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Author’s Note




I want to name the four inspiriters who stood by me during the long time it took to write this book. They are Ernest Ballard and Mark Strand and Robert S. Jones and Peter Matson.

 

Matters of Chance is a work of fiction. All the characters who appear on the book’s pages are imagined.

Insofar as the lives of the imagined people were profoundly influenced by the events of World War II, History looms large in the narrative, and speaks for itself.

As for that part of the book’s action relating to the Liberty ship SS John T. Stubbins—to her missioned wartime voyage from Tacoma, Washington, to Port Said—I gratefully acknowledge the counselings given me by Captain R[image: image]n[image: image]n Maurice Henderson.







Afterwards





When the Present has latched its postern behind my tremulous stay,

And the May month flaps its glad green leaves like wings,

Delicate-filmed as new-spun silk, will the neighbours say,

‘He was a man who used to notice such things’?




If it be in the dusk when, like an eyelid’s soundless blink,

The dewfall-hawk comes crossing the shades to alight

Upon the wind-warped upland thorn, a gazer may think,

‘To him this must have been a familiar sight.’




If I pass during some nocturnal blackness, mothy and warm,

When the hedgehog travels furtively over the lawn,

One may say, ‘He strove that such innocent creatures should come to no harm,

But he could do little for them; and now he is gone.’




If, when hearing that I have been stilled at last, they stand at the door,

Watching the full-starred heavens that winter sees,

Will this thought rise on those who will meet my face no more,

‘He was one who had an eye for such mysteries’?




And will any say when my bell of quittance is heard in the gloom,

And a crossing breeze cuts a pause in its outrollings,

Till they swell again, as they were a new bell’s boom,

‘He hears it not now, but used to notice such things’?

—THOMAS HARDY










Part One























1 The Beginning




November: 1925

Away from home for the first time at a boarding school he did not (then) much like, Morgan Shurtliff was a shy, lonely, fourteen-year-old dreamer, a bright though erratic student, a passionate reader.

“Shurtliff!”

He was seated in the back row of the classroom, his Latin book open on his desk but his eyes cast down, lower, into the region of his lap, where another book resided. “Sir?” he answered, looking up, forward, toward the lectern where Mr. Scudder, the Latin master, was standing.

“Are you with us, Shurtliff?”

“Yes, sir, I am.”

“And just where do you think we are?”

“On page sixty-six, sir.”

Mr. Scudder cleared his throat, then: “That was some time ago, Shurtliff. Since then, we, with Caesar and his legions, have trudged on. We are now encamped page sixty-eight.”


“Yes, sir.”

“Tell me the name of the book on your lap.”

“The Arrow of Gold, by Joseph Conrad, sir.”

“Come forward, please, Shurtliff. Bring Mr. Conrad’s book with you.”

The silence in the room as he walked toward Mr. Scudder was of the weighted kind which precedes great moments.

He put the book in Mr. Scudder’s outstretched hand.

“This page, Shurtliff—this one that’s been dog-eared: look at it, please.”

He did.

“Is it the page you were reading when I intruded upon your covert pleasure?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And now, Shurtliff, as there are but a few minutes left in our class hour, and as we, even as you, enjoy a work of fiction, might you be so kind as to read aloud to us a paragraph or two of Mr. Conrad’s prose?—starting, please, at the precise place you left off when I recalled you to the real world?”

“Yes, sir.” He took The Arrow of Gold from Mr. Scudder.

“The precise place, Shurtliff—”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh…I almost forgot…When the bell rings, you won’t mind staying on for a chat with me, will you?”

“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir, of course I will.”

“Good.” Mr. Scudder folded his body into a reclining position against his lectern. “Proceed, Shurtliff.”

And so he began:


“The upward cast in the eyes of Mills who was facing the staircase made us both, Blunt and I, turn around. The woman of whom I had heard so much, in a sort of way in which I had never heard a woman spoken of before, was coming down the stairs, and my first sensation was that of profound astonishment at this evidence that she really did exist. And even then the visual impression was more of color in a picture than of the forms of actual life. She was wearing a wrapper, a sort of dressing-gown of pale blue silk embroidered with black and gold designs round the neck and down the front, lapped round her and held together by a broad belt of the same material. Her slippers were of the same color, with black bows at the instep. The white stairs, the deep crimson of the carpet, and the light blue of the dress made an effective combination of color to set off the delicate carnation of that face, which, after the first glance given to the whole person, drew irresistibly your gaze to itself by an indefinable quality of charm beyond all analysis and made you think of remote races, of strange generations, of the faces of women sculptured on immemorial monuments and of those lying unsung in their tombs. While she moved downward from step to step with slightly lowered eyes there flashed upon me suddenly the recollection of words heard at night, of Allegre’s words about her, of there being in her ‘something of the women of all time.’”



His throat being dry, Morgan paused to swallow.

All eyes shifted from him to Mr. Scudder, who, amazingly, was seen to be smiling. Furthermore, zephyr-like, there came forth from between his lips a low, drawn-out “Ahh—” which, as the exhaled breath of it ran out, was followed by the astonishing words: “Helen of Troy…Cleopatra…Petrarch’s Laura…fair Beatrix…the eternal girl next door…” uttered slowly, in a milking, ruminative way. Then, still looking off, out the window, Mr. Scudder lapsed into silence.

The room, along with its transfixed occupants, waited.

The bell rang: a shattering trill.

At the sound, instantly, Mr. Scudder reacted with his usual master-to-dog look in the door’s direction and the curt, unleashing words: “Class dismissed.”

There ensued the noise and movement of departure.

Only Morgan remained in place. He stood, still as a statue, The Arrow of Gold clasped to his chest, the awful moment of censure upon him.

“Well, Shurtliff,” Mr. Scudder began, “here we are, the two of us, left with Allegre’s words echoing in our ears.”


Morgan managed a weak: “Yes, sir.”

“Relax,” Mr. Scudder said.

In the circumstance, Morgan, though, could not.

“Let us agree, Shurtliff,” Mr. Scudder recommenced, “that in future you will bring only your Latin book to this class.”

Morgan nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I have your word on it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s all then. You may go.”

He could go! Had been told that he might. Yet he remained.

“What’s your problem, Shurtliff?”

“I don’t understand, sir.”

“What, that I’ve let you off the hook?”

“Yes.”

“Ah,” Mr. Scudder murmured, “I see.” Then, with an abstract smile: “Someday you’ll understand, Shurtliff. Meanwhile, chalk it up to luck.”

“If you say so, sir…Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

In that seemingly unreal way, for the time being, the episode, as a portent, rested.

 

1937

He met her in early January at a noontime ice-skating party given by Lucy Blackett. Her name, Lucy told him, was Maud Leigh.

When he first saw her, she was skating alone, fast and rapt and hatless, straight down the middle of the long, narrow pond. Abetted by a strong following wind, she was all but flying, or so she appeared to be, and as she neared the pond’s far end he began to fear for her—that she would not be able to stop herself—that she would slam headlong into the spearing branches of a low-lying clump of ice-bound alders. But just short of the hazard, as he held his breath, she dug the tip of her left skate blade hard into the ice and performed—angel of excitement—a most beautiful about-face jump, after which, without so much as a glance around, she shot off again, back, over the pond’s gleaming reach, headed, as if he had called to her, straight toward him. She wore a coat of royal blue; her scarf and gloves were scarlet; the sun made a blaze of her fair hair. With an amazed heart he watched her, and—without knowing that her eyes were brown, flecked with motes of gold, and that her voice was low and alluring and as pliant as a divining Gypsy’s—all in a moment, immemorially rejoicing, he became a man in love.

The most miraculous aspect of that fateful moment was that after the fact of it, Maud Leigh let him court her: first with small sprays of flowers; next, with a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets on whose fly-leaf, with a trembling pen, he wrote: “For Maud—Valentine’s Day 1937” then, in early March, with a first burning touch to her hand, followed quickly by the beginning kiss of a million lingering others whose glories left him awed and pale and Maud his own to marry in June.

During that six-month courtship, he existed on a plane at a height untouched before by the foot of any man and breathed of an air unknown but to gods. Life was Maud, lived in the changing weather of her eyes, in the tropical warmth of her holding arms, in her hair, freed of a hat, cascading over his hands like lit water, in the murred sounds she made of happiness, in the final, intent way she walked at his side as she led him through a gauze of rain across a field to a patch of blue and in it knelt to pick the first cold violets of spring, and handed to him one by one the fragile blooms and with each one, with a shyness so undone she dared not look at him, said, “I love you, I love you,” bloom after bloom. Day and night, he drifted on a sea of desire deeper and vaster than his reason could chart or his soul comprehend….

Where, in the realm of the actual, did these makings of memories take place?

—In Hatherton, Ohio, a flourishing, affluent county-seat community about thirty-five miles southwest of Cleveland.

And where, during the courtship, was Maud’s beauty and witchery domiciled?

—In her father’s house, large and solid and elaborately Victorian—it—the place where Doctor Leigh, sitting as straight and keen-eyed as a perched hawk, watched Morgan’s pursuit of his adored only child, noting Morgan’s suitable neckties, his habit of punctuality, his agreeable smile, his tact as regards to Mrs. Leigh’s hypochondria (cause of her nervosity), his ease with a teacup, his young virility, the decent hour of his departure after evenings spent in Maud’s company; and—on the afternoon Morgan came to seek his permission to marry Maud—he took in, with a physician’s calibrate gaze, the death-like pallor of Morgan’s face as, standing in the center of the rust-and-blue medallion of the Oriental rug that covered the floor of the front parlor, Morgan formally declared: “I love your daughter, Doctor Leigh; I wish to marry her”—the words charged with determination, barring of refusal. “I love her—” repeated deeply, hands calm, but eyes desperate.

Over his cruelly starched collar, Doctor Leigh listened and nodded his encouragement as Morgan continued his appeal. He was already satisfied of Morgan’s qualifications as a husband to Maud: he knew all about Morgan’s rising reputation as a lawyer, and his well-established family—that the Shurtliff name was held in high social and business esteem in Cincinnati and Cleveland; that Morgan’s maternal grandfather had served for two terms as United States senator from Ohio and at the time of his death was a federal judge; that Morgan’s father was the majority stockholder and president of the family’s lucrative salt refinery and that he was, too, an orchardist (his apple plantation was famous), which fact verified the Shurtliff temperament as being a pastoral one—a trait Doctor Leigh valued as an indicator of a man’s long-range resolve and durability. And so, at the end of Morgan’s appeal for Maud’s hand in marriage, Doctor Leigh told him: “You have my entire consent and warmest blessings,” then held out his hand to be shaken and watched the speed with which the color of life flooded back into Morgan’s cheeks.

The June wedding was in the Leighs’ garden on a day graced by sunlight and birdsong. Beneath an ivy-covered trellis, Morgan, barely breathing, waited with his best man and the minister. On Doctor Leigh’s arm, over a carpet of new-mown grass, Maud advanced toward him. A light breeze that smelled of apple blossoms stirred the long, filmy skirt of her white dress. Her face was golden.

Oh God!—Morgan thought as if outside himself—make me worthy.








2 The Handspike




1938

Somewhere, there is an old photograph on the back of which is written in Maud’s handwriting, “The Stanton’s party—June 9, 1938”—a date just three days shy of her and Morgan’s first wedding anniversary. In the photo’s background there are a few shadowy figures who have taken on the gray coloration of a garden wall. In the immediate foreground, Maud stands, gazing, in an assured, serene, almost confiding way, straight at the camera. She is compellingly beautiful…. It seems reasonable to suppose that whoever took the picture really meant it to be just of her, yet, there, haunting the picture’s extreme right edge, barely in the frame of it, Morgan can be seen, standing very erect and absolutely oblivious to everything and everyone but Maud, on whose person his eyes are concentrated, sharp and intending and positively glittering with lust. When Maud, laughing, showed the photograph to him, Morgan stared at it with disbelief, then gleefully gave it the out-loud title: “Venus Being Ogled by a Sexually Insane Man.”


In the most blatant way, the photograph tells the story of the first year of their marriage, a period marked, as Morgan came to remember it, by a kind of blind indifference toward and about everything but the pursuit of their own physical pleasures—entwinements of prolonged carnality performed thriftlessly on a sovereign amatory bed in a fragrant, still room so removed from the heat and stress of the outside world as to cause them to feel forever exempted from its touch…. (Once, very late, on a black, wind-driven winter night, they heard the whetting bark of a dog on the track of prey and Maud, in a whisper, asked: “Will it find us?…” “No,” he whispered back, holding her: “Never. We’re beyond discovery.”)

 

1939

In June, at the very beginning of the third year of their marriage, they were at breakfast on a Sunday morning, outdoors, still in their bathrobes and slippers, idling on the terrace that abutted Maud’s cutting garden. The day’s beauty claimed Morgan’s attention. “We should take a picnic to the lake,” he said.

To which Maud replied: “I want to have a baby.”

He would always remember how his lack of surprise, surprised him. It occurred to him to wonder if, perhaps, his lack thereof had to do with the very day itself, long risen in its beauty, advancing now with a steady increase of perfection toward noon. Against the sun’s march, he half closed his eyes. “How long,” he asked, as much to the iridescent air as to Maud, “have you known you want to have a—” he stumbled for some strange reason on the word “baby,” and used instead—“child?”

“Long enough to be certain,” she replied. Then: “What about you? Has the idea crossed your mind?”

He told the truth: “Yes and no,” he said. “No, because not in so complete a way as it obviously has yours; but—yes. Yes. As a feeling. Especially lately.” As a feeling (he qualified to himself) which had something to do with Time as currency—gold in his pockets, so to speak—but spendable only in an other, larger world than the one he had lived in with such unabated happiness for the past twenty-four months, and which, now, (this extraordinary moment made it so) seemed already legendary.

“So?” Maud asked.

Over the rim of his coffee cup, he met her eyes. “Yes,” he said. “Let’s do it. Let’s have a child.”

“A beautiful baby,” Maud elaborated.

“Yes.”

“You look so pale.”

“Do I?” He laughed, and stood up and kissed her. “I’m terribly thrilled,” he said. Then: “Shall we take a picnic to the lake?”

“Yes.”

He went into the house to shave and dress. As he buttoned his shirt, two lines of a poem of de Vigny’s, memorized as a school-boy, came suddenly to mind:


I love the sound of the horn, at night, deep in the woods.

God! how sad is the sound of the horn deep in the woods.



The mirror into which he looked to check his appearance showed back to him his tears.

 

“We will have a child.”

Those words, so easily and confidently spoken, lowered a curtain on the experiencing of sensual pleasure for its own sake. Eagerly, they put themselves at the service of the profounder difference, uniquely their own for its ardor of desired consequence as much as, for its rapturous void, the other had been uniquely theirs.

 

(On Sunday, September 3, 1939, England and France went to war against Germany.

Morgan’s father was visiting him and Maud that weekend.

From that fateful hour two days before when Germany had invaded Poland, the radio had dominated their lives. As they listened to the transmitted announcement of England’s declaration of war, Morgan’s father began to sob. In the peaceful room, the sound, startling in the extreme, came out in three choked inhalations of despair followed by the wrung words: “My dear children…”

Morgan, cut to the core, remembered another day. “My darling boy—” his father had said, and, weeping, holding Morgan to him so tightly that the links of his gold watch-chain cut into Morgan’s cheeks: “Your mother is dead.” That had been long ago, when Morgan was twelve: it was the one other time he had seen his father so undone.)

 

1940

In January, the “verdict,” as Maud called it, was given by two specialists: they could have no children of their own.

At the hospital in Cleveland, at the conclusion of the final conference, the senior doctor of the team centered his attention on Maud: “Think about adopting a baby,” he advised. “In my opinion, the best agency is Tilden-Herne. It’s run by a remarkable woman. Tell her I sent you….” He wrote her name on a piece of paper which he handed, or tried to, to Maud, but she shook her head and refused to take it.

Morgan reached for it and slipped it into the breast-pocket of his suit.

The doctor continued to look at Maud: “If you should feel the need of some psychological help, Mrs. Shurtliff, I can refer—”

Maud, drawing on her coat, cut him off with: “That won’t be necessary.” She stood up and crossed the room and waited with her back to the door while Morgan went through the decent rites of departure.

“Let me hear from you,” were the doctor’s last words.

On the drive back to Hatherton, Maud slumped into the far corner of the car’s front seat, closed her eyes, and fell into a silence which Morgan, mired in the thick of his own thoughts, made no effort to break. But when they reached home, he told her: “You must come for a walk with me.” It was an order, the first of a few he ever gave to her.

She complied with a graceless shrug and fell into step at his side. In the field behind their house, in the chill of the sunless January afternoon, by the bend of the winter-running creek, she turned to him and wept in his arms: “My damn, deceiving body,” she cried.

“Don’t,” he told her deeply. “Don’t. It doesn’t matter.”

“But it does,” she said with a violent quietness; then, in a warning voice: “You’ll see. It will make a difference.”

“Tell me what we’re talking about,” he urged.

“My body,” she answered: “That it can’t do what it should.”

“Should? By whose decree? Surely not mine.”

She stiffened: “I’m sterile,” she said. “That’s really what’s on both of our minds, isn’t it?”

He put her from him: “Not on mine,” he answered, “and I resent the charge.”

“Don’t be lawyerly with me,” she threatened, “and don’t pretend on my account.”

“Pretend what?”

“That my being sterile doesn’t matter.”

“I’m not pretending anything,” he said, becoming angry. “As a matter of fact, I’m so far from pretending that I don’t mind telling you I think you’re behaving like a selfish fool.” He saw the stung look on her face: he had never come close to speaking to her like that; never imagined that he would. Sorrowing, he felt the lash swing back on himself. He watched for a moment the creek’s water, black and glistening, fringed, at its rapid middle flow, by a thin edging of ice. He turned back to Maud: “Please—” he said in an anguished voice, “we’re in this together.”

She met his gaze and under the sway of its appeal said: “Let me have a few minutes alone.” And, because he stayed: “I’m sorry, Morgan. More than anything I wanted to have your child.”

“As I wanted yours,” he answered, barely able to. “But we can’t, so let’s accept that we can’t and go on.” He remembered then—even smiled—and with his right hand delved through the stuff of his muffler and overcoat and drew out from his suit pocket, the piece of paper. “Voila!” he said, waving it in the air, the very ass of an amateur magician: “‘The Tilden-Herne Adoption Agency, Miss Zenobia Sly.’”

“What?” Maud asked with the first rise of a spontaneous laugh he’d heard from her in days: “What was that name?”

“Sly,” he replied, and spelled it out: “S-L-Y. Miss Zenobia Sly.”


“Imagine going through life with a name like that.”

Her laughter encouraged him: “Wouldn’t it be a good idea to give the lady a call?”

She sobered instantly: “Would an adopted child please you as much as our own?”

“Is the moon made of green cheese?” he shot back at her. “Oh, Maud, for God’s sake—try.”

“Give me a few days,” she said.

But he knew it was his chance, so pled his case: “You’ve put the question to me, so you must hear my answer, and it’s ‘yes.’ Yes, I can imagine being pleased by and loving an adopted child as much as I would our own. Maybe even more.”

She visibly brightened. “At least,” she said, “we can choose its gender.” Then: “A boy,” she thought aloud: “I’d like a boy.” And then, with a gesture that undid him, she took off her gloves and put her naked hands in his. “Thank you, Morgan,” she said.

 

Starting in February, separately and together, week in and week out, they were scrutinized and exhaustively interviewed and their home minutely inspected by staff-members of the Tilden-Herne Adoption Agency.

“What’s left for them to consider?” Maud asked of Morgan at the end of yet another wearying meeting.

“My tonsils,” Morgan answered with a wry smile. “They haven’t checked yet to see if I’ve had them out.”

“Oh, Morgan—” she lowered her head. “What if we fail at this?”

All in a few weeks’ time, she had lost the confidence that had so distinguished her. “We won’t fail,” he told her.

“What makes you so sure?”

“It’s gone too far.”

“What’s gone too far?”

“Their interest in us,” he answered.

“But how much longer do you think it will be before they tell us something definite?”

“I don’t know, Maud. I don’t know how they think or how they work.” He considered for a moment, then: “Meanwhile, we shouldn’t talk about it so much, don’t you agree?”

She nodded. “Yes…I’ll try harder not to.”

“I said we,” he corrected.

“I heard you.”

“Maud.”

Thenceforth they practiced that brand of patience which shows in the faces of people who wait hourly in the thirst of drought for the coming of rain.

With Lucy Blackett as her teacher, Maud took up needlepoint. The close work sent her to the oculist for her first pair of glasses. In them, she looked older, more serious, more determinedly independent. “The new me,” she knowingly said of herself the first time she wore them in Morgan’s presence…. For himself, he went back to reading: during the prolonged, absorbed season of his bridegroomship, he had fallen away from the habit and came back to it now with a sense of thanksgiving. To read of the lot and destinies of others and of the tests they were put to and triumphed over or failed at, made him feel about his own life less amazed, less anxious, less—(he shied from the word for its hint of betrayal to Maud, but it persisted in his thoughts)—hermetic.

 

At last, in mid-May (they all but trembled as they read it), a letter came summoning them to appear the following Wednesday before the still unmet, by now fabled Miss Zenobia Sly.

(“Miss Sly makes the final decision,” one of the staff had told them. Another had warned: “Everything depends on Miss Sly.”)

“Come in,” Miss Sly greeted them, holding open her office door: “Do please sit down.”

She was of average height, in her fifties, large-boned, stamina-stout, oddly graceful in her movements and, Morgan judged by one look into her clear blue eyes, extremely shrewd. The top of her head was crowned by a horse’s-tail length of coarse brown hair wound into an immense, slip-shod bun through the center of which were speared, geisha-like, the sharpened lengths of two red-lacquered Tilden-Herne pencils.

Morgan found her fascinating.


She took her place at her desk, where, from a mercilessly straight, wooden-backed, uncushioned chair, she wordlessly stared first at him, then at Maud, before declaring: “My staff and I have met several times over your case…. We are all very impressed by your qualifications as adoptive parents.” (In response to Maud’s smile, Morgan thought he detected a slight easing of her mouth’s firm set.) “You’ve specified your wish for a male infant,” she went on, and, at their nods: “There’s a long waiting list for male infants. A very long list. It will take time.”

“How long do you think?” Morgan ventured to ask.

“At least a year, Mr. Shurtliff.”

“Damn,” Maud let slip.

Miss Sly took up her pen. “Take heart,” she said. “As of this moment, your name has been added to the list. That’s already a great advance.”

“A year is such a long time,” Maud said.

“Not when you’re my age,” Miss Sly tartly rebutted. “And remember, I said at least a year. It could be longer, but I’m sure no more than sixteen months at the outside.”

Morgan said: “It’s a comfort to know we’re on the list. We’re grateful for that, Miss Sly.”

“Indeed you are on the list, and I promise you that in time you will have your boy.”

But Maud, terrier-like, persisted: “Is there a chance—a chance that it might be sooner?”

Miss Sly appeared to soften: “I do wish I could tell you otherwise, but I don’t see how it could be possible, given the length of the list. I’m truly sorry, Mrs. Shurtliff.” Having dealt the blow, she did then what Morgan thought was very strange: she got up from her desk and with a kind of mighty languor wandered over to the window and looked out and up, into the branches of a maple tree whose furled, rust-colored leaf-buds were just beginning to open against the May sky. “It’s lovely to see Nature come alive again after such a long winter as we’ve had,” she mused as idly as a guest at a tea party: “I do so enjoy the spring, don’t you?”

Morgan smiled and said a prompt “Yes” Maud but nodded.

“My house is on a pond,” she went on in a vague, contemplative way, “a small pond, but large enough to accommodate a pair of geese that come back every year to nest and rear their young. They afford me no end of pleasure.”

“My father,” said Morgan, “always speaks of wild geese as being the whales of the sky.”

“What a very intriguing image!” Miss Sly smiled over it. She hesitated, then: “An idea’s just struck flint in my brain—”

Morgan laughed: “That’s a wonderful phrase—”

“It’s one my father was given to using,” Miss Sly responded.

“And the idea, Miss Sly?”

“Ah, well—” Again she hesitated, but now she narrowed her eyes.

“What?” Morgan urged.

She prolonged the silence—allowed it to positively settle in—nearly, Morgan felt, as if she needed to, or more, as if whatever she was considering depended on its certain drama. Then with a light, melancholy laugh, she broke it: “No…I see now the folly of the idea.” And briskly, dismissingly: “It wouldn’t do…. I can’t, as I think on it, really suppose you’d be in the least bit interested.”

“In—what?” Morgan earnestly insisted.

“In…twins, Mr. Shurtliff.”

“Twins?” He gasped.

“Twins,” Maud breathed, sitting straighter.

“Immediately available.” Miss Sly’s voice was made of silk.

“Twins,” Maud said again.

“Twin…girls,” Miss Sly amended.

“Twin girls,” Maud echoed.

Morgan heard in her voice the note of wonder, of tremendous attraction, and turned to her, expecting to meet her eyes, but she was staring off, sitting absolutely still, her face suffused by a calm cast of womanliness heretofore unknown to him, the very strangeness of which immeasurably moved him and equally anguished him, as, almost at once it came clear to him that for her, just then, he did not exist. What saved him—saved, that is, his own dignity in his own eyes at that critical moment, was a certain obstacle in his character to self-pity; that, and, at the same time, the suddenly seen, suddenly experienced sense of himself as being, in the truest, garnering sense of the word, a husband. And so, at once, he determined to take from himself the dare of his calling, and, with his eyes in Miss Sly’s waiting ones, he said: “My wife must of course speak for herself”—peripherally, he saw Maud, in the quickest way, turn in her chair and face him—“but as far as I’m concerned, I find the idea of twin daughters very appealing.”

Instantly, the orderly room suffered the commotion of Miss Sly’s upflung arms and incantatory cry of, “Splendid! Splendid!”—at the same time Maud exclaimed, “Morgan, so do I!” and delivered upon him an embrace so flung in its gladness that his chair teetered and threatened a backward fall, a disaster he averted by a jogo-like forward thrust of his body, which agile deed obliged the chair, somewhat against its will, to finally right itself.

“My soul, Mr. Shurtliff!” Zenobia Sly declared. “Are you all right?”

“I think so.” Morgan laughed. “I think so.”

“Isn’t it astonishing the way things work out?” Miss Sly exclaimed.

“Astonishing,” Maud trilled.

Like a proud ship under full sail, Miss Sly moved back to her desk: “You’ll want to see the twins as soon as possible.” She consulted her date-book: “What about the day after tomorrow? That’s Friday. At ten. Is that convenient for both of you?…Good. Come here to my office: I’ll go up to the nursery with you.”

Maud’s excitement was palpable: “How old are they?” she asked.

“Three weeks next Saturday,” Miss Sly replied, “and they are beautiful…. But you’ll see for yourselves.” Then, her mood shifted and, in the shift, her eyes took on a darker cast: “I’m sure my staff has apprised you of the policy of confidentiality we practice here at Tilden-Herne as regards the biological mothers of the children we put up for adoption. It’s a policy we believe to be psychologically sound and humanly decent—so, normally, I never speak to prospective adopting parents about the biological mother, but in this case—” she hesitated, reflected, made her decision, and went on: “in this case, I feel inspired”—Morgan loved the antique, lit way she stressed the word—“to share with you my knowledge of her character as being, in every sense, fine. Exceptionally fine,” she concluded with a keen ardor.


Morgan, moved by the force of her sincerity, said: “It’s very good of you to tell us this. It’s a valuable thing to know.”

But Maud brought her hands tightly together and held them so, defiantly: “I have absolutely no interest in the twins’ biological mother,” she said. “None at all.” Her voice was petulant, tainted, Morgan thought, by jealousy.

He lowered his head, and from that posture of near dismay, heard Miss Sly’s unruffled reply: “Yours is a quite usual and thoroughly healthy attitude, Mrs. Shurtliff…. We will speak no further of the matter.” She adjusted the cuff of her blouse. Then: “It’s understood of course that until you’ve seen the twins and had time to talk fully between yourselves about the undertaking of parenting them, I won’t consider you to be in the least bit committed. You might, I mean, as you come to review all the ramifications, go back to your initial desire for an infant boy.”

“No!” Maud broke in: “That’s not possible now.”

“My dear, long experience has taught me that nothing is impossible,” Miss Sly countered.

But Maud, intent, disallowed the remark: “Please,” she began: “I’m dying to know how soon—when—might we have the twins?”

“Well, Mrs. Shurtliff, let me think a moment…. You’ll see them day after tomorrow. Then, over the next week or so, you must think in depth and search your hearts in order that you be sure you want these infants. When and if you are sure, you must call me and come again to see me. Then, providing the three of us are in complete accord, the legal process can be set into motion. Our Mr. Jackson is in charge of that. He will draw up and submit the necessary documents to the court. The court will receive those documents and, in due course, a hearing will be scheduled at which you will both appear in company with myself and Mr. Jackson and one of our staff members. That will be Miss Avery, in all likelihood. The court rarely denies a petition of adoption brought before it by an authorized agency of good repute. In my tenure as head of Tilden-Herne, an instance of refusal has never occurred.” (She said the last words with a show of pride.) “And that’s it! The adopting parents leave the court with the papers of adoption in hand, which papers free them to claim and take home the child—in this case, the children—as their own, for life.”


“How long might all that take?” Maud asked.

“Oh, a month at the most,” Miss Sly answered; then qualified: “A month at the most after I am convinced that you are sure.”

“It’s what I’ve prayed for,” Maud said. Tears stood in her eyes. “I’m no good with words, Miss Sly, but Morgan is. Please speak for me, Morgan,” she appealed.

But he could not, either for himself or for her—the condition of his thoughts being too deep, his world so suddenly altered, his view of it so brand new. All he said was: “We’ll be here Friday at ten.” He stood up, went around Miss Sly’s desk, took her extended hand and, then, because and just as, for her reasons, she had earlier felt inspired to do the extraordinary thing, so, now, he was inspired for his reasons to incline his head, downward, and to kiss her cheek. To this action, her response—in that she evidenced no sign of surprise and remained silent—was nothing short of queenly.

 

It was late afternoon when they left Miss Sly and started on the trip back to Hatherton. Traffic was heavy. In the main, the drivers of the cars were men, husbands and fathers (Morgan reasonably assumed) returning to their homes at this tail-end hour of the workday. The expression on most of their faces was a classless one of release heightened by anticipation: soon, for each, an arrival marked by the humbling, age-old renewals of spousal greetings and children’s kisses…. Such was the imagined ending he gave to their journeys, and in such way read in their faces his own future: saw himself as a soldier flanked by soldiers must see himself—as one of many, even as he feels in his breast the fervid beat of his own individual heart…. Ah, the astonishments of this day!…As he drove, he toiled with the issue of how and where to begin to approach what seemed to him to be a predestined reality into whose darkness of consequence, like a trusting blind man, he was allowing himself (and Maud) to be led…. And then he had a sudden image of himself as a thirteen-year-old reading Moby Dick for the first time. A picture. It was in February; he was house-bound with strep throat; outdoors, it was snowing. On a couch in his father’s library, covered by an eiderdown quilt, he lay supine, devouring the book, enraptured, innocent: innocent above all…. By heaven, man, we are turned round and round in this world, like yonder windlass, and Fate is the handspike…. He read the sentence; read it again; then again. The words thrilled him, and under their influence he closed his eyes and conjured distant scenes of his life to come—scenes charged with extraordinary possibilities and great deeds—all already chosen by Fate for him and all just waiting for him in the run of his life to catch up to, and, as and when he did, in Fate’s name, as Fate’s servant, to faithfully fulfill.

…And now? Now he despaired at his lack of a determining faith by which he might account for all that had so suddenly, so incalculably befallen him. Infant twin girls! Had he been born twenty-nine years ago for them? Or had they been born three weeks ago for him? Like a deranged sailor who finds himself tied in the rope of his own knottings, he labored to free himself of the hold these questions had on him: worked his way in stages from the fastenings of perplexity to the sapphire lunacies of an extrinsic calm and from that calm to a kind of blasphemous merriment whose instantly recalled embodiment caused him to erupt into laughter. He caught his breath and in a voice that crackled with mirth, he said: “She’s incredible.”

Maud turned to him a charmed face and instantly affirmed: “Miss Sly.”

“The one and only,” he gleefully answered. “We’ve been had, my darling.”

“Royally,” she purred.

“And we’re done for. Absolutely done for.”

“Absolutely,” Maud agreed. Whereupon, she reached out and took his right hand from off the steering-wheel and carried it with a slow solemnity to her lips: “I’m so terribly happy, Morgan,” she said.

With something like a rush of pride, he assumed responsibility for her lack of need to call into question his own happiness. He only truthfully said: “So am I.”

Her linking smile was entire. As its witnessing partner, he fleetingly allowed himself the pleasure of glorying in it.

 


He dreaded going to bed that night. He was physically alert but emotionally exhausted. He anticipated hours of wakefulness and an early rising in a spent state to a day crammed with work assigned to him earlier in the week by Judge Malcolm, not a page of which he had as yet put thought or pen to. Imprisoned in the dark, he lay in the bed beside Maud’s dreaming body and waited, martyr-like, for the night’s torturings to begin. Yet he slept like a rock.

It was Maud’s touch on his arm that woke him. She was lying on her side, looking at him: “Hello—” she said quietly.

“Hello yourself…. What time is it?”

“Early. Sixish.” She pulled the blanket up over his shoulders. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh?”

“Shouldn’t we name one of them Caroline, in honor of your mother?”

Spoken in the dawn light, her words—how could he possibly have anticipated them?—struck him as fabulous. If at that moment a racing herd of wild horses, white and perfectly muscled and in their transient swiftness making of the air a whistle, were to be seen crossing the open spaces of his windowed view, he would not have been more overwhelmed: all his boyhood memories of his dead, greatly loved mother, he had shared with Maud: only with Maud…. In a voice thick with emotion, he said: “What a beautiful idea.”

“So—” Maud mused on: “Caroline for one. And the other?”

“Julia,” he instantly answered, not entirely out of the blue: it was a name he had always immensely liked.

Maud gave voice to the pairing: “Caroline and Julia.” Then, in reverse: “Julia and Caroline…. Perfection.”

He got out of bed. “I’ll be back,” he said.

It was the last time in their marriage that they made love with all the old, isolated, intact, clockless passion of their earliest encounters. When, on succeeding dawns, they would turn sexually to one another, it would not be as bold, confident invaders of a distant Eden, but as bound, abiding guardians of their imperfectly understood, imperfectly known earthly lives.

The world, Morgan came to understand, had found them out at last.


 

On Friday, as planned, they saw the twins.

In the Tilden-Herne nursery, in a double-crib, the sleeping infants lay side by side on their backs.

They bent over them and gazed at them and in hushed, festive voices, spoke of them. The one on the left they named Caroline; the one on the right, Julia. Caroline had a tiny, brown, raised freckle at the base of her left earlobe, without which distinguishing mark it would have been impossible to tell her from Julia. When the twins woke, one of the nurses said that now they could be picked up and fed. With a tender ease, Maud lifted Caroline from the crib.

“Mr. Shurtliff?”

It was the first time in his life an infant was held out to him with the certain understanding that he was to receive it and house it in his arms. Or, rather, arm—his left one—as Maud was seen doing, with the globe of the baby’s head nestled in the crook of her elbow, the diapered rump fitted into the shallow of her palm, the span of the fragile body connecting these two anatomical extremes accommodated—Lord!—somehow…. All as he was expected to do; all as he desired to do; all as—gracelessly, with a perilous pleasure—he somehow did. (Bless thee, Bottom! Bless thee! Thou art translated….) In his right hand he took the offered bottle and shyly touched its nipple to Julia’s mouth, then instantly laughed: he had seen puppies clamp like that with their jaws onto the teats of Dora, his father’s old coon-hound…. He stared into Julia’s face, impressed by her greed, enchanted by her pinkness, by the throb of a tendril-vein on her forehead, by her clear eyes, by the dwelling way she frowned at him. He had an urge to try out his voice on her, but the presence of three nurses and Miss Sly, who was standing off against the wall, viewing the proceedings with the calm, lit gaze of a lioness, acted upon his tongue as would a bit in the mouth of a horse. Not Maud, though, with her face bent down to Caroline’s, whispering a series of half-sung, half-spoken fooleries that drew from the baby a chain of smiles drowned in spittle.

…Long, long ago, the outcome had been fixed. Was deeply, deeply known….


Still: he sought Maud’s certain attention and said to her the given, single, ending word: “Yes.”

“Yes,” she whispered back to him; and again, with a celebrating passion: “Yes.”

He turned to Miss Sly as to a witness. She nodded without expression, then startled with: “The condition still pertains: You must take at least a week to be absolutely sure,” said with resolve, after which she smiled and glanced at her watch: “I must get back to my office…. But you stay as long as you like.”

“May I come with you for a moment?” Morgan asked.

“Indeed,” Miss Sly replied.

He told Maud he wouldn’t be long; he allowed her to believe his purpose in going with Miss Sly was the missioned one implicit in her eyes’ appeal: vow to her our decision.

As before, he sat opposite Miss Sly, who, as before, positioned herself behind her desk, from which place she looked at him with the full recognizing gaze of a practiced prelate. He all but expected her to say, “You have a confession to make….” And, in a sense, she did: “You’ve something of a personal nature on your mind,” she stated. And to his silent nod: “Am I correct in supposing it’s one you feel you can’t share with Mrs. Shurtliff?”

Neither her astuteness or frankness surprised him. “Yes,” he immediately replied: “It’s a concern I can’t seem to rid myself of.” He faltered: “I don’t know quite how to put it.”

“Don’t try to be eloquent,” she encouraged.

“Well,” he began: “it’s about the twins’ mother—that she must be dying of sorrow.”

Miss Sly sat straighter. A wary response, Morgan felt: protective: the equivalent of clutching tighter something concealed in the hand. Instantly he said: “I don’t want to talk about her. Truly. All I would like—and I appreciate that it might be difficult to do—is that somehow she be given to understand she is”—he hesitated, trying to find just the right word, then, somewhat sure, concluded—“acknowledged.”

Miss Sly sat, an immense presence, silent, for a frozen moment, then came to life and slowly put to him: “By whom acknowledged, Mr. Shurtliff?—” the words were posited not as a question but as a statement, gently, with genius: by saying his name, she spared him (he realized it at once) the blush of having to answer “Why, by me, of course.”

He lowered his head. He had not thought it through, had not seen that to have the twins’ biological mother “acknowledged” by him as their true progenitrix was to tacitly dispute the existence and workings of her own consciousness: that to add the surrogate conceits of his own mere sadness to the already scored sorrows of her intelligence, would be to apply salt to the rawness of an open wound. When finally he raised his head, his eyes engaged Miss Sly’s waiting gaze. “I understand the nature of my error,” he said simply. “Thank you for setting me straight.”

She was prompt in her response: “You owe me no thanks. You corrected yourself.”

He would remember afterwards the bond of her smile and how the wall clock ticking off the passing seconds did not act upon them as a prod, but as a complement to their established peace, “I mustn’t keep you any longer…. We’ll call you in a week’s time.”

She nodded. “Good-bye, Mr. Shurtliff.”

“Good-bye, Miss Sly.”

 

Wednesday, June 12, 1940, was their third wedding anniversary. By the odd workings of chance, it was also the scheduled day for the adoption hearing before Judge Morton Thayer…. They woke early, turned to each other with a companionate restraint, got out of bed and dressed, all very quickly, as if there were someone still asleep in the house whom they wished not to disturb. He saw how Maud’s hands shook when she poured their coffee. “We’ll win the day,” he told her. She disarmed him with a soft cry: “Oh, Morgan—” He held her and repeated: “We’ll win the day.” On the drive into Cleveland, they barely spoke.

Miss Sly was standing in the sunshine on the courthouse steps. They greeted her, then Morgan told her: “Today is our third wedding anniversary.”

She smiled. “So it’s a double red-letter day. What a nice coincidence.”

Mr. Jackson and Miss Avery joined them. Miss Sly took command: “Let’s go in,” she said with a touch to the armor of her starched blouse.

The hearing was formal and splendidly contained—an example, Morgan thought, of the law functioning at its cleanest, clearest best. Within half-an-hour all was over, the papers of consent in his briefcase—the proceedings capped by Judge Thayer’s barked “Congratulations,” tendered with a handshake first to Maud, then to himself. Maud wept. For the second time, Morgan kissed Miss Sly—and wondered: did tears always stand in her eyes on such similar occasions as had taken place under her aegis in these chambers? And again the notion seized him that she had some deep, ulterior, solemn interest in the matter of the twins’ fate—that, in truth, she had gambled all the cards in her hand on the successful outcome of this final play…. They urged her to have lunch with them, but she had a Tilden-Herne board meeting, she explained, so must, with regret, decline: “But I’ll see you when you come for the twins day after tomorrow. It’s at ten you’re coming, isn’t it?” She cocked her head to one side: “I’ll think of you tonight when I have my evening drink. Mine will be my usual dash of bourbon. I expect yours will be champagne. Oh—I mustn’t forget to tell you: my geese have four goslings. I’ve counted them through my field-glasses. You know the way they gawk their heads up out of the nest, looking about. Spying on me, I expect. Well—good-bye until day after tomorrow.”

 

(Emotionally, two days later, on Friday, June 14, for the first of countless times to come, they carried the twins over the threshold of their home. On that day too, half a world away, Hitler’s army entered Paris. Morgan heard the news of this event as, with a tyro’s awkwardness, he fitted a diaper around Caroline’s tiny, hipless body. The sorrowing authority of Ed Murrow’s voice reporting over the radio—a voice by now so familiar—brought a blur of tears to his eyes. By June 22—the day France accepted Germany’s terms of surrender—he had become an expert at the task of diapering.)

 

On Sunday afternoon, June 23, in the First Presbyterian Church of Hatherton, the twins were christened by the Reverend Mr. William M. Halliday. Family and friends stood shoulder to shoulder around the flower-bedecked baptismal font. Maud held Julia; Morgan, Caroline. Large-eyed and red-faced with excitement, the children of the Sunday School choir, under Miss Sara Moore’s direction, began the ceremony by singing “Oh, Happy Day,” followed by all the verses (memorized) of “Fairest Lord Jesus.”

Lucy Blackett was named godmother to both infants.

Geoffrey Barrows, Morgan’s friend from his Harvard law-school days, was named as Caroline’s godfather, and Peter Leigh, Maud’s cousin, as Julia’s.

Caroline Cunningham Shurtliff.

Julia Leigh Shurtliff.

Afterwards, at the christening party, Geoffrey charged Morgan with: “You used to be an Episcopalian.”

Morgan smiled: “Officially, I still am. But not here in Hatherton. For starters,” he went on, “there is no Episcopal church. It’s a given in these parts that if you’re gentry and a church-goer, it’s as a Presbyterian you worship.”

“So when in Rome—” Geoffrey interposed.

“Exactly.” They were alone for a few minutes in Morgan’s study.

“Does it ever come up as an adversative question? The Episcopal church versus the Presbyterian church?” Geoffrey asked.

“For me, personally, you mean? No. And it’s never remotely come up as an issue between Maud and me. She goes to church with a fair degree of regularity, and as often as not I go with her. The Reverend Mr. Halliday’s never sought to convert me and I’m always made to feel welcome at the services by him and the congregation. I suppose it’s possible they’re all just tolerating me pending the day I see the Light on their terms.” Morgan paused, then laughed: “I did have one agonizing moment with Doctor Leigh when I was courting Maud—”

“I like him. He’s entertaining.”

“He is. He’s a damn good doctor, too. But it sure the hell wasn’t easy getting past him as a suitor to Maud.”

Geoffrey asked: “What was the agonizing moment?”

Again, Morgan laughed: “You have to bear in mind that it happened early on after I met Maud—the third or fourth time I called on her—I don’t remember which for sure. Doctor Leigh—not Maud—answered the doorbell. He took my coat and told me Maud would be down in a minute and meanwhile, if I’d come with him into the library, he’d show me a book I might find interesting. It was a cold winter night and there was a fire blazing in the hearth—all very cozy. Incidentally, the library in the Leighs’ house is an interesting room, paneled in oak, with a fine, elaborately carved mantel of flowers and vines and birds. If we have time tomorrow before you leave, I’ll take you to see it…. The book Doctor Leigh showed me turned out to be a history of Hatherton written by his father for the Pioneer Society. He told me I was welcome to borrow it and I thanked him, and then—I couldn’t help feeling he’d planned to do it—he began to reminisce about what he called his ‘growing-up years.’ I figured right off that it was his way of letting me know the rules he’d been taught to play by and, by imitation, they’d be the ones I’d be judged by as a suitor to Maud…. He began by telling me he’d been raised in a strict Presbyterian tradition—that on Sundays as a boy he’d only been allowed to read Fox’s Book of Martyrs and Gorman’s Bible Stories and that the only recreation permitted him was the putting together of jigsaw puzzles depicting such edifying scenes as the Taj Mahal, the British Houses of Parliament, the Eiffel Tower, and the Great Wall of China. Those were the only ones he mentioned that I remember…. Then he went on to say that it had been implanted in him to believe that, quote, all Democrats were unrespectable, all Methodists uneducated, all Catholics slaves to the pope, and as for the Episcopalians, the only thing its founders had succeeded in doing was to construct the largest needle with the largest eye through which the most camels could most comfortably pass. Unquote. All of which views,” Morgan continued on over Geoffrey’s guffaw, “he said he took for granted in precisely the same way he took for granted the cake of Babbit’s soap on the washstand in his room and the bottle of castor oil in the family medicine cabinet…. By the time he finished, my balls had withered to the size of sunflower seeds…. But I figured what the hell—I’d better bite the bullet and tell him then and there that I’d been reared as an Episcopalian, and do you know what he said? He said he should have guessed it from the fact that I wore shirts with unstarched collars.”


Geoffrey howled. “Then what?”

“Well, nothing really,” Morgan answered. “He offered me a cigar—a very good one, I might add—and just as we were lighting up, Maud came in. The three of us talked together for a few minutes—I have absolutely no memory about what—and then Doctor Leigh said he had to catch up on his reading of a current crop of medical journals, so he’d repair to his study and leave us to entertain ourselves…. End of story.”

Geoffrey’s long mouth sustained its smile. “It’s a—”

—but whatever he was about to say was never concluded: Morgan’s father, clad in cutaway and striped trousers, appeared in the doorway, “Pa,” Morgan greeted him; “Come in.”

“Sorry to interrupt, but Maud’s wielding her camera. She wants you both in the garden.”

“Ah, the camera,” Morgan said: “Posterity’s revenge.” He made a head-to-toe, prizing sweep of his father’s figure. “You do look splendid, Pa.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Ansel Shurtliff laughed. “I felt the occasion warranted resurrecting the rig from the cedar closet. The last time I wore it was two years ago when old Senator Cleary’s granddaughter was married. The bride’s father assigned me the task of keeping the senator sober.”

“And did you succeed?” Morgan asked.

“We mutually suffered,” his father replied. He turned to Geoffrey: “It’s very touching to us, your coming the distance from Philadelphia for today’s doings.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Geoffrey answered.

“We’d better go,” Morgan urged, “or Maud’ll have our hides,” on which note, with a hand-touch to the knot of his tie, he led his father and Geoffrey from the room.

 

That night, after dinner, after Ansel Shurtliff had departed, after the twins were asleep and Maud had gone to bed, Morgan and Geoffrey talked late. Over brandy, they sat in the lamplight, the thick pungencies of clipped boxwood-bushes drifting in through the open window, and from the yonder meadow the calling of a whippoorwill, lonelier in sound than an owl’s bark. Relaxed, sure of one another, they spoke of the past and present, the exchanges intimate, made with a renewal of the old sequestered languor that had so characterized the long confabulations they had used to have in the large, book-lined, randomly furnished room shared throughout their law-school years.

…In their senior year, Geoffrey had resisted Morgan’s decision to begin his legal career in Hatherton. “With your marks, law review and all, and your connections, you’re a shoe-in with the best Cleveland firms. For God’s sake, why Hatherton?” Because (Morgan had defended) over the next ten years Cleveland would grow out to Hatherton, and he wanted to be in on the ground-floor makings of zoning-restrictions and the like: wanted to use the law as an overseeing instrument of control so that there would be a reason and plan to the expansion—not just an expedient, free-and-hard-dealing suburban and industrial raping of the rural lands he loved. Plus—he’d pressed on—the man in Hatherton with whom he’d be practicing was Judge Eustace Malcolm—a powerful figure in Ohio legal circles—retired as a federal district judge, but still active in the gold-plated Kissel, Chandler firm in Cleveland, of which he was a founding partner and in which he still retained a majestic “Of Counsel” relationship. “Professionally, I’ll have the best of both worlds, urban and rural,” had been Morgan’s closing argument. But the issue had remained an internecine one between them: For weeks they had chewed it over, Geoffrey aggressively; Morgan with a stubborn sureness.

…And here they were, these few, fleeted years later, just as they had positioned themselves into being: Morgan, in Hatherton, a partner in Judge Malcolm’s bristling, gaining firm; Geoffrey in his father’s echt, long-established, staid Philadelphia firm…. Geoffrey had reported in considerable detail about what he was up to legally these days, and then it had been Morgan’s turn, after which Geoffrey had conceded: “You sure have a greater variety of cases than comes across my desk and about a hundred times the responsibility…. I never thought I’d be saying this,” he went on, stroking his cheek, his voice confiding, “but it was a wrong move, my going into Dad’s firm. He wanted me to and I wanted to please him, but being the son of a senior partner in a shop rife with legal talent—all hard-breathing contenders for the big prizes—is a stickier proposition than I ever imagined it would be…. Dad bends over backwards not to show paternal favoritism, but he keeps tabs on the work I do for the other partners and he does it in a way that really burns me; you know—that convivial, intramural, inter alia approach: ‘How’s the boy doing? How’s he proving out?’” Geoffrey’s mouth twisted into a wintry smile: “Maybe I do him an injustice. Maybe the problem’s all in my head…. However,”—Geoffrey drew out the word—“as a problem, it’s about to go away. I’ve been waiting to tell you: I’ve decided to join the Air Force.”

“Geoff!”

“Look: it’s only a matter of time before we get in the war. Do you want to bet it’ll be within a year?”

“No,” Morgan said, “because I think so, too…. The Air Force…as a pilot?”

“If I qualify. I’ve been led to believe there’s no reason why I won’t.”

“Sometime soon I’m going to have to decide what I’m going to do about the war. I’ve been thinking a lot about it.”

“It’s an easy call for me, Morgan. It’s different for you, especially now with Caroline and Julia. You’ve powerful ties…. Speaking of which”—he brightened—“I had a positive twinge of envy this afternoon seeing you standing with Maud at the baptismal basin in all the accrued glory of your marital bliss. For a minute”—his smile was open now—“I almost regretted that I’m still single.”

“No permanent attachment in sight?”

“None. Lots of activity, but nothing deathlessly significant. It’s probably just as well, considering.”

“Don’t say anything to Maud yet about the Air Force, will you, Geoff? Any talk of war upsets her. I can’t get near the subject with her.”

“Right.”

They sat in silence for a moment, then, acknowledging the lateness of the hour, agreed that they ought to turn in. The whippoorwill was still calling, its plaint coming now from the woodland west of the meadow. Even after Morgan closed the window they could still hear it. Geoffrey said: “It’s a haunting sound.”

“I hope it won’t keep you awake.”

“Not a chance.”

Upstairs, at the door of the guest room, Morgan whispered a last question: “When do you expect to know about the Air Force?”

“Soon. I’m scheduled for a physical on Thursday. I’ll keep you posted.”

 

(A letter came from Geoffrey about two weeks later: “I’ve just learned I’ve been accepted as a ‘fly-fly’ candidate. The examining medics were impressed by my good eyes, my sound heart and the health of my entrails. Their findings and those of a psychiatrist who certified me sane, did the trick. I’m to report in three weeks’ time for training at Pensacola, Florida, particulars of address etc. to follow. I’ll telephone soon. Pick your moment to tell Maud. Meanwhile, love to her, to my Caroline, to Julia. As ever, Geoff.”)

 

Over the course of the following weeks, Morgan came to marvel at Maud’s stamina and equanimity. Hercules’s labors in the Augean stable (he often thought) must have been an easier task than was hers as an attender to the twins’ myriad, often fracturing needs. Each dawn, at their wakened cries of hunger, she would be out of bed like a shot, eager to see them and to serve them, and in that spirit went on through the arc of the day. Evening after evening, he would return home from the office and find her in the twins’ room, singing to them, bent over their crib, or, sometimes, holding both of them in her arms (how did she do it?), showing them something out the window—the sunset, or the silver of a rising new moon—telling them about it, laughing. Her hair would be loosened, her face flushed, her beauty wanton. All in a rush, in one breath, he would cross the room and kiss her, then each twin…. It became an evening ritual that deepened in a meaning like the plot of a great book…. He felt for her a tenderness that sometimes verged on fear. “You’re tired,” he would say, touching her brow with the cushion of his thumb. And she would yield: “Yes, I am.” But the satisfied look she gave him was the vital one of a victor.

Of their old, larky evenings, no vestige remained. No more the nights theirs to do with exactly as they pleased—a dinner in or out; a new movie at what older Hathertonians still called the “Opera House” a dance at the country club; a rapidly conceived and executed supper party; a drive into Cleveland for a symphony concert or a play or a black-tie “do” at the grand house of a relative or older, nabob family friend (oh, those lovely, late homecomings); and gone, too, the simple, spontaneous act of leaving the house on a whim—a stroll together in the meadow before bed, or a spin downtown to Milar’s Drug and Fountain Emporium for a suddenly yearned-for hot fudge sundae.

Now, when they sallied forth into the world of an evening, it was by a carefully worked out Plan, with Caroline and Julia left in the care of a Hatherton Hospital nurse recommended by Doctor Leigh. (Maud would never have considered using one of the high-school baby-sitters whose services were so popular with her friends.) Now, evenings out were Events, charged with the excitement of rarity.

 

He became what is called “a light sleeper.”

As a boy, in the earliness of certain calm evenings, he had liked to take his canoe onto the large pond that lay past the south-ending tree line of his father’s orchards. (This was the same deep, spring-fed pond which, in his grandfather’s time, had provided the winter ice for the summer tea.) He would paddle out to the middle of the pond and as the canoe glided forward under the impetus of a final stroke, he would take a balancing hold of its sides and in one deft action, swing his body off the thwart onto the canoe’s cedar floor-boards, from which place, with his legs stretched out full length and the back of his head pillowed in his hands, he would close his eyes and sightlessly drift: drift with the lambency and oblivion of a floating feather, letting whatever thought strayed into his mind wander free over the surface of his consciousness in the same unguided, will-o’-the-wisp way the gentle evening breeze ferried his canoe, wherever, over the pond’s surface…. There would be sounds so familiar he almost didn’t hear them: the taking, snap-jawed, last-of-the-day feast of a bass; the solemn wing-beats of a low-flying, homing heron; the flicked rise and plop of a playful perch; the tuning up, setting-sun thrums of bullfrogs….

…Now, neither fully asleep nor fully awake, he would lie in the dark beside a soundly sleeping Maud, and, in feel, be again on the pond in his canoe at the hour of twilight, drifting. Once, in the dead of
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