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PROLOGUE


One day when I was four years old, a girl in school told me that my mother was not my real mother.


‘Your real one’s dead,’ she said.


Is it not strange that I cannot remember what explanation my father gave me when I ran home? I only remember that it was raining hard. I was all wet, and at the front door the cat was crying to be let in.




PART ONE


1968
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His name was Donald Wolfe, Donald J., for James, and he was twenty-five years old when he joined the stream of eager youth that from every corner of the country, every year, pours into the churning human sea called New York. If it is ever possible, or even makes any sense to say that someone’s geographic origin can be visible on his person, then it made sense to say that Donald looked just as one might imagine a person looked who came from healthy small-town or farming people in some cold place like North Dakota – which is exactly where he had come from.


He was tall, brown-haired, and large-boned; his brown eyes were thoughtful and calm. On the streets of New York during those first months, he walked with slow deliberation through the impatient crowd, taking his time to estimate the height of a building or pausing to wonder at the heaped-up splendors in the shop windows. Untempted, he merely wondered.


Once only was he tempted. In a bookstore’s window lay the Writings of Thomas Jefferson, bound in dark red leather. It was expensive, yet the price did not faze him too much, for he hoped to build a library and he also felt that he owed himself one treat, so he bought it.


Never in his life had he had so much money at his command. Having graduated second in his class at law school, he had been hired as an associate in the New York office of an international law firm. Although others in the firm complained that the city, with its high rents, expensive restaurants and entertainments, left them beggared, he, because he did not go to expensive restaurants and always bought standing room or the cheapest seats, felt rich. His clean, two-room apartment on the fifth floor of a nineteenth century walk-up building, with an interesting view of the lively street, was satisfying to him.


Sometimes in window glass he would catch a reflection of himself on his way to work, wearing his correct dark suit with his briefcase at his side.


‘I can’t believe what’s happened to me,’ he would cry out to himself, and then be amused at his own simple-mindedness. Who do you think you are, anyway, Donald Wolfe? Why, there are dozens of young men just like you in any one of these towering buildings along the avenue.


Yet they were not all quite like him. Senior partners were surely known to be sparing of praise; still, before the year had passed, he had already received a good deal of it. One of the seniors, a punctilious middle-aged man whom a few of the younger people in the office had secretly labeled ‘typically white shoe’, took a liking to him. But even if Augustus Pratt had not taken that liking, Donald would never have scoffed at ‘white shoe’; to begin with, he was not exactly sure what it meant, but if it did mean what he thought, a certain old-fashioned, formal courtesy, he would have found no fault with that.


One evening at the conclusion of Aida, Donald came upon Mr. Pratt in the lobby of the opera house. He was accompanied by a woman, obviously his wife, with their three half-grown children.


‘Why, hello, Donald. I never knew you cared about opera.’


‘I do, although I still don’t know much about it.’


‘It’s never too late and seldom too early to learn. If I’d known you were here,’ he said as they walked out together, ‘we could have had some refreshments. Where were you sitting?’


‘On top. As high as you can go.’


‘Oh. It was worth it, I’m sure, in spite of the seat.’


‘Yes sir, it was.’


‘Well, see you in the morning. Good night, Donald.’


More than once when in a later time he reflected on the chain of events that had moved him through the years, Donald wondered how differently things might have turned out if he had not met Augustus Pratt that night at the opera.


Was it the fact that I shared his tastes that impressed him enough to present me with two good seats for the rest of the season? Had that led to those informal conversations which, in their turn, had led to more swift assignments and promotions, and that, in a roundabout way had led in the end to Lillian, to marriage and the deadly ruin that came after it?


Pratt had grown up in a small town in northern Maine. His father, like Donald’s late mother, had been a teacher. He too had left for law school, borrowed and worked his way through it, and never returned to the small town. It was this familiar background that made Donald feel particularly comfortable in his presence.


‘Yes,’ Pratt said in one of those conversations, ‘Dakota sounds much like Maine. A hot July and August, then a long winter. My brothers and I worked all day in the potato fields. We worked so late sometimes that our mother brought our dinner to us in a pail. You, too, I suppose?’


‘Except that I had no brothers or sisters, either. Mom had a summer job when school was out. When I got back from the farm where I worked, I’d make supper. If she got home first, she’d make it.’


‘You don’t mention your father. Or am I intruding with the question?’


‘Not at all. He died in France in nineteen forty-four. I was a year old.’


‘To have a son, and never see him grow up,’ Pratt murmured, then gave Donald a penetrating look.


‘You would have pleased him, Donald. Our profession, despite the abuses of some lawyers, still demands the highest honor and trust. You are going to be an honored name within it.’


And he was to remember another day, two years later.


‘How would you like to go with me to Singapore next month? There’s a bank matter there that’s come to life again. We’d thought it was nicely settled, but it isn’t.’


‘Sure, I’d like it. Until I came to New York, I’d never been farther than the state capital.’


Pratt had smiled. Donald never forgot that smile, a little pleased, a little amused, and even perhaps a little bit – well, fatherly.


‘You’ll see a lot more than Singapore in your time, Donald.’


There was so much that he needed to see, and do, and learn! The world was a thousand times larger and fuller than he could have imagined. In the courtroom as part of a team accompanying a senior partner, he saw the human tragedy and the human comedy as he had never seen them. The variety of people! The poverty and the riches! The astonishing evil and the innocence! And above it all was the majestic quest for justice.


At his desk he sat and studied the postmarks on foreign correspondence. The very names on them lured him. London and Paris evoked grand boulevards; Surinam, Bombay or Malaysia evoked wet heat, dim rubber forests or red-and-gold bazaars. The firm’s clients had profits, losses and myriad problems all over the world. Here were complicated puzzles with much at stake – not to mention his own job if he were to err in a report to his superiors …


The bright years rolled one into the other. In the fifth year, he was approaching the time when a young lawyer either ‘makes partner’ or knows that he never will.


‘I can’t talk about it yet, but I assume you have a pretty good idea,’ said Augustus Pratt, and changed the subject. ‘Do you ever think of marrying?’


Donald was startled. They were five miles above the Atlantic, flying home. And they had just been talking about the Federal Reserve. Anyway, the question was more personal than one would generally expect from Mr. Pratt.


‘No,’ he said, stumbling over his reply. ‘I’m in no hurry.’


‘Well, you’ve been with us going on six years. And you haven’t met anyone? I thought maybe that English girl you always see when we’re in London. She seemed quite lovely that time I met her.’


‘You liked her,’ Donald said mischievously, ‘because she looks like Mrs. Pratt.’


‘Ah yes, maybe she does, a little. We’ll be married twenty years next month.’ A soft expression crossed Pratt’s face. It was remarkable to see that softness appear on features usually so firm as to have been carved. ‘Yes, yes, Donald, a sound, loving marriage is a man’s blessing. Someplace right now there’s a young woman who is going to give you great joy in life. And let me add that she will be one lucky woman.’


‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Donald, wanting to end the subject. ‘But up till now, I haven’t ever met anyone that I’d want to spend the rest of my life with. Without that I certainly wouldn’t marry her.’
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Scattered among New York’s stone towers are a number of small, green oases, with seats in the shade or in the sun, depending on one’s choice. Throughout the day, people come to them to read or eat a sandwich lunch, or simply to sit.


About half-past four on a warm afternoon late in April, Donald sat down in one of these oases and opened the newspaper. He was unusually tired; he had been in the office until midnight the night before and had then spent the greater part of the day in court. Debating within himself whether he ought to go back to the office or whether, it being Friday, he could afford to go straight home, take off his shoes and stretch out, he put the paper down and shut his eyes against the lowering sun. His mood was mingled; there was the satisfaction that came of having skillfully presented a convincing argument before the court; also there was the pity that he could not help but feel for the poor guilty devil who by now must be sitting in jail, quivering as he waited the term of his punishment.


A bright, girlish voice woke him from his thoughts. ‘Your briefcase is about to fall and spill out all your papers.’


So it was. He had placed it carelessly on the very edge of his knees. Now, in haste, he retrieved it and gave thanks.


‘Very nice of you. I should have known better.’


Directly in his line of vision sat the owner of the voice, the owner also of two very large and very blue eyes. He smiled appropriately, returned to his newspaper, and read a column. When he looked up as he turned the page, there she was again, a smart young woman wearing black and white; her skin was also very white against her black, upswept hair. About twenty-five, he guessed, and went back to the newspaper.


The next time he looked, she was eating an orange. She had placed it upon a magazine, and with a tiny knife – mother-of-pearl handle, he thought – was cutting it into sections. These she ate with unusual delicacy, and with the same delicacy, having wrapped the peel in a paper napkin, dropped it into the trashcan at the rear of the little park.


Elegance. The word flashed into his head as he watched her. She was small, but not undersized. She was erect and graceful, as if she were dancing. When she sat down, her ankles were crossed so that her pretty shoes hugged each other.


He looked away, but not before he had caught her glance, which then made it necessary to say something.


‘I certainly appreciate your noticing my briefcase. The last thing I need is to have any of these papers blow away.’


‘Legal documents, oh yes. One of the people in my firm lost some last week in the subway, and it was pretty awful.’


‘Your firm? You’re a lawyer?’


‘Heavens, no. Just a secretary, a legal secretary to Mr. Buzley. Buzley of Anaheim, Roman and Roman.’


‘You shouldn’t say “just” a secretary. We could hardly work without secretaries.’


‘Well, true enough. By the way, I’m Lillian Morris.’


‘Donald Wolfe. I’m with Orton and Pratt.’


She smiled. ‘A far cry from Mr. Buzley. Pop singers and movie stars, versus international strategies. But Mr. Buzley’s very nice to me, and I shouldn’t say that, should I?’


‘No, you shouldn’t. But I won’t quote you.’


She laughed. Her laugh was a real one, not the affected giggle he so often heard. There was something about her that delighted him. He suddenly had the feeling that in another minute she would get up and leave. Surely there must be something he could say to detain her.


‘It feels like an early spring. I mean, it will be if this keeps up,’ he said, and was at once ashamed of his dull remark.


‘Yes, it does,’ she agreed.


For the life of him, he could think of nothing more to say. But then, when she actually did stand up, opening her mouth perhaps to bid goodbye, he thought of something.


‘I’m walking east. Is that your way, too?’


When she replied that it was, he berated himself for his stupidity. What if she had said ‘west’? How then would he have been able to accompany her?


They crossed Park Avenue. ‘I always wondered,’ said Lillian, ‘what those apartments are like inside. The doorways with the awnings and the doormen look so impressive. I’ve heard that some apartments have twelve or fifteen rooms, or even more.’


Augustus Pratt’s apartment had fourteen rooms. Donald could have told her about the mahogany library there, or the long dining table under the brilliant chandelier. But the subject did not seem important enough to take his mind from the thought that on Lexington Avenue, only a few steps away, there was a little place with tables on the sidewalk and wonderful pizza, or—


‘Are you by any chance hungry?’ he inquired.


‘Yes, to tell the truth, I’ve only had breakfast this morning and that orange just now.’


‘How about keeping me company? I’m starved.’


‘I would love it.’


Having had a large lunch with a group of lawyers between court sessions, he was hardly hungry. But at the table on the sidewalk, he managed to eat a fair-sized piece of an excellent pizza. The ordering of food, the discussion of choices, and the comparisons among various recipes and restaurants, followed by a brief selection of a sorbet relieved him of the need to make good conversation. He did not remember ever, before now, having struggled to ‘make’ conversation! Words had always come easily to him. Was a lawyer not, after all, a wordsmith?


Lillian was making comments on the passing scene: an unfamiliar foreign car, a woman wearing a fashionable suit and a man leading a pair of handsome standard poodles. She spoke vivaciously, but not too much so; hearing her, he only half heard; he was observing her instead.


She made small, expressive gestures with her hands. He disliked women of whom he often thought that if their hands were ever tied, they would be unable to talk. But now he watched these hands, the long fingers and the pale, oval nails. Raising his eyes, he saw a necklace of small pearls lying between the rise of round breasts under a fine white blouse. He saw a firm chin and full lips that, for some odd reason, recalled the taste of warm raspberries. The nose was a trifle too short. The cheekbones were perhaps too high, although it was said, was it not, that high cheekbones were to be desired? So then they were not too high! And the eyes, lake blue, lake deep! And the dark, thick hair piled high, the crown on a proud, proud head.


The man with the poodles came walking back. One dog, too close to the table, brushed against Donald and sniffed his plate, for which behavior the owner apologized profusely. But Donald, filled with a sudden and curiously warm happiness, only stroked the dog’s head.


‘That’s all right. He reminds me of the dogs I once had. Not poodles, but setters. The same size, though.’


When the man smiled and went on his way, Lillian smiled, too. ‘Isn’t it interesting how babies and dogs break the ice?’


‘Break the ice?’


‘Pull people together, I mean. If I hadn’t been here, that man would probably have lingered a while with you, talking about dogs. You looked so happy all of a sudden, when you were stroking his poodle.’


She’s keen, he thought. She doesn’t miss much. No doubt she was observing the flush on his heated cheeks. She might even know perfectly well that it was she herself and not the dog that had put it there.


But now, having at least one thread to catch on to, he used it to seize hold of the conversation. ‘I grew up in a country town. I had dogs and a horse. I still get sentimental about them, even about a policeman’s horse, when I see one.’


‘Tell me about your home.’


She knew instinctively, or perhaps had been taught as she grew up, that the way to please is to let people talk about themselves. It was an innocent trick, after all, and much more considerate than monopolizing the conversation with long accounts of one’s own ambitions or grievances.


‘It was in North Dakota. Very spare, wide, grand scenery. In many ways, I miss it. I could just as well have been a rancher or a farmer, like my father.’


‘So how did you end up as a lawyer in the big city?’


‘I don’t know. I was only ten or twelve when I made up my mind to go to law school. Maybe it was my schoolteacher mother, encouraging me. She, and all the books in the house. We didn’t have any money, but somehow we bought books.’


‘How long have you been in New York?’


‘Almost six years, all of them with Orton and Pratt.’


‘You’ll be a partner before long.’


‘Who knows? But I hope so. I love the work.’


‘It must be wonderful to feel that way about your work. I don’t hate mine, but I certainly don’t love it, either.’


‘What would you rather be doing?’


‘Painting. I’ve taken art lessons, and while I’m not awful, I’ve learned that I’m not good, either.’


‘Maybe you need better training,’ said Donald, aware that he knew nothing about the subject.


‘I tried that. I even went to Italy for six months, in Florence, going to classes, soaking up the atmosphere. The best thing I got out of it beside the pleasure of being there was learning to squelch all foolish hopes. I came home almost broke. I used up almost all the insurance that came to me after my mother’s death. Then I went to work for Mr. Buzley.’


Thinking, but not sure, that he was seeing a glimmer of moisture under her round white eyelids, he said gently, ‘It isn’t easy to lose your mother. I know about it.’


‘But you have to accept, don’t you? Accept and keep moving.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Excuse me, I don’t want to leave, but my housemate is going to have a major extraction at the dentist’s, and I promised to go with her. Thank you so much for this treat. I’ve loved talking to you.’


‘Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night, Lillian? I have a feeling that we have more to say to each other.’


He had a tentative appointment for the next night, but he was going to break it because he was not going to let go of this woman.


‘That would be wonderful, Donald.’


‘Give me your address and telephone. Here’s my card. It’s proof of my identity, so you can check. It’s for your safety,’ he added when she protested.


‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘Your face is proof enough of my safety. I’m a very good judge of people, Donald.’


They were going in opposite directions. When at the first corner he turned to look back, he saw that she was doing the same. Then they waved to each other and walked on.


Perhaps because this was their second meeting, or because of the surroundings, quiet space, comfortable chairs and the lighting so soft and subtly pink, there was no hesitancy between them.


‘So we’re both orphans,’ Donald said. ‘And both only children. I think about it sometimes, although not too often. But whenever I do, I’m aware of being alone at the end of a chain. There are some third cousins on my father’s side, but they live in Wyoming, and I’ve only seen them once when they came by our way. But my life is full, and always has been. I had a great childhood. The only pain I have is that neither parent lived to see me graduate from law school. My mother had been talking for years about that day.’


Why was he, a private person not given to revelations about himself, telling her all this? But she had been interested and had pressed him to talk about himself.


‘Now what about you?’ he asked. ‘You grew up on Long Island, you said. I haven’t been on Long Island more than twice, and then only for an hour each time. I’ve read about it, though.’


‘You read about the mansions, and the beaches. An awful lot of it is just rows of little houses side by side, where, they tell me, the potato fields used to be. That’s where I grew up. Suburbia. You must have read about suburbia, too.’


‘Yes, all kinds of supposedly learned articles. They don’t praise it much, and I’m generally suspicious of that nose-in-the-air attitude.’


‘They’re not altogether wrong, believe me. Suburbia can be dull beyond belief. As soon as I could get away, I did, and went as far as I could.’


Her eyes were sparkling. She had determination. Imagine a young woman, alone in the world, taking her ambition and her little money, all she had, to gamble it on her future in a city where she didn’t know man or woman! There she sat, as sure of herself as any well-protected young woman living on Park Avenue. He had learned enough about New York to recognize that her clothes were fashionable. She wore a fine watch, and why not? She had nobody to care for but herself.


Nevertheless, it was a dangerous world. One accident, one illness, one misstep and a defenseless person all alone is destroyed. Thinking so, he fell silent.


‘You’re a gentle soul,’ Lillian said suddenly.


He was touched, and he laughed. ‘You’re never seen me in a court fight.’


‘I don’t mean that. I mean that if your heart is touched, you can be terribly hurt, more than most people can.’


Yesterday, when he was fondling that dog, she had sensed his mood. ‘What are you doing, psychoanalyzing me?’ he asked.


‘No, nor flattering you, either. You’re too intelligent not to see right through that. No, it’s simply that I like you, and so naturally I’m interested in you.’


‘Are you interested enough to prolong this evening, after we’ve had our coffee?’


‘Yes, very. Unfortunately, we can’t go back to my place because tonight’s Cindy’s turn to have a friend.’


‘Then we’ll go to mine – that is, if you don’t mind climbing four flights of stairs.’


Cindy’s turn. Was it not ridiculous that having met this woman only yesterday, he should feel a pang of jealousy and wonder whom Lillian brought to those rooms when it was her turn?


They climbed the stairs, and he opened the door and switched on the light. Seldom did he have visitors here, but he was meticulous, and for his own sake, kept his home in order. So here they were, his two little rooms, filled with books and simple mementos of his journeys: a handwoven cotton rug from Turkey, a Chinese screen to hide the closet-sized kitchen, and three engravings of eighteenth-century Paris, bought at a bookstore on the Left Bank.


Lillian exclaimed, ‘It’s lovely! The cobalt blue paint and that grass green lamp, the chair – all just right. I’m amazed. Most men don’t know about colors. Most people don’t, for that matter.’


‘Well, I assure you that I’m one who doesn’t. I merely copied the idea from a window on Madison Avenue. I thought it looked nice.’


She drew back the curtains and looked out into empty darkness. ‘I was wondering whether you had a view, and that’s why you moved so high up.’


‘No, if I wanted a view I’d move to the twentieth floor in one of those new buildings on the avenue.’


‘Why don’t you?’


‘Too expensive, when I started out. I had to pay off my college loans and start saving. Then by the time I was free of debt, I was used to it here. There wasn’t any reason to move. I work in a fine office, I go out into the world, and when I do have an evening at home, all I need are my books and my records. I’m satisfied. It’s clear sailing for me.’


Why was he telling her all this, too?


‘You must have two hundred albums on those shelves. Opera – do you like opera?’


‘Very much. Do you?’


‘I went when I was in Italy, but never here. I suppose it’s the same.’


‘We’ll go sometime … Why are you smiling?’


‘Because you’re taking it for granted that I’ll go with you.’


‘That’s true. I am.’


‘Well, you’re right. I will.’


‘Good. Better to be honest with each other from the start instead of just guessing.’


‘Then give me a drink. We’ll drink on that.’


‘Wine, or what?’


‘Wine, please. Or anything. It doesn’t matter.’


‘Be comfortable,’ he said, motioning toward the only upholstered chair.’


‘No, you take it. I like to sit on the floor. I’ll lean against your knees. I’m comfortable that way. I insist. Would you like some music?’


‘Not now. Just silence, and the wine. It was cold walking here.’


She lay with confidence against him. When he looked down, he saw two twinkling diamonds in her earlobes; her fragrance was faint as a whiff of summer. He had known her only a little more than twenty-four hours. A sense of unreality swept over him.


She spoke softly, hesitating, ‘I was thinking that thirty-one hours ago we didn’t know each other, and here we sit.’


‘I was thinking the same.’


Then silence returned. Donald’s thoughts were whirling. He wasn’t used to moving quite so fast, although many men – possibly most men – were. There were of course times when he had done so, but not with a woman like this one; this one was by turns outspoken and reserved, by turns reflective and vivacious; he knew only, as he had known when they met, that he did not want to lose her.


She stood abruptly. ‘Let’s see the rest of your house.’


‘House? There’s only one other room.’


‘Well, show me.’


There was just the narrow bed, made up in tight army style, a dresser, and a small table with a lamp and a pile of books on it.


She looked and nodded. ‘Monastic. No cobalt and green. This is your other side.’


Ranged on one wall was a series of historical prints: Custer’s Last Stand, the Lincoln Memorial, Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, and Washington taking the oath of office in New York.


After examining each one, she turned about to him. ‘You’re a very interesting person, Donald Wolfe.’


‘And you,’ he replied.


‘You’re not a monk, are you?’


‘No, not at all.’


They stared at each other. My God, he thought, this is different. I never—


‘I’m twenty-six,’ she said. ‘I’m not a virgin.’


‘I didn’t think you would be.’


‘It’s you who’ve done this to me. I don’t want you to think … I’m not really …’


‘That’s all right. That’s all right. Come here.’


Past midnight, he found a taxicab and took her home to a modest apartment house.


‘The next time, Lillian? When shall it be?’


‘Any time.’


‘Tomorrow, then.’


‘Tomorrow.’


He walked home, although the cab could have taken him back. But he needed to move, to feel the night air, and return to reality. So he told himself.


Emotion! All the women, beginning with girls in high school up to last month’s charming friend in Paris, who still, after two years, hoped for him to say something definite – all of them, and never anyone like her. So smooth, so cool, and still so fiery!


‘Lillian,’ he said aloud, and the sound of the name took visual shape as sounds sometimes did for him, so that as he walked he was able to see it before him, a presence white and silken, shimmering through the darkness: Lillian.
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If he had ever had to fill out one of those questionnaires in which you were asked to answer such perplexing subtle questions as, ‘Do you consider yourself happy,’ Donald would not have hesitated to write yes. He took a plain view of life. It was supposed to present problems and one was supposed to solve them if one could. For a long time now, he had had no problems. His health was excellent, his profession was in every way rewarding, he had agreeable friends, and the world was a splendid place. So yes, simply put, he was happy.


Yet never, as spring moved toward summer, had the world been so splendid. Of course he had read those old sayings about how the world seems to smile on lovers, and of course he had thought that was all sentimental nonsense, yet now he had to admit that it was quite true. Strangers whom he passed on the street all seemed to be smiling; people held doors for him and said ‘good morning’ in such a friendly way; the weather itself was especially wonderful this year, and the city never more beautifully arrayed with tulips everywhere and a sapphire sky overhead.


A free hour away from Lillian was a wasted one. Sometimes they met for a sandwich lunch in the pocket park where it had all begun. On Saturdays when he was not catching up on work and always on Sundays, they roamed through the city. They took brisk walks around the reservoir in Central Park, they took a boat ride around Manhattan, they visited the medieval marvel of the Cloisters, where she began his education in art. At the Metropolitan Museum, she led him in big leaps through the ages, from the Egyptians through the twentieth century. She did not know that although he wanted to absorb what he was seeing, most of the time he was more aware of her than of anything else. He was charmed by her velvet voice, her earnest explanations, and the white frill around the neck of her summer dress.


‘Now you see,’ she said one day on the one time he visited her apartment, ‘now you see why I shall never be an artist.’


Fastened by tapes to one whole wall were oils and water-colors done by Lillian. Looking them over, he was not quite sure how to be both frank and truthful.


‘Well,’ he began, but she did not let him finish.


‘Don’t spare me. I know better. They look like greeting cards, don’t they? Answer yes or no.’


Her eyes went straight to his. There’s no point fooling her, he thought. People won’t ever be able to fool her.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘Thank you for being truthful. It’s easy to get along with people who tell the truth.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll tell you something, though. If I’m ever rich, I’m going to buy paintings. I’m going to wake up in the morning and look at beautiful things.’ She motioned to the wall. ‘I really want to take these horrors away, but believe it or not, Cindy wants them up. When I move out of here, whenever that will be, I’ll leave them for her, and good riddance.


He could have said also, but naturally did not say, ‘Good riddance to Cindy, too, when you move.’


Beside her somewhat coarse manner, which might be forgiven because no one had ever taught her anything else, Cindy was cynical and hard. A strange companion for Lillian, he thought, and very delicately he suggested so.


Lillian shook her head. ‘No, no. You don’t know her. She’s a very, very good person. She’s had terribly hard luck. I pay three quarters of the rent here. She has nothing. And I’m used to her ways.’ She laughed. ‘When you work in Buzley’s office, you meet all sorts.’


It was this brief visit that gave Donald the impetus to make some changes. In a brand new building not far from his present quarters, he found two attractive apartments typical of the ones occupied by those of his unmarried friends who did not live downtown in a loft. One, on the twenty-ninth floor just beneath the penthouse, had a grand view of Manhattan’s entire width from east to west; the other, on the third floor, had a view of the traffic on the avenue. The design of each was identical, the only difference, a considerable one, being the price. Reasoning that money was better off invested than being handed out every month to the landlord in exchange for a view, he chose the lower floor and quietly went ahead with his plan.


At this point, he stopped being frugal. Don’t be a miser, he said to himself. You’re living in New York. Get a decorator. These rooms were to be a fit setting for a lovely woman. The bedroom must be feminine, it must remind her of a garden. The ‘extra room’ must fit his needs for big chairs, a huge desk for the work that he brought home, and shelves for his by now considerable library.


The young decorator apparently sensed that Donald was in a frantic hurry, and he worked with amazing speed. Soon then came the day when the last curtain was hung and the surprise could be revealed.


Lillian was enchanted, as he had known she would be. On their first evening, she arrived with a perfectly cooked dinner and six gardenias, which she set floating in a shallow dish at the center of the table. She looked around the room and sighed, ‘I can’t believe I’m here. It’s so beautiful. Poor Cindy, I feel so guilty about leaving her alone. She’ll probably be moving soon, she says, and I do hope so. She has a new man, but I don’t know about him. Anyway, you wouldn’t like him.’


‘How do you know I wouldn’t?’


‘Oh, I know you pretty well, darling, pretty well.’


He laughed and took another helping of dessert, and felt that he was living on top of the world. What peace! And afterwards, the soft new bed in the cool room under the blue-and-white covers.


Donald’s friends, when he began to introduce Lillian to them, were all impressed. She was charming. Many of the men were lawyers; she had the good sense not to offer opinions on the strength of what she had learned as a legal secretary. Some of them were married, and she had the patience to listen to lengthy anecdotes about babies. Above all, she was friendly and, as one of the men joked to Donald, ‘Best-looking girl in the room, yet none of the other girls hated her.’


One day his closest friend in the office, Ed Wills, who already had two children and a third on the way, asked him frankly whether he was ‘serious’ about Lillian. Had he, or was he planning to, ask the big question?


Yes, he had done some thinking about that. He had been playing with the idea of making an immediate proposal. Why wait? They were living together in a cozy home and were as good as married. Yet something, most likely his innate conservativism, held him back from doing anything quite so abrupt. They had met, after all, only three months ago. On the other hand, people had always made hasty marriages, and many of them had worked out just as well as any. Again on the other hand, most people did take a little more time and live together for a while before they took the step. Might it not even look somewhat irresponsible, even somewhat adolescent, to rush into something after an acquaintance of ninety days? Did Ed agree? Yes, Ed did agree. Three months was a short time, and you never knew …


Ultimately, though, Donald had no doubt, none at all. One day, testing himself, he had even sat down and done his best to separate head from heart. Had she any discernible faults? For every human being on earth has faults, isn’t that so? Was she a little bit stubborn? Maybe, but only maybe. Was she a bit fanatic about art? Well, maybe again, but if you had to be fanatic about anything, art was no bad choice. He gave up. She was marvelous. She had everything: beauty, intelligence, humor, refinement, kindness. Look how she cared for that poor soul Cindy! Yes, she had everything. And chuckling, he wondered what faults she would find in him were she to make the same kind of list.


Lillian’s two-week vacation came in August. Cindy and she were going to a spa in New England. She teased Donald: ‘You’ll be pleased to know it’s for ladies only. No gentlemen allowed in.’


Puzzled, he asked how she could afford it. ‘And I suppose you’re treating Cindy, too?’


‘Yes, but it’s not as painful as it sounds. In fact, it’s not painful at all. Mr. Buzley gave me a bonus for extra work, combined with my Christmas present that I had asked him to keep until next summer so I wouldn’t spend it.’


‘Save it. Put it away. Let me pay for the treat.’


‘No, no, you already do so much for me, living here where I do. But thank you, anyway.’


He had not seen Cindy since the one visit she had made to the new apartment. It had bothered him to think that he was perhaps the cause of separating Lillian from her friend. What kind of a snob was he? Yet he knew very well that he was almost as far from being a snob as anyone could be. At the same time, whenever he broached the subject of inviting Cindy, Lillian made it clear that she did not want the visit.


‘Listen, Donald. You two are poles apart, so why try to force you together? Forget about it.’


Well, let them enjoy their two weeks of luxury, the massages and swims, the dinners and mountain hikes, the girl talk, although what those two young women had in common to talk about, he could not imagine.


August had never lasted as long. He met new clients, went out to eat with some of the men at the office and returned to an apartment grown deadly silent and suddenly too large. Never in his life had he felt so strong a need for another human being.


Then while she was still away, two things happened. The first was his advancement to a partnership in the firm; it meant a name at the bottom of the letterhead and a considerable increase in earnings; it meant, more than anything, enormous respect. The second thing was an unexpected conference in London, and the decision that – when at later times he thought about it – was hastened because of his going to London.


Waiting for him there was the same young woman whom Augustus Pratt had once admired. Well, Donald admired her too; he was indeed very fond of her, as he had from time to time been fond of another young woman in Paris, and also of more than one back home. But never had he misled any one of them to think in terms of marriage.


Therefore, he was unprepared for the reproof that was given to him over drinks at the end of a day in the London office.


‘I am getting married next month and moving to Edinburgh,’ she told him, ‘so we are not likely ever to meet again, Donald. And since that’s the case, I feel free to speak my mind. I really loved you, Donald. I would have married you if you had asked me. Each time we were together, I was hoping you would before you left again for home. When you didn’t, I swore to myself that I’d ask you the next time you were here. I guess I had too much pride, false pride, to do it. After a while I got tired of waiting and found another man. We love each other, and I am very, very happy.’


For a minute or two, Donald was unable to find a response. She was looking straight at him and must surely be aware of the burning heat in his cheeks. She was, in her poise and dignity, quite lovely; she had always been lovely. Yet seeing her now, all he could feel were a deep regret and guilt for having so clumsily hurt her.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know. I never thought. Please forgive me if you can.’


Back at the hotel, he fell into a panic. Had he been taking Lillian for granted? Taking his leisurely time on the grounds of their short acquaintance? The way other men, even his own friends, glanced at her – how long would she wait for him? He looked at the clock and at the telephone. It was early afternoon at home, so she would be at the office.


‘You frightened me!’ she cried. ‘Are you all right?’


At the sound of her voice, a feeling somewhere between relief and laughter choked his own voice. ‘Listen to me. It’s important. You’ve been away, now I’m away and it doesn’t make any sense.’


‘What doesn’t make any sense? What are you talking about?’


‘That we aren’t together, don’t you see? We need to be together, we’re perfectly matched. Dammit! I’m not coming up with right words. Oh Lillian, I miss you! Make believe I’m on my knees before you right now and I’m handing you a box with a ring in it and I’m asking you to set the date. And make it soon. I mean soon, thirty days and not a minute longer. Will you?’


‘Oh darling, I’m crying. I’m sitting here in the office crying. I can hardly talk. But I don’t need thirty days.’


He flew home with a ring from one of London’s best jewelers in his pocket. Every so often when he touched the small velvet box, he felt a surge of pride, and more than that, of gratitude, as he saw himself again departing from his home town, boarding the plane to New York and buying the leather-bound Jefferson on Fifth Avenue. Now he was climbing up in the world, traveling all over it, and soon would be coming back every night to the most marvelous wife in the prettiest little home anybody could desire. And he thought humbly, I hope I deserve it all.


Lillian’s plans were short and simple. She suggested that they be married in a clergyman’s study and leave at once for a honeymoon in any place that Donald should choose.


He, on the other hand, while agreeing about the ceremony, did suggest that they make more of a celebration out of their wedding day by giving a gala dinner to their friends in some gala place.


‘But I don’t know any of your friends except Cindy and a couple of people from your office,’ he added.


‘That’s because I don’t have many friends. You know I live quietly. I’m as much of a stranger in this city as you were when you first arrived here.’


‘But you have relatives on Long Island. You said you had a lot of them.’


‘Did I? Then I was exaggerating. Anyway, I never see any of them.’


He was curious. ‘You never said why you don’t.’


‘They’re not my kind.’ Lillian shrugged. ‘We’re entirely different. We have nothing in common.’


‘But you do have one thing in common. You have some of the same ancestors, blood ties.’


They were both reading in the room that Donald liked to call ‘the library.’ From where he sat he caught in the lamplight a small, ironical twist on Lillian’s lips, and it made him feel stubborn.


‘Blood’s thicker than water? Cliché,’ she said.


‘A cliché is a cliché because there’s truth in it. After my mother died and I was truly, totally alone, I can’t tell you how much I wished I had somebody who belonged to me. He could have been almost anyone but an axe murderer and I would have welcomed him.’


‘Well, you do have those third cousins out in – where is it? – Nebraska?’


‘Wyoming. And I’ve seen them one time in my entire life. But your relatives live on Long Island and you grew up practically next door, you said.’


‘Nevertheless, I don’t want them.’


The firm tone was irritating. ‘Who are these people? What’s this all about? Why the secrecy?’


‘They’re just people, for heaven’s sake! What are you hinting at, that they’re all convicts or something? They’re just plain, ordinary people.’


‘Of course they are. But can’t you say something about them? What do they do, for instance?’


‘I don’t know what they do. I’ll find the address and phone, since you’re so persistent, and you can find out all about them yourself. Just please stop foisting them on me.’


‘I’m not “foisting” anything at all on you, Lillian. But I must say, you’re a little bit touchy today.’


‘I’m not touchy! You’re pestering me. It’s not like you.’


He was nonplussed. Here we are, we who love each other beyond words – yes, beyond words, he thought – and we’re quarreling over nonsense like this. Perhaps after all he really was making a fuss about nothing. Don’t be a pompous jackass, Donald. If for some reason she wants to be rid of these relatives, what difference need it make to you? What business is it of yours?


Yet he could not resist one more remark. ‘You never even talk about your parents.’


‘They’re dead.’


‘Is that a reason never to talk about them?’ he asked very gently.


‘What is there to say? She was a housewife, he was a salesman, and they lived, just lived, the way millions of people do.’


All of a sudden, he saw a flashback of himself at ten or twelve, on the day when, rummaging perhaps where he was not supposed to rummage, he came upon the telegram from the War Department: We regret to inform you … He had just stood there staring at the piece of paper in his hand with the world gone strangely still and grey around him. Of course she did not want to talk. Why open the wound to bleed again?


He went over and put his arms around her. ‘Forget it, darling. What a stupid quarrel. We’re both nervous and overexcited, that’s all it is. So let’s have our little party right here. I’ll have my group – they’re all crazy about you. And you’ll have anybody you want, or nobody.’


‘Just a few favorites from my office, and Cindy with her boyfriend. Unless you mind having them?’


‘Of course I don’t.’


‘Well, you’re not very fond of her, so I thought—’


‘No, I’m not fond of her. But I haven’t a thing against her, which is altogether different. She’s your friend, and that’s enough. You know what? I just thought of something. I have to introduce you to Mr. Pratt. Get off from work a few minutes early one day, tomorrow if you can, and stop in for a minute. I want to show you off.’


‘I found her,’ Donald announced to Mr. Pratt the next morning. ‘You’ve been urging me, and now I’m doing it. We’re being married at the end of the month.’


On the shelf behind the other man’s smile and handshake, stood the photograph of his family. Even more than his achievements in this office, the picture seemed to define the man, as if to say: This is what it’s all about. Love, loyalty, family. And now, I too, thought Donald. Lillian and I, a family.


‘She’s going to call for me here this afternoon. If it’s convenient, I’d like you to meet her.’


‘Convenient? Donald, I’d be really hurt if you didn’t introduce me.’


So she came, and the introduction was made. In her plain dark blue dress, with pearls in her ears and gloves on her hands – for as she later explained, she had assumed that so proper a man as Augustus Pratt would approve of gloves – she was perfect. Everything, from her well-modulated voice to her well-chosen words, was perfect.


It bothered Donald the next morning that Augustus Pratt, such a master of language, had so little to say.


‘A beautiful young woman. How long have you known her?’


‘We met in April. Sort of love at first sight.’


Pratt nodded. ‘I wish you everything I could wish for my own son, Donald.’


He could have said more, couldn’t he? He could have been warmer. Donald was slightly annoyed. But then, sometime when he was preoccupied, Pratt did have a way of turning down the thermostat.


Events moved happily along. They were married on a golden day in a mahogany-paneled study just off Fifth Avenue, each with one friend from their respective offices as witness. Then through the mild afternoon, they walked back hand in hand, up the avenue toward the park, and turning eastward, arrived at their home where a welcoming crowd was waiting.


The apartment overflowed with splendid autumn flowers. The caterers, who had been recommended by Mr. Buzley, had supplied them, along with superb food and the best champagne.


‘I can’t believe you didn’t invite him,’ Donald whispered to the bride.


‘He wouldn’t enjoy the company. He’s twice our age. Anyway, his wife is terribly sick at home.’


Nevertheless, he had sent his wedding gift, a silver service for twelve that Lillian described as ‘Danish silver, about the best there is.’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ Donald said.


‘It costs a fortune, I can tell you, but he thinks nothing of it. He’s always doing things like that for people. All the time.’


The party was lively. First the women all wanted to look at the gifts that Lillian had tactfully stored away. Then someone found the record player and added music to the pleasant hubbub of talk, toasts, clattering china, and popping corks. People were all feeling very, very good.


Toward the end of the evening, Cindy got drunk and had to lie down in the bedroom, where she managed to smear a faceful of garish makeup on the silk pillow shams. Her current boyfriend, in T-shirt and jeans with hair rippling and rumpling to his shoulders, stood out among this gathering of ties and jackets. Nevertheless, everybody enjoyed him, and Donald observed that he ‘lent an exotic note’ to the scene.


‘Come to think of it, he may be smarter than any two of us here put together. On the other hand, he may not be. God bless him, anyway.’


So, full of champagne and good humor, he closed the door on the departing guests, set the alarm clock in time for an early departure to Vermont, and took his wife to bed.
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It was decided that because the semester had already begun, Lillian would wait until the following fall before starting to work on a master’s degree in art.


‘It’s what you really want,’ Donald said. ‘So what if you can’t be Mrs. Renoir or Mrs. Picasso? You’d do wonderfully in an auction gallery or a museum. With all you already know, you’re halfway there. All you need is the degree. And in the meantime, I think it’s fine that your boss will let you work three days a week to keep yourself busy.’


‘Howard Buzley is absolutely the best.’


‘I really should meet him sometime, don’t you think?’


‘You wouldn’t like him.’


‘Why do you always say that?’


‘I don’t always say it.’


‘Well, you sometimes do. Anyway, why wouldn’t I like Buzley when he’s been so good to my girl?’


‘He’s just not your type.’


‘What on earth do you think my life is like, that I just go around selecting clients who are “my type,” whatever that is?’


Lillian laughed. ‘All right, I’ll arrange it sometime. But seriously, what am I going to do with the days I don’t work? I’m already starting to feel pampered and lazy.’


‘It won’t hurt you to take it easy for a change. Do some reading and get a head start on your course. Go out with some women, have lunch, make friends.’


‘You know what, Donald? You’re a darling. You’re too good to me.’


Good to her? How else could he be but good to her?


Every evening when he opened the door and stepped into the hall, he caught sight of the table. Always it was a picture for a luxurious magazine, set with a little pot of flowers, proper china, and Howard Buzley’s Danish silver. Often the food was something unusual, culled from the shelf of cookbooks that she had begun to collect.


‘I’ve never done any serious cooking,’ she told him, ‘but now that I’ve begun, I want to do it perfectly.’


‘You do everything perfectly.’


One day when he came home, she was all excited. ‘You can’t imagine where I was today. In the penthouse! Oh, you should see it, Donald! I had no idea. It’s a regular ranch house, a spacious one with a garden so big that you’d think you were out in the suburbs. Oh, I knew what a penthouse was, of course, but actually seeing one is something else.’


Definitely not interested in penthouses, he was interested in her enthusiasm, which was always delightful.


‘I’m all ears,’ he said.


‘You know that tiny dog, the Yorkshire terrier we sometimes see in the lobby? Well, he belongs to the people in the penthouse. Sanders, their name is, and this morning, the boy who takes the dog for a walk lost him. I can’t imagine how, oh yes, the hook that fastens the leash to the collar wasn’t on right and the dog ran away. Well, I happened to be in the lobby just going out, when the boy came back practically out of his mind. Stupid! Instead of going after Spike – isn’t that a name for a big, tough, six-pound dog? – he came running home. So I went out and raced down the street, turned the corner, and there were some fellows walking away with Spike. Now they really were big and tough. I gave a shriek, “That’s my dog!” which attracted a lot of attention, so they dropped Spike, I grabbed him, and ran home.


‘Well, Mrs. Sanders, Chloe, wouldn’t let me go. I had to go upstairs with her, have a second breakfast, take a tour of the house which is incredibly beautiful, including Spike’s nook, where his basket is upholstered to match the room.’


Donald smiled. She was so charming, rosy, out of breath, and full of her story.


‘Remember that day when I said dogs and babies break the ice? If it hadn’t been for Spike, we’d never have done more than nod to each other in the elevator, if that. She wants us to come up one evening soon. He’s on Wall Street. Frank Sanders.’


‘Yes, one of the biggest new names in the city. Made a few hundred millions before he was thirty. Too rich for us, Lil.’


‘Oh, do you think so? I hope not. Of course, when we have to invite them back – oh, I don’t know – I did say that we’re just married and will soon be looking for something larger.’


‘Not soon. It’ll be a while before we do anything like that. You shouldn’t have said it.’


She answered quickly, ‘I didn’t mean that I don’t appreciate this apartment, because you know I do. You aren’t annoyed, are you?’


No, he was not annoyed, and he said so. Rather, he was surprised by this evidence of insecurity coming from so sophisticated a woman. And then he thought, there are bound to be many surprises, aren’t there? Consider that starting a marriage must be something like opening a new book; as you turn the pages, unexpected scenes and situations will be revealed.


‘So you’ll accept if they invite us?’


‘Of course I will.’


The Sanders were leaders among the young group who, like themselves, had made enormous quick fortunes. They were friendly and never could thank Lillian enough for her rescue of Spike. Clearly, they were taken with her, Donald saw. But then, most people were. For how often did one meet a human being so filled with alert and joyous energy as Lillian was?


So, on rare evenings when they were home, the Sanders soon to be simply Chloe and Frank, invited Lillian and Donald to have some after-dinner coffee and dessert on their marble coffee table in their forty-foot long living room. Once in a while they came downstairs to the Wolfes. Therefore, it was not as totally astonishing as it might have been when invitations to gallery openings, teas, benefits, and gala charity dinners began to arrive in the mail. Chloe Sanders had apparently decided to sponsor the interesting newcomers.


Most of these events turned out to be for Lillian in the daytime, since Donald, unlike many of the men in circles like these, was a worker with long hours, into which great balls and banquets seldom fit. But she, an unknown from the city’s outer rim, was gradually being drawn toward its center. And Donald, seeing her pleasure, was glad.


Often, much later, whenever he tried to find a pattern behind events and a reason for the pattern, he would wonder whether this friendship – or was it just acquaintance? – with these people could have been the moving cause. But no, he would usually argue, an event is simply the result of a situation’s meeting up with a particular character or temperament. In short, it would all have happened, anyway.


Perhaps it had been negligent of Donald not to have discussed with his wife in greater detail the ever-present subject of money. But because he felt himself to be prosperous it hadn’t seemed important.


One day he came home to find a painting in prominent display between the windows.


‘What’s this?’


Lillian wore the proud look of a mother with a new baby. ‘I bought it this afternoon. Do you like it?’


‘Yes, oh yes I do.’


It was a small-sized oil, suitably framed in what looked like old wood, of a winter scene with angular, dark branches and slender, short new growth half buried in blue-white snow, all these wrapped in a stillness of silvery gray air.


‘Waiting for spring,’ he said, stepping back for a better view. ‘I have a sense of late winter, of thaw. Maybe it’s February. Where did you find it?’


‘At that showing this afternoon. I couldn’t take my eyes away. And it was a very good buy.’


‘Really? How much?’


‘Seventy-five hundred. It’s worth much more. It’s old. Nineteen-ten.’


‘Seven thousand, five hundred – Lillian!’


‘For goodness sake, you know what prices art commands these days. You’ve been around enough with me to recognize a bargain.’


‘That depends on the point of view, the ability to pay.’


‘I don’t understand. I’ve not been extravagant, have I?’


She was staring at him as if she could scarcely believe him.


‘No, but – come on in here to my desk. I need to show you some figures that I guess I should have shown you before this. Look here.’


Drawing on a pad, he made a simple chart: so much for income, so much for taxes, the remainder subdivided for rent, insurance, daily living and savings.
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