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    Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part;




    Nay, I have done, you get no more of me,




    And I am glad, yea glad with all my heart




    That thus so cleanly I myself can free;




    Shake hands forever, cancel all our vows,




    And when we meet at any time again,




    Be it not seen in either of our brows




    That we one jot of former love retain.




    Now at the last gasp of love’s latest breath,




    When, his pulse failing, passion speechless lies,




    When faith is kneeling by his bed of death,




    And innocence is closing up his eyes,




    

      

        Now if thou wouldst, when all have given him over,




        From death to life thou mightst him yet recover.




         




        —Michael Drayton, Poems, 1619
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  Chapter One




  The early afternoon edition of the Minidoka Herald had a red-bordered box on page one titled WHEW! It stated to the suffering citizenry that this Friday was the hottest June

  twenty-seventh on record. An exceptionally dry spring had shrunk the Glass River. It curved meagerly under the new Jefferson Boulevard bridge, under the old Town Street span, under the railroad

  bridge and, four miles south of the city, under futuristic concrete of the new Throughway bypass bridge. It was dwindled in its channel, and on the steep mud-cracked banks bottles glinted, half

  buried.




  The city spread from the riverbanks up the slight slope of two hills, one on either side of the river. The city sizzled in the gentle valley. North of the city the hills steepened. South of the

  city they finally flattened into a plain. The paper said that the temperature at the airport, five miles to the south, was a hundred and three. The unofficial temperature in the city was a hundred

  and four, but it felt hotter. The hills seemed to constrict the heat, and prevent any vagrant breeze from reaching the city. With school out, both municipal swimming pools were jammed with

  children. Their elders—those not tied to a job—sought the air-conditioned theaters and bars.




  All talk seemed to be about the weather. The sky was a white misty blaze. All asphalt streets extended into a wet shimmering mirage. The siren sounds of the ambulances were smothered by the

  humid blanket of heat as they took the heat prostration cases to Municipal Hospital, and to St. Joseph’s on the other side of the river.




  At precisely twelve minutes of three the big air-conditioning plant which kept the office building of the Forman Furnace Corporation cool, burned out. For a time the low, flat-roofed, modern

  building retained its electrical chill. Outside sprinklers turned slowly, keeping the surrounding landscaping green. By three o’clock, however, when the factory let out, the dainty blouses of

  the office girls had begun to stick to them.




  Marcia Trevin, secretary to Mr. Fletcher Wyant, the treasurer of the Forman Furnace Corporation, sighed and patted her forehead with a damp Kleenex. The door to Mr. Wyant’s office was

  open. By leaning forward a bit she could look in and see him at his desk. He had taken his coat off and he was working in his shirt sleeves, making out one of his interminable comparative balance

  sheets, making those tiny and scrupulously neat figures which always seemed to Marcia so very strange when you thought of the bulk of the man who wrote them.




  She watched him for a moment or two, watched the expressionless remoteness on his big, strong-featured face, the heavy wrist and hand moving the hard pencil. One lock of the hair, so rank and

  black that it always made her think of Indians and horses, had fallen across his forehead She would have given her soul for the courage to walk in and smooth it back in place. She was silently

  convulsed as she imagined the look of pure horror that would spread across the big face. Or maybe it wouldn’t be that way at all. Maybe he would . . .




  She leaned back for a moment and indulged herself in a daydream of six years’ standing. He would take her hands and look right into her eyes with those funny pale grey eyes of his. He

  would say, “Marcia, my darling, forgive me for being so stupid. Forgive me for not seeing, until now, what has been right in front of my nose for six long years.” And then he would kiss

  her, of course. That was the way it always happened in the stories. I know I’m too heavy, but my ankles are good, and I know my eyes are pretty.




  A drop of perspiration trickled down between her breasts and brought her out of her daydream. The top edge of her girdle was soaked. She was suddenly irritable. It was all right for him to sit

  in there and play around with the figures, figures that she would eventually have to type in quadruplicate and then cut stencils of. She got up with determination, plucking her shirt away from

  herself, and walked into Mr. Wyant’s office. With each step her resolve grew more dim and indeterminate, and finally she stood looking across the desk at him, wondering how in the world she

  was going to state it.




  Fletcher Wyant slowly became aware of someone standing silently on the other side of the desk. He finished his problem in simple subtraction and wrote the new figure on his work sheet before he

  glanced up.




  Miss Trevin stood there, her wide face flushed, her pocked cheeks damp with perspiration. Poor gal. The heat was rough on her. And the flush meant she had something personal to communicate.

  Seeing the steamy condition of Miss Trevin made Fletcher Wyant conscious again of his own discomfort. He tossed the pencil on top of the half-finished work sheet, and leaned back, stretching, then

  pulled the shirt sleeves free where they had stuck to his arms.




  “They going to get that thing fixed, Miss Trevin?”




  “No sir. I got through to Maintenance a little while ago. Everybody has been calling. They have to get a new part or something.”




  He got up and went over to the window, opened it and stuck his hands out. “Now it’s about the same inside as out. Might as well leave it open. A breeze might come

  along.”




  “Mr. Wyant, sir, I was wondering . . . I mean the heat being so brutal and all. And Miss Coward is letting the girls go from the stenographic pool . . . if . . .”




  “You mean you want to go home? God, there’s no objection to that. I just didn’t think of it. And it must be hotter out in that little box of yours than it is in here, even.

  What’s lined up?”




  She couldn’t help a sigh of relief. “Well, the only thing is that call you placed, about the tax refund case, and Mr. Corban dropped in while you were out and said he’d come

  back later.”




  “Cancel that call, then. I want you taking notes when it does come in. Get Mr. Corban on the line for me, and then you can take off.”




  “Thanks loads, Mr. Wyant. All I want to do is get home and get these clothes off before I . . .” She flushed violently and fled, saying good night in a muted voice as she went

  through the door.




  Fletcher grinned at the empty doorway. Marcia Trevin was good luck in the secretarial department. Quick and smart and loyal. And the greatest of these is loyal. She always let him know who had

  their knife out. Little spinster, built on the same general lines as a fireplug, and almost embarrassingly adoring. Due for another bump, if Personnel will stand still for it.




  The communication box on his desk said, “Mr. Corban on the line, sir. Good night.”




  “Thanks. Good night, Miss Trevin. Hello, Ellis?”




  “Hi, Fletch. Dropped in about an hour ago but your girl said you were visiting.”




  “Fighting, she meant. I was out in the shop. God, what a day!”




  “A brute indeed. I suppose Laura called Jane to remind her, but I thought I’d remind you too. You are our guests at the club tonight.”




  Fletcher winced, but his voice was affable. “I hadn’t forgotten, Ellis. It’s going to cost you, though. I’m going to drink rum Collins until they come out my

  ears.”




  “Good deal. I’ve got the same general idea. Little anaesthetic against the heat. About six then. We could pick you up.”




  “No. That’s too far out of your way, Ellis.”




  “No trouble, really.”




  “We’ll meet you out there, maybe a little after six.”




  “Look for us on the terrace.”




  When Fletcher hung up, he leaned back and frowned. Hell of a night to try to be festive in. And Ellis Corban would be a little wearing, even on a comfortable night. But that wasn’t the

  proper attitude toward a protégé. When the opening had come, in mid-April, Fletcher had brought up Ellis Corban’s name. Stanley Forman had preferred, as usual, that the slot be

  filled by promoting one of the men already working for Forman Furnace. So Fletcher had to prove that they didn’t have anyone available who could carry the load. He had met Ellis Corban at

  several meetings at the tax division at the state capitol. Over a couple of drinks afterward, he had discovered that Ellis wasn’t happy with the firm he was working for. And he had learned,

  in the meetings, that Ellis Corban had one of the finest financial minds he had ever come across in a man of thirty. Stanley Forman had reluctantly permitted himself to be convinced, and during the

  month Corban had been with Forman Furnace he had already justified Fletcher’s evaluation of him. Stanley Forman was pleased.




  But that doesn’t mean, Fletcher thought, that I have to like the guy personally. He’s got that damned pontifical way of speaking, and that jolly-boy approach. Some day when he gets

  his feet under him, the bastard may try to knife my job out from under me. But until he gets around to trying it, he’s taking a real load off my shoulders. He’s the type to try all the

  angles.




  Jane had helped Laura Corban find a house to rent, and it was hard to find one the right size because of the two small Corbans. In addition to that Jane had taken a firm dislike to Laura Corban.

  He couldn’t understand that. The two or three times he had seen Laura Corban she had seemed nice enough. On the quiet side. Little anemic-looking, but certainly pretty, and knew how to dress

  and walk. Sort of a sly sense of humor, too. Crept up on you when you were least expecting it.




  Jane had suggested they put the Corbans up for membership in the Randalora Club, and so Fletch had done it, and the membership committee had passed on it quickly. This was the traditional

  evening—the one where the Corbans entertained the Wyants at the Randalora Club for cocktails and dinner and the June dance, in return for the favor of having been put up for membership. It

  wasn’t the sort of thing you could duck out on. But he wished he could. He wanted to spend the twilight on his own terrace, clad in shorts, drinking beer, slapping mosquitoes, and watching

  the lights of the city below.




  He was just turning back to the report when Stanley Forman came and leaned against the doorframe and said, “Such devotion to duty, my friend.”




  Stanley was thirty-seven, only a year older than Fletcher, but Fletcher thought, and Jane agreed with him, that Stanley looked at least fifty. He had come into the company very young and five

  years later, when his father died, Stanley had been made president. He seemed almost to have forced his appearance to correspond with his responsibilities. He was prematurely bald, tall, heavy,

  slightly florid. He had a lazy casual manner, but his mind was quick and shrewd. By taking gambles both in design and in the functioning parts of the Forman Furnaces, and in insisting on an

  aggressive sales and promotion approach, he had moved Forman up from a negligible factor in the industry to a husky and respected competitor.




  Though his manner was uniformly casual, Stanley Forman managed always, in some subtle way, to continually underline the employer-employee relationship when dealing with his executives. Fletcher

  was conscious of this attitude, and frequently resented it, but there didn’t seem to be anything which could be done about it. The attitude itself was fallacious. In forty-nine when the

  income tax burden on executive salaries had become excessive, all major executives of the company had been put on a stock deal, whereby they were permitted to buy Forman stock at less than

  market.




  Fletcher had accumulated a good holding, and he knew that Stanley Forman, except for the difference in size of the holdings, was no more owner of the company than he was. But Stanley seemed to

  fancy himself as the wise and tolerant commander of troops—one who wanted to get along with the boys, but could break anybody any time he wished, right from the executive officer on down.




  Most of all Fletcher despised his own response to this attitude of Stanley’s. It seemed to make him overly affable. Like a damn Airedale. Never could seem to treat the man in a normal

  way.




  “Devotion, Stanley? I’m about to take off and get a beer.”




  Stanley looked at his gold pocket watch. “If you don’t manage it in about five minutes, you’ll be the only one left in the place. I’m going around shooing everybody

  out.”




  Fletcher stood up and stretched, scratched his ribs. In front of Stanley even the stretch seemed forced. “In that case, I’m off.”




  “Don’t try to play golf. You’ll drop dead out there.”




  “I’m just a little foolish, Stanley. Not completely crazy.”




  Stanley plodded heavily off toward the next office down the corridor. Fletcher slid the work sheets into his top drawer, closed the window, hung his coat over his shoulder, perched his hat on

  the back of his head, and went down the corridor toward the entrance, shutting his office door behind him. Stanley was in with Hatton, the sales manager, and Hatton, in his raspy voice, was telling

  one of his brutally bawdy stories. Of all the executives, Hatton seemed to be the only one completely unaware of Stanley’s air of austerity and command.




  He heard Hatton say, “So this girl, she looks at the guy again, and she says, ‘Look, I don’t mind you bringing along your Canasta deck, but when I . . .’ ”




  The words were lost as he walked out of earshot, but just as he was walking by the reception desk he heard Hatton’s hard burst of laughter which followed the punch line.




  The sun leaned hard on the back of his neck as he crossed to the parking lot. The maroon Pontiac sedan was like a furnace. He rolled down the windows and opened both doors and stood outside the

  car for a few minutes in hopes it would cool off a bit. The car was pretty dusty. He decided he’d wash it tomorrow if it turned out a little cooler. The car would be two years old in October.

  Only thirty-one thousand miles on it. Wouldn’t be that much if he and Jane hadn’t decided, last summer, that the kids ought to see Yellowstone. Trade it again this fall, he thought, if

  I can get a good deal. If not, it will go through the winter all right. Replace these bald-headed tires, have new shocks put in, and a complete motor job. New battery too, maybe. Might be simpler

  just to get a new one. The damn house ate money though.




  He got in. It hadn’t cooled off much. He started out as quickly as he could, turning the window flaps inward so that the heated air blew hard against his face. One thing about leaving

  early. Traffic wouldn’t be as wicked. Minidoka was going to have to do something about the damn traffic. Do it soon.




  He drove down to Town Street, turned left and crossed the bridge, hitting the light side on the far side of the bridge. On the other shore of the Glass River he turned north on Dillon Drive. The

  wide drive climbed steadily toward the newest residential area on the north of the city, high on the hills overlooking the city.




  His street turned left off Dillon. The street sign was rather disturbingly rustic. It said Coffeepot Road. When they had looked at the lot he had told Jane that the name of the road “is

  just too goddamn quaint.” But Jane loved the hill, the name of the street, the lot, and, after far too much money had been spent, the completed ranch-type house.




  Fletcher didn’t know whether the name of the street had marked him, or whether it had been the very impressive sketch the architect had made, or whether it had been the final

  contractor’s bills, but in the year since they had taken occupancy, he hadn’t quite been able to accept the house as home. It was still all house, and very little home. What the

  architect and the contractor hadn’t done to make it on the austere side, the decorator had added. Fletcher found himself living with a great deal of glass and wrought iron and ceramic tile.

  He could take a great deal of pride and pleasure in looking at the house, or in looking down the really impressive expanse of the thirty-five-foot living room. But when he came to sit down, either

  inside or outside, he had the odd and uncomfortable feeling that he was taking his place in a picture that was just about to be snapped for an article in House Beautiful or House and

  Garden. His standard gesture of protest was to take off his shoes and tie at every opportunity—though always with a slight feeling of guilt. As though he were spoiling the picture.




  He parked in the drive and got out and looked at the lawn and the plantings. The grass had a parched look, and the plantings weren’t living up to the landscape gardener’s promises.

  He shrugged and went into the house.




  Jane came through into the big living room, moving fast. She slowed down when she saw him. “Hey, I wondered who was barging in. Plant burn down?”




  He tossed his coat on a chair. “Air conditioner stopped. Stanley shooed everybody out.”




  “Big of him. Oh, Jesus, what a day I’ve had!” She wore a wilted halter and shorts. She was a big smooth-limbed blonde woman with a round face, pretty blue eyes, a generous

  mouth. She moved, always, with the beautiful economy of a natural athlete. She played a man’s game of golf, was a sought-after mixed doubles partner, and was more seal than woman in the

  water.




  “Troubles?”




  “That wretch, Anise. She’s supposed to get here at nine on Fridays. So at ten she calls and says she’s got the “arthuritis something miserable.” It’s only two

  days a week that she’s supposed to come here, and this is the fourth day she’s missed since the first of the year. Every darn time I want to entertain on the weekend she has to miss

  Friday. Now she won’t come until next Tuesday, and with the kids home from school you have no idea what a shambles this house turns into in nothing flat.”




  “Where are the kids?”




  “They went off on their bikes to the pool. They took a lunch.”




  Fletcher frowned at her. “Damn it, I thought we agreed they wouldn’t go in the public pool. Polio season is starting. It seems to me that you could at least . . .”




  “Honey, it’s just too damn hot and I’m too tired to squabble about this. They teased and teased. I would have taken them out to the pool at the club, but you had the car. They

  promised to be careful. Besides, that article said that you shouldn’t let them get overtired and chilled. Who is going to get chilled on a day like this? And they promised faithfully to be

  back here by five.”




  “And spend half the night while we’re out looking bug-eyed at that television screen.”




  “That was part of the promise too. Bed at nine thirty for both of them.”




  He looked at her hard. “I suppose it’s okay. But backtrack a little. You said something about entertaining this weekend. It sort of got lost in the rush. What about that? Are we, for

  God’s sake?”




  “I thought it would be nice if tonight we ask just a few people to come around Sunday for drinks. There’d have to be the Corbans of course. And then Midge and Harry, and Sue and

  Dick, and maybe Martha and Hud.”




  “Lord help us,” he said softly.




  “Now, you know you always have a good time once it gets going, Fletcher.”




  He decided that was one statement he was remarkably weary of. He picked up his coat. “Guess I’ll take my shower first. Okay?”




  “Of course, darling. I’m not quite ready yet.”




  He went down the hallway. The house was built in the shape of a T, with the crossbar toward the road. On the breezeway end of the crossbar were the children’s rooms. On the other end was

  the master bedroom, and Fletcher’s “study,” designed so that it was readily convertible into a guest bedroom. The living room took up most of the upright of the T, with the

  kitchen, dining area, and utility room furthest from the road. This design permitted one portion of the bisected back yard to be used as a terrace, and the other half as a utility yard invisible

  from the terrace. Fletcher knew, by painful count, that there were nine view windows in the house, each, oddly enough, with a view to go with it. And he also knew that it had been a mistake, at the

  last minute, to change from duotherm glass to plain plate glass. In winter each view window radiated a vast patch of chill into the house, and it was this tiny change which made the heating system

  inadequate.




  As he went down the hall Jane called, “Your good tropical came back. It’s in your closet.”




  “Good,” he said without spirit.




  But his spirits came back after he stripped and went into the pristine bathroom. Whenever they had to go out for cocktails, Jane always seemed to be showering when he arrived home. Though he had

  never mentioned it to her, it always annoyed him to have to shower after her. She was a fervent shower taker. She liked her showers long, hot, steamy and soapy. She left the bathroom as dripping

  and sodden as the headwaters of the Amazon.




  The needle spray was delicious. He stepped out and toweled himself briskly, noting smugly that he had made only small patches of steam on the mirrors of the two medicine cabinets. He plugged in

  his razor and shaved quickly. Just as he was finishing, Jane banged on the door and said, “Hey, next!”




  “Comee ri’ ou’,” he said, his voice distorted by the delicate procedure of finishing the upper lip. He racked the razor, promising himself to clean it later, pulled on

  fresh shorts, snapped the two buttons and went into the bedroom. Jane smiled at him and patted his bare shoulder as she went by.




  The shower had left him a little sweaty and he decided he’d better wait until he dried off before dressing. He scuffed into his slippers and went to the kitchen. He found the Collins mix

  and the gin and made himself a drink that was mostly gin and ice. He looked cautiously out the front door, and saw that the paper was within reach. He snatched it and went back to the bedroom and

  stretched out on his bed with the paper, and with his drink on the night stand at his elbow.




  He could see through the bedroom view window, see across the terrace and out toward the summer hills, see a dull red barn that he was fond of.




  And, as he was looking, it happened again to him. It was something that had started with the first warm days of spring. All colors seemed suddenly brighter, and with his heightened perception,

  there came also a deep, almost frightening sadness. It was a sadness that made him conscious of the slow beat of his heart, of the roar of blood in his ears. And it was a sadness that made him

  search for identity, made him try to re-establish himself in his frame of reference in time and in space. Fletcher Wyant. He of the blonde wife and the kids and the house and the good job. It was

  like an incantation, or the saying of beads. But the sadness seemed to come from a feeling of being lost. Of having lost out, somehow. He could not translate it into the triteness of saying that

  his existence was without satisfaction. He was engrossed in his work and loved it. He could not visualize any existence without Jane and the kids. Yet, during these moments that seemed to be coming

  more frequently these last few weeks, he had the dull feeling that somehow time was eluding him, that there was not enough of life packed into the time he had. The red barn and the hill had

  something to do with it. As though the window showed him a place where he had never been, and a place he could never reach.




  It almost seemed that if he could tell Jane, if he could find the words to describe just how it was, maybe she would understand, and maybe she was feeling the same way this year. Maybe this was

  the year for feeling this way. Thirty-six. And twice thirty-six is seventy-two. Perhaps, at mid-point, there is a nostalgia for things that never were. Or a greed for more lives than one.




  But there were no words to tell Jane. And if he tried to fumble it through, she would have a pat remedy. You need a vacation, darling. You don’t get enough exercise, dear. Don’t you

  think you ought to get another checkup? Nothing against her, of course. Rather, the fault would lie with him for not being able to express it.




  He took two large swallows of his drink, turned resolutely to Pogo, and then to the financial news.




  He glanced at his watch. Five twenty. The kids were overdue. The sadness was lost and annoyance took its place.




  





  Chapter Two




  By the time Jane came out of the bathroom, Fletcher’s drink was gone and he was into the baseball results.




  She came hurrying out of the bathroom, stopped dead and said, “You aren’t dressed!”




  The look of her pleased him. Ever since the weather had turned warm, she had been taking sun baths on the terrace. She had a pleasant, honey-toned tan, overlaid by the rosy flush of her shower.

  The ends of her hair were damp. She wore a pair of panties of filmy blue nylon and that was all.




  She pleased him, so he looked down at himself with a look of mock astonishment and said, “Why so I’m not!”




  “Oaf!” she said, and hurried to the built-in drawers under the windows and dug into the top drawer looking for the proper bra.




  He was braced on his elbows, and he looked at her approvingly. If you wanted to be a hair-splitter, you could detect the slightest thickening of her waist, a faint sag of breast, just the merest

  puckered areas of flesh on the insides of her thighs, but all in all, she was a very exciting-looking woman to be married to, tautly and warmly constructed. He always felt proud of her when, at a

  party, he saw her on the other side of the room. As she dug in the drawer the smooth muscles moved under the honey skin of her shoulders. He felt the arch and tremor of desire, the suddenly dry

  mouth. The sex they made together had always been good. They were mated perfectly. He thought that so long as that aspect is under control, nothing can go really wrong. And, as he reached for her,

  he wondered why in the world he should suddenly be thinking in terms of things going wrong. He thrust the thought aside.




  “Hey, you!” she said, immediately aware of intention.




  “So we’re a shade late,” he said huskily.




  “No, Fletch honey. Please! We’ll be too late. And the kids will be coming any minute. Let’s not start anything we can’t finish. I don’t want to be a

  spoil-sport.”




  “The lady is filled with indifference.”




  “You know better than that, darling. But honestly. There isn’t time. And besides, I don’t want to wear that darn thing around all evening.”




  “Do you think I want to wear this around all evening?”




  She gave him the grin he loved. Lopsided, lewd and urchin. “Go ahead, my pet. Maybe they’ll give you a door prize.”




  But he saw that her eyes were beginning to get heavy in a familiar way. He pulled her toward him. Just then the bicycles were racked against the house. Dink was yammering at Judge about going

  too fast. The screen door hissed. Jane bounded off the bed.




  “Just one big happy family,” Fletcher said wearily.




  She turned from where she was putting the bra on, her arms craned awkwardly up behind her. “We might just possibly come home just a little bit early.”




  “It’s a thought,” he said. He went to the closet and got his suit out, stripping the brown paper off it. He looked for the spot. They’d gotten it out all right.




  Jane’s voice was muffled as she slid the dinner dress down over her head. “That Mobren woman called me up again today. Oh, darling, that’s a dingy shirt. Take one of those with

  the French cuffs. Those collars look so well on you. And a dark knit tie will look good with that suit.”




  “Uh huh,” he said, refolding the shirt he had taken out.




  “Anyway, she keeps after me to be on the committee to pick out the prizes for the women’s matches. They decided not to give cups, you know. Useful things this year. Well, I know just

  how it will be. Nobody has the same taste. If I pick out things, you can be darn well sure that the women that win them won’t like them. And that Mobren woman is just trying to pass the buck

  to me. That shirt is better, dear. Why don’t you stand on that paper to put the trousers on. That color soils so easily.”




  “Okay,” he said.




  She sat at the dressing table, taking great care with her lips. Fletcher could hear the kids whispering in the living room.




  “I couldn’t be rude to the woman, but really, she’s so persistent. And she goes on and on and on. I keep telling her that I’m spending too much time on the Red Cross

  Drive and the League of Women Voters. And I haven’t been to a League meeting since we had that dreadful fight with those garbage collection people. I’ve never had anybody call me that

  word to my face before in my life. Have you thought about Mexico, dear?”




  “What!” he said. He was sitting on his bed lacing his shoes. He stopped. “What?”




  She turned and gave him a patient look. “About Mexico, dear. About the vacation. Remember? The first two weeks in August while the kids are in camp. We decided it was time we had a

  vacation by ourselves. Good Lord, thirteen. Fourteen if you count the summer I was too pregnant to enjoy our measly little two weeks.”




  “You lost me back there in the League of Women Voters.”




  “Oh, I said no to Mrs. Mobren. I was all done with that. Are you trying to change the subject?”




  “I better go over the budget again, honey, on the Mexican thing. Charley hasn’t given me the dope on the airline fares yet, anyway.”




  “You better decide quick. It’s nearly July, dear.”




  He stood up and picked up his suit coat. She stood up. “Do I look okay, darling?”




  “Lush and provocative.”




  “So are you, dear. Please say something to the kids, but don’t make it too rough. I don’t like to leave them alone after you yell at them.”




  “I don’t yell. I speak firmly.”




  “Well, what I say doesn’t mean much. I’m around here all the time. They get used to me.”




  Judson “Judge” Wyant was thirteen. He spoke in a spasmodic treble-bass. His original nickname had been Jud. Then, when he was eleven, a note from his teacher led to an eye man who

  put glasses on him. The kids had started calling him Judge. The family had gradually swung over. Judge had adopted a faintly professorial manner to go with his new designation.




  “Half an hour late, people,” Fletch said seriously. “A thing which I do not favor. What about it?”




  “It sounds pretty silly,” Dink said soberly. She was a thin wiry girl of eleven, addicted of late to wearing black jeans and a red scarf around her throat. She had inherited

  Fletcher’s coloring, and her mother’s co-ordination. Her athletic skills frequently frustrated Judge, the blond one, who seemed, like his father, to be able to get his feet or his hands

  or his head in the way of any intricate maneuver.




  “Let’s hear how silly it sounds,” Fletcher said.




  “Well, Dad,” Judge said in his best judicial manner, “you will recall that Dink lost her watch this winter. It wasn’t a good one anyway.”




  “You have a watch, a good one, and what is this ‘you will recall’ routine?”




  “Just a way of talking, I guess. Anyway, you will recall that my Christmas watch is a good one.”




  “I just said that.”




  “So I didn’t want to take it down there because I was afraid somebody might steal it. There was this boy we were playing with. He had a watch in the locker room. We told him we had

  to leave at twenty minutes to five. We made him go in and look at the watch a lot of times. Then he said he had to go and he laughed at us and said it was after five.”




  “He was a big stinker!” Dink said hotly.




  “Curious choice of words, dear,” Jane said with ice in her blue eyes.




  “Well, he was. He told us he lied to us because he didn’t want us to go and leave him with nobody to play with until he had to go. We really, honestly, truly meant to be back right

  on time. Before time, even,” Dink said, close to tears.




  “Okay, okay,” Fletcher said. “Silly story accepted. What do you do next time?”




  “Ask a grownup, I guess,” Judge said. “I wouldn’t care to take my watch down there. There’s a lot of rough kids!’




  “Two boys threw me in,” Dink said proudly.




  “Don’t they have a guard down there to keep order?” Fletcher asked.




  “Oh sure,” Dink said. “But we didn’t bother him. We just waited and got them one at a time and threw them in. The big one hit his head and cried.”




  “I can see that they have a rugged clientele,” Fletcher said solemnly. “Now is there more to this pact you made with your mother?”




  “Bed at nine thirty,” Judge said.




  “Correction, please. Bed at nine. Half hour penalty for trusting strangers. Okay?”




  Judge looked at Dink. She sighed heavily. Judge said, “I guess that’s fair, Dad.”




  “Your father and I have to go now. Remember the rules. No guests. Lights out at nine. Call us at the club if you need us. Your dinner is in the oven. It’s turned as low as it will

  go. Dink, don’t let Judge talk you into doing all the cleaning up afterward, like last time.”




  “It was a bet and she lost,” Judge said.




  “Then don’t bet this time. Judge, it might rain in the night. So get the bikes under cover, and there’s a ball glove in the back. Near the fireplace.”




  They said good night to the children and went out to the car. The sun was low enough so the car wasn’t like a furnace. He backed down out of the driveway as Jane lit two cigarettes.




  “This is one of those evenings I could skip,” he said.




  “You’ll be all right once you get there. I bet you’ll have a good time.”




  “You keep saying that to me.”




  “Don’t growl. It just happens to be true. You always do. You know, Fletch darling, I have the strangest feeling about the Corbans.”




  “So do I. I wish they both broke a hind leg.”




  “I don’t know how to say it. Ellis is all right, I guess. He’s sort of heavy-handed, I suppose you’d call it. But that Laura is a bird of different feathers.”




  “Seems quiet to me.”




  “But what I mean is, she really doesn’t care. Does that make any sense?”




  “Doesn’t care about what, dear? You’ll have to give me more than that.”




  He had to stop for a light. The Randalora Club was south of the city. It made an inconvenient drive through town to get to it. Jane had turned sideways in the seat. She was frowning. “She

  doesn’t care about the things that count around here, Fletch. You know, she wasn’t pleased that we put them up for membership. Just sort of amused. As if it was some kind of a game for

  kids. As if she was above and beyond all that sort of thing. And when we were house-hunting, she was really almost rude.”




  “How?”




  “Well, the house she liked, the one they took—I tried to tell her in a nice way that it wasn’t a very fashionable neighborhood. She had a queer look, you know. You can’t

  tell whether she’s laughing at you or not. She told me she’d try to keep the house fashionable on the inside.”




  “Doesn’t sound like much to condemn her for, Jane.”




  “Don’t start defending her. I guess I shouldn’t have brought it up. I have a feeling about her. She just doesn’t care about the things that matter, and you

  remember what I’m saying. Because she doesn’t care, she also doesn’t care what she does or what she says. And it may come back on us that we put them up for membership. He’s

  all right, but I wouldn’t put anything past her.”




  He laughed. “Oh, come now! What’s she going to do? A strip tease in front of the bandstand?”




  “That’s what I’m trying to say. If she decided it was a good thing to do, she’d go right ahead and do it, and I can see the look on her face while she does it. Like she

  was laughing at the whole club.”




  “Why don’t you suggest it? It’ll make talk for the whole summer.”




  “Fletch, you just aren’t taking me seriously. You ought to know by now that I’m pretty good at sizing up people. Remember the gum on the hat?”




  “How can I forget it when you bring it up once a month?”




  She giggled. “I’ll never forget how mad you got.”




  Fletcher remembered. A pleasant young man had come to the door. He wore a pale grey felt hat. He calmly took a cud of gum out of his mouth, squashed it against the hat, then rubbed the smeared

  place on the floor until it was badly smudged. Then he brought out a small bottle, poured some of the fluid on a cloth and calmly removed the greasy mass, leaving no stain. Fletcher had bought a

  giant-size sealed bottle of that wonder cleaner for five dollars. It turned out to be a benzine solution so weak that it had no more effect on a spot than plain water. And while the transaction had

  been going on, Jane had managed to get close enough to Fletcher to whisper, “Dear, I don’t like his looks.”




  “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be looking forward to that strip tease. Little on the scrawny side though, isn’t she?”




  “Don’t kid yourself, my friend. That little lady is stacked. She just doesn’t wave it around.”




  They turned into the club drive at quarter after six. He was going to drop her at the door, but she told him to head right on into the parking area and she’d walk back with him. Some

  die-hard golfers were teeing off. The pool was full of young people. The bastard-château interior of the club was gloomy and unpopulated. Fletcher hung his straw hat in the nearly empty check

  room and they walked through to the terrace, which overlooked the eighteenth green, yet was set high enough to be safe from overexuberant approach shots.




  They stood in the doorway. Most of the terrace tables were filled. The white-coated waiters scurried around with trays that tinkled. They nodded and smiled at friends.




  “There they are in the corner,” Jane said. They walked between the tables. As Fletcher followed Jane, automatically smiling and speaking to friends and acquaintances, he was thinking

  of Jane’s description of Laura Corban’s attitude. Maybe the girl had something. Shouldn’t take membership in an outfit like this too seriously. It was just one of the ways,

  perhaps, that people managed to segregate themselves, and preen themselves. You could be pretty well certain that in another three hours a certain immutable percentage of the members would be

  annoyingly and foolishly drunk. Those only partially so would be making automatic and mechanical passes at the wives of friends, or, when possible, the college-age daughters of friends. A certain

  number were certain to say something just far enough out of line to provide a tidbit of gossip for the coming week. And, as a result of this evening, there would doubtless be an insurance policy or

  two sold, a piece of real estate would change hands, a doctor would acquire a new patient, a wife would cry until daylight came. All a little on the pointless side if you looked at it, trying to

  ask why. It was just because people had to have a place to go, a place to be seen, a place to have fun. It labeled them as having a certain social and financial position in Minidoka, and maybe

  people felt safer when they were properly labeled.




  As he approached the table he decided that he had better drop the clinical approach to the Randalora Club, or he would find himself ceasing to enjoy it. And he began to wonder how much he had

  enjoyed it in the past. To what extent, to what precise degree. The members who knocked themselves out in club affairs seemed to be the same group who went to college reunions, who sang in the bar,

  who took the Martini shaker along with the foursome. They got a hell of a bang out of it. He had never enjoyed it that much.




  Ellis Corban saw them approaching and jumped up. His smile tightened his apple-red cheeks and flexed his tweedy mustache. He was a man who, in all situations, managed somehow to look

  overdressed.




  “Hello, Jane, Fletch. I guess we’re one up on you. Yes sir, one up on you.”




  They all exchanged greetings, and Ellis made quite a ceremony out of getting Jane into one of the two empty chairs. Laura wore an even, careful smile. Her dress was of a pale yellow shade that

  was subtly perfect for her. Once they were all seated again, Fletcher made a more searching appraisal of Laura Corban than he had previously. Her hair was no color, somewhere between ash blonde and

  mouse, and in the light he could see that it was silky fine, the smallest breeze moving tendrils of it. Her eyebrows were thin and strongly arched, her nose a bit sharp and with slender oval

  nostrils. Her mouth was curious—the upper lip a bit long, the underlip quite full, and she held her lips faintly parted. It gave her a slightly expectant expression, and showed the even white

  teeth which were so small as to look childlike. Her ears were delicate and small and set close to the skull. He saw that his original impression of anemia was inaccurate. Her skin had a healthy

  glow, even though it seemed to have the texture and coloring of ivory. It was an odd face, he decided, a quiet face, yet full of a promise of passions and storms. She looked as though she could

  excite a man in the same guilt-laden way that a young girl could excite a man, yet capable of meeting him as a woman. He wondered how deceptive was her look of delicacy.




  Even as he realized that he had stared at her several seconds too long, she glanced quickly toward him. Her eyes were clear hazel—and utterly empty. It made him remember a time many years

  ago when the college psychiatry class had visited a state institution. The resident used a woman patient to demonstrate one of the aspects of catatonic dementia praecox. He had taken the

  woman’s arm and gently raised it over her head. Released it. The woman stood with her arm in that position, and remained that way until the doctor pulled her arm back down to her side. That

  woman had had the same eyes.




  They shocked him, and then, startlingly, they changed to a bright, questioning alertness, almost birdlike.




  Ellis said, “Yes, I was just saying to Laura that one of the most pleasant parts of moving to Minidoka is the opportunity of belonging to this club. We anticipate many happy times out

  here, don’t we, darling?”




  “What? Oh, yes, of course, dear.” Her voice was quite deep, and almost completely unaccented. All words had the same value.




  The waiter came and took their order and when he had gone Fletcher glanced toward Jane and was a bit surprised at the intent way she was scrutinizing him.




  “We think it’s quite pleasant,” Ellis said, frowning a bit vaguely in his wife’s general direction.




  Laura said, “We’re going to come out here at dawn and run barefoot, hand in hand, across the landscape.”




  Ellis laughed mechanically. “Darling,” he said. “Fletch and Jane aren’t used to your . . . sense of humor. They’ll think you don’t like the club.”




  Laura leaned forward, looking quite breathless. “Ah, but I do! I adore it! I’m savoring every moment. Every single perfect moment. I can also sit up and balance a piece of meat on my

  nose. Until you tell me it’s all right to eat it, of course.”




  Ellis looked faintly ill. Jane had bright red spots in her cheeks. Fletcher said quickly and smoothly, “Just because we let you sit at the table like people doesn’t mean we

  can’t take you out and lock you back in the car.” Ellis and Jane laughed gratefully.




  Laura looked soulfully at Fletcher and said, softly, “Woof!”




  “That,” said Jane tartly, “is called barking up the wrong tree, dear.”




  





  Chapter Three




  Laura Corban read the quick light tone in Jane’s voice, sensed, beneath the pseudosophistication of the remark, a most definite “hands off” warning. Quite a

  handsome woman, Laura thought. A certain animal wit, but just vacant enough to be undemanding. A tawny, playful, good-tempered lioness, she decided. Certain of her mate, but not so certain that it

  wasn’t wise to post a few warning signs. A practical executive’s wife, loaded with this shoulder-to-shoulder business, and quite evidently circumspect, faithful, and sure of her values.

  It would indeed be a delight to be so positive about everything.




  The terrace was dim in the fading day, and Ellis was talking about getting the children off to visit his parents at the Cape all summer. It made Laura think of the strange quiet day she had had,

  alone in the big old frame house they had rented, on the narrow, elm-shaded street where old women rocked and fanned on the shallow porches.




  Ellis had gone to work that Friday morning after a slightly sticky connubial kiss, scented with shaving lotion, and the vast shady quiet day had stretched ahead of her, full of a wonderful

  silence after the departure of Ellis, junior, and Jean Marie. At times she thought of her children with guilt. It seemed unnatural to be so relieved that they were gone. When they were around she

  often had difficulty in believing that they had come from her body. Ellis, quite apparently, had possessed the dominant genes. Even at five, Ellis junior was a very sober little citizen, quite

  humorless—his face a diminutive caricature of his father’s. With Jean Marie it was, perhaps, too early to tell. She was three, very round, very messy, very noisy. When the children were

  around and most usually during the evening when Ellis sat working or reading, she often had the feeling that she was there in that small group as someone hired, a stranger, a person displaced.




  She had thought with pleasure of her quiet day, and she had gone around and pulled down all the dark green roller shades and locked all the doors. The house retained the pleasant coolness of the

  night.




  During the first hour after Ellis left for work, she raced through a bare minimum of housework, working fast and with an oddly expectant feeling. When everything was done, she got out her

  records, the ones she never played when Ellis or the children were around. The children always made noise, and Ellis always seemed to find it necessary to listen with intense concentration and make

  self-conscious statements when the music was done.




  She sat on the floor and picked the records she wanted, sliding them out of their envelopes, taking pleasure in the look of them, careful not to handle the microgrooves. She stacked them on the

  spindle and sat again on the floor in front of the big speaker. Resonances of atonal brass moved through the house, moved against her face and seemed to stir her fragile hair. She locked her slim

  legs in one of the basic positions of Yoga, a position she could maintain for hours. She folded her arms across her breasts, eyes shut against the surge of the music, feeling the familiar

  restlessness grow within her, the keen honing of a slender edge of tension, half physical, half unknown.
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