the happy times in San 
Francisco twenty years ago, about the 
real people there, not like the phony 
people in Hollywood. All of a sudden 
she's got to have San Francisco back. 
She's got to have her youth back. She 
wants to see the old faces." 

"They're old all right," Paul said. 
But I still don't understand what you're 
trying to say, Jake. Do you?"

"Look, Paul. I leave it to you-and 
Alice. I'll do you a favor sometime." 

"What'll you do? Take my wife out 
sometime when she visits Hollywood?" 

"I'm sorry, Paul. I guess I forgot 
you're married, too. How long have you 
and Penny been married?" 

"Eleven years, that's all." 
"How many kids?" 
"Three, that's all." 
'Tm sorry, Paul. I guess I just didn't 

realize, but now I'm really worried 
because Alice didn't fly to San Fran'. 
cisco to have another look at Fisher
man's Wharf. Don't tell anybody about 
this call, will you? Not even Penny. 
She isn't listening, is she?" 

"She's taken the kids for a visit to 
her mother's in Santa Barbara." 

There was a long pause at the other 
end of the line, and then the husband 
in New York began to speak very 
quickly. 

"Paul, I know this is going to sound 
crazy, but please bear in mind I'm a 
desperate man. I love Alice. She's an 
impossible woman in many ways. I've 
had a bad time with her the whole 
thirteen years, but I love her, and when 
she's in trouble, I'm in trouble, and my 
kids are in trouble, too. Thirteen years 
and five kids are too much to take a 
chance on with just anybody. You're 
alone at the moment, and so is Alice. 
Do me the favor, will you?" 

"You want Alice to be home and 
ILLUSTRATED BY JOHN ALTOON happy when you get back to Beverly 

Hills from New York, is that right?" 
,: 

"Exactly." 
"And you believe I can work this 

miracle?" 
"If anybody can. Will you, Paul? And 

we won't talk about it any more. I'm a 
little embarrassed, and I know you are, 
too. Will you?" 

"The fact is, I like the idea." 
"We won't talk about it." 
"But Penny is just about the most 

jealous wife in the world." 
"Let's not talk about it, Paul. Will

you, that's all?" 
"I won't phone your wife," said the 

husband in San Francisco. "I'll go to 
the Fairmont. If I run into her in the 
bar, or the restaurant, or the lobby, O.K. 
If I don't, O.K." 

"If you don't run into her the first 
time," Jake said, "will you go back a 
second time?" 

"Yes." 

"Three times?" 
"Four." 

"Five?" 
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"Possibly, but I doubt it. Are you
sure we understand one another?"

There was a long pause at the New
York end of the line, and Paul Boss
knew Jake Fina was thinking fast.

"We do," Jake said at last. "And
thanks." His voice was dry and desper-
ate.

Jake Fina's call had come at five in
the afternoon. That would be eight in
New York. Paul Boss left the house
immediately and drove to the Fairmont,
because if she wanted the old days back
she'd better see him a little untidy, and
in need of a second shave. He went
straight to the Merry-Go-Round Room,
because that was where the unhappy
wives liked to go in the afternoon. He
stood at the bar instead of sitting at a
table, because that's probably how she
remembered him best in San Francisco,
except that in those days the bars had
been the real ones, the ones that were
gone forever, along with most of the
drinkers — Izzy's on Pacific Street, for
instance.

Alice Mayfield had been a tall, cool,
serene girl who had always given Paul
Boss the impression that nobody in his
right mind would make a pass at her,
and then after not much more than a
minute she had always given him the
impression that only an idiot wouldn't:
and so, always eager not to be an idiot,
he had always made a pass, and he had
always gotten nowhere. He had never
been able to understand it, either.

One night when Alice and Paul were
having steaks at Izzy's, Jake Fina came
up the stairs and asked Izzy if Paul
Boss was in the place. For a year Jake
flew up from Hollywood at least twice
a month to see if he could talk Alice
into becoming his wife. There were
others in town who were engaged in
that work, too, but in the end Jake was
the one who made it. He worked hard
to win his wife. He worked hard to
make a family. In thirteen years Jake
and Alice had become the parents of
five kids. They lived in a mansion in
Beverly Hills, with a swimming pool
and a tennis court. They were rich.
Their kids were healthy and happy and
handsome. Paul had got the information
from a syndicated newspaper series
about Successful American Marriages.
But now Alice Mayfield was in her late
thirties, she was unhappy, she was back
in San Francisco and Paul Boss was
standing at the bar drinking a double
martini on the rocks. Why not? It wasn't
his idea.

He'd always liked the way she stood
and looked and talked, though. It would
be good to see her again, at any rate.

After three at the bar and no luck,
he went out into the lobby, and from

there downstairs to the tables beside
the pool, and ate a steak. Still, no luck.
From the phone booth he called the
desk to make sure that Alice was at the
hotel, and of course she was. Before he
knew it, the operator was ringing her
room, and he made up his mind to hang
up if she answered, but she didn't. He
then asked the operator to ring Belle
Haley, and then he asked Belle if she'd
like to go for a ride to the Cliff House.

"Paul," Belle laughed, "don't you
realize this is 1957, not 1937? I'm an old
woman now. It's almost midnight. I've
gone to bed. How in the world did you
know I'm living at the Fairmont in the
first place?"

"I read it in the papers when you got
your divorce. Want to go for a ride?
I'm old too, if you know what I mean."

"Give me five minutes."
Belle had grown old, but it was good

to see her again just the same. She was
round and plump, as always. Only her
face had lost its attractive roundness.
Now it was long and narrow, and a little
drawn, as if nobody would ever know
what she knew.

They talked and rode out Geary on
their way to the Beach.

"Whatever in the world made you
call me?"

"I don't know. I guess I thought you
might just like the idea of a ride and a
drink at the Beach."

"We did that for years, but it was
so long ago."

"Yes, it was."
"You haven't changed at all, Paul.

Not one bit."
"Neither have you, Belle."
She laughed so heartily Paul almost

believed she hadn't changed, because
she had always laughed that way, and
it had always made him feel good.

They had four each at the Cliff
House, closed the place at two, drove
back to the hotel, and agreed to call
one another a little more frequently
than once every ten years.

"Because if we don't, Paul, one of us
might not answer."

A sorrowful thought, but as it was the
truth, too a lot of his friends were
dead he took her in his arms, held
her tight a moment, and then put a
truly tender and loving one on her
mouth.

At that moment he heard somebody
get out of a taxi, walk up the marble
steps, and then stop, instead of going in.

Paul Boss took Belle Haley to the
elevator, went back out onto the steps,
and there was Alice Mayfield Fina.

"You need a shave," she said. "You
need a haircut, too. That's how I recog-
nized you. Was that your wife?"

"No, Penny's visiting her mother in

Santa Barbara."
"Jake's in New York on a silly story

assignment."
She was still a handsome girl — still

cool and serene. The minute he saw
her he was sure again nobody in his
right mind would make a pass at her,
and then almost instantly he was sure
only an idiot wouldn't.

"I was about to drive down the hill
to Pacific Avenue," he said, "past where
Izzy's used to be, and then down to the
Embarcadero, and then around to Fish-
erman's Wharf, through the Marina, and
then across the Golden Gate Bridge."

"That drive takes only an hour," Alice
said.

"There are other places to go."
"Are you asking me to come along?"
"Yes."
"Well, you'd better wipe that lipstick

off your mouth, then, while I go up-
stairs and get a coat."

And there it was again, as if all the
years hadn't gone by.

They drove and talked all night.
At daybreak they were in a booth at

The Waterside in Half Moon Bay, eat-
ing ham and eggs and not saying any-
thing any more.

Jake had nothing to worry about at
all. Paul planned to call him that eve-
ning and tell him so.

They began to drive back to San
Francisco, but when they came to a
new motel, named Sea and Sand, a
dozen little cottages on the beach, Alice
said, "Here."

Paul stopped the car at the office
and went in.

The man in the office smiled, and
Alice said, "My husband and I are
stopping at the Fairmont, but we find
your place so attractive we'd like to
spend a little time here, too."

Paul signed the book and took the
key to number eleven and drove there.
They got out and Paul opened the' door.

"Pick me up, please," Alice said.
Paul picked her up and walked into

the place. It was a parlor, bedroom,
bath, and kitchenette. Alice stretched
out on one of the beds, lighted a ciga-
rette, inhaled, and then began to cry.
She didn't turn away, and she didn't
stop smoking. She inhaled and exhaled
and wept softly. Her whole face became
wet, and her nose began to run.

"Good night, Paul," she wept. "Shut
the light and go to sleep. All right?"

"Sure, Alice, but there's no light to
shut. It's morning."

"Well, then, draw the blinds. Turn
on the light for a minute, then shut it,
and then go to bed and go to sleep."

"O.K."
Paul did what she said, but he took a

lot of time, because sometimes you take
a lot of time to do little things that don't
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mean anything, and all the while she
watched him and wept softly.

In the dark she said, "It's as if this
were twenty years ago, or as if we didn't
marry the people we married, as if we
married one another, as if we'd always
been married, and we'd just decided all
of a sudden to drive all night, and we'd
come to a place by the sea like this and
we thought it would be nice to stop here
and make ourselves comfortable, and
remember."

He heard her scratch at a book of
matches to light another cigarette. When
she finally got the match lighted, she
looked so sad and beautiful he just
couldn't help it, he had to bust out
laughing.

She lighted the cigarette, inhaled, and
didn't blow out the flame until it began
to burn her fingers. She struck another
match and said, "We ought to have a
little light, shouldn't we?"

"Well, a little maybe," Paul said, "but
if it's got to be from matches, I'd better
be the one to light them."

Paul began to light matches steadily,
as they talked. At any rate, he talked.
Alice wept, but sometimes she laughed,
too, especially one time after she'd made
a lot of noise sniffling.

"Are you catching cold?"
"Oh, no, my nose always runs when

I cry. Did you ever think I'd be the kind
of woman to cry—at a time like this?"

"I never really thought about it."
"I thought you might have."
"I never thought about whether you

might be the kind of woman to cry, I
mean. Why are you crying?"

"I enjoy crying," Alice said, and
began to cry louder than ever. "There's
always so much to cry about, and so
few occasions when it's half-way per-
missible."

"You don't seem to have anything to
cry about."

"Oh, I do, though."
"I'm all out of matches," Paul said.

"Do you want me to lift one of the
blinds a little?"

"I'll do it."
She lifted a blind about six inches,

then about a foot, and finally she sent
it all the way up.

And there just beyond the window
was the sea, coming and going.

"Look at the sea," Alice said. "Doesn't
it make you want to cry?"

"No."
"What, then?"
"Makes me want to walk out in it."
"Really? Shall we do that?"
"Of course. I've got my trunks and

Penny's suit in the car."
"O.K."
They went out to the sea and walked

in. The water was very cold. It made

Alice gasp, and it stopped her from
crying, at least. She swam, and then ran
along the beach and went back in and
swam some more, and then they went
back to the house. Alice took a shower,
and then they began to drive back to
San Francisco. It was almost ten o'clock
when he left her at the elevator, and
almost eleven when he got home. He
found two telegrams under the door:

THREE DAYS WITH MAMA IS ALL
I CAN TAKE. MEET ME AT THE
AIRPORT AT NOON.

PENNY.

TRIED TO CALL YOU BACK
AFTER OUR TALK BUT YOU
WERE GONE. TALKED TO ALICE
ON THE PHONE. I MADE A TER-
RIBLE MISTAKE. SHE'S IN SAN
FRANCISCO TO ATTEND A KID
SISTER'S WEDDING. PLEASE
DON'T PHONE HER OR TRY TO
SEE HER. AM FLYING TO SAN
FRANCISCO IN THE MORNING.
AND PLEASE DON'T MENTION
THIS TO ANYBODY, WILL YOU?

JAKE.

Paul phoned Alice at the Fairmont
and said, "This is Paul Boss. I don't
know if you remember me, but we met
a couple of times in some of the saloons
in San Francisco years ago. I just hap-
pened to read in Herb Caen's column
that you're at the Fairmont, and I
thought perhaps you might remember
me, and if you did, and if your husband
happened to like the idea, I know my
wife would like to have you come out
for cocktails some evening while you're
in town, and then go to Vanessi's or
New Joe's for a good San Francisco
dinner."

"Who?" Alice said.
"Paul Boss."
"I'm sure we have met, Mr. Boss,"

Alice said, "and I think it's awfully
nice of you to invite us, but my husband
won't be here until late this afternoon,
and tomorrow we're going to my kid
sister's wedding, and after that we're
going home to our kids, but if there's
a little time in between somewhere, I'll
ask Jake to call you. Are you the news-
paperman who always used to need a
shave and a haircut?"

"Yes, I am."
"But I was having dinner with you

the night I met my husband, wasn't I?"
"Yes, I think you were."
"Then, you know each other."

• "Yes, he was on The Chronicle for a
couple of months a long time ago when
I was there, too — before he became the
famous movie-writer."

"What did you become, Mr. Boss "
"Mainly, I write the editorials now."
"Really? All about the big problems

of the world?"
"Yes, that's right."
"That must be very interesting work.

I'm so glad you called. I'm sure my
husband will want us to accept your
invitation."

Paul ran out of the house and got
into the car and raced to the airport.
He saw Penny come out of a phone
booth, and he saw that she was mad,
too.

"Where the hell have you been?" she
said.

"Where's the kids?"
"Never mind the kids. They love it at

my mother's. They're going to stay a
month, not two weeks, and you and I
are going to have ourselves a ball. I
want us to get in the car and drive and
talk, and stop at romantic-looking
motels."

"What?"
"You heard me. What's the matter?

You look confused and sleepy."
"I had to stay up all night trying to

write a sensible editorial on juvenile
delinquency."

"Oh, that!" Penny said. "Well, let's
get home and get to bed. I can use a
little sleep myself after listening to
Mama talk all night, three nights in a
row! All about her girlhood, how she
met Papa, what they said, where they
went, all about myself when I was very
little, about my brothers, about my sis-
ters. She just wouldn't stop, that's all."

Paul picked up the bags and they
walked to the car.

"Women who have kids like to talk
about the past, don't they?" he said.

"Yes, and they always like to cry
about everything, too," Penny said. "So
we've got three kids. So we'll have four,
five, maybe six. So what? What's all
the crying about?"

"Maybe women cry because they're
happy."

"Oh, Mama was happy all right. I've
never seen her so happy."

"What about you?"
"I laugh when I'm happy," Penny

said. "Like now." She laughed happily.
Paul looked at his wife and smiled.
"I can't tell you how glad I am you

decided to come home all of a sudden,"
he said. "And I'm crazy about this idea
of stopping at a romantic-looking motel
somewhere."

"All finished with juvenile delin-
quency?" Penny said.

"Oh, yes."
Penny kissed him on the side of the

nose.
"I'm sure all those confused young

people will grow up and settle down like
the rest of us now," she said. C~w
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Sex in Suburbia

By CHARLES EINSTEIN

life in the outskirts has taken on a bright, new flavor

W e are called up to investigate the
matter of sex in the suburbs. Sur-

prisingly, there is very little statistical
data to go on — surprising, because
nothing in this world or the next has
ever been subjected to such a barrage
of statistics as life in our postwar sub-
urbia. We know what today's develop-
ment housewife eats, wears, and reads.
We know what she belongs to1. We
know that the typical suburban family
owns 2% children and 1-1/7 automo-
biles, .08 washing machine, 1.24 tele-
vision sets, and .02 library card. There
simply, however, are no available figures
on cross-breeding and the greener fields.

The only real clue that can provide
some mathematical basis for our search
is the national birth rate, 24.9 per 1,000
population in accordance with the latest
news.2 How many of these births were
curricular is not stated.3

1—She can belong to the P.T.A., the League
of Women Voters, and, as often as not, her
husband.

2—One community just outside New York City
had a birth rate last year of 27.2. There is no
movie house in this town.

3—Suburbanites, it may be significant to note,
own more guns than hunting licenses.

That the new suburbia is a hatching
ground for various degrees of infidelity
seems, nonetheless, a fact that can be
established. The only real anomaly in
the pattern is the fact that the divorce
rate has not gone up. But upon exami-
nation this seeming contradiction lends
itself to logical analysis. The housewives
of today's suburban housing develop-
ments are young, and therefore modern
and enlightened. They read the heady
barrage of articles in the women's
magazines which explain that an errant
husband is the product of imperfect
conditions at home, and that greater
understanding, not divorce, is the way
to true happiness.4

Consider, though, the other elements:
today's suburbanites are—

(1) Young—and therefore, for the
most part, physically attractive,
ruling out thus such debilities as
dropsy, failing eyesight, and gout;

(1-A) Active — and therefore giddy
for the chase5;

4—The husbands read these articles too.
5—A single block in a large development

south of Chicago housed, when last heard from,
seven males who were dash men in college.

(2) Home-Loving—which means they
get to know their neighbors;

(2-A) In Hock — which means they
can't afford to get to know too
many attractive specimens out-
side of their neighbors;

(3) Party-Loving — which means they
get together frequently.6

These elements in combination have
been known to fuse into powerful results,
no matter how innocent the beginning.
An amiable game of charades at a neigh-
borhood party in Suffolk County, New
York, took a turn, for example, when
one couple, not married to each other,
were requested to act out the name of
the leading seaport in Virginia.7

The newspapers have carried accounts
of wild "key parties," "switch parties,"
"Dutch parties," 8 and so forth. This is
the kind of fun the young adult likes.
Only on rare occasion does it wind up

6—Watch the wife of the guy who plays the
piano.

7—The correct answer is not Hampton Roads.
8—The author of this essay does not know,

but in the interests of research would like to
learn, just what a "Dutch party" is. Does any-
body here know ?

(Continued on Page 38)
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