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Stella Beacon and her husband, spoiled for years, are shocked into reality. Can they find their way back?
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“AND THEN?”

Dear Dr. Schilling’s voice from the shadows behind her gave her courage to continue with the recital. Dear Dr. Schilling. Sometimes Stella Beacon thought she might have lost her reason if she had not found him.

She lay on the sofa in the small beige room. Light from a single lamp behind Dr. Schilling cast his silhouette like a gigantic gray moth against the wall.

“And then?”

What had she been saying? Oh, yes. She had been telling him about the time she came home from Bermuda and found the lipstick in Tom’s dinner jacket. That certainly proved...

“Perhaps you’re exhausted, Mrs. Beacon.”

Perhaps she was. It had been a bad day. Out since ten-thirty; a fitting at Lucy’s, where everything went wrong; luncheon with that boring career woman Natalie Fletcher (of course, she had Natalie to thank for dear Dr. Schilling); two hours pouring tea for the Greeks (people would go on and on with the most harrowing stories about famine).

Yes, she’d been ready for Dr. Schilling at four-thirty. How nice to lie in this peaceful room, opening wide your heart and your mind, remembering, floating lazily back up a river of time, exploring obscure tributaries of thought and experience that you had never dreamed were important. And yet everything that ever happened to you was important.

“Yes, I am tired,” she said. She swung her feet to the floor. Dr. Schilling was instantly at her side, helping her. Stella thanked him with her eyes. The little courtesies; the charm of the man. How unlike Tom. “Mustn’t spoil me,” she said. He pressed her hand slightly. “I’m almost thirty-five years old. If I can’t take care of myself by now...”

“Of course you can. But should you?”

She felt a sudden tingling at the base of her hairline. She was standing close to the man. He was so quiet and reserved, yet she knew what he must be thinking: How fragile and helpless she is, married to a man who...

Then it came out. No longer could she suppress the question she had been leading up to ever since that day when she first talked to him about Tom and herself.

“Dr. Schilling. Should I leave him?”

He did not move, nor was there any change in his expression. Yet something happened to his eyes.

“My dear Mrs. Beacon,” he said. Something was gone from his voice too. Warmth? For a moment he had been close, but now he had retreated within himself and closed a door. She had to get through to him again.

“Clive!” she cried. She had never called him that before. “Clive! Listen to me. You know all there is to know about me. I’ve no one to turn to. Oh, I have friends, but they don’t belong to the real me, the me that you know. They don’t know how suffocated I am. You know! Tell me. Does he have any right to keep me chained?”

Dr. Schilling took her hand in both of his. “My dear Mrs. Beacon,” he repeated.

“It’s too soon to talk of what you are going to do with your future. We still have a great many curtains to lift on your past.”

After Stella was gone he rang for his secretary. None of his wealthy female clients knew that she was also his wife. He kissed her. “Mrs. B.’s in love with me,” he said lightly. “Wants to divorce her husband.”

The girl sighed. “The difficult stage,” she murmured. She looked up at him. “You didn’t—encourage her, did you?”

“To divorce her husband? I may be a phony, but I’m not a fool.”

Vi Schilling sighed contentedly.
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TOM BEACON poured himself a drink and surveyed his image in the mirror. Last week, 29th March 1943 had been his forty-second birthday, and he knew he looked his age. His tie was not quite straight, and a lock of hair fell over his brow. He had been told that he might be Willkie’s younger brother.

Tom did not relish the scene ahead any more than he would relish slapping a child—which was the way he sometimes thought about Stella—but there was no avoiding it now. It was almost upon him, and no matter how many times he told himself that, whatever the result, it would be better for being settled, he was not sure. Marriage is a habit hard to break.

Funny how people changed. No, there was nothing funny about it; rather, it was bewildering and tragic. You fell in love—and he could never doubt that he had fallen in love, blindly and completely. You married the sweetest girl in the world. Yes, you were aware of her idiosyncrasies, but they were charming and endearing. 

That desire to keep ahead of the Joneses; that tendency to refer to celebrities by their first names, as if she knew them. Stella had never had much money. This was her way of bettering herself; of building on the future instead of the past. When you looked at it that way, it was rather admirable.

But that was seventeen years ago, and there had been three hundred and sixty five days and nights in each of those years. The relentless, pulverizing erosion of time, dulling the sharp, sweet surface emotions, flattening the mountains of ecstasy, and yes, even washing over the dark ravines of despair.

But never quite filling them. Tom never ceased to wonder what had happened, or why it had happened.

One of the first disillusions had come when he discovered that Stella was not interested in his business life. He was just getting started in wholesale furniture, and a few weeks after the honeymoon he had landed a large order from a Midwestern department store. He could hardly wait to tell Stella about it. He was late, and she met him at the door. She looked annoyed. “The Dempsters have been here half an hour,” she whispered

He had grabbed her and whirled her around, there in the foyer. “Darling. I landed the Drake Mercantile order. Three hundred dollars’ commission, and that’s just the beginning!”

“Let me go,” she said. “They’re waiting for a drink.”

She walked away from him. He stood still, trying to get his bearings. The Dempsters? Oh, yes, Stella’s friends. He’d written a book or something. Mix drinks for the Dempsters. Don’t think everybody’s as interested in what you're doing as you are!

From the living room came the sound of her laughter. And then: “Tom was telling me about some deal he's just made. Do you think I might subtly leave a copy of ‘Babbitt’ on his bedside table?”

That had cut deep, hard as he had tried to rationalize it. He had never again mentioned to her either a triumph or a defeat. And that seemed to be the way she wanted it, for she never asked him about financial affairs.

She had never suggested a cut in her personal and household allowance during the depression. Afterward, when business picked up, he had given her more and she had responded with a show of affection which sickened rather than pleased him.

What, then, he asked himself, was left of marriage? Why did it matter whether Stella followed him to—well, Stella would call it the end of the earth, though he called it home, because New York had long since ceased to seem like home. He supposed it must be that, in spite of those seventeen years, he thought of her as the tender, helpless little thing he had married; the girl who had cast her lot with him for better or for worse.

And now there was only one course left. One for him, that was, because the money, the little fortune he had come to make in New York twenty years ago, was gone. At last the crisis was here and he would soon know whether, beneath the glazed polish of the woman who was Mrs. Thomas Beacon, there was still left a trace of the girl who had been Stella Randle.

She said, “Oh, you’re home,” as she passed through
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