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After the Season

1

They had to say goodbye in front of security.

But because it was a small airport, all the check-in desks and the control points were in the same hall, so he could follow her with his eyes as she set her bag on the conveyor belt, walked through the metal detector, showed her boarding pass, and was led to the plane, which was standing on the runway right outside the glass door.

She kept on looking back at him and waving. On the steps up to the plane she turned one last time, laughing and crying, and laid her hand on her heart. When she’d disappeared into the plane, he waved at the little windows, but didn’t know if she could see him or not. Then the engines were started, the propellers turned, the plane began to roll, faster and faster, and took off.

His flight wasn’t leaving for another hour. He got himself a cup of coffee and a newspaper and sat down on a bench. Since they had met, he hadn’t read a newspaper anymore or sat alone over a cup of coffee. After a quarter of an hour, during which he still hadn’t read a single line or swallowed a single mouthful, he thought, I’ve forgotten how to be alone. It was a thought he liked.
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He had arrived thirteen days before. The season was over, and with it the good weather. It was raining, and he spent the afternoon with a book on the covered porch of his bed-and-breakfast. When he made himself go out into the bad weather the next day to walk along the beach in the rain to the lighthouse, he first encountered the woman on the way there, and then again on the way back. They smiled at each other, with curiosity at first, and then a hint of familiarity the second time around. They were the only two people out for a walk in the entire area, companions in both misfortune and pleasure: each of them would have preferred a clear blue sky, but enjoyed the soft rain.

In the evening she was sitting alone on the large terrace of the popular seafood restaurant with its plastic roof and windows already installed for fall. She had a full glass in front of her and was reading a book—a sign, perhaps, that she hadn’t eaten yet and wasn’t waiting for her husband or lover? He hesitated in the doorway until she looked up and smiled at him companionably. Then he took his courage in both hands, walked over to her table, and asked if he might join her.

“Please,” she said, and laid her book aside.

He sat down, and because she had already ordered, she could make suggestions, and he chose the cod she had already picked out for herself. Then neither of them knew how to strike up a conversation. The book was no help; it was lying there in a way that made it impossible for him to read the title. Finally he said, “There’s something about taking a late vacation on the Cape.”

“Because the weather’s so good?” She laughed.

Was she making fun of him? He looked at her, not a pretty face, eyes too small, chin too pronounced, but her expression wasn’t mocking, it was cheerful, maybe even a little unsure. “Because you have the beach to yourself. Because you can get a table in restaurants that are impossible to get into during the season. Because you’re less alone with a few people than you are with a crowd.”

“Do you always come when the season’s over?”

“It’s my first time here. I should really be working. But my finger isn’t back in shape yet, and it can do its exercises just as well here as in New York.” He moved the little finger of his left hand up and down, curling it and stretching it out again.

She looked at the little finger, puzzled. “What is it exercising for?”

“For the flute. I play in an orchestra. And you?”

“I learned the piano but rarely ever play.” She blushed. “That’s not what you meant. I often came here with my parents when I was a child, and sometimes that makes me nostalgic. And after the season’s over, the Cape has that magic you described. Everything is emptier and more peaceful—I like it.”

He didn’t say that a vacation during the season would be more than he could afford, and assumed it must be true for her as well. She wore sneakers, jeans, and a sweatshirt, and there was a faded waxed jacket on the back of her chair. When they studied the wine list together, she suggested a cheap bottle of sauvignon blanc. She talked about Los Angeles, about her work at a foundation that supported theater programs for children from the ghetto, about life with no winter, about the sheer might of the Pacific, about the traffic. He talked about tripping over a cable laid in the wrong place and breaking his finger, about breaking his arm when he jumped out of the window aged nine and breaking his leg while skiing aged thirteen. At first they sat alone on the terrace, then other guests came, and then they sat alone again over another bottle of wine. When they looked through the window, the sea and the beach were enveloped in utter darkness. The rain pattered on the roof.

“What are your plans for tomorrow?”

“I know you get breakfast in a bed-and-breakfast. But would you like to come over and have it with me?”

He walked her home. She took his arm under the umbrella. Neither of them spoke. Her little house was on the street that led to his bed-and-breakfast a mile further on. The light went on automatically over the front door, and suddenly when they looked at each other everything was too bright. She gave him a quick hug and the faintest breath of a kiss. Before she closed the door he said, “My name’s Richard. What’s . . .?”

“I’m Susan.”
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Richard woke up early, folded his arms behind his head, and listened to the rain in the trees and on the gravel of the path outside. He liked the regular, soothing pattering sound, even if it didn’t bode well for the day. Would he and Susan walk on the beach after breakfast? Or in the woods surrounding the lake? Or take a bike ride? He hadn’t rented a car and guessed she hadn’t either. So the radius of any excursion they might undertake together was limited.

He curled and stretched his little finger so as not to have to exercise that much later. He was feeling a little anxious. If Susan and he were actually going to spend the day together after breakfast and also eat together or maybe even cook—what came after that?

Must he sleep with her? Show her that she was a desirable woman and he was aroused by her? Because if he didn’t he would upset her and embarrass himself? It was years since he’d slept with a woman. He didn’t feel he was someone who was easily aroused, and hadn’t found her very desirable on the previous evening. She had lots of things to tell, lots of questions to ask, she listened attentively, she was lively and witty. The way she always hesitated for a fraction of a second before she said something and squeezed her eyes when she was concentrating was charming. She aroused his interest. But his desire?

Breakfast had been set for him in the main room, and because he didn’t want to disappoint the elderly couple who’d squeezed orange juice, whipped up scrambled eggs, and made pancakes, he sat down and ate. The wife came out of the kitchen every couple of minutes to ask if he’d care for more coffee or more butter or a different kind of jam or maybe some fruit or yoghurt. Finally he realized she wanted to talk to him. He asked her how long she’d lived here, and she set down the coffeepot and stood by the table. Forty years ago her husband had inherited a little money and they’d bought the house on the Cape, where he wanted to write and she wanted to paint. But neither the writing nor the painting came to anything, and when the children were grown and the inheritance had run out, they turned the house into a bed-and-breakfast. “Whatever you want to know about the Cape, the most beautiful spots and the best places to eat, just ask me. And if you’re going out today—the beach is still the beach when it’s raining, the woods are just wet.”

In the woods, the mist hung in the trees. It also enveloped the houses that were set back from the road. The little house that Susan lived in was a porter’s lodge; next to it was a driveway leading to a large, mist-shrouded, mysterious house. He couldn’t find a bell, and so he knocked. “Coming,” she yelled, and her voice sounded a long way away. He heard her running up some stairs, banging a door shut, and running along a corridor. Then she was standing in front of him, out of breath, clutching a bottle of champagne. “I was in the cellar.”

The champagne made him anxious again. He saw himself sitting side by side with her on a sofa in front of a fire with their glasses. She slid closer to him. Had things gone that far already?

“Don’t stand there staring. Come in!”

In the big room next to the kitchen he actually saw a fireplace with logs next to it and a sofa in front. Susan had laid the table in the kitchen and once again he drank orange juice and ate scrambled eggs and afterward there was fruit salad with nuts in it. “It tasted wonderful. But now I need to get out and run or ride a bike or swim.” As she looked doubtfully at the rain, he explained about his double breakfast.

“You didn’t want to disappoint John and Linda? That was so sweet of you!” She looked at him admiringly, pleased. “Yes, why not go swimming! You don’t have bathing trunks? You want to . . .” She looked a bit doubtful, but acquiesced, packed towels into a large bag, and added an umbrella, the champagne, and two glasses. “We can walk across the property, it’s a prettier route and faster, too.”
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They passed the big house with its tall pillars and closed shutters, as mysterious now as it had been at a distance. They climbed the broad steps, stood on the terrace between the columns, walked around the house, and found the stairway to the covered porch that circled the floor above. From here there was an overcast view across the dunes and the beach to the gray sea.

“It’s absolutely calm,” she whispered.

Could she see that at such a distance? Could she hear it?

It had stopped raining, and in the deep silence he too could do no more than whisper. “Where are the gulls?”

“Out on the waves. When the rain stops, the worms come out of the earth and the fish come up to the surface of the water.”

“I don’t believe it.”

She laughed. “Didn’t we want to have a swim?” She started to run, so fast and so sure of the way that he couldn’t manage the big bag and keep up with her. He lost sight of her in the dunes, and as he reached the beach she was already pulling off the last sock and running toward the water. When he reached the sea she was swimming far out.

The water was indeed absolutely calm, and felt cold only until he started to swim. Then it stroked his naked body. He swam out a long way and then allowed himself to be carried, floating on his back. Susan was further out still, doing the crawl. When the rain began again, he enjoyed the drops falling on his face.

The rain got heavier, and he could no longer see Susan. He called out. He swam in the direction he thought he’d seen her last, and called out again. When he was almost no longer able to see land, he turned back. He wasn’t a fast swimmer, and exerted himself to go faster but only made slow progress, and the slowness turned his anxiety into panic. How long would Susan hold out? Did he have his cell phone in the pocket of his pants? Would he be able to get a connection on the beach? Where was the nearest house? The anxiety was too much for him; he got slower and even more panicked.

Then he saw a pale figure climb out of the sea and stand on the beach. Anger gave him strength. How could she have inflicted such fear on him! When she waved, he didn’t wave back.

When he was standing in front of her, furious, she smiled at him. “What’s the matter?”

“What’s the matter? I was petrified when I could no longer see you. Why didn’t you swim close to me on your way back?”

“I didn’t see you.”

“You didn’t see me?”

She went red. “I’m rather shortsighted.”

His anger suddenly struck him as absurd. They were facing each other naked and wet, rain was dripping down both their faces, they both had goose bumps and were shivering and warming their chests with their arms. She looked at him with the vulnerable, searching look that he now knew wasn’t uncertainty, just shortsightedness. He saw the blue veins in her thin white skin, her pubic hair, reddish blond although the hair on her head was pale blond, her flat stomach and narrow hips, her strong arms and legs. He was ashamed of his body, and pulled his stomach in. “I’m sorry I was so rough.”

“I understand. You were afraid.” She smiled again.

He was embarrassed. Then he gave himself a shake, jerked his head toward the place by the dunes where their things were lying, called “Go!,” and started running. She was faster than he was and could have overtaken him effortlessly. But she ran beside him, and it reminded him of his childhood and the joy of running together toward some common goal with his sisters or his friends. He saw her small breasts, which she’d shielded with her arms when they’d been standing on the beach, and her small behind.
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Their clothes were wet. But the towels had stayed dry in the bag and Susan and Richard wrapped themselves in them, sat down under the umbrella, and drank champagne.

She leaned against him. “Tell me about yourself from the beginning, about your mother and father and your siblings, and all the way to now. Were you born in America?”

“Berlin. My parents were music teachers, he taught piano and she taught violin and viola. There were four of us children, and I was allowed to go to the music high school, though my three sisters were far better than I was. It’s what my father wanted; he couldn’t bear the thought that I would fail the way he’d failed. So for him I went to the music high school, for him I became second flute in the New York Philharmonic, and one day for him I’ll become first flute in another good orchestra.”

“Are your parents still alive?”

“My father died seven years ago, my mother last year.”

She thought. Then she asked, “If you hadn’t become a flautist for your father, but had done what you wanted—what would you be?”

“Don’t laugh at me. When first my father then my mother died, I thought, finally I’m free, I can do what I want. But they’re still sitting in my head, talking at me. I would have to get out for a year, away from the orchestra, away from the flute, go running, go swimming, think about it all and maybe write about how it was at home with my parents and my sisters. So that at the end of a year I’d know what I want. Maybe it would even turn out to be the flute.”

“I’ve sometimes wished someone would talk at me. My parents were killed in a car accident when I was twelve. The aunt I was sent to live with didn’t like children. I also don’t know if my father liked me. He sometimes said he looked forward to the time when I’d be older and he’d be able to see if he could make anything of me—didn’t sound good.”

“I’m sorry. How was your mother?”

“Beautiful. She wanted me to turn out as beautiful as she was. My clothes were as fine as Mother’s, and when she helped me dress, she was wonderful, so affectionate and gentle. She could have taught me how to deal with mean girlfriends, pushy boyfriends, but I had to learn that on my own.”

They sat under the umbrella, given over to their memories. Like two children who’ve got lost and are yearning for home, he thought. He thought of some of the favorite books of his childhood, in which boys and girls got lost and survived in caves and huts, or were attacked on a journey and dragged off into slavery, or kidnapped in London and forced to beg or steal, or sold from their homes in Ticino to become chimney sweeps in Milan. He had mourned with the children over the loss of their parents and shared their hopes of being reunited with them. But the appeal of the stories was that the children coped without their parents. When finally they came home, they had outgrown them. Why is it hard to be self-sufficient, even though all you need is yourself, nobody else? He sighed.

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” he said, and put his arm around her.

“You sighed.”

“I’d like to be further along than I am.”

She snuggled against his side. “I know that feeling. But don’t we make progress in fits and starts? Nothing happens for a long time, then suddenly we get a surprise, have an encounter, reach a decision point, and we’re no longer the same as we were before.”

“Not the same as we were before? Six months ago I was at a class reunion, and the people who’d been decent and nice when we were in school were still decent and nice, and the assholes were still assholes. The others must have had the same reaction to me. And it gave me a shock. You work on yourself, you think you’re changing and developing, and then the others immediately recognize you as the person you always were.”

“You Europeans are pessimists. You come from the Old World and can’t imagine that there can be a New World and that people can make themselves new too.”

“Let’s take a walk along the beach. The rain’s almost stopped.”

They wrapped the towels around themselves and walked over the sand at the water’s edge. They were barefoot, and the cold, wet sand prickled.

“I’m not a pessimist. I’m always hoping my life will get better.”

“Me too.”

When the rain got heavier again, they went back to Susan’s house. They were freezing. While Richard took a shower, Susan went down to the cellar and turned on the heat; while Susan showered, Richard made a fire in the fireplace. He had put on Susan’s father’s bathrobe, which she had kept, red, warm, made of heavy wool lined with silk. They hung up their wet clothes to dry and figured out how to make the samovar that stood on the mantelpiece above the fireplace work. Then they sat on the sofa, she in one corner, cross-legged, he with his legs folded under him in the other, drank tea, and looked at each other.

“I’m sure my clothes will be ready to put on again soon.”

“Stay. What are you going to do in the rain? Sit alone in your room?”

“I . . .” He wanted to add that he didn’t want to impose, be a burden on her, mess up her day. But these were meaningless phrases. He knew that his company gave her pleasure. He read it in her face and heard it in her voice. He smiled at her, politely at first, and then embarrassed. What if the situation was arousing expectations in Susan that he couldn’t satisfy? But then she pulled a book out of the many piled along with newspapers beside the sofa and began to read. She sat reading so self-sufficiently, so comfortably, so relaxedly that he began to relax too. He looked for a book, found one that interested him, but didn’t begin it: instead he watched her read, till she looked up and smiled at him. He smiled back, finally free of all tension, and began reading.
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When he reached the bed-and-breakfast at ten p.m., Linda and John were sitting in front of the television. He told them he wouldn’t be needing any breakfast next morning because he’d be having it with the young woman in the little house a mile further down the road, whom he’d got to know over dinner in the restaurant.

“She doesn’t live in the big house?”

“She doesn’t do it if she comes alone, and hasn’t done it for a long time now.”

“But last year . . .”

“Last year she came alone, but always had visitors.”

Richard listened to Linda and John with mounting irritation. “You’re talking about Susan . . .” He realized they’d introduced themselves to each other only with their first names.

“Susan Hartman.”

“She owns the big house with the pillars?”

“Her grandfather bought it in the twenties. After her parents died the administrator ran down the estate, collected the rent, and invested nothing until Susan fired him a few years ago and restored the houses and the garden.”

“Didn’t that cost a fortune?”

“It didn’t cause her any pain. Those of us who live here are happy—there were people interested in parceling up the land and dividing the house or replacing it with a hotel. It would have changed the entire area.”

Richard said good night to Linda and John and went up to his room. He would not have started talking to Susan if he’d known how rich she was. He didn’t like rich people. He despised inherited wealth and considered earned riches to be ill-gotten. His parents had never earned enough to give their four children the things they would have liked, and his salary from the New York Philharmonic was only just enough to cover his costs in the expensive city. He had no rich friends either now or earlier in his life.

He was furious with Susan. As if she’d led him around by the nose. As if she’d lured him into the situation in which he was now stuck. But was he stuck? He didn’t have to go have breakfast with her the next day. Or he could go and tell her they couldn’t see each other anymore, they were too different, their lives were too different, their worlds were too different. But they had just spent the afternoon together in front of the fire, reading sentences aloud to each other from time to time, they had cooked together, eaten, washed up, watched a movie, and both of them had felt good. Too different?

He brushed his teeth so furiously that he hurt his left cheek. He sat down on the bed with his hand to his cheek, feeling sorry for himself. He really was stuck. He had fallen in love with Susan. Only a little, he told himself. For what did he really know about her? What actually did he like about her? How would things go, given the difference in their lives and their worlds? Perhaps she would find it charming to eat three times in the little Italian restaurant he could afford. After that, should he allow her to invite him out instead? Or should he run up debt on credit cards?

He didn’t sleep well. He kept waking up, and around six a.m., when he realized he wouldn’t go to sleep again, he gave up, put on his clothes, and left the house. The sky was filled with dark clouds, but there was a red glow in the east. If Richard wasn’t to miss the sunrise over the ocean he’d have to hurry and run in his regular shoes, which he’d put on instead of his running shoes. The soles made a loud noise on the road, once scaring up a flock of crows and once several hares. In the east the red was glowing brighter and stronger; Richard had seen a sunset like that before, but never such a sunrise. As he passed Susan’s house he took care to move quietly.

Then he reached the beach. The sun came up golden out of a molten sea and into a sky that was all flames—it was a matter of moments, and then the clouds extinguished everything. Richard suddenly felt as if it wasn’t just darker but colder.

He needn’t have bothered to be quiet in front of Susan’s house. She too was already up, sitting at the foot of a dune. She saw him, got to her feet, and came toward him. She moved slowly: the sand by the dunes was deep and made walking difficult. Richard went to meet her, but only because he wished to be polite. He preferred to just watch her as she walked calmly and confidently, her head sometimes down and then raised, and when it was raised her eyes were always on his face. It felt as if they were negotiating something, but he didn’t know what it was. He didn’t understand what question was in her eyes or what answers she found in his. He smiled but she didn’t smile back, just looked at him gravely.

When they stood facing each other, she took his hand. “Come!” She led him to her house and upstairs into the bedroom. She undressed, lay down on the bed, and watched as he undressed and lay down beside her. “I’ve waited such a long time for you.”
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That was the way she made love to him. As if she had been searching for him forever and had finally found him. As if neither she nor he could do anything wrong.

She swept him along, and he allowed it to happen. He didn’t ask himself: How am I? And didn’t ask her: How was I? As they lay next to each other afterward, he knew that he loved her. This little person with eyes that were too small and a chin that was too pronounced, skin that was too thin, and a figure more like a boy’s than the womanly shapes he had loved until now. With a confidence that after being pushed around from only moderately loving parents to a loveless aunt she had no right to have. With more money than could be good for her. And who saw something in him that he didn’t see himself, and thereby made a gift of it to him.

For the first time, he had made love to a woman as if no images existed of how love was supposed to take place. As if they were a couple out of the nineteenth century, for whom the movies and television could not yet dictate the right way to kiss, the right way to moan, the right way for the face to express passion and the body to shudder with desire. A couple who were discovering love and kissing and moaning for themselves. Susan didn’t seem to close her eyes once. Whenever he looked at her, she was also looking at him. He loved that look, faraway, trusting.

She propped herself up and laughed at him. “Thank goodness I smiled at you in the restaurant when you didn’t know what to do. At first I didn’t think it was necessary. I thought you’d come to me as directly and quickly as you could.”

He happily echoed her laugh. It didn’t occur to them to take the clumsy, grating aspects of their meeting in the restaurant as any kind of warning. They took it as an awkwardness that laughter could dispel.

They stayed in bed until evening. Then they opened the garage and took Susan’s car, a well-maintained elderly BMW, to drive through rain and darkness to a supermarket. The light was harsh, it smelled of cleaning fluids, the music was synthetic, and the handful of customers were wearily pushing their carts through the empty aisles. “We should have stayed in bed,” she whispered to him, and he was glad that she was as disturbed by the light and the smell and the music as he was. She sighed, laughed, started shopping, and soon had filled up her cart. From time to time he added something, apples, pancake mix, wine. At the checkout, he paid with his credit card and knew that next month, for the first time, he wouldn’t be able to pay in full. It made him uncomfortable, but more than that, it irritated him that on a day like today something as trivial as an overdrawn credit account could upset him. So in the wine and liquor section he bought three bottles of champagne for good measure.

On the way home she asked, “Shall we get your things?”

“Maybe Linda and John are already asleep. I don’t want to wake them.”

Susan nodded. She drove fast and with assurance, and by the way she took the many curves, he could tell that she knew the car and the route well. “Did you drive the car here from Los Angeles?”

“No, the car belongs here. Clark takes care of the house and the garden and the car as well.”

“You only stay in the big house when you have guests?”

“Shall we move up there tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. It’s . . .”

“It’s too big for me. But with you there it would be fun. We’d read in the library, play billiards in the billiards room, you could practice the flute in the music room, and I’d have breakfast served in the little salon and dinner in the big one.” She talked more and more happily, more and more firmly. “We’ll sleep in the big bedroom where my grandparents and parents slept. Or we’ll sleep in my room in the bed where I dreamed of my prince when I was a girl.”

He saw her smiling face in the dull glow of the dashboard. Susan was lost in her memories. For the first time since they’d met, she was somewhere else. Richard wanted to ask which actor or singer she’d dreamed of back then, wanted to know everything about the men in her life, wanted to hear that they’d all been mere prophets while he was the Messiah. But then he thought that his worries about the other men were as petty as the excessive charge on his credit account. He was tired and laid his head on Susan’s shoulder. She reached over and stroked his head with her left hand, pressed his head to her shoulder, and he fell asleep.
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Over the next few days he learned everything about the men in Susan’s life. He also learned about her longing for children, at least two, preferably four. At first with her husband there was no success, then she no longer loved him and she got divorced. He learned she’d studied art history at college, then had gone to business school, and had reorganized a toy train manufacturer which she’d inherited from her father and then sold along with the other firms she’d inherited. He learned that she had an apartment in Manhattan that she was in the process of having renovated because she wanted to move from Los Angeles to New York. He also learned that she was forty-one, two years older than he was.

Again and again, whatever Susan told him about her life until now ended in plans for their future together. She described her apartment in New York: the wide staircase in the duplex that led up from the sixth floor to the seventh, the wide corridors, the large high rooms, the kitchen with the dumbwaiter, the view of the park. She had grown up in the apartment until her aunt fetched her to Santa Barbara after her parents’ death. “I used to slide down the banisters and roller-skate in the corridors, I could get into the dumbwaiter till I was six, and when I was in bed I could watch the tops of the trees waving from out of my window. You have to go see the apartment!” She couldn’t show it to him herself because she was flying back from the Cape to Los Angeles to organize both the foundation’s move and her own. “Will you meet with the architect? We can still change everything.”

Her grandfather had acquired not only the duplex but the entire building on Fifth Avenue at a very favorable price during the Depression. Along with the estate on the Cape and another in the Adirondacks. “I have to renovate that again too. Do you enjoy architecture? Building and renovating and decorating? I got the plans and brought them with me—shall we look at them together?”

She talked about a couple, old friends of hers, who had been trying in vain to have children for years, and had just spent their vacation at a fertility farm. She described the diet and the program, which laid out when the two of them were to sleep, exercise, eat, even have sex. She found it funny, but was also a little anxious. “You Europeans don’t know about this kind of thing, or so I read. You see life as fate that cannot be changed.”

“Yes,” he said, “and if we’re destined to kill our fathers and sleep with our mothers, there’s nothing we can do about it.”

She laughed. “Then you really can’t hold anything against the fertility farm. If it doesn’t help your destiny, it can’t do any harm, either.” She shrugged apologetically. “It’s just because things didn’t work with Robert back then. Perhaps it wasn’t my fault, perhaps he was the one with the problem, we didn’t have any tests done. But all the same, I’ve been afraid ever since.”

He nodded. He was feeling afraid too. About the minimum two, maximum four children. And beforehand, about having to follow a set diet and have sex at set times with Susan at the fertility farm. About the loud ticking of the biological clock until the fourth child arrived or no more children were possible. About the possibility that Susan’s abandon and passion when she made love to him weren’t about him at all.

“Don’t be afraid. I just say what’s on my mind. That doesn’t mean it’s my last word on anything. You censor what you say.

“Again, that’s European.”

He didn’t want a conversation about his fear. She was right: he censored what he said, while she said directly whatever she was thinking or feeling. No, she didn’t want to plan a visit with him to the fertility farm. But she did want to plan the future with him, and although he too wanted it more with every day that passed, he had so much less to bring to the relationship than she did: no apartment, no houses, no money. If he and the woman at the first desk of the second violin section had fallen in love, then they would have looked for an apartment together and decided together which of his furniture and which of her furniture would go into the new apartment and what they would have to find at a thrift store. Susan was certainly ready to fill a room or two with his furniture. But he knew it wouldn’t fit in.

He’d be able to bring his flute and his sheet music, and practice at the music stand that would certainly exist among all her furniture. He could put his books in her bookcases, order his papers in her father’s filing cabinet, and write his letters at her father’s desk. He would best leave his clothes in the closet here in the country; in the city, he wouldn’t look so good in them when he was with her. She would be delighted to use her sense of fashion to buy him new ones.

He practiced a lot. Most of the time “dry,” as he called it, when he simply curled and stretched his little finger. But more and more frequently on the flute itself. It was becoming a part of him in a way it never had before. It belonged to him, it was worth a lot, with it he created music and made money, he could take it wherever he went, he was at home with it anywhere. And when he played, he offered Susan something that no one else could offer her. When he improvised, he made melodies that fit her moods.
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The corner room in the big house was their favorite. The many windows reached down to the floor and could be slid aside in good weather and protected with shutters when it was bad. When rain prevented them from walking on the beach, this was where they could still feel in touch with the ocean, the waves, the seagulls, and the occasional passing ship. Sometimes when they were out on the sand, the cold rain lashed their faces so sharply that it hurt.

The room was furnished with cane recliners, big chairs and tables, with soft cushions against the hard-woven surfaces. “Pity,” he said when she led him through the house and he saw the recliners, which were only wide enough for one person. Two days later, as they were having breakfast in the little salon, a truck pulled up and two men in blue coveralls carried a double recliner into the house. It matched the other furniture, and the cushions had the same flower pattern as the other cushions.

The weather made every day like every other. It rained day after day, sometimes rising to the level of a storm, sometimes stopping for hours or sometimes mere minutes, and sometimes the skies cleared for a moment and the rooftops made sheets of light. When the weather allowed, Susan and Richard walked on the beach; if they ran out of supplies they drove to the supermarket, otherwise they stayed in the big house. When they switched from the little house to the big one, Susan had called Clark’s wife, Mita, who came for a few hours every day to take care of cleaning and washing and cooking. She was so discreet that it was several days before Richard met her.

One evening they invited Linda and John to dinner. Susan and Richard cooked, having no idea how, so that they even found it difficult to follow the cookbook. But they finally managed to serve steaks with potatoes and salad and felt good about being able to cope in a crisis together. Apart from this they invited no one, nor did they visit other people. “There’ll still be time for our friends.”

When dusk came, they made love. The evening light sufficed them until it was totally dark, when they lit a candle. They made love so peacefully that Richard sometimes wondered if he’d make Susan happier by ripping off the clothes of both of them, throwing himself on her, and surrendering himself to her. He didn’t manage to try, and she didn’t seem to miss it. We’re not feral cats, he thought, we’re house cats.

Until they had their big fight, the first and the only one. They were going to go to the supermarket, and Susan kept Richard waiting in the car because she had to take a sudden phone call, which went on forever. That she let him wait without any explanation, that she had forgotten him or could simply neglect him, made him so angry that he got out, went into the house, and attacked her just as she put down the receiver. “Is this what I have to expect? What you do is important and what I do isn’t? Your time is precious and mine doesn’t count?”

At first she didn’t understand. “Los Angeles called. The chairman . . .”

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why do you always . . .”

“I’m sorry I kept you waiting for a few minutes. I thought a European man sees . . .”

“The Europeans—I’ve had it up to here with your Europeans. I was waiting out there for half an hour . . .”

Now she got angry too. “Half an hour? It was a minute or two. If that’s too long for you, go into the house and read the newspaper. You prima donna, you . . .”

“Prima donna? Me? Which of us . . .”

She accused him of making an incomprehensible, exaggerated to-do. He didn’t understand what was supposed to be incomprehensible and exaggerated about wanting to count as much as she did, when he had nothing and she had everything. She didn’t understand how he could be so absurd as to think that he didn’t count. By the end they were yelling at each other in fury and despair.

“I hate you!” She advanced on him, he moved back, she kept coming, and when he was against the wall and could move no further, she beat his chest with her fists till he took her in his arms and held her tight. At first she fumbled at the buttons of his shirt, then tore it open, he tried to pull off her jeans and she his, but it was too cumbersome and went too slowly, so they each did their own, yanking off jeans and underpants and socks in a single motion. They had sex on the floor in the hall, fast, urgent, passionate.

Afterward he lay on his back with her half in the curve of his arm and half against his chest. “Well,” he said, and laughed aloud. She made a slight movement, a shake of the head, a tiny shrug of the shoulders, and pressed herself
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