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CHAPTER ONE


1970


He knew he was lying on the ground because there was dampness under his back, and because he smelled fresh grass. Then he heard a thrum, ceaseless as steady rain; yet, although it filled the void, it was not quite like rain, and after a while he recognized the chirp and trill of tree frogs. Spring. Tree frogs.


Out of the darkness not quite black, but darker than gray, came a voice, neither harsh nor comforting.


‘Where the hell is the ambulance? You’d think he hadda come from Memphis or N’ Orleans.’


‘Hospital’s twenty-seven miles! Hey, don’t touch him, I said.’


‘Just fixing another blanket on him. It’s damn cold.’


He turned his head toward the voices, but they moved away and all he could see was the night mist rising over empty space. Then pain came, and he moaned.


‘Take it easy, son. You’ll be okay. We’re cops. You’ve been in a crash, but you’ll be okay.’


A flashlight drew a semicircle in which, for a moment, there appeared boots, trousers, and car wheels; when these receded, there were only voices again.


‘The truck must have been going seventy, had a load of feed to get rid of down to Marchfield, and then get home for some shut-eye.’


‘You don’t know that. No witnesses.’


‘Common sense. This poor guy here was on the interstate, had the right of way.’


‘Twilight. The worst time. Can’t hardly see nothing, only you think you can.’


‘Well, none of my business. They’ll talk that over down at the station house. Wouldn’t want to be in the trucker’s shoes this minute, though.’


‘Geez, take a look at the car. Makes you sick. Like stepping on a soup can.’


‘You’ve got this guy’s license? Robb MacDonald, is it?’


‘Yeah, MacDonald.’


MacDaniel, he wanted to say. It’s MacDaniel. And my dad, and my mother? But it took too much effort to ask, and he lay still with his pain.


‘Where the hell’s the ambulance? Guy could die before they get here.’


Is it possible, he thought, that I am dying?


Through his long days in the hospital’s high, white bed, he struggled toward acceptance of a reality that was beyond any reasonable acceptance. They had been driving home from Monroe, where his mother had just had all her long-neglected teeth extracted. In the backseat, she had been drowsing against Dad’s shoulder. Pray God they hadn’t felt anything! No, he was told, be assured that they had not. The truck had struck the rear half of the car, and while he, Robb, had been thrown out onto the ground, they had been crushed instantly to death.


Could it have been his fault? All he remembered was seeing the headlights emerge from the country road, part the foliage, and unbelievably shoot across his path before he could stop, or turn, or do anything but scream disaster – oh God, oh God!


It was not his fault, they told him. He must quell that doubt, quell it forever and go on with life. Why, it was close to a miracle that he had escaped with nothing more than a severe concussion and a badly broken arm and shoulder! But these would heal, and he would be in fine condition to take up his new teaching post at the consolidated high school in the fall. So they consoled, insisted, and consoled.


Meanwhile, were there any relatives or friends to assist him at home for the first few days? He had no siblings, and of relatives there were only some second cousins who had moved away up north or out across the Mississippi. There were, however, friends enough to help out a little – not that he would need much help after the first couple of days, for he was used to doing almost anything that needed doing, especially after Dad’s mild though enfeebling stroke – friends and neighbors like the Wiltons, who had the farm down the road.


‘Well then, there’s no reason why you can’t go home tomorrow,’ the doctor said cheerfully at the end of the week. ‘Better call now and make arrangements. Any time after nine.’


Lily would arrive on the stroke of the hour. On the morning after the accident, she had been there at seven, long before they would even let her in. He had to smile to himself; she was as prompt and dependable as a loving wife; indeed, he thought of her automatically as his wife, and no doubt she thought of herself that way. They had been ‘going together’ since they were seventeen, all through the senior year in high school and after that at the Baptist college in Flemington, from which they had graduated at the end of the fall semester. But for the lack of money, they would no doubt have already been married by now.


Grateful for the relief from physical pain, Robb lay back on the pillow to reflect instead on all the varieties of emotional pain. Now that his parents were dead, he had probably been thinking more deeply about them than he had in all the years of living with them. Certainly he had cared and understood the struggle on their poor little farm; he had pitied Dad’s failure with the gas pump when an efficient competitor, a full-service station with trained mechanics opened in the village; he had helped out every day after school; he had earned enough to pay his own way through college. They had had joy from him. But was that enough? Was there nothing more in life than to rear a child and take pleasure in his pleasure? They had had so little for themselves.


Mostly, he thought about his mother. It came to him, now remembering, that she must never have slept a full night through. He could still see the clock on his dresser when he awoke early; a quarter past five, it would read. Downstairs, she would be shaking the fire and clattering the frying pan. The henhouse door used to clack in its flimsy frame when she went for the eggs. She was a country woman. He would always remember her scattering grain to her flock of Leghorns or hoeing the corn in her kitchen garden, where the fleshy squash lay among the rows.


‘Spring is yellow,’ she said, planting the yard with daffodils and pruning the forsythia.


It seemed to him, too, that she must sometimes have sat down to read because she could quote poetry: I wandered lonely as a cloud— How, given the circumstances of her life, had that ever come about?


‘You’re like your mother,’ Dad used to say. ‘She’d have her nose in a book all the time if she could.’


Lily was like her. Do they not say that a man, without being aware of it, looks for a woman who reminds him of his mother? Yes, maybe so. Lily, too, could be bright and brisk. She, too, could dream over flowers, and often did. With all her childish pug nose and wide, smiling mouth, had he not even named her ‘Flower Face’?


Pink and white and so small she was that his fingertips could meet around her waist. Flower Face.


‘It’s good to see you smiling,’ the doctor said, coming in.


People are so good, Robb thought. The Wiltons, Isaac and Bess, had taken care of everything while he was in the hospital, from the funeral arrangements to the feeding of the chickens. Between these friends and Lily, with her mother, he had been not fed, but overfed. And now, through the kitchen door, came Lily and Mrs. Webster, bearing more nourishment covered with a white towel.


‘Corn bread,’ said Mrs. Webster, plunking it down on the table. ‘Still warm enough if you eat it right away. Heat up the coffee, Lily, and take it out on the porch. It’ll do Robb good to sit outside. He’s been indoors long enough.’


Both touched and amused, he saw that since his own mother was gone, she was determined to mother him.


‘I’ve already had breakfast,’ he said. ‘Young Ike came over last night and fixed the coffeepot so all I had to do was turn on the gas. It’s surprising what you can do with only one hand.’


With Mrs. Webster, there was no arguing. ‘Well, you can have a second breakfast. I’m in a rush with a million things to do at home, but Lily can stay and keep you company. I’ll be back for you around four, Lily.’


‘The insurance fellow said he’ll be here at five,’ Robb said.


‘Be sure you don’t let him swindle you.’


Mrs. Webster paused with her hand on the doorknob. Lily gave Robb a twinkling glance. They were both familiar with her mother’s prolonged departures.


‘I suppose you’ll sell this place and move into town, won’t you? Now with you at the high school and Lily starting next week at the library, it would seem to make sense.’


That was true. He was surely not going to raise vegetables, sell eggs, or man the gas pump. The farm would have to go. Perhaps someone else would have better luck with it. He was thinking so, feeling a touch of sudden melancholy, when a rooster crowed. He was a small bird with an arrogant strut, and they had named him ‘Napoleon’ because he commandeered all the hens. Whoever bought the place would most likely make soup out of him. The melancholy deepened in his chest. Robb said, ‘I’ll miss the place.’


‘Not after the first couple of days,’ Mrs. Webster said. ‘You’ll get yourself nicely settled and moved into a new life.’


He knew that she understood him, was pleased with him, and was awaiting the marriage with pleasure. Everything augured well. Once he and Lily were in their own place, something small, snug, with many windows and many books, she would not, regardless of her innate tendencies, interfere with them. She was too smart to do that. Surely she must have known that they had been sleeping together for the last five years, yet she had never spoken a word about it. Perhaps she had even arranged this whole day’s privacy for them. It was 1970, and the world was very different from what it had been when she was young.


He had not been alone with Lily since the accident, and as soon as Mrs. Webster’s car was out of the yard, he ran to her.


‘Your arm!’ she cried.


‘Don’t worry, I can do very well with one arm.’


She was always as eager as he was. Having read and heard about every possible sexual posture and problem he knew that he was lucky in that respect, too. So many women were cool and unresponsive once they were sure, or thought they were sure, of a man. Well, Lily Webster could be sure of him, God knew.


‘In here or out there?’ she asked.


‘Out there’ meant the Wiltons’ small barn. Having built a new, larger barn, they had long used the old one for storage of odds and ends, machinery, and extra hay. It was their son Ike, who, at fifteen, with a knowing wink, first suggested the loft as a ‘nice place for you and your girlfriend to be together and talk. Just don’t set fire to the hay.’ He was a good kid, but like many kids, sly, and obviously liked being in on a secret with Robb, to say nothing of receiving, from time to time, a small present.


‘In here,’ Robb said now. ‘It’s more comfortable.’


When he pulled down the shades, a liquid green shadow fell over the floor and onto the bed, which, out of consideration for Lily, he had already made tidy.


‘I’ll lock the door. Nobody’s coming, anyway.’


He watched her ritual. Unlike his way, which was to peel off fast and toss all onto the floor, hers was to remove each garment with care, to hang or to fold it, then to stand bare in the light for him to see. Her smile, like her laugh, was wide and gleaming white, but unlike her laugh, it would quickly recede, turning soft on her mouth and in her eyes. Then they would rush together.


The insurance man, Brackett, was not much older than Robb. Six or seven years more, he estimated, would make him twenty-eight. Still, when you thought about it, those were perhaps the best years of your life, not that he had ever given much practical thought to ‘best years’ or ‘life.’ He had simply taken for granted that he would marry, have a family – at which time Lily would give up her work in the library, while he would go on teaching in the high school. Of course, there was always a vague possibility of rising to become the school principal, but that was highly unlikely.


For the last half hour, Brackett had been churning out figures: legal costs, appeals, witnesses, value of a life as shown in actuarial tables, net worth of a lump sum, investment after taxes, consideration of deductions for dependents, were the taxes filed in a joint return, or—


Robb stirred in the uncomfortable cane-back rocker. He was sweating.


‘You’re getting tired,’ Brackett said.


‘No, just hot.’


‘We’re almost finished, anyway, ready to wrap it up.’


‘Why don’t you leave the papers so I can think everything over?’


‘Fine, fine. Let me tell you, these insurance companies—’ Brackett leaned forward and lowered his voice. ‘I shouldn’t say it because I work for one and they treat me well, but the fact is – you won’t object if I speak very frankly?’


‘I want you to speak very frankly, Mr. Brackett.’


‘Frank. That’s my name. Frank Brackett. Listen, I look around here and I see that you’re not – I mean, not exactly flush. If I were in your place, I’d take this offer before they change their minds. You don’t want to go into long, expensive litigation, wait for years before you get anything, and maybe end up with less than this offer. You had no witnesses. You could have been drunk and—’


‘That’s crazy. Anybody who knows me can tell you that drink is not one of my vices.’


‘No insult intended. But these things are very hard to prove or to disprove. You could have fallen asleep. Can you prove you didn’t?’


‘Can you prove I did?’


Brackett laughed. ‘Say, you sound like a lawyer yourself.’


‘When I was a lot younger, I used to watch court scenes in the movies and think I’d like to try a case. It seemed like a challenge, matching quick wits with somebody else’s quick wits. But, as I say, I was a lot younger.’


‘You’re only twenty-two next birthday, man! What keeps you from doing it now?’


‘Can you ask? You just mentioned it yourself.’ Robb’s good arm swept the room, the sagging, ugly sofa, the worn rag rug, and the ripped, yellow curtains. ‘The farm, my father’s stroke, everything. I’m thankful I made it through college and have a good job with no loans to pay off. Very thankful.’


‘So you gave up the idea of law school.’


‘I never really let myself have the idea. I’m satisfied.’


‘Sometimes we only think we’re satisfied,’ Brackett said softly. ‘We force ourselves to think so because we can’t bear to waste our lives regretting things.’


Surprised, Robb looked at him. His ankle was resting on his opposite knee. There was a hole ready to pop in the sole of his shoe. His brown hair was thinning. He looked tired. Maybe he was older than Robb had thought. And just as Napoleon’s crow that morning had touched him with melancholy, now pity touched him. It must be a discouraging, dull existence, day after day to visit the troubled, the injured, the needy, and the cheats alike, and then to haggle, persuade, and if possible, convince them to settle and sign. The awful sameness of it!


And exactly as if his mind had been traveling in the same direction, Brackett said, ‘A man gets fed up, starting out every morning to do the same thing over and over.’


Robb did not answer. Emotion had slipped into an atmosphere that had been impersonal. He was not sure how it had happened. He sat still, observing the other man, following his gaze across the rug, where dust motes swirled in a puddle of sunshine. Then he thought how the scene might appear to a person coming unexpectedly upon it: two young men in a forlorn room could be the subject of a Wyeth painting or an existentialist play.


Brackett said suddenly, ‘Twenty-two. I’d give something to be twenty-two again, Robb. Tall, like you, with your muscles and your head of good wavy hair.’


‘Thanks for all the compliments, but you can’t be much older than I am.’


Brackett smiled. ‘I can’t? Try forty. I only look younger because I’m thin.’ He reached for a book that lay beside the lamp. ‘Sandburg’s Lincoln, Volume 3. You’ve read the first two?’


‘Yes, I get them from the library. My girlfriend’s the assistant librarian.’


‘I read the first volume. It boggles the mind. He came from nowhere, and look what he made of himself.’


‘Well, we can’t all be Lincoln.’


The mournful tone had begun to trouble Robb. There was no point in it. This was an insurance adjustor; so let him adjust the insurance and be done with it.


Once more, the other man’s mind seemed to have read Robb’s. He made an abrupt change of mood, raised his head, looked directly at Robb, and proposed, ‘How about this? I’ll figure out exactly what it will cost for three years’ law school tuition and living expenses at the state university. We’ll make a generous allowance for extras, clothes, medical expenses, and a little natural fun. You’ll sign the release, and we’ll end the whole business fair and square. How about it?’


Robb was astonished. ‘I told you,’ he replied, ‘I only want a lump sum for the accident. I’m here to stay. I love kids, and I’m going to enjoy teaching them.’


‘But you really wanted to be a lawyer.’


‘I dreamed of it for a while, yes, but it wasn’t possible, so I forgot about it.’


‘You didn’t forget about it. You know you didn’t.’


There was silence.


‘And now it’s possible.’ Brackett, with an earnestly wrinkled forehead, leaned toward Robb and spoke earnestly. ‘Take my offer. You can have the money by next week, no strings attached.’


There was another silence.


‘And if you don’t want to use it for law school, you can use it for whatever you want. You can study music, travel to the Antarctic, or stay here in the place where you were born and be satisfied. Only I don’t think you will be.’


Brackett picked up another book and read the title out loud. ‘De Tocqueville. Democracy in America.’


Now Robb spoke defensively, almost angrily. ‘It’s a good place here.’


‘For many people, very good people, too, it is. But not for all people.’


Why is he pounding me like this? Trying to influence my life? Of course he wants to close the case as quickly and as cheaply as he can. Yet I think there’s more to it than that. He really means some of what he says. He means well by me. You can see it in his eyes. He bears his own sorrows, the sorrow of lost opportunity, for one.


Robb’s annoyance began to fade. In its place he was feeling confusion. You’ll have the money by next week. That meant a good many thousands of dollars, next week, instead of more money – maybe – in two, three, five years.


He stood up, saying, ‘I need to think. I want to walk outside by myself.’


‘Go ahead. I’ll get some figures together while you do.’


The day was bright, moist, and in full leaf the color of young lettuce. On such a day you were supposed to feel springtime energy. You were supposed to feel indomitable. Instead, as he went out through the back door toward the chicken yard and the garden patch, his legs felt weak, as if Brackett’s weariness had been contagious. He walked over to the fence and leaned upon it.


Already there was a sense of desertion about this home place. Weeds had sprouted at the base of the bean poles. The hens pecked and clucked, poor simple creatures, unaware of the changes that were coming. He thought of his mother who had fed those hens and weeded those beans. He thought of her infected teeth. He thought of the rustling gasoline pump at the farm’s farthest edge and of his father’s crooked posture after the stroke. He thought of the path they had trodden all their lives, from here to the little town and back, rarely any farther, and then never really far.


At college, walking under the trees, Lily and he had talked about their visions. Of course they had visions! Who did not? Lily was practical. Her mother was a widow who sewed for a living and knew the sour taste of poverty. It had taught her the prudent use of money. You sought a job and lived within its means. You had security. Who could argue with sound advice like that?


Now of a sudden his fists clenched and his heart ran fast. He was seeing himself in a new way. Perhaps he had talked himself into becoming a teacher because his parents were proud of the status. He had never been truly enthusiastic, not truly. And he saw himself as a dreary, elderly man standing before the rows of young faces, not giving them what they deserved. He had presented a false picture of himself, and it had been wrong of him. He would not be a good teacher. He wasn’t qualified. He did not love it enough.


‘I could be a good lawyer, though,’ he thought aloud. ‘Law is a tool. There’s no limit to what you can do with it. Even make life easier, maybe, for people like my parents. It’s productive, it’s exciting. You’d never know what each day might bring. Oh, probably I’m being overly romantic about it, even naive, but why not? I may be impetuous, I probably am, but if I don’t try it, I’ll never know. And if I don’t do it now, I never will.’


Brackett was spreading some printed forms out on the table. He looked up, questioning, when Robb came in. This was the moment: You stood on the diving board prepared for the high, perfect leap, felt suddenly the clutch of fear, but were ashamed to retreat.


‘I’ll take your offer,’ he said.


Brackett nodded. ‘A wise decision. You won’t regret it. Sit down, and I’ll show you. I’ve got your expenses figured out. If you agree with my figures, you’ll sign here, and we’ll be in business. All you’ll have left to do is get yourself admitted to the school.’


At Lily’s house they were reading the law school’s catalog. From the corner where she was sewing in the lamplight, Mrs. Webster asked, ‘Robb, has the sale gone through?’


‘Yes, the farm went last Tuesday. For practically nothing, too. It was all mortgaged. I didn’t know. Dad must have had to do it after he had his stroke.’


No one spoke. A parting with land, the living earth, brought a sadness unlike the loss of any other wealth. And Robb knew that the memory of its trees and seasons would stay with him always.


‘There’s a terrible accident,’ he said. ‘A stranger walks in to talk it over, changes the direction of another man’s life, and walks out. Tell me, was I suddenly crazy, or wasn’t I?’


‘Why Robb, you’ve always had this in the back of your mind, and I’ve always known you had it,’ Lily said. ‘You just didn’t think it made any sense for you, so you didn’t talk about it, that’s all.’


Mrs. Webster spoke sharply. When she wanted to, Mrs. Webster could be very sharp indeed. ‘If you want my answer, Robb, I’ll give it to you. Yes, it was a crazy impulse.’


‘Mother!’ cried Lily.


‘That’s all right. Robb knows how I feel about him. I feel close, and that’s why I dare to speak out. You’ve thrown away a good certainty in exchange for the unknown, Robb. Besides, the man flummoxed you. Your parents were killed. And if not for a few extra inches of space, you’d have gone with them. You should have gotten a fortune out of it, and you took peanuts instead.’


‘Should have and could have are two different things, Mrs. Webster.’


‘You were flummoxed, Robb.’


‘Mother! We’ve been over this before. Anyway, I don’t agree with you,’ Lily protested.


‘I’m not trying to make trouble,’ her mother said more softly. ‘Who wishes the two of you any better than I do? You need to be married, that’s what. You’ve delayed long enough. It’s not healthy.’


She is afraid I will make Lily pregnant, Robb thought, hurt her child. My God, hurt Lily?


But in one way, Mrs. Webster was right. They did need to be together. Three years was too long to wait. He should have thought of that before. Somehow in the back of his mind that day, he had made the assumption – without thinking he had made it – that Lily would go along wherever he went. But when the law school acceptance had arrived and they had gone looking for an apartment in the city, they had found that rentals, even for the cramped quarters where law students lodged, were expensive. The ‘generous allowance’ barely stretched to meet the most simple needs.


‘If you could get work up there—’ Mrs. Webster began, but seeing Lily’s face, stopped.


‘I’ve told you I tried, Mother. It’s impossible for me, inexperienced as I am, to get a big-city job. I’m very lucky to be in the library here.’


‘We’ll manage,’ Robb said. ‘A three-hour bus ride isn’t a world away. You’ll drive over through Marchfield where the bus stops on the highway. And sometimes you may want to take the bus up my way,’ he added, not adding that they had already designated their meeting place at a motel halfway between home and the capital.


Lily touched Robb’s hand. ‘Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll be saving for our own place,’ she said. ‘By the time you’re finished, we’ll be ready to start out together, and we’ll still be very young.’ Her eyes were radiant. ‘Look here, there’s a course in environmental law. That sounds like your thing, doesn’t it? Here’s another.’


Her forehead creased and her lips were pursed above the catalog. She looked like a serious child doing homework. I don’t deserve you, he thought. There isn’t a selfish bone in your body. No, I don’t deserve you, but neither do I know anybody else who does. And suddenly he was flooded with a love so tender that it was almost pain.


At six in the morning at the end of August, the sun was on his right as he drove northward. He had rented a car for the day. In it were all his worldly possessions: photographs of Lily, his parents, and the old house; his clothes, bedding, and his books. There were not many of the latter, since books were expensive; a set of Shakespeare, some American histories, a history of the Second World War, in which his father had fought, and the collected works of his favorite poet, Stephen Spender, were all.


He had expected to play the radio for company on the solitary drive, but sounds of any kind just now would grate upon his mood, which was a troubled conglomeration of wistful thoughts about Lily, of last minute doubts, of fears and prideful anticipation, all of which had seemed to settle themselves in his nervous stomach.


He had not seen this particular stretch of road since the night of the accident, and now, as the fateful intersection neared, he would have done anything to avoid it. Since that was an impossibility he steeled himself, pressed on the pedal, and raced past it. ‘They didn’t feel anything,’ he said aloud. ‘Everyone told me the same. The cops and the doctors told me. They didn’t feel anything.’


Heat glimmered on the road ahead and on the fields alongside it, where cattle grazed under the brutal sun with hardly an island of shade where they might huddle for relief. Cruel slaughter was their ultimate fate. Mercifully – scant mercy – they did not know it.


The land was so flat, in places he could see the horizon all about him, drawing a circle on the enormous sky. Then he knew for sure that he was speeding on a sphere that was itself speeding through space, and the sensation was so eerie that he had to turn to the radio for relief after all.


The familiar thrum and twang of country music filled the silence for another hour. Then gradually the landscape changed: the straight, monotonous road curved upward through low hills and denser foliage. Rural acres became country estates; these became suburbs; and after a few more miles, the road would become an avenue into the heart of the city.


Robb had not been in the capital for years. When he was twelve, he had been taken to see it and had had no reason to go there again until his visit and application to the school of law. Now, to his adult eye, these structures, the capitol, the federal-style courthouses, columned and pedimented like the Pantheon, had an impressive grandeur that the twelve-year-old eye most certainly had missed. Suddenly, as he drove, through the Sunday morning of downtown, there sounded a peal of church bells, bringing as suddenly a half memory of an ancient stanza about Bow Bells and ‘Turn again, Whittington, Lord Mayor of London.’ The country hick was approaching the great city.


Well, here I am, he thought with amusement, stuffed with unrealistic hopes. And yet, why not?


The university stood at the other end of the broad central avenue. It looked like almost every university described in books and pictured on film: a cluster of dignified stone Gothic buildings in a setting of lawns and rich old trees. Passing it, Robb was once more amused at himself for feeling already a possessive loyalty.


And yet, why not?




CHAPTER TWO


1972


‘Hard to believe this is our third year,’ said Eddy Morse.


The aged frame house on Mill Street had five apartments, and in every one of them, the air conditioning was humming. But still there were times when, craving some real air, people would rather spend an evening hour on the front steps in the heat.


‘I don’t know how you can stand the summers in this lousy climate,’ he continued, wiping his face.


Eddy was from Chicago as well as from Oregon, where his divorced father lived, and also from Washington, where his numerous extended family lived.


‘You forget I’m a southerner,’ Robb replied.


‘Forget? How could I? Fried chicken and grits.’


‘Also pecan pie. You dig into those right enough when Lily sends me one.’


Eddy grinned. His face was likeable, round-cheeked with a round-tipped, bulbous nose to match his rounded shoulders. He was as tall a Robb but burly and seemed to be shorter. He was everybody’s friend, sincerely, believably so. On that memorable first day, he had been the first to greet Robb as he was unloading his car.


‘Here, I’ll give you a hand,’ he had said. ‘Are you the upstairs or the down? There’s one left on each floor.’


‘Number two.’


‘Across the hall from me. I’ve already filled my refrigerator, so come have a beer after we empty your car. I guess you know there’s parking in the rear.’


‘I don’t have a car. This is rented for the day.’


‘Well, it’s only a short walk to the school. I can always give you a lift if you want one, anyway.’


‘Thanks. It’s nice of you to offer.’


‘Why the hell not?’ And there came the nice grin again.


Eddy always wanted to talk, but now seeing Robb with a book in hand, he fell silent. Robb was indeed reading, although being tired, he was not concentrating; no doubt as a result of the summer’s overwork, he was allowing his thoughts to wander.


The summer had been extremely successful. He had spent it doing research for a professor who was preparing a textbook. His résumé was superior: He was an editor on Law Review, and his grades were at the top of the class. He was not exactly a grind – he would hate to be known as one – but he was not extremely sociable either, which was due in part to his need to watch every dollar, and in part to Lily.


Whatever free time he had was spent with her, usually at the halfway motel. Physically, it was a musty place, and as a setting for lovers, it was barely ideal. It was tawdry. But going to Lily’s house was worse than nothing. There they had to sleep apart, he on the sofa and she in her own room next to Mrs. Webster’s. When Lily came up here, it was a late night’s journey. The last year, he thought not, only the rest of this year to go.


And yet in so many ways, the life here had been so good. It was cheerful, orderly and very, very busy. The cramped apartments, all occupied by law students, were adequate, and the tiny kitchen quarters were new and clean. The students made their own dinners, which generally consisted of spaghetti, being cheap and easy to prepare.


Eddy Morse was the exception. He ate very well, with visible results, and very expensively.


‘Come on out,’ he liked to say. ‘I feel like a steak tonight.’ Or he might ‘feel like Italian.’


He always tried to find a companion. It was Robb who, after the first dinner, the price of which had appalled him, refused to go again.


‘I can’t afford to,’ he had told Eddy frankly.


‘You can’t? Oh, I didn’t know. I had no idea—’


‘What? That I had no money?’


‘I never thought about it.’


Yes, probably when you owned a new Chrysler coupe, had a first-class stereo in your room and cash in your pocket, you didn’t think about it.


‘Well, come anyway, Robb. I’ve enough for the two of us.’


‘I can’t do that.’


‘Yes, you can. Robb, don’t be embarrassed. Don’t be foolish. We’re going to be friends, and I like your company.’


‘I know, and I appreciate it, but I still can’t do it.’


‘Listen. If it’ll make you feel better, I’ll call it a loan. You can pay me back when you’re a great success, because that’s what you’re going to be.’


‘Anytime you go out for a hamburger, something I can afford, I’ll go with you. I’d like that, Eddy.’


‘Okay. I won’t argue with the smartest guy in the class. Because that’s what you are, and everybody knows it. You know it, too.’


Perhaps fate had its own way of apportioning good things, for although Eddy did have plenty of worldly goods, he was also at the bottom of his class. He would make it through, but without distinction. And he knew that, clearly. He was, however, not disturbed at all. He had all sorts of connections, ‘knew his way around,’ and would possibly go into real estate law.


‘Building or politics,’ he would say blithely. ‘Or maybe both. They’re usually connected, anyway.’


He found Robb interesting and said so. ‘I don’t know many guys – none, come to think of it – who’ve kept on with one girl all this time and been satisfied. You’re never tempted?’


‘Not really. I look, of course I do. But then I think of Lily.’


‘She’s a cute thing, that I have to admit. Mighty cute.’


‘She’s a lot more than that,’ Robb would answer, closing the subject.


Now Eddy stood up. ‘I’m going in.’


It was past twilight now, almost dark, and mosquitoes were singing. Robb got up, too.


‘Any classes for you tomorrow afternoon, Robb? It’s Friday.’


‘No. Why?’


‘Thought maybe you’d like to drive someplace for a swim, then stop off and eat.’


‘Thanks, no. I’ve got a pile of stuff to do.’


He intended, though did not say so, to visit the federal court. The place lured him with its authority, the solemnity of its dark wood panels, its gilded moldings, and the flag with the eagle on the tip. The judge in his robe had an incomparable dignity. The lawyers who argued before him were often monotonous and verbose, but from others occasionally flowed words that were worthy of Dickens; it was then that Robb felt the marvelous power of language, and was stirred to the heart.


‘Don’t you ever do anything but work?’ demanded Eddy with slight impatience.


‘You know I do. But give me a rain check, will you?’


There was no use trying to explain.


One warm evening in late August, Robb, opening the door to a peremptory knock, saw Eddy and the other three occupants of the house standing in the hall.


‘I thought I heard you hanging around down here,’ Walt said. ‘Weren’t you supposed to be leaving town for the weekend?’


‘I was, but there’s flooding down home, and the buses are detouring via the North Pole, so I’ve been moving bookcases instead.’


‘The hell with that. Leave the books and come along to a party. Big house, great food, plenty to drink – and girls.’


‘Don’t talk girls to Robb,’ somebody shouted from the rear. ‘He already has one, didn’t you know?’


Of course they knew. Had he not been for the last two years the object of enough good-natured jokes and good-natured laughter, as now?


‘Never mind,’ Eddy said. ‘You can drink and eat. God, all you live on is spaghetti.’


That was true, or almost. All you had to add were cold cereal, milk, and canned vegetables. Recalling some of his rare dinners out with Eddy, the steaks, his first genuine Maine lobster, all five pounds of it, Robb’s mouth watered.


‘We’re invited,’ Walt said. ‘Won’t cost a cent. Honeyman knows the people, fifth cousins of his or something. They’ve got a bunch of girls staying for the weekend, and they’ve run short on guys for the party. Come on.’


For no known reason – he would have to be an analyst to explain every slight shift in a person’s mood – Robb had been feeling dreary this evening, too lethargic to go downtown for a drink with friends, or take in a movie, or do much of anything. So they had found him at the right moment.


‘Wait till I change my shirt,’ he said.


The house was in a luxurious suburb that he had passed through once and then never passed again; no homebound bus traveled along such roads, where bordering oaks touched each other overhead and long, graveled driveways led to houses hidden in their own tranquil, personal landscape.


‘Large enough for a public library,’ Walt exclaimed.


‘Brand new,’ another added. ‘Made a packet in the market, I heard, and built this with it.’


They had entered an enormous circular hall, two stories high, with a great circular skylight. The floor and the staircase were of marble white. Spaced on the perimeter were many doors to many jewel-colored rooms. Robb, standing at the center of all this, had a sense of whirling glitter.


‘Never saw anything like it, did you?’ asked Honeyman with awe. ‘There’s an indoor pool and also an outdoor pool, Olympic size. Come look.’


Robb had seen a few fine homes, such as the president’s house at the college downstate. These had been typical white clapboard plantation houses, or copies of one; spacious, serene and rather formal, they had been impressive, but nothing at all like this. And he was not sure whether he was supposed to admire this place or not. He knew only that he did not like it. Was that perhaps because of his ignorance about such things?


The little group from Mill Street accepted introductions, gave introductions, meandered through the dazzling rooms, and finally made its way out to the terrace, where the buffet was set. Long tables were covered with delectables. At the far end of the terrace near the pool, three men in white jackets stood behind the bar where it appeared that some of the guests had already been having more at that bar than they could hold.


Robb filled his plate, got his drink, and sat down at a table with Eddy, Walt, and a student whom he had never met. Walt and Eddy had found girls at the bar, while the other man was with his wife. Although she was a pretty young woman, it was only the diamond wedding band on her finger that caught Robb’s eye, bringing wistful thoughts. But for the lack of dollars, Lily would be at this table with him today.


A lone girl, overweight and homely, took the empty seat beside Robb. He saw at once that she was miserable, an outsider in this place. And feeling the cruelty of her situation, he began a friendly conversation. Eagerly, she responded, and with such a detailed account of herself that no one could possibly be interested in it. One by one, the others left the table and drifted away.


‘I think people want our table,’ Robb said after a while. He stood up. ‘Well, it was nice—’ he began before realizing that she was not about to let him go.


They walked toward the pool. Patiently, as if lost, he stood with the girl’s noisy voice droning in his ear. His friends had disappeared, his hunger had been satisfied, and he would gladly have gone home, when abruptly, at the far end of the pool, there burst a wild commotion.


Girls squealed and shrieked. Men wrestled, shouted, and howled with laughter. And suddenly one, who was probably more drunk than the rest, picked up a girl and flung her, flowered dress, kicking white shoes, and all, into the water.


‘What are you doing? You’re disgusting, Jed,’ someone standing near Robb cried out.


‘Who, me?’ retorted Jed. ‘Me, disgusting?’ And he came galloping toward his critic.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Jed? There’s nothing funny about—’


‘I’ll show you funny.’ And with that, grabbing Robb’s innocent companion, Jed tossed her, too, into the water.


A tumult followed. The two furious, weeping victims were promptly rescued. People ran to the house to soothe the outrage of some, but by no means all, of the spectators. As much as anyone, Robb enjoyed some horseplay, but this was not his idea of horseplay. It was contemptible and mean. Especially did he feel sorry for his late companion. Something told him that her unbecoming dress was probably her best one, and most likely it was ruined. He watched for a moment as women were comforting her, then shook his head and walked away.


A balustrade divided the terrace from a long view of lawn and a garden whose strict geometry gave him an alien, cold feeling. The only good thing about this afternoon, he thought, was the food.


‘Isn’t this awful? A bad imitation of Versailles.’


He turned to see a young woman coming toward him.


‘What, the garden?’ he replied.


‘That, and the house. It’s all so fake. And then those monsters just now. Or don’t you agree?’


‘I wasn’t so sure about the house at first, but I certainly agree about the creeps who did that to the girls.’


‘One of the creeps was my date. It’s my first time out with him and let me tell you, it’s my last.’


Her large green eyes protested. Indignation had almost taken her breath away. He could see, as she stood with her hands clasped on the railing, the rise and fall of her chest under thin silk.


‘I never like these huge bashes anyway,’ she said. ‘If it weren’t for my high heels, I’d walk right home now.’


‘I drove here with friends, two cars full. I’m sure they’d give you a lift. And I guarantee that they’ll be sober.’


‘I accept with pleasure. It won’t be more than three miles out of your way, whichever way you’re going. Let me guess. You’re all Honeyman’s friends. School of Law.’


‘That’s right. Third year. Robb MacDaniel,’ he said, with his barely visible fraction of a bow.


‘Ellen Grant. No year. I’ve just graduated from Wellesley.’


They observed each other. And just as he had previously made an instant judgment of his table companion, he made one now: She’s an artist, or anyway, has something to do with the arts. Her dark, curly hair was fashionably cut, as was her dress. Her face, except for the eyes, was unexceptional. Yet it was the kind of face that is called ‘fine.’ She had poise. She’s not afraid of anything, he thought, and was at the same time aware that it was a queer thought to be having about a stranger.


‘Are those your friends waving at you back there?’


Eddy and Walt were making gestures meaning that they were ready to leave. ‘Okay with you, Robb?’


‘I’m ready. This is Ellen Grant. She needs a ride home.’


The Grant house was nowhere near the size of a public library. Family-sized, it looked like any conventional, tasteful house built before the last war. Unlike the place they had just left, it made no attempt to flaunt prosperity. Yet prosperity was evident in its old furnishings and gilt-framed landscapes. Over the mantel in the library hung a portrait of a man in the uniform of a Confederate officer.


‘That’s her great-grandfather,’ somebody whispered.


On the way here it had been decided that they would all go on to a jazz club downtown, but since it was still too early, they would sit around for a while at Ellen’s house. Almost never did Robb refuse a chance to hear jazz, especially when he was to be with his Mill Street friends, and most especially when Eddy was to be there. Eddy brought, as everyone who knew him would agree, a spirit of ‘let the good times roll.’ If you had problems, he made you forget them.


Yet now Robb wished he did not have to go along. He counted: between the two cars there were ten people, including himself. There was no possible way he could decently refuse.


Was he turning into some kind of a spoiler? And he sat uncomfortably watching the scene as if he were merely a spectator at the theatre. It was a lively scene in a charming room, complete with a handsome auburn setter lying at Ellen’s feet. He was feeling that he did not belong here.


The new wife, who was sitting next to him, observed his glance. ‘How long have you known Ellen?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know her,’ Robb replied.


‘Oh, really? Well you should get to know her. She’s extraordinary. You should see her work. Watercolors. She’s just illustrated a children’s book, and I’ve heard that somebody’s bought it. I’m very fond of her. Isn’t she the prettiest thing?’


He did not really think she was ‘the prettiest thing,’ but he answered as expected, ‘Very,’ and added, ‘You’re a generous woman. Most women don’t praise each other so generously.’


She laughed. ‘I’m not in competition anymore, you see.’


He liked her. He liked her honesty and humor. Later, at the jazz club, he managed to seat himself between her and the aisle. He had no intention of ‘getting to know’ Ellen Grant.


The hospital where Ellen volunteered was on the same avenue as the university, a short distance away. Leaving the hospital a few weeks later, she came face-to-face with Robb MacDaniel. She had a poor memory for names, so it surprised her that she remembered his, although she very definitely remembered him: he had not liked her. He had quite obviously avoided her that night. Naturally, it piqued her vanity, but also aroused her curiosity.


She greeted him gaily. ‘What can you be thinking of, walking on a day like this? It must be ninety-nine degrees in the shade.’


‘I have no car, the bus doesn’t run along here, so since I need to go downtown, I need to walk.’


The reply, which was almost brusque, was a challenge. ‘I have a car, and I’m going downtown. This will be in return for the lift you gave me.’


‘Well, thanks. Thanks very much.’


Enigmatic, she thought. Dead serious. All locked up. It would be interesting to unlock him.


‘Where you headed?’ she inquired when they were in the car.


‘The bank. The National. Straight ahead. I’ll show you.’


‘Well, I’m heading for a cold drink across the street from your bank. It’s dim and quiet, and I need to relax. I help a couple of paraplegics and it takes all the strength out of me, right out of my heart. Come on, keep me company for fifteen minutes.’


‘I haven’t much time,’ he said.


‘Fifteen minutes? Come on. The bank will still be there.’


Their small table faced the street, on which sparse traffic moved through a glare of light. The shop was quiet, as if the heat had muted sound and diminished motion. For a minute or two neither of them spoke.


‘I hope you’re not disappointed,’ she said. ‘Did you think I meant a real drink? Because I only meant iced coffee, or something like that.’


‘I had no idea what you meant.’


‘No liquor at two in the afternoon for me.’


‘Nor for me.’


She saw that he was uneasy, and suddenly she was sorry for him. Something about him told her that he came from a farm, so she asked him whether he had always lived here in the city.


‘No, I’m from downstate, a little place near Marchfield. You’ve probably never heard of it.’


He even looked like a country boy, very mannerly, churchgoing, no doubt, brought up to be obedient and respectful. She wondered whether he knew what a picture he made in a stern, straight way that brought to mind Lincoln, or maybe Pickett, or Lee. At the jazz club that night someone had told her he was at the top of his class. At any rate, he was very, very interesting.


‘We must know so many of the same people,’ she began, since he had not begun anything. ‘My brother was in high school with half the people in this university, I’ll bet.’


‘He didn’t go here?’


‘No, he was at the University of Chicago. He’s in aircraft engineering now, in Seattle. He always wanted to get away.’


‘But you did, too? Going to Wellesley?’


‘Oh, I did want to, and it was wonderful. But I’m back to stay now. Mother died last year, and I won’t leave my father all alone. He’s very busy, he’s a lawyer, but work isn’t enough to fill the loneliness.’


‘A lawyer? Not Wilson Grant?’


‘Yes. Do you know him?’


‘No, but I’ve seen him in court. One case was that trial last year, the seventeen-year-old girl who was charged with murdering her baby. I was so glad he won for her against the death penalty.’ Now Robb leaned forward and addressed her; his attention had been caught. ‘He had compassion for that terrified kid, seventeen going on twelve. I marveled. He was persistent and clear, empathic, and still gentle. The kid had a rich family, but they were cold people, and she was afraid of them. It was a tragedy. She deserved to be punished badly, but not to die.’


Ellen was moved by this portrayal of her father. Robb had read him well.


‘A good lawyer,’ he said, ‘has to be a psychologist, too.’


‘That comes out of one’s own childhood, doesn’t it?’ Now that the conversation was in motion, she would not let it pause. ‘The way you understand that case tells me that you have good parents, at least I think you must.’


‘Had,’ he said briefly. ‘They were killed in a car accident almost three years ago. I was driving.’


‘How awful for you!’ She frowned in sympathy. ‘I suppose you keep asking yourself whether you could have prevented it.’


‘I’m fairly over that. I’m ninety-nine percent sure I couldn’t have. But I still can’t bear having to pass the place where it happened.’


His glance traveled over her head to the window. She had an immediate sense that he was closing the conversation, as if he felt he had talked too long, said too much, and was prepared to leave her.


And then, abruptly, he returned to her. ‘You haven’t said anything about yourself. They tell me you’re an artist and have had a book accepted.’


‘How news is distorted in the telling! All I have is a little talent for sketching and watercolors. One of the instructors at college had written a children’s book and asked me to do some illustrations, which I’ve done, and now we are hoping some publisher will buy it. Hoping.’


‘You wouldn’t have been asked to illustrate a book if you hadn’t a great deal more than merely a little talent.’


‘I don’t know. I love art, that’s all. I have had thoughts of a museum job in New York or some place, but here I am at home. I told you why. So I’ll just keep looking for somebody who wants illustrations. Meanwhile, I fill in the time at the hospital, doing a bit of good.’


‘Speaking of time,’ Robb said, ‘the bank’s going to close in half an hour.’


She stood up at once. ‘Of course. It’s been so nice talking to you.’


On the sidewalk opposite the bank, she thought of something. ‘We’re having a barbecue next Saturday at my house. Joan Evans and I are giving it and we’re inviting the same crowd that was at the jazz club that time when you were there. I hope you’ll come.’


He looked startled, and answering almost stammered, ‘Well, thank you, but I’m not sure where I’ll be next weekend. I’ll – I’ll let you know. Or I’ll tell Eddy or something, I mean.’


‘Whatever,’ she said at once.


His reply irked her. It was a rejection. She was annoyed with herself, too, for having coaxed him into the coffee shop in the first place. She wasn’t accustomed to coaxing men. He had confused her by first showing so much emotion about that case in court, and then being so stiff and frozen. Yet he had a quality that drew her.


For a moment as she watched him cross the street, she had a curious sense of loss. Absurd! Then she started the car and drove away.


It was a long trudge back from the bank, and Robb took his time. He was thinking, as he had thought on that other day, she is not afraid of anything. She was obviously very intelligent, but far too forward for his taste. He hadn’t wanted a drink, and didn’t want to go to the barbecue. That’s not to say he wouldn’t enjoy a Saturday outing with the rest of the crowd, only not at Ellen’s house. Yes, ‘forward’ was the word, he told himself, aware at the same moment that he was very much behind the times. Lily would never have pressured a man like that. But then Lily, too, was behind the times in many ways – though definitely not as a lover!


Ellen was different, and he didn’t mean different only from Lily. He had been around enough women, other men’s women, during these latest years, and had never met anyone like her. It was odd that he had not noticed before how remarkably beautiful she really was. Of course, if you wanted to pick her features apart, you could say that it was only her wide, alert eyes, so intensely green, that made her seem beautiful. Those eyes made no modest attempt to hide what she thinks of me, he thought, which surely is flattering. And then he wondered – naturally, any man would wonder – what she would be like … Anyway, it was unimportant, not worth thinking about.


He had not planned to go home over the next weekend, not only because he had a ton of work, but also because the three-hour bus ride in this fierce late September heat was a misery. But now on the spur of the moment, he had a sudden painful longing for Lily, and he decided to go after all. He was vaguely troubled. He needed her.




CHAPTER THREE


1972


They had made all his favorite dishes for dinner; pea soup, roast duck, yams and greens, hot bread, and custard pie.


‘You haven’t lost your appetite, I see,’ remarked Mrs. Webster, waiting for the praise that was her due.


‘Certainly not for your cooking,’ Robb said.


‘Stay around here, and you can have a Sunday dinner like this every week of your life.’


He smiled in reply. She was waiting for definite information, which he was not ready to give. Most certainly he was not going to practice solo law in this little place; he had seen other ways and had, as was said, ‘expanded his horizons.’ He wasn’t going to settle minor disputes in a rural town for the rest of his days, worthy as such a career was. But it was not for him.


‘I suppose you’ll be making your plans pretty soon. It’s not far from September to May. It is May, isn’t it, your graduation?’


‘Yes, May twenty-seventh.’


Her voice nagged at him. She was a good woman, but the timbre of her nasal voice, let alone the things she said, could sometimes set his teeth on edge. He was tense to begin with these days.


He had, fortunately, several choices to make from a rather gratifying list of offers. Good firms in various parts of the country had expressed an interest in him, but the problem was that he had never really traveled before, and a single trip, an hour or two at an office in the middle of some urban wilderness could tell almost nothing about what it would mean to work and live there.


‘May twenty-seventh. It will be here before you know it.’


Quietly, Lily said, ‘We know that, Mother.’


He wondered whether Mrs. Webster had been pressuring Lily. It would not be unthinkable if she had. Parents wanted to see their children ‘settled,’ not merely standing on the verge of something. Lily had been waiting a long time for real life to begin. What kind of existence was it, after all, for a bright young woman to work all day in a library among women and children, then come home to spend the evening with her mother? Hanging around, that’s what it was. A long, patient hanging around. Hanging out. Hanging in there. The silly word kept shaping and reshaping itself on his tongue.


‘I’d like to know, I think you should tell me – oh, not this minute, but before too long – what your plans are. About your wedding, I mean, whether you want something here in town, or maybe up where you are, Robb? You must have made a great many friends up there.’
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