
  On My Eyes


  by Bunny Shulman


  

  

  

  

  



  © 2005


  


  Smashwords Edition


  



  This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this collection of stories are either fictitious or are used fictitiously.


  



  All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission except for brief quotations for review purposes only.


  



  Gray Rabbit Publications


  1380 East 17 Street, Suite 2233


  Brooklyn, New York 11230


  



  ISBN 10: 1-61720-352-1


  ISBN 13: 978-1-61720-352-7


  



  First Gray Rabbit Edition, 2011


  

  

  

  

  



      I am deeply grateful to Barbara Bixon and the Novel Workshop members for their helpful comments and motivation; Pat Carr, Linda Silpe, and Mary Beaven for their critiques; and my editor, Ian Strock.


      With affection and gratitude, I thank my family for their understanding and continued encouragement.


  

  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 1


  

  



  The woman stood hidden in the dark shadows of the chapel, motionless, rooted to the stone floor, paralyzed by the scene before her. If only, her eyes riveted on the groom and his best man, if only they would trade places. Louder than the crush of ivory taffeta rustling against the smooth marble pillar was the sound of her breath. She was sure seated guests could hear the pounding of her heart as it beat against the crisp fabric of her gown, the pulse point at her temple throbbing. She pressed her cheek against the cool stone seeking relief… seeking control.


       To the front of the great hall sat a trio of musicians, their heads bent to their string instruments; cello, harp, and guitar. The mute sound of her own wailing roared like an ocean rushing inside her head, waves crashing against a rocky shore. A hammer beat behind her eyes, a mallet banging, unrelenting, overwhelming the music and weakening her resolve.


       Her eyes were drawn like a magnet to the best man, his return for this event expected. She watched as he stood stiff and motionless, his eyes hooded as though he were examining the gathering guests. She noted the passing years had not altered his manly physique, his strong shoulders not quite hidden under the Armani tuxedo he was wearing. Against her breast she clasped the bouquet of white roses, stems stripped of thorns, and forced her eyes to close. His image remained on her eyelids, tall and straight and proud, a reflection of days gone by. By God, he was still so handsome.


       Their high school year book had printed a photograph of him lounging in a leather arm chair, a proud senior on his way to college. She cherished that photograph, loved the playful grin, so endearing. She’d had the photo enlarged, matted, framed, and hung on the wall next to her bed.


       Sprawled behind the closed door of her bedroom, hours had been spent with her girl friends as they regaled one another with new accomplishments and triumphs, rehashed old stories and recent conquests. They gossiped, shared secrets and fantasies, and asked intimate questions of one another.


       She’d bragged to her girlfriends, “He will be with me always. Look…” she’d pointed proudly, “look at that photo he gave me.” Remembering his warm caress, she’d been filled with teenage passion, and she’d told her friends about the night she and Russell had snuggled in his car at the drive-in movie theater.


       “We barely watched the movie… kept his arm around me the whole time, pulled me real close and nibbled on my ear.”


       “Icky,” said one friend lounging across the bed.


       “Kinda tickled,” she continued.


       “You just like him cause he’s so sexy,” her friend said.


       “He’s a cheater,” another had warned.


       “Is not,” she’d insisted. “He loves me. We’ll always be together.”


       “You’re just dreaming.”


       “Stop it.” She’d felt stung by her friends’ disloyalty, and had turned her back, not caring what anyone thought. “You’re just teasing me. You know we’ll be together.” Holding the framed photo between her fingers, she’d pressed her lips against the glass, leaving a smear of lipstick.


       But the dancing memories shifted, and the dream ended when, without a word of warning, he unexpectedly departed for Europe, leaving her alone and defenseless. Time passed, first weeks turning into months, and slowly years of longing in his absence multiplied. Her eyes turned sad.


       Those very same high school friends married and moved on with their lives, while she stayed still. At first she paid visits to their new homes, gushed over the wedding albums, held the newborn, listened to discussions of formula and dirty diapers. Disjointed, she had nothing in common with these young married couples and little by little she had lost touch.


       Moving through her years in a cautious way, she remained on the outskirts of everyone else’s life. On her 37th birthday, she stood rooted before the silver edged mirror scrutinizing her reflection. She thought her face ordinary, past its prime. Alert suddenly to the deep furrow between her eyes and the thin line crossing her forehead, she shut away her image and placed her hands flat on the polished glass. Time was running away and life was passing by without bringing happiness. She contemplated her opportunities and determined to marry. Her decision was practical. Love would come later.


       On the eve of her wedding day, she removed the stuffed animals, the stacks of old love letters, the dried, pressed corsages, and matchbook covers. She’d tossed out snapshots and playbills and autograph books filled with memories. She disposed of all the keepsakes of her childhood, discarded all memorabilia. But she couldn’t rid herself of memories. Her memories owned her.


       Lastly, she removed the photograph from its hiding place, hugged it to her breast, and carried it downstairs and out the back door. She lifted the lid of the garbage pail and carefully set the framed photo down into the refuse below. She replaced the lid, not making a sound. A sliver of moon appeared from behind the darkened sky. Starlings were chattering loudly as she walked around the corner hurrying to meet him by the swings.


       She had so many thoughts locked in her heart, words that had been trapped for the countless years he’d been gone. The usual night sounds deserted the evening, the air surrounding them ceased stirring, the smell of jasmine, heavy. They hugged and held tight to each other till finally he brushed her forehead with his lips and pulled back. “Let me look at you,” he said.


       For a fraction of a second she lost her balance, then stood her ground. She wanted this moment to last. “I asked you to meet me tonight,” she said so softly he had to lean down to catch her words, “to tell you just this once… all the years you were away, I mourned for us and I waited for you. I saw you everywhere. You were on my eyes.”


       She pressed her cheek against his chest. Through a tightening throat she managed to say, “Though tomorrow I will be wed, you will always be in my heart. Nothing could ever change that for me.” Without a moment’s pause, she withdrew. And though he called after her, she ran hurriedly back to her bedroom.


       Hidden from sight behind the marble column, she was startled by a warm hand on her elbow, her father’s voice coming through her reverie. “It’s time, dear. Are you ready?” He lifted the long white veil and kissed first one cheek, then the other. “Your groom awaits.”


       Her dimpled face flushed, pale light dimming her features, her heart careening off its course and thundering in her chest, she answered, “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She tucked her trembling hand under her father’s arm and the trio began the wedding march. With a steady stride, her father guided her slowly down the aisle toward the altar. She heard the swoosh of friends and relatives turning in their seats to catch a glimpse of father and bride. She gazed up to where the rabbi and cantor stood subtly nodding their approval, her mother’s face beaming. The groom approached and took her gently from her father’s side.


       Everything moved in slow motion. Her heart pounded as they neared the altar. She turned ever so slightly, her eyes seeking the best man, yearning for him to stop the proceedings.


       The best man took a step and hesitated, his expression no longer the bright hopeful face of carefree days she had so adored, but a face clouded by a dark shadow crossing his handsome features, deepening the furrows left by time. He drew the gold wedding bands from his pocket, the precious circles meant to claim bride and groom one to the other. He stood before the approaching couple, shifting his weight, swaying before the altar. He stood… the best man… the groom’s brother.


  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 2


  

  



  Samantha Cooper, alone in the king-sized bed, opened her eyes to her first day of married life, and was surprised to find that Harold had already shaved and was fully dressed in khaki slacks and a button-down, short-sleeved sport shirt. He was sitting across the room reading, his opened briefcase on the floor by his side.


       Samantha stretched her arms and rubbed her bare shoulders. “How long have you been up?” Her voice husky from the few hours of sleep.


       “A while. I called room service for breakfast. I ordered for us both: veggie omelets and whole wheat toast… thought that’s what you’d like.” Harold got up from the arm chair, went to the wheeled table, and poured a cup of coffee. “They sent up a pot of coffee with the newspaper.” Carrying it over to her bedside, he inhaled deeply and said, “they really know how to make a good cup of coffee.”


       “What time is it?” she asked, sitting up and patting the mattress next to her.


       “It’s still early. I’ve been up for a while… went for a walk down by the ocean. I left you a note in case you got up before I returned.”


       She leaned forward and pressed her cheek against his arm. Why does it seem so unnatural that Harold is dressed and ready to start the day while I’m here alone, my nightgown twisted between my legs? I’m married… a married woman… and this is my honeymoon.


       “Up! Time to get up. The day awaits.” Harold moved away from the bed looking as though he needed to escape the bridal suite. He crossed to the heavy velvet drapes, pulled on the cord and the drapes opened to the brilliance of a July sun pouring into the room.


       Squinting her eyes against the light, Samantha ran fingers through her shoulder-length hair; hair the color of dark mahogany. Her eyelids were heavy over deep set ebony eyes. She dusted her fingertips over her high cheek bones. She thought of herself as average—average in height, average in weight, nothing special to look at—except for her peaches-and-cream complexion. Against her dark hair, her face appeared iridescent, as though lit from the inside.


       She looked toward Harold standing by the sliding glass doors and liked what she saw in her husband’s broad shoulders and muscular arms, his black hair cut short with wisps of grey showing just at the high widow’s peak. In his early fifties, his overall physique belied his age, though Samantha could see he’d grown soft in the middle. He was not the athletic type, more like a college professor. When Samantha had a problem and needed to talk things through, she turned to Harold. He was quick to give her advice and reassurance, always seemed so certain as to whatever he said, he seemed very sure of himself. She valued his opinion, thought of him as learned and wise.


       “Come on, now. Time’s awasting, Samantha. Rise and shine. I’ve planned a full day for us.”


       “You’re full of energy this morning,” she puffed up the pillow behind her head.


       “Have to make the most of the day. Come on now, breakfast on the balcony.”


       Samantha got out of bed, her bare feet on the marble floor sent a chill raising little goose bumps on her body. She wished Harold would come and warm her, hold her in his arms. She only wished her wedding night had held the promise of her expectations. If romance was lacking in this marriage, at least she was secure in the knowledge that he cared for her deeply.


       She recalled, how during the long drive to the hotel for their wedding night, Harold had been unusually quiet. He had seemed overly thoughtful. She had talked on and on, recalling chosen moments of the reception and ceremony to fill the silent spaces. Finally, she inquired, “Are you OK?”


       “Just tired,” had been his response.


       “Was a packed day,” she’d run her hand over his bare arm, the black hairs mingled with a touch of grey standing stiff under her fingers. “Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea to drive tonight.”


       “It’s fine… just tired.”


       A honeymoon in Kennebunkport, Maine, had been Harold’s idea. He had seemed so delighted with his idea that Samantha did not offer any other suggestion. Certainly not her idea of a honeymoon destination, Samantha would rather they’d done something really special—gone to Paris, or Venice, or taken a cruise, or even flown off to some resort in the Caribbean.


       The following week, Harold had made all the necessary arrangements and announced, “Everything’s all set. I’ve made our reservations at the Grand Hotel in Kennebunkport. We’ll stay there for the week.”


       “A week in Maine? Why Maine for a whole week?”


       “For the fishing! And the lobster. It’s famous for lobster. We’ll hire a boat to take us fishing. You do like to fish, don’t you? You told me that when you were in Florida, you caught he biggest fish on the boat.”


       “Oh Harold, that was years ago.”


       “Well, now’s your chance to show your skill and prove it with a rod and reel.”


       “I was a kid on vacation with my parents. How can you remember that?”


       “If you haven’t already noticed, I remember everything you ever say or do.”


       “That sounds ominous,” she laughed. “I can’t be held responsible for everything I ever say or do.”


       Once at the hotel, she’d been astounded when Harold requested their room have two beds. Samantha’s breath caught in her throat, and she drew her arms tight against her sides, her elbows digging into her waist. She stood still as a statue, unable to let go the gulp of air trapped in her chest. Her eyes sought her husband’s face but found only his angular profile, the cords on his neck protruding as taut elastic bands.


       Even the desk clerk was startled, his eyebrows arching high to meet his shiny toupee. “Sir,” he said, “the bridal suite has a king-sized bed as well as a futon. Will that be suitable, or would you rather change your reservation to a different room?”


       Samantha watched as her husband signed the register, Mr. and Mrs. Harold Cooper.


       Settled into the bed of the luxurious Frette sheets and silken comforter, Harold had been caring and gentle, but reached his climax long before Samantha’s thirst had been fulfilled. He stroked her back and covered her with the comforter, then slid out of the bed saying, “I’ll sleep better on the futon tonight.”


       She had expected to share this night with Harold, wanted to feel his weight upon her, needed to tell him of her most buried secrets, her years of unrewarded intimacy, her hopes and dreams. Those hopeful dreams were denied as soon as Harold abandoned the bridal bed. Tears of anguish swelled and dropped on her pillow, and the empty space in her heart grew. Samantha slipped the wedding band off her finger and rolled the gold ring back and forth across her palm, the metal cold and foreign.


       Throughout the night, Samantha remained awake. Silently curled into a tight ball she was afraid to move, afraid to close her eyes, fearful that Russell’s image might appear on the inner screen of her eyelids. Chilled, the covers offering little comfort, her body compressed, knees tightly drawn, she stared until dawn at the shape of Harold sleeping across the room, his nostrils quivering with each inhalation, and his eyelids not fully closed in sleep. She sincerely doubted that desire would be part of their married life. Respect? Probably, and caring, but no desire.


       She really liked Harold, his integrity instilled confidence. They had known each other for years, had shared both happy and sad occasions. Theirs would be a mature relationship. But passion? No, she thought, not a chance, but with time, devotion… and children… two perfect children, a boy and a girl, perhaps twins, certainly close in age… and soon. They would be good parents, their children healthy and strong. She knew that time was not her best friend, and thought they’d better get started right away trying to have a family. Was Harold too old to have children? Did he even want children? She coiled onto herself in the empty marriage bed, and with the silk of her nightgown, she wiped the tears from her face till she finally fell asleep.


  * * *


  In the bathroom on this first morning of her honeymoon, Samantha washed the sleep from her eyes, pulled her toothbrush from a satin cosmetic case, and looked at herself in the mirror. Fishing off the coast of Maine is not anywhere near my dream of a honeymoon. Ugh! Fishing on a smelly boat. Samantha pulled the pale pink silk peignoir over her nightgown and went out through the sliding doors to join Harold on their balcony overlooking the Atlantic Ocean.


       “To married life.” Harold raised his glass of orange juice. “A toast to married life.” They sat around a small café table, the metal showing signs of rust, eating breakfast. The early morning breeze tasted of salt water and the moist air left droplets sparkling on Samantha’s eyelashes. Pouring the last of the coffee into their mugs, Samantha said, “How bout if we just spend the day lounging on the beach instead of fishing. Look how gorgeous,” she waved in the direction of the beach.


       “Sounds like an alternate plan.”


       They changed into bathing suits and coverups, proceeded down the elevator, out through the lobby and down the narrow path to the wide, sandy beach. An attendant set lounge chairs by the water’s edge and gave them each thick terry towels. “Sun’s kinda strong, today. Do ya need any sun tan lotion? Ya can get it over at the hut.” He pointed to the thatched roof back off the beach surrounded by the pine trees. “Oh,” he added as he sauntered away across the wide sand, “careful of the rip current. Pretty strong today.”


       Harold lavishly smeared sun tan lotion on Samantha’s back and shoulders. “Sun’s really strong, Samantha. You’ll have to be careful not to get burnt.”


       “Feels wonderful.”


       “Just the same, don’t want you to blister.”


       He got up off his lounge, went over to the little hut, and returned with a sun hat. He placed it on Samantha and pulled the brim down low so as to keep her face out of the sun. Harold asked that an umbrella be placed to afford Samantha some shade.


       Finally, they tip-toed into the ocean, at first advancing just up to their knees, waves sending sprays of the water over them. They hesitated, and after a quick look at one another dove into the ice cold ocean.


       Samantha bobbed up, hair covering her face and, hugged her arms about her shoulders. “It’s freezing! I’m numb… all over.” She called out to Harold.


       “Oh, my god, that’s cold water.” Harold gulped, and they both raced out of the water. Lunch of steamed lobster alongside bowls of melted butter, a luscious tomato salad, and coleslaw was served to the hotel guests, the buffet table set on the beach under a low thatched roof. Samantha and Harold sat on a long bench side by side, chatting and laughing with the other guests, butter running down from their fingers to their elbows as they devoured the succulent lobster.


       They stayed on the beach for the better part of the day. Guests made their way along the beach, picking up stones, some plunging into the water, laughing and splashing, cavorting, the waves no longer gentle but rougher as the afternoon progressed.


       “Did you hear that?” Harold touched Samantha’s arm.


       “Hear what?” Samantha asked.


       “Oh, I thought I heard something.”


       “Lots of laughter from that group,” she indicated, turning her head.


       “No, not them. Thought I heard… oh! there… someone’s in trouble…” Harold jumped up from his lounge. “Help,” he cried out as he ran to the water’s edge and pointed. “There,” he yelled. “Help!” He raced into the water and yelled, “hold on… I’m coming,” and dove into the crashing waves.


       Samantha ran down into the ocean crying “Harold. Be careful. Harold.” She turned to the others on the beach, waves knocking her off her feet. “Help him. Someone go in and help them.” She could see Harold approaching the swimmer who was flailing his arms wildly, panicking. She lost sight of Harold for a moment. She held her breath. She squeezed her hands together. Waves knocked her down and crashed around her. She stood and searched. Then she saw Harold surface behind the man and reach an arm over his shoulder, putting him into a cross chest carry. Harold had reached the man in trouble.


       Samantha stood paralyzed by fear, her hand clapped over her mouth. People stood in tight groups, words bouncing off each other, everyone talking at once.


       “It’s the rip current.”


       “What’s that?”


       “Waves create a valley—”


       “A depression—”


       “The water rushes out—”


       “They’ll be pushed—”


       “They’re being swept out into the ocean. Oh, my God,” said Samantha, reaching out as though to help Harold. “They’re being swept out into the ocean.” As the waves fell, her view was obscured with each upheaval.


       “Swim to the right,”shouted a man racing down from the hut. “Swim out of the current. To the right.” He turned to the group. “They have to get out of the current.”


       Samantha screamed at the top of her lungs, “Swim right… go… swim right… right out of the current.”


       The group took up the chant and all together yelled, “Swim right! Swim right.”


       She could see Harold struggling to maintain a solid grip on the man. With his powerful upper body and strong shoulders, Samantha prayed his strength would carry both of them out of the fast moving current. Finally, she saw them swim out of the pull and escape the rip current, enter into calmer waters swimming parallel to the beach.


       Pulling the man toward shore, others on the beach entered the water to give the staggering men assistance. They grabbed the weaker man under his arms and helped him walk to the shore. Others surrounded Harold, their faces shining with admiration saying, “That was quite a save.”


       “You really saved that man.”


       “Ever done that before?”


       “That was a close one.”


       Samantha threw her arms around Harold. “I was so scared. Whatever made you do that?”


       “I don’t know,” he said, wrapping the towel around his shoulders. “Must be in the genes. I just did it without thinking.”


       An older gentleman approached, clapped Harold on the back, and to Samantha, said, “You should be really proud of your husband.”


  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 3


  

  



  Upon returning to Ithaca from their honeymoon, Samantha packed her personal belongings, left her parents’ home, and moved into Harold’s townhouse, a temporary arrangement till more suitable housing could be purchased. The location was most convenient, quite close to the grade school where Samantha taught fifth grade, and not far from the engineering firm where Harold was employed.


       Placing her clothing into the dark bureau and narrow closet, Samantha felt her throat tighten, her skin prickled as though she’d brushed against a bramble of pine needles. Settling into Harold’s home, with its masculine furniture and dark, heavy draperies, gave Samantha her first claustrophobic moments, though the plush of the forest green carpeting felt soft under her bare toes. Running her fingertips over the current issues of Time and Newsweek set on a tabletop, she viewed the mound of periodicals and assorted technical magazines piled next to an overstuffed armchair. She wondered if the bulky four poster bed draped in a cumbersome spread would invite them to the passion that had been missing during their short-lived honeymoon.


       She remembered the night not so long ago when she blew out thirty-seven candles atop her birthday cake. She had hesitated making her wish, the wax beginning to drip onto the white frosting, the pink roses drooping to one side of the store-bought cake.


       Her mother said, “Hurry up, Samantha, make your wish. The candles are melting.”


       “Wishes are for children,” Samantha looked up from the table and drew a deep breath, exhaled slowly and looked up at the ceiling nodding her head. She’d do it. It was high time. They’d be a good match. Married to a good man, she wouldn’t be an old maid school teacher. Her parents could move on to Arizona without a backward glance. They’d be happy for her. It was then she informed her parents of her decision to marry Harold, her hands gripping the edge of the table, the pulse points on her forehead beating rapidly.


       “Harold?” her mother’s voice rose an octave higher than normal as she arched forward in the dining room chair. “Are you sure that’s what you want? He’s so much older…” She slumped back in her chair and nibbled on her lower lip, her fingers playing with the edge of the linen table cloth.


       Samantha remembered how she’d answered so cautiously. “He’s reliable, Mom. He may not be the love of my life, but he’s a good man.”


       Her father had brushed the hair back from her forehead and embraced Samantha saying, “He’s steady; He’ll take good care of you. You’ll learn to love him all in good time.”


  * * *


  Married life was not at all what Samantha had expected. Little idiosyncrasies began to irritate her and creep into their daily existence. She was annoyed when Harold insisted he was the one with the green thumb, and then proceeded to over-water the plants. It bothered Samantha that each morning, after Harold retrieved the newspaper from the driveway, he’d drop the dirty, wet plastic covering on the clean kitchen counter. Then he’d pull apart the various sections and hand over to Samantha the portions he’d selected for her to read, and never did it include the front page.


       But the most distressing of these traits was the pile of discount coupons Harold meticulously snipped from the Sunday Ithaca News with a long paper shears. Each Monday morning he left the coupons on the breakfast table, expecting Samantha to make the purchases that day. The January sale of bedding was the top of the pile one Monday, and as Harold was leaving for work, he said, “We should take advantage of the mattress sale. I’m not sleeping well in that four poster.” He picked up his briefcase and continued, “it’s time for twin beds. I’ll meet you after work, and we’ll get it done in an hour.” Harold did not wait for any response from Samantha.


       Harold began to organize their social life, informed her where in the neighborhood she should shop for the best prices, and the noise of televised news broadcasts that invaded their dinners each evening became a constant irritant to Samantha.


       “You’re very set in your ways, Harold,” Samantha turned the volume low on the television.


       “Turn it louder. I can’t hear it.” He swirled the red wine around to the rim of his glass.


       “Come on, Harold. It’s dinner time. We should enjoy our dinner.”


       “You know, Samantha, it’s important we hear the news commentator. Please turn it up.”


       “We can hear it later.”


       “I always listen to the six o’clock news report.”


       “You’re inflexible.”


       “It’s not just that I’m much older than you. It’s that my thinking is mature… experienced. It’s important that I keep up to the minute.”


       Her back teeth were clenched tight as she listened impatiently to his voice drone on as though he were delivering a familiar sermon, till finally she leaned forward across the dining table and said, “Can’t we discuss this? My wants are important… at least to me… and should be to you, too.”


       “Samantha! What’s this all about? I don’t see what you’re so upset about.”


       “Harold! Where’s the give and take? You can’t expect me to simply accept your decisions no matter what.”


       One morning at the breakfast table, Harold declared the real estate market flat and the time to sell his townhouse not ripe. “Anyway,” he added, turning the pages of the classified section one after another, “we don’t need more room. We’re comfortable here. We’ll be building up our savings… your future security.”


       Samantha continued to wipe the frying pan, the dish towel going round and round in repetitive motion, knowing that a home of her choice had never been a real possibility. Her mind churned. What is this? I’ve turned myself into a machine simply taking orders, not capable of acting on my own, capable of action only when it is desired by Harold. I’m in a damned vise… a trap of my own making. This pattern of Harold dictating on even the most trivial of matters has to stop. I can’t keep accepting this. Where the hell is my gumption?


       Preparing to leave the house one evening, Samantha called up the stairs, “Harold, I can’t find your raincoat. Did you leave it somewhere?”


       “Don’t yell.”


       Lowering her voice and closing her eyes to strengthen her patience, she said, “Please, Harold, we’re late. My parents will worry.” She could feel tension rise in the air with the delay.


       “I’ll be another minute… just selecting my tie.”


       Grasping the knob of the banister she asked, again, “Your raincoat, Harold, it’s pouring out.”


       “My secretary sent it out to the cleaners.”


       “Marjorie did what?” What nerve. That girl is merely his secretary. Samantha shouted up the stairs, a sharp edge to her voice. “Did you ask her to?”


       “She thought it needed freshening.”


       “Don’t you think it’s a bit excessive for your secretary to assume the role of your valet?”


       “Do I note a bit of sarcasm in your voice?”


       “Well, I think she’s out of line… presumptuous.” Then she added, keeping her voice under control, “What else does she do for you?”


       Harold leaned over the bannister and called down, “Enough, Samantha, drop it. You sound like a jealous wife.”


       “Do I have cause?”


       “You’re driving me crazy with your innuendoes. You have nothing to worry about.”


       “Your late nights… All of those business obligations… well, they’ve become much more frequent. You have to admit that, Harold.”


       “I’m simply earning a living, Samantha. I’m doing this for us both, you know.”


       Doubts infested Samantha’s lurid imagination, alive and fertile with images of women snuggling in her husband’s arms. She was besieged with suspicions. Harold doesn’t seem interested in any sort of intimacy. Here, I am, married for three years, and my husband rarely touches me. His very attitude toward me seems ever more distant. He’s not interested in making love with me. She shook her head to rid herself of these thoughts, turned away from the staircase, and grasped her hands together, squeezed them tight to stop her racing mind. I have to stop thinking this way. Harold is not being unfaithful. He’s just being Harold.


       Nonetheless, shaken by the trappings of her mind, she was sure that the only answer was that he was cheating on his marriage vows. Becoming more alert to oddities, suspicion crept around daily chores.


       While straightening up the townhouse one day, a check written to the Animal Rescue Fund peeked her interest. She sat back. Harold’s never shown an interest in pets. He always said pets were simply a nuisance. Ripped papers in the waste basket caught her attention. She knew it was foolish, but she proceeded to piece together what was an engraved invitation to an event sponsored by the Animal Rescue Fund. On the bottom of the card, there was a note, written in flowery handwriting—“I promise you lots of fun, Eve Kane.”


       Fury overtook Samantha’s usual calm veneer. She slammed her hand down on the desk. The unmitigated audacity. The gall. Boldly signing her name. Harold must think I’m really stupid or naive. It’s almost as though he doesn’t care if I know or not. What does he think I am? I’m not some dumb wife swallowing half truths and prefabricated business trips. I’m fed up with his mid-life crisis.


       For certain, all her suspicions were founded. She determined to confront this woman.


  

  

  

  

  



  


  

Chapter 4


  

  The journey from Ithaca to Manhattan had been uneventful, her mind consumed with the weekend schedule, plans skillfully organized. She had arrived midday Friday, registered at the Walton Hotel a few blocks from Grand Central Station, and spent the remainder of the day and evening in SoHo wandering the side streets, peering into galleries, and exploring the numerous shops, especially jewelry shops.


       Spotting the familiar works of Robert Lee Morris, the jeweler she had sought, in a shop window, she immediately purchased a pair of large silver earrings, an ill-afforded extravagance. “Don’t bother wrapping them,” she had said to the salesgirl, “I’ll put them right on. I’m sure my husband will love them.”


       Saturday morning, after a sleepless night of tossing and turning on the rough hotel sheets, she had washed, shampooed, and blown dry her hair. Her dark hair with the hint of red had lost the luster of which she’d been so proud. A few grey strands had become so visible that Samantha had stood looking in the mirror, debating whether or not to dye her hair. She tied her long hair back off her face with a black chiffon bow, and remembered how, in her carefree twenties, the very last thing she would ever do was dye her hair. Well, she acknowledged, times change.


       Carefully applying her makeup for the ladies luncheon, she studied her appearance in the full length mirror. Though her complexion had paled and the wrinkles around her eyes had become prominent, she was pleased that what she saw in the reflection was a neatly dressed woman, still attractive and rather conservative. She then proceeded to Central Park, arriving at the appropriate hour.


  * * *


  In a sunlit garden area just outside the Tavern on the Green, Samantha stood searching for the woman she’d come to challenge, the thin stem of a champagne glass tightly gripped by her stiff fingers, a strawberry floating on the bubbly surface of the punch. She had planned for the Saturday luncheon far in advance, the charity holding the benefit merely an excuse… an excuse to face her husband’s lover.


       The simple, black two-piece outfit she had selected to wear consisted of a cotton, short-sleeved, knit top over loose fitted slacks and open toed flats. Across her shoulder, the thin strap of a small, red pocketbook held her return train ticket.


       Feeling a bit queasy, her empty stomach rumbling at the self-inflicted denial of the passed appetizers, she moved awkwardly to the outside of the gathering group of trendy women bedecked in the finest of the day’s fashion.


       As requested, she filled out a name tag printing only her first name, Sammy, and pressed it firmly against her blouse. Surveying the crowd, Samantha stood on the soft grass, shifting her weight, her gold wedding band turned and twisted on her long, thin fingers, manicured nails cut short and trim. A pair of prescription dark glasses with extra large lenses hid her eyes as she canvassed the guests. She had traveled to this charity function to learn just what her husband’s lover had that she herself lacked. At last, Samantha discovered her and eyed the woman… her competition. Flashy bitch. Thinks she can have it all.


       She observed the flamboyant tan and black straw hat, its oversized brim tipped rakishly to one side. The dress of a multi-colored design on a black background was vibrant in pattern, tightly fitted around her hips and thighs. The dress stopped short well above her knees. Shapely legs, bare and smooth, were well tanned, but Samantha thought the spikes of the high-heeled shoes she wore—the spikes of which were digging mercilessly into the soft turf—ill advised for this garden party. Taking a deep breath, Samantha walked across the thick grass and, with her head held high, approached the other woman.


       The younger woman, pointing to her own name tag, introduced herself as Eve Kane, the luncheon co-chairperson, and shook hands with Samantha. “Always so nice to welcome new members. Wish I had a better memory. Where did you say you live?” She, too, held a glass of champagne punch, hers half empty.


       “Oh, I’m new to the city. I’m just renting for the time being.” Eve’s perfume permeated the air surrounding the two women. The scent baiting Samantha, she asked, “Isn’t that ‘Forever’?”


       “Pardon?”


       “You know, Alfred Sung’s ‘Forever.’” Samantha took a sip from her glass, the punch warmed by her
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