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In dodging Robert’s hand, the furious hand aimed at her face, she fell and struck the edge of the closet’s open door instead. Now on the floor, stunned by a rush of pain, she leaned against the wall, touched her cheek, and, in a kind of astonishment, stared at the blood on her hand.

Robert’s eyes and his mouth had become three dark, round holes in his face.

“Oh, good God!” He knelt beside her. “Let me look. No, let me, Lynn! Thank goodness it’s nothing. Just a break in the skin. An accident … I’ll get a washcloth and ice cubes. Here, let me pull you up.”

“Don’t touch me, damn you!” Thrusting his hand away, she pulled herself up and sat down on the bed between the suitcases. Her face burned, while her cold fingers felt for the rising lump on her cheekbone. Another lump, thick with outrage and tears, rose in her throat.

Robert bustled between the bedroom and the bathroom. “Damn, where’s the ice bucket? In a first-class hotel like this you’d think they’d put—oh, here it is. Now just lie back. I’ll fix the pillows. Hold this to your face. Does it hurt much?”

His expressions of anxiety were sickening. She closed her eyes. If she could have closed her ears, she would have done so. His voice, so rich, so beautifully modulated, was trying to soothe her.

“You tripped. I know I raised my hand but you tripped. I’m sorry, but you were so angry, you were almost hysterical, Lynn, and I had to stop you somehow.”

She opened her eyes. “I? I was so angry? I was almost hysterical? Think again and tell the truth if you can.”

“Well, I did lose my temper a little. I’ll admit that. But can you blame me? Can you? When I depended on you to do the packing and you know how important this convention is, you know this could be my chance for promotion to the New York headquarters, the main chance of a lifetime maybe, and here I am without a dinner jacket.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose. Now I’ll tell you for the third time that Kitty Lombard told me the men won’t be wearing tuxedos. I specifically asked about it.”

“Kitty Lombard! She steered you wrong on purpose and you’re too stupid to know it. How often have I told you that people like nothing better than to see somebody else look like a fool? Especially in the business world. They all want to sabotage you. When will you learn to stop trusting every Tom, Dick, and Harry you come across? Never, I suppose.” Striding across the room, in his powerful indignation, Robert looked about ten feet tall. “And by the way, may I remind you again that it’s not called a ‘tuxedo’? It’s a ‘dinner jacket.’ ”

“All right, all right. I’m a hick, a small-town hick, remember? My dad ran a hardware store. I never saw a dinner jacket except in pictures until I met you. But I never saw a man raise his hand to a woman either.”

“Oh, let’s stop this, Lynn! There’s no sense going over it all night. It’s almost six, and the dinner’s at seven. Your ice is melting. Let me have a look again.”

“I’ll take care of myself, thanks. Let me alone.”

In the bathroom she closed the door. The full-length mirror reflected a small, freckled woman, still girlish at thirty-six, with bangs and a curving cap of smooth sandy hair worn as she had in high school. The face, pleasing yet unremarkable except for a pair of rather lovely light eyes, was disfigured now by the bruise, much larger than she had imagined and already more hideously, brightly blue and green than one would have thought possible. She was horrified.

Robert opened the door. “Jesus! How can you possibly go downstairs looking like that! Unless—” He frowned over his thoughts.

“Unless what, if you please?”

“Well—I don’t know. I could say the airline lost the bag with my clothes, and that you have a stomach virus, one of those twenty-four-hour things. Make yourself comfortable, take a hot bath, keep the ice on your face, get in bed, and read. Call room service and have a good dinner. Relax. It’ll do you good. A nice quiet dinner without kids.”

Lynn stared at him. “Mr. Efficiency. You have it figured out, as always.”

Everything was ruined, this happily anticipated weekend away, the new dress, spring-green silk with crystal buttons, the new bottle of perfume, the manicure, all the joy gone. Sordid ruination. And he could stand there, confident, handsome, and secure, ready to cope, to go forward again.

“I hate you,” she said.

“Oh, Lynn, cut it out. I am not, I repeat, not going to go over this business ad infinitum. Just pull yourself together. I have to pull myself together for both our sakes, make an appearance and make the best of this opportunity. All the top brass will be here, and I can’t afford to be rattled. I have to think clearly. Now I’m going to get dressed. Thank God my other suit is pressed.”

“I know. I pressed it.”

“Well, you got one thing straight, at least.”

“I keep your whole life straight every day of my life.”

“Will you lower your voice? People can hear you in the hall. Do you want to disgrace us both?”

Suddenly, as water is sucked down a drain, her strength rushed out. Her arms, her legs, even her voice refused to work and she dropped facedown onto the wide bed between the open suitcases. Her lips moved silently.

“Peace, peace,” they said.

Robert moved about, jingling keys as he dressed. When he was ready to go he came to the bed.

“Well, Lynn? Are you going to stay there like that all rumpled up in your street clothes?”

Her lips moved, but silently, again. “Go away. Just go away,” they said.

The door clicked shut. And at that moment the tension broke. All the outrage at injustice, the humiliation of helpless defeat, flowed out in torrential tears, tears that she could never have shed while anyone was watching.

“You were always a proud, spunky little thing,” Dad used to say. Oh, such a proud, spunky little thing! she thought as she collapsed into long, heaving, retching sobs.

Much later, as abruptly as the torrent had started, it ceased. She was emptied, calmed, relieved. Cold and stiff from having lain so long uncovered, she got up and, for lack of any other purpose, went to the window. Forty floors below lights moved through the streets; lights dotted the silhouettes of Chicago’s towers; light from the silver evening sky sprayed across Lake Michigan. Small, dark, fragmented clouds ran through the silver light and dissolved themselves within it. The whole scene was in motion, while the invisible wind rattled at the window glass.

Behind her the room was too still. Hotel rooms, when you were alone, were as desolate as a house emptied out after death. And Lynn, shuddering, ran to her carry-on bag, took out the photo of her children, and put it on the dresser, saying aloud, “There!” They had created an instant’s presence.

And she stood looking, wanting most terribly these two girls whom she had left home in St. Louis only that morning and whom, like any other mother, she had been glad to leave behind for a while. Now, if she possibly could, she would repack her bag and fly back to them. Her beautiful Emily, the replica of Robert, would be at the sophomore dance tonight. Annie would just about now be going back to Aunt Helen’s house from a third-grade birthday party. Smart Annie, funny, secretive, sensitive, difficult Annie. Yes, she would fly home to them right now if she could. But Robert had the tickets and the money. She never did have any cash beyond the weekly allowance for the household. And anyway, she thought, remembering, how could I just walk in with this face and without their father?

The silence began to buzz in Lynn’s ears. A sensation of fear as of some desperate, unexplainable menace came flooding. The walls closed in.

“I have to get out of here,” she said aloud.

Putting on her travel coat, she drew the collar up and wrapped a scarf around her head, drawing it like a peasant’s babushka over her cheeks as far as it would go, which was not far enough. Luckily there were only two other people in the elevator during its long descent, a very young couple dressed for some gala event, and so tenderly engrossed with each other that they truly did not give a glance to Lynn’s face. In the marble lobby people were either hurrying from cocktails to dinner or else lingering at the vitrines with their displays of glittering splendors, their jewels, leathers, satins, and furs.

Outdoors, cold spring air stung the burning bruise. At a drugstore she stopped to get something for it, a gauze bandage or some ointment, anything.

“I bumped into a door. Isn’t that stupid?” she said. Then, shocked at the sight of her swollen eye in the mirror behind the man’s head, she added clumsily, “And on top of that, I have this miserable allergy. My eyes—”

The man’s own eyes, when he handed her a little package of allergy pills and a soothing ointment, reflected his disbelief and his pity. Overcome with shame at her own naïveté, she rushed away into the anonymity of the street.

Then, walking in the direction of the lake, she remembered vaguely from a previous visit to the city that there would be a green space there with walks and benches. It was really too cold to sit still, but nevertheless she sat down, tightened the coat around her, and gazed out to where the water met the sky. Couples strolled, walking their dogs and talking peaceably. It hurt so much to watch them that she could have wept, if she had not already been wept out.

The day had begun so well. The flight from home was a short” one, so there had been time enough for a walk on Michigan Avenue before going back to the room to dress. Robert was a window-shopper. He loved dark, burnished wood in fine libraries, eighteenth-century English paintings of fields and farms, classic sculpture, and antique rugs, all quiet, dignified, expensive things. Often he stopped to admire a beautiful dress, too, like the one they had seen this afternoon, a peach silk ballgown scattered with seed-pearl buds.

“That would be perfect on you,” he had observed.

“Shall I wear it to the movies on Saturday night?” she had teased back.

“When I am a chief executive officer, there will be occasions for a dress like that,” he had replied, and added then, “It suits you. Airy and delicate and soft, like you.”

It had begun so well.… Their life together had begun so well.…
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“Why do they call you ‘Midge’?” he had asked her. He had never noticed her before that day. But then, he was the head of the department, while she only sat at a typist’s desk. “Why? On the list it says your name is Lynn Riemer.”

“I was always called that. Even at home. It’s short for ‘midget.’ I guess it was because my sister’s tall.”

“You’re nowhere near being a midget.” He looked her up and down quite seriously. “Five foot two, I’d estimate.”

It was his eyes that held her, the brilliant blue, darkening or lightening according to mood, that held every woman in the office, for that matter, and possibly, in a different way, the men too. The men had to have serious respect for authority; authority could praise and promote; authority could also discharge a man to creep home in defeat to his family. But the women’s fear of Robert Ferguson was diluted with a tremulous, daring, sexual fervor. This fervor had to be secret. Each would have been embarrassed to admit to another, for fear of seeming ridiculous: Robert Ferguson was totally beyond their reach, and they all knew it, worlds apart from the men with whom they had grown up and whom they dated.

It was not only that with those vivacious eyes and his long, patrician bones he was extraordinarily handsome. It was an aura about him. He was absolutely confident. His diction was perfect, his clothes were perfect, and he demanded perfection of everyone around him. Lateness was not tolerated. Papers put on his desk for his signature had to be flawless. His initials had to be accurate: V.W. Robert Victor William Ferguson. His car must be kept in a quickly accessible place in a parking lot. Yet, for all of this, he was considerate and kind. When he was pleased, he was generous with a compliment. He remembered birthdays, making happy occasions in the office. When anyone was sick, he became earnestly involved. It was known that he volunteered at the men’s ward at the hospital.

“He’s an enigma,” Lynn had once remarked when Robert was being discussed, and he often was discussed.

“I’m going to call you ‘Lynn’ from now on,” he said that day, “and tell everyone here to do the same.”

She had no idea why he should have paid enough attention to her to remark upon her name. It was silly. Yet she was sufficiently flustered by the happening to tell her sister Helen that she would not answer to “Midge” anymore.

“Why? What’s wrong with it?”

“I have a perfectly good name, and I’m not a midget. Even my boss says it’s ridiculous.”

Helen had given her a look of amusement that she remembered clearly long afterward. Ever since her marriage and the birth of two babies, Helen had assumed a superior air of motherly protectiveness.

“Your boss? It seems to me you talk about him a good deal.”

“I do not.”

“Oh, yes, you do. You may not realize it, but you do. ‘My boss has a stereo in his office. My boss treated us all to pizza for lunch. My boss got a big raise from the main office—’ ”

It was true that he was more and more in Lynn’s thoughts, that she watched without seeming to do so for his every arrival and departure. She had begun to have passionate fantasies. So Helen was probably right.…

Then one day Robert asked her to go to dinner with him.

“You look as if you were floating on air,” Helen said.

“Well, I am. I thought, I still am thinking, Why me?”

“Why not you? You have more life and more energy than any six people put together. Why do you think boys all—”

“You don’t understand. This man is different. He’s distinguished. His face looks like the ones you see on statues or on those old coins in Dad’s collection.”

“By the way, how old is he?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“And you’re twenty. Twenty, going on fourteen. Filled with dreams.”

Lynn still kept the dress she had worn that night. Sentimental almost to a fault, she held on to everything, from her wedding dress and her children’s christening gowns to the pressed flowers from the bouquet that Robert had sent after that first dinner, a splendid sheaf of white roses tied with pink ribbon.

“Tell me about yourself,” he had begun when they sat down with the candlelight between them.

She had responded lightly, “There isn’t much to tell.”

“There always is, in every life. Start from the beginning. Were you born here in the city?”

“No, in Iowa. In a farming town south of Des Moines. My mother died, and my father still lives there. My sister moved here when she was married, and I guess that’s why, after graduation from high school, I came here too. There were no jobs at home anyway. This is my first one, and I hope I’m doing well.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“I wanted to see the city, to see things, and it’s been fun. Having the apartment, going to the concerts—”

He nodded. “A world-class orchestra. As fine as anything in New York.”

“I’ve never been there.”

“When I was at the Wharton School, I went often to the theater. It’s only a short train ride from Philadelphia.”

Her tongue was loosening. The wine might be helping. “I’d like to see the east. I’d like to see Europe, England, France, Rome.”

His eyes were shining and smiling at her. “The places that you read about in Portrait of a Lady last week?”

She was astonished. “How did you know?”

“Simple. I saw the book on your desk. Don’t they call me ‘Hawkeye’ in the office?”

She laughed and blushed. “How on earth can you know that? Nobody ever says—”

“I’ve also got sharp ears.”

She struck out boldly. “Is that why you invited me tonight? Is that what gave you the idea, that I read Henry James?”

“That had a little to do with it. I was curious. You must admit that the rest of them on the staff don’t go much beyond movie magazines, do they?”

“They’re my friends. I don’t pay attention to things like that,” she said loyally. “They’re not important.”

“Don’t think I’m a snob. I don’t judge people by their knowledge of what’s in books either. But you have to admit that it’s pleasant to be with people who like the same things you like. Besides, you’re beautiful. That must have had something to do with it, don’t you think?”

“Thank you.”

“You don’t believe you are beautiful, do you? Your eyes say that you’re doubtful. I’ll tell you. You’re a porcelain doll. Your skin is white as milk.”

She parried, “Is it good to look like a porcelain doll?”

“I think so. I meant it as a compliment.”

This dialogue was certainly different from any she had ever had before, with Bill or anyone else. And she was not sure what she ought to say next.

“Well, go on with your story about yourself. You’ve only just begun.”

“There isn’t much more. Dad couldn’t afford college, so I went to a very good secretarial school that had courses in English lit. I’d always loved to read, and it’s there that I learned what to read. So I read and I cook. That’s my second hobby. Maybe it’s boasting, but the fact is, I’m a very good cook. And that’s all, I guess. Now it’s your turn.”

“Okay. Born and grew up in Pittsburgh. No brothers or sisters, which made for a bit of lonesomeness. I had a good home, though. My parents were especially loving. They spoiled me a little, I think. In their way they were unusual people. My mother played the piano and taught me to play. I’m not all that good, but I play because it makes me think of her. My father was a learned man and very quiet and kindly, with an old-fashioned sort of dignity. His business took him around the world. Every summer they went to Salzburg for the music festival.” He paused. “They were killed in an auto accident the summer I was graduated from college.”

She felt a stab of horror. “How awful for you! It’s bad enough when someone has a heart attack, as my mother did. But a car accident’s so—so unnecessary, so wrong!”

“Yes. Well, life goes on.” His face sank into sadness, the mouth and eyes gone still.

At the back of the room, just then the pianist was singing, “A tale told by a stranger, by a new love, on a dark blue evening in a rose-white May.”

The poignant words of the forties, so long ago, coming at this moment of Robert’s revelations, filled her chest with a longing almost painful, a confusion of sadness and thrilling joy. Tears came to her eyes.

When he saw them, he touched her hand. “Gentle girl … But enough of this. Come, we’ll be late for the movie.”

She went home and lay awake half the night. I want to live with him for the rest of my life, she thought. He is the one. But I’m an idiot. We had an evening together, that’s all. He won’t seriously want me. How can he? I’m not nearly good enough for him. He won’t want me.

He had wanted her, though, wanted her badly. In the office they hid their intense emotion; passing each other, their eyes turned away. Joyously, she kept their secret. She alone came to know the other side of this man whom others found imperious, the part of him that was so very tender. She alone knew about the high tragedy of his parents’ deaths, and about his lesser sorrows too.

He confided, “I’ve been married.”

She felt a rush of disappointment, a pang of jealousy.

“We met at college and were married in commencement week. Looking back, I wonder how it ever happened. She was very beautiful and very rich, but spoiled and irresponsible, too, so we were completely unsuited to each other. Querida—her mother was Spanish—was ‘artistic.’ She did watercolors. I don’t mean to disparage her, but she was just a dabbler. She took a job in a small gallery and on her day off was a volunteer docent at the museum. Anything to get out of the house. She hated the house. The place was a mess, no meals, the laundry not even sent out half the time, nothing done. I could never bring anybody home from the office, never solidify the contacts one needs to make it in the business world.” He shrugged. “What can I say except that hers was an entirely different way of life from what I was used to? We grated on each other’s nerves, and so of course we argued almost daily. She disliked my friends, and I wasn’t fond of hers, I can tell you that.” He smiled ruefully. “We would have parted even sooner if it hadn’t been for the child. Jeremy. He’s six now.”

“What happened to him?”

“I haven’t seen him since he was a year old. But I support him, although he wouldn’t be in want if I didn’t. Querida went back to live with her parents, so he’s growing up in a mansion. She didn’t want joint custody, said it was too confusing for a child, and I didn’t want to fight her decision.”

“Still, how awful for you not to see him! Or for him not to know you.”

Robert sighed. “Yes. Yes, it is. But he can’t remember me, so for him at his age I suppose it’s as if I had died. I hope so much, though, that he’ll want to see me when he’s old enough to understand.” And he sighed again.

“I’m sure he will,” Lynn said, in her pity.

“Well, he’ll know how to find me. His money goes into the bank every month. So that’s the end of my little story.”

“It’s a sad story.”

“Yes, but it could be worse, Lynn. It seems like something that happened a lifetime ago,” he said earnestly. “I’ve never talked about it to anyone before this. It’s too private. And I’m a very private person, as you know by now.”

Inevitably, the affair of Robert and Lynn had to come to notice. In the second month she took him to Helen’s house. Helen’s husband, Darwin, was a good-natured man, round featured with an extra chin. Beside him Robert sparkled with his white collar glistening above his dark blue blazer. Darwin looked rumpled, as if he had been napping in his clothes. In a nice way—or perhaps not such a nice way?—Lynn was proud to let Helen see the contrast between the two, proud and a little ashamed of being proud.

The next day Helen said, “Of course you want to know what I thought of your new man. I’m going to tell you right out flat: I didn’t like him much.”

Lynn screamed into the telephone. “What?”

“I’m always honest with you, Lynn. I know I can be too blunt—but he’s not your type. He can be sarcastic, I notice, and I have a hunch he’s a snob. He thinks he’s better than other people.”

Lynn was furious. “Have you anything else nice to say about a man you don’t even know? Any more hunches?”

“He has a critical, sharp tongue.”

“I’ve never noticed it.”

“I thought it was in poor taste, even cruel of him, to talk about that girl in the office and her long nails. ‘Filthy long nails. Can you imagine the bacteria snuggled under them?’ It was belittling to name her, and Darwin thought so too.”

“Oh, dear! I am so sorry you and Darwin don’t approve. Really sorry.”

“Don’t be angry at me, Lynn. Who wishes you more joy in life than I do? Dad and I. I just don’t want you to make a mistake. I see that you’re infatuated. It’s written all over you.”

“I’m not infatuated.”

“I feel in my bones that he’s not right for you.”

“Does it possibly occur to your bones that I might not be right for him? Robert’s brilliant. He’s head of computer marketing for the whole region. I hear the salesmen talking—” Indignation made Lynn almost breathless. “An international company—”

“Is it that that impresses you? Listen, Lynn. You never know about big corporations. You’re on top today and out tomorrow. It’s better to be your own boss, even in a small way, instead of at other people’s mercy.”

Helen’s husband had a little plumbing business with five employees.

“Are you accusing me of being ambitious? Me? You think that’s what I see in Robert?”

“No, no, I didn’t mean that at all. You’re one of the least materialistic people. I didn’t express myself well. I meant that perhaps you felt—a kind of admiration, hero worship, just because he is so successful and—I only meant, don’t get too serious so fast.”

“Do you know what I think? I think you’re an idiot,” Lynn said before she hung up.

But it was not in her nature to hold a grudge very long. Helen was transparent. She was undoubtedly not even aware of it, and would deny it, but her motive was envy, even though she lived happily with Darwin. Pure and simple envy. And Lynn forgave her.

Almost three months passed before they went to bed together; Lynn had to wait for her roommates to go out of town.

On the weekend this finally happened, the two women had scarcely reached the airport before she had a lavish dinner prepared, and he arrived with flowers, record albums, and champagne. In the first moment they stood staring at each other as if this sudden marvelous freedom had transfixed them; in the next moment everything happened, everything moved. The flowers in their green tissue paper were flung onto the table, Robert’s overcoat was flung over a kitchen chair, and Lynn was lifted into his arms.

Quickly, deftly, in the dim light of the wintry day, he removed her clothes, the sweater and the white blouse with the lace collar, the plaid skirt and the underthings. Her heart was speeding. She could hear its beat.

“I never—this is the first time, Robert.”

“I’ll be very gentle,” he murmured.

And he was. Persistent, warm, and gentle, he spoke soft, endearing words while he held her.

“So sweet … So beautiful … I love you so.”

Whatever little fear there had been now dissolved, and she gave herself into total passionate trust.

Much later when they released each other, Lynn began to laugh. “I was just thinking, it’s a good thing I hadn’t yet turned the oven on when you arrived. We’d be having cinders for dinner.”

Over her expert ratatouille and tarte normande they talked about themselves.

“Twenty-year-old virgins are becoming very rare these days,” said Robert.

“I’m glad I waited.” She was still too shy to say: It makes me belong all the more to you. Because, would this last? She trusted, and yet there were no guarantees. Nothing had been said. But I shall die if he leaves me, she thought.

They went back to bed. This time there was no need to be as gentle. She worshiped his strength. For a man so slender he was exceedingly strong. And, surprisingly, she found herself responding with a strength and a desire equal to his. They slept, until long before dawn she felt him return to her and, with willing arms, received him. Sleeping again past dawn, they awoke to see that a heavy snowfall was darkening the world.

“Let’s stay indoors the whole day,” he whispered. “Indoors, in bed.”

All through Saturday and Sunday they knew no surfeit.

“I’m obsessed with you,” Robert said. “You are the most erotic woman—I’ve never known anything like you. And you look so innocent in your sweaters and skirts. A man would never guess.”

On Sunday evening Lynn looked at the clock. “Robert, their plane gets in at ten. I’m afraid you have to leave in a hurry.”

He groaned. “When can we do this again?”

“I don’t know,” she said mournfully.

“This is no way to live!” he almost shouted. “I hate a hole-and-corner business, skulking in highway motels. And I don’t want ‘living together’ either. We need to be permanent. Lynn, you’re going to marry me.”

They set the wedding for June, taking advantage of Robert’s vacation to have a honeymoon in Mexico.

“Of course, you’ll have to quit your job,” he told her. “We can’t be in the same office.”

“I’ll find another one easily.”

“Not yet. You’ll need time to furnish an apartment. It should be done carefully. Buy things of quality that will last.”

Helen generously offered their house for the reception. “You can’t very well have it at Dad’s, since he’s only got three rooms now,” she said. “With luck, if the weather’s right, we can have the whole thing in our yard. Darwin has plans for a perennial border, and you know his green thumb. It should be beautiful.”

To give her fullest credit Helen did not speak one disparaging word from the moment the engagement was announced. She kissed Lynn, admired the ring, which was a handsome one, and wished the couple every happiness.
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“Every happiness,” she said now as a chill blew in over Lake Michigan, loudly enough, apparently, for the couple with the poodles, who had circled back, to turn and stare. An eccentric woman, huddled there talking to herself, that’s what she was. An object to be stared at. Ah, well, there was no stopping memory once it got started back and back.…

Robert endeared himself to everyone during that expectant enchanted spring before the wedding. Helen’s little boys adored him; he bought small bats, taught them to pitch, took them to ball games, and showed them how to wrestle. While the ice held, they all went skating, and when the days warmed, had picnics in the country.

In Helen’s kitchen Lynn cooked superb little dinners, quiches, cassoulets, and soufflés out of Julia Child’s new book.

“You put me to shame,” Helen said.

After dinner Robert would sit at the old upright piano and play whatever was called out to him: jazz, show tunes, or a Chopin waltz.

At his suggestion the two couples went to hear the St. Louis symphony. Darwin had never gone before and was surprised to find that he liked it.

“Once you acquire the taste, you’ll never be without music,” Robert told him. “For me it’s another kind of food. We’ve got to get season tickets next year, Lynn.”

Naively, kindly, Darwin praised Robert. “It beats me, Lynn, how he knows so much. I can just about make it through the daily paper. And he sure knows how to get fun out of life, too, and knows how to fit in with people.”

Her father approved. “I like him,” he said after Lynn and Robert’s weekend visit. “It’ll be good to have a new son. And good for him to have a family. Hard on a young fellow to lose his parents like that. What kind of people were they? Do you know anything about them?”

“What is there to find out? They’re dead,” Lynn answered, feeling impatient.

“That’s all he has, the old aunt back in Pittsburgh?”

“And an uncle in Vancouver.”

“Practically alone in the world,” Dad said with sympathy.

In the hardware store, being introduced as customers came in, most of them from the farms, Robert knew how to meet their jovial simplicity in kind. She saw that they approved of him, as did her father.

“I like him, Midge,” Dad kept saying. “You’ve got yourself a man, not like the kids who used to hang around you. No offense meant. They were all good boys, but wet behind the ears. This one’s a man. What I like is, he hasn’t let the education or the job go to his head. I’ll be glad to dance at your wedding.”

A woman remembers every detail of her wedding day. She remembered the long ride, the organ singing, and the faces turned to watch her marching toward the altar.

Her hand had trembled on her father’s arm. Easy now, he said, feeling the trembling hand. There’s Robert waiting for you. There’s nothing to fear. And then it was Robert who took her hand, while they stood together listening to the gentle, serious admonitions: Be patient and loving with each other.

The rest of that day was jollity, music, dancing, kissing, teasing, and ribald, friendly jokes. The office crowd came, of course, and friends from the hometown came. Darwin’s and Helen’s friends were all there and Robert had invited the friends he had made in St. Louis; he had been away from Pittsburgh too long to expect people he scarcely knew anymore to come to his wedding.

One relative came, Aunt Jean from Pittsburgh, the uncle in Vancouver not being well enough to travel. It was curious, Lynn reflected now, that such a pleasant, rather self-effacing little woman, with graying curls and a conventional print dress, should have been the cause of one out of the two false notes in the wedding.

It was not her fault. It was Robert’s. They were at the family table after the ceremony when Aunt Jean remarked, “Someday I’ll have to get at my pile of photographs, label them, and bring them when I come to visit you. There are some of Robert that you just must have, Lynn. You’d never believe it, but his hair—”

“For once, Aunt Jean,” Robert interrupted, “will you spare us a description of the blond curls I had when I was a year old? Really, nobody cares.”

Chastised, she said nothing more, so that Lynn, with a gentle look of reproach in Robert’s direction, said gaily, “I care, Aunt Jean. I want to hear anything you can tell me about Robert and all the family, father, mother, grandparents, cousins—”

“It’s a small family,” Jean said. “We don’t have any cousins at all, on either side.”

Then Dad, who had heard only this last remark, cried out, “No cousins? Heck, well be glad to lend you some. I’ve got a dozen on my side alone, in Iowa, Missouri, even two in California.” And in his friendly way he inquired whether Jean was related to Robert’s mother or his father.

“His mother was my sister.”

“He got his music from her, didn’t he?” Lynn said. “And his father must have been remarkable, from what Robert tells me.”

“Indeed.”

“It was such a tragedy, the way they died.”

“Yes. Yes, it was.”

Dad remarked, “It must have been lonesome when Robert was a kid. Christmas with just his parents and you.”

“Well, we did our best,” said Jean, “and he grew up, and here he is.” She gave Robert a fond smile.

“Yes, here we all are, and let’s look forward. Reminiscences are for the old,” Robert responded, after which he patted his aunt’s hand.

He was making amends for having been sharp toward her. But the mild old woman annoyed him. And there seemed to be no reason why she should.

On a day like this, at a moment of lonely desperation, Lynn thought now, you remember these false notes.

There had been dancing on the deck that Darwin had built with his own hands. In the yard his perennial border was rich with pinks and reds; peonies and phlox, tiger lilies and oriental poppies, fired the blue dusk. Robert was at the railing, looking down at them.

“Isn’t it just lovely what Darwin’s done with this house?” Lynn asked.

He smiled—she remembered the smile—and said, “It’s all right, I guess, but it’s really a dump. I’ll give you so much better. You’ll see.”

He meant it well, but just as it had hurt to hear him reprimand his aunt, it hurt to hear him scoff at Darwin’s garden, at Helen’s little house. Small things to have remembered for so long …

Each night as they traveled through Mexico, when the door closed on their room, Robert said again, “Isn’t it wonderful? Not having to scrounge around for a place to go? Here we are, forever and ever.”

Yes, it was wonderful, all of it. The sunny days when, in sneakers and broad straw hats, they climbed Mayan ruins in the Yucatán, when they drank tequilas on the beach, or drove through stony mountain villages, or dined most elegantly in Mexico City.

And there were fourteen nights of passion and love. “Happy?” Robert would inquire in the morning.

“Oh, darling! How can you even ask?”

“You know,” he told her one day, “your father’s a fine old soul. Guess what he said to me when we were leaving for the airport? ‘Be good to my girl,’ he said.”

She laughed. “That’s a sweet, old-fashioned thing to say.”

“It’s all right. I knew what he meant. And I will be good to you.”

“We’ll be good to each other. We’re on top of the world, you and I.”

On the very last day they went shopping in Acapulco. Robert saw something in the window of a men’s shop, while at the same time Lynn saw something in the window of another shop just down the street.

“You do your errand while I do mine, and I’ll meet you down there,” he said.

So they separated. Since she was quickly finished, she walked back up the street to meet him. When some minutes had passed and he had not appeared, she went into the men’s shop and learned that he had left a while ago. Puzzled, she walked back. By now a rush of tourists just discharged from a cruise ship filled the sidewalks and spilled out into the traffic on the street. It was impossible to see through the jostling mass. She began to feel the start of alarm. But that was absurd, and fighting it down, she reasoned: He has to be here. Perhaps on the other side of the street. Or down that alley, out of the crowd. Right now he’s looking for me. Or maybe, not finding what he wanted, he had gone to the next block.

Alarm returned. When an hour had passed, she decided that her search was making no sense. What made sense, she reasoned, was to go back to the hotel where he had probably also gone and where he would be waiting for her.

When her taxi drew up to the entrance, he was indeed waiting. And she laughed with relief.

“Isn’t this the silliest thing? I looked all over for you.”

“Silly?” he replied very coldly. “I would hardly call it that. Come upstairs. I want to talk to you.”

His unexpected anger dismayed her. And wanting to soothe, she replied lightly, “We must have been walking in circles, looking for each other. A couple of idiots, we are.”

“Speak for yourself.” He slammed the door of their room. “I was about to go to the front desk and have them call the police when you arrived.”

“Police! Whatever for? I’m glad you didn’t.”

“I told you to wait for me in front of that store, and you didn’t do it.”

Now, resenting his tone, she countered, “I walked up to meet you. What’s wrong with that?”

“I should think the result would tell you what’s wrong with it. Disorderly habits, and this is the result. Saying one thing and doing something else.”

She said angrily, “Don’t lecture me, Robert. Don’t make such a big deal out of this.”

He was staring at her. And at that moment she realized he was furious. Not angry, but furious.

“I don’t believe it!” she cried when he seized her. His hands dug into the flesh of her upper arms and ground it against the bones. In his fury he shook her.

“Let go!” she screamed. “You’re hurting me! Let go of my arms!”

His hands pressed deeper, the pain was shocking. Then he flung her onto the bed, where she lay sobbing.

“You hurt me.… You hurt me.”

As quickly as it had come, his anger went. He picked her up and held her.

“I’m sorry. Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. But I was terrified, Lynn. You could have been kidnapped—yes, in broad daylight—dragged down an alley, whisked into a car, raped, God knows what. This country is full of thugs.” He kissed her tears. “I was beside myself. Don’t you understand?”

He kept kissing her cheeks, her forehead, her hands, and when at last she turned to him, her lips.

“If anything were to happen to you, I wouldn’t want to live. I was so frightened. I love you so.”

She put her arms around his neck. “All right. All right, darling. Robert, forget it, it’s over. We misunderstood each other. It’s nothing. Nothing.”

And all was as it had been, as glorious as ever except for the ugly dark blue blotches on her arms.

Two days later they were home, visiting her father. It was hot, and forgetting her raw bruises, she put on a sundress.

“What the dickens are those marks?” Dad asked at once. They were alone in the house.

“Oh, those? I don’t know. I don’t remember how I got them.”

Dad removed his glasses and came closer. “Identical, symmetrical bruises on both arms. Somebody did that to you with strong, angry hands. Who was it, Lynn?”

She did not answer.

“Was it Robert? Tell me, Lynn, or I’ll ask him myself.”

“No. No. Oh, please! It’s nothing. He didn’t mean it, it’s just that he was so scared.” The story spilled out. “It was my fault, really it was. He was terrified that something had happened to me. He had told me to wait on the street, and I wandered around the corner and lost my way. My sense of direction—”

“Has nothing to do with these marks. Don’t you think I was ever upset with your mother from time to time? You can’t be married without getting mad at each other. But I never laid a hand on her. It isn’t civilized. No, damn it, it’s not. I want to have a little talk with Robert—nothing nasty, just a sensible little talk.”

“No, Dad. You can’t. Don’t do this to me. Robert is my husband, and I love him. We love each other. Don’t make a big thing out of this.”

“It is a big thing to me.”

“It’s not, and you can’t come between us. You mustn’t.”

Her father sighed. “It was easier when people married somebody from the same town. You could have a pretty fair idea of what you were getting.”

“Dad, we can’t go back to George Washington.”

He sighed again. “I feel,” he said, “I don’t feel—the same about things.”

“Meaning that you don’t feel the same about Robert.”

Now it was he who did not answer. And that exasperated her. The thing was being carried much too far. She saw a crisis looming, one that might change, might color, all their future. So she made herself speak patiently and quietly.

“Dad, this is foolish. Don’t worry about me. You’re making a big deal out of something that happened once. All right, it shouldn’t have, but it did. I want you to put it completely out of your mind, because I have. Okay?” She put her hand on his shoulder. “Okay? Promise?”

He turned, giving her his familiar, reassuring smile. “Well, well, since you want me to, I’ll promise. We’ll just leave it at that. Since you want me to, Midge.”

It was never mentioned again. But neither Helen nor Dad ever had reason to raise any questions about the marriage of Robert and Lynn. They were to any beholder a successful, beautiful pair.

Emily was born eleven months after the wedding. They had scarcely equipped an apartment before Robert bought a house, a ranch house not far from Helen’s but twice the size.

“We’ll have more children, so we might as well do it now as later,” he said.

They went together to furnish the house. Whatever he liked, he bought, and Lynn had only to admire a chair or a lamp, and before she had even glanced at the price, he bought it. In the beginning she worried that money was flowing out too fast. But she saw Robert was earning bonuses as business expanded. And besides, he kept telling her not to worry. Finances were his concern. She never had cash. She charged things and he paid the bills without complaint.

“I wouldn’t like that,” Helen said once.

“Why should I mind?” Lynn responded, glancing around the pretty nursery where the pretty baby was waking up from a nap. “I have everything. This most of all.” And she picked up her daughter, the daughter who already had Robert’s bones and black silk hair and dark blue eyes.

Because Robert had been so aware of names, she had chosen the child’s name with subtle care. “Names have colors,” she told him. “ ‘Emily’ is blue. When I say it with my eyes closed, I see a very high October sky without a cloud.”

Caroline was eighteen months later. “Caroline” was a gold so light that it was almost silver.

And memory, a reel of pictures in reverse, sped on.

“What a fabulous house!” Lynn exclaimed.

The house belonged to her neighbor’s parents, who were giving the birthday party for their granddaughter, aged five. The terrace was bordered by a lawn, the lawn extended to a distant meadow, and the meadow attached to a pond, which was barely visible at the foot of the slope.

“What a wonderful day for a party!” she exclaimed again.

And it was a wonderful summer day, a cool one, with everything in bloom and a breeze rustling through the oaks. Under these oaks the tables were set for lunch, the children’s table dressed in crepe paper with a balloon tied to every chair. It looked, she thought, like a scene in one of those British films where women, wearing silk or white linen, moved against a background of ivy-covered walls. She, whose daily garb was either shorts or jeans, wore yellow silk, and her girls wore pink sister dresses and white Mary Janes.

“They look almost like twins,” one of the women remarked. “Caroline’s tall for her age, isn’t she?”

“We sometimes think she’s three going on ten. She’s strong and fast and into everything,” Lynn said comfortably.

There was probably nothing more satisfying to a parent than knowing that her children were admired. No book, no symphony, no work of art, she was certain, could rival the joy, the pride, and, she reminded herself, the gratitude that came from these creations, these two bright, sweet, healthy little girls.

Gratitude grew when she thought of two friends who were unable to have a child. And all through the lunch and the pleasant gossip she was aware, deep inside, of thankfulness. Life was good.

After lunch a clown arrived to entertain the children, who sat in a circle on the grass. For a little while the mothers watched him, but since the children were absorbed and fascinated, they went back to their tables in the shade.

“Talk about attention span,” someone said. “He’s kept them amused for more than half an hour.”

It was just about time for the party to break up. Emily came trotting to Lynn with a bag full of favors and a balloon.

“Where’s Caroline?” asked Lynn.

“I don’t know,” said Emily.

“But you were sitting together.”

“I know,” said Emily.

“Well, where can she be?” asked Lynn, feeling a faint rise of alarm and in the same instant driving it down, because of course there could be no reason for alarm here in this place.

“She must have gone to the bathroom.”

So they looked in the downstairs bathroom and all through the house; they searched the bushes where possibly she might be hiding, to tease them. Alarm turned to panic. Kidnappers? But how could anybody have come among all these people without being seen? They searched the fields, treading through the long grass. Then they thought, although no one wanted to voice the thought, that perhaps, being an adventurous little girl, Caroline had gone as far as the pond.

And there she lay facedown, in her ruffled pink dress. Quite near the shore she lay in water so shallow that she could have stood up and waded back.

One of the women there was a Red Cross lifesaver. Laying Caroline on the grass, she went to work while Lynn knelt, staring at her child, not believing … no, no it was not possible!

People drew the children away from the sight. Someone had called for an ambulance; someone else had called the doctor in the next house. There was a bustle and hurry and yet it was silent; you could almost hear the hush and a following long, collective sigh.

Men came, two young ones wearing white coats. Lynn staggered to her feet, grasped a white sleeve, and begged, “Tell me! Tell me!”

For answer he put a gentle arm around her shoulders. And so she knew. Hearing the women cry, she knew. And yet, “It isn’t possible,” she said. “No. I don’t believe it. No.”

She looked around at all the faces, all of them shocked and pitying. And she screamed, screamed at the fair sky, the waving grass, the summer world. Screamed and screamed. Then people took her home.

She was wild with despair and denial. She knew, and yet she would not let herself know. They had to hold her down and sedate her.

When she woke up, she was in her living room. The house was crowded. It seemed as if a thousand voices were speaking; doors were opening and closing; the telephone kept ringing and being answered, only to ring again.

Helen said, “Leave her alone, Robert. She’s not even awake.”

Robert said, “How can she have been so stupid, so careless? She will never forgive herself for this.”

She could not decide whether or not to wake up. In one way the dream was unbearable, so perhaps it would be better to open her eyes and be rid of it; but on the other hand perhaps it was not a dream, in which case it would be better to sink into a sleep so deep that she would know nothing.

Still she heard Robert’s sobs, repeating, “She will never forgive herself.”

There came another voice, belonging to someone who was holding her wrist: “Quiet, please. I’m taking her pulse,” it said sharply, and she recognized Bill White, their family doctor.

“You’d better stop this talk about forgiveness,” said Bill White. “First of all it’s hogwash. This could have happened just as easily if you had been there, Robert. Secondly, you’d better stop it if you don’t want to have a very sick woman here for the rest of her life. Don’t you think she will torture herself enough as it is?”

And so she had, and so she did still, here on this bench beside Lake Michigan. The images were imprinted on her brain. Caroline laughing at the clown, Caroline—how many minutes later—dead in the water. Emily’s little face puckered in tears and terror. She herself surrounded by kind arms and soft words at the heartbreaking funeral.

“I don’t know why my aunt had to come,” Robert complained. “Who sent for her, anyway?”

“Helen got her number out of my book. She’s your family, she’s all you have, and she belongs here.”

It was strange that he never wanted Jean. She annoyed him, he said. Well, perhaps. Perhaps her very kindness irritated him. Men were like that sometimes. But Jean had been so helpful during those first awful days, comforting Emily in her warm arms and clearing Caroline’s room, which neither Lynn nor Robert could have borne to enter.

Somehow they had endured.

“If a marriage can survive this,” people declared, “it can survive anything. Imagine the guilt!”

Yes, imagine it if you can, Lynn thought. But Robert had taken Bill White’s words to heart. Through many cruel nights he had held her close. And for a long time they had moved softly about the house, speaking in whispers; she had walked on tiptoes until he had gently called her attention to what she was doing. It was he who had saved her sanity. She must remind herself of that whenever things went wrong.…

Yet how could a man as forgiving as he had been, so caring of his family, give way to such dreadful rages? Like this one tonight, like all the other sporadic outbursts through the years? To live with Robert was to dwell in sunlight for months and months; then suddenly a flashing storm would turn everything into darkness. And as quickly as it had come the storm would pass, leaving a memory growing fainter in the distance, along with the hope that this time had been the last.

The children never knew, nor must they ever know. For how could she explain to them the thing that she did not herself understand?

Annie especially, Annie so young and vulnerable, must never know! She had been different and difficult from the start. A red baby, dark, raging, squalling red, she was to some extent like that still, a child of moods who could be childishly sweet or curiously adult; one felt at such times that she was seeing right through one’s slightest evasion or excuse. Yet she did rather poorly at school. She was overweight and clumsy at sports, although Robert, who did everything so well, tried hard to teach her. She was a secret disappointment to him, Lynn knew. A child of his, although not yet nine, to show not the smallest indication of doing anything well at all!

The full wealth of his love went to Emily, so like himself, tenacious, confident, competent in everything from mathematics to tennis. Beside all that, at fifteen she was already charming the boys. Life would be easy for Emily.

My children … Oh, God, if it weren’t for them, Lynn cried to herself, I wouldn’t go home at all. I’d get on a plane and fly and fly—anywhere, to Australia and beyond. But that was stupid. Stupid to dwell on the impossible. And if she had packed the suit none of this would have happened. It was her own fault.…

It was growing colder. A sharper wind blew in suddenly from the lake. Rushing through the trees, it brought the piercing scent of northern spring. Thrusting her hands more deeply into her pockets, Lynn drew the coat tighter against the chill. Her cheek throbbed.

She was a fool to sit here shivering, waiting to be mugged. But she was too sunken in spirit to move or to care. If only there were another woman to hear her woe tonight! Helen, or Josie, wise, kind Josie, the best friend either Helen or she had ever had. They called themselves the three musketeers.

“We’ve transferred a new man to be my assistant for marketing,” Robert had announced one day more than seven years ago. “Bruce Lehman from Milwaukee. Jewish and very pleasant, but I’m not wildly enthusiastic. He strikes me as kind of a lightweight. No force. It’s hard to describe, but I recognize it when I see it in a man. You’d like him, though. He’s well read and collects antiques. His wife’s a social worker. No children. You’ll have to call and ask them over to the house. It’s only right.”

That was the start of their friendship. If I could only talk to her now, thought Lynn. Yet when the moment came, I probably wouldn’t tell the truth. Josie would analyze, and I would shrivel under her clinical analysis.

As for confiding this to Helen, that’s impossible. She warned me against Robert once long, long ago, and I will not go whimpering to her or anyone. I will handle this myself, although God knows how.

She stiffened. Her heart pounded. Out of the violet shadows beyond the lamplight a slatternly woman, drunken or drugged, came shuffling toward her and stopped.

“Sitting alone in the dark? And you’ve got a black eye,” she said, peering closer. When she touched Lynn’s arm, Lynn, shrinking, looked into an old, sad, brutal face.

“I suppose you ran into a door. A door with fists.” The woman laughed and sat down on the bench. “You’ll have to think of a better one than that, my dear.”

Lynn got up and ran to the avenue, where traffic still streamed. The woman had given her such a fright that, in spite of the cold, she was sweating. There was no choice but to go back to the hotel. When the elevator stopped at her floor, she felt an impulse to turn about and go down again. Yet she could not very well sleep on the street. And maybe Robert was so angry that he would not even be in the room. She put the key in the lock and opened the door.

Fully dressed, he was sitting on the bed with his face in his hands. When he saw her he jumped up, and she saw that he was frantic.

“I looked for you everywhere. It’s midnight,” he cried. “Long past midnight. In God’s name, where were you? I looked for you all through the hotel, up and down the streets, everywhere. I thought—I don’t know what I thought.” His face was haggard, and his hoarse voice shook.

“What’s the difference where I was?”

“I didn’t know what you might have done. I was terrified.”

“There’s no need to be. I’m all right.” In one piece, anyway, she thought.

When she took the scarf off and moved into the full glare of lamplight, Robert looked away. He got up and stood at the window, staring out into the darkness. She watched his stooped shoulders and felt shame for him, for herself, and for the entity known as Mr. and Mrs. Robert Ferguson, respectable and respected parents and citizens.

Presently, still with his back turned to her, he spoke. “I have a quick temper. Sometimes I overreact. But I’ve never really hurt you, have I? Other than a slap now and then? And how often have I done that?”

Often enough. Yet not all that often. But the sting of humiliation far outlasted the momentary physical sting. The bruise of humiliation far outlasted the bruise on the upper arms where fingers had gripped and shaken. And a deep sigh came out of her very heart.

“When did it happen last?” he asked, as if he were pleading. “I don’t think you can even remember, it was so long ago.”

“Yes, yes I can. It was last Thanksgiving week, when Emily didn’t get home till two A.M. and you were in a rage. And I thought, after we talked it over and you were so sorry, that it was to be really the last time, that we were finished with all that.”

“I meant it to be. I did,” he replied, still in the pleading tone. “But we don’t live in a perfect world. Things happen that shouldn’t happen.”

“But why, Robert? Why?”

“I don’t know. I hate myself afterward, every time.”

“Won’t you go and talk to someone? Get some help. Find out why.”

“I don’t need it. I’ll pull myself up by my own bootstraps.” When she was silent before this familiar reply, he continued, “Tell the truth, Lynn. You know I’m a loving, good husband to you all the rest of the time, and a good father too. You know I am.” He turned to her then, pleading, “Don’t you?”

She was silent.

“I did wrong tonight, even though some of it was an accident. But I told you how awfully important it was. I could only think of what it could mean to us. New York with a fifty-percent raise, maybe. And after that, who knows?” His hands were clenched around the wooden rail of the chair’s back as though he would break it. The pleading continued. “It’s hard, Lynn, a struggle every day. I don’t always tell you, I don’t want to burden you, but it’s a dog-eat-dog world. That’s why that woman steered you wrong about the suit. People do things like that. You can’t imagine it because you’re so honest, so decent, but believe me, it’s true. You have to be alert every minute of your life. There’s never a minute that I’m not thinking of us, you and me and the girls. We’re one, a tight little unit in an indifferent world. In the last analysis we’re the only ones who really care about each other.”

At his urging she was slipping inch by inch back into reality, and she knew it. Children, family, house. And the man standing here to whom all these ties connected her. Impulsive thoughts of airplanes flying to the ends of the earth, of floating free and new, were not reality.… Home, children, friends, job, school, home, children—A sudden thought interrupted this litany. “What did you tell Bruce?”

“What I told everybody, that the bag with my dinner jacket was lost.”

She heard him making an easy joke of it. My suit may be on a plane to the Fiji Islands, or more likely, it’s still in St. Louis. He was laughing, making everyone else laugh with him.

“That’s not what I meant. What did you say about me?”

“Just said you weren’t feeling well. I was vague about it.”

“Yes, I daresay you would have to be,” she said bitterly.

“Lynn, Lynn, can’t we wipe the slate clean? I promise, promise, that I will guard my temper and never, never, so help me, God—” His voice broke.

Exhausted, she sat down on the bed. Let the night be over fast, she prayed. Let morning come, let’s get out of this hateful room.

He sat down next to her. “I stopped at a drugstore and got some stuff,” he said with a bottle of medicine in hand.

“I don’t want it.”

“Please let me.”

She was too tired to struggle. He had taken a first-aid course and knew how to touch her cheek with care. Softly, softly, his fingers bathed her temples with coolness.

“Doesn’t that feel better?”

Unwilling to give him satisfaction, she conceded only, “It’s all right.”

Relaxed against the pillows, she saw through half-closed eyes that he had unpacked her overnight bag and, meticulous as always, had hung up her robe and nightgown in the closet.

“Your poor, darling, lovely face. I wish you would hit me. Make a fist and let me have it.”

“What good would that do?”

“Maybe you’d feel better.”

“I don’t need to get even. That’s not me, Robert.”

“I know. I know it isn’t.” He closed the bottle. “There, that’s enough. There won’t be any mark, I can tell. That damn door had a mighty sharp edge, though. The management ought to be told. It’s so easy to trip there.”

It was true. She had tripped. But would she have if his hand had not threatened? It was hard to be accurate in describing an accident. The event flashes past in seconds and the recollection is confused.

She sighed and mourned, “I’m so tired. I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired.”

“Turn over and let me undo your dress. I’ll rub your back.”

Anger still boiled in her chest, a sorrowful, humiliated anger. Yet at the same time, a subtle, physical relief was beginning to wear it down. Robert’s persisting hands, slowly, ever so slowly and firmly, were easing the tension in her neck and between her shoulder blades. Her eyes closed. As if hypnotized, she floated.

How intimately he knew her body! It was as if he knew it as well as she knew it, as if he knew it as well as he knew his own, as if they were one body. One …

Minutes passed, whether a few or many or even half an hour, she could not have said. But as finally he turned her over, she felt no resistance. Half waking, half dreaming, her willing arms accepted.

When she awoke, he was already dressed.

“I’ve been up for an hour. It’s a bright, beautiful day. I’ve been watching boats far out on the lake. Would you like to take a walk down there? We can always get a later flight home.”

She saw that he was testing her mood.

“Whatever you want. I don’t mind either way.”

It was not important. She was testing her own mood, which was important. Last night the darkness had been a horror down there near the lake. But those were morbid, useless thoughts now. And something she had read only a short time ago now crossed her mind: A majority of Americans, even in these days, still see nothing so terrible about a husband’s occasional blow. Surely this was a curious thing to be remembering now. Perhaps it was a lesson for her. What do you want of life, Lynn? She might as well ask. Perfection? And she admonished herself: Grow up. Be realistic. Look forward, not back.

Besides, you love him.…

He sat down on the bed. He smoothed her hair. “I know you must be thinking you look awful
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