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ONE
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“Turn,” said Isabella, with pins between her lips. In the pier glass, looking down, Margaret could watch careful fingers working over a cascade of white silk. Looking up, she saw her own disheveled, curly red head and her shoulders rising in unfamiliar nakedness over an intricately tucked and pleated frill.

Margaret’s mother sighed. “I don’t know how you do it, Isabella.”

“Sewing is recreation for me, Jean. And to make a wedding dress for my own daughter-in-law, whom I knew before she was born—how many people can have a pleasure like that?”

Affection shone from Isabella’s eyes. They were opalescent and wide set, like her son’s. Like Adam she was erect and dignified. But where she was talkative, he was silent. His intelligent face with its even, symmetrical features Was somber, a somber, romantic face. Mysterious. Heroic. Margaret had fallen in love with it when she was fifteen years old.

If Adam ever leaves me, she thought suddenly, I shall die.

He had last telephoned on Monday, just after she had come home for spring break. Before that he had not called since the previous Thursday. But they had always talked to each other every evening after eight. They would talk just under three minutes, yet it seemed, although two states lay between his university and her college, as if he had his arms around her.

When had it begun to change? Or had it really changed? After all, he was on the final stretch of the hard road toward his degree. So perhaps she was only imagining things. A word unspoken, a glance evaded, a telephone call missed—if you were looking for signs, you could find them, couldn’t you? You could always force something out of nothing, merely because you were too sensitive. Yes, that was it. She was too sensitive.

And she looked around at the familiar room as if its very familiarity might reassure her. An extraordinary warmth was here. It came from the house itself, this solid Victorian, built by her great-grandfather and meant to last, complete with front porch and wooden gingerbread, on this broad midwestern street. It came from the two women, both plain, kind, and unexceptional, who had known widowhood since the Korean War, had each worked and reared a child alone. It came from the cheerful shrills of children playing in the yard below.

From where she was standing, Margaret could see the group playing some ancient circle-game, with Nina in the center, taking charge. At six she was the neighborhood leader. Such a delightful, demanding person she was, Jean’s little orphaned niece!

Adam used to joke: “After we’re married, people who don’t know us well will think that she’s really ours, that we’d had her hidden away.”

“Are they all right down there?” Jean asked. “I always worry when she’s out of my sight.”

“You worry too much, Mom. Nina’s going to make her way in the world. With that pert little face and all that energy, she’s going to be a charmer and a winner. Anyway, you know very well that when she’s in my charge, I keep her safe.” And Margaret had to laugh. “I don’t let her get away with too much, you can be sure.”

“You’ll be a fine mother,” Isabella said as she got up from her knees.

“ ‘Fine mother’!” Jean laughed. “Oh, yes, of course, but she’s got quite a few things to do first. Graduate from college in May, then Adam will graduate, and then the wedding June twentieth—you know, I’ve forgotten to give the date to the photographer! Good Lord, I’ll go phone right now!”

“Wait,” said Margaret. “I—we’re not exactly sure about the date.”

Two startled, high-pitched voices chimed. “What do you mean?”

Struggling out of the confining silk, Margaret felt suddenly exposed and very vulnerable.

“We thought—Adam said—he thought maybe we have too many things all crowded together. All these dates. Maybe he should have a little time to buy stuff for himself—”

Isabella interrupted. “Buy stuff! All he needs to get ready is a new suit. And knowing how little he cares about clothes, I’ll have to argue him into buying that.”

As thoughts that had been forced down now rose to the surface, all the good warmth ebbed from the room.

“Well, it’s not only that. Maybe, when you think about it, maybe he really should have some more time, a couple of weeks to get used to the new job. A little time.”

“And you had to wait until April to think about all that?” Jean said, with some exasperation.

The two older women were properly alarmed. Without looking Margaret knew they were questioning, glancing toward each other. How they wanted this marriage! It was safe. Each was to get a dependable in-law. There were no dangerous unknown quantities. She understood.

“Why, he never said anything like that to me!” exclaimed Isabella.

“Well, we weren’t sure. It just crossed our minds. Just a thought. Anyway, we’ll have to decide this week one way or the other.” They were examining her. It felt as though cold air were blowing on her body. She slid into her jeans and buttoned her shirt, saying lightly, hurriedly, “Goodness, it’s no problem! There’s no big difference between June and July, is there? But we’ll let you know. Definitely. This week. Positively.”

Isabella, the more easily appeased, hung the wedding dress into a plastic bag. “Okay, as long as you do. It won’t take long for me to finish this skirt,” she said cheerfully. “I’ll have to come back once more to get the hem right, that’s all.”

As soon as they were alone, Jean asked the expected question. “What is it, Margaret? Is there any trouble?”

“No. What could there be?”

“Because if there is, I can’t go off and leave you.”

“Because of this little business of changing the date?”

“If that’s all it is.”

“That’s all it is.”

A pair of her familiar vertical worry lines appeared between Jean’s eyes. “I sometimes think I shouldn’t be going, anyway. India. It’s crazy.”

“Since that’s where the consular service is sending Henry, it’s where you have to go. What’s the fuss?”

“Maybe it’s crazy for me to think of marriage anyway, after all this time being a widow.”

“All the more reason, Mom.”

Jean looked weary. It was as if her years of work in the library had worn her as it wore books, graying the once-bright surface. She had had so little time to love her husband and be loved. Day after day there had been only the routine of work and the care of a child. Sadness and pity touched Margaret. Sometimes it almost seemed to her that their positions were reversed, that Jean was the daughter and she the mother.

“You know, Mom,” she said firmly, “Henry’s a good man, and you’re very lucky. I’m glad for you. Stop thinking about me. I’ll be fine. I can manage things.”

“Yes, yes, I know you’re strong. But I’m leaving you with the responsibility of Nina. Starting a marriage with a six-year-old child to care for simply doesn’t seem right.”

“It’s quite right. I love her, and Adam doesn’t mind having her at all.”

“Yes, he’s a prince, he really is. But you’re a princess, Margaret, beautiful and good. Sometimes I think you’re too good.”

“Spoken like a mother! Now, do you mind? I’ve still got reading to do and finals coming up around the corner.”

The late-afternoon sun was watery, and the old scraggly lilac was still winter bare. In her chair at the window Margaret looked out at the well-known landscape, letting her troubled and restless mind wander.

She thought how amazing it was that she had been born into this house and that now, Mom having given it to her, she might possibly even die here. It would not be in this room, though, but in the large one across the hall, the one with the massive dark bed and the wardrobe that, when she was a child, had seemed to loom above her like some dark giant.

She thought about her early dreams, the allure of medicine, her vision of herself in an operating theater, or maybe on a hospital ship bringing modern miracles to remote places.

“You can be anything you want to be,” her advisors told her. “You have an aptitude for many things.”

But as she grew older during these last years at college, it became clear that choices would have to be made. Adam was the elder, the one who was now prepared to move from the study hall into the real world. And he had made a truly giant step. A Phi Beta Kappa student in college and now certain to receive his graduate degree with honors, he had already been engaged to work right here in Elmsford at Advanced Data Systems, one of the busiest computer companies in the state. It promised a glowing future. Now, since the state university was more than two hundred miles away, medical school for Margaret became an impossibility.

There could be no question as to this decision—their decision. They were everything to each other. Everything.

A sudden and frantic agitation possessed her, so that she started up, dropping her book to the floor, and, seizing a sweater, ran clattering down the stairs.

In the yard Jean was pushing Nina on the swing. “I thought you had to study,” she said, surprised.

“I guess I’ve finished everything.”

Jean smiled. She had a way of making up for her anxieties with a smile.

“I always tell people you will read the phone book if there’s nothing else around.”

It was true. Her imagination ran and ran everywhere, up mountains, back in time, down dead ends. Just this morning there had been a funny name in the phone book. Socrates O’Brien. Had an O’Brien perhaps been a sailor with the Mediterranean fleet and met a Greek girl to bring back to America? And was this Socrates their son? Or perhaps these O’Briens were classics scholars and all their children had names like Psyche or Cassandra.…

The swing creaked, back and forth, up and down. It was hypnotic, the creak repeating itself at the same spot on the return. Hypnotic. Psyche, Cassandra, it creaked.

On the rise the child’s legs were tilted higher than her head, and her laughter rang, while on the downswing she squealed in mock terror. Brought from Chicago when Jean’s sister died, she had become Jean and Margaret’s child, more accurately, Margaret’s—a rescued child, innocent product of careless sex and an anonymous father.

Nina, Nina, the ropes creaked.

“What’s the matter, Margaret? You’re a thousand miles away.”

She came to, blinking. “I need some air and exercise. I’ve been in all day.”

“It’s tension. I remember how I was before my wedding. Go on, dear, take a walk.”

The street was pleasant, the old, well-tended houses far apart. Most people had some fruit trees and an ample vegetable garden out back. Almost everybody had a dog who roamed the neighborhood as if it belonged to him. Margaret and Jean had the vegetable garden, a quite splendid one that they worked themselves, but no dog.

I suppose we’ll get one now that Nina’s older. It will be good for her, Margaret thought.

Her mind flitted, fighting reality. She walked with her head down and her cold hands in the sweater’s pockets.

Past the streets with the small-town, nineteenth-century air she came downhill into the city that Elmsford had become. Here was the main library, Gothic and ivied, where Mom had been head librarian. Here was the high school, where Margaret Keller, freshman, had so miraculously caught the attention of Adam Crane, senior. True, they had been aware of each other’s existence long before that, but “being aware” and “catching attention” were very different. And holding their attention until it grew into a wedding dress and a pair of white satin slippers in a box on the top shelf of the closet was different still.

Nostalgia drew her onto the playing field. Here from a small plateau one looked downward toward the river, edged on this side with a clutter of industry, and turbulent from the long spring rains. Across it lay fields of corn and wheat, stretching for a hundred miles or more and sprinkled sparsely with small groves of trees, like islands on the calm sea.

Elmsford was a comfortable place. It was good to have grown up here, and it would be good to rear one’s children here. Margaret was not a roamer, but a home person, as was Adam, although his mind roamed far. And she stood now, cold in the rising wind, thinking.…

Her high school advisor, Mrs. Hummel, had said last summer, “I hope you aren’t rushing into anything, Margaret. You’ve been preparing for medical school all along, and now you’re giving it up! Do you have to?”

“I’ll compromise. I can teach biology and chemistry here if they’ll have me.”

“Is that really a compromise?”

“I think so. I’ll be teaching future doctors.”

“Well,” said Mrs. Hummel. “Well.”

No doubt she had thought that because she was Mom’s friend, advice from her would be acceptable. But she had been wrong. Margaret’s expression had told her so, and she had added quickly, “I only mean—you have so much promise, Margaret. And you really are so young.”

Young! She felt old right now, very old. And she longed for Adam with such a yearning, such an ache! If she could only talk to him, not over the telephone, but while she could look into his quiet face! Unlike her he was not given to explosions of emotion, but once he understood her bewilderment, he would reassure her.

Yet he had not reassured her.… When, after he had rather vaguely suggested delay, she had asked him whether there was anything that he had not told her, he had merely, with equal vagueness, denied it.

“Nothing except that the exams are tough, and I’m tired out. Anyway, what’s a couple of weeks’ postponement?”

She had felt an atmosphere, as when the lights go out during a storm and the familiar house, with its corners and closed doors, becomes abruptly dangerous and strange.

Was he tired of her? Could he have found somebody else? It happened. But to them? To Adam and Margaret?

She had to ask him. And she began to walk, almost run, toward home and the telephone. Her heart was sick in her chest, now hammering, now fluttering, as she sped back up the slope. She had to stop for breath, to lean against an old stone wall.

But she knew she could not possibly ask him. She would simply have to wait for whatever might come next. It was a question of pride: a woman did not beg. At least, this woman didn’t. No doubt hers was an old-fashioned concept, quite outmoded since men and women were now supposed to be the same. Yet they were not the same. Equal, yes, but not alike.

Now another thought came: He had remembered her birthday last week. He had sent flowers, the Collected Poems of Auden and a box of chocolates. She was always lamenting that she was a “chocoholic,” and he was always telling her that with a figure like hers, she could afford to be.

You’re looking for trouble, Margaret. You’re seeing things that are not there.

Almost at her feet a chipmunk, emerging from hibernation, went racing beside the wall. And watching his erratic, zigzag flight, she wondered about the tiny brain, what its motivation to reverse direction might have been, and what the tiny eye might have noticed that she, standing right there, had not seen.

Zig. Zag. Things seen by some, not seen by others.

Slowly now, she turned into the street. Her mother, who was religious, liked to say, “God doesn’t give anybody more trouble than he can bear.” Perhaps so, but from the little that Margaret had yet seen of living, she doubted it.

If Adam ever leaves me, she thought again, I shall die, no matter what Mom thinks. Or no, I shan’t die, but I shall want to. I shall go on living and wanting to be dead, which is worse than being dead.


TWO
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Whenever he saw Randi, or thought for an instant that he was seeing her, on the campus or on the street in town, everything in him, heart and breath, responded. She was never out of his mind; sitting in the lecture hall or studying in his room, he was aware without looking at a clock of the hour when she would telephone or come to his door. Sometimes he would catch strangers smiling at him tentatively, as if they were trying to place him, and then he would realize that he himself had been walking along with a smile on his face.

Adam had not ever imagined that a man could be possessed as he was now. There was no way that this possession could be compared with anything he had ever felt for Margaret.

Randi was small, with the curves of a plump little woman, although she was not plump at all; the curves were simply her structure. And soft: her clothes had ruffled touches, flowered scarves and lace; her voice was soft. All the enticements and allures that you found in the books and the manuals were hers. She had, too, a quality that could be called “demure”—if that were not an absurd adjective to apply to a person whose laughter and chatter were so beguiling—a something secretive in her public manner that was demure. Still, men knew otherwise. Often he had caught them looking at her and had read their thoughts, had seen their envy of him when he walked away with her arm in his.

She worked at an office in town and lived in a small, neat apartment near the campus. She was somebody’s cousin—he hardly remembered whose—and was usually seen at the best parties with the best men at the schools of medicine, law, and engineering. Still, no one had ever claimed her as his own; she had kept herself quite free until she had met Adam.

He had first taken real notice of her in the front row at the Drama Society’s musical in which he played a small part. When the group took its bows at the conclusion, he was aware of her eyes upon him. He did not even know her name; he had had in the past only a hurried impression of her, but he had not forgotten it. When, at a repeat performance a few nights following, he saw her again, and their eyes met again, he sought her out.

She said she had enjoyed the music. “I grew up in my grandfather’s house. He played in a band, and he knew music. That’s how I learned the little I know. But I have no talent at all and probably not even a good ear.”

Adam, who knew rather a good deal about music, thought her modesty appealing.

“Would you like to walk over to my place and listen to some records?”

“I’d like to walk over and talk to you,” he said.

The infatuation had been immediate and intense for both. When it had been going on for well over half a year, she said suddenly one day, “They tell me you have a girl back home.”

With a sense of approaching disaster he replied, “Who tells you?”

“People. Somebody always knows somebody who knows something.”

They were having a Sunday-morning breakfast in her kitchenette. He would remember the moment exactly, her pink robe and the sunlight turning her hair into a black satin cap. There was a little twist on her lips, caused either by anger or by a precursor of tears.

“What is her name?”

“Margaret,” he answered, very low.

“Is it true that you’re supposed to be married in the summer?”

“I was,” he murmured.

“So you’ve broken it off?”

“Not yet.”

“What are you waiting for?”

In his agitation he rose from the chair, so that she had to look up at him with her question; her eyes were filled with accusation. He felt chastened, and rightly so.

“It’s—it’s very difficult.” And he knew that his words were awkward and foolish.

Difficult! Margaret’s broad forehead framed by the short, carved curls of a stone cherub. Curve of her white-lidded round, gray eyes. A calmness. Astonishment, disbelief, and suffering—such suffering!—when he should begin: “Margaret, I have to tell you—”

“Why did you hide it from me?” Randi demanded.

“I shouldn’t have. I guess it was, well, that there wasn’t any real need to talk about it, since I planned—plan—to end it.”

“What is she like?”

He went numb. How could he have let things reach this pass? For months now he had fooled himself with promises that tomorrow or next week at the latest he would straighten out affairs, would make all clear to Margaret. And to his mother, and her mother, and everyone at home in that close community where the union of Margaret and Adam had been as certain as the sunrise, God help us. But in his new enchantment here, he had kept putting it off.

“I asked you, Adam, what is she like?”

He said hopelessly, “Smart. She wants—wanted to be a doctor.”

“And what else?”

“She’s friendly. Yes. She has a lot of friends.”

“What does she look like?”

“Randi, please. Please.”

“Just say whether she is as pretty or prettier than I am.”

“She’s—different.”

“How different?”

He fumbled and stumbled. “She’s not fashionable. Doesn’t care much about things like that.”

“Oh, why won’t you talk?” Tearful and exasperated, Randi cried out. “Can’t you see how you’ve hurt me? And all you do is stand there like a dummy not telling me anything real. Talk!”

“Randi, darling, darling,” he pleaded, as with a sudden access of fright it occurred to him that he might lose her. “The last thing I’d ever want is to give you one minute’s grief. Don’t cry. Please. It’s true that I should have broken off with Margaret last September. I should have told you about her at the start. The thing is, I just dreaded the mess and the pain. I admit I’ve been a rotten coward. I’m ashamed of myself.”

“You should be.”

“I swear to you that I’ll take care of everything this week. I swear.”

“You really don’t want to marry her? I heard you’d been engaged for years.”

“Oh, not years, exactly. But a while. Listen, Randi; whatever I felt before is over.”

“I hope so.”

“It is. Look at me. Look into my eyes. What do you see?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

“This is real, Randi. You and I are real.”

And he had kissed her. And after another half hour of tears and protestations, they had gone back to bed.

This encounter had occurred three months ago. And now, walking through the cold spring night toward Randi’s apartment, he had still not “straightened things out,” had merely taken a few hesitant steps, and those few had already caused enough of a stir.

Only yesterday his mother had telephoned for the third time. She was an easygoing woman, so that her agitation, her scolding, were especially impressive.

“Your reasons for postponing the wedding are ridiculous, Adam. If I didn’t know how much you love Margaret, I would be suspicious. As it is, you sound merely careless or lazy or irresponsible, and I know you’re none of those things. Are you getting cold feet about the job, afraid you won’t do well or something?”

The hand that held the receiver was sweating. “Mom,” he said with excessive patience, “it’s only what I told Margaret.”

Over the weekend he would fly home and lay the truth out plainly on Margaret’s table. Just do it. But certainly he wasn’t going to tell his mother first.

“Mother, I have class in ten minutes. I’ve got to hang up.”

“You’re worrying that lovely girl! What’s she supposed to tell people? It looks bad. Everybody thinks it’s to be in June, and—”

“Mother, I’ve got to go.”

That lovely girl. Yes, she was completely honest, without wiles. But then, I also am completely honest, he protested. He knew he was, or had been until now.

Before he had gone to the war in Korea, his father had left a letter for Adam, to be opened when he should be old enough to understand it. Among the admonitions had been one about candor, about doing nothing underhanded. In his mind’s eye he could even see his father’s vertical script, and he felt like a traitor.

Margaret loved him, and he had loved her, too, and counting himself so fortunate, had been contented. Their path had stretched ahead, straight, smooth, and gleaming, until Randi had crossed it and turned him about-face. Was he really so wicked, though? God knows, he wasn’t hardhearted; it was anguish to think of doing any harm or hurt to Margaret. It was simply that he couldn’t help himself. And God knows, too, that he was neither the first nor the last man who couldn’t help himself. Was not the world’s most moving poetry and music all about what was happening between himself and Randi?

Yet, regardless of all that poetry and music, when it comes down to specific cases, words fail, he thought now, and, raising his collar against the wind, made another circuit of the walk, as if through using energy he might somehow clear his mind.

Margaret had possibilities, he argued. Might she not eventually marry Fred Davis, who had never made any secret of his feeling for her? A positive person, cheerful, kind, but rigidly judgmental, Fred would condemn Adam Crane in disgust, and yet rejoice that Adam’s loss could well turn out to be his gain. Or Margaret might go on to study medicine, if that was still her interest; he didn’t really know, because her whole interest during these past few years had been in himself. So now he was back where he had started.

“What’s wrong?” Margaret had asked when, during spring break, he had suggested weakly that perhaps they had better wait a little. He had meant to prolong the conversation, drawing gradually nearer to the truth, until after an hour or two, the truth would have emerged into full daylight. But her puzzled alarm had defeated his courage, and he had ended—how could he have?—by trying to relieve her. His effort had been halfhearted, to be sure, and he knew that it had not put her at ease. And he knew he should not have done it.

He rang Randi’s bell. Music floated from within, an airy show tune from the thirties made for dance and song. When she came to the door, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him inside. The table in the alcove was set with a bowl of jonquils and a bottle of wine, while from the kitchenette behind the screen there came a rich aroma.

“What’s this, a celebration?” he asked. “Is it some special day?”

“Why not? Every day is special, isn’t it? You look tired.”

“I guess I am tired. I had that paper to finish and got about two hours’ sleep last night.” He sat down on the sofa. “They tell me that’s the real world, though, so I’d better get used to it.”

“Do you think you will? Are you really going to like that life?”

“Randi, I’m going to love it, regardless. It’s what I always wanted to do.”

“Then I’m glad for you. Sit for a minute while I bring out the food. Everything’s ready.”

The little space was crowded with homely objects: a bicycle leaning against the wall in the vestibule, the desk with the day’s mail scattered. Beyond the open door he could see the bed, which took up most of the room. In the light of a bedside lamp he could see that the sheets were pink. Sometimes they were baby blue. He smiled, feeling the comfort in all this domesticity and the coming thrill of the bed. This comfort is what he would have every day once they were married.

But first, he had to climb a high hill and descend on the other side. And he thought again, with a sickening thud of his heart, that Margaret’s wedding dress was already made, and he thought of all the questions he would answer at home, and of the condemnation that would descend upon his head.

“Here’s a good California red. Come on, it will lift your spirits,” Randi said.

Between them they finished the bottle and finished a very nice little supper, for she was a competent cook. After a short evening they went to bed and, after a most marvelously exotic hour, fell asleep.

When he woke in the morning, she was lying wide awake on her back beside him, staring at the ceiling. It seemed to him that she looked strangely solemn, and he inquired tenderly, “What are you thinking?”

“Of how sweet you are.”

He laughed. “ ‘Sweet’? That’s a word to describe you, hardly me.”

When, drowsily, he reached to draw her to himself, she slid away, put on her pink robe, and sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Wake up, Adam. I’ve something to tell you.”

Her tone aroused him. “What is it?”

“I’m pregnant.”

“My God,” he said.

She was watching him. For a few moments neither spoke, and he knew she was taking his measure. Possibly she was fearful that he would not receive the news kindly. If so, she was mistaken. For just a second he had indeed been stunned, but reaction followed almost at once: there was nothing to fear, he was to have an excellent beginning salary, there was nothing to fear.…

A smile began to spread up his cheeks. “Well. That’s not bad, not bad at all.”

There were tears in her eyes. He sprang out of bed and took her in his arms. “Be happy!” he said. “I know it’s an unexpected shock, but we’ll manage. We’ll get married, even before commencement if you want. There’s a new building on the bluff side of the river, high, with a view. Oh, be happy,” he murmured against her cheek. “We’ll be young parents.”

“I want to have an abortion,” Randi said.

He let her go. “Oh, no. No, no.”

“Oh, yes. Don’t look so distraught.” For he had jumped up in astonishment and stood staring at her.

“No,” he repeated.

“Is it a matter of principle with you, or what?”

“You haven’t been raped! To destroy it—I feel as if a part of myself would be destroyed. It is a part of myself. Of us.”

She did not answer. Her eyes were still wet, with a great tear poised in one, ready to drop, and he put his hand on her shoulder, saying gently, “There’s no reason, Randi. Think. It’s wrong. Wrong.”

“There is a reason,” she answered with equal gentleness, “but it’s so hard for me to tell it. Oh, Adam, it’s so hard!”

“Tell it.”

“I’m not going to marry you. I can’t. I don’t want a baby without a father.”

“What do you mean you can’t?” An awful, aberrant possibility flashed to him. “You’re not already married or something?”

“No, but I’m going to be. To somebody else.”

First he thought he had not heard correctly. Then, as if she had struck him with her fist, he felt a blow on his chest, and he knew that he had heard. There came a wave of the most hideous shame, and remembering that he was naked, he seized the nearest piece of clothing, his overcoat, and covered himself.

“Adam, it’s not so absolutely appalling as I know it sounds. At least I don’t think it is. You see, it’s for your good too.”

“My good.” Fire burned in his throat, but his voice came out cold and cracking. “Go on. Perhaps you can explain for me.”

“I feel I’ve led you, and have let you lead me, into a predicament. You haven’t worked out your relationship with that girl. You’ve had months to do it in, and I know you haven’t done it.”

“How the hell does that connect with ‘somebody else’? Unless you’ve lost your goddamned mind.”

“I’ve never thought as long and clearly about anything in all my life.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he cried. “Who’s the guy? Where is he? When did this happen?”

He could not bear to look at her, huddled there with the robe drawn tight, as if to protect herself against assault. Yet he could not look away either. A killing rage swelled in him.

“If you’ll listen quietly, I’ll tell you. I started to say you haven’t even broken up with Margaret.”

“You don’t know that at all.”

“You would have told me if you had.”

“And would that have made any difference? Is that why you’ve found another man for yourself and slept with me last night too? Hey? Hey? Answer me!”

“I can’t say what came first. It’s all sort of twisted together.”

When she gazed up at him, he watched the tear that had been caught in the rim of her eye slide slowly down her cheek. In the cramped space he got up and walked, striking his fist into his palm. He sat down on the single chair and waited with his head in his hands.

“Maybe if you hadn’t been so tied up … I was at your place one night and your mother called, and you went to your friend’s room to use his extension, and shut the door. But I could hear anyway, could tell how disturbed you were, and I thought what a pack of trouble all this was. And this man Chuck, that’s all the name I’m going to give because I don’t want another pack of trouble, with you being furious, Chuck had business in the office where I work. And he saw me and asked me out to dinner …”

Adam thought grimly, I’ll bet he did.

“And after a few times he asked me to marry him. He’s divorced, he lives in California, and he showed me a picture of his house, just beautiful, with palm trees around a pool, so sunny, so peaceful—”

“Just beautiful. ‘Palm trees and a pool.’ Do you know you’re disgusting?” And he wondered how he could survive this horror.

“I know I must seem so. But it isn’t only the glamour, Adam, believe me. He happens to be a very nice, kind man. And no old sugar daddy either. He’s not even forty.” Randi wiped her cheeks with her sleeve. “You can’t imagine how many nights I couldn’t sleep and cried. Because I care about you so much, Adam. I understand why you can’t believe me, and I can’t blame you, but it’s true. I swear it’s true, that I’ve been torn into pieces.”

“I would like very much to tear you into pieces myself. Don’t you understand that any fool can see through the whole sham? We had wonderful times in bed, but that’s all it was to you, and nothing more. Somebody with money came along, so now you’re off and away. That’s the story. And you’re a bitch. That’s the rest of the story.”

“No, I’m not. I’m a practical person. Do you think my life has been a bed of roses?”

“Most people’s lives aren’t.”

“True, but this is my life. I need to get what I can out of it. I need to understand myself.”

“You’re not hard to understand. Glitter and gold, the fleshpots.”

“Well, some of that, I’m not denying it. Doesn’t everybody like money? I’ve often told you I want to get away and see things. I’ve never seen anything but this town. People come here to the university and talk about where they’ve come from and where they’re going. And I listen to them, thinking, When am I ever going to go anywhere? California, New York, anywhere?”

“And you just found it out now when this nice, kind man from California appeared.”

“I’ve never made a secret of my longing.”

Maybe—probably—she had mentioned something, some of her longings, but they had seemed trivial, nothing to which you would pay attention.

“Perhaps there’s a part of me that knows I wouldn’t be happy forever in a small midwestern city like yours. I imagine it’s not too different from here, only larger. And if I were to be discontented, I wouldn’t be doing justice to you.”

“How selfless, how noble!”

“I’m sorry, Adam. I’m so sorry to end this way. But I’ve had to make a quick decision.”

So soft she was! The black hair, the milky skin, the silk robe, the little velvet slippers—all soft. He wanted to seize hold of that softness and crush it, just stamp on it; he understood how, in one swift second, a dreadful crime can be committed.

“I beg you to understand,” she pleaded. “I beg you to try.”

All their nights and days—what had they meant?

“We made love last night.… What was it to you? Why did you do it?”

“I wanted us to finish with something beautiful to remember.”

She was sobbing. When she held out her hand to him, he pushed it roughly away and went to the bathroom to change into his clothes.

“In the long run you wouldn’t be happy with me, Adam,” she said when he came out.

His heart was thumping and his hands trembling as he buttoned his overcoat. She followed him to the outer door. The wine bottle was still on the table.

“Quite a celebration,” he said as he passed it.

“A farewell dinner, Adam. I hope I’ve done the right thing, and I believe I have. It will work out better for you this way. You’ll see. You’ll get over it faster than you think.”

“God damn you,” he said. “Drop dead.” And he slammed the door.

His heart, in its killing rage, still shuddered so dreadfully that for a moment he had to lean against the railing before he set off toward his room. He made a detour through the park. The thought of his room, the books and the Sunday silence, was unbearably depressing. The morning was overcast and gray, with wind sharp as a knife and the world gone insane, without logic, without reason.

It’s not, he thought, as if she were merely another tempting body without heart or brains. She had charm, refinement, feeling—why, her feel for music alone must show that! And yet she had played with his love so lightly and, aware of his enchantment as she must have been—had he not told her and shown her often enough?—had kept on playing with it until she was ready to toss it away. What did her tears mean? Leaving him, taking a part of himself with her, to be flushed down a sewer. And she said she loved him!

On the black, still water of the pond lay islands of white melting ice. Three ducks floated round and round among them, going nowhere. Like me, he thought, and halted to watch. Where now? Then it came to him that Margaret could have said the same if he had struck her down as Randi had just now struck him.… And for a long time he kept standing there in the cold, watching the ducks.

I wouldn’t be happy in a small city like yours. In the long run you wouldn’t be happy with me.

It was true that now, when he considered it, he could not see Randi raking leaves in an Elmsford yard. Margaret raked leaves.… But he had lost his first love for Margaret. More’s the pity, a great, sad pity.

How long he stood there, he did not know. His hands, thickly gloved and thrust into his pockets, were frozen, and there was no place to go but back to his room.

Long past midnight he was still awake, turning and turning his thoughts in a great circle.

“Do you have to have ‘love’?” he asked himself after a while. Cannot trust and friendship, respect and admiration, be enough? Or even more than enough? For look what “love” had brought him!

Of course, there was no reason why he should commit himself to anyone or anything. Surely there was no need for him, at twenty-five, to marry. Or to marry at all, ever. No reason, except that he already had committed himself. And he had a vision of a pathetic dress drooping unworn in a closet. He had a vision of Margaret, crushed and humiliated as he himself was now.

He was a rationalist who believed that for the most part, you were the determinant of your own fate, yet it seemed to him now that all this—this affair—with Randi had obviously not been meant to be. It had been a diversion from his ordained path.

With a shiver of revulsion he suddenly recalled the “beautiful house, the palm trees, and the pool.” Great wealth did not interest him. To make a decent living was enough. He would settle with his work, and for love of it he would do his best. It would not be the thrilling world he had pictured with Randi, but it would be worthy, and he would try to make it happy in a different way.

An enviable position, a fine girl, these had been given him, and he should be grateful.
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