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On Friday afternoons the mood in the typing pool was a gathering storm. Heads bent tensely over keyboards. Machines clacked. High on the wall hung a big clock like a cold sun above the room. As the hour hand moved toward five the atmosphere became electric. Edith’s supervisor, Miss Grett, running the show from behind her desk felt it, too, though all she ever did was take a quick, furtive glance at herself in the small mirror she kept in her plain, sensible handbag.

Edith returned to the page she was working on.

August 20, 1948

My Dear Mr. Undersecretary,


As you know, in my capacity as Ambassador, I can only refer your request to the Belgian Counsel for Immigrant Affairs. It will be my pleasure to make such a referral. You may expect a response at the Counsel’s earliest convenience. 





Dull, dull, dull! Week after week of typing requests for a conference room; or a list of those invited to a reception; or a summary of the latest report from the Belgian Board of Trade. The interesting subjects were off-limits to her, and to all the other girls in the room. Edith didn’t know much about their backgrounds other than they were all college-educated, but she thought her work as a mapmaker during the war would have allowed her to obtain the necessary security clearance to see more sensitive discourse. Perhaps the others had done their share of secret stuff, too, and were similarly denied. Who knew? Walter would say that wasn’t the kind of thing you could discuss.

She’d made no friends in the two months she’d worked there, probably because she didn’t want to talk about herself. There was always that phase of polite inquiry when you got to know someone, wasn’t there? She didn’t like answering personal questions and could easily avoid them—except at that inane luncheon last month. One of the typists had gotten engaged. Dora, it was. How did Edith end up sitting next to her? On her other side was Lillian, plain as a post, who looked cross every time she glanced at Edith because Edith was pretty, with dark hair and skin so pale Walter sometimes called her Snow White.

Lillian asked Edith if she had a fella. The reply stuck in her throat like a piece of stale bread. All Edith could do was shake her head. Lillian seemed pleased by her response and by the big plate of spaghetti in front of her. After that, Edith steered clear. She assumed they thought her a snob, or neurotic, or in the grip of some devastating sorrow that made socializing too painful to bear. Who cared?

The hour came, and the storm broke. Typewriters fell silent; excited voices rose. Chairs were pushed out and then back in. Drawers opened and closed. Shoes smacked across the tile floor. There were no coats or jackets to pull on, no umbrellas to pluck from the many stands positioned near the door. The weather was hot, sticky, and horrible, as only late summer in New York City can be, or so said Miss Grett, who didn’t complain much as a rule.

Edith removed her document and put it in the wooden box on her desk. You weren’t allowed to leave anything in your typewriter when you left for the day. She wished she’d had time to finish it because it was overdue. She’d been too distracted by the coming weekend and the thing that always cast it down—another letter from Walter, which she was sure to find when she got home. She’d traveled quite a distance in herself because of those letters. First, she dreaded getting them. Then if one didn’t come on the usual days, which were Tuesday and Friday, she worried. When his tone was neutral and pleasant, she was glad. Lately, he sounded unhappy.

From several rows away came a chorus of female squeals. A blonde typist in a pale blue suit extended her left hand to display an engagement ring. She must have just slipped it on because if it had been on her finger all day the fuss being made now would have happened before. The girl looked happy. The girls around her looked happy too, or was there some thin veil of jealousy in their eyes? Dora had gotten her share of hungry looks. Everyone wanted to get married. When it happened to someone you knew, and not to you, weren’t you a little frustrated? Edith didn’t know. She’d never felt that way.

On her way out she said, “Congratulations,” and got warm smiles from those who heard. In the hall, she passed the Belgian Ambassador’s office. The door was closed, and spirited classical music played on a phonograph inside—Beethoven’s third symphony, if she had to guess. She’d only laid eyes on the ambassador once or twice. She assumed being assigned to his department meant she’d see him daily, but the only one who did was Miss Grett. Monsieur Parthon was pretty much what one would expect—middle-aged, plump, balding, and with a splendid handlebar mustache. He’d called her “Mademoiselle” and nodded as he went by. That was over a month ago. 

She stepped onto the sidewalk. The heat rose from the asphalt. Sweat collected on the back of her neck, just above the collar of her dress. The walk from the United Nations to the public library took her along East 42nd Street. In cool weather, the walk took about fifteen minutes. Today it would be longer. At the intersection of Park Avenue and 42nd Street cars were stopped in all directions. The traffic light was broken; the sidewalk was thick with people waiting to cross. A policeman blew his whistle and waved his arms. Some said it was a city’s noise that made you crazy and want to bolt for the quiet countryside; or the maddening nudge of the crowds; or the dirt that drove you into the washroom to rinse your hands the first chance you got, then, at home, to put your stockings right into the sink; even your handkerchief seemed to pick up soot, tucked away in your purse. Despite all that, Edith loved New York, though she hadn’t at first. After Cambridge, it was like watching horses stampede, and thinking all the time you’d be crushed, or caught up in a frenzy you couldn’t stop.

She crossed the street and kept going until she climbed the stone steps of the library. She went to the holds desk where her two titles were waiting. Both The Heart is a Lonely Hunter and A Tree Grows in Brooklyn had received rave reviews. Walter said reviews shouldn’t be the reason one read a particular book, but how else could she know if it were worth her time?

She stood with her books and waited for the uptown bus in the shade of an office building. The bus was late. Every bus in New York City was always late. The subway was no better, but who’d take the subway this time of year? Finally, the bus lurched into view, and of course, it was packed. She boarded and found a seat near the back vacated by a man who remembered at the last minute he wanted to get off. He yelled to the driver and the driver yelled back, “Take it easy, Mac! How far can I go in this jam?”

Why hadn’t everyone left town for vacation? Walter wrote Cambridge was still full of people because the summer term hadn’t let out yet. She supposed Boston might be empty. Walter hadn’t said. He didn’t venture across the Charles.

As the bus rolled up Central Park West, traffic thinned. Edith got off on 86th Street and walked west, toward Riverside Drive and the apartment building where she lived with Walter’s Aunt Margaret. 

Sure enough, there was a new letter from Walter in the box. Once read, it would join the others in her dresser drawer. At the end of the month, she would tie the bundle with a blue silk ribbon. After a while, if they piled up, she’d move them into an empty shoebox. 

Edith walked up the two flights of stairs. The elevator had been out of order for three days. The concierge was on vacation, and his nephew was hard to reach, so the tenants complained to each other. Mrs. Braddock declared she simply could not manage the climb to her third-story apartment with her arthritis, though Edith had observed her doing it, with good energy and effort. Mr. Pole said it was the fault of the Russians. They were out to destroy the infrastructure of American cities. Edith found this laughable. The Russians had enough problems of their own. They’d come out of the war badly, much worse than the Americans had. People just needed something to be unhappy about, which was so silly given unhappiness came to us all, unbidden and cruel.

Aunt Margaret was out. She had a bridge club. She would return woozy from gin and full of good cheer. Her disposition was sunny unless her thoughts turned to her late husband, dead now eleven years. He’d keeled over at his desk, working late one night, and wasn’t found until the morning. Aunt Margaret thought he was stepping out on her—she’d had her suspicions for some time. She hated thinking about all the hours she spent wishing him ill when he was already dead. She hoped his soul forgave her. She still tried to forgive herself.

Edith stood before the tall picture window in the living room and watched the summer light dance on the Hudson. Growing up in a land-locked state made her fascinated by large bodies of water. She longed to travel abroad, sail for days on a huge, luxurious ocean liner, walk along cobblestone streets, hear violin music pour from open windows, drink rich wine, devour sweet cakes—these were her dreams and fantasies of Europe.

She went into the kitchen and removed two pork chops wrapped in brown paper from the refrigerator. It was her turn to cook. Aunt Margaret was scrupulous about doing her share in the kitchen. She’d had a full-time cook before the war, but since then good help had been so hard to find. She’d managed as best she could on her own, dining out a lot with friends, or in their homes, and later, when Edith moved in, she tried her hand at some simple dishes she’d made when she was first married. Edith wished she wouldn’t. Her meat was always tough, vegetables boiled to mush, and everything had too much salt. Edith suspected Aunt Margaret’s heavy smoking made her taste buds crave the stimulation salt provided. She put the chops on a plate to bring them to room temperature. Some butter, flour, and chicken broth would make a nice gravy. There were peas she would shell. There were also two plump russet potatoes. She couldn’t decide if they should be mashed or baked and decided to bake them. She lit the oven.

She poured herself a glass of scotch from the bottle in the cabinet. She learned the habit of a nightly drink from Walter, who allowed himself two, sometimes more, depending on his day. He was often tense. Harvard Law School was demanding, and his admission through the GI Bill made him question his ability and wonder if they’d made a mistake in letting him in. Edith wished he had more confidence in himself. He was a bright, capable guy. Would he have been able to break so many Japanese codes, otherwise? And what of all those medals on his chest? They didn’t give those out to idiots.

She washed the potatoes and put them in the oven. Aunt Margaret would be home any minute. She probably wouldn’t be hungry with all that liquor in her.

The telephone rang. It sat on a small table in the hall. Edith didn’t get up. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. It couldn’t be important, in any case. Bad news would have come in a telegram. The ringing stopped, then resumed.

Edith went to the phone and lifted the receiver.

“Is that you, dear?” Aunt Margaret asked as if anyone else would answer that number.

“Yes.”

“I’m running late. An old friend of Laura’s dropped in, and we’re going to play a few more hands.”

“All right.”

“What’s the matter? You sound funny.”

“I’m fine.”

The sound of ice rattled in a glass.

“Well, I better get back. Don’t hold dinner for me,” Aunt Margaret said.

“I won’t. I’ll see you later.”

After she hung up, Edith turned off the stove, removed the potatoes, and put the pork chops back in the refrigerator. She wasn’t hungry. The heat flattened her appetite. She’d lost almost ten pounds over the summer. She didn’t mind. She liked having a good waistline. She finished her drink, went into the living room, and turned on the radio. She sat down on the sofa and slipped off her shoes. Energetic swing flowed from the speaker, and she was with Walter and their classmates at graduation, dancing to the rhythm of the band on the makeshift stage, rejoicing in being young, alive, whole, all the while knowing these conditions were transient. 

Since VJ day, everyone had been looking for a way back to the feelings of those days, but those days were gone forever, replaced with the grim reality that peace was itself a tricky business and awfully hard to maintain, especially in a world where Little Boy and Fat Man could fall from the sky and set the world on fire.

She was low for days afterward. Newspaper photos were relentless. The world hadn’t been truly altered until that moment. She cried and begged to understand. Walter cited necessity.

“Necessity? Are you insane?” She’d come close to screaming.

He used his familiar tack—she spoke in ignorance—it was he who really knew the score. Seeing her color rise, he then said he admired her compassion. It was a beautiful trait in a woman and suggested the loving mother she would eventually become.

How could he talk of children, at a time like that? Who would bring children into this world?

He was dumbfounded.

“Every woman wants to be a mother,” he said.

He’d always sought to guide her, to instruct her. They fought bitterly once about this, and he admitted she knew her own mind.

Another time, he said he wished she didn’t read so much. He wasn’t sure it was good for her. This, from a man who loved literature! She thought of the two titles she’d brought home from the library, and how she would read late into the night and for most of the weekend. Then she remembered Aunt Margaret had invited friends for tea on Saturday afternoon, a woman and her adult son. Oh, drat! Entertaining strangers was the last thing Edith wanted to do. Poor Aunt Margaret thought herself an excellent judge of character and was certain Edith would enjoy this young man’s company. Aunt Margaret had assured her he was quite charming. His mother and Aunt Margaret went way back. They served on relief committees together in the thirties and later turned their energies to the war effort. Edith wondered if she could invent a good excuse, perhaps fake a blinding headache? She used to do that with Walter until her sense of duty got the better of her.

The music changed. She envied it. To become something else in an instant—poof!

She was a bit tipsy.

“Too bad about that,” she said.

The light dropped, and she turned her head to take in the river. Its surface undulated so beautifully she was filled with sorrow. Or was it remorse?

What was Walter doing right now? Researching some esoteric rule of property, no doubt—zoning, easements, and rights-of-way. He was interning for a law professor. He’d jumped at the chance. The professor’s recommendation could very well land him his first job out of school. 

Walter’s nose was too big, and his front teeth too crooked for braces to correct. But they saved him, those teeth. He wanted to join the Air Force and the oxygen mask wouldn’t fit easily over his mouth. He was sensitive about his appearance, though he was a handsome man. It was his manner he should worry about, Edith thought. Sometimes at a party, he drank too much and dropped his “g”s. His laugh was more like a bark. The oversized nose turned red. Someone once called him Rudolph, but he hadn’t heard. Once, he dropped a cracker on the carpet and she crushed it to crumbs with her shoe. Then she stood there to keep it covered until the room thinned.

The telephone rang again, then stopped.

Edith made herself a piece of toast and a fried egg. Walter loved her fried eggs but fretted about the amount of butter she used. He’d had bad skin as a teenager and was leery of food he believed would clog his pores. Edith told him to wash his face twice a day and to shower regularly. She said he smelled bad, so bad she urged him to shave his underarms. It wasn’t something men did, he said. Well, perhaps a serious swimmer. Someone who competed, won medals.

Medal shmedal, she’d said. But he shaved them. Then he complained of how bad the itch was a few days afterward. She didn’t urge him to improve himself after that, though there were many times she might have, like when he didn’t have a handkerchief during a bad spell of hay fever. She caught him wiping his nose on his sleeve and wanted to box his ears. Later, she thought her response overly hostile. She bought him a set of handkerchiefs, washed, and ironed them. Yes, just as well as his mother would have.

Aunt Margaret came through the door calling “Yoo-hoo!”

“In here.”

“Laura’s daughter ran off with a Chinaman. Can you believe that?”

“A Communist?”

“I’d assume so.”

Aunt Margaret dropped down on the other end of the sofa and patted her face with a lace handkerchief.

“It’s murder out there,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Have you eaten?”

“Yes. I don’t think there are any Red Chinese in New York. Unless they’re with the UN,” Edith said.

“Oh, it’s probably all some nonsense. Laura had had a few.”

Aunt Margaret’s diamond bracelet caught the light. Her brooch, in the shape of a peacock, was made of diamonds, too. Edith didn’t know why she wore such expensive things just to play bridge, but that was her way. One morning, just after Edith arrived, she threw an elegant satin coat over her nightgown to go down to the lobby to get the paper before the bellman brought it up. Aunt Margaret liked to be noticed. Edith did, too. She was just no good at it.

She remembered the woman and son who were due tomorrow.

“I don’t think we have any fresh cream for your friends,” she said. Aunt Margaret looked blank. “The ones you invited to tea,” Edith added.

“Oh, that stupid milkman!”

“You didn’t write it on the order.”

“What did he deliver, then?”

“Eggs.”

“Well, we’ll break an egg in our tea and be very . . . oh, I don’t know. There must be some dreary country where that’s a cherished custom.”

“Where eggs are in short supply, sadly.”

Aunt Margaret removed a gold case from her beaded clutch. She plucked out a cigarette from it, patted it against her opposite forearm, then lit it with a charming silver lighter decorated with the head of a dragon. Edith loved that lighter. Every time she saw it, she wanted to start smoking again. Aunt Margaret inhaled deeply, gratefully, mindlessly. Her gloved hand (gloves in this heat!) reached carelessly for the heavy crystal ashtray on the marble-topped coffee table by her chair. She put the ashtray in her lap and kicked off her high heels.

“You’re a clever girl,” she told Edith.

“Yes, I am.”

“But not modest.”

“What good is modesty?”

“What good indeed?”

Edith loved bantering with Aunt Margaret. Her gaiety and frivolity made Cambridge seem like a dream. Sometimes it felt as if she’d never lived there, never had things go wrong, and would never want anything more than what she had just then.

Late that night, alone in her room, Edith read Walter’s letter. It closed differently from the others. Rather than All Best he wrote Darling, I implore you. The time has come for you to return to the marriage.
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Edith pretended she was surprised, though she’d known for weeks what Walter was going to say. Her roommate, Mary Jane, was dating Walter’s roommate, Tom, and Tom let it slip Walter was looking for a ring. When Edith heard, she was flooded with mixed feelings, among them an absurd prick of jealousy at the idea he might have another girl in mind. She mentioned this to Mary Jane and Mary Jane said, “Golly, Edith, how long have you two been dating?”

“Since high school.”

“Well, I’d say he’s good and hooked.”

It made sense to think about getting married because the war was winding down. Then, in November 1944, when Walter popped the question, hearts were lighter than they had been in years, though Walter liked to remind everyone dark days still lay ahead. Edith said she needed time to think about his proposal because it didn’t do to look too eager. But she wasn’t eager, just aware another expected piece of her life’s puzzle was falling into place.

Both Edith and Mary Jane were mapmakers. Housing in Washington was so scarce, everyone had to double up. For a while, they had a third girl in with them, Harriet, who also made maps. But then Harriet learned her fiancé had died in the South Pacific, and she went home to Oklahoma. Mary Jane said they could look for another roommate and keep their rent nice and low, but Edith didn’t want to. She felt squeezed enough.

Tom and Walter were in Naval Intelligence and studied codes. This exhausted Walter, but never seemed to pull Tom down, almost as if it were a game to him, and real lives didn’t attach to the outcome of the strange figures they scrutinized. Maybe that was healthy, Edith thought. When the world was falling apart, keeping an emotional distance was the only way to go about anything. She used those very words to Walter once, and he said, “But we’re trying to keep the world from falling apart, don’t you see?” In truth, Edith couldn’t keep any distance at all. The maps she made from aerial photographs were of real places, occupied by real people, who bled real blood.

She accepted Walter’s proposal the first week of December, and a few weeks later, traveled home to Urbana to visit her parents over Christmas. Walter’s family lived in Urbana, too; both their fathers were at the University of Illinois, hers taught Math; Walter’s father taught Philosophy. Walter couldn’t get away just then and asked Edith to convey his regards to everyone.

The train was slow, and she couldn’t afford a sleeper, so she dozed as much as possible, which was hard to do. Walter could sleep anywhere, lying or sitting. As fatigue closed her eyes, and nerves made them snap open, she found it an enviable talent. She fell asleep and woke up when a soldier with his arm in a sling entered the compartment. He sat across from Edith. He took out a cigarette and asked her if she could light it for him. She said she didn’t have a match. He handed her a book of matches, which he kept in his shoe, for some reason. Edith thought that was a stupid place to put them, especially if it rained. He offered her a cigarette, and she declined. She returned to her book, Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge. She’d started reading it the week before, then became distracted by the thought of going home. Now the journey of Larry Darrell made her yearn. How nice it would be to have no responsibilities and to roam at will. Her mind wandered as her eyes dutifully passed over the words. What if she got off the train in Chicago and disappeared into the city? The idea of a new life somewhere else had great appeal. She could get a job somewhere, maybe as a waitress, but no, she was already on her feet all day at her drafting table. She could work on a switchboard and use a different name. She’d always thought she looked more like a Mable than an Edith. Her documents could have all been lost in a fire. Her parents were long dead. She would supply information about made-up people and get a new birth certificate. She’d forget about Walter and meet an exciting man whose greatest ambition was to devote himself to her happiness.

She closed her book and watched the world glide by the window. 

She had to admit Walter had his merits. He was a good athlete and played a dynamite game of tennis. They understood each other, she thought, in a way other people didn’t. She admired him because he was quick to figure things out. And he was funny. He made her laugh. She loved that he didn’t take himself too seriously. Sometimes, when they were together, he would stop talking and just sit, watching her. She asked him why. He said looking at her face made him feel peaceful and strong at the same time. She said it was a lovely sentiment, but she wanted him to feel something else—passion. He felt it, clearly, but he always stopped himself. He refused to be carried away. Getting carried away was all she wanted in the moment. She wasn’t so lustful she didn’t plan ahead, reckon her cycle, determine when it would be safe to make love and when it would be more dangerous. But they never got to that point. He said it was important she come to the marriage bed a virgin. She tried not to laugh. She couldn’t tell him the truth, which was she hadn’t been a virgin for years.

During her first year at the University of Illinois, a graduate student in the English department caught her eye one day in the library. He’d taught a class she’d taken on American novelists the semester before. He’d thought of her ever since, he later confessed. His name was Reynolds. She was drawn to him because he was witty and different from other people she knew. He was from California and had been places—Europe, Asia, even parts of Africa—because his father was in the Foreign Service. His attitudes toward women were more democratic than she was used to, and their affair was riotous and hard to conceal. Edith lived at home and coming in late caused her mother, who feared she would end in ruin, to ask probing questions. She was dating Walter at the time, which was another issue that made seeing Reynolds maddeningly difficult. They managed, though, for several months. She wasn’t in love with him, but she could see a life with him, so she asked him idly one day what he thought of that idea. He said it sounded lovely, but he was already married.

He hadn’t brought his wife from California because they were having problems. That is, he was having problems.

“Like what?” Edith asked, in shock.

“I don’t love her.”

“Divorce her, then.”

He couldn’t. He believed in duty, and marriage was a duty if nothing else. Edith said one also had a duty to one’s own happiness. And besides, how was he fulfilling his duty to his wife with all those miles between them?

“She doesn’t have the embarrassment of divorce to contend with,” he said.

Just a husband who cheated on her, Edith thought, as the soldier across from her got to his feet, announced he was mighty hungry and thought he might take himself down to the restaurant car for a spell. Say, did Edith fancy joining him? She held up the flattened ham sandwich she’d been carrying in her purse for the last ten hours. He nodded and left the car.

The sandwich upset her stomach. Her head hurt, and so did her neck. She used the restroom and splashed water on her face. As she washed her hands, her engagement ring slipped over her knuckle and dropped into the metal sink. She’d thought to pull up the stopper, so it had no chance to disappear down the drain. She put the ring on the fourth finger of her right hand, where it fit better and didn’t slip. When the wedding band went on, it would hold it in place, but until then it would stay where it was. 

The train made its scheduled stop in Chicago. She thought again of getting off, never to be seen by anyone she knew. But Walter had contacts with the sort of government people who were probably very good at finding a missing person. She’d spend years always looking over her shoulder. People filed off the train; people filed on. She didn’t want to marry Walter. She’d known that all along. She didn’t want to marry anyone, but given she had to, Walter was as good a choice as any and probably better than most. 

A couple of hours later, they pulled into the station at Urbana. She removed her suitcase from the overhead rack and joined the line of passengers waiting to exit. She’d told her parents she would find her own way from the station, and as she went toward the taxi stand someone behind her called her name. It was her father. There was no mistaking his loud, clipped, angry voice. She kept going, then knew it would be absurd to pretend she hadn’t heard. He was a strong man and would overtake her easily in another moment, so she stopped, turned, and forced a look of cheerful surprise. He didn’t smile back.

“Papa, how nice,” she said and kissed his cheek. He took her arm but didn’t offer to carry her suitcase.

“Walter couldn’t come?” he asked as they wove through the crowd.

“No.”

“His mother will be disappointed.”

“I’m sure she wasn’t expecting him. They know he’s tied up.”

In the car, driving those familiar streets past her elementary school, the church her father refused to attend so she and her mother stopped going, and the golf course where she and Walter played nine holes every chance they got, a growing sense of panic descended. She couldn’t wait to get to the house and the protective layer of her mother’s company. She remarked on the absence of snow on the ground, and her father said the winter had been mild. She asked how his semester had been and if the students were up to snuff. He said the proportion of idiots to agile minds was unusually high. He asked her nothing. Maybe he realized she couldn’t talk about her work. But she had a life outside of work, one which clearly held no interest for him.

Her mother, though, wanted to know everything to the point her questions soon became tiresome.

Edith answered. She embellished dull details; spoke lovingly of Walter; and then as the soup was being served, announced her engagement.

Her mother lowered her spoon and stared. The color drained from her face. Like Edith, she was naturally pale, an effect enhanced by the string of fake pearls she wore at her throat.

“I know all about it,” Edith’s father said. “Ran into Walt’s father on campus. He was about to burst.”

“You didn’t say a word,” Edith’s mother said to him.

Edith’s father glared at her.

Edith tasted her soup. It was her favorite—tomato with a dollop of cream.

“But, where’s your ring?” her mother asked.

Edith held up her right hand. Her father said it was supposed to go on her left hand. How could she possibly not know that?

“It’s too big. I’ll have it sized before the wedding,” Edith said.

“And when is that to be?” her mother asked.

“Not sure yet. February, maybe.”

“That’s so soon!”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. They’ve been dating since high school,” Edith’s father said.

Edith said it would be held before a justice of the peace. They were welcome to take the train out if they wanted, but really, there was no need. The whole thing would be over in less than ten minutes. Her father grumbled about the vulgarity of wartime weddings, and Edith’s mother gave him an imploring look then stood to clear the soup bowls. She returned with two plates of thinly sliced roast beef, boiled potatoes, and green peas. She put the first plate in front of Edith’s father and the second one in front of Edith. Edith’s father lifted his knife and fork and went to work on the beef while Edith’s mother was still in the kitchen getting her own plate.

When they were all together, they ate in silence. Edith had no appetite yet kept putting the food into her mouth. She’d seen a lovely lemon cake in the kitchen, which her mother would offer for dessert. Cakes were a tricky business in that house. Sometimes her mother put an especially good one on the table after dinner and waited in silence while Edith’s father decided whether he’d like a slice. A small nod had her on her feet, with the cake knife in hand. No motion from him meant the cake went back into the kitchen where she and Edith could help themselves after the dishes had been cleared and washed.

Edith’s father leaned back in his chair and lit his pipe. He said it was clear things were coming to an end soon and the future was up for grabs.

“Isn’t it always?” Edith asked.

“The future of the world, not of silly young women.”

“I’m not silly.”

“Of course you’re not, dear,” Edith’s mother said.

“I wasn’t referring to you. You always assume I am,” Edith’s father said.

The conversation stalled. Edith’s mother cleared the table and brought out the cake and three plates. Edith’s father said he was full. Edith said she’d like a slice. Would her mother like one, too?

“Yes, dear, I would!”

Edith cut the cake and put a large slice on the plate she handed to her mother, then a smaller piece on the one she kept for herself. She dug in. The cake was delicious.

Her father set his pipe in the ashtray and nudged it forward until it just touched the edge of Edith’s plate.

“No, thank you, I haven’t taken up smoking,” Edith said. Her father stared. Her mother chuckled quietly.

Edith finished her cake and considered a second slice. She decided against it.

“And, speaking of the future,” Edith said. The room stilled. She said Walter was applying to law school at Harvard when the war ended. She would apply to school, too.

“What kind of school?”Edith’s mother asked.

“Graduate school.”

“Also at Harvard?”

“Yes.”

“What will you study?”

“American poetry.”

“What?” Edith’s father asked.

“I’m sorry, Papa. I know you think it’s frivolous, and I should have become a mathematician like you.”

“Are you mad? You’re going to be married.”

“Yes, I know. And then I’m going to graduate school. If they’ll have me.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’ll be happy to have you,” Edith’s mother said.

Edith’s father told her mother to shut up. Edith then told him to shut up. Someone in the room gasped; Edith thought it was probably her mother. Her father got to his feet and stood over her. He raised his hand in a gesture that lived in Edith’s earliest memories. She stood up.

“Go ahead, and you’ll see what you get,” Edith said. She clutched her fork and pointed the tines at him. Edith’s father stared at her, then at the fork.

“You’re an ungrateful, disrespectful little bitch,” he said, quietly.

“And you’re a first-class bastard.”

He sat down and asked Edith’s mother if there were any cognac in the house. When she took a moment to answer, he asked again.

“Yes, I think so. I’ll just go and see,” Edith’s mother said.

“Sit. I’ll go,” Edith said.

Edith went into the kitchen and stood, looking at nothing, seeing nothing. She put the fork in the sink. She was slow, taking herself in. She’d said what had been in her heart for years, yet the scene which had just taken place was nothing like the ones she’d imagined over and over. In those, her father was livid and slapped her face, or better, packed his things and left forever. Now, with the future altered, he sat and spoke in a low voice. She couldn’t make out the words. Was he begging her mother to side with him? No, he never begged. Was he explaining himself? Again, he never did that, either. Then he was silent, perhaps wondering what kept her.

Her mother said, “No.” Her voice was clear and calm.

Edith opened the top cabinet where her mother kept the good liquor. Ordinary liquor was kept in the sideboard where a great show could be made of sliding open the door to display what was inside, making guests think they were about to get the very best. Only, there were seldom guests. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone came to that house. Walter, of course, before the war, and his sister, Kathleen, once or twice. The night they graduated from college, Walter’s mother made dinner for both families at her home, though Edith’s mother very much wanted the honor of doing so. Her father told her to be quiet and accept the invitation. He looked up to Walter’s father because he’d become a full professor two years sooner; had served as acting chairman of his department—a position not yet awarded Edith’s father—and because he had a son to carry on the family name, while he only had her.

Edith returned with the cognac and three glasses. She poured them each a drink. She drank hers quickly, helped her mother with the dishes, and then called a taxi to take her back to the train station. She would sit up all night and wait for the morning run back to Washington where, with luck, she would arrive exactly on Christmas Day. Her mother didn’t object, though her grief at Edith’s change of plan was palpable. Her father retreated to the living room with his pipe, another glass of cognac, and the radio.

Walter met her early return with mild disapproval. He had plans to spend the holiday with Mary Jane and Tom. He didn’t like the idea of calling them up to cancel. He asked her what happened.

“I had an argument with my father,” she said.

“About what?”

“Getting married.”

“Oh?”

“He thinks I’m too young.”

“You’re twenty-two.”

“I know.”

Walter worried her father had never really approved of him and wanted someone better for her. Though she didn’t disabuse him of this, she told him it didn’t matter what her father thought. The man was a fool and seldom knew what he was talking about. Walter chided her and said she shouldn’t speak of him that way. He was her father, after all.

They married. The first time they had sex they fell off the bed, which Edith found hilarious, and Walter found mortifying. The sex was terrible, and Edith told herself it would get better with practice. It didn’t.

The war ended. He applied to law school, and she applied for a master’s. Reviewing her paperwork made him wistful. He’d once wanted to be a scholar, but the war realigned something in him, driving him toward a more practical end. Both of their applications for the fall of 1946 were approved, and they celebrated with a glass of champagne. A month before school started, they moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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