

[image: ]



PRAISE FOR BELVA PLAIN AND DAYBREAK


“Her best and boldest work yet.”

—Big Sandy News (Louisa, KY)




“Plain writes with authority and integrity.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“Belva Plain is at the top of her storytelling ability … she takes a bizarre tale and tells it intriguingly, with powerful action and strong emotional content.”

—The Newark Star Ledger (N.J.)




“Daybreak is … well-written and will make us all consider just what our own prejudices mean.”

—Wahpeton Daily News (N.D.)




“Plain is always rewarding!”

—San Jose Mercury News




“Belva Plain is a bestselling author for a reason; she presents a cast of characters that are both believable and likeable. The reader automatically becomes engrossed in the plot because there is a genuine concern about what will happen to the individuals involved.”

—Punch In




“Belva Plain has the ability to bring characters into your heart as real as your neighbors.”

—St. Clair County Courier (Mo.)




 




BOOKS BY BELVA PLAIN

LOOKING BACK

AFTER THE FIRE

FORTUNE’S HAND

LEGACY OF SILENCE

HOMECOMING

SECRECY

PROMISES

THE CAROUSEL

DAYBREAK

WHISPERS

TREASURES

HARVEST

BLESSINGS

TAPESTRY

THE GOLDEN CUP

CRESCENT CITY

EDEN BURNING

RANDOM WINDS

EVERGREEN



[image: ]




Published by

Dell Publishing

a division of

Random House, Inc.

1540 Broadway

New York, New York 10036

Copyright © 1994 by Bar-Nan Creations, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law.
For information address: Delacorte Press, New York, New York.

The trademark Dell® is registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.

eISBN: 978-0-307-78944-0

v3.1





To Matthew, David, Sarah,
Michael, Katherine, and Amy
with love




PROLOGUE

A man and a woman, facing a doctor at his desk, sat staring at the wall behind the doctor’s youthful head—it was often surprising how young such distinguished research scientists turned out to be—where stood a case of medical textbooks in dreary brown and melancholy gray.

The doctor had turned his gaze away from them toward the window that framed the dogwood grove in the park beyond the hospital; through this newborn blooming whiteness ran the wind of the southern springtime; then, shifting his gaze but a trifle, he could see the brick edge of the wing in which this couple’s son lay dying.

To die at eighteen, he thought, in such a spring, with the dogwood, the redbud, and the fragrant grass!

The woman was first to break an unbearable silence. “He has suffered so much, ever since he was born. The lung infections, the pancreas, the malnutrition, everything exactly according to the books. And now cirrhosis of the liver. It’s too much.”

And the husband added softly, “We didn’t know this was part of the disease. We never expected it.”

“It’s one of the rarer developments, that’s true.” The doctor nodded, parted his lips as though he were about to continue, but closed them together instead, so that the silence, thick as wool, wrapped itself around them all again.

Then the husband produced a timid question. “Is there—do you think there’s any chance that, after all, he might possibly—”

The doctor reflected that he had seldom felt so much pity. He had to riffle through papers on his desk before he could find an answer.

“Well, ‘possible’ is one thing. He has come through a good many battles. Babies, three-year-olds—I’ve seen many die. On the other hand, I had a patient once who held on till forty. It can happen.”

“But not often,” said the wife.

“No, not often. And in this case, where the liver is affected, you see—” The doctor paused. “But by this time you people must have learned all there is to know about cystic fibrosis.”

“Oh, yes. A generalized disfunction of the exocrine glands. Fairly common among Caucasians. Its molecular basis unknown. My husband and I have all the words, Doctor. They’re embossed on our brains.”

Knowing better, especially because he could see that the doctor, out of compassion, was withholding the final hopelessness, the husband still coaxed and hoped.

“We thought maybe coming here with these genetic studies among so many different families, and with all the blood work on my wife and me, that maybe you had come up with something new.”

“We’re surely trying.” The young man in the white coat was restless, shuffling little objects on the desktop, a paperweight, a pile of paper clips. Perhaps his patience was ebbing away. It must be hard to talk to the parents of a hopeless case, thought the older man.

“Oh!” cried the mother in her bitterness, “I’ll never understand! A hereditary disease, and never before in either of our families. And our other child with no sign of it. Thank God,” she added quickly.

The doctor got up from his chair, rising so abruptly that the chair made a little shriek as it scraped the floor. He walked to the window and stood there a moment with his hands locked behind his back, looking out upon the white sea of dogwood. When he turned again toward the room, it was with so strange an expression on his face that the parents were shocked.

“You found something,” the mother said quickly. “Something in our blood?”

“Yes.” The single syllable was very quiet.

“What? What?”

“We found, without the shadow of a doubt, that your son, that the boy upstairs cannot be, is not, your son.”
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This must be what they mean, thought Margaret Crawfield, when they say “It hasn’t registered yet.” Now, with the funeral over—black cars moving slowly from the house then back to it, hushed voices, handclasps—now at the end of the dreadful week, with the flowers faded, the funeral foods eaten and kindly crowds gone, the terrible fact reveals itself at last. Peter is dead.

She walked. Through the rooms, down the hall, in and out, she walked. The rap of her heels was loud. The hum of the refrigerator and the slam of a car door across the street made the silence quiver.

Suddenly she heard herself ask aloud, “What are we going to do?” The high, piercing voice, asking the passionate question, repeated, “What? What?”

She had no tears. There were, at this moment, none left, though there would be a lifetime of them for her and for them all, Arthur her husband, Holly her daughter, and the grandparents who had so dearly loved Peter.

On the dining room table, beside a bowl of brown daffodils drooping in stagnant water, lay a pile of condolence letters waiting to be acknowledged. She sat down, took the pen, began a sentence: Dear Cousin Andy, thank you for your—and put down the pen to stare out of the window.

Life was there, wind rippling through new leaves, crisp and creamy-green; robins hopping stiff-legged on the lawn; a baby carriage parked on the neighbors’ porch. Life.

She gave up. There would be no letters today. Not yet. Her hands, her arms, her shoulders were limp. Toy hammers beat lightly inside her head. So she sat, closing her eyes against the brightness.

“Mom?” said Holly. “Are you asleep sitting up? Are you all right?”

“No. Yes. I’m not asleep. I’m all right. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I came in at the back door. I thought maybe you’d be taking a nap. Dad told you to lie down, didn’t he?”

“I know, but I can’t do it. I’m too restless.”

Holly laid a hand on the nape of her mother’s neck. “You’re all tense, all knotted there. Let me rub it for you.”

“Thank you.”

The warmth was good. Her daughter’s hand caring for her, loving her. It made the tears start up again, stinging and prickling the backs of her eyes.

“Thank you, darling. I should be doing something for you.”

“I’m fine. I’m younger,” said Holly, trying to tease, to lighten the heavy, heavy air.

Margaret swallowed hard and, making her own effort to lighten and brighten, remarked that it was Holly’s afternoon for hockey practice, wasn’t it?

“Yes, but I’m skipping it. Finals are coming up and I’ve missed so much that I can’t take time out for hockey.” Holly’s eyebrows drew together, giving her pretty face a look of anxiety. “I hate to leave you alone, so deserted, but I really should run over to Allison’s house. She has all the book assignments in Latin and chemistry that I missed.”

Margaret stood up. “Of course you should. Go over. I’m all right. We all are, you and Dad and I. We have to be.”

“I won’t be long, Mom.”

Margaret watched her go down the walk, with her books under her arm, her long hair flying in the wind and her long legs running. Not many months from now she’d be away in college. But not to think of that this minute.

“I’m all right, we all are,” she had just said to Holly.

Oh, brave words!

Ordinarily, at three o’clock in the afternoon Margaret Crawfield was busy, either at her part-time work as a tutor to housebound children or as a volunteer at the hospital. But not yet, not today while those toy hammers were still tapping in her head.…

She went upstairs and wandered, emptied a waste basket, put away a pink jacket that Holly had thrown over a chair, and straightened Arthur’s tie rack. She combed her hair; it wouldn’t do to look depressed, depressing Arthur to see her so when he came home. He never complained, he was a rock.… Her eyes filled again.

Presently her wandering brought her to Peter’s room, which she had been avoiding all week. Now she was drawn in. Facing her there was the closet door that, ajar, displayed shelves and empty hangers. She reached in and touched the hangers, remembering the shape and color of the clothes that had hung on them, the brown tweed jacket, the red windbreaker, and the good navy blue suit. All these had been given away on the day after the funeral, when thoughtful friends had come to clear out the closet and the drawers.

The rest of the room was untouched. Books, records, pictures, and posters remained, so that the room still looked as though Peter might walk in at any minute, sit down at the desk or lie down on the bed with his hands locked behind his head, while he listened to the New Orleans jazz he loved and could himself play so well. The piano downstairs was silent now; he had been the only one, in a family that cared very much about music, who had the skill to perform it.

She lay down on his bed. The room was filled with sunlight. On the opposite wall she stared at the outline of Mont-Saint-Michel on the poster between the windows. How happy he had been only two summers ago when they had all spent that month together exploring France! He had had such a great capacity for happiness! And that, in spite of everything he’d had to endure from the very moment, almost, of birth.

Her mind—my crazy, tormented mind, she thought—went back and back over the same worn path. Where the bed now stood, the crib had stood, across from the chest of drawers and the rocking chair, all of them adorned with painted ducklings in procession.

“For our first grandchild,” said Grandmother Frieda, “nothing is too good.”

And Grandpa Albert joked, “A beautiful boy, even though he has my son-in-law’s sandy hair.” He had put his hand on Arthur’s shoulder in affection.

It had been raining when they brought him home, but in this room, safe from the torrent, the baby had been snug. Nothing could harm that baby. Nothing.

Yet something had.…

Night after night he cried. There are few sounds as bewildering, she remembered, as a baby’s wail. Nothing had stopped Peter, not feeding, changing, or rocking.

“What can be wrong?” they asked the doctor and their friends and themselves.

“Oh, nothing but colic, it usually is just colic.” So the formula was changed, and that did work for a time. But only for a time. It had to be changed again and yet again. Then the doctor himself began to seem uncertain.…

One night Peter began to cough. Like any mother of a newborn, Margaret slept so lightly that the least murmur from the room across the hall sent her bounding across that hall in seconds.

The night light, a white kitten with illuminated eyes, shone on a tiny, purple-faced creature in torment. The cough was terrifying; he was struggling for air; the gasp, the snore, were like a death rattle—she had never heard a death rattle, yet that was the expression that leapt to mind.

“Oh, my God,” she said, and picked him up. But no, that was stupid. This was not a baby who was asking for comfort. This was—a dying baby? And she laid him back in the crib.

Arthur, whose deep, healthy sleep was what you might expect in a man so rational, so unflustered as he, had as yet heard nothing. She ran back and shook him awake.

“The baby! The baby,” she stammered. “I think he—I don’t know—”

On either side of the crib they stood. They looked once at each other, and with that wordless look each knew that this was the ultimate moment of decision, that they could not wait another minute.

“Wrap him up,” Arthur said. “We’ll throw on some clothes and take him. I’m afraid it’s pneumonia.”

She thought, as they rode through vacant streets, past darkened houses, “He will die before we get there.” And with her fingers groping under the wrapping of blankets she felt for the little heart.

Rain was flooding the city with an iridescent eerie gleam. It beat upon the windshield, and the wipers, madly sweeping, could barely keep up with it. In just such a storm they had brought Peter home when he was three days old. So happy, so proud they had been with their firstborn son!

The lights of the emergency entrance shone like a beacon to a ship at sea. Distraught, with their shoes untied, they rushed in. Competent hands took their baby from their arms; strangers took charge; the parents were helpless.…

“Yes,” the doctor said, “it is pneumonia. We have to keep him here, of course.” He looked over a chart, frowned a little, paused and remarked, though kindly, “He’s quite a little fellow for his age. But—well, I can’t tell you it’s not serious—but with antibiotics, you know …”

He was fumbling for something tactful to say, a way of giving these parents some encouragement for the night and the bleak ride home, but not too much encouragement. They knew all that.

“We can’t stay here?” asked Margaret, hopefully.

The doctor shook his head. “No point in it, anyway. He’ll be in an ICU. Better for you to go back and get some rest.”

So they went back, to lie awake together and wonder how the baby could have contracted pneumonia. He was never taken among crowds, and no one in the house had even had a cold. Nevertheless, such things did happen.…

When Peter recovered, he was only a handful, so thin that Margaret’s mother cried when she saw him.

“My pretty boy,” she kept saying, and held his head against her cheek. “Grandma will fatten you up, she’ll make you big and strong.”

He took a long time to become “big and strong.” His appetite was poor, he grew slowly, but eventually he did do all the right things, sat up, walked, and spoke his first words as babies are supposed to do, and was, in short, normal.

“Are we just a pair of fatuous parents?” asked Margaret, “or does he really have an exceptional disposition? It seems to me, when we’re at gatherings with lots of children his age, that Peter’s the smartest and the best behaved. Really and truly.”

“Foolish parent,” Arthur said, laughing at her.

But Margaret’s own mother said, “He’s going to be a rare man. Can’t you see he’s Arthur all over? Looks like him and acts like him, even at this age.”

“If he’s going to be like his father I’m twice blessed,” Margaret answered, and that night, in bed, was overcome with the love that had struck her when first she had seen Arthur across a crowded room.

She liked to think that was the night Holly had been conceived; the date seemed right, anyway.

They were so happy. Two babies in two years! They had everything, the whole world in their hands.

* * *

But one night in the seventh month of Margaret’s pregnancy something happened. They were awakened again, this time by dreadful cries. When they rushed to him Peter was lying with his legs drawn up to his stomach, turning and turning in obvious pain from one side of the crib to the other. So then they were back in the hospital, and there, on that anxious night—how many anxious days and nights they knew!—a clever young resident was the first to make them aware of some facts.

“The child is very, very seriously ill. I suggest you call in Dr. Lear,” he said. “Lear’s one of the best internists in the state.”

Arthur begged him: “What do you think it is?”

“I have no right to say,” the young man answered. “I’ve made no tests.”

“But you have some idea. Please give us your idea. I understand your position, and I won’t repeat what you say to anyone. Please.”

There was something irresistible about Arthur’s quiet appeal and so, after several minutes had passed, the doctor relented.

“It may be cystic fibrosis,” he told them. “But remember, that is only a hunch, a guess, and I should not be saying it.”

Nevertheless, that clever young man was right. After him, they embarked on a long journey of discovery.

First there was Dr. Lear, “one of the best internists in the state.” In his white office, under bright lights, the little body of Peter Crawfield was X-rayed, tested, prodded and probed by gentle, expert fingers.

“I’m afraid it is what we feared,” the doctor told them finally. His glance went from Arthur’s face to Margaret’s, passing quickly over Margaret’s by-now-enormous abdomen; his expression seemed to say that this was a sad place for a woman in her condition to be. “As I told you, before I become certain, this will be a hard road to travel. I always believe in being frank.”

“He may be expert, and he certainly was nice, but I don’t believe him,” said Margaret, going down the steps from the office.

Arthur said only, “Shall we try elsewhere?”

“Of course we shall. Anyone with a brain in his head looks for a second opinion.”

So they looked and so they received it: the same. The baby might live for a year or two or maybe into young manhood, or die anytime in between. He could be subject to pneumonia, diabetes, heat prostration, intestinal distress, or heart failure; he will need extensive, prudent, careful rearing and watching … After the fourth or fifth try they knew it all by heart.

Patiently, Arthur, knowing better, acceded to Margaret’s pleas; by car, plane, and local train they went with their bundled baby from doctor to doctor, and came at last full circle to where they had begun.

“Enough,” Arthur said. “We’ve come to the end. Now accept.”

It was, in a way, a relief.

The family, parents and grandparents, gathered on that final evening in Arthur’s den. The grandparents were shell-shocked.

“I looked it up the minute you got off the phone,” said Albert, the grandfather. “Cystic fibrosis runs in families! No one, as far back as I can go, not any of us on Margaret’s side, ever had it. What about you, Arthur?”

“Nobody,” Arthur said miserably. “Of course there can be some ancestor so far back that no one even knows his name. Anyway, it doesn’t always have to be inherited. It can just happen.”

“Supposedly everything we are is in the genes,” responded Albert, in equal misery.

“What’s the difference?” cried Margaret. “What is, is, and there’s no changing it. I’m worried now …” Her voice trailed off. Her hands rested on the rounded heap where the next baby lay waiting soon to be born.…

But Holly was strong and well from the moment she made her appearance. With her there were no crises, no worries or daily cares about pneumonia or diet or diabetes—or anything, certainly none of the symptoms or effects of anything as dire as cystic fibrosis. She was a joy, although not an easy joy like Peter! Headstrong, affectionate, argumentative, warmhearted and stubborn, she was certainly not like him.

“Holly is you, as Peter is Arthur.” That was the informed opinion of relatives and friends.

“Informed opinion,” said Margaret, lying now on Peter’s bed in the waning afternoon. Like Arthur. Arthur’s boy.

And it was not true! He was … whose boy? Her hands, lying at her sides, made fists. Her wedding ring cut her flesh. Not true! So there was another grief! How many kinds of grief was a person supposed to bear? How to resolve the conflict?

“My heart breaks over Peter,” she whispered. “Breaks, do you hear? But that other, that other who is also mine, was mine … oh God, how much, how many sorrows?”

* * *

She was still lying there when Arthur came home. She heard his keys jingle as he laid them on the hall table and heard his call.

“Margy? I’m home. Where are you?”

“Upstairs. I’ll be right down,” she said, not wanting him, on his first day back at work, to come up and see her weeping in that room; she must be strong for him, must help him.

But he was already at the top of the stairs. When he saw where she was, he came in and put his arms about her, holding her without speaking.

“All those years,” she murmured. “Our Peter. Nineteen, this summer.”

“Yes, yes. A short life. My God! And all the time he knew, I’m sure he knew, it would be short.”

“Can you absorb in your head or your heart that he was not born to us? He was so much ours! How can it have happened, Arthur?”

“Who can say? A careless nurse breaks the ID bracelets, that’s all. It’s happened, and it’s happened to us.”

“I feel,” she said, “I feel this is a double death, as if—” And she put her hand on the place where her womb lay, where she had nurtured a child. “Isn’t there—can’t we find out what happened to the—the other one?”

“You know the Barnes Clinic closed down years ago,” he reminded her gently.

She persisted. “The records had to be transferred somewhere.”

He was silent.

“Don’t you want to know, Arthur?”

He replied, so low that she hardly heard him, “I guess maybe I don’t.”

“But why? I don’t understand!”

“Because—because what good will it do?”

“I need,” she whispered, and gulped to control the lump of tears that was determined to rise in her throat, “I need to know whether he—the other one—has a good home. Suppose they are terrible people, alcoholic or cruel, or he’s sick or hungry somewhere—”

Arthur had released her and stood now, with his back to her, at the wall. Peter’s high school diploma hung there, but he was not looking at it. After a minute or two he turned about and answered her plea.

“Let’s assume we can be successful in our search, and that’s quite an assumption in the circumstances, rather like the needle in the haystack; what good will it do? If the home isn’t a good one, there’s nothing we can do about it. The boy’s an adult. It’s too late.”

“Still, I want to know.”

Arthur continued, reasoning deliberately, “And if the home is a good one, we will be disrupting it. Think of the lives we will overturn! The boy’s life most of all, but his family’s too, and probably Holly’s as well. Here she is now. Let’s leave this room.”

They were in their own bedroom when Holly came up the stairs. Her cheeks were pink from running. Her legs, below the red miniskirt, were slim and strong. Clear sky and fresh air, thought her father, looking at her.

“Hi, Dad.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ve got a load of work to catch up on. How was your day?” Embarrassed, she corrected herself. “I mean, how could it be? I mean, I hope it wasn’t too awful, your first day back at the office. Oh Lord, I guess I don’t know what I mean.”

“It’s all right,” Arthur said tenderly. “We all know what we mean. Can I help you with anything? Latin? I used to be pretty good at it.”

“No thanks, Dad. I’ll let you know, though, if I need you.”

“She’s all we have now,” he said, after she left the room.

The tiny hammers had started up again in Margaret’s head.

“All?” she repeated. “Can you really forget about the other?”

“Forget? Of course I can’t. Do you think I haven’t thought, about him, even before Peter died? From the day we were told about it, I’ve thought. And I believe, I do believe, better let it lie, Margaret. Let’s accept the accomplished fact, as we must accept the fact of Peter’s death, and go on living as well as we can. Take care of Holly. Pick up the broken pieces and try to put them together.”

“I don’t know whether I can,” she murmured. And suddenly she cried out, “How I wish Peter would come back and tell us this is all a nightmare!”

“I know, Margy, but he can’t.” Arthur’s voice cracked; he felt all her pain, the mirror image of his own.

Yes, thought Margaret, a double death, that’s what it is. We brought you home, Peter, we loved you so, we cared for you and we followed you to your grave.

“And they tell us,” she said aloud, “that he was never meant to be ours! That somewhere—where?—the other one—will you really not want to find out, Arthur? Never?”

“Margy, Margy, ‘never’ is a long time. Let me think, I’m so tired and confused. I’ll have to think. I should think, and I can’t.”
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The place in which Laura Rice—Mrs. Homer Thomas Rice—was born and grew up is a large town, or it might be described as a very small city, halfway between the Mississippi and the Atlantic. It is southern, its winters chilly but short, so that daffodils come to life in February. There is an impressive avenue through its heart; at intervals this avenue interrupts itself by turning a circle, at the center of which there stands a statue of some Confederate statesman, most often on horseback. Fine brick houses face each other across this avenue; as you travel farther out toward the country, toward the hills, the avenue becomes a suburban road, and the houses surround themselves with lawns and grand old trees, redbud, beech, and oak.

“You must treasure this place,” said Laura’s good aunts who had reared her since she was three years old. “It was built just after the War, in 1870. When you are older, you will appreciate it even more. Solid brick it is, no fake brick facing. Solid as a rock. The slate roof alone would cost a fortune these days.”

Memory goes back to the age of three, so it is said, and indeed it was where Laura’s began. Even without understanding them, she had accepted the facts that her father had gone to Heaven from a place called Korea, and her mother had gone to Heaven from the hospital, that large white building downtown near the store where aunts Cecile and Lillian, after a visit to the hospital with Laura, had taken her to buy a large blond doll in a carriage with a pink blanket. And after that, they had brought her back to the family house where they themselves had been born in the wide mahogany bed now occupied by Laura and her husband, Homer, known by all as Bud.

Bud Rice, the respectable and respected, prosperous and generous, proud father of sons, dependable, honest, and—

And what? What other word? Uncomprehending, maybe?

For there were things that he never understood, that after nineteen years of marriage, she knew he never would understand. The way she cringes when he reprimands a clumsy waiter in a restaurant. (“But I am paying for service,” he says, which is true enough.) The way he laughs with relish at cruel racial jokes. Even the way, when music lingers after it has ceased, he cuts into the lovely silence.

Uncomprehending … And yet she wants to love him. She has always loved somebody, aunts, friends, teachers, and now her children. Yes, she wants to love her husband, and yet does not.

At the tall narrow windows now she parted the lace curtains and looked out. The heat was heavy, the afternoon asleep under a clouded molasses-colored sky. Soon it would thunder and rain would pour. Horses and cattle in the field can sense the oncoming storm, but the human being too is restless, so she thought, and releasing the curtain, turned back toward the quiet house.

Almost without aim, she wandered into the library; the “British” library, furnished in dark oak, was the inspiration of a grandmother become an Anglophile after a trip to England long years ago. Its creamy plaster walls were embossed with scattered flowers: the rose for England and the thistle for Scotland. Under the diamond-paned Elizabethan windows stood the piano, a medium-sized grand. This was Laura’s own. It was here that she gave lessons. Music ready for the afternoon’s pupil was already open on the rack. The books belonged to her and to their son Tom, there being no other readers in the family. The photographs that were on the shelves and tables belonged to them all.

Here was her father, a young major in his cap with a sweep of hair just barely visible. “The hair of the black Irish,” Aunt Lillian said. Her mother’s thin face, tense and witty, regarded him from the other half of the double leather frame. There were the formal photographs of Laura and Bud together, taken last Christmas as a present for the family. Still fair-haired, she was not one pound heavier than she had been as a twenty-year-old bride. But Bud’s thick fair hair, receding, had heightened a high forehead, and he had gained through the years a portly stomach. Yet he could still compete with Tom at tennis.

Something compelled her now to carry Tom’s picture to the light. It was as if by examining the face beneath the dark silky hair that fell across one eyebrow, the strong face with the high cheekbones, the wide-open gold-brown eyes and the obstinate mouth, she might find some answers to the questions that so troubled her, although they did not trouble Bud.

Tom was so—so determined! He was so bright, so keen, and could be so dear, but was yet so stubborn. With bulldog’s teeth he held to his convictions, and she despised his convictions. They were the ugly inventions of political fanatics, of men like Jim Johnson, who was now running for election to the state senate; a man old in spirit, he must be filled with God only knew what secret angers. That such a man should be able to corrupt the young, to corrupt my nineteen-year-old son! she cried in silent outrage.

Far to the rear of the house in the great kitchen, Betty Lee was polishing silver and humming gospel songs. Three times a week she graced the house with her healthy cheer, with her very presence. And Laura wondered how much she might know about Tom, whom she had fed and diapered. He had been ordered to keep Jim Johnson talk to himself, but there were all those books in his room.… Yet he was affectionate to Betty Lee. His heart was warm. She knew it was. Surely he did not belong with those people …

How different he was from his brother! His tall stance contrasted to Timmy’s, who stood half a head shorter than his eleven-year-old peers. His confident gaze beside the half smile on the small freckled face, that smile which with a touching pride concealed Tim’s fears.

And should Tim not be fearful? He knew too much about human suffering already, and knew what still awaited him when cystic fibrosis had run its course.

These thoughts, as always, made her pulses race. What if by some unlikely chance he should outlive Bud and me? she thought again. And she reminded herself: But Tom would take care of him. Tom loved him, Tom got up at night when Timmy coughed; Tom knew all the medications and cautions; he never let Tim get too tired or too hot. You could depend on Tom. He meant what he said and did what he promised to do.

Good sons, both. And each of them a gift of joy, each in his way a painful sorrow.

A sudden weariness born of these thoughts and of the dark day overcame her, and she lay down on the sofa, something she never did in the daytime, to wait for the four o’clock lesson. A plaster frieze of fruit and flowers ran where the ceiling met the wall. Idly her eyes followed it from grapevines to acorns, pine cones, wheat sheaves, and back to grapevines. The hard, monotonous rain beat on the roof of the porch. Powerful outside forces beat on the family … I hate these moods, she thought, closing her eyes. I shall will this one to pass.

Nevertheless, there were times when the will was never enough, when the questions persisted as if they were written in tall red letters and even closed eyelids could not shut them out.

Who is this woman, this Laura Paige Rice, and how did she get from there to here?

   Adults think that a child building a castle of blocks on the floor in the next room is too absorbed in play to hear their talk or even if she should hear it, to understand it.

“Poor little soul,” said a visitor, commiserating. And then briskly, brightly added, “But how lucky to have you girls to take over.”

The Paige sisters, Cecile and Lillian, would always in their circle, and should they live to be ninety, be “the girls.” But they were far from the stereotype that that term brings to mind: “ladies who lunch.” They were just as thin and fashionable in their expensive suits, but more significantly, they were out in the world; they were keeping their inherited place at Paige and Company.

“What did we know about wholesale building supplies? Lumber and wire and cement?” Lillian would say to anybody who would listen, and many did. “First our father, then our brother, and finally no one but us two girls to run that huge spread out on the highway. Well, if you’ve got a brain, it’s a challenge to use it. Besides, we had Laura to think of.”

They liked, these two aunts, to talk about Laura with their friends while the teacups clinked on the saucers on Sunday afternoons. Unmarried and already in their forties, they had been given a present of a pretty child, a responsibility, a beloved toy.

“She must have an inheritance. That’s the main reason we worked so hard to expand. It will mean security. A woman needs security.” People still talked that way about women in the 1950s. They took Laura’s picture under the enormous sign that read “Paige and Company,” and while she was still in nursery school, taught her to spell out the words.

“Yes, if it hadn’t been for Laura, who knows? We might even have sold out and retired.”

“But she is an enchanting child, isn’t she?” Cecile’s lovely voice rang with pleasure. “I do hope her hair stays blond. Blond hair,” she mused, “fastened back with a black velvet band, or navy blue.”

They had their own anxious, fussy way of loving Laura, not sparing a moment’s energy on her behalf. From the pediatrician to the dentist to the French lesson they drove, and as soon as her talent for music was discovered, to the music lesson, too.

“They gave me everything. They gave me their whole lives,” she said to Bud years later. “I was completely spoiled.”

And he refuted her. “If they tried to spoil you, they didn’t succeed. You’re the least spoiled person I ever knew.”

“We must be careful not to let her get too bookish,” Cecile reflected when Laura was ten. “I think I’ll arrange for tennis lessons on Saturday mornings. What do you think?”

“Yes, it’s a healthy sport, and very useful socially, too. You can play it all your life,” agreed Lillian, whose only exercise was a walk from the house to the car, then from the car to the office desk.

And Cecile: “Perhaps we should put in a tennis court. There’s a good level place back of the garage.”

“Yes, and while we’re at it, we might enclose the vegetable garden, the way they do in England. A trellis, perhaps?”

They were always doing things with the house. It was a house for the generations. They liked to dwell on some idyllic future for Laura in this dear place.

“Someday you will marry a man who will take over the business and will live here with you,” they would often tell her.

Touched by their goodness, amused by their blindness, she gave them in reply her secret smile.

I am going to marry Francis Alcott. You don’t know that yet, but you will.

Lying here now so long afterward, she felt the gathering of another smile, this in nostalgic recollection of that peace and innocence.

But are children, was I, ever innocent? No, Laura, you know better.…

   A thick privet hedge grown taller than a man divides the properties. Toward one end some damage, either by disease or storm, has made a gap in it through which a child can peek, or, if permitted, slide. But Laura is not permitted.

“Dr. Alcott really should fix that,” Aunt Lillian complains. “It’s unsightly. They’ve not been keeping up the place as well since Francis went away.”

“Poor folks,” says Cecile. “It’s a pity they haven’t got a daughter. Francis is never home anymore.”

“He’s on his way home now, didn’t you know? I heard this morning. He broke both legs skiing in Colorado during spring break. Or maybe it was both ankles. Anyway, we should go over there this evening.”

Laura asks how a leg can be broken. In her mind there’s a picture of a broken cup lying in small pieces on the floor.

“No, no, it’s not like that,” says Lillian.

“Well, I’d like to see one, anyway.”

Cecile promises, “When Francis has had a chance to rest awhile, you may go over with us one afternoon. We’ll bake some cookies for him. He’s such a nice boy.”

Laura is in the yard the morning after. She is sitting on the rim of her sandbox when a screen door slams and voices sound far off at the end of the Alcotts’ lawn. It might be the boy with the broken legs, she thinks, so she goes to investigate. What she sees is a man with fat white legs stretched out on a long chair. There is a little table beside the chair on which she can see a pitcher and a glass. Lemonade? she wonders. And she watches closely, spying from the gap in the hedge as the man takes up his book, puts it down, drinks from the glass, runs his hand through his hair, which is dark and wavy, and picks up the book again. She would like to know whether those white things really are his broken legs; probably, though, they aren’t because they don’t look like legs, and anyway, the aunts said Francis was a nice boy, and this is not a boy. He’s a man, so he can’t be Francis. She’s pondering all this when the man sees her and calls.

“Hello. How are you? Come on over.”

“I’m not allowed to.”

“Not allowed? Why not? We’re neighbors.”

“I’m not supposed to annoy Dr. Alcott. He’s busy.”

The man laughs. “You’d never annoy Dr. Alcott. Anyway, he’s at the office now. And I’m his son. I’m Francis.”

“Are those your broken legs?” asks Laura, already on the other side of the hedge and halfway toward the chair.

“Yes, and they’re an awful nuisance. I’m missing half a term at college on account of them.”

She draws nearer and suddenly solves the puzzle. “The broken part is under those white things, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. The white things are casts. Like bandages.”

“Oh. Do they hurt?”

“Not anymore.” He has put the book away and is smiling at her. “I’ll guess your name, shall I?”

She nods. “But I’ll bet you can’t.”

“Let’s see. Is it Caroline?”

She shakes her head. “Nope.”

“Susan?”

“Nope.”

“Fuzzy Wuzzy?”

This seems very funny, and it delights her. “I said you couldn’t guess!”

“Oh, but I can. You’re Laura, and I knew it all the time. My father told me about you when you came to live next door, only I haven’t seen you before this because I’ve been away at college in California.”

“Where’s that?”

“It’s far away.”

“Oh. Like Korea?”

“Not quite.”

“My father went to Heaven from Korea.”

Francis says gravely, “I know. He was nice, your father.”

“Did you know him?”

“Very well. He lived here where you live now.”

“Oh.”

“You look like him except that your hair’s blond.”

She considers that for a moment. Then Francis touches her hand, saying still gravely, “He bought me my first ball and bat when I was a little boy.”

“I thought,” she says, “you were still a boy.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Aunt Cecile said, ‘Francis is a nice boy.’ ”

“I see. Well, she’s very nice herself.”

Laura considers that, too. “But I miss my mommy.”

“Of course you do,” says Francis.

She likes the feel of his warm hand on hers. When she peers up into his face, his eyes look into hers with the same smile that Aunt Cecile has when she says “I love you.”

“How old are you?” he asks now.

“I’m four. How old are you?”

“Nineteen.”

“That’s old, isn’t it?”

“Kind of, but not awfully.”

“Laura! Laura! Where are you?” It is Aunt Lillian standing at the hedge.

“Oh dear, you shouldn’t—Francis, I’m sorry, is she bothering you?”

“Bothering, Miss Lillian? She’s adorable.”

“But you have to study, you said, and—”

“I’ve got another six weeks to be laid up with the books. Please, let her come over whenever she wants. I mean it.”

So it begins.

   It was Francis who taught her to read even before she entered kindergarten. All that spring while the casts were on his legs and even afterward when he began to walk again, he made a game of the alphabet and the words in his big books.

“Show me a word with three letters,” he would command. “ ‘Sun,’ that’s right. Tell me, is the sun cold?”

“No, silly, it’s hot.”

“Okay, can you find ‘hot’ on this page?”

And Laura’s plump finger would slide along the lines until, triumphantly, she would find it.

“ ‘Hot’ There it is!”

“What a fine young man,” the aunt remarked. “So patient, so very gentle. He’ll make a marvelous doctor, you can just see it in him.”

For the Christmas when Laura was six, somebody gave her a copy of Alice in Wonderland.

“But I can’t read it,” she complained to Francis when he and his parents came to dinner during the vacation. “The words are too long.”

“Come here, and I’ll read it to you,” he offered.

“That child takes such advantage of his good nature,” said Aunt Lillian, who was serving after-dinner coffee on the other side of the room.

To this remark Dr. Alcott replied that Francis never offered anything unless he wanted to give it.

“He likes children, and besides, there is something especially appealing about Laura. You must know that.”

Well, yes, she had to admit that she did. Her sigh was contented. “Cecile and I consider ourselves blessed. So many people seem to have such problems with their children through no fault of their own.”

Always, Laura would remember Alice in Wonderland, its gray binding, the illustrations of Alice with her flowing hair, and Francis’s long fingers resting on the page.

“You remind me of Alice,” he said.

And she would remember, as the years passed, every detail of every book that was in some way connected to Francis. The Secret Garden because he gave it to her for her birthday when she was eight, and Treasure Island because he had visited the real island on a sailing trip.

When he returned, he showed photographs of the boat and his friends and the island that lay like a great green whale asleep on blue water.

“Someday you’ll see these places,” he told her. “You must see as much of the world as you can while you’re young. The world is so beautiful, Laura. You can’t believe how beautiful it is.”

Whenever he was home, he gave her books and listened to her opinions about them. They agreed and they argued. He taught her to play chess. He gave her a camera and taught her the art of using it so well that she won a contest for her still life of rain on magnolia leaves. Sometimes in the evening when he and his father came visiting, she played the piano and was pleased when everyone praised her.

Yet at the same time she knew that all of them except Francis were overpraising. “My aunts think I’m going to go around the world giving concerts,” she complained to Francis. “It’s embarrassing. If I were going to be famous like that, I would be now. I’m twelve, and that’s already late.”

“You have a talent, and that’s more than enough to bring you happiness. There’s no need to be famous,” he said gently.

She loved his voice when he was serious like this. It had tones in it, deep, soft notes like the lowest piano key when the left hand barely touches them.

“You’re wise, Laura. It’s wise to see yourself so clearly.”

Curiously, she asked, “What do you see when you look at yourself?”

“I? A pretty good student who always wanted to be a doctor like my father. That’s all.”

Laura shook her head. “No, you’re not seeing everything. You’re going to be great.”

He laughed. “Good God, no. Never.”

“Oh, yes. Everybody says so.”

“Who’s everybody?”

“My aunts say that everybody says so.”

And Francis laughed again. “Well, tell them I’ll try my best.”

Sometimes while Laura did homework in her bedroom, the aunts would be talking in the upstairs sitting room. They knew everything that was happening in the neighborhood. “Internal medicine,” one said. “Rare diseases, I think. Or tropical, maybe? I’m not sure.”

“He’s going on to a fellowship after a three-year residency, Mrs. Alcott told me.”

“He won’t be coming back here to settle, mark my words. It’ll be New York or Boston, more likely.”

“Well, probably. He won’t be home at all this summer. No time off, Mrs. Alcott says.”

“The Baker girl will be disappointed, that’s for sure. He’s been seeing her for the last three years whenever he’s been home.”

“They make a good-looking pair. She’s a stunning girl, don’t you think so?”

“But he’s not ready to be serious, his father says. He won’t even consider marriage until he’s finished his training.”

“She won’t wait for him. She’s twenty-six, and thirty is looming up.”

“That remains to be seen. You never know.”

She had better not wait for him, thought Laura, and scoffed: a stunning girl. The Baker girl with that foolish constant smile that made your cheeks ache to look at? Why ever would Francis want her?

From a group snapshot that had been taken one Fourth of July, she cut out his head and put it into her gold locket where before her aunts had been. Then she had to wear the locket day and night so that they wouldn’t find it in her room. It was not that they would be angry or hurt; no, of course not; they would be merely amused, and she could not have borne that either.

They thought she had a crush on Francis. “And why not?” Aunt Lillian said to the cook. Her voice, unlike Cecile’s, was loud enough to carry up the backstairs from the kitchen. “With his looks—those eyes of his—he can turn any woman’s head if he wants to.”

“And even if he doesn’t want to.” The cook laughed. “Any woman from eight to eighty.”

They were cheapening her love. A crush, they called it, a feeling you might have for one boy in March, for another in April, and still another in May. And opening the locket in front of the mirror, Laura studied Francis’s face, which seemed to be looking back at her with love. But then, I am only twelve, she thought. If only she were older …

Unexpectedly, one weekend he flew home from Boston. When she saw him coming across the lawn from his house, she dashed out, banging the screen door behind her, and threw her arms around his neck. She had always done so, and when she was still small enough, he had always lifted and hugged her. She was hardly small enough now; so taking her arms down from his neck, he held both of her hands and kissed her forehead.

“Oh, it’s good to be back! How are you, Princess?”

“You’re too big now to hug Francis like that,” Aunt Lillian reproved her that night. “Laura darling, you’re not a child anymore.”

Hot with humiliation and knowing what was meant, she did not answer. What was meant was: You have breasts. He felt them when you pressed against him.

“She may be tall for her age, but she is still a child after all,” Cecile said.

Would they never learn that she always overheard them when they were having their coffee in the sitting room?

“I sometimes think you read too much into things, Lillian.”

“And I sometimes think you don’t read at all.”

That was Lillian. Cecile was the sweeter, the romantic one. But Lillian was the smarter of the two. And so Laura learned care and caution.

Then suddenly she was fifteen. Long ages seemed to have passed, not just three years, since she had been an impetuous girl of twelve. She had a quiet manner. The promise of height had been kept; she was slender, and her striking hair was still blond. Thanks to the aunts who, knowing how to dress, had taught her well, she had fine, subtle taste. Her clothes were simple. She wore a necklace of gold links, a small ruby ring that had belonged to her mother, and a man’s wristwatch that the army had sent home from Korea. And hidden under her collar, she wore also Francis’s picture in the locket, although it was two years since she had seen him last.

There were many parties that year, and she went to them all. People liked Laura, as people always had done. She was, in a sense, a leader, for which she was thankful, but also surprised because she could see nothing special about herself, nothing different from most other girls except that she was able to entertain people at the piano.

Dressed in red velvet for somebody’s formal dance at the country club, she was waiting to be called for one evening when Francis rang the doorbell.

“You always come home unexpectedly,” she said with her new calm smile.

“I covered for a fellow at the hospital last weekend, and this is my payback. I’m so darned glad to be here, Laura. But I’m holding you up. You’re on your way out, I see.”

Her heart was wild, and yet she was able to keep that practiced calm.

“Yes, to a dance, but not till half-past. Sit down and keep me company.”

He drew up a chair near hers so that their knees almost touched. “Do you realize it’s two years since I saw you last? You’re so changed that I almost don’t know you anymore.”

“I’m fifteen now.”

“If I were fifteen, I’d bar the door to the fellow who’s taking you, and I’d take you to the dance myself.”

“Your father says you’re working too hard.”

“Oh, I’ve had a few twenty-four-hour stretches between sleeps. But that goes with the job, and I love the job.”

“Is that why you don’t come home anymore?”

“Dad says he has more free time than I have, so he’d rather visit me. He’s going to enjoy California again when I go back there for my fellowship.” Francis smiled. “He loved the ocean.”

“How long will you be there?”

“It’s a two-year fellowship. Then maybe I’ll go abroad for research. I want to specialize in rare diseases, then come back and teach.”

“Elephantiasis and stuff like that?”

“Like that. How do you know about elephantiasis?”

“I pick things up when I read, and I read everything. Ever since you taught me.”

“I’m proud of you, Laura. Glad and proud.”

And with a touch of her own pride, she told him, “I skipped a year. I’ll be sixteen and a half when I graduate.”

The dialogue came to a stop, although there ought to have been so much to say after their long separation. Indeed, Laura’s head was crammed with questions, but she could not ask them.

After a moment, Francis asked one. “What’s been happening in the neighborhood? Anything interesting? All I’ve heard is that George Buckson’s bank has sent him to Hong Kong, and that Carol Baker’s engaged.”

“But not to you?”

His eyebrows rose. “Me? Whoever gave you that idea?”

“My aunts.”

“Of course, who else?” And they both laughed.

The laughter restored them to where they had been two years before. A light relief moved through Laura’s body, an involuntary smile touched her lips, and wanting to display her lace cuff and the pink shells of her newly manicured nails, she rested her hand on the arm of the chair. If only the doorbell would not ring, if only they might stay alone like this.

He was looking at her, eyes meeting eyes, and she saw in his that he found her beautiful.

“You—” he began when the doorbell rang.

“Oh darn, here they are,” she cried.

Francis went to open the door on the cold air and the noisy little troupe. Jeanie was with Rick, Cissy was with Fred, and Hank had a corsage—a white one, thank goodness—for Laura.

“We’re late,” Hank said in a rush. “I had to wait for the station wagon, so we all decided to meet here and save time.”

Self-conscious in their clothes, they stood waiting while she made a quick introduction to Francis and hurried herself into her coat. Suddenly they looked like such kids, such awkward kids. They had never seemed like that before. And Laura’s feeling of elegance evaporated; she partook of their awkwardness.

Francis loomed over them, although the boys were almost as tall as he.

“Have a great time, you kids,” he said. “And Laura, tell your aunts I’m sorry I didn’t get to see them, but this is a short visit. I’m going with my parents to visit relatives in the country tomorrow, and the next day I leave. So give them my best, will you?”

They piled into the car, and Laura watched him walk away across the lawn.

“That’s a good-looking guy. Who is he?” Jeanie asked.

They were all so noisy that they didn’t even give Laura a chance to answer.

“Good-looking! For Christ’s sake, Jeanie, the guy’s old. An old guy,” mocked Fred, who had pudgy cheeks and a queer, flattened nose.

“Well, he doesn’t look old,” Jeanie said. “Who is he?” she repeated.

Laura was hot and cold. “A family friend. A neighbor,” she said dully.

Have a good time, you kids. Kids. Yet the way he had looked at her … And he had been about to say something. Now she would never know what it was. Probably she would never know. He might not even be back here for another two years. And so much could happen while he was away.

She dreamed about him. At parties boys kissed her, but her dreams were of being kissed by Francis, and they were sorrowful dreams, filled with longing.

   Time, time, thought Laura. Her eyes followed the plaster flowers on the wall. The grandmother had ordered the thistle and the rose, but the grandfather, being of Irish descent, had in rebellion squeezed a few shamrocks into the corners. “Old passions, old pains,” she murmured, thinking: Francis is over fifty now. I wonder what he looks like.

People said he was a famous doctor in New York, a researcher, a teacher. The neighbors said, “We got a Christmas card from Francis Alcott. Of course, we were such friends of the old doctor’s. Do you get a card, too?”

No, she never did. Not a card or anything else.

   At the other end of the state was the university at which Laura was to major in music. The aunts were probably relieved that she was not a fitting candidate for a conservatory, for any one of these would have taken her too far away. They made mild lament over even this much distance from home.

“You promise, Laura, to call home twice a week? It’s easier for you to reach us than for us to reach you in that enormous place. Call collect at dinnertime, hear?”

Their possessiveness could have been a burden, and to many girls away for the first time to savor independence, it would have been. But Laura had treasured love since the age of three, and she made allowances.

As always, the aunts were eager for news and eager to spread it.

“Carol Baker had a huge wedding. Ten bridesmaids, imagine! A good thing she didn’t count on Francis Alcott, isn’t it, or she’d still be waiting. It doesn’t look as if he’ll ever marry and stay in one place.”

For a pair of single women past middle age, they were fascinated by marriage, Laura thought with affectionate amusement.

“The Alcotts just came back from California. They say Francis is doing well. But he was always outstanding, so it’s only to be expected. He may be traveling to India with some medical group in a year or two, did we tell you? And he wants your address, Laura. I think he has a present for you. Books, Dr. Alcott said.”

And books did arrive, the lives of Mozart and Beethoven, with a note enclosed.

Foraging in a bookstore as usual, I saw these and thought you might like them. So you see how you people at home are always in my mind. But I have to admit it’s wonderful here. I’ve made great friends, the work’s going well, and of course the climate is perfect. Dear Laura, I hope you’re just as pleased with where you are.

His handwriting looked like him, the letters orderly and even until a capital appeared, tall and swooping like the punctuation of his sudden laughter. And as always, she remembered his hands, the narrow, pale tan hands with the Greek lettering on the seal ring. Now in the California sun, she supposed his hands must be brown.

“I’ll be coming home in July for a couple of weeks,” he wrote. “I’ll want to hear all about your freshman year.”

That was the summer the aunts arranged a trip to Alaska. Laura’s protests were useless.

Aunt Lillian exclaimed, “Summer courses! What on earth for? With your grade average, you deserve a vacation, Laura. It’s all planned anyway, from Anchorage to Nome. Bears, eagles, ice fields—we’ll take our time and see it all.”

So they went, and indeed it was as marvelous as promised. But when they got home, Francis had been there and gone.

And the same thing happened the next year, when they went to Montreal, down the St. Lawrence River and into Nova Scotia.

“It’s too bad we missed Francis,” said Aunt Cecile when they arrived home. “He went back just three days ago.”

If she had not known Cecile so well, known that she was utterly incapable of dissembling, Laura might have thought that the dates had been planned to turn out that way.

Occasional letters came to her from Francis. Since she saved them all, she was able to compare and so to discover how often he wrote about “thinking of” or “missing all you people at home.” Who were “all you people”? Did he possibly mean: “I miss you”? But if he did, he should have said so.

And one afternoon on a solitary walk, Laura had a sudden astonishing sense of herself as she might appear to an analytical observer: a foolish adolescent obsessed with an imagined romance. Seen so, she was a figure of embarrassment. This picture was so startling that it brought her to a halt in the middle of the sidewalk. My God, she must bring her mind under control! Must make a strict, enormous effort! She was letting Francis Alcott rule her life.…

At Christmastime, Dr. and Mrs. Alcott joined their son on a trip to the Yucatán. From there came a letter from Francis with a snapshot of the three standing before the pyramid at Chichén Itzá. The letter was cordial and as vivid as a travel brochure. No, there is nothing here for you, Laura said to herself; you are beginning to see that, aren’t you? This will fade, you are an adult woman now, at eighteen. You are getting over this.

And still there was not a day, even if only for a moment, when she did not think of Francis.

In her junior year she met a man who stood apart from the crowd of her peers, the Freds and Joes who had gone through high school with her, the fraternity men, the jocks, the scholars, the whole assortment with whom she went to football games or chamber music concerts with equal enjoyment. She was adaptable, and she liked being adaptable. One had a wide choice that way, and it was challenging.

Homer Rice was in the graduate school working toward an MBA when they met. She had seen him a few times walking across the campus, and once, for no particular reason, someone had pointed him out in passing.

“There goes Bud Rice. He was a great quarterback a few years ago. He looks it, doesn’t he?”

Powerful, was the word. He was large, tall and broad without a trace of fat. He might have been a symbol of good health in an advertisement for nutritious food; his skin was pink, and his strong teeth, well displayed by a short upper lip, were so flawless that one might believe they were false.

She knew that he had observed her. And one warm spring day when she was alone on a step reading an assignment, he came over to her and introduced himself.

“My name’s Bud Rice. I’ve been noticing you for a long time. I’d have gone up to you if you hadn’t always been in a crowd or if I’d had more nerve.”

This shyness, especially on the part of a football star, surprised her. He was almost humble. And so she replied with special gentleness. “My name’s Laura Paige. I’d have been glad to talk to you.”

“Would you? A girl who looks like you sort of—well, sort of makes a man hesitate. Mind if I sit down?”

“Of course not. Come on. I’ve no class until three.”

By the end of an hour when they parted, Laura had learned probably as much about Bud as, in those days, there was to know. He came from the real backcountry, where his father was the pastor of a small church. She had seen enough of those to picture a board structure probably in need of paint, on a two-lane blacktop highway at the edge of a crossroads village. She had read enough to feel the shuddering poverty and bleak isolation. And from that place he had managed to win a scholarship, had then earned honors and also earned money by doing odd jobs, enough to pay for the MBA. He was ambitious and earnest; his respectfulness and his formal, old-fashioned courtesy were “backcountry.” He was certainly different, and therefore interesting. Deciding that she liked him, she agreed to see him again.

Her friends were impressed. It was “cool” to have a boyfriend in graduate school, a person who already had his feet poised to go out into the world of real jobs, of adult responsibilities. Maybe it was the admiration that he inspired in her friends that made Laura keep on seeing him; often, later, she thought about that. Certainly there had never been any leap of the heart.…

Then, too, she had been wooed by his own open admiration. “You know so many things I never even heard about,” he said one night after she had taken him to a concert.

When she asked him whether he had enjoyed it, he gave a candid answer. “I can’t say I liked it, but I didn’t mind it too much, either. I guess that high-class music is something I should learn about,” he said with his appealing white smile.

“Why should you?” And wanting to be very kind in return for his simple honesty, she added, “A person should like what he likes. There’s no need to please other people.”

“But I’d like to please you, Laura. I’ve had girls run after me, you know. Mostly because of the football business, which is absurd, isn’t it? And yet, absurd as it is, I’ve enjoyed it. I’ve just enjoyed being wanted. I suppose it’s natural, isn’t it? Maybe it’s because I can’t be sure of what you think of me that I—” He floundered and stopped.

She was both flattered and touched by such confusion in someone who was otherwise so alert and competent, so sure of himself. He was a straight-A student, could do incredibly fast calculations right in his head, followed every trend in politics and finance—all areas where she felt stupidly blind—and yet there was such esteem in his long look at her.

“What I think of you? Why, if I didn’t like you, Bud, I wouldn’t be sitting here with you.”

She was arch, she was flirting, but nevertheless, she was telling the truth.

“How about going out to the country for lunch on Saturday? I can borrow a car.”

“I can’t. My aunts are getting up at the crack of dawn to be here in time for lunch.” When she saw his disappointment, she made a quick offer. “But I’d love to have you join us at the hotel.”

“That’s awfully nice. I think I’ll be in the way, though.”

Although she had instantly regretted the invitation, there was only one thing to say. “Of course you won’t be. Do come. I only hope you won’t be bored.”

“Bored? No,” he said in his proper way. “I’ll be pleased to meet your aunts.”

Bud and the aunts took to each other at once. To begin with, he looked as if he were going to church in his good dark blue suit and paisley tie. Cecile and Lillian, who had no doubt expected to meet a college boy in jeans, would approve of this businesslike appearance, Laura knew, for she had often enough heard their disgusted exclamations over what they called “radical youth” with their ponytails.

“Clean jeans are one thing,” remarked Aunt Lillian. “That’s just comfort and informality. But the scenes you see on television at some of those northern colleges make you wonder where we’re all heading.”

Bud agreed. “On this campus, it’s law and order. That’s why I like it. I guess I’ll be sorry to leave it next year.”

The talk was lively, and Laura settled back to listen. Bud presented himself well. He was interested in hearing how the two women had taken charge of the family business, and they were interested in his theories; concepts of taxation, the free market, and debt reduction passed across the table. At ease in his knowledge, Bud was impressive.

“The corporate recruiters will be coming, and you’ll have your choice, I’m sure,” Cecile said.

“Well, ma’am, I sure hope so.”

They would like that “ma’am,” thought Laura. It was falling out of use these days, but the son of a country preacher hadn’t yet found that out.

When the lunch was over, the aunts agreed that he was a fine young man, so friendly, so polite, and so smart.

“Shrewd,” said Lillian. “He’ll do well, no question about that.”

“Are you serious with him at all?” asked Cecile.

Laura frowned. “Good God, no. I’m not ‘serious’ with anybody. I have lots of dates. Lots.”

Cecile was apologetic. “Naturally you do, dear. Why shouldn’t you be popular? A girl like you with all your talents, piano, tennis, and so pretty and sweet besides.” Wistfully, she sighed. “I never can stop thinking how happy you would have made your parents.”

Lillian returned to the subject. “He surely is good-looking, Laura.”

“In a way.”

“ ‘In a way!’ So tall and so manly, with that head of bright hair and everything about him so neat and clean? If I were your age—” And Lillian laughed at herself.

“I always think,” Laura mused, “that he looks sort of military.”

“Military? What does that mean?”

“Oh, spit and polish. Stand up straight.”

“Your own father was a military man,” Lillian said somewhat sharply. “I can’t imagine what you’re thinking of.”

Actually, she was thinking of Francis. She had been trying so hard not to think of him and had been remarkably successful. But now, in this instant, for no particular reason, he returned to her with his flashing dark eyes, his fervor, and his delicacy that was at the same time so completely masculine.…

He had gone with a medical group to India, and evidently in a rare mood to write a long letter, had sent her six pages of exuberant description. In reply, she reminded him of a letter he had sent to her years before when he had visited a “treasure island” in the Caribbean Sea. The world is so beautiful, you can’t imagine, Laura, he had written then. And he had written it now again.

Yes, even here among the violence and filth, the fearful diseases, some of these people are so beautiful in body and in spirit.

He wrote that he would be home in the summer. There was no vacation trip that year.

“I’ve been away since September, and now I want to be home,” Laura told the aunts, and they agreed.

She acquired a few pupils and began to give piano lessons. She went swimming and saw friends. Bud Rice took a summer job about two hours’ drive away, but several times on weekends he came for the day, always with chocolates for Laura and flowers for the aunts, huge heads of crimson peonies that Cecile would arrange in the center of the luncheon table.

There that first time in filtered green light from the half-drawn blinds, in the cool dining room, they spent a pleasant hour over Betty Lee’s shrimp salad and lime pie. The aunts pressed several servings on Bud and fussed over him.

He thanked them. “You’re awfully good to me. I’m not used to being fussed over. My mother died when I was seven.”

Cecile said gently, “You and Laura. Except that she had us.”

Bud smiled at Laura. “Lucky you.”

The aunts asked questions.

“Do you have a family, or just your father?”

“Just my father. I had a sister, but she died when she was three years old.”

The aunts made sympathetic faces and Cecile observed, “You haven’t had an easy life, I see that.”

“That’s true, ma’am. But a lot of people have had it much worse. I’m healthy, I’m getting a good education, and I’m ready to meet the world.” He laughed. “I’m out to make some money. But no tricks. I mean the good American way, fair and square.” He looked around the table. “I hope I’m not shocking you with the admission.”

Lillian almost snorted. “Quite the reverse. I have no respect for pious denials. You can’t do anything without money in this world, and that’s why everyone wants it.”

And Laura read her mind: Now, there’s a young man who could take over the business. Poor aunts! They were transparent.

They showed him through the house, related its history, to which he listened with great interest, and paused before the photographs.

“That’s Laura’s father. He was killed in Korea.”

“Died for his country,” Bud said. “You can be proud, Laura.”

“I’d say that Bud Rice is a catch,” Lillian remarked that night. “Some girl’s going to get hold of him before long, you can count on it.”

Such an old-fashioned concept, to think of “getting hold” of a man! And Laura said, “She’s welcome to him.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t like him!”

“I do like him well enough. I wouldn’t have let him come here if I didn’t, would I? Only—”

Not in the mood for explanations, she stopped.

“Only what?”

“There’s more to people than what you can see, isn’t there, Aunt Lillian?”

Immediately, Lillian pursued the subject. “What do you mean? He respects you, I hope.”

“Respect” in the aunts’ vocabulary meant “no sex.”

“Yes, he respects me.” And she recalled a crude attempt—she thought of such attempts as “wrestling matches”—that he had once made, and having been thwarted, had never made since.

“I am simply not going to let you,” she had told him.

She had never “let” anyone yet. They might go so far and no farther. It had been quite a feat in 1971 for a nineteen-year-old woman to be still a virgin.

Bud had yielded. “All right. I’ll wait. You’re going to marry me, Laura. You don’t know it now, but you are going to. So I’ll wait.”

In the middle of August, Francis Alcott came home.

“It’ll be good to see him again. It’s been almost four years,” said Cecile. “Can you believe it, Laura?”

Yes, she believed it and remembered it well. Fifteen, and so childish that night! He must have seen that she was preening before him even while she was hoping to display her calm new maturity. But how absurdly she had posed in the big chair, thrusting under his very nose her manicured nails, her lace-flowered cuffs, and her “sophisticated” low neck, while all the time her heart was jumping so that it might just as well have been visible under the velvet dress.

“Dr. and Mrs. Alcott want us to come over this evening. They’re having a little welcome home for Francis, just relatives and old friends,” Cecile announced at lunchtime.

Laura looked down at her plate. “You go without me,” she said.

Both aunts were astonished. “Without you? But why?”

“I won’t know their relatives, and I hardly know Francis anymore, so what’s the point?” This retort, given in a high-pitched voice so unlike her natural voice, contained a note of petulance that did not belong to her.

“Is it that you have a date, dear?” asked Cecile. “Something you’d rather do?”

“I’d just rather stay home.”

“All wrong,” objected Lillian, “when Dr. Alcott never even forgets flowers on your birthday. Really, Laura. Really.”

Cecile rose from the table and drew back the curtains. “Look! They’re hanging Japanese lanterns over there. What a lovely night for a party! Do get dressed up, Laura. You’ll have a good time. You haven’t worn that new white dress yet, and summer’s almost over.”

She was in great confusion, caught between a strange dread of seeing Francis and the challenge of letting him behold what she had become. For a moment or two, she was unable to answer them. And then, deciding that the dread was after all unreasonable, she told them that she would go.

Upstairs in her room she put on the white dress, red slippers, and the pearls that the aunts had given her for her last birthday. Her grandmother’s pier glass told her that this was one of the “good” days that every woman has, in contrast to the days when nothing about herself is pleasing. Her eyes were large, her hair hung in long curves, and the white silk skirt swayed with grace when she moved.

Across the lawn and through the gap in the hedge that had never been filled in, the three women walked toward the lights and voices. There was laughter; it seemed to Laura that she recognized the gaiety of Francis’s laugh among the rest. And the blood rushed up into her face.

He had been standing in the center of a circle. When he saw her, he broke the circle, came toward her with outstretched hands, and gave a little cry. “Laura! Laura!”

Everyone turned to look at her, and she was exposed. All her planned poise evaporated and, foolishly, she gave him her hand to shake.

“Oh no, a handshake? For me?” And he pulled her to him, pulled her into a warm, strong embrace. He whirled her about as if to display her with pride. “This girl, excuse me, this young woman, has been my friend since she was four years old. These are my cousins from Monmouth, you’ve never met, this is Mary, Don, my uncle Dave, Laura Paige, Miss Lillian and Miss Cecile, you people remember each other—”

Most within the circle were old, or, if younger, were married and had brought their children; the little ones ran around like rabbits, and the older ones were bored except at the buffet table, where they clustered.

“Come take your plate over here and talk to me,” said Francis. “We need to get acquainted. The last Laura I knew was a young girl playing grown-up in a velvet dress.”

“You remember that!”

“Of course I do. You were charming. You are charming. When I read your letters, I would think, ‘Now she’s seventeen, and she must be thinner; now that she’s eighteen, she’s stopped growing,’ and I figured that you’d stop at five feet seven.”

“Spoken like a doctor.”

“Well, am I right?”

“You are.”

“So then, tell me things. You’ll graduate next year. And after that?”

“I’ll be teaching piano, and I’d like to get a master’s in music, too.”

“Unless you get married first and start a family.”

Laura’s blood had sunk back into her heart, and her face had cooled, but now the flooding blood surged into it again.

“I have no plans for that,” she said, and then because the sentence was so flat and final, questioned pleasantly, “And you? Are you finished with California, Boston, India, and wherever?”

“Yes, finally. I’m going to be in New York in private practice with a partner, and also I’ll be teaching at a hospital.”

“No more traveling,” she said with a conventional smile.

She was waiting. Waiting for what? It was absurd.

“Yes, it’s time that I stayed in one place with a permanent plan, don’t you think so?”

“I guess it is.”

A small night breeze struck the paper lantern so that it swayed, cutting a shadow across Francis’s face, revealing now the gentle cleft of his chin and the corners of his lips, which having been shaped with a cheerful upturn, always contradicted his dark, heavy-lidded eyes with their thoughtful gaze. And the lantern tipped again, now lighting the upper half of his face and the thoughtful gaze directed upon Laura.

“You make me feel old,” he said.

“Why? At thirty-five?”

He shook his head. “I suppose it’s because I’ve watched you grow almost from your beginning. The years are not so many, it’s true, but the changes are. I look at you and I don’t seem able to grasp that you’re the child whom I taught to read, the girl who learned tennis with me in her backyard, and now—”

“You’re monopolizing Laura,” said Dr. Alcott, “and I want to ask a favor of her. Will you go inside and play something for us? A party needs music to liven it up.”

The interruption was provoking, but she responded with enthusiasm. “I’d love to. Just tell me what you want.”

“Some show tunes. Or jazz?” the old man asked hopefully. “Can you play it?”

“Well, I did take a class this year, and I can manage. I’m not really good, though, I warn you. No one’s invited me to New Orleans to play.”

“Let me warn you that the piano’s not all that good, either. It needs tuning.”

The music floated out onto the lawn, so only a few people, chiefly teenagers, went into the house to hear it. After a while as they lost interest, they drifted outside again, leaving Francis standing alone in the curve of the piano.

He was watching her face, not her hands on the keys as one usually does; with his head held in the listening posture that she suddenly remembered, he studied her face. There was no way of telling what his thoughts might be.

“Are you tired?” he asked when she paused.

“Just tired of jazz. It’s not what I like to play. And it doesn’t fit this night, anyway.”

Outdoors, voices had faded under an incessant wave of sound, the monotonous throb and chirp and tick of a thousand hidden insects, a wave as languorous as the lapping of low tide.

“Wasn’t it Henry James who said that ‘summer afternoon’ are the two most beautiful words in the English language? But I think ‘summer night’ will do as well.”

“Then shall I play Eine Kleine Nachtmusik?”

“Yes, do.”

And while her fingers moved across the keys, and while he stood there, still with the slight watchful frown that drew two vertical creases between his eyes, a question, in rhythm with the music, kept repeating itself in her head: Can this mean anything?

“That was perfect,” Francis said when she came to the end.

“No, no, far from it. If I had a record here, I’d have you listen to a real pianist, and you’d hear the difference.”

“Maybe so, but I’m not a musician. You touched my heart, and that’s enough.”

“You and Francis had a long talk this evening,” Cecile remarked as they picked their way across the dark lawn going home.

“Yes, we stayed in the house. It was quiet, away from all the kids.”

“His father’s disappointed that he’s not going to practice here in town.”

Lillian said, “Well, he’s aiming high, and he’s got every right to, but still it’s too bad. I hope you’ll never get it into your head to fly off to New York or someplace, Laura.”

“I’m not thinking about it.”

This was the answer they wanted. But suppose—just suppose Francis were to ask her? The way he had looked at her tonight … And they had stayed indoors talking for two hours … Was it possible?

The little chime clock across the hall in the upstairs sitting room struck half-past one. When the clock chimed three, her thoughts were still running forward and backward: I want him to love me, I know he doesn’t, I don’t know it, his eyes, I want him to love me … And the clock chimed four.

“My, you slept late,” Aunt Lillian remarked in the morning.

“I was awake half the night, that’s why.”

Cecile shook her head, reproving, “You had coffee at eleven o’clock, and it wasn’t decaffeinated. I asked. You should always ask.”

The sun poured over the grass, turning its tips brown. The morning was loud with the drone and drill of locusts, and although it was not yet noon, the heat was already enough to take one’s breath away.

“So nice of the doctor’s cousin Claire to invite us to their lake house,” Lillian said. “After all, we don’t know her that well.”

Cecile said, “Don’t forget a plastic bag for your wet suit, Laura.”

She had been reading the newspaper, not paying attention. Now she looked up. “Oh, am I included?”

“Well, naturally you are,” said Lillian. “Didn’t you hear them last night? The cousins stayed over at the Alcotts’ and they’re going to drive Cecile and me and the Alcotts. That’s already six, so it leaves you and Francis to go in a separate car.”

“How far is it?”

“About an hour’s drive, they said. Maybe a bit more.”

A whole hour in a car with nobody to interrupt. A whole hour.

Laura yawned, took a long stretch like a cat, and spoke lightly. “I could use a cold dip in a lake on a day like this.”

   Often afterward, even now more than twenty years later, she wondered about the power of a minor, ordinary mishap to alter an entire life.

“You’ll undoubtedly be there before we will,” said Francis’s cousin Claire. “I’ve driven with you, Francis, and you make my hair stand on end. So take the keys to the cottage and put the lunch in the refrigerator when you get there.”

The car, a two-seater with the top down, climbed into the cooler hills and sped along a narrow road under dark shade. The radio played, and between the music and the rush of wind, you had to shout to be heard. After a while, they stopped talking. It seemed to Laura that a mood had settled upon Francis, a quietness, as if something had gone wrong. It troubled her, so she laid her head back on the seat, let her hair fly in the wind, and kept the silence as though she were simply listening to the music.

The cottage stood at the far end of a small oval lake. There was a dock and a stretch of sandy, man-made beach on which a canoe had been drawn up. A hammock and rocking chairs filled the front porch. When they had stowed the lunch away, they took some Cokes and sat down on the porch to wait for the others. Where the lake lay in this hollow of the hills the air was still. A single sailboat heading toward the shore barely moved.

“Can’t make any headway,” remarked Francis almost as if to himself.

“No,” she said.

What could have changed him since last night? He had turned away from her to concentrate, or make believe to concentrate, on the boat. The one cheek that she could see was furrowed, and his lips seemed to be pursed, as if he were annoyed. He wasn’t the same man that he had been. Maybe last night had been enough, and now he was angry at having been inveigled into this outing. A day with relatives, neighbors, and the neighbors’ “nice young niece”! He must have had a dozen better things to do, and now he was bored. It’s not my fault, she thought miserably, and he needn’t be so sulky about it.… She sought for something to say that might break the mood, but her muddled head offered nothing, nor was there inspiration anywhere, not in the halfhearted garden, the neglected chrysanthemums and aster beds that dwindled down along the path to the dock, nor in the hot, vacant sky. The rocking chair creaked at her least move, offending the silence. Her hands lay heavily in her lap like useless things; not knowing what to do with them, she examined them, the bruise on one finger, the tiny ruby on another, and the whole hand splayed on the cotton skirt, the pretty skirt the color of ripe raspberries …

When the telephone jangled, Francis went in to answer it. “Oh, that’s awful,” she heard him say. And when he said next, “What hospital?” she followed him to the telephone.

“Not your aunts,” he told her. “It’s my cousin Claire. They stopped for gas, Claire got out of the car, took a fall down a step and gashed her leg open on a mess of gravel.”

When he had hung up the telephone, he presented Laura with a choice. “The accident happened before they were ten minutes out of town, so they’re taking Claire back to my house as soon as she’s through at the hospital—Dad wanted a plastic surgeon to do the job. So we can either go back home or stay here for a swim. You decide.”

“No, you do.”

“No, it’s up to you.”

“Then I’ll say let’s start back.”

“Why? Do you really want to?”

This posture of his was ridiculous. And a sudden recklessness, like that of a gambler risking his last, made her answer, “I don’t, but you do and I don’t want to stay here with somebody who doesn’t like being here, so let’s go.”

He stared at her with a look of instant shock. “Who said I don’t like being here?”

“You didn’t say it. You didn’t have to.”

Shock turned to remorse. “Oh Laura, I didn’t mean—” And he fumbled, he whose speech was so clear and fluent, saying, red-faced now, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean, didn’t intend, you must know I couldn’t have, I was only—things on my mind. Please understand.” He seized her hand. “Please let’s stay. There’s a good lunch, and we’ll have a swim. Okay?”

She nodded, and he repeated, “Forgiven?”

“Forgiven.”

The accident gave them a way to begin a conversation. From tetanus shots and antibiotics the talk moved naturally to medicine or the lack of it in India and other places, exotic to Laura, where Francis had spent the last years. But she was hearing and responding only with the surface of her mind. Its sharp cutting edge was seeing him, the sudden lights in his dark hair, his eyelashes as thick and curved as if they had been curled, his cotton sport shirt open at the throat showing a tawny arc against white. A trail of disconnected pictures—Francis carrying a tennis racket, Francis reading with his cheek resting on his hand—unwound and took her to the day when, stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, she had resolved to think of him no more.

So they were to have this whole private afternoon, and she was perversely unsure how she felt; excitement and a certain queer anxiety tumbled together in her chest.

“You’re far away,” Francis said abruptly.

“No, I’ve heard every word.”

“Let’s get out of the sun. Your face is burning. Put our suits on and sit under a tree until you’ve digested this lunch.”

When they had rested and had a swim in cold water, they went back to the warm little sliver of beach. In her yellow bikini she half expected him to speak some compliment—men always did—but he did not and now remarked only upon the pendant that lay glittering above her cleavage.

“Does it open?” he asked.

She felt an awkwardness in the question, as if, having for some reason become ill at ease as they lay there, he was merely making conversation. Surely he could not care whether a gold trifle opened or not.

“Yes, there’s a picture inside. Do you want to see it?”

And she leaned forward so that the pendant dangled near enough for him to reach it. When he had seen the picture, he drew back and dropped his hand as if it had been stung.

“Me,” he said.

Well, tell him. Why not? Maybe it’s the sun that’s made me a little drunk, but anyway …

“When I was just a child, oh ten or twelve, I was in love with you. Didn’t you know?”

He sat up then with his arms around his knees and looked straight ahead across the lake. Then she sat up, too, for a sudden change in atmosphere had taken place, and she was afraid she had made a fool of herself.

“I hope you’re not angry,” she said, affecting a light tone as if really, this was all too amusing.

“No, of course not.”

But he did look angry with his face so tight, just staring across the lake, while seconds passed in silence.

Now there was nothing to do but continue the joke and laugh her way out. “It was about then, yes, I must have been eleven, when you told me that you’d marry me if I were older.”

At that Francis turned toward her with astonishing vehemence. His dilated pupils had turned his eyes black. “Did I? I don’t remember. But I shouldn’t have. It was wicked.”

Really alarmed now, she cried, “Wicked! It was only a teasing little compliment. I knew you didn’t mean a word of it and never would.”

“You knew nothing, and neither did I.”

She did not understand this, and said so; he did not answer but got up instead, walked to the rocky barrier at the end of the beach, and returned.

“We should start back,” he said sternly. “Let’s go up and dress.”

Her heart was hurt. Something terribly ugly had happened, a senseless contrast to the previous night when at the piano he had stood watching her with that soft, thoughtful look. And now there was this queer, harsh voice, this determined stomping up the steps ahead of her, past the pungent odor of wilting hot chrysanthemums, past a tiny brown toad blinking in the dust, and up to the screen door.

It was when he stood aside to let her through that he noticed her tears.

“My God,” he said, “my God, don’t cry. Oh Laura, don’t. The last thing I want to do is to hurt you.”

At this her tears did flow. He put an arm around her shoulder and she hid her face on his shoulder, wetting his warm skin with those embarrassing tears. They stood quite still, his hands patting, comforting her back until her tears stopped.

And still they stood. Silence tingled in the room. Never in their lives except for the longing in her dreams had they been so close, their bodies fitting one to the other, then straining and swelling, she feeling the run and race of a heat she had scarcely been able to imagine.

Closer, tighter they pressed, until abruptly Francis broke away, putting from him the arms that wound around his neck.

“No, no,” he cried.

Then, frustrated, she would have broken into a fury of humiliation if he had not cried also, “Darling Laura! Oh, darling Laura!”

Before his fearful face she drew back, whispering, “What is it?”

He shook his head. “No. Let’s get dressed. Leave here.”

“You’re not telling me something.” She sank down on the couch. “You have to tell me.”

He shook his head again. “It’s nothing. Things run away with themselves sometimes, that’s all. A moment ago—”

“You called me ‘darling.’ ”

“Yes. And so you are, so you always were. A wise, sweet child. I loved you then in the way one should love a very special child.” He stopped, seemed to struggle against a wish to say no more, or perhaps to say much more, and sat down beside her. “All those dear letters while I was away. In my mind I saw you at fifteen wearing your grown-up dress and going to a dance. Little Laura. And yesterday when you came across the grass toward me, I could not believe what I saw.” His voice ended in a murmur, and he looked away.

A great joy, streaked with a subtle sadness, filled Laura’s body so that the blood ran faster and drummed in her ears, choking her words in her throat.

“You love me.”

“I mustn’t. Laura, let’s leave.”

“Why mustn’t you? I don’t understand.”

And she grasped his hands in both of hers, bent over him and kissed his mouth. She felt him tremble. When he tried to move, she released his hands and held his head while she clung to his mouth. She felt his arms around her, felt him straining toward her and knew that he was overwhelmed.

He wore one piece of clothing, and she wore two thin wisps that fell to the floor when they lay back. Through the pounding in her ears, she heard his voice muffled in her neck: “I love you, I didn’t know how much.” She heard her own voice answering: “I’ve loved you so long. All my life.”

And then the voices faded into wordless cries.

In the aftermath she lay resting, drowned in a thoughtless bliss. A long trail of sunlight dazzled, and she closed her eyes against it. When the glare passed, she saw that Francis had moved to a chair and was sitting with his head in his hands. Hearing her move, he raised a face filled with pain.

“What I have done,” he said. “What I have done.”

“Why? Because it was my first time?”

“Much more than that.”

“I don’t care what it is. I only care that you love me. It’s what I’ve wanted.”

He groaned. “Someone should take me out and beat me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ll never forgive me.”

Surely he was playing some game, some mockery of a nineteenth-century lover who has deflowered a maiden, and she smiled.

“You’re right. I will still be scolding you about this when I’m seventy years old.”

“Laura, I don’t know how the hell this happened just now. I didn’t want it to happen, I’ve been partly crazy since I saw you yesterday. Everything flashed back and piled up, years and years of living. I didn’t want to come today, but I wasn’t able to get out of it. I didn’t want to see you again because I—”

She saw him swallow what must have been a hard lump in his throat, and she knew in that shivering instant that he was going away.

“You might as well tell me,” she said evenly.

“Oh Christ, oh God, I’m going to be married on the fourteenth of next month.”

I’m in shock, she thought. He’s breaking me. And suddenly conscious of her nakedness, she seized the sofa pillow, the only covering in reach, held it over herself, and sat quite still.

“We didn’t—my parents thought we shouldn’t tell anyone here until it was over, because the relatives would want to be invited, and there’s not going to be any wedding because she’s British and her mother’s too ill to travel, so we’re going to have a simple ceremony in New York, so that’s why—Laura darling, don’t look like that, say something!”

This was not happening. There was no sense in it.

“I’ll say I am not your darling and I don’t give a damn about your ceremony.”

“Oh God, do you know what I kept thinking all last night? It ought to be Laura. I kept asking myself how I could make that be. Yet I knew it was too late.”

I kissed him first, said her inner voice. And she despised herself.

He talked as if he could not stop, as if he were purging himself. “She’s a doctor. Isabel. We were in India together, before that for two years in the fellowship program. We have our office ready. Partners. And I care for her, I could never hurt her. And yet, you, you are—”

“I don’t give a damn about your office or your Isabel.”

“Hate me, Laura. You’ve every right to.”

“Let me alone, I’m going to vomit,” she said, and holding the absurd pillow in front of her, walked to the bathroom and was sick.

The tile, the porcelain, were cool on her cheeks. She put her head down on the windowsill. When she raised her eyes, she saw that the sky was still a pure, perfect blue. And that was queer; it seemed that the world ought to have changed. When she had gotten her breath and cleansed her mouth, she steadied herself and put on the white shirt and the raspberry skirt, the same clothes that had been put on that morning with such anticipation.

Francis was waiting on the porch, just sitting and staring out toward the lake, where now three sailboats went skipping in a fresh, joyous wind.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Just fine, thank you. Never been better.”

His eyes pleaded. His words pleaded. “I’ll never forgive myself for what happened here.”

Quite probably she should be saying “It was my fault, mainly,” but regardless of who had stuck it there, the knife was in her heart, and she could not say those words. So they rode back home all the way without speaking.

All night she lay awake. And now alone, she wept, stifling the wretched, racking sobs in the blanket. Through the trees, whenever she raised her head, far yellow lights shone like cats’ eyes in the dark; they came from the Alcott house, from his room most likely, for there was probably not much sleep in him either on this night. She imagined him trying to read with his cheek resting on his hand as was his habit. She remembered going hot with the memory of his body lying on hers. From there her imagination painted a similar scene between him and his wife. She hated him.

And then she pitied herself for the cold, enduring loss of the love that had grown up with her.

In the morning her eyes were inflamed. She would have to hide in bed all day with the shades drawn so that no one would see this misery.

“It’s my stomach. Something I ate, or else a virus,” she told Cecile, who had come in because they had missed her at breakfast.

Cecile, a chronic worrier, wanted to call Dr. Alcott.

“I don’t need a doctor. I’ve been up all night, and I only need sleep. Anyway, Dr. Alcott’s already gone to the office by now.”

“Then Francis can run over. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

“Don’t you dare! I’m not having him here in my bedroom.”

Cecile laughed. “Heavens, don’t tell me you’re embarrassed in front of Francis! You sound like Queen Victoria. He is a doctor, after all.”

“Francis has gone,” said Lillian, overhearing. “He phoned early this morning to say good-bye. He went back to New York.”
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