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CHAPTER ONE

 


Elizabeth heard the shuffle of his slippered
feet outside her door and waited for his knock. When it came, it
was soft and hesitant, a wordless apology for this disturbance of
her privacy.

“Lizzie?” His voice was no bolder. “Are you
there, honey?”

“Sure, Dad,” she answered. “Come on in.”

He pushed the bedroom door open to find his
daughter writing at her little antique desk. The wood gleamed with
polish. Irene and he had never regretted spending what they had for
that desk and its delicate companion chair. The furniture had been
a present for Elizabeth’s twelfth birthday, and she’d lovingly
preserved it for the past eight years.

On the desk was a box of the elegant gray
stationery she favored and the several sheets she’d already covered
with her cramped script. She laid down her pen at his entrance.

“Writing a letter?” He could see that she
was. To Alan, probably, judging by her subtle leaning forward over
the pages, as though she feared he would take them up and read
them.

“Yes, to Alan.” She sat and looked at her
father, neither inviting nor forbidding, merely waiting for an
explanation of why he’d come to her room this afternoon.

“I don’t want to bother you if you’re busy. I
just thought you might want to come for a little walk with me.”
Jonathon paused, uncertain from her noncommittal gaze whether she
favored his proposal or not. Did she object to the idea of leaving
the cool house for the damp heat outdoors?

He knew that the climate here bothered her
more than it did him. Sometimes he suspected that she hated living
on the Gulf Coast, that she missed the Midwest more than she was
willing to say. Eight months before, she’d taken his news of their
impending move with her usual stoical calm. “If it’s really a step
up,” she’d said, “then you should take it.” It was, and he had. As
far as he could judge, none of them was any the worse for his
decision.

“I’m not going very far,” he said, “just up
the street a bit. When the paper girl came to collect yesterday, I
didn’t have any cash, so I told her I’d bring it to her this
afternoon. She can’t live more than a few blocks away.” As though
his daughter might require proof of this assertion, Jonathon held
out a yellow newspaper receipt on which the paper girl had written
her address in large, childish characters.

Jonathon would go alone if Elizabeth didn’t
want to come with him, but he hoped she did. He’d been writing most
of the day, trying to pound out a few more pages of the overdue
monograph on Baudelaire. Irene was doing last-minute shopping for
the party they were giving that evening. Clara had gone to a movie
with a friend. The quiet had been bliss for the first couple of
hours, and he’d written five or six pages. But he’d hit a sticking
point a little while ago and found that he welcomed the necessity
of this errand.

Elizabeth smiled back at him then. He’d known
her all her life, of course, but he often found himself surprised
at how radically her slightly gap-toothed smile transformed her
usually serious face. Did she smile more when she was alone with
Alan? He hoped so.

“Sure, Dad,” she said, “I’ll come with you. I
haven’t been out all day.”

He knew that was true. Even though it was
Saturday, she’d risen early, as though it were a weekday and she
had to get to her part-time job at the convenience store. Then
she’d spent more than three hours cleaning house. The place now
looked better than it had for months. Why she felt obliged to act
as their maid whenever she was home from college, he had no idea.
Her mother loved all this domestic diligence, but Jonathon was
disturbed by the grimness with which Elizabeth scrubbed and
polished. Did she hate her family’s untidy ways so very much?
Looking around her immaculate bedroom, he supposed she must.

Clara, the seventeen-year-old, was just the
opposite. That girl, he was convinced, had had a previous life as a
thoroughly spoiled upper-class brat, possessed of a row of
ladies-in-waiting ready to indulge her every selfish whim. Two more
dissimilar sisters could scarcely be imagined.

“I’m glad,” Jonathon said. “You must have
worked awfully hard this morning. It’ll do us both good to get out.
Just let me put my shoes on, and we’ll go.”
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The heat was less oppressive than Elizabeth
had feared it would be. To the east, a bank of dark clouds was
building. High above them as they walked, the tops of the long leaf
pines swayed gently in the breeze. These trees had been a marvel to
her when she’d first arrived in Mobile. They still were, and she
never tired of looking at them.

Her father seemed to be looking mainly at the
sidewalk. She supposed he was thinking of his work. Or maybe he was
anxious about the party tonight. It was probably important to him,
important that the new department chairman and his family make a
good impression on their academic guests. Elizabeth was tired from
all the housework she’d done, but glad to think she was a help to
her parents.

They stopped in front of a sprawling
ranch-style house. Her father looked carefully from the numbers on
the new mailbox to the slip of paper in his hand. “I guess this is
it,” he said. “One-one-three-nine. Now let’s see if anybody besides
the Doberman is at home!” They started up the curving walk through
the elaborately landscaped yard, toward the ostentatious double
front doors.

A dog’s bark answered their ring, but it was
the yap of a very small one. As soon as the door was opened, the
poodle hurled itself at them, its tiny stump of a tail wagging
furiously.

The woman at the door laughed. “Try not to
mind Belinda,” she said. “She’s totally undisciplined, but also
totally harmless.”

“Is Christie home?” Jonathon asked, smiling
back. “I’m Jon Nye, a remiss customer from down the street, and
this is my daughter Lizzie. Christie came to collect yesterday, but
I had to put her off until today. Lizzie and I were out for a walk,
so we thought we’d drop the money by. I hope we’re not disturbing
you.”

As the woman held the door for them,
Elizabeth saw the quick mutual summation, the mutual approval. “Oh,
of course not!” she said. “Please come in.” Once they were all
inside, she held out her hand to Jonathon. He shook it with the
gentle deliberation Elizabeth had seen him use with other
attractive women.

“I’m Nan Culver,” the woman said. She had
strikingly large, dark eyes. “Have a seat while I go get Christie.
She’s probably in her room watching TV.”

She could just take the money for her,
Elizabeth thought. She would have preferred to hand the money to
the woman and then continue on their way. Her father, however,
seemed quite content to accept the invitation.

Through the mirrored foyer, they were led
into a cool spaciousness. Tall potted plants, each a perfect
specimen of its kind, were reflected in a polished, brick-red
floor. The huge sectional sofa they were waved to was genuine
leather, a rich chocolate brown.

Jonathon and Elizabeth sank into it and sat
waiting for Nan to return. Her father, Elizabeth could see, was
perfectly at ease. He always was in other people’s homes. It was a
trait she envied.

From where they sat, she could see an
elaborately equipped kitchen and a formal dining room which boasted
a table for eight. Elizabeth wished she could be so bold as to walk
over and inspect both the table and the magnificent Persian carpet
beneath it.

She looked over at her father, wondering what
his reaction to their surroundings was. He gave her a slow wink,
showing her that he found this conspicuous consumption amusing.
Elizabeth felt mainly that the whole was rather less comfortable
than the Culvers’ decorator had intended it to be. She searched her
mind for a word to describe it all. Then she had it. Like its young
mistress, the house was somehow self-conscious. It seemed to be
waiting for an expected compliment.

Elizabeth wanted to share this observation
with her father, thinking he would probably appreciate her mot
juste. But she couldn’t express her thoughts out loud, as their
hostess might reappear at any moment. So she merely stroked little
Belinda while she studied the dark red floor, trying to decide
whether the surface was tile or that new wonder, no-wax vinyl.
Whichever it was, it was undeniably beautiful.

The soft slap of Nan’s sandals heralded her
return. “I don’t know where that child can have gone off to,” she
said. “Maybe she went for a bike ride. When you rang the doorbell,
I was in the back bedroom doing some sewing, so I didn’t see her
leave. She does that to me sometimes — goes out without telling me
when she’ll be back, I mean.” She looked at Jonathon, giving him a
you-know-how-it-is-for-us-parents smile. There was no real
exasperation or worry in her voice. Elizabeth couldn’t be certain,
but she thought the scent the woman was wearing had just been
applied.

Nan eased her small, trim body onto the
cushions of a rattan chaise lounge. She evidently hoped they would
stay and visit. She bent one tanned leg just enough to reveal the
curve of her back thigh muscles. Beneath the edge of her brief
white shorts, the merest bit of pale green lace was visible.

“Christie’s my only one,” she continued with
unexpected openness, “from my first marriage. Frank and I don’t
have any children yet. It gets lonely for Christie here sometimes.
Back in Minneapolis, we lived in a much smaller place, in a very
different sort of neighborhood.” She looked away for just a moment.
“There, it seemed as though practically every house around us had
kids near her age. But here, there seem to be mainly older
children, like you.” She nodded at Elizabeth, who wasn’t sure
whether she should be offended or not. It had been quite some time
since anyone else had referred to her as a child.

“At least she’s found one friend, another
ten-year-old. That’s Kristen, from two doors down. She’s probably
with her now, in fact.” She laughed, very naturally. “That’s funny,
isn’t it? Christie and Kristen. At least they don’t look
alike, or things would really get confusing! You’ve seen Christie,
of course. She’s a little brunette squirt, like me. Kristen is tall
and blonde.”

Elizabeth was curious about this woman’s
history. Was she divorced or a widow? She couldn’t be much past
thirty. It was plain that her daughter was not the only lonely
member of this small family.

“Your house is beautiful,” Elizabeth said.
She could think of no other remark that would be sure to please. “I
was just admiring your floor. Is it tile or vinyl?”

“Lizzie!” Jonathon said, embarrassed.

Nan didn’t seem to mind the question. “Oh,
it’s tile,” she said. “That was Frank’s choice. To tell the truth,
I’d just as soon have no-wax vinyl. It’s softer to stand on and
easier to clean. I feel sorry for the maid, having to polish all
this. And if Frank and I ever have a baby, I’m afraid he’ll be
forever falling and hurting himself.”

Frank probably doesn’t want a baby, Elizabeth
thought. A baby would dig in these fancy plants and wet on this
fancy couch.

Nan suddenly brightened. “Would you like to
see the rest of the house? That is, if you’re not in a rush.”

Jonathon pulled his large body from the
depths of the couch. “I’d enjoy that a lot,” he said. “We’re in no
hurry at all.”

On their way down the hall toward the
bedrooms, Elizabeth noticed how closely her father was following
Nan. She was sorry she hadn’t found some excuse for hurrying them
home. Her mother would be back soon, going crazy preparing for the
party.

With its elaborate pink and white decor and
studied neatness, Christie’s bedroom looked like something in a
furniture store showroom, ready for the photographer to capture its
perfection for the catalog. The maid was thorough indeed.

The little dog had trotted eagerly down the
hall ahead of them. Once inside the room, she jumped on Christie’s
bed and lay with one hind leg lifted, waiting for a pat on her
apricot belly. In the entire room, she was the only thing that
seemed fully real.

“I told you that dog was spoiled!” Nan
laughed. “Naughty Belinda!” she said to the dog. “Can’t you behave
for company?” She made no move to dislodge the little creature,
however, and turned to them with another of her pretty smiles.
“Actually, this bed is as much Belinda’s as it is Christie’s. They
sleep together every night. Frank doesn’t approve, but Christie and
I have had Belinda since Christie was three years old. They’re
inseparable.”

“And rightly so,” said Jonathon. “My brother
Will and I had a cocker spaniel when we were kids. We called him
Cinders. He used to sleep with us, too, fleas and all. It nearly
broke my heart when that dog died.” He put his hand down to oblige
Belinda with a scratch behind the ears. She caught his fingers
between her teeth and tossed her head. If the play was at all
painful, Jonathon gave no sign of that. He just grinned and tumbled
the little dog around on the spread while Nan looked on
approvingly.

Elizabeth turned to inspect the rest of the
room. In the corner was the television set Nan had thought her
daughter might be watching. It was large and fine, better than any
the Nyes had ever owned. In the bookcase was a row of beautifully
bound children’s classics. On the shelf above these were two
indications that Christie could also indulge her own tastes and
loves.

The first was a collection of miniature
horses. Three of them were obviously expensive, of glass, ivory,
and jade. They were outnumbered by a whole herd of cheaper ones of
wood and plastic. One was of terra cotta, with a little halter of
bright blue yarn. All of them stood familiarly mingled, their young
owner apparently oblivious to the discrepancies in their economic
backgrounds.

With the pretense of examining the horses
more closely, Elizabeth bent to look at the framed photograph
beside them. Astride the new motorcycle sat a lean, black-haired
young man, dressed in blue jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers. Behind
him, clutching his waist, was perched a dark-haired little girl,
her face alight with excitement.

Nan saw her looking at the photo. She
answered the question Elizabeth didn’t know how to ask.

“That’s my first husband, Eddie — and
Christie, of course. She was five then. You can see how they both
loved that bike.” There was a pause. “He was killed on it a year
and a half after that picture was taken. He was on his way home
from work. It was winter, and a truck slid into him at a stop
sign.” There was another, longer pause. “I thank God every day that
Christie wasn’t with him when it happened.”

Elizabeth looked at the woman, speechless,
hoping her sympathy would show in her eyes. Nan saw only her
memories. She stood blinking back tears, her mouth tight with her
effort not to cry, her slender arms pressed beneath her breasts.
Then she regained control.

“Well,” she said, her voice husky with the
tears she’d just fought back, “you wanted to see the house, not
hear my life story!”

There was no motorcycle in the large portrait
photograph in the master bedroom, and no laughing little girl.
There was only Nan Culver, resplendent in a cream-colored wool suit
and pearls, and her impeccably tailored present husband. Elizabeth
thought she saw tenderness in the lined face, concern for the
beautiful young woman whose hand he held, but nothing at all of
joy. She wondered anew at these people’s histories.

Between the bedroom and its private bath, Nan
stopped at an enormous closet, which she threw open for their
inspection. She’d make a great real estate agent, Elizabeth
thought, but what makes her think we want to see their clothes? The
intimacy was making her uncomfortable.

“You can see who has the clothes in
this family!” Nan said. She seemed gratified as Jonathon ran
a respectful hand over the long row of expensive suits and sports
jackets and then past the great mass of beautifully laundered
shirts. Elizabeth could feel only a mixture of astonishment and
disapproval. She knew that her father considered himself
well-equipped with two suits, four jackets, a few pairs of dress
slacks, and six or seven good shirts. What job or vanity could
possibly require a wardrobe like this one?

The protracted tour ended back in the living
room. “Can you stay for a bit?” Nan asked. The question was almost
a plea. “Could I offer you a drink? I was just about to have
one.”

Jonathon looked at his watch. Elizabeth could
see he was tempted by the prospect of another hour or so of their
attractive neighbor’s company, as well as by the first-rate liquor
she would be sure to serve.

“Dad, don’t you think we’d better go? Mom’s
probably home by now, and you know she’ll want our help.”

Yes, Jonathon knew. An hour from now, Irene
would be half frantic: bitching about the state of their aging
furniture, worrying that she’d forgotten some essential food or
beverage, and moaning that she never had anything decent to wear.
This last was true, but it wasn’t his fault. Irene hated shopping,
complaining that nothing ever looked right. Given how large her
hips were, that was also true. Jonathon loved giving parties, but
the countdowns were murder.

He shrugged his shoulders, a gesture of
annoyance and defeat. “You’re right, Lizzie. We need to get
going.”

His affability returned for Nan. “This is
awfully short notice,” he said with his most charming smile, “but
if you and your husband aren’t busy this evening, my wife and I
would be delighted if you could come by a little later.”

I wouldn’t be so sure about Mom’s reaction,
Elizabeth thought.

“We’re having a party tonight,” Jonathon
explained. “It’s nothing fancy, just a few people from the
university. It took us a while to settle in after I took over the
chairmanship of the Modern Languages department last winter, so
this is a belated housewarming party. Would you be able to make
it?”

Nan’s pleasure at the invitation was plain,
but so was her hesitation. Elizabeth imagined that her husband
might be less than enthusiastic about an unexpected Saturday night
engagement at an unknown neighbor’s house.

“I would love to come!” Nan said. “But if I
did, I’d be by myself. Frank’s in Birmingham on a business trip,
and he won’t be back until Monday evening.”

Was she blushing? Elizabeth couldn’t be
sure.

“Then there’s Christie. I can’t leave her by
herself, and I don’t know how I could possibly get a sitter on such
short notice.”

Babysitting had been Elizabeth’s main source
of income when she was in high school. During her two years at
college, she’d often missed those children. She was on the verge of
offering her own services when Nan spoke again.

“Wait, I know what! Christie’s been after me
for days to let her spend the night at Kristen’s. The Randalls have
a new pup tent, and the girls want to camp out in the back yard. I
told them they’d get eaten alive by the mosquitoes, but they
insist. Sometimes kids just have to learn the hard way, you
know.”

“It sounds like a lot of fun to me,”
Elizabeth said, “at least for a pair of ten-year-olds.” She and
Clara had never had a pup tent. An old blanket over a clothesline,
the ends secured with rocks, had been the best they could manage
outdoors. In rainy weather and in the winter, they’d loved playing
under a sheet-draped card table. How very long ago that seemed,
both the fun and her sister’s friendship.

“Oh, I’m sure it will be,” Nan said. “Those
two seem to have a good time no matter what they’re doing. And
Nickie — that’s Kristen’s mother — always lets them bake chocolate
chip cookies. So staying there tonight would please Christie no
end. It’s just a matter of seeing whether or not it’s okay with
Nickie.” A pause. “Could you possibly wait while I call her? I
don’t want to keep you in suspense.”

“Of course,” said Jonathon. “Go ahead and
call. We’ll wait.”

Other men carried handkerchiefs in their
trouser pockets. Jonathon always carried a miniature notebook and a
pencil stub. Elizabeth had once commented on this. “You’d be
surprised at how useful they are,” he’d said. “Sometimes it’s just
a phone number to be recorded, but sometimes it’s a flash of
inspiration.”

He pulled the notebook and pencil from his
pocket now. While Nan was in the kitchen telephoning her neighbor,
he wrote down his name, address, and phone number for her. As an
afterthought, he added his wife’s name.

Nickie Randall was at home. No, she and Bob
had no plans for the evening, and yes, Christie would be welcome to
spend the night. Kristen would be thrilled.

Nan returned, smiling broadly. “She said it’s
fine with her. They’re having fried chicken, which is Christie’s
idea of pheasant under glass, so she won’t miss her old mom one
bit!”

“Then that’s settled,” said Jonathon, his own
pleasure evident. He handed her the notebook page. “Here’s all the
information you’ll need. Things should get underway around seven,
but people will be drifting in and out all evening, probably, so
don’t feel rushed.” Again, Elizabeth noticed how close he stood to
the woman.

“I almost forgot!” Nan said, touching his
arm. “You came to give Christie her money, but I have no idea how
much it is. She’s such an efficient little businesswoman that she
doesn’t let me have anything to do with her billing. Can I let you
know how much it is when I get there tonight?”

“Of course,” said Jonathon. His fingertips
brushed hers. He seemed to have forgotten that the carefully filled
out receipt was in his pocket. “You just come and collect
later.”
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CHAPTER TWO

 


How late was it? Ten-thirty? Eleven?
Elizabeth wasn’t sure. She also wasn’t sure how many drinks she’d
had. She could remember the two Manhattans with Brad Wilson, the
earnest young assistant professor from the English department. Brad
had kept her wedged between him and one end of the sofa for almost
an hour while he delivered an impassioned lecture on the sorry
state of Indian affairs. Right up to the very end, she’d been
unable to decide whether his increasingly bold touches on her knee
were an attempt to solicit her affections or a contribution to the
Montana-based Cheyenne charity he supported.

Just as she’d begun to be persuaded by the
liquor that his angular body and lax underlip were not so
unattractive after all, Brad had been all but strong-armed into
dancing. That was with Marian Tyler, a loud-voiced platinum blonde
who was recently divorced and well into the phase of manic
socializing. Brad was still young enough to find older women
exciting and was flattered by Marian’s insistence. Once pressed to
her ample bosom, he decided she had charms to offer which Elizabeth
did not.

Then there was the glass of wine Elizabeth
had drunk by herself while watching Brad and Marian dance, trying
not to listen as Bill and Susan Tanglewood discussed their latest
financial crisis. It was more an argument than a discussion. It
seemed to be about whether or not they could afford to fly Susan’s
mother over from Scotland for the summer. Why the hell hadn’t they
just stayed home if they wanted to fight?

Elizabeth finally decided she ought to go to
the kitchen to try to help her mother. For all her lousy
housekeeping, Irene was an excellent cook, fiercely protective of
her kitchen. Helping her with food preparation was not an easy
task. Elizabeth went to do it only because of her own
dissatisfaction with affairs in the living room.

She wished her mother could adopt at least a
little of her father’s attitude toward parties. Jonathon’s
philosophy was that the host should straighten up a bit, set out
plenty of uncomplicated food and a good supply of liquor, put a
stack of records next to the stereo, make sure there were ashtrays
and coasters on every table and an extra roll of toilet paper in
the bathroom, then relax and enjoy the party while the guests did
the same. For Irene, though, party time was panic time.

Of course Jonathon had not complained about
her spending a bit more than usual for all the standard items: the
platters of cheeses and cold cuts, the crackers and deli breads,
the fruits and raw vegetables, the assorted pickles and nuts, and
the three or four kinds of bakery cookies. But Irene had insisted
on pulling out all the stops. She’d exhausted herself preparing
prunes stuffed with walnuts and cream cheese, baked zucchini
stuffed with ground lamb, grilled teriyaki chicken livers, homemade
onion soup (“It’ll only give everybody gas!” Jonathon had warned),
and a huge rum chocolate cake.

Irene’s gourmet offerings had been wolfed
down as indiscriminately as the grocery sack full of cheap stuff
Melva Harmon had brought with her. There were potato chips and a
disgusting sour cream dip, not-quite-cheese gunk in an aerosol can,
a box of inexpensive crackers, and a gigantic bag of cookies coated
with poisonous-looking pink icing. Melva had no doubt thought she’d
be doing the Nyes a favor. Elizabeth’s mother had only been
insulted.

In the kitchen, Irene was cutting up
vegetables, slicing so savagely at the celery tops that Elizabeth
was afraid she would hurt herself. She moved to her mother’s side
and put her arm around her waist for a moment before she spoke.

“Mom, why are you bothering with this? Do you
really think we need more vegetables?” She was sure no one wanted
any. There were curling carrot sticks and browning cauliflower bits
littering the platters in the dining room as it was. Irene kept on
slicing.

“Oh, what’s out there now looks pretty bad.
Everybody’s probably waiting for some fresh stuff.”

“I don’t think you should bother,” said
Elizabeth. “There’s plenty of food left. Why don’t you forget this
and come on out to the living room? I’ll get you a drink if you
want. What would you like?” She picked up an untrimmed celery
stalk. “How about a Bloody Mary? This could go right in it.”

“No,” her mother said, “I don’t want a drink.
And you need to be back out there, to keep an eye on Clara.”

Elizabeth knew all too well what she meant.
The younger girl had had at least two stiff Old Fashioneds with
Jack Murphee. Jack was still very good-looking at forty-eight, and
his wife never went to parties. Clara was making a fool of herself
with him at the piano.

“Mom, Jack’s thirty years older than Clara,
and Dad’s his boss, for Christ’s sake! Do you seriously think
they’re going to do anything but flirt a little?”

“No, not really. But it looks bad, don’t you
think?”

“Nobody’s looking except you and me. Forget
it, Mom. They’re just playing the piano.”

This was not quite true. Clara was almost on
Jack’s lap, and Jack’s playing was now all left-handed, because his
right was busy with Clara’s bare waist.

Elizabeth had even less enthusiasm for
talking about her younger sister than she did for listening to the
Tanglewoods argue. It wasn’t that she disapproved of Clara’s
flirtation. She wouldn’t have minded Jack’s attentions herself. It
was the younger girl’s flamboyance that annoyed her.

Clara was always so damned obvious. Tonight
she’d chosen her beach party outfit: tight white hip-hugger jeans,
dark brown sandals of water buffalo leather, and a skimpy turquoise
halter top. Her long blond hair was done up in a single braid which
fell artfully over one tanned shoulder. Her earrings, which she’d
found in a record shop somewhere, were big silver hoops surrounding
a pair of round bird feathers. These were brown and white with a
bit of turquoise which just matched the halter top. Elizabeth had
to admit that her sister looked terrific.

Irene finished her job on the celery and
rummaged in a box of crackers, pulling out a handful of broken
bits. “Damn!” she said. “These are good for nothing!” She dug one
of the pieces into a lump of cream cheese and chewed morosely.
“Except to make the cook fatter, I guess.”

“Mom, please! Will you stop feeling
sorry for yourself, or angry with Melva, or whatever it is that’s
wrong with you? Don’t you want to come out to the living room and
socialize? Come on, before everybody’s gone!”

“I tried,” Irene said, “but nobody out there
needs me.”

What she really meant, Elizabeth knew, was
that Jonathon didn’t need her. Elizabeth had watched her father
watching for their neighbor’s arrival. Both she and her mother had
seen the look in his eyes when Nan Culver finally appeared just
after nine.

All her sporty casualness had been left at
home. She wore a grass-green linen dress, her slender neck and
waist set off to perfection by the squared neckline and soft sash.
Her dark hair was drawn back and up into an intricate knot. Her
only jewelry, besides her wedding band, was a gorgeous pair of gold
and coral earrings and a matching cuff bracelet. She wore delicate
black leather flats and carried a soft clutch bag.

Every woman in the room suddenly looked plain
by comparison — or simply wrongly dressed, like Irene. The older
woman had chosen a most unflattering floral-patterned skirt and
blouse set. The top had ugly puffed sleeves and a peplum which made
her hips and stomach look even larger than they were. With her
imitation pearls and white high heels, she could have been on her
way to a Sunday afternoon church social.

Elizabeth gave up on her mother and went back
to the living room. Clara and Jack were still at the piano, but
they were giggling more than playing. Marian Tyler had hauled the
unresisting Brad away after just a couple of dances. The other
guests were standing around in twos and threes, deep in apparently
serious conversations.

Jonathan and Nan were on the love seat. Nan
had gradually moved from a decorous knees-together, upright posture
to her present position. Her head was back against the cushion, her
shoes off, her legs close to Jonathon’s. He had one arm across the
top of the love seat, his hand almost touching her shining
hair.

With no one to talk to, Elizabeth moved to
one of the armchairs. Her father and Nan glanced at her and nodded,
then went on talking. From the side table, Elizabeth picked up the
big book on minerals a friend of her parents had sent them the
Christmas before and started leafing through it. She didn’t mean to
eavesdrop, but it was impossible not to overhear.

“Frank wasn’t impatient,” Nan was saying. “He
never rushed me. Besides, his first wife had died only a couple of
years before. It was stomach cancer or some such awful thing.

“At first he only offered his help — you
know, in that very general way people do when someone dies, because
they don’t really know what you need. But I felt that his offer was
genuine. Eddie was a foreman for Frank’s electrical contracting
company, and they’d known each other for years. Maybe Frank figured
he owed me something beyond just a sympathy card and some flowers.”
She looked down at the drink in her hand. “It was true, I did need
help. I had a lot of trouble coping those first few months.”

Jonathon waited for her to continue.

“I can’t remember exactly how long it was
after Eddie died that Frank started taking me out. Our first couple
of dates were so low-key that I thought he was just trying to cheer
me up by helping me get out of the house. Can you believe it? He
never even kissed me until our fourth date!”

Jonathon could not imagine practicing such
self-restraint with Nan. Either her husband was more conservative
than his suits or he’d lost his libido with his luggage somewhere
while he was rushing around making money.

“Where did he take you?” he asked, hoping
there was no contempt in his voice.

“Oh, lots of places. We went to concerts and
plays and all the restaurants Eddie and I always had to save up
for, the special anniversary dinner sort of place. Frank never
seemed interested in going to more casual restaurants.”

“Did that bother you?”

She looked at him, a strange little smile on
her lips. “How could I object to being treated like that? It was
more that I missed Eddie and all the fun we used to have. Oh, sure,
he liked eating out as much as anyone. He even liked plays as long
as they were musicals or comedies. But he liked to do
different things, such as go see a cattle auction, or take
Christie and me roller-skating and then out for pizza, or go watch
some of his friends race their motorcycles outside of town.”

She looked down at her glass again. “It was
so ironic. I wouldn’t let him race. I told him it was too
dangerous, that he had to stick to riding to and from work.”

Jonathon was not happy with the turn the
conversation had taken. “So besides going roller-skating and taking
care of Christie, what did you do back then? Did you work?”

“It depends on what you mean by work. There
certainly seemed to be plenty to do at home. I loved every bit of
it: the housecleaning, the garden we had, cooking, sewing….” She
swallowed. “I guess there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do back then,
or that Eddie and I couldn’t do together. That little house was a
real home.”

There was another pause in the conversation.
When Nan spoke again, it was with the same self-mastery she’d shown
in her daughter’s bedroom.

“You were asking what I did all day. Well,
besides doing housework and gardening, I used to take Christie to
an activities group at the YWCA for moms and their pre-schoolers.
And I belonged to a Wednesday night crafts club. Eddie and Christie
would go out for hamburgers while I went off to learn how to knit.
I was trying to get to where I could do pictures — you know,
snowflakes and reindeer. My father would have loved a sweater like
that, but I never got that good. Then we moved south, and now I’m
sewing mainly sleeveless blouses.”

She smoothed the skirt of her dress. “I made
this, by the way. After I saw the original in a fashion magazine, I
hunted and hunted until I found this pattern. It turned out pretty
well, don’t you think?”

“It’s stunning on you.” Jonathon moved his
knee fractionally closer to hers. “Or rather, you’re stunning in
it.”

Nan seemed unperturbed by his remark.
Jonathon couldn’t tell whether she was deliberately ignoring the
come-on or was simply used to favorable comments on her looks.

“I’m glad you like it,” she said. “A lot of
people have told me I could go into the dressmaking business if I
wanted to. That was something I was beginning to consider, in fact,
after Eddie died and before — well, before Frank made it plain that
if I married him, I would never have to work again, even at
housework.”

Jonathon was astonished. Whatever else she
might be, Nan Culver did not look mercenary. “Is that why you
married Frank?” he asked. “Because he had money?” The moment the
words were out of his mouth, he was sorry. He was racking his
gin-dimmed brain for a way to apologize for his question when she
answered it.

“It sounds horrible, doesn’t it? It sounds as
though money was all that mattered to me. But there was much more
to it than that. My feelings were so complicated! I don’t know if I
can even begin to explain them to you.” Her large eyes were asking
for his sympathy, his understanding.

“If you want to,” he said, “please try.”

Nan seemed to be relieved at this expression
of compassion. Elizabeth had the feeling that her father was about
to be told a story which the woman normally kept hidden deep within
herself.

“Those first few weeks after Eddie died were
like one long bad dream. I had to make it through the days for
Christie’s sake, but sometimes at night I’d lie there under the
covers thinking I’d never get over all that grief and fear. I
didn’t know how I’d go on without Eddie. And I don’t mean just
financially. Please don’t think I mean that!”

“I didn’t.”

“It’s true that money worries were
part of why I was so scared. Sometimes they seemed a very
big part. Eddie’s life insurance policy was for only ten thousand
dollars. I knew that when the money was gone, I’d have to support
myself and Christie, but I didn’t have a lick of formal training in
anything. I’ve had a little college, but those were basic courses,
nothing of any real use. Eddie and I married when I was barely
twenty, and Christie came along less than a year later. Going back
to school was pretty low on my list after that.

“When Eddie died, I had to change my whole
focus. Having the cushion of insurance money almost made it worse.
The longer I sat around trying to decide what I should do, the more
confused I got.”

“What do you think you would have done if
you’d had to start working right away?”

“I suppose I could have waited tables or
gotten a job as a clerk at a dimestore or department store
somewhere, but I could hardly stand the thought of work like that.
I don’t know why, exactly. Maybe I just wasn’t ready to go out and
face the world yet. But I think I was also afraid of being
poor.”

She looked up at Jonathon. “Eddie and I
weren’t rich, but he was making pretty decent money. We had our
little house and a few luxuries. We had what I thought was security
for the future. I can’t tell you how awful it was to face losing
all that so soon after I’d lost him.”

“What about the dressmaking? Couldn’t you
have given that a go?”

“I guess I could have, but there were so many
details to consider! Without Eddie there to help me, I didn’t have
the courage to try to start my own business. I felt almost helpless
with him gone. Emotionally, it was as though all the stuffing had
been yanked out of me. That’s the only way I can describe it.”

“Were your parents able to give you any
financial help?”

“I’m sure they would have liked to, but they
couldn’t. They’re a lot older than you might expect. Dad’s over
seventy, now, and Mom’s sixty-eight. I’m the youngest of five
girls. All my sisters are married, too. Their husbands make a lot
less money than Frank does, and they all have larger families than
we do. Dad’s always been more generous with them than he could
afford to be. He taught high school while Mom stayed home and
raised kids. Even before Dad retired, he and Mom were never able to
save anything to speak of. There was no way I could ask them for
money.”

“So I take it that Frank solved all your
problems.”

Nan paused before she answered. “Frank
couldn’t bring Eddie back to me, but he’s done everything else he
possibly could to make me happy. There’s a lot more to him and to
our marriage than most people see. But that’s probably true of
every marriage, isn’t it?”

Jonathon had to agree.

“I don’t know how we got to talking about
money,” Nan went on, “but I have something else to say about it.
You can think what you want about how I got what I have now,
but it’s taken Frank more than thirty years of hard work to get
where he is. I have to admire him for that.

“Years ago, when I was married to Eddie, I
looked down on rich people. I thought they were all greedy,
self-indulgent people who spent their money on expensive things
they didn’t need, things to impress their neighbors with. Since
I’ve been married to Frank, though, I’ve learned how much hard work
there usually is behind the wealth. And I’ve found out that money
can buy a lot more than pretty things like this.” She touched her
gold bracelet.

“Now I know that money can buy a certain
peace of mind. The plain fact is, I’ll never have to worry about
money again in my whole life, and Christie won’t, either. Frank’s
seen to that. My parents’ worries are over now, too. Not long after
we were married, Frank sent them enough money to pay off all their
debts, bought them a new car, and paid for a lot of improvements to
their house. And he’s let them know that if they ever have an
emergency, he’ll be there to help them out.”

For a moment, she looked as though she might
cry. “You can’t imagine what that means to them after all those
years of scrimping and saving.”

Jonathon thought he had some idea. His father
had also taught high school. Raymond Nye died a week before his
sixtieth birthday after his second heart attack, with no wealthy
son or daughter-in-law to buy the luxuries which might have made
his last years and pain-filled days more comfortable.

Jonathon’s mother was now living with her
widowed sister. With one daughter in college and the second only a
year away from starting, Jonathon could offer the elderly pair very
little in the way of financial help. His only brother, a mechanical
engineer with four children and a wife who was a charge account
junkie, was no help at all. Because there seemed to be next to
nothing he could do to remedy his mother’s situation, Jonathon
tried not to think about it too often.

“Frank even helped one of my sisters,” Nan
continued. “That was a few months after we were married. The only
time he’d ever seen Peg was at our wedding, but when her little
girl had to have an eye operation and the insurance didn’t cover
everything, Frank sent off a check as soon as I read him Peg’s
letter.”

She looked down at her empty glass and then
back at Jonathon, almost defiantly. “No, Frank isn’t Eddie. But
when Eddie died, he didn’t leave just me behind. Christie was only
six years old. I was facing supporting her for at least another
twelve years. Memories weren’t going to do it. There came a time
when I had to pull myself together, face reality, and get
practical.”

Jonathon poured them each another martini
from the pitcher on the coffee table. “And the practical thing to
do, obviously, was to marry Frank.”

“Yes, and I’m not ashamed of that.” Her tone
was definitely defensive now. She shifted slightly in her seat,
away from Jonathon.

“I’m not claiming Frank’s perfect. For one
thing, he works too hard, so he’s tired a lot of the time. It seems
to be hard for him to relax, and he doesn’t laugh very often.
That’s maybe the worst of all for me after living with Eddie. And
sometimes I think he’s too strict with Christie, especially about
the house.” She took a handful of cashews, the first thing
Elizabeth had seen her eat all evening. “But that house is his
pride and joy.”

“It’s very beautiful,” Jonathon said. His
tone was placatory. “You both have lovely taste.”

“Oh, I didn’t have much to do with it. Frank
hired an architect to design the house, then a decorator did the
rest. You should have seen me! With a house that size and with all
the money Frank told me I could spend, I had no idea where to
start.

“For Eddie and me, one piece of furniture at
a time was usually the limit. Suddenly there I was married to
Frank, moving out of the town I’d lived in all my life, then
plunked down in that big, unfinished house. I must have read twenty
different issues of decorating magazines, and I don’t know how many
books of fabric and wallpaper samples I agonized over. It was
making me positively dizzy. I finally threw up my hands and told
Frank to hire somebody, because I was afraid I’d make some
grotesquely expensive mistake somewhere.”

“Didn’t that hurt a little?” Jonathon asked.
“To feel you had to turn the job over to someone else, I mean,
after what you and Eddie had done with your house in
Minneapolis.”

Nan looked at him for a long moment before
she answered. “It did at first, but then I saw how relieved Frank
was to have me step aside and let him do things his way. He wanted
something he could be proud of, something he could love.” She took
a swallow of her drink. “And he certainly does love that
house.”

“Even though he’s not home very much to enjoy
it.”

“That’s true. He’s not at home as much as
either one of us would like, but you have to understand how
important his business is to him. It’s getting bigger all the time.
Besides the parent company in Minneapolis, Frank’s got branches in
Mobile, Birmingham, and Atlanta. Just how much further he plans to
branch out, I don’t honestly know.”

“Is he out of town a lot?”

“Yes, a fair amount.” Nothing more definite
than that. “But whenever he gets back, he always tells me how happy
he is to be home.”

“Coming home to everything Frank has would
make me pretty happy, too.”

Again she refused to take the bait. “You
mustn’t think it’s just the luxury that matters to him. It’s the
family life he has with us, the peace and quiet. It’s all so
different from what he had before.”

“You mean with his first wife?”

“I don’t mean he was unhappy with Catherine.
At least I don’t think he was. It was their son, Tom, who made life
hell for them. When he died in a bar fight six years ago, I guess
no one was very surprised. Sorry, maybe, but not surprised. To hear
Frank tell it, the kid was a real bad seed. He started drinking
heavily when he was still a teenager. By the time he was in his
early twenties, he was a raging alcoholic. Violent, too, as soon as
he got big enough to assert himself. Frank and Catherine tried to
stay out of his way when he was drinking, but that wasn’t always
possible. Frank says Tom took after his grandfather.”

“You mean Frank’s father?”

“Yes. Frank Sr. was a railroad man. Frank
says he never could figure out what made his father such an angry
person. He doesn’t know whether it was the job or something else,
something back in his father’s childhood, maybe. Anyway, he
brutalized Frank and his two younger brothers something awful — and
Frank’s mother, when he’d had enough to drink. He was a big man and
could do a lot of damage.”

Jonathon thought of the thin face in the
portrait photograph. Frank Culver had obviously earned those lines
in his forehead and around his mouth.

“It sounds as though Frank has come a long
way from where he started,” he said.

“Yes.” Nan’s voice was barely audible. “A
long, long way. Further than I think I’ll ever really be able to
understand.”

This time it was Jonathon who sat toying with
his glass. He was beginning to despair of being able to bring the
conversation back to the present. All this morbid looking back was
getting depressing.

Only a few guests were left, most of them too
drunk to care that their host hadn’t circulated among them in over
an hour. No one noticed as Irene slowly climbed the stairs to
bed.

“Well, what do you do to keep yourself busy
now?” Jonathon asked Nan. “You look as though you’re pretty active
physically.” The backs of his fingers touched a wisp of hair that
had fallen from the knot. “Do you still take Christie
roller-skating?”

He was rewarded with a real smile. “Yes,
sometimes. And swimming. Frank encouraged us to get involved with
the Y here. It’s been great for both of us.” She took another
handful of nuts. “I’ve even gotten into a couple of other sports,
archery and fencing.”

“Very interesting choices. Why those sports
in particular?”

Nan laughed. She shifted toward him again,
tucking her legs up so that one knee almost touched his thigh. “Why
the weapons, you mean? I’ve asked myself the same question, but I
haven’t found an answer yet.”

“Oh, I don’t think you need to analyze it as
deeply as all that. I imagine you’re just enjoying having the
leisure to get physical, right?”

Elizabeth had no desire to stay and see if
things were going to progress beyond this point. When she went into
the kitchen for a piece of cake to take upstairs with her, she
found one last enjoyer of her mother’s culinary efforts. Old Anton
Davidovich, the head of the Slavics department, was standing by
himself at the counter piling sauerkraut on a thick sandwich of
corned beef on rye. He’d evidently just had a large bowl of the
onion soup. He waved drunkenly to her and then farted loudly.

Her father’s prediction had been accurate
after all.
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CHAPTER THREE

 


The shower had helped some. At least he felt
more alive now.

Irene seemed to be gone. Had she said
something to him earlier about a white sale at some department
store or other? Jonathon wasn’t sure. It didn’t really matter
except for the money she would blow. Now they could trade
resentments when she got home.

He also wasn’t sure what he wanted in the way
of food. Breakfast-type stuff, probably. Toast, eggs, maybe a fresh
peach if there were any left.

Was Lizzie home? He hoped so. Her fried eggs
on toast were just what he needed.

He looked at his watch. A quarter to one, it
said. That wasn’t so awful. He’d had worse post-party lie-ins
before.

He could hear the blare of Clara’s stereo.
She was listening to her new Doors album. “Come on, baby, light my
fire,” came the words, heavy with insistent passion. He liked that
song, liked its frankness. He just wasn’t sure how he felt about
Clara liking it quite so much, or about the way she dressed and
acted. For a seventeen-year-old, she came on mighty heavy.

She’d certainly succeeded in lighting Jack
Murphee’s fire during the party. But judging from the departmental
gossip Jonathon had heard so far, Jack was never one to pass up an
opportunity, even if the sexpot in question was a colleague’s
teenage daughter and the opportunity was strictly limited.

Jonathon could sympathize. He wondered if
Jack was getting it at home any more often than he himself was. And
how could the poor guy enjoy it when he did? He and Irene had
played tennis with the Murphees one Saturday earlier in the summer.
Bunny Murphee (what a godawful name!) sweated like a horse, and she
had the worst case of cottage cheese thighs Jonathon had ever seen.
Why did so many women let themselves go to pot after a couple of
kids? There were exceptions, of course, like Nan Culver. In those
white shorts she’d worn the day before, her thighs were a
wonder to behold.

There was no answer to his knock at
Elizabeth’s door. He pushed it open to see if she was napping. She
did that a lot when she wasn’t working. Escaping from her
loneliness, he guessed. He saw only her neatly made bed.

Her closet door was open. Above the short row
of polished shoes, her few dresses were hanging. There was the
brown print shirtwaist she’d worn to the party — a schoolteacher’s
dress, like almost all her clothes. Why did she play down her looks
as much as Clara played up hers?

True, Lizzie was smaller busted than her
sister, and her hair was shorter and darker. But her face was far
from unattractive, and her legs were considerably better than
Clara’s. He supposed it was all the walking she did at college.
According to her, she logged three or four miles a day, always
carrying a load of books.

It was obvious that she’d been in the
kitchen, because everything was scrubbed bright. The dishcloth and
towel were neatly folded, and there was a pot of coffee on the
stove. Lizzie herself, though, was nowhere to be seen.

He would have to settle for his own eggs.
Scrambled would do — with paprika and fresh parsley, maybe even a
sliced raw okra pod and a dash of red pepper sauce. And plenty of
butter, of course.

Jonathon felt himself warming to the task as
he moved about the quiet kitchen. He liked cooking, at least the
little bit he ever did for himself. It was more fun, though, when
Lizzie was there to share.

In the refrigerator, he found not only two
fresh peaches, but a package of English muffins. With some orange
marmalade and a cup of hot coffee, this would be a feast
indeed.

He decided on two muffins. He would put the
eggs on one, and eat the other one with butter and marmalade. Why
not? Irene wasn’t around to nag him about his weight. And who the
hell was she to talk? Besides, this was both breakfast and lunch.
If he felt like it later, he’d eat that second peach before Clara
put it through the blender to make one of her absurd facials.

Jonathon popped a juicy peach slice into his
mouth and carried his plate and cup around the corner into the
dining room.

Elizabeth was home after all. She was sitting
at the dining room table bent over a thick book. Beside her were an
empty coffee cup, her big Cassell’s German dictionary, and her
German vocabulary notebook. This kid was always the obsessive
scholar, even when she was home on vacation. She reminded him of
Lloyd Houghton, his best friend when they were students together
back at Chapel Hill. Lloyd had studied while eating, while waiting
for the bus, even while sitting on the toilet.

“Hi, honey,” he said, sitting down across
from her. “I didn’t know you were home.”

She didn’t look up right away. Was she angry
with him or just concentrating on her book?

“Where else would I be on a Sunday morning?”
she asked after a moment. Her voice, like her expression, shaded
toward coolness. “I cleaned up after Mom left, and now I’m
studying.”

“Yes, I noticed the nice job you did on the
kitchen — as always.” He smiled. “It’s a real treat to have you
home again.”

She didn’t answer. Did she think he meant
they were glad only of her help around the house? “I mean we’re
glad to have you with us again, Lizzie. I know we don’t write you
often enough to show it, but your mother and I miss you a great
deal when you’re gone.”

Clara didn’t miss her, but Jonathon assumed
Elizabeth knew that already. There was obviously no love lost
between the sisters. As far as he could tell, they hadn’t liked
each other since childhood. At least they were more self-controlled
now. A few years back, they’d had some really serious fights,
complete with screaming, hair pulling, and punching.

It was difficult to look at Elizabeth quietly
reading her book and believe those brawls had ever taken place. But
he knew perfectly well that Clara could be all but intolerable.

Elizabeth went back to her reading, carefully
underlining a passage with her pocket ruler, then turning to the
dictionary to look up a word. Jonathon was saddened by all of this.
He wanted to talk to her, but he didn’t know what he could talk to
her about.

Elizabeth had always been on the moody side,
frequently withdrawn, always the one to value her privacy — quite
unlike her sister, who always did her best to call attention to
herself. It seemed to Jonathon that Elizabeth’s two years at
college had taken her even further from all of them. Jonathon
wanted to try to become real friends with his older daughter before
she was gone for good, before she became Mrs. Alan Abrams.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

“A Kleist play.” He still couldn’t detect any
enthusiasm for conversation with him. “Penthesilea. It’s
rather bizarre.”

He reached across the table to take the book
from her, to examine it more closely. As an undergraduate student,
before deciding to stick with French, Jonathon had considered a
degree in comparative literature. Toward that goal, he’d read a
fair amount of eighteenth and nineteenth century German literature.
Now he found he could remember next to nothing about this
particular author.

Elizabeth’s book was a collection of Heinrich
von Kleist’s complete works. The handsome, hardcover volume was
typical of her collection. Unlike Clara, who spent every cent she
could wheedle out of her mother on clothes, makeup, and records,
Elizabeth seemed to spend almost all her money on books. Jonathon
wondered if Alan would buy still more for her now that he was
working in a bookstore.

“Very nice,” he said approvingly. “But I have
to say I’m surprised to see you working this hard when you’re on
vacation. There’s no real need for that, is there?”

“It’s certainly not going to hurt. Dr.
MacIntyre said we’d be reading some more Kleist in our honors
seminar next semester, so I thought I’d be prepared.” She took her
book back, found her place again, and underlined another
passage.

“Besides,” she said deliberately, as though
Jonathon were somehow to blame for her situation, “what else is
there for me to do?”

Away from Alan, he supposed she meant.
Jonathon had no answer for her. From Alan to her and back again,
another letter arrived or was put out for the mailman every few
days. She obviously missed her weightlifting, physics major,
red-haired Jewish boyfriend, missed him terribly.

At the end of her freshman year, Jonathon had
driven to Bloomington to pick Elizabeth up from school. He’d met
Alan then. He liked the young man immediately, liked his quick, dry
wit and his quiet affection for his daughter. Thinking back now to
the long, jolly evening in the high-priced restaurant he’d treated
the kids to, Jonathon was sure he’d never seen his Lizzie so happy
before. Not giddy giggly infatuated, but truly happy,
utterly sure of the goodness and love of the young man beside
her.

Watching them together, Jonathon realized
that, for the first time in his daughter’s limited dating career,
his own opinion of the boy didn’t matter. His approval might be
welcome, but it wasn’t necessary. Elizabeth had done the judging,
the choosing, months before. She knew she’d chosen well.

This past school year, the kids had graduated
from dating to sleeping together, which Jonathon discovered via a
late-night phone call to Elizabeth. Alan had answered in a voice
thick with sleep. Jonathon was astonished at his daughter’s
nervousness when she finally came to the phone. Even more
astonishing was her reaction to his assurance that what she did
with Alan was her own business. She’d actually sobbed with relief
and gratitude.

What had she expected, for God’s sake?
Righteous anger? From him? Hadn’t she been able to guess the
truth about him after all these years? Maybe not.

Maybe they could be closer if she did know.
Elizabeth might dress like a prude, but Jonathon was fairly sure
she wasn’t one in reality. And it seemed absurd to still be hiding
so much of his real self from his twenty-year-old daughter.

Who could tell? She might be more sympathetic
to his history of affairs than he’d previously assumed. At the
party, things seemed to be progressing nicely between her and Brad
Wilson before that predatory Tyler woman came and kidnapped him.
Wilson was rather an oddball, and certainly peculiar looking, but
Lizzie had never been one to succumb to conventional good looks.
Maybe she could see something beneath the oddness. Or maybe she was
just plain horny, like all the rest of them.

“I noticed you talking with Brad Wilson for
quite a while last night,” he ventured. “You two seemed to be
having a pretty good time.”

She stopped her reading and laid down her
pen. “Not as good a time as you and Nan Culver were having,
obviously.”

What a poker player this kid would make!
Jonathon was absolutely unable to tell whether she was intrigued by
or disapproving of what she had seen and heard the night before.
What she couldn’t know, because she’d gone to bed too soon, was
that nothing had happened. He’d walked Nan to her car, and he’d
made a pass, just as any other normal man would have. But Nan was
quite firm in her refusal of his kiss.

Even now, the contrast between what he’d
hoped for and what he’d actually gotten made Jonathon feel a wash
of irritability. Had he been so stupid as to totally misjudge the
woman, or had he simply rushed her? Jonathon consoled himself with
the thought that there would surely be other chances with Nan. His
optimism was based on experience, not fantasy. But no matter what
the future might hold for him and his attractive neighbor, Jonathon
didn’t want his daughter upset with him now on account of her
imagination.

“Maybe I did talk a bit too long with Nan,”
he said. “I know your mother thought so. But I was just trying to
be friendly. Nan’s lonely. You could see that yourself when we were
over there yesterday afternoon.” Jonathon paused, trying to work up
the nerve to clear this next hurdle. “If you’re worried about a
neighborhood scandal, forget it. Nan’s no Reva Houghton.”

“Reva Houghton?”

Her face and tone were still unreadable. Was
it possible she really didn’t know whom he was talking about or
what he was implying? He’d assumed she remembered Lloyd and Reva
well, that she might already have some inkling of the truth about
Reva and him.

“You remember the Houghtons, don’t you? Lloyd
and Reva? Your mother and I went to school with them at Chapel
Hill. They live on a farm in Virginia, now, near Charlottesville.
Lloyd’s teaching at the university there. Don’t you remember the
summer we visited them, when you were about nine or ten?”

“Of course. That visit made a big impression
on me. I remember lots of things about it. Their collie was named
Crackerjack, wasn’t he? Clara and I slept by ourselves in a big
room with a pine floor that had holes in it where some of the knots
were gone. We thought it was funny that we could look down into the
living room through the holes. And Lloyd was always making lemonade
and gingerbread for us.”

She was surprised at how clear a mental
picture she still had of the small, gentle man with thinning blond
hair and gold-rimmed glasses. “One day when I was helping him, he
told me how happy he was to have kids in the house to cook
for.”

Jonathon remembered very different details
from those eventful two weeks.

“That sounds like Lloyd,” he said. “He and
Reva can’t have children, so I know they’ve always envied your
mother and me. Lloyd’s much more domestic than Reva. I think he
spends almost all his time at home cooking and cleaning, and living
in the country has turned him into a nature nut. He’s the one who
sent us that book on minerals you were looking at last night. A
couple of years ago, it was one on birds. He’s probably memorized
every word of both of them.”

“What I enjoyed the most,” Elizabeth said,
“was when he took me out hiking in the woods a couple of times. We
looked at birds through a pair of binoculars and saw some deer down
by the creek. Crackerjack had to stay home. Lloyd said he would
scare the deer.”

They were a child’s memories. Did she have no
others, no remembered impressions of the much less innocent
wanderings from the straight and narrow he and Reva had indulged
in? There was only one way to find out.

“If you remember Lloyd so well,” he said as
blandly as he could, “you must remember Reva, right?”

Elizabeth could picture a tall woman who was
the opposite of her husband: powerful, energetic, with a deep
laugh. Her ready smile had shown white, even teeth. Even as a
child, Elizabeth had always noticed other people’s teeth. She
supposed it was because she was so self-conscious about her own
gapped ones.

“Not as well as I remember Lloyd,” she
said.

“Well, maybe that’s not too surprising. I
think you spent most of your time playing with Crackerjack, or
reading, or out in the woods with Lloyd. He was really good with
you.”

Good for him and Reva, too, Jonathon
remembered — quite unconsciously, of course. There were two
afternoons when everything worked out just right. Lloyd and Lizzie
were out in the woods hunting glimpses of Bambi’s cousins, Irene
had gone shopping, and Clara was deep in her afternoon nap.

The first time, Reva and he made love in her
studio, fast and hard, up against the huge sculpture of a nude
woman she was working on. The second time, they were bold enough to
head straight for bed. Both times, it was every bit as good as in
their college days.

“Reva’s a tall woman, dark-haired, a little
on the thin side. She does sculpture. I’d be surprised if you
didn’t remember her. She’s not easy to forget! Anyway — she and I
were lovers back in college.”

Jonathon lit a cigarette. Talking about this
made him feel desperate for one. Nervous guilt was uppermost in his
mind, but his nether regions were responding enthusiastically to
his memories of Reva Houghton. Without a doubt, she was the hottest
thing he’d ever put his hands on.

“It lasted most of two years, the year before
she and Lloyd were married and the year after. It ended around the
time your mother and I married. After that, of course, we all left
school. It’s hard for me to believe that we’ve seen Reva and Lloyd
only once since then.”

Elizabeth said nothing. She just sat
listening. Jonathon had no idea what to do other than plunge
ahead.

“Come to think of it, Nan reminds me quite a
bit of Reva. Nan’s smaller, but her coloring’s the same, and she
has the same basic build.” He smiled, imagining, comparing in his
mind. “Reva’s no doubt stronger, though. Her work does that for
her. Those hands of hers are amazing.”

He remembered the powerful fingers kneading
his buttocks, manipulating his passion like putty as she heaved
beneath him.

“And those long brown legs of hers! It seemed
as though she always had a tan. That kind of skin, you know. Twenty
minutes in the sun and she was an Aztec goddess. Lloyd and I used
to envy her no end. We always burned.”

He remembered the sunbathing sessions at the
pool, back before Irene came into the picture. Poor naive Lloyd
would read until he gave himself a headache and then go to sleep
under the beach umbrella, while Reva and he played games massaging
each other with suntan oil. In bed, once, they’d used baby oil.
Jonathon couldn’t smell either one of those now without
remembering.

“She always knew what to wear to set her tan
off. The artist’s eye, I suppose. Her underwear was fabulous, all
lace and satin. Pink and cream, most of it."

He remembered their first afternoon in his
room, so long ago. Sitting on the edge of his bed, she slowly undid
the top few buttons of her blouse. She took his hands in hers and
put them down inside her bra, making two warm, tight cups around
her breasts as she drew his tongue into her mouth. Then she asked
him to undress her. He remembered his thrill of delight when he
found the silken crotch of her panties already damp.

“She always smelled so good — not perfumey,
just clean, with a little hint of scent. She always used the same
kind of soap. It was Swiss, carnation-scented. It came in big round
cakes wrapped in beige tissue paper, with dark red paper seals.”
Jonathon thought Elizabeth might appreciate these details. As far
as he knew, expensive soaps were her one sensual
self-indulgence.

He remembered the faintly floral warmth. The
day he and Reva first met, she asked him for a ride to the library.
Her scent filled his car and his senses. After they became lovers,
he never tired of their baths together, of feeling the slickness of
the perfumed suds between his palms and the wet firmness of her
limbs.

He barely caught Elizabeth’s words, they were
spoken so low. “What about Lloyd?” she was asking. “Did he
know?”

She was visibly upset. Jonathon cursed
himself for a fool. What had made him think he could talk like this
to his daughter? Her sense of morality might have loosened enough
to let Alan in, but not the idea of adultery. Not yet, anyway.

How could he answer her question? Flippancy
wouldn’t do.“We couldn’t let Lloyd know. He would never have
understood. He worshipped Reva, and he and I were best
friends.”

Friends. In Elizabeth’s ears, her father’s
use of that word was blasphemy. How could he have done that to
Lloyd, to the friend who trusted him? And how could Reva have done
that to her husband?

It was all horrible. She wanted to escape, to
run away from this sickening confession which seemed to be almost a
source of pride for her father. But he insisted on telling more, on
trying to explain.

“The logistics of it weren’t all that
difficult. Even after your mother and I started dating, she was
conveniently gone a lot of weekends. She’s always been something of
a mama’s girl, and she used to go home to Raleigh pretty often.
Lloyd hardly ever saw anything besides his books. He used to
practically set up camp in the library. Reva and I had whole
weekends to ourselves.

“There were no messy complications. Reva
wasn’t doing it out of unhappiness with Lloyd. She and I couldn’t
have married. We’re too much alike. We both knew that Lloyd was the
one she needed for the long haul, but we couldn’t see breaking off
the terrific sex we had just because she married someone else. We
were addicted to it.”

Jonathon paused. Talking about this was
harder than he’d thought it would be. At least ten years had passed
since that visit to Virginia, and more than twenty since those mad,
marvelous romps in the hay at Chapel Hill. Yet he remembered every
erotic detail. Thinking about it now was almost as much pain as
pleasure. How different might his life have been if he and Reva St.
James had decided to try to stay together after all?

“It was hard when it had to end,” he said,
“but we survived. And twenty years later, we’re all still
friends.”

Elizabeth was suffocating. Evidently her
father had thought she would find all this amusing. Or instructive.
Or perhaps merely a suitable subject for a friendly chat. Whatever
his motives, Elizabeth knew she couldn’t let him see her real
reaction.

Jonathon watched in dismay as Elizabeth rose
from her seat. He could see that she was making a valiant effort to
keep from crying.

During his eventful life, Jonathon had had
more than one occasion to regret some rash word or action. But he’d
seldom rued anything quite so much as what he’d apparently just
done to his daughter’s estimation of him.

“I think I’d like to go to my room,” she was
saying. “I’m not feeling all that well. Maybe I overdid it on the
alcohol last night. I’m sorry.”

She gathered up her books and was gone,
fleeing from him and his candor.

For a long time after she was gone, Jonathon
sat at the table toying with his cold eggs. He didn’t know what he
regretted most: his confession, the past that lay behind it, or
Elizabeth’s naiveté.

Why was it so hard for children to accept
their parents’ sexuality? Of course every child has to come to
terms with the fact that Daddy does it with Mommy. Was it such a
long psychological step from the acceptance of that to the
recognition that maybe Dad or Mom has also done it with someone
else? Was it totally unrealistic of him to hope that his daughters
might someday accept him for what he really was?

A car door slammed. Irene was home at last.
When she came through the kitchen door laden with department store
sacks, she was astonished to be greeted with a cup of coffee and a
kiss from her husband.

Jonathon was surprised at how glad he was to
see her. He realized that what he wanted more than anything else
after his draining encounter with post-adolescent trauma was some
adult conversation.

Irene might not love everything about him.
There might be much about him that didn’t deserve to be loved. But
after more than two decades together, there wasn’t much they didn’t
know about each other. When all was said and done, there was a
great deal to be said for familiarity.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 


His father was still carping about
practically every aspect of the job he’d finally found: the pay,
the location, the lack of future.

It was in a large bookstore near Northwestern
University. When Alan informed the manager that he held a
Bachelor’s degree in physics with a minor in math, the man
obligingly put him in charge of the mathematics and sciences
sections. Alan was responsible for inventory, stocking, and
customer orders. Occasionally he had to fill in for an absent
co-worker in some other section of the store. Especially while he
was still learning the ropes, he found the work varied,
challenging, and even educational. He doubted that his father could
handle all these details.

His father’s dismissal of his pay as dreck
was just plain unrealistic. From the very beginning of his job
search, Alan had assumed he could expect nothing more than minimum
wage. Studying was his only real skill. Eventually he would teach,
but only after at least two more years of school. In the meantime,
most of the employers he met were thoroughly unimpressed by his A’s
and B’s in courses like Electricity and Magnetism or Differential
Equations. In the School of Hard Knocks, Out Here in the Real World
— it was amazing how many of them actually used those old clichés —
he was at the bottom of the class.

After almost a month of looking, he’d been
deliriously happy to find this job. It was interesting and not too
strenuous, and the starting salary was slightly above minimum wage.
Alan felt his father should have been happy for him, proud of his
perseverance. That was obviously too much to ask. Nothing he had
ever done or achieved had pleased his father, and Alan was
beginning to believe that nothing ever would.

The bookstore was twenty-five minutes by bus
from his parents’ house — another benefit, as far as Alan was
concerned. That made it impossible for him to return home for lunch
every day. His parents were considerably more disturbed by his
wanting to work Monday through Saturday. In spite of their heated
opposition to his long hours and his breaking of the Sabbath, Alan
set off to town six mornings a week, his lunch box heavy with
sandwiches and fruit, his heart relatively light.

As for the job’s lack of future, his father
was being unrealistic there, too. Alan’s future was in academia,
not retail book sales. After this school year and the following
summer, he would be back in Bloomington, in graduate school. In the
bank, he would have almost the entirety of fifteen months’
salary.

That was the goal, the one he struggled to
keep in mind as the days and weeks ground slowly past. That was the
plan, the one he and Elizabeth had worked out the previous
spring.

They had looked at all the alternatives, had
weighed them according to their varying degrees of projected
unpleasantness. At last they’d decided on two summers and one
school year apart.

Alan had never wanted to go to college in the
city or even the state in which his parents lived. Between his own
stubborn determination to leave Illinois and his father’s argument
that out-of-state tuition was an absurd additional expense, there
was only one possible compromise. At Indiana University, Alan could
get in-state tuition rates by claiming his married cousin Sylvia’s
address in Gary as his home address.

His undergraduate expenses were paid by a
combination of a modest scholarship, a cautiously small bank loan,
his savings from odd jobs as a teenager and part-time jobs during
the summers, ten or twelve hours a week working in the university
library, and his parents’ contribution.

Life on campus sucked up his savings and his
scholarship money like a sponge. He supposed he could apply for
another loan, but paying back the one would be hard enough. In his
senior year, three months before he graduated, the final blow fell.
His father, who worked in a print shop, announced that his steadily
worsening back problems were forcing him to reduce his work hours.
The result was that there would be little or no more money from
home for Alan’s graduate studies.

So he sat down with Elizabeth to take a hard
look at what he could do to keep himself in school until he had his
Master’s degree.He already knew there would be no teaching
assistantship for him. There were only so many to go around, and
those were going to the eager beavers with better grade point
averages than his. That was fair enough. Alan considered himself
lucky to have been accepted into graduate school at all.

After they tossed out the idea of a second
bank loan, they looked at the possibility of school plus full-time
or close to full-time work. Sure, lots of students worked. Lots of
students had no choice. But as far as they could see, when those
work hours climbed above about twenty per week, the results seemed
to be chronic fatigue, time only to cram for tests instead of
really studying, and a social life that was put on indefinite hold.
Not a pretty picture.

There were two other options. They could
marry early and Elizabeth could work full-time, or he could join
the military and wait for the subsequent educational benefits.

Alan’s cousin Sylvia had gone the first
route. Nine years later, she had two semesters of college credit
and three kids. “Someday” was her favorite word. Alan refused to
even consider that possibility for Elizabeth. She was more than
halfway to her B.A., and with her grades, some sort of
fellowship for graduate school was a near certainty. He couldn’t
possibly let her sacrifice her scholastic progress for his.

It was Alan’s student deferment that had thus
far saved him from service in Vietnam, and the fact that he was
already accepted into the Master’s program was keeping him safe at
home now. Unlike the jerks who interviewed him for jobs, the
secretary of his draft board was mightily impressed by his
combination of physics, math, and a 3.5 grade point average. The
fact that he was planning to teach high school didn’t hurt, either.
His mind was apparently more valuable than his body.

He tried not to think too hard about those
who were being sent to fight and die in his place. His principal
emotion, besides a vague opposition to the war, was relief that he
was escaping the senseless horror of it all. He couldn’t imagine
joining up voluntarily.

So he chose the only remaining option, which
was fifteen months of living back home in Chicago and working more
than full time, meanwhile hoping that his luck would hold and he
would escape the notice of anyone higher up the Selective Service
ladder.

His pay wasn’t much, but he was saving almost
every penny of it. There was no running back and forth to
Bloomington to see Elizabeth. There weren’t even any long distance
phone calls to her. He didn’t need expensive clothes for work, and
his leisure activities were limited and cheap. There was an
occasional movie, a rare beer after work — just enough to keep him
from feeling totally deprived. Alan figured that the monetary gains
from all this self-discipline would carry him through to his
Master’s degree and maybe even a bit beyond.

Living with his parents again was certainly
not pleasant, but where else could he get free room and board? His
mother had preserved his bedroom like some sort of shrine, and she
was obviously happy to be cooking for him again. True, there were
still times when she seemed a little hurt that he would no longer
eat her most calorie-laden offerings, and during his first few
weeks at home, Alan had been afraid he would do permanent damage to
his teeth as he gritted them to keep from blowing up at his
father’s ridicule of his weightlifting. But finally his parents had
more or less given up on trying to sabotage his pursuit of better
health. Now they mainly left him alone, which suited him just
fine.

His routine had its own rewards. Alan was
still trying to analyze why that was so. Part of it was that the
daily and weekly schedules he’d fashioned for himself helped give
him a feeling of control, of steady advancement toward his desired
future. Another part was the growing sense of physical and
intellectual superiority — especially to his father — which the
results of the regimentation were giving him.

His forty-eight or fifty hours of work a week
became increasingly onerous, but every Saturday brought another
paycheck and another line across his calendar. Three evenings a
week were devoted to hard workouts with the weights. Maybe it was
just his wishful imagination staring back at him from the big
mirror in his bedroom, but Alan thought he was making progress as
never before. And reading on the bus every day, he was able to get
through at least three or four books a month.

Separate from all of this, his lifeline to
the very best of both his past and his future, were the letters
from Elizabeth. They arrived with comforting regularity. Sometimes
he could scarcely believe how much they meant to him.

Alan spent the thirty minutes between his
arrival downtown and the bookstore’s opening in a nearby coffee
shop. There he allowed himself a cup of coffee plus twenty-five
minutes of rereading Elizabeth’s letters and penning his replies to
her.

It was far easier and more pleasant to write
her from the coffee shop than from home. It was also safer to put
the finished letters into an anonymous corner mailbox than to put
them in the box by their front door. He wanted no semi-hysterical
questions from his mother about letters addressed to this female
with the glaringly un-Jewish name of Nye. Elizabeth had been
carefully instructed to write him care of the bookstore.

The truth about the two of them must come out
eventually, but Alan found he lacked the courage to reveal it while
separated from Elizabeth. He knew very well what his parents’
reaction would be when he told them the facts. They would rage and
storm and demand that he give her up. One day, perhaps only much
later, they would understand. If not that, then they would come to
accept his choice because there was nothing they could do to alter
it.

For now, what did it matter if they were
ignorant of his true inclinations and alliances? Let them believe
whatever they wished about him: that he loved and respected them,
that his professed atheism was only a phase, that he was still a
virgin. Their illusions were their own, and couldn’t touch him.
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What Alan had never anticipated when he took
the job at the bookstore was how frustrating it would be to watch
the endless streams of female customers. Or did their numbers only
seem so large?

The tall bookshelves were arranged
unimaginatively but practically to form long corridors. Above the
corridors hung signs which indicated the subjects of the textbooks
in each section. Alan was delighted to find the books for the
English courses well within view of his own work area. The
literature shelves drew a phenomenal number of female students.

It was rare that a girl noticed him. This did
nothing to bolster his self-image, but it also meant that no one
took offense at his surreptitious ogling. He was used to being more
or less invisible to girls and women, for whom 5-foot-8-inch,
prematurely balding, less than handsome red-haired men are
virtually never objects of desire. Elizabeth had been one of very
few exceptions.

Alan often reflected that if he’d been put in
charge of the English section of the bookstore, he wouldn’t have
been able to stand the strain. As a remedy for his frustration, he
tried distracting himself with thoughts of Elizabeth. The cure was
often worse than the disease.

There were inevitable comparisons between her
and the girls in the bookstore. Yes, he would tell himself, that
girl over there has gorgeous hair, but her legs don’t begin to
compare to Elizabeth’s. The other one has great tits, but the rest
of her body is probably just as soft, not nearly as firm as
Elizabeth’s. The one who was here this morning had fantastic gams,
but her skin was awful. And so on, working hard to find a fault to
balance every virtue.

His workdays were bearable, often even good.
When he left his parents’ house in the morning, there was much to
look forward to: the reading on the bus, the time in the coffee
shop, the girls in the bookstore, the money he would earn.
Evenings, however, brought him back to the house that was no home
and to a barely digestible dinner of his mother’s mediocre cabbage
rolls or knishes and his father’s endless kvetching. The only
possible self-defense was to tune them out as best he could and
then occupy himself with his own thoughts and concerns.

Mornings and evenings, standing at the bus
stop shivering in the damp cold of the late fall weather, Alan
remembered a long, lean body that could banish any chill. During
dinner, when his parents subjected him to a combination of junk TV
and their inane running commentary, both at top volume, they could
have no idea that the noise served mainly to remind him of
Elizabeth — of her laughter, of her quiet, of all their varied
conversation. That talk had been the freest and the best he’d ever
known. There were times when he missed it more than all the rest
together.

In every one of Elizabeth’s letters, Alan
read words of encouragement. In every one of his, he sent words of
assurance that he was doing fine. When he was writing those lines,
the words seemed true enough. But when he stood waiting for the bus
in his fog of memories, when he climbed into his cold bed at night,
he had grave doubts about his ability to see this through.

The previous spring, the two of them had gone
over and over their plan, trying their best to imagine how it would
feel to be separated for fifteen months. The only other separation
they’d endured had been the summer after her freshman year. In
between that summer and the one just past, they had lived together,
loved together, grown together.

The pain of their present separation came to
him as instruments of torture. It was sharp knives of sorrow,
smothering blankets of depression, burning fires of physical
desire. Sometimes he could almost wish he loved her less.

Alan remembered that last May night together.
Their mutual assurances of love remained, a rock for him to cling
to. But Elizabeth and he had said a good bit more than that they
loved each other. Remembering their mutual promises of liberality,
he felt both foolish and fearful.

It wasn’t that he’d changed his mind and
turned possessive. Nor had Elizabeth, as far as he knew. What made
him feel so ridiculous now was that their entire discussion of the
merits of an open relationship during the months of separation had
been for nothing.

After all the mature talk about his working
and her studying, after all the therapeutic confessions to each
other about their less than ideal relationships with their
immediate families, they had kept coming back to the subject of sex
and the prospect of more than a year without it. They’d finally
decided that fidelity for fidelity’s sake was pointless. As long as
they were careful as to whom they chose as partners, as long as
they were honest with each other as to what was going on, and as
long as they both practiced birth control, what could go wrong?

“We don’t own each other,” they’d said. “We
love each other. How is that going to be threatened by a little fun
with other people?” Merely as needed, of course. Merely as a
defense against the coming loneliness. The deep, long-term
commitment was to each other.

Almost seven months into their self-imposed
separation and with over eight months to go, Alan wondered why
they’d bothered making such an agreement. If they had played the
more traditional couple and demanded mutual fidelity, his present
sexual reality would be no different from what it was now, a
depressing round of memories and masturbation. At least in that
case he could try to convince himself that his deprivation was his
moral duty.

He didn’t want so very much. No involvement,
just a little company, a little sex. Okay, a little or a lot. Who
was he to be choosy? Just some, sometime! He was getting
desperate.

Yet even while he lusted after the bookstore
beauties, even while he remembered with gratitude Elizabeth’s
open-mindedness, Alan was secretly afraid. He was afraid that far
away in another college bookstore or library was a tall, slim girl
who roamed the aisles in a parallel state of mind.

What if she is on the make? Over and
over, Alan asked himself that. In spite of all his past assurances
to himself and to her, the question was always followed by others.
What then? What about me? Then he would hate himself, hate his
hypocrisy and his objectless jealousy, and tell himself that surely
all was well. Hadn’t she promised to tell him everything?

What if that fateful letter did arrive
someday, announcing that she was going out with someone else, that
she’d gone to bed with someone else? How would he react?

The truth, Alan finally admitted to himself,
was that he didn’t know.
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CHAPTER FIVE

 


Geology, Elizabeth had decided, was a bitch.
In fact, with geology, Aristotle, and her German history course all
giving her a hard time, this entire spring semester was a bitch.
Even German literature was difficult this time around. Her
senior-level Faust seminar was dominated by two know-it-all
graduate students who intimidated her even while they infuriated
her with their futile attempts to impress old Dr. Jaeger. Only her
French grammar course was anything close to a slide-by.

Geology was definitely the worst, though.
Elizabeth kept reminding herself that all her science requirements
would be met once she passed this course. She simply had to get
hold of herself and work harder at it. But pep talks to herself
weren’t much help when it came down to the nitty gritty, like
trying to absorb the details she would have to know for Monday’s
test on Chapter 27. As she sat trying to come up with some sort of
mnemonic for the order of the Paleozoic periods, it was hard for
her to believe that people like Lloyd Houghton actually read this
stuff for fun.

She was wishing she had Lloyd as her private
tutor by the time she went back to review the epochs of the
Cambrian period. There were index trilobite fossils she would have
to be able to identify and Middle Cambrian sponges with names like
Archeocyathinae. All she had for comfort was the strawberry
milkshake she’d decided to indulge in as she sat trying to study in
the student center cafeteria after lunch.

She was suddenly aware that someone had
called her name. She looked up.

The animated voice came again. “Miss Nye!
Over here!”

Beckoning to her from two tables over was the
young man who’d been the graduate teaching assistant for her
Western Civilization II course the previous semester. Elizabeth
hadn’t seen him in the interim, and she was surprised that he
seemed so glad to see her now.

She was certainly not unhappy to see him
again. Mr. Petersen’s knowledge of history and his enthusiasm for
his subject had very much impressed her, and the final grade of A
he’d given her had won him her eternal gratitude.

During the past fall and winter, her only
regular contact with him had been in class, in the weekly review
sessions which were part of every Western Civilization course. In
late October, though, there was an afternoon conference in his tiny
basement office.

During that hour, he offered her coffee in a
chipped granite-ware mug and chatted animatedly with her about his
undergraduate studies at Wisconsin. Eventually they worked their
way around to a discussion of Russian literature, Elizabeth’s own
special love. They discovered a common passion for Turgenev. He
shook her hand as she left and said he was glad to have her in his
class.

Elizabeth had liked him from the beginning.
The combination of sincerity and slight nervousness was very
winning. The warm reception she received that afternoon in his
office made her feel liked in return.

He seemed to want her to join him at his
table. It would certainly be easier for her to move than for him.
He had a full spaghetti dinner in front of him, along with dessert,
milk, and coffee. Piled beside him were several file folders, a
clipboard, and four thick books. Elizabeth picked up her books,
purse, and milkshake and moved to his table.

He pulled out a chair for her, beaming. “What
a coincidence! I was just wishing I had some company, and there you
were!”

Elizabeth felt a smidgen of amusement at his
eagerness. Then she was ashamed of herself. His unaffected
enthusiasm was actually rather refreshing. He was quite unlike most
of the other graduate students she knew, such as the obnoxious pair
in her German class with their cigarettes and sarcasm.

His cheerfulness was contagious, and
Elizabeth found herself smiling back at him. Not sure what to say
in return, she waited for him to continue.

He swallowed a bite of salad. “Ever since the
end of last semester, I’ve wanted to see you again, to tell you how
much I enjoyed going over your final exam. Your essay answers were
outstanding. I don’t think I’ve ever had a student say so much in
so few pages.” He paused to wind a bite of spaghetti onto his fork.
“It’s a shame you’re not going into history. As Dr. Miller’s always
saying, too many students fail to see the forest for the trees. But
not you. That exam was pure pleasure for me to read.”

Late in the evening, in the depths of the
almost deserted library, he’d copied her entire bluebook. He had
wanted some souvenir of her, some tangible reminder.

Elizabeth had anticipated friendly small
talk, not such effusive praise for a few pages of pressured
scribbling done months before. “That’s awfully kind of you,” she
said, “considering how dashed off those answers were. And a large
part of it was luck. Dr. Miller put all the right questions into
the exam. If he’d concentrated more on the French Revolution or the
Weimar Republic, I would have gotten a C instead of an A.”

“You’ll never make me believe that!”

After another bite of salad, he spoke again,
rather more hesitantly. “Do you mind if I call you Elizabeth? My
name’s Brian, by the way. You’ve probably forgotten.”

She hadn’t, but it was nice to hear him say
it and to have permission to call him that. In every college course
she’d ever had, it was always Mr. This and Miss or Mrs. That — and
Dr. So-and-So, of course, for anyone with a Ph.D.

“I’d like to be on a first-name basis with
you,” he said. “I don’t feel that you’re just another former
student. I always thought you were someone I could talk to more as
an equal. You seem so much more mature than the average — what?
Twenty-one, twenty-two-year-old? How old are you, by the
way?” He took a swallow of milk. “If you don’t mind my asking, that
is.”

“Not at all. I’m not quite twenty-one. My
birthday’s in June.”

“There, you see? Anyone would think you were
older. I’m twenty-seven myself.” She would have guessed a year or
two younger.

“Almost seven years’ difference in our ages,"
he went on, "but you already write better than most Ph.D.
candidates I’ve associated with.”

“That’s very flattering. And I should tell
you that I never regarded you as just another teacher. You
were always so much less remote, as well as a terrific T.A. Of
course you can call me Elizabeth, and I’ll call you Brian, if you
want.” She grinned. “But it won’t be easy. I’ve never called a
teacher by his first name before — except my father’s colleagues,
of course. Actually, I guess it’s odd that I stand in such awe of
most professors. Being the daughter of one, I’m pretty well
acquainted with their human side.”

“Well, God knows you don’t have to stand in
awe of me. I’m not a professor yet. I’m just another history
T.A. struggling with his dissertation and battling his anxiety
before every discussion class he has to meet.”

He added sugar to his coffee. “But thank you
for what you said about my teaching. I certainly wish my
dissertation director had as high an opinion of my work as you seem
to. Why don’t you write Dr. Friedlander a letter telling him how
great you think I am?”

They laughed together. Elizabeth hitched her
chair a little closer to the table. “Your spaghetti’s getting
cold,” she said. “Please don’t let me keep you from your food.
You’re probably starving.” She looked at her watch. “Do you always
eat lunch this late? It’s almost two-thirty.”

“No, I normally eat around noon, or at least
by one. But this morning I got wrapped up in what I was working on
in the library and then I had a conference with a student. My
stomach started growling just as she was giving me her latest
excuse for her latest D. Sort of appropriate, don’t you think? I
was feeling rude and impatient, but I didn’t have the nerve to say
what I really wanted to, so my stomach said it for me. I came over
here right after I got rid of her.”

He ate in earnest for a few minutes.
Elizabeth sipped quietly at the last of her milkshake, watching him
as he chewed with the self-conscious care of the observed lone
diner.

The spaghetti and salad were finally
finished. “Can I offer you some fruit or part of my cake?” he
asked. “This will probably be a bit much for me. That spaghetti
sauce was awfully thick. Here, why don’t you take these pears?” He
was pushing the dish toward her, a spoon already in it.

“I can’t refuse. I love pears. Thanks a
lot.”

They ate together in silence for a few
minutes and then began to talk again. Elizabeth wanted to know more
about Brian. It made her feel sympathetic with him to realize that
he too had difficulties with professors and deadlines.

At one point, he asked about her father. It
turned out that he’d read one of Jonathon Nye’s books, a collection
of French stories in translation with accompanying critical essays.
Brian wanted to know where Elizabeth’s father was teaching, what he
was currently working on.

“He’s at the University of South Alabama,”
she said, “in Mobile. He’s chairman of the Modern Languages
department. It’s his first chairmanship, so he’s finally earning
some decent money. He doesn’t care for all the administrative
stuff, but it’s not a very big department, so he can also teach a
couple of courses every semester. He writes pretty much all the
time. He’s just published a monograph on Baudelaire, in fact. Have
you ever read any Baudelaire?”

Brian shook his head.

“I have to confess that I haven’t, either,”
she said. “But Dad tells me he’s never read any Novalis or Büchner.
We keep expecting each other to be familiar with what each of us is
reading at the moment, but of course it doesn’t work that way. We
wish we had the time to read everything the other one does.”

“I know what you mean. Sometimes I despair of
even having time to read the basic stuff on my dissertation topic,
much less some more Brecht, or Donne, or Kierkegaard, or all the
rest that I’d like to be able to read — or feel that I ought to
read, as the case may be.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Let’s not even talk about
ought to. That gets me too close for comfort to what I ought
to be doing if I want to pass my next geology test!”

“Then we won’t.” Brian started on his
cake.

“You know,” he said after a couple of bites,
“teaching assistants get pressured from three directions. There’s
always the pressure from above, feeling as though you’ll never be
able to know enough to satisfy the professor you’re working for, or
your dissertation director, or your orals board. The more you read,
the more you find there is to read.

“Then there’s the pressure from your fellow
graduate students, those people you’re going to be competing with
for a job. It’s sometimes a very nasty little game of
one-upmanship.”Elizabeth nodded, thinking of the fiercely
competitive pair in her Faust seminar.

“You’re forever wondering what essential,
enlightening something the guy next to you has read that you
haven’t,” Brian went on, “what brilliant parallel he’s going to be
able to draw that you can’t. It can really get to you if you let
it.”

“If you let it,” Elizabeth said. She secretly
feared that she would be able to handle the grad school
game-playing much less calmly than she could talk about it now.

“That’s two,” she said. “What’s the third
pressure?”

“I’m surprised it isn’t glaringly obvious.
Didn’t my nervousness in class show?”

His expression made her want to give him a
reassuring pat on the arm. She didn’t think she should take that
liberty, though. “Yes,” she said, “I guess it did at the beginning.
You got a lot better as the semester went on.”

“I don’t know why, but that’s the way it is
for me every semester. I start out nervous, then get more confident
as we go along. Maybe I just have to get used to each new group of
students. I hope that’ll go away after I have a few more years of
teaching experience.”

He drained his milk glass, then was serious
again. “There’s something else about teaching, something I don’t
think I’ll ever get used to. It bothers me a lot.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s the sense that I have to pressure the
students to make them work, to make them care. Too many of them
don’t really seem to care, at least not about history. Who
knows? Maybe it’s the same for almost all teachers. So many of
those kids are just bodies warming the seats.”

And you try so hard, she thought. She
remembered the stacks of index cards he frequently referred to, the
neatly printed summaries on the board, the big reference books with
their salient passages marked with carefully labeled bits of
paper.

She wasn’t sure how to answer him. She
realized she was hoping for another compliment, an acknowledgement
that he had considered her altogether different from the
seat-warmers.

No compliment came. Instead, he stood up
abruptly. “Can I get you some coffee?” he asked. “I’m going for a
refill.”

“Please. With just a little cream and
sugar.”

She watched as he walked toward the large
coffee urns. His pale blond hair was thinner in the back than she’d
remembered it. She preferred a man’s hair to be thinning. It made
her feel tender toward him, solicitous. He was wearing a blue-green
polo shirt. Its knit fabric outlined his lean back. She liked the
tan corduroy trousers he was wearing. Corduroy pants on a man
always turned her on.

She was feeling the first stirrings of
physical attraction to him. The casual clothes helped. His teaching
clothes were ordinary and asexual: solid-color, long-sleeved shirts
with plain dress pants and loafers, plus a favorite gray cardigan
for when the weather was cooler. She remembered that he preferred
light blue shirts, probably to match his eyes.

She thought the coffee tasted better than
usual. Or was it merely that Brian had sweetened it just right? He
finished the last of his cake, then neatly stacked his dishes and
pushed them to one side. He moved his chair still closer to hers
and leaned slightly toward her. Elizabeth couldn’t tell whether he
was trying to convey simple friendliness or the beginnings of
something more.

His slender hands lay close to hers, cradling
his cup. His white skin looked very soft, and she found herself
longing to touch it. By way of experiment, she allowed her hand to
brush his once as they talked. Brian neither moved his hand away
nor made any gesture of encouragement. Either he hadn’t noticed her
touch or he was unsure what to do next. For that matter, Elizabeth
wasn’t sure what kind of response she wanted.

They talked for a long time. When Elizabeth
had finished her own second cup of coffee, they were both surprised
to find that it was late in the afternoon. The large dining hall
was close to deserted.

“It’s probably still warm out,” Brian said.
“Would you like to go for a walk before we hit the books again? I
have twenty-three quizzes on the Russian Revolution to grade
tonight, but I can’t bring myself to do it quite yet. That is, if
you have the time to spare. You looked awfully busy when I sat
down. I don’t want to keep you from your studies. Or if you have a
date or something…”

Was he trying to find out whether she was
going with someone?

“No, no date. And I can always study later.
Besides, I’ve had all the geology I can take for one day. Other
than that, I’ve just got a little Goethe to read for tomorrow. My
philosophy and German history assignments are already done. Sure,
let’s take a walk.”

He brightened at her response, and they left
the building. When she offered to carry a couple of his books for
him, he accepted readily. That’s good, she thought. No silly male
pride over practicality here. She liked Brian more and more.

They walked slowly along the narrow path,
enjoying the smell of the trees and the voices of the birds. This
wooded area was a world apart, dense and lush, far quieter than the
rest of the campus. They found a bench, both of them glad to sit in
the midst of the springtime beauty. The leaves of the trees were
that vibrant green which one sees for so short a time immediately
after they bud. The sun was low, speckling the path in front of
them.

They sat in silence for only a minute or two
before Elizabeth knew her companion was done with talking. She felt
the gentle touch of his hand at the back of her neck.

Her reaction was far less reserved. At the
warmth and lightness of his touch, she was flooded with desire for
him. She turned and clutched at him, pulling his slender torso to
hers. She pressed her mouth to his, and her hands could not be
satisfied. They found first his back, then his chest, then the
swelling beneath the corduroy.

For eight long months, Brian had desired this
girl. He’d fantasized about her, even dreamed about her. Now all
his dreams seemed destined for fulfillment. He could scarcely
believe that this was Elizabeth kissing him, Elizabeth’s hand
caressing him, Elizabeth saying, with all her bodily art, Take
me. How gladly he would, if not for where they were at the
moment.

He had to get her hand away. What if someone
came by? He managed to free his mouth from hers, then seized her
hand and held it to his chest. “Please,” he whispered, “not
here!”

She leaned against him, her eyes closed. She
was breathing heavily, her face flushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I
got carried away.”

“Why are you apologizing? You didn’t do
anything wrong. I just want — I think I want to take a
little more time with all this. I want it to last for a while.”

“It can last all night if you want,
Brian.”

“You know perfectly well what I want!”

“Sure, exactly the same thing I do.
Now, as the old line goes, your place or mine?”

“Maybe we’d better make it mine. You live in
that little apartment building just off Kirkwood, don’t you, not
far from the administration building? Kind of conspicuous.”

“How did you know where I live, you clever
thing?”

“I looked up your address in the school
directory. Both semesters, in fact. You’ve moved since last
semester, haven’t you?”

“Yes. My parents decided that the place I had
last fall was a little too pricey.”

Clara was going to be starting college soon,
her mother was fond of reminding Elizabeth, so of course they all
had to do their part to save money. But there was no need to give
Brian the entire history of her various campus living
arrangements.

“Well, I have a house about twelve miles
south of town. It’s an old place, very quiet. I think we could
relax more there.”

“It sounds great. Let’s go.” She kissed him
again, lingeringly. “I’m afraid you’ll have to drive me both ways,
though. I don’t have a car.”

He seemed a bit surprised by her news, but
not displeased. “I don’t mind at all. I’ll just have you with me
that much longer.” He adjusted his armload of books. “Are you ready
to go, or do you need to stop by your apartment first?”

Elizabeth considered. “That might not be a
bad idea. I can drop off these books and pick up what I need for
the night.”

At her apartment, he waited in the car while
she went in to gather her few essentials: toothbrush and hairbrush,
clean underwear, assorted toiletries, and her birth control pills.
She added her copy of Faust and her German dictionary, then
popped everything into her canvas and leather tote bag, a
Scandinavian extravagance Alan had given her on her last birthday.
She locked her door and ran down the stairs.

As they drove south from campus, the sun was
setting, pure gold in the clear air. It flashed through the trees,
playing hide-and-seek with them. Elizabeth felt intoxicated by the
combination of the April evening and all that she was anticipating
at the home of the man who sat beside her. Brian kept turning to
smile at her, his blue eyes filled with his own excitement.

They spoke little during the drive. Elizabeth
laid her hand on his thigh and caressed it softly — not to
distract, but to promise.

Brian took her hand in his. He held it first
tightly, then very tenderly.
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CHAPTER SIX

 


The house was surrounded by a yard with three
giant sycamores, several bushes, and many wild flowers among the
weeds. A low picket fence did inadequate guard duty around Brian’s
property. Lilac and forsythia bushes pushed their way over and
through the wooden pickets, hiding their support’s lack of
paint.

Brian was obviously neither gardener nor
handyman, but that didn’t bother Elizabeth. She rather liked seeing
a yard in a semi-wild state. To her it denoted not slovenliness on
the owner’s part, but a love of nature.

She held the porch door for Brian. He laid
their things on the cane-bottomed chair, then enfolded her in his
arms. He pressed his face against her neck, his lips seeking her
throat, her mouth. She sagged against him, her knees weak. “Let’s
get inside,” she murmured.

Brian’s key scratched at the keyhole and the
door swung open. He drew her inside and touched a light switch.

Elizabeth found herself in the hallway of the
old house. In front of them was an uncarpeted wooden staircase with
a heavy banister. To the left was the living room. To the right
were the dining room and kitchen, separated by an open door. The
walls of the living and dining rooms were covered in dark,
floral-patterned wallpaper.

The furniture was of another generation. In
the living room she saw a generously upholstered sofa, a wing chair
with a crocheted afghan draped over the back, a low footstool with
a faded tapestry cover, and a spindle-sided cherry wood rocker with
a leather seat. Even the dark wooden case holding a stereo set, a
long row of records, and a small TV set looked old; it must have
served some other purpose in years gone by. In the dining room was
an oak table with four sturdy chairs around it. Against the far
wall stood a matching oak hutch, graced only by a white ironstone
soup tureen. There was no clutter anywhere.

Elizabeth stood motionless in the hallway.
Entering Brian’s house, she had stepped into a world of peace and
welcome. Wordlessly, she took his hand. In the soft glow of the
overhead light, his face shone with pleasure at her reaction.

The quiet was broken by a sharp meow. From
behind the rocker emerged a slender, shining, totally black cat.
The animal ran toward its master, then rubbed its sides against his
legs. Brian scooped up the beast and laid it against his chest and
shoulders. The cat purred loudly.

“This is Rhodesia,” Brian said. “She always
needs a lot of love right after I come home. And I think maybe
she’s a little jealous of you. For a cat, she’s very possessive. Or
maybe neurotic is a better word. Alone too much, probably. But when
I’m here, we’re good company for each other.”

To the cat, which he was stroking all the
while, he said in a low, soothing voice, “Here’s a friend for you
to meet, Rhodesia. Another female, but scarcely a threat. I’m
counting on you to be nice to her.”

Elizabeth offered the animal a tentative pat.
Rhodesia looked at her and set her ears back slightly, but she made
no move to leap from her master’s shoulder.

“That’s right,” said Elizabeth. “At least
give me a chance. I like cats very much, and you’re probably the
most beautiful one I’ve ever seen. Don’t be nervous. I won’t hurt
you.”

“She’s nervous by breeding as well as
temperament,” Brian said. “She’s half Siamese, and I think maybe
she was weaned too early. Sometimes she sucks my earlobes. Very
weird. But I love her.”

He gently disengaged the cat from his
shoulder and she bounded off toward the kitchen, evidently
expecting food. Brian retrieved their things from the front porch
and laid them on the dining room table. Then he followed Rhodesia
into the kitchen.

This room was also neat and old-fashioned.
The table and chairs were of enameled metal. Behind the glass
fronts of the cupboards, Elizabeth could see orderly piles and rows
of dishes and cans. The dark red linoleum was worn but very clean.
Bright red and white checked curtains hung at the window above the
sink.

From the refrigerator, Brian took a
half-empty can of cat food. He spooned the contents into a dish for
Rhodesia, who was once again meowing loudly. “Just keep your furry
shirt on,” he said. “It’s coming.” When he set the dish on the
floor for her, she attacked it greedily.

“We can leave her now,” he said. “She won’t
miss us. She’ll just eat and then take a nap.” He put his hand low
on Elizabeth’s back, his touch telegraphing his desire. “I don’t
think she’ll bother us.”

He turned out the kitchen light. As he led
her toward the stairway to the second floor, Elizabeth was
conscious of the nervousness which was mixed with her excitement.
They ascended the stairs hand-in-hand. She became aware that Brian
was trembling slightly. Isn’t this crazy? she thought. What are we
afraid of?

Brian left the bedroom light off, allowing
the illumination from the hallway to suffice. Elizabeth saw a plain
wooden four-poster bed covered with a dark blue quilt. The other
furnishings were a tall dresser, a nightstand with a hobnailed
glass lamp, and a ladder-back chair. On the floor beside the bed
was a multi-colored braided rug.

Against one wall stood a large metal
bookcase, every shelf filled almost from end to end with books.
Brian saw her looking at the case. “I keep all my novels and short
story collections in here,” he said. “When I have the time, I like
to read in bed.”

Elizabeth grinned at him. “When there’s
nothing better to do, right?”

He looked embarrassed, but didn’t answer.

They stood silently facing each other. Brian
raised his hands to the collar of Elizabeth’s shirt, which he began
to slowly unbutton. He slipped it from her arms and laid it on the
chair, his eyes never leaving her body.

He stood gazing at her as though transfixed
as she proceeded to undress herself. When she stood before him
wearing only the black bikini panties that Alan liked so much, his
hand reached out to caress the curve of her waistline. He brushed
her flat belly with the backs of his fingers. Then his hand
ascended, the palm touching her breast, her collarbone, her
shoulder.

She could scarcely hear the words he
whispered. “My God, you’re so beautiful!”

For answer, she could only smile in
gratitude.
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As she’d anticipated, he was a gentle lover.
He seemed to be afraid of hurting her, seemed not to know that her
more vigorous movements beneath him indicated pleasure, not pain.
He came after only a few minutes, trembling and gasping.

It was too soon for her. Elizabeth held his
body close to hers, waiting for him to grow calmer.

When he started to apologize, she put her
hand over his mouth. “Shush,” she said, “leave this to me.” In one
quick, strong motion, she rolled them over together. “You can just
relax,” she soothed him. “This won’t take long.”

Brian was not yet relaxed — at least not all
of him was. So the sensations of this second position were almost
as intense for him as they were for her. He lay beneath her wrapped
in bliss as she maneuvered her body and his. She seemed to derive
ever-increasing pleasure from her dominant position. Brian was
amazed at the violence of her motions, of the strength with which
she held his lower body against hers.

After a very few minutes more, she lifted her
groin slightly from his, thrust her arms beneath his shoulders, and
was over the edge. Her drawn-out cry was like that of someone in
pain.

She lay on top of him, breathing heavily. In
the dim light, he could see her back glistening from her exertions.
He ran his hands slowly down it, letting them come to rest in the
hollow just below her waist. He had never been so happy or so
comfortable in his entire life.

She gave him one more kiss. Then she lifted
herself off him, separating their bodies with a delicious slowness.
It seemed to Brian that she was being deliberately considerate of
him, that she knew what the physical disunion of their bodies was
for him, a sensation of being driven from the comforts of home out
into the cold world. To his delight, she offered her warm hand as a
substitute for the heat of her body.

“I have something to tell you,” he said at
last. “If you promise not to laugh, that is.”

“Promise.”

“After that mediocre performance, you’ve
probably already guessed, but — until just now, I was a
virgin.”

Yes, she’d guessed. It had all been so
intense for him: their kisses on the bench and the front porch, his
reaction to the sight of her naked body, his almost immediate
response to the actuality of intercourse.

“I had an inkling,” she said, “but not
because of your ‘performance,’ as you put it. This is no contest,
you know. And in case you didn’t notice, I rather enjoyed
myself!”

Her hand began a tender stroking of his
forehead and cheek. “You were fine,” she said. “You were just
excited, that’s all. Really, I was flattered. Don’t worry, you’ll
learn more control. Practice makes perfect, and right now, I can’t
think of anything I’d enjoy more than lots of practice with
you!”

Brian pulled her body against his, hugging
her tightly.

“Just out of curiosity,” Elizabeth asked,
“how much do you weigh? I’ve been trying to guess. I’m usually
pretty accurate.”

“Guess aloud, and I’ll tell you if you’re
right.”

She knew Alan’s weight. Brian was taller than
Alan, but considerably thinner. She tried to make a rough
calculation, then decided to tack on a few pounds in case he was
self-conscious about his build. She didn’t want to hurt his
feelings.

“One-sixty, maybe?”

Brian laughed good-naturedly. “I wish! I
actually weigh just over 150.”

“So much for my vaunted accuracy. Now why
don’t you try to guess my weight?” This game always amused her.

“Well, you’re almost my height, and your
bones are about the size of mine, but women always seem to weigh so
little for their heights. I’ll say 130.”

“Pretty close. One thirty-six, actually. I
work out a lot with weights, so I’ve got more muscle and less fat
than most women. Muscle weighs more than fat. Everybody always
underestimates my weight.”

“And people are always overestimating my
weight. I guess it’s because I’m a man. Men’s clothes cover a lot
of flaws.”

“What flaws? I think your body’s fine. In
fact, why don’t you turn on the light? I want to see you
better.”

The bedside lamp was brighter than she’d
expected. Then she remembered that up to now he’d used the
illumination only for reading.

“Ah,” she said, “that’s better. Now I can see
your lovely golden locks and big blue eyes.”

She meant it as a joke, but Brian didn’t seem
to be taking it that way. “Yeah,” he said. “They used to call me
‘Goldilocks’ as well as ‘Skinny.’ I really don’t like being so
fair. My skin’s so sensitive that I can hardly stand the sun. One
of my sisters is the same way. It’s very inconvenient, and we both
hate it.”

Elizabeth was sorry for her jocular tone.
She’d had no idea his coloring would be a sore point with him.

“I didn’t mean to tease you. I think your
coloring is very attractive. Your hair is so light it’s almost
white, and I’ve never seen such pure blue eyes before. It’s all
very striking. You should appreciate it more.” She was beginning to
see that there was much about himself that Brian didn’t
appreciate.

He looked mollified. His coloring was indeed
a sensitive area with him. Most women seemed to admire tall, dark,
athletic types. Brian was only slightly above average height, and
he was painfully conscious of how deficient he was in the muscle
department. He imagined that most women saw him as skinny, pale,
and puny.

True, there was Donnie, the petite Italian
girl he’d dated for part of one semester a few years back. She
considered his coloring exotic, divine. Unfortunately, she was also
Catholic and very conservative. Her rapture had never carried her
beyond the kissing stage.

Elizabeth seemed determined to banish
thoughts of Donnie or of any other such loss from his mind. After
they’d lain holding each other for a while longer, she raised
herself on one elbow and began running her hand lightly from his
chest to his knees.

She outlined his collarbones, brushed his
nipples, ran her hand down the insides of his parted thighs. Up and
down and back again went her hand, the tracings becoming more and
more intimate. Brian had never imagined that a human touch could be
so soft, so delicious.

She knelt beside him on the bed. Ranging her
hands over the whole length of his body, she massaged his
shoulders, his arms and hands, his calves. Brian lay silent,
watching her. By the time she’d worked her way back up to the
middle part of his body and bent to take his penis in her mouth, it
was plain she was as aroused again as he.

This time, neither of them wanted any
rushing.
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Afterwards, Elizabeth spoke first, her voice
low and husky. “That was gorgeous.”

“That goes double for me,” Brian murmured
against her neck.

They rolled apart, then lay side by side,
talking and joking together.

Eventually they agreed that it was time to
get cleaned up.

Elizabeth bounced out of bed, tugging at
Brian’s arm. “Come on,” she said, “you’ve got another treat coming!
Where’s your shower?”

Brian heaved himself from the bed. “No
shower, I’m afraid. This house isn’t modern enough for that. Will
you settle for a nice big bathtub?”

The bathroom was as clean as all the other
rooms. The faucets on the sink were the old narrow, individual kind
with porcelain handles, and the stopper was a rubber plug on a
chain. The mirror above was fogged with age. The floor tiles were
black and white, a precise pattern of hexagons. Only the toilet
seemed newer than the other fixtures. The huge tub was six feet
long, Elizabeth gauged, very deep and wide, set on clawed feet.

She turned to him, delighted. “Your whole
house is simply wonderful!”

Brian started the bath water running. “It’s
small thanks to me. I just keep the place clean. As you saw, I
don’t do nearly enough outside. I rather like housework, but I
can’t stand being out in the sun doing yard work. When it starts
looking like a haunted house, I have someone else come cut the
grass and do a little trimming.

“The original owners died a few years back,
and their only daughter lives in Salt Lake City. She and her
husband had no use for this old place. They made a few minimal
repairs, had some cleaning and painting done, then rented it out.
I’ve had it for the last three years.”

“All the furnishings were left, too?”

“Yes, almost everything here is original. The
daughter told me she likes contemporary furniture, not this old
stuff, so she just threw it in. I didn’t own a stick of furniture,
so I was glad to get it. It’s old but serviceable. And it has
character, don’t you think?”

“A great deal. Like you.”

He looked embarrassed again.

“You might as well get in while the tub’s
filling,” he said. “It takes a long time. You can practically scuba
dive in that thing.”

Elizabeth climbed in. The water was on the
hot side, just the way she liked it. Brian padded around the room
while she sat in the water and watched him. From a large wall
cabinet, he took two blue bath towels and matching washcloths. He
rummaged around on the shelf below until he found a small white
cardboard box printed in elaborate red and brown lettering.

“What’s in there?” Elizabeth asked.

“It’s some English soap I picked up in Canada
a couple of years ago. I thought you might like to try it.” He held
up the box so she could see the cover. Roberts’ Original Brown
Windsor Soap, it said. 3 Tablets.

“Hey, terrific! I love fancy soaps!”

“It’s not really that fancy, just unusual. I
bought it because it was the only brown soap I’d ever seen.”

The bar produced a light brown lather and a
crisp scent. They soaped and then ducked one another in the deep
water, splashing and laughing. Brian took a bottle of shampoo from
a shelf beside the tub and lathered Elizabeth’s hair for her. She
closed her eyes, loving the pampering.

“I don’t think I’ve told you this yet,” he
said, “but I think your haircut is great. It makes you look sporty,
kind of boyish.”

“Thanks. Some people like it and some don’t.
It’s so short that I’ve even been mistaken for a guy occasionally.
I used to have longer hair, but I got tired of the bother.”

Brian finished massaging her scalp. Elizabeth
held her nose and slid under the water, swishing the soap from her
hair. When she surfaced again, she shampooed Brian’s hair for him,
briskly soaping his sparse chest hair for good measure. When she
was finished, he held her close.

“Hold your nose,” he said. “We’re going
under!” They went down together and came up kissing.

Brian wiped his eyes. “I hate to be the one
to say this, but I think we’d better be sensible and finish up
here. How about some rinse water?”

“I guess you’re right. After all that
exercise, I’m starving for supper.”

When the tub was drained, Brian refilled it
halfway with fresh water. They rinsed off, soaked for a few
minutes, then climbed out onto the bath mat.

Without taking the time to blot the water
from his own body or hair, Brian reached for one of the towels and
wrapped Elizabeth in it. He began to dry her, pressing the soft
folds to her shoulders and breasts. Elizabeth saw him shiver
slightly. Whether it was from cold or emotion, she couldn’t
tell.

“That’s all right,” she said gently. “You
don’t have to do that for me. You need to dry yourself off, or
you’ll get chilled.”

When they were both dry, Elizabeth remembered
that she’d left her things in the dining room. “I should have
thought ahead and brought my tote bag and purse up with me,” she
said. “They’ve got my deodorant and makeup and stuff in them.”

“I’ll get them,” Brian volunteered. He took a
terrycloth robe from the back of the door and left the room,
returning with the required objects.

He touched the tan leather of the tote bag
appreciatively. “Very elegant. Where’d you get it?”

“It was a present,” she answered, “from a
friend.”

She went through her after-bath ritual with
more efficiency than usual, feeling a bit self-conscious. Brian
watched in interested silence as she applied the small amount of
eye makeup she wore.

“You know what?” he asked after a few
minutes.

“No, what?”

“Apart from everything else about you, I like
you because you don’t go in for stuff like nail polish and hair
rollers and false eyelashes. Your femininity is so unobtrusive.
You’re just clean and neat and pretty.”

She smiled. “That’s probably one of the
nicest things anybody’s ever said to me. I can’t stand girls who
are frilly little twits. I’m awfully glad you appreciate the way I
am.” She gave her damp hair another brisk rub with the towel.

“And I like the way you are, Brian. I think
it’s great the way you keep your house, and the way you let me
carry your books for you this afternoon. You seem so unconcerned
about maintaining any sort of masculine image. You’re just
yourself.”

He came closer to her. He’d shed the robe,
and they were both naked. Taking her in his arms, he pressed his
cheek to hers.

His words came hesitantly. “You’re so
kind….”

She disengaged herself from his arms, then
took his face between her hands. “Brian, don’t you think you
deserve it? Don’t you know you deserve everything I could ever give
you?”

He took her hands in his, pressing them
hard.

Elizabeth could scarcely sort out her various
emotions. In spite of their agreement, her thoughts of Alan were
half guilty ones. Then there was the consciousness that this affair
— which she knew it would be, which she knew she wanted it to be —
was moving in a direction she’d never anticipated having to face
while apart from Alan.

There was also a vague trepidation that Brian
would eventually ask for details of her past relationships. Her
instinct told her that if he knew about her commitment to Alan, he
would never understand what she’d done with him this evening. It
wasn’t difficult to see that dalliance of any sort was a stranger
to this man’s heart. What right did she have to stand here with
him, his emotions so evident, her own so concealed?

Rhodesia watched them from the rumpled bed as
they dressed, her slitted eyes golden and knowing. When Elizabeth
bent to stroke the cat’s belly, the beast stretched and yawned
extravagantly.

Brian smiled. “I think she likes you,” he
said. “She trusts you already.”

To that, Elizabeth had no answer.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

 


The dinner-hour family groups had come and
gone. At this time of night, most of the other customers in the
pancake house were also couples. Brian and Elizabeth seated
themselves in a secluded booth.

“What’ll it be?” Brian asked, glancing at a
menu. “I could go for some blueberry pancakes with a side order of
Canadian bacon.”

“Blueberry pancakes sound great. I’ll take
some ham with mine.”

The portions were generous and the food was
delicious. After two pancakes, a slice of ham, and a mug of hot
coffee, Elizabeth was feeling steeped in satisfaction.

“Maybe it’s just because I was so hungry,”
she said, “but I don’t know when I’ve enjoyed pancakes this
much.”

“Being hungry helps,” Brian agreed, “but I
think it’s even more important how you feel about the person you’re
eating with. I’ve had the experience of being at a dinner party
where the food was superb but some member of the company was an
absolute boor. That can spoil it all for me.”

“What’s your definition of a boor?”

“I guess someone who wants to argue about
football is the worst — or even someone who wants to discuss
football!”

“I take it you don’t care for the game.” As
football was the sport she herself found most inane, it was a
pleasure to hear him voice his own dislike.

“That’s putting it mildly. Don’t get me
wrong. I’m not against sports in general. I admire things like ice
skating and gymnastics and diving because they’re so aesthetic.
I’ve tried, but I simply can’t see any beauty in football. To me,
it’s just a bunch of overgrown, overpaid brutes careening around a
big field bashing each other. And frankly, I think there’s
something very strange about needing to tie your personal identity
to a sports team. I guess I’ve just never been able to understand
the psychology of it all.”

He took a swallow of coffee. “Most of the
people I socialize with don’t like football any more than I do, but
once in a while I’ll meet a real dilly. Some of my father’s
business associates used to really annoy me.”

“What does your father do?”

Brian looked at his plate, all the light gone
out of his face. “Both my parents are dead. They died in an auto
accident a little over two years ago.”

Elizabeth was horrified. “Oh, Brian! How
awful!”

“Yes, it was. Apart from a few ideological
differences, we were pretty close. I have two older sisters. It was
really tough on them, and their kids were very attached to Mom and
Dad.”

Elizabeth reached for his hand. “I’m so
sorry! I didn’t have any idea.”

He let his hand rest in hers for a moment
before he answered. “Of course you didn’t. Don’t feel bad. The
subject was bound to come up sooner or later. Besides, two years is
a long time. Thinking about it isn’t nearly as hard as it used to
be.”

“Still, I’m sorry.”

“Really, don’t worry about it.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes. In
spite of his brave words to Elizabeth, Brian found himself engulfed
in memories of his eldest sister’s nearly hysterical phone call
that cold March day and of the horrible funeral. During the
ceremony, he’d felt he was suffocating under a blanket of grief,
the minister’s pious platitudes about the unfathomable will of God,
and the ghastly perfume from the mounds of flowers.

He looked up at her and said in a firmer
voice, “Well, let’s not get morbid.” Elizabeth thought of Nan
Culver and her similar bravery.

“You asked what my father did. He was a real
estate agent. He was always trying to get me to move to Houston or
Denver or Phoenix and follow in his footsteps. He used to say I
could be rich if I chose the right boom town. I don’t think he ever
understood my fascination with history. He was a very practical
man.

“My middle sister — that’s Alicia — went into
real estate in Kansas City, and it tickled Dad pink. She’s doing
very well at it. Real estate’s generally a good field for a woman,
I think.”

“Does she have a family?”

“Yes, but she and her husband have only one
child. Craig’s almost nine already, and he and his dad do a lot
together, so Alicia feels freer now to devote herself to her
career.”

“What about your other sister? What does she
do?”

“Pauline still lives in Milwaukee. She’s more
the homebody. She and Carl have four kids. Patty and Polly, the
twins, are eight. Then there’s Brian — they named him for me —
who’ll be six in August. And little Michael will be four in less
than a month.”

His face was animated again. “By the way,
I’ve been racking my brains what to get Michael for his birthday. I
want to get him something special, but I haven’t come up with
anything yet. Maybe you could help me shop.”

His love for the child was so obvious. How
many other graduate students, she wondered, carried the birth dates
of their nieces and nephews around in their heads?

“I’m not sure how much help I’ll be,” she
said, “but I’m flattered that you want my opinion. I’ll be glad to
help you look. Maybe the best thing to do, though, is to ask your
sister’s advice. She’ll know what he wants, and we can go from
there.”

“Of course! Why didn’t I think of that? He’s
probably dictated a whole list to her by now.”

“Will he get the whole list?”

Brian smiled. “I doubt it. Pauline and Carl
are pretty indulgent with those kids, but I don’t think they spoil
them.” He finished the last of his food, then signaled the waitress
for a refill on their coffee.

“It may be just my little-brotherly love
showing, but I think Pauline is a fantastic mother. Back before the
older kids were in school, she used to spend practically all day
reading to them, painting with them, and making toys for them out
of old stuff like milk cartons and boxes and paper bags. You
wouldn’t believe her imagination.”

Elizabeth listened in silence, mentally
contrasting Brian’s ebullient affection for his eldest sister with
her own cold dislike of her younger one.

“A few years ago,” he went on, “she made this
whole family of sock puppets for the kids. She got a big work sock
for the daddy, a crew sock for the mommy, and toddler-size socks
for the babies. She sewed on button eyes and felt mouths and wild
yarn hair, all different colors. They were hilarious. She does
stuff like that all the time. I don’t think I’ve ever known a
happier family.”

“Does she make things for the kids in order
to save money? What does her husband do?”

“No, money’s no problem. Carl’s a
lawyer.”

How odd, thought Elizabeth. The lawyer and
the happy homemaker.

“That’s convenient,” she said. “Personally, I
don’t know how anyone but a lawyer or a doctor can afford
four kids.”

“I agree. Even Pauline complains sometimes. I
guess there’s an endless stream of clothes to buy, doctor bills to
pay, dance lessons for the twins, all the rest of it.”

Elizabeth thought of Alan. Considering how
serious they were about each other, she supposed some people might
find it strange that they hadn’t talked much yet about having
children. School and work and their need for each other had
absorbed all their time together and all their thoughts while
apart. For them, children belonged to a hazy future. Sometime down
the line there would be one or two, probably, but never as many as
four.

“I’ve always thought one or two kids would be
plenty,” she said. Why did such a sensible, modern opinion suddenly
sound like a challenge after Brian’s description of his sister’s
home? She hoped it didn’t to him. “I like kids, but I don’t want to
devote my entire life to them. I want a career as well.”

“Yes,” he said, “I can understand that. But
I’m not sure any man can really know what it’s like for a
woman when she has to decide about things like working or having
kids.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I think most women have a lot more
options than men do. Of course a single woman has to support
herself, but most married women can choose whether they want to
stay home or go to work, and whether they want to work part time or
full time.

“For virtually every man, though, unless he’s
inherited a fortune, a full-time job of some sort is just a given.
His career is something he has to start thinking about and working
toward very early. For a boy, the question isn’t so much ‘Who will
I be?’ but ‘What will I be, what work will I do?’

“I’ve tried to imagine what it would be like
to have a socially acceptable option, to be allowed to hunt for
someone who would support me for the rest of my life, but I don’t
think I can. The idea of staying at home while my wife goes off to
work just seems ludicrous, kind of shameful.”

Elizabeth nodded her agreement. “And I’m not
sure I can understand what it’s like to have to work full time or
more in order to survive and support a family. I don’t know how men
stand all that responsibility. So far, I’ve never had to work
except to earn some extra spending money, like when I babysat in
high school or when I worked at a 7-11 store last summer. My
parents are paying for my education. But I’m certainly looking
forward to working after I’ve finished school. I want at least a
Master’s degree and maybe even a Ph.D.”

“Have you decided yet what you’ll do with
your education?”

“Teach German, probably, or maybe teach part
time and translate part time. I’ll have to see what’s available a
few years down the line.” She leaned toward him, her face serious.
“This may sound silly, but the one thing I’m absolutely sure of is
that I want to do something special, something important. The
engine that drives me is the need to distinguish myself somehow.
Exactly how or when that will be remains to be seen. Bunches of
babies just aren’t in the picture.”

“Then we’re a lot alike. And you mustn’t
think I want a big family merely because my sister has one. I love
kids, and I hope I’ll be a father someday, but I wouldn’t want my
wife to submerge herself in her family the way Pauline has. She’s a
marvelous wife and mother, but —”

“But that’s all she is, right?”

“Yes, and it’s a shame. After she graduated
from high school, she worked in a flower shop for a few years, then
decided she wanted to become a nurse. She was almost finished with
her first year of nursing school when she met Carl. They got
married less than a year later. When she got pregnant right away,
she dropped out of school and never went back. She seems very happy
now, but I have to wonder how she’ll feel later on, after the kids
are older and more independent. I hate to think of her just sitting
around waiting for the grandchildren to arrive.”

“You love her a lot, don’t you?”

“I guess it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? She’s
eight years older than I am, and she was almost a second mother to
me.”

“What about your other sister, Alicia? You
haven’t told me much about her yet.”

“She’s five years older than I am, and very
different from Pauline. I think she mainly resented my arrival.
After all, I bumped her from her baby-of-the-family status and got
the added glory of being the only boy.” He chuckled. “She used to
bully me a lot when Mom and Pauline weren’t looking.”

Elizabeth wondered what Brian would think if
he knew how often and bitterly she and Clara had fought. She
herself had been accused of bullying time and time again. Her
mother had always been blind to how provoking Clara could be.

“What’s Alicia like now? Do you get along
with her?”

“I can’t say I’m as close to her as I am to
Pauline, but sure, we get along all right. She’s a little too
concerned with outward appearances for my taste, but she has her
good side. She’s a very hard worker, and I really like her husband.
Tom runs a combination deli and sandwich shop. He’s a very jovial,
talkative type, so that kind of work is perfect for him. Alicia’s
more ambitious than he is. She’s more —”

“What? Materialistic?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. I worry about them
sometimes. About their marriage, I mean. They seem to be moving
further and further apart in what they want out of life. Tom’s such
a casual person that I can’t imagine him wanting to be rich, but I
think Alicia really hungers for that.”

“How do you know?”

“You can tell. All you have to do is see the
before and after pictures when she gets ready for work in the
morning. It’s like another self she puts on along with her makeup
and good clothes. All that polish and drive!”

Brian paused, looking somber. Elizabeth found
herself very interested in his two sisters, in their differences.
She was even more interested in the fact that Brian’s emotional
reactions to the two of them were so different.

“It’s more than just drive,” he continued.
“It’s almost aggression. You can tell she can’t wait to get to the
office every morning, to have another chance at another big
sale.”

“That’s not necessarily bad, is it? If Alicia
made enough big sales, Tom could afford to talk more and work
less!”

That coaxed a smile from Brian. Elizabeth had
nailed Tom’s character without ever having met him.

“Besides,” she continued, “it sounds as
though Alicia’s hardly the type to be satisfied sitting home doing
Tom’s bookwork.”

“No, I don’t think she could stand being just
Tom’s wife and Craig’s mother. She needs to be herself, apart from
them. She needs something that’s entirely her own.”

“That sounds very reasonable to me.
Emotionally healthy, even. So what’s the problem? Does Tom
need her to stay home and do the bookwork?”

“No, he manages fine with the people he has.
But sometimes I think he’s not entirely happy with how Alicia’s
career is changing her.”

“Is it really changing her, do you think, or
is it just bringing out something that was there all along?”

Brian didn’t answer. Elizabeth hoped that he
wouldn’t take what she was going to say next as a criticism.

“You mustn’t expect her to be a carbon copy
of Pauline, you know. It sounds to me as though Alicia’s chosen
what’s right for her. Besides, even if you leave out all the global
considerations, I think small families are better for both the kids
and the parents. The kids get more individual attention and the
parents are a lot less stressed, financially and otherwise. The
mother has time in her life for kids and a career, if she
wants one, without having to feel that she’s sacrificing one for
the other. So what’s wrong with Alicia wanting to have it both
ways?”

“Nothing, of course. And I think what you’re
describing is pretty much ideal. I guess you’d have to meet Alicia
to know what I’m talking about. Everything but her job seems to be
slowly fading into the background for her. I don’t want to see Tom
and Craig ever fade away entirely. They need and love her
tremendously. I hope she knows that.”

Elizabeth stirred her coffee. “I envy you,”
she said. “You’re so concerned about all of them. I certainly wish
I got along that well with my family.”

Brian looked surprised. “Oh, don’t you? The
only one you’ve ever mentioned is your father, and you’ve always
spoken well enough of him. I assumed you were close to the others,
too. How many others are there, by the way?”

“I have one sister, Clara. She’s two and a
half years younger than I am, and we’re quite the opposite of
close.”

“Why? Are you too different?”

“The situation’s more complicated than
that.”

“You mean there was some sort of big
relational crisis?”

“No, no great irreconcilable quarrel, if
that’s what you mean. In fact we were pals when we were very young,
but that changed a long time ago.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Oh, lots of things. Like the fact that
Clara’s always been Mom’s favorite. It just took me a few years to
catch on, that’s all. She gets more and more spoiled the longer she
lives at home. Clara’s eighteen now. She’s graduating from high
school this year, but she still expects Mom to wait on her hand and
foot. The revolting part is that Mom does it.”

“For instance?”

“Clara treats Mom like a slave sometimes. I
once saw her throw a blouse down the stairs right into Mom’s face,
shouting ‘Iron this for me!’”

Brian was shocked. “Did she?”

“Oh, yeah. She’ll take anything from Clara,
absolutely anything. Clara’s her baby.”

“Well, I was the baby in my family, but I
never would have gotten away with anything like that!”

“Clara had a special in. She was sick a lot
when she was little, from about five or six to maybe ten or eleven.
She had strep throat, ear infections, whooping cough — you name it.
She learned to milk all the attention dry. She got so many gifts I
could hardly stand it at times.”

Brian was distressed at Elizabeth’s obvious
bitterness, but he felt he had to speak his mind. “Aren’t you being
a little harsh? Being that sick couldn’t have been fun for
her.”

“No, I’m sure it wasn’t.” Her voice was
colder now. “But all the favoritism certainly was.”

Brian was afraid the coldness was for him,
that Elizabeth had interpreted his attempt at fairness as criticism
of her. He didn’t like the turn the conversation had taken. Other
people’s revelations of problems with their siblings always made
him feel a little guilty for his own idyllic relationship with
Pauline. Alicia’s bullying had been nothing beside that love. Those
slight physical and emotional bruises had healed long ago, while
the warmth and support of Pauline’s love were part and parcel of
his soul.

“What else was there besides the illnesses?”
Brian wanted Elizabeth to go on talking. He wanted them to work
their way out of this, back to where they’d been an hour or two
before.

Elizabeth was almost sorry she’d mentioned
Clara at all. Why was talking about her so much easier with Alan?
Perhaps it was because Alan had no sister, either loved or hated.
Listening to her outpourings, he was neutral and accepting.

“Whatever I tell you,” she said, “is probably
going to sound trivial. Most of it probably was. But I couldn’t see
it that way at the time.”

And you still can’t, can you? Brian thought.
The sadness in her eyes hurt his heart.

Elizabeth took a swallow of water. “For one
thing, Clara’s a lot prettier than I am. She was a golden-haired
sugarplum, everybody’s idea of the perfect little girl. I was a
plain tomboy, tall and skinny and gangly. Most of my dresses were
plain, too, lots of austere plaids. She got taffeta and lace.

“I can still remember what happened on the
street one day. I don’t think I was more than seven, which would
have made Clara about four. Mom was taking us shopping. I was
dressed in my usual plaid dress and scuffed saddle oxfords, but Mom
had put Clara in this pretty pink dress with a sash and black
patent leather shoes, as though we were going to church.

“I can still see it in my mind, like a home
movie. I was walking behind them and Clara was holding Mom’s hand.
I remember noticing the seams in Mom’s stockings. One of them was
crooked. Clara was prancing along beside her, her little skirt
flouncing up and down.

“We were waiting at a corner for the light to
change when this grandmother type came up to us and practically
grabbed Clara, she was so taken with her. She gushed over her for
so long that we missed two lights. Oh — the old lady gave Clara a
nickel.” Elizabeth took another swallow of water. “I don’t think
she saw me at all.”

Brian wondered what Elizabeth’s mother had
thought or done during those long-ago few minutes. With an entirely
new sympathy, he also wondered what memories Alicia might harbor of
her own walks with her mother and blue-eyed baby brother. Before he
could think of anything to say to Elizabeth to try to make her feel
better, she started talking again. There was obviously more to
tell.

“Let’s see, I’ve already mentioned all the
sickness. That was good for several years. Then came the piano
lessons.”

“Does Clara play the piano?”
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