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Chapter



1


Valerie heard the small cough in the plane’s engine and turned from her view of the forest three thousand feet below to look at Carlton, beside her in the pilot’s seat. He was scowling. “Did you hear that?”


“What?” He glanced at her, his scowl deepening. “Hear what?”


“The engine coughed.”


“I didn’t hear it. Could be some condensation in the gas line.” He flicked switches on the instrument panel to turn on the fuel pumps, then withdrew again into his own thoughts.


“Are you sure? It didn’t sound like it.”


“Since when are you a pilot?” he said impatiently. “Everything’s fine. The plane checked out when we flew up here and that was only four days ago.”


“Well, if it’s not the plane, what is it? What’s wrong, Carl? You’ve barely said a word since we left this morning; you rushed us out to fly home, three days before we planned to, and you won’t tell me why.”


“I said you and the others could stay; you didn’t have to come with me. I didn’t even want you.”


“I know,” she said wryly. “Why do you think I insisted on coming? Are you running off to some mysterious woman I should know about?”


He muttered something she could not make out above the engine noise.


“Well, what’s a little silence between friends?” she murmured and turned away from him. Behind her, their friends Alex and Betsy Tarrant were talking together, occasionally trying to draw out the third passenger, a young woman named Lilith Grace, who seemed lost in her own world, gazing out the window or sitting perfectly still, with her eyes closed. Left to herself, Valerie looked at her faint reflection in the cockpit window against the dull gray sky. Her heavy tawny hair and hazel eyes beneath dark brows were like a transparent picture through which she saw the hills and valleys of the Adirondack forest, its dense, dark-green pines mounded with snow. She looked at herself critically. Not bad for thirty-three. Too good to sit back and smile agreeably while her husband fooled around with—The engine coughed again. And then it stopped. One wing dipped toward the earth.


They were all thrown sideways against their seat belts. Betsy Tarrant screamed.


Carlton was hunched forward. “Hold on—” he said, but at that moment the other engine went out. The noise stopped as if a knife had cut across it. In the sudden awful silence, the plane began to lose altitude. “Christ . . . both of—”


“Carl!” shouted Alex Tarrant. Betsy was screeching.


“. . . can’t be fuel . . . had plenty . . .”


Valerie gripped her hands, watching him.


He leaned down, turning the fuel selectors to switch tanks, then straightened up and tried to restart the engines. When nothing happened, a look of incredulity flashed across his face. “What the fuck . . .”


“Help!” Betsy was screaming. “Do something!”


Carlton leaned forward again, his hands shaking, and trimmed the plane for a glide. The only sound was the rush of the wind past their wings as the plane swept over the forest, dropping five hundred feet a minute. Once in the glide, he tried again to start the engines. “Start, you mothers . . . come on, come on. . . . Fucking son of a bitch. . . . Start.” He tried again, his body straining forward as if he could push the engines to life. “Shit!” he exploded after a few minutes. “Must have flooded the bastards; how the hell they’ll start in time now . . .”


Valerie saw panic in his eyes. Betsy was screaming; Alex cursed in a low shaking voice. Lilith Grace had not made a sound.


“Radio,” Carlton muttered. “No, no time. Later—on the ground . . .


“Listen,” he shouted, “we’re going to land it. There’s a lake up ahead . . .” His voice shook. “Put your heads down, arms over your heads. . . . Everybody do it!” He was turning off the fuel and electrical systems, except for the battery, which would give them full flaps for landing.


“There’s a road!” Valerie cried, but it swept away beneath them. They dropped lower, the treetops racing past. Half a minute later the trees gave way and they were over the snow-covered expanse of a frozen lake. “This is it!” Carlton shouted. “Hold on!”


Valerie hunched her body as the plane plowed into the deep snow. She had braced for a crash, but instead there was an eerie silence. The light plane skimmed through the powdery snow with a steady hiss, making its own blizzard. Inside, no one made a sound; they were rigid with fear. It seemed they would go on that way forever, a terrifying skid into the eternity of that white blizzard, but then the plane reached the far bank. It plowed into the pine forest, shearing off the wing and fuselage beside Carlton, and at last came to a shuddering stop. The sound of the crash reverberated in the still forest and slowly faded away. Silence enveloped them.


“Alex?” Betsy whimpered. “Valerie? Carl? I hurt. My head hurts . . .”


“Wait,” Alex said. “I can’t do anything . . .” There was no sound from Lilith Grace.


Valerie flexed her arms and legs. Her neck ached and her muscles felt wrenched, but she could move. I’m all right, she thought, and felt a rush of wild exhilaration. I’m alive; I made it; I’m all right. “Hey, pilot,” she said, turning to Carlton. “That was a terrific—” Her words ended in a scream. “Carl!”


He was slumped forward and lying half out of the plane, held by his seat belt over the jagged opening where the metal had been torn away. “Oh, God, no, no,” she breathed. She tore open her seat belt and leaned over him. His head was covered with blood; blood ran over his closed eyes. “Carl!” she cried. “Carl!”


She smelled smoke.


“Fire!” Alex shouted. “Christ, I can’t move— Val, help me!”


“Valerie!” He and Betsy were shouting at her. Their voices rang through the white silence. Smoke came from the engine on the plane’s remaining wing.


Out. Get out. Get everyone out. She shivered in the icy air that filled the plane. “Just a minute, Alex.” She fought her way down the narrow aisle. The plane was tilted to the left, where the wing had sheared off, and she struggled to get past the twisted seats and over Betsy’s legs, slipping on sections of the Sunday newspaper and debris that had flown about the cabin. She glanced at Lilith Grace, who lay pale and deathlike in her seat, her eyes closed. In a minute; not yet. She reached past her to the coats and jackets they had piled there before taking off, and pulled on her full-length sable coat and the fur-lined leather gloves she found in the pocket. I need help with Carl; I don’t know if I can get him out alone. Alex. Have to get Alex out, and then . . .


She squeezed through the narrow aisle to Alex, sitting behind Carl, and frantically tugged at the bent metal that pinned him in. It tore her gloves and she clenched her teeth as blood oozed through the rips, but she went on; Alex was helping her with his good hand, and in a minute he shouted, “Okay!” and pulled his legs free.


“Me!” cried Betsy, in the seat across the aisle from him. “What about me?”


“First Carl,” Valerie said. “Alex, I need your help.”


“If I can. . . . Christ, Val, I can’t move my arm . . .”


“Get to the ground,” she said. “I’ll push him out to you.”


“Right.” He went to the door at the back. “Can’t get to it; she’s in the way,” he said. “Get her out . . .”


“Damn it!” Valerie went to Alex, who was pushing Lilith’s slumped form away so he could unlatch the door. The tilt of the plane brought the door almost to ground level and he stepped out while Valerie unfastened the girl’s seat belt. “I’m going to push her out,” she said. Alex held out his good arm as they eased Lilith through the door. She fell the last few inches, landing face down in the snow.


“She’s okay,” Alex said as he turned her over. He wiped snow from her face. “Go on, get Carl.” He dragged Lilith a few feet with his one arm, then walked along the outside of the plane as Valerie moved up the aisle to Carlton. She released his seat belt, and when Alex stood on the other side of the gaping hole in the cockpit she threw her sable coat over the jagged edge and swung Carlton’s legs over it. Slowly she rolled his body to Alex, but he could not hold him with one arm and they both fell. Valerie cried out and threw herself from the plane to help them. In the trampled snow, churned-up pine needles were slippery, and she staggered as she helped Alex to his feet.


“Can’t carry him,” Alex said. “Pull him . . .”


“Come on.” Taking Carlton by the hands, they dragged him through hip-deep snow, stumbling beneath his dead weight, slipping and getting up, to a tree a good distance from the plane. Valerie held him while Alex packed down a wide circle in the snow, and they leaned him, half sitting, against the trunk.


“Help me!” screamed Betsy. On the far side of the plane, the engine had burst into flames. Flames engulfed the wing and the ground below where fuel had spilled. Valerie ran back, Alex just behind her, dodging the ripped trees that lay at crazy angles, and the small pieces of luggage that had been thrown from the storage bins in the wings and torn open by the impact; their clothes were flung everywhere. Slipping in the snow, her wool pants soaked and clinging to her legs, Valerie reached the plane and began to climb in.


She’s gone. The empty space beside the plane registered in her mind and she looked down. Lilith Grace was gone. Valerie stared at the trampled snow. “Where did she go?” she asked Alex. “Did you see her?”


“Hurry up!” Betsy cried. “The wing’s on fire!”


With one more bewildered look at the empty space in the snow, Valerie climbed all the way into the plane. Alex followed and they began to pull at a twisted seat back that pinned Betsy down.


“Hurry up!” Betsy shrilled. “We’re going to blow up! Valerie, do something! I can’t move my leg! And Alex can’t carry me and you’re not strong enough!”


“Then I’ll just have to scare the hell out of you.” Valerie leaned against one of the bent seats, taking ragged breaths. “I’m sick of you thinking only about you. I’ll help you if you shut up and move your ass, otherwise you’re on your own and you can burn with the plane for all I care. Come on, we’re in a hurry.”


Betsy was staring at her. “You’re crazy. Help me!” She began to push the seat clamping her down.


Valerie and Alex bent over her and in a short time had her free. Valerie’s hands were freezing, sticky with blood inside her leather gloves, and she could barely work her fingers. “You’ll have to make it back on your own,” she said to them, so tired she sounded indifferent. “I’ll be right there.”


She grabbed the suitcases and coats in the back of the plane and threw them out, then collected the sections of the Sunday newspaper and a first-aid kit from the cockpit, and carried them to the small group under the trees. They were silent, lying or sitting in the space of packed-down, bloody snow. Valerie knelt beside Carlton.


“He’s alive,” Alex said. “But unconscious.”


“Alive,” Valerie breathed. His head wound was still bleeding and she pressed her scarf against it, to stop the flow. At that minute the plane exploded.


A huge whoosh, like the leading edge of a tornado, burst to the skies and they felt a rush of hot wind. “My God!” said Alex, awed by the spectacle. The sound rocked the forest, echoing in the trees. Bits of burning debris fell around them, and frantically they stamped them out. “Your coat!” Betsy cried, grabbing a flaming ember from Valerie’s sable as Valerie snatched another from Betsy’s hair. The noise faded. Awed, they watched the burning pyre. “We just made it,” Alex said. “Barely made it . . .”


In that moment, Valerie became terrified. We’re going to die here.


Carlton groaned. Betsy was crying.


I can’t think about dying; I don’t have time. She took a disinfectant-soaked cloth from the first-aid kit and cleaned Carlton’s face, and the skin around the ugly wound in his head. It was still bleeding and she wrapped it tightly with gauze. The bandage would not lie properly and she looked at Betsy. “I don’t know anything about this. Do you?”


“No.” Betsy was suddenly subdued; her voice shook. “We always hired nurses or . . .”


The story of my life, Valerie thought. When I needed something, I bought it. In a lifetime of luxury, she had never learned first aid. She kept wrapping the gauze, desperate to stop the bleeding, and soon the crimson spot that had soaked through the first layers was no longer visible. Still, Valerie kept winding. How thick should a bandage be? Thick enough to make me feel good, she thought, and a small wild laugh trembled on her lips. She pressed them together. “Alex, we’ve got to look for Lily Grace.”


“I should have broken a leg,” he said ruefully.


“Betsy, I brought paper for a fire. You get us some firewood.”


“I won’t. My leg won’t move and my head hurts. I can’t do anything.”


“You can crawl. Pull dead twigs and branches off the trees; they’re all around. We’ll use whatever you get.”


“We need more than paper,” Alex said. “We need kindling. Whatever Betsy finds will be wet.”


“Dead branches,” Valerie said. “And if they’re not enough . . .” She picked up some of the clothes scattered about. “We’ll burn blouses and shirts. Keep the sweaters and socks and jackets; we can wear layers to keep warm.”


“We won’t be here that long!” Betsy cried. “Someone will come!”


Valerie’s terror returned, making her breathless. “We have to look . . .” She struggled through her terror to form words. “. . . for Lily . . .”


Alex led the way into the forest. “Look for footprints,” he said. “We won’t be here long, you know. Anyone flying overhead will see the plane burning.”


“I hope so. How many people fly over the Adirondacks on a Monday in January?”


“God knows. Did Carl file a flight plan?”


“I don’t know. He usually doesn’t when we fly back during the day. It’s less than three hours to Middleburg . . .” Her voice trailed away. It used to be less than three hours; now it’s forever.


“Val?” Alex was looking worriedly at her.


“I’m sorry.”


They walked in the gray light that filtered through the trees. “Lily!” Alex called. “Lily! Lily!”


After half an hour, exhausted, they turned back, guiding themselves by the burning plane and the small fire burning now beneath the tree. And when they reached the group sitting around it, Lily Grace was there, beside Carlton, her hand on his forehead. “I’m sorry you had so much trouble because of me,” she said.


Her voice was high and cool, like a pure stream, and her face was luminous. There was something compelling about her, and the others seemed mesmerized. Betsy was sitting so close she was almost leaning against her. Her eyes, Valerie thought: ecstatic, but somehow sad. My God, she thought immediately, what a ridiculous idea; the cold must be getting to me. No one looks like that. But Lily Grace did, and Valerie knew she had not been fanciful. Pale, with white-blond hair and dark-blue eyes, and young—she could have been fourteen or twenty-four—she sat in that dull winter landscape and seemed untouched by it. As she was untouched by the crash. There was not a mark on Lily Grace.


Valerie remembered that she had been introduced as a minister when she arrived at their vacation house only two days before. “My friend, Reverend Lilith Grace,” Sybille had said, introducing her. “She has a television ministry.” They had all been amused. Well, who knows? Valerie thought. Maybe she knows something I don’t know.


“Val!” Carlton was trying to lift his head. “Val!”


“Here,” Valerie said. She sat beside Carlton and kissed his cold lips. “I’m here, Carl.” Lily seemed to melt away.


“Listen.” He opened his eyes, trying to focus them on her. “Couldn’t do it.” His voice was urgent, but the words were mumbled and Valerie leaned over him. “Sorry, Val. Mean it: sorry! Never meant to hurt you. Tried to keep it. Now you’ll know I— Shit, lost control, lost . . . lost it!”


“Carl, don’t, don’t blame yourself,” she said. “You did your best, you were wonderful. You brought us down and we’re alive. And you shouldn’t talk; you should rest until we can get you out of here.”


He went on as if she had not spoken. “Never meant to get you into this. Said I’d . . . take care of you. Remember? Christ . . . thought I’d fix it . . . get started again. Too late. Sorry, Val, sorry, sorry . . .”


His voice faded, his eyes closed and he began to roll his head slowly from side to side. “Don’t know how the hell . . . Acted like water in the tanks. . . . But—both tanks? Never had any before.” A long groan tore from him. “Didn’t check. Too much hurry to take off. Stupid fucking mechanic should’ve reminded me. Can’t trust . . .” Suddenly his face tightened in a deep frown. His eyes flew open and he raised his head, looking about wildly. “Not my fault! No accident! Listen! Couldn’t be . . . both tanks! Flew up here . . . fine! Right, Val? Right? Water in both tanks! Fuck it, should have thought she might . . .”


His head fell back against the tree. “Should have thought of that . . . sorry.” His eyes closed again. His breathing was harsh and slow.


Valerie bent over him and touched his face. “He’s so cold,” she said. She turned to the others. “Do you know what he was talking about?”


They shook their heads. “I couldn’t understand him,” Alex said. A spasm of pain crossed his face. “Any painkillers in your handy little kit?”


“Oh, yes, of course. And we’ll make you a sling.” She opened the first-aid kit and they helped each other, cleaning cuts and scratches, fashioning a sling for Alex’s arm, winding Ace bandages around Betsy’s hugely swollen leg. Valerie watched her own busy hands, clumsy but getting more skilled with each turn of the bandage, and wondered how she could be doing this. She had no idea. Since the plane crashed, she had not thought about any of it; she moved and planned one step at a time, never asking how she knew what to do next, or how she was able to do it. A new Valerie. What a pity if I die before I get to know her.


She sat beside Carlton, watching his restless sleep, while Alex and Lily Grace kept the fire going, sending sparks shooting to the treetops each time they added more wood. They all helped each other to put on extra clothes. They waited for a plane to fly overhead. The hours passed.


By afternoon, with the sun lower in the sky, the air grew colder. Carlton’s breathing was raspy, and so slow Valerie found herself holding her own breath, waiting for him to take another one. She looked at the others, sitting in a kind of stupor, except for Lily Grace, who was deep in some sort of meditation. “I’m going for help,” Valerie said. She heard herself say it without surprise, though she had not planned it. “Carl will die if we don’t get him to a hospital. There’s a road not too far from here; I saw it when we were coming down; it shouldn’t take me long to find someone.”


Betsy Tarrant stared at her. “You’ll get lost! Or freeze to death!”


Valerie looked at Alex. “Can you think of anything else?”


“It’s only three-thirty; someone could still fly over. And what about search planes? They must be looking for us; we were due in Middleburg a long time ago.”


“If Carl didn’t file a flight plan they won’t know where to look. They would have if the ELT was working, but they haven’t come, so—”


“ELT?” Lily asked, looking up.


“Emergency Locator Transmitter. It’s in the plane somewhere—was in the plane—the tail, I think. It sends out some kind of signal that search planes can follow. If it was working, we would have been found.”


Valerie touched Carlton’s face. His skin was pasty in the firelight. “I don’t think anybody’s coming to find us and I’m not going to sit here and watch Carl die.” She picked through the pile of clothes they had gathered and found an extra pair of ski mittens and fur-lined waterproof boots. She put on three pairs of socks and then the boots. She found her sable hat and put it on, and tied a cashmere scarf around her face, leaving only her eyes exposed. “The newest style,” she said lightly. “Today here, tomorrow in Vogue.” She paused to steady her voice. She didn’t want to leave. The small group around the leaping fire seemed like home and security. Beyond them, the forest was dark and forbidding. She took a long breath. “I’ll be back with help as soon as I can. Stay together and wait for me.”


As she turned, Lily Grace said quietly, “God go with you.”


“Thank you,” Valerie said, thinking she would rather have the Forest Service.


“Good luck!” Alex called.


“Don’t get lost!” Betsy shouted. “Don’t freeze! Hurry back!” Valerie shook her head in wonder. Betsy never changed. In a way it was comforting to know there was something predictable in that forest.


Within a few minutes, the fire and the smoldering hulk of the plane were indistinct glows behind her as she walked across the frozen lake, following the path made by the plane. Small clouds scudded across the fading sky; a half moon was rising above nearby hills. I’ll have some light, Valerie thought.


She walked across the lake, swinging her arms to keep warm in the icy wind that whistled across the flat expanse, and images darted through her mind, as vivid as paintings against the dark forest. Summer camp when she was little, learning to swim and play tennis and ride; Western dude ranches when she was in her teens, learning to shoot, riding in rodeos and competitions, sneaking out to meet boys after lights out. The counselors at camp had taught her how to use the sun, moon and stars for direction. I should have paid less attention to boys, she thought, and more to the moon and stars.


On the other side of the lake she was in the forest again, out of the wind. But hidden beneath the deep snow were roots and branches and small bushes that wrapped themselves around her like tentacles and held her fast. Sometimes she found a crusted place in the snow and walked on top of it, taking a few long strides, but then the crust broke and she sank in, up to her knees or waist, trying to tread through the snow as if she were swimming.


She was freezing, and exhausted, and her legs were so heavy she could barely lift them to take another step. Then, suddenly, she was too warm, and she stopped walking and began to take off her coat. No, what am I doing? My God, I’ve gone crazy; I’d freeze to death. She pulled the coat tightly around her and went on. She wondered what Betsy would say if she’d frozen; would she be pleased because she’d been proven right or furious because Valerie had let her down by dying? She started to laugh, but the sound in the silent forest had a wild ring to it and she cut it off. Walk. Don’t think. Walk north; that’s where the road was. Walk. Walk.


She walked. She tripped and fell into banks of snow, and pushed herself out of them, groaning with the weight of her wet fur coat. And then she walked on, too tired to fight off the unbidden images that drifted in and out of her mind: the warm depths of her French-provincial bed in their warm sprawling mansion in Middleburg; the warm glossy coats of the horses she raised; the warm yielding cushions of the chintz sofa in her dressing room; the warm softness of her Finnish rug beneath her bare feet as she dressed in front of her warm fireplace; the warm ballrooms where she danced, whirling past her friends in silk and lace.


I should be on the road by now. It couldn’t be this far. Unless I missed it.


She was famished; then, oddly, not hungry at all; then hungry again. She ate snow by the handful and it made her think of meringue on a baked alaska; she heard a bird and thought about roast pheasant; a scattering of pinecones reminded her of truffles, shiitake mushrooms, mounds of caviar, foie gras on toast . . . Stop it. Just walk. One foot, then the other. Walk.


Daylight was gone; the forest was dark. She walked with her hands held in front of her, navigating from tree to tree. Her feet were numb, her hands were numb, ice coated the inside of her cashmere scarf where her breath had frozen. She leaned against a tree. I have to rest; just for a minute; then I’ll go on. She slid down the trunk, asleep. When she fell over in the snow, she woke with a jerk. No! Get up! Stand up!


But it was so pleasant to stay there, curled up in the warm embrace of the snow. Just for a few minutes. I need it, I need to rest; then I’ll find the road . . . She started up wildly. “The road!” Her voice was high and frail in the silent forest. “I’ve got to find the road . . . can’t go to sleep. I’ll die if I go to sleep. Carl will die. I can’t sleep.”


She forced herself to stand up, groaning aloud. Her eyes were still closed. “I can’t do it,” she said aloud. “I can’t go any farther. I’ll never find the road. It’s too far. I’m so tired. I can’t do it.”


God go with you.


Good luck.


Please come back.


Don’t get lost!


Too late. Sorry, Val, sorry . . .


She heard their voices rising about her as clearly as if they stood beside her in the dark forest. And suddenly a swift rush of energy swept through her as it had in the plane when she knew she was alive. They all need me. They’re all depending on me. No one had ever depended on her: it was a new and powerful feeling. They need me. The energy seeped away, but the knowledge was there: they were depending on her; they were waiting for her. They had no one else. And she walked.


The moon rose higher in the sky; soon it shone into the forest, turning the snow silver, as if it were lit from within. Valerie walked, her breath coming in harsh gasps, her muscles heavy and aching, her eyes burning as she strained to see in the shimmering glow that made the black pine trees seem to dance and shrink and swell until sometimes she was not sure whether she was going forward or back. The walking was harder now, and it took her a while to realize she was going uphill. The road was near a hill. The image flashed in her mind: the road had been cut between two small hills. I’m almost there. She raised one foot and put it down, then pulled up the other foot and put it down, treading through the snow, fighting to move forward up the rise, against the backward pull of her weight.


She thought of a night she and Carlton had gone square dancing with friends. Four couples held hands in a circle, pulling each other as they danced to the left and the right. She heard the country violin that rose to the rafters, sending their small circle spinning faster and faster, this way and that. She sang the tune the violin had played, her voice threadlike in the cold air, and she felt her feet grow light, skipping and tapping against the wooden floor as her skirt flew out. It was warm; the lights shone on the brightly dressed couples, the men in jeans and plaid shirts, the women in gingham and ruffles. “What a wonderful dance!” Valerie cried, her hands outstretched to hold the hands of her friends.


Her coat hung open; her body cringed against the cold. “Where am I? Where am I? Dear God, what’s happening to me?” She began to cry. “Coat,” she told herself. “Close my coat.” She pulled it around her. “Now walk. Just walk.”


She took a step, then another, and suddenly there was nothing beneath her. Her foot came down into space, her body followed it, and then she was rolling, tumbling, sliding down the other side of the rise. Her face was in the snow, her eyes and mouth were full of it, her coat had flown open and branches clawed at her, snatching the cashmere scarf from her face. But at the bottom of the rise was the road.


She landed on its hard, snowpacked surface and huddled there, a small, wet mound beneath a soaked, bedraggled sable coat. Very slowly she stood up, brushing snow from her face and body. The road. The road. The road. She swayed in the center of it. She’d done it; she was there.


But the road was empty and she had to keep walking, not caring this time which direction she went. It was easier now, with no deep snow, but her feet still felt too heavy to lift and she lurched with each step. She walked until the sky was turning gray, and the moon disappeared. And that was when a young man named Harvey Gaines, who had driven all night to reach the town where he would begin a new job with the Forest Service, found her staggering along the road, her lips so stiff she could not speak.


“Don’t talk,” he said, and bundled her into his jeep, hurtling down the road to a farmhouse where lights were burning. The couple who came to the door took one look at Valerie and brought her to the fire. “Don’t talk,” they said. “Thaw yourself out.”


“Four others,” Valerie said; it was barely a whisper. “A lake, south of the road where you found me. We crashed. There’s a fire . . .”


“Got it,” Harvey Gaines said briskly and went to the telephone while Valerie sat wrapped in blankets, drinking hot chocolate and letting the heat seep into her until she began, slowly, to feel warm. But she still felt nothing in her feet, and when the police arranged for a helicopter to fly her to the hospital in Glens Falls she could not walk.


Later that morning the Tarrants and Lily Grace were brought out by helicopter and flown to the hospital where Valerie was waiting for them.


And the body of Carlton was there, too. He had died three hours after she set off through the forest.


*  *  *


The State Police came. Valerie saw them in the hospital sunroom, where she sat on a wicker loveseat beside a wall of windows, soaking up the sunlight. Her feet, painful and tingling now, were resting on a hassock beneath a light blanket. Her hands were bandaged, the soreness in her muscles was like a huge throbbing ache on top of the bruises from the crash, and she could barely move. She told the police the story of their flight, from the time Carlton rushed them out of their vacation house for the trip to Virginia to the time she left them to get help. “He said it wasn’t an accident,” she said. “We were only there four days and the plane was fine on the way up. He said—”


“Why was he in such a hurry to leave?” they asked.


“I don’t know. Business, I suppose. He was an investment counselor. He said—it was very strange—he said it was done on purpose. Both fuel tanks having water, he meant; he said it never happened before. And then he said something about a woman.”


“What?”


“He said, ‘I should have thought she might.’ ”


“Might what?”


“I don’t know.”


“Probably meant his plane. People call airplanes ‘she.’ Like boats.”


“I suppose so,” Valerie said slowly.


Her mother arrived the next morning. They sat together, holding hands. “I never imagined I could lose you,” Rosemary Ashbrook said. “Your poor feet . . . what will happen to them?”


“We don’t know yet.” Valerie felt the flash of fear that came every time she thought about frostbite. She was trying to believe that Carlton was gone, and then she had to face the truth of what might happen to her feet. I won’t be an invalid, she thought. I’d rather die.


“Poor Carl,” Rosemary said. “I was so fond of him. And I relied on him; what will we do now? I don’t know anything about my money; he did it all.”


“Dan will do it for a while, until we find someone else. Carl took care of mine too, you know. I feel so stupid; I don’t know a thing.”


“Well, I’ll let you take care of it. I just can’t think about money; I never could. Poor Valerie, what a terrible time for you. And the police were here! What did they want to know?”


“A lot that I couldn’t answer.” Valerie closed her eyes briefly, trying to understand what it meant that Carl was gone. She felt helpless. So much unfinished, so much dangling . . . “I really didn’t know much about Carl. But why should I? Three years married and about to be divorced.”


“Valerie!”


“Well, we were trying to work things out—that’s why we came up here. Carl thought a few days away from everything would make us romantic and forgetful. I don’t think he really thought so, though; he was so worried about something at home he couldn’t have put anything together, much less a marriage. And we’d never had the kind of passion you’d need to bring love back. And he had someone else, you know.”


“He couldn’t have! He adored you!”


“No, he didn’t. I’m not sure what Carl felt about me. Or about anything. We were friends—we were always friends more than lovers—but lately we were hardly talking. He was so involved in something, and of course someone else . . .”


The next morning, very early, Lily Grace came to Valerie’s room. “If you need comfort, I’d like to help you.”


Valerie gave a small smile. “You can pray I don’t lose my feet or toes from frostbite; I could use some intervention there. But I want to think about Carl by myself. I have a lot of sorting out to do. I hope you understand that.”


“Of course.” Lily looked at her thoughtfully. “I’ve never been married. But I think the death of a spouse would be like losing a part of yourself, even if your marriage was filled with doubts and silence.”


Valerie returned her look. “How old are you, Lily?”


“Twenty-one. Twenty-two next week.”


“And you saw that Carl and I had doubts and silence.”


“It seemed clear to me.” She smiled with a radiance that embraced Valerie. “I understand a great deal; it is a divine gift. You have a gift, too. I saw it in the forest: the way you knew what had to be done, and did it, at great risk to yourself. You have a strong sense of purpose and direction and you gave us our lives. I don’t know how to thank you, but I’ll pray for you. I’ll pray that you do your sorting out and give yourself as much life as you gave us, and also that you don’t have serious frostbite.”


She kissed Valerie on both cheeks and left the room. And that was the last anyone saw of her. Sometime during the night she walked out of the hospital, alone. No one knew where she went. I’d like to see her again, Valerie thought, even though she knew Lily had been wrong about one thing: never in her life had Valerie Sterling had a strong sense of purpose or direction; for thirty-three years she had simply drifted wherever pleasure took her.


But I helped everyone after the crash; I got them out of the forest. That was a new Valerie. But I don’t know what I should do next. Or what I want to do.


The next morning Valerie and the others were flown to Lenox Hill Hospital in New York. Two days later, Valerie’s doctor allowed a young reporter, who had followed her from Glens Falls, to interview her. He brought a photographer. “How did you feel?” the reporter asked. “Did you worry about wild animals? How did you know which direction to go? Were you ever lost? Have you had survival training? Did you pray a lot? What did you think about?”


“Putting one foot in front of the other,” said Valerie.


“She thought about saving the people she’d left behind,” her mother said firmly. “That was what kept her going: knowing they’d die without her. She was freezing and exhausted and she’d just about collapsed when that young man found her, but she wouldn’t let herself give up. She’s a genuine heroine.”


Those words, on the front page of the Glens Falls Times with Valerie’s picture, were seen by editors in New York and Long Island, who sent their own reporters and photographers. This time Valerie gave her own answers. She thought the reporters foolish for romanticizing that awful night, but they were so serious she patiently repeated her story, answering all their questions except those about Carlton.


Television reporters and cameramen arrived, crowding into the hospital sunroom. All three networks were there, so were CNN and a crew from Canada, because Valerie not only provided the kind of human-interest story they always looked for, she also was sensational on television. Her beauty was captivating, even with the scratches and bruises that were just beginning to heal; her voice was low, warm and polished, and her vivid face showed every emotion as she described again and again the whole experience, from the crash landing on the lake to her rescue by Harvey Gaines.


And after the television networks came Sybille Morgan, with her own cameraman. “You’re such a celebrity!” she said to Valerie, holding her hand as she bent down to kiss her cheek. “We never thought you’d be a star on my television network, did we?” She brought a chair close to Valerie. Her black hair was intricately braided into a chignon, and her pale-blue eyes looked like mother-of-pearl against her dark olive complexion. She wore cashmere trimmed with fur. “Tell me about Carl.”


Valerie shook her head. “I can’t talk about him.”


“I just can’t believe it. I was with him, with both of you, just a few days ago at Lake Placid. I was so glad Lily wanted to stay on when I had to get home; I thought you’d enjoy each other. Carl thought she was so unusual. And now he’s gone. Could he talk after you crashed? What did he say?”


Valerie sighed. Sybille never could let go of anything. As far back as college, she never swerved from a goal she had set herself. “I won’t talk about Carl,” she said firmly. “Maybe someday, but not now.”


“Well . . . but you will call me, won’t you, if you want to talk? After all, I knew Carl. Not well, but he was a friend.”


“I know. Have you talked to Lily Grace? She disappeared from the hospital in Glens Falls; is she all right?”


“She’s fine. She’s back home and singing your praises. You were a bigger hit with her than I ever was, and I was the one who gave her a job.”


Valerie’s eyebrows rose. “I wasn’t trying to be a hit. I was trying to survive.”


After that visit, Sybille telephoned often from her home in Washington, urging confidences that Valerie was not ready to give. Her other friends were more interested in the drama of the crash and her struggle through the forest. They visited all during Valerie’s second week in the hospital, bringing news of the social life in New York and Washington and Virginia, telling her the parties weren’t the same without her.


And later, when Valerie’s brief stardom had faded and her days were quieter, flowers and a note arrived from Nicholas Fielding. It had been more than twelve years since they were together at college, and they had seen each other only once since then, but, reading his brief note in his sprawling handwriting, she remembered with perfect clarity the clasp of their bodies in the creaky bed in his apartment in Palo Alto, and the way he had touched her cheek, just once, when she told him she didn’t want to see him again.


Last of all, Daniel Lithigate, Valerie’s lawyer, arrived. She was in the sunroom, with Rosemary. “Terrible thing,” Lithigate said, kissing Valerie with nervous little pecks. “Knew him all my life; I can’t imagine not seeing him on the polo field and in the club, drinking bourbon and telling the rest of us how we should have played the game. I remember when we were kids he’d do the same thing on the softball field. Did I ever tell you about the time—we were, oh, maybe eleven or twelve—I got so mad at him I took my bat and—”


“Dan.” Valerie looked up at him. “You’re stalling. Sit down so I can look at you. I don’t need stories about Carl; I need to know how much money I have. Not a lot of details, just the general picture.”


“Right.” He sat in a wicker armchair. “You don’t know too much about Carl’s affairs.”


“I don’t know anything; you know that. He was the executor of my father’s estate and he’s handled our portfolios, Mother’s and mine, ever since. Why else would I ask you?”


“Right.” Lithigate paused. “Valerie—” He ran a thumb along his nose, pushing up his gold-rimmed glasses; they promptly slid down again. “There’s a problem. Something I’d never have imagined of Carl. The most incredibly imprudent behavior . . .”


“What does that mean?” Valerie remembered Carlton’s anxiety; the way they had rushed back; his distraction the past few weeks. “What is it?”


He wiped his forehead and his nose. “He lost badly, you see, in the stock market. Very badly, I’m afraid.”


“How badly? Dan, how badly?”


“About fifteen million dollars. But—”


“Fifteen million dollars?”


Lithigate cleared his throat. “Right. In the market. But that isn’t . . . there’s more, you see. We assume he tried to recoup his losses. We don’t have any idea how, and of course we can’t ask—”


“Dan.”


“Right. He borrowed, you see, on everything: your houses, your apartment in New York, your horses and paintings and antiques—he borrowed on all of it and then he converted your bonds to cash. That gave him approximately another thirteen million dollars.”


Valerie tried to focus on his earnest brown eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses. “Everything we had.” Her voice was a whisper. “And where is it?”


“Well, you see, that’s it. We don’t know.” Once again his glasses slid down his perspiring nose, and he tore them off, looking at her myopically. “There’s no trace of it, Valerie. There’s no trace of any of it. Everything is gone.”





Chapter
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Valerie Ashbrook and Sybille Morgen were in their third year of college when they met Nicholas Fielding. Valerie met him first, standing in line at a bookstore on the Stanford University campus shortly after Christmas. He was a graduate student, older, at twenty-five, than most of her friends, tall, thin, raw-looking, wearing a rumpled jacket and mismatched socks, his light-brown hair shaggy from the latest attempt by one of his roommates to cut it. But his strong, angular features and deep voice made him seem more forceful than the other men she knew. There was a tension and spring to his step that made him seem eager to meet whatever lay ahead, as if he found the whole world wonderfully interesting and was open to whatever came into his life. In that crowded bookstore Valerie came into his life, and as soon as they had bought their books they strolled across the campus to sit on the grass in the hazy California sun, and talk.


“I don’t know what I want to do,” Valerie replied impatiently when he asked the question for the third time. “Do I get a black mark if I don’t decide right away?”


He smiled. “I just can’t imagine not knowing where I’m going or how I’m going to get there.”


“Oh, I’ll know one of these days,” she said. “I’ll have a revelation, or fall in love, or someone will make me an offer I can’t refuse, and then I’ll know just where I’m going. But why should I be in a hurry when I’m having so much fun along the way?”


Nick smiled again, but his eyes were thoughtful as he gazed at her. She was so lovely he didn’t want to look anywhere else. Her tawny hair, heavy and wild, glinted copper in the sunlight, looking as if it had never known a comb. Her almond-shaped eyes beneath dark level brows were auburn or hazel—he would have to look more closely to be sure—and her mouth was wide and warm, the corners faintly turning down when she was not speaking: a beautiful mouth, but stubborn. Dressed in jeans and a white turtleneck sweater, she was almost as tall as he, and she walked lightly, like a dancer. She had a look of wealth and privilege in the confident way she held her head, the ease of her walk, as if she knew traffic would stop for her, and the serene assuredness of someone who is aware that people notice her and find much to admire and little to criticize. She gestured as she talked, and shifted her position on the grass; everything about her was vivid and alive, filled with energy and the promise of excitement, and Nick wanted to sit with her this way, with the sun shining and the world relaxed, forever.


“I suppose I could get a new one if there’s a problem,” she said mischievously.


He started. “A new what?”


“Whatever you’ve decided I need after that long inspection.”


Quickly he looked down, then back at her. “I’m sorry. I was thinking how beautiful you are; you don’t need a new anything. I suppose you get tired of hearing that.”


“Oh, now and then it’s still nice to hear.” She smiled with faint mockery and began to stand up. “But there is something I need. I’m starving and it’s almost lunchtime. There’s a marvelous Italian place not far from here. Shall we go?”


He hesitated. “I don’t eat lunch. But I’ll have a cup of coffee with you.”


“Everyone eats lunch. Didn’t your mother bring you up to eat three good meals a day?”


“I don’t eat out,” he said evenly. “But I’d like to have a cup of coffee with you.”


“Oh. Well, but I’m paying,” Valerie said casually. “I invited you, after all.”


He shook his head. “I wouldn’t let you do that.”


“Why not?” She looked at him, smiling, her eyes challenging. “Too untraditional? Too hard on your manhood?”


Startled, he hesitated again, then grinned at her. “You’ve got it. I don’t think I’d survive the shock of seeing a woman pick up the check. And I don’t think my father would survive if I told him I’d done it.”


Her eyes were bright. “And your mother?”


“She’d probably wish she’d been born in your generation, so she could have been more independent.”


Valerie laughed. “I’d like to meet your mother. I’d like to buy her lunch. Come on; next time we’ll figure out something else, but today I’m treating.”


Nick put his hand on her arm to stop her as she turned away, and looked into her eyes. Hazel, he decided, with flecks of auburn; as changeable as a summer sky. They looked at each other for a long moment; then he forced himself to move away. “I’m hungry, too,” he said, and they went to lunch.


*  *  *


The next time he made lunch in his apartment, on the second floor of a private home a few blocks from the campus. While Nick worked in the kitchen, Valerie roamed through the rooms, furnished with a few pieces of furniture, a scattering of cotton rugs, posters taped to the walls, and dozens of floor pillows. “I can’t believe it’s so neat. Three men on their own and not even a sock on the floor. It’s unreal.”


“You’re right, it is. We cleaned this morning.”


“What did you bribe them with?”


He chuckled. “They did it on their own. They were so amazed that I finally had a girl, they wanted to make sure nothing went wrong.”


From the doorway, she watched him heat olive oil in a frying pan with onions and garlic, stir in mushrooms and tomatoes and spices, and then pour it over the pasta. His movements were practiced and deliberate; his hand went directly to what he needed; he moved neatly from refrigerator to counter to stove top. He seemed to keep a watchful eye on everything he did, Valerie thought. He was the most careful man she had ever met.


They sat at a scarred pine table overlooking the backyard and Nick poured Chianti into two jelly glasses. “Welcome,” he said, raising his and touching it to Valerie’s. “I’m glad you’re here.”


She sipped the wine. It was harsh and she put down her glass, then quickly picked it up again, hoping he hadn’t noticed. If that was all he could afford, she’d drink it. But next time she’d bring the wine.


“Why were your roommates surprised?” she asked as they ate. “No man who cooks like this would be left alone very long; you must know dozens of girls.”


He smiled. “A few. I’m better with computers than people. And I don’t advertise my cooking.”


“It’s a good thing; otherwise I’d have to stand in line, and I don’t stand in line for anything. Is that what you’re studying? Computers?”


“Computer design and programs.”


“Computers,” she echoed. “Well, we’ll find lots of other things to talk about. I’ve seen them, but I don’t understand them.”


“You will someday.”


“Don’t hold your breath. I’m really not much interested in those kinds of things.”


“Those kinds of things are going to change your life. In ten years, by 1984, maybe earlier, you’re going to find them everywhere; there isn’t any part of your life they won’t touch.”


“Sex,” she said promptly. “Will that be safe?”


He smiled. “As far as I can tell. But it’s probably the only thing, and if you don’t understand how computers work or how they’re used—”


“Goodness, you’re so serious.” She shrugged. “I fly in airplanes and drive my car and live in an air-conditioned house, and I can’t explain how any of those things work. Come to think of it, I do know how electricity works and I still don’t understand it. And then I see a computer screen with all those words coming and going, from nowhere to nowhere, and it’s just too much. I’d rather call it magic.”


“Terrible idea,” said Nick. “I can predict what a computer will do; I can manipulate it and control it. I couldn’t do that with magic.”


“Of course not; if you could, it wouldn’t be magic. What do you do when something wonderful and magical happens in your life? You refuse to believe in it? Or trust it?”


“I don’t even know what that means. It sounds like mythology. I wouldn’t bet on it.”


“What do you bet on? Science?”


“Every time.”


Valerie sighed. “It doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.”


“Fun.” He repeated it thoughtfully. Their eyes met.


“You’ll figure it out,” she said. “I’ll help you.”


He grinned at her. “Every engineering student dreams of a moment like this.”


“I can arrange an endless supply of them,” she said. “I do it with magic. How about starting tomorrow? I’m going riding at a friend’s ranch in Los Verdes. Would you like to come?”


“I’m not much of a rider; I’d slow you down.”


“You wouldn’t let yourself. You like to lead.”


His eyebrows rose. “So do you.”


“Then we’ll ride together; the best way.”


He chuckled and refilled their wine glasses. She had barely tasted hers. “Where did you learn to ride?”


“On our farm. My mother wanted horses for atmosphere. She thinks they belong on a farm the way chintz furniture belongs in the farmhouse and velvet drapes in our apartment. But she never learned to ride, so she got the atmosphere and I got the horses.”


Nick was looking at her curiously. “I wouldn’t have guessed you were from a farm.”


She laughed. “I’m from New York. That’s where the velvet drapes are. The farm is a weekend place. It’s wonderful. Have you been to the Eastern Shore?”


“No.”


She studied him. “Or to any part of Maryland?”


“No. Or the East Coast. Or the Midwest. Or the South. I like the West and I wanted to get to know it, really know it, so I’ve spent my summers hitching all through it, doing odd jobs and getting to know people.”


Valerie thought again of the way he cooked: deliberate and controlled. “Not Europe either?” she asked.


“No. That’s for when I start earning money. Tell me about your farm. How big is it?”


“About twelve hundred acres, I think; I can’t keep track of the parcels my father buys and sells. We have a manager who runs it, and we grow corn and soybeans, and we have a huge vegetable garden; I think we feed half the town of Oxford from it. There are lovely woods with trails that my father had cut years ago so they look natural and quite wild sometimes, and of course a pool, and my mother made a croquet green a few years ago. When she and her friends play they look like a watercolor in a nineteenth-century novel. And the house sits on a rise overlooking Chesapeake Bay, so if we don’t sail in one of the regattas we can watch them from the terrace. It’s the perfect antidote to New York. And Paris and Rome, for that matter; sometimes we come back to the farm from Europe, to unwind before we go to New York. One of these days you’ll come for a visit. You’ll love it.” She watched him frown. “Is something wrong?”


“No. It’s just that I’m having culture shock.”


There was a brief pause. “No, you’re not,” she said evenly. “You’ve been around; you know there’s a lot of money in the world, and you know how people spend it. You’re just surprised because I have more than you thought I had, and now you have to re-evaluate me.” She stood and began to clear the table. “Take your time.”


He watched her stack dishes in the sink. “When did you last do the dishes?”


“Ten years ago,” she said calmly. “At camp. But I’m always willing to adapt to a strange culture.”


He burst into laughter. Everything is fine, he thought. We have so much to learn from each other and we’ll get past our differences and we’ll get along. We’ll be together. He was surprised at how good that made him feel. He got up to make the coffee. “When did you say we’re going riding?” he asked.


*  *  *


Valerie Ashbrook, of Park Avenue and Oxford, Maryland, was born to silk and sable, private schools, personal maids, and leisurely visits to friends in South American mansions, French châteaux, Spanish castles, Italian villas and the last few privately owned palaces in England. She did everything early, winning tennis matches, ski races and spelling bees from the time she was eight, putting her horses through intricate paces when she was ten, getting the lead in school plays as a freshman in high school. She was a superb dancer and converted one of the barns on Ashbrook Farm to a ballroom; if a week went by without an invitation to a ball or a square dance she gave her own. She could have excelled in mathematics, but she was too lazy; science bored her because every experiment had to be repeated. She collected art and tried her hand at painting, but soon discovered she had only enough talent to make it a hobby. She loved to read but had no library because she gave her books to others who would enjoy them. She never learned to cook, thinking it a waste of time when she could hire others who did it so well. She hated inexpensive wines. There was always a young man wanting to make love to her.


When she was in high school her mother insisted she balance her parties and good times with volunteer work for organizations in New York and Maryland. So, with her friends who also had been volunteered by their mothers, she spent a few hours each week working on balls, auctions and other fund-raisers for everything from the New York Public Library to cancer research. It all came under the name of Good Works, but it also was one long party, and from that came something even better: when she was a high-school senior, she was asked to appear for two minutes on an early-evening newscast on Maryland television to talk about a program to raise funds for a new maritime museum. She was young and lovely and poised beyond her years, and everyone thought she was sensational. Later, when she entered Stanford, society families in San Francisco and Palo Alto, who knew her parents, called her a few times to speak for them when a producer of an early-evening or noon news program offered a minute or two to publicize a good cause.


“I don’t do it very often,” Valerie told Nick as they arrived at the Palo Alto television station a week after their lunch in his apartment. They had not gone riding after all; at the last minute he had been called in to his part-time job in the engineering department, to fill in for someone else. “I’d love to do more because it’s such a blast, but there’s not a lot of free time for good causes on television. Anyway, I don’t have time; I’m too busy with school.”


“You might manage to find time if they asked you more often,” he said.


She laughed. “You’re right; I really love doing it, but I’m not going to camp on their doorstep and beg for more. I’m hardly a professional and I’m certainly not going to make it my life’s work.”


“Why not?” Nick asked.


She looked at him. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. I haven’t thought about any kind of life’s work; I told you that. Anyway, nobody’s telling me I’m the ideal television personality—good Lord, do you think that would be a compliment or a put-down? I just do favors for friends, or friends of my parents, and what happens, happens. It’s all fun and it can’t do any harm.”


They walked into the studio and she led him to a folding chair at the side of the large, bare room. “You can sit here and watch. We’re just taping a short pitch; it won’t take long.”


He watched her greet the cameraman and a young woman who stood nearby, wearing headphones and carrying a clipboard. Valerie stepped up to a shabbily carpeted platform, where she sat in an armchair turned at an angle to hide a long tear in the fabric. Beside her was a table with a vase of drooping flowers.


“Are there any fresh flowers?” she asked. She ran the cord from a tiny black microphone under her sweater, then clipped the microphone to her collar. “These ought to be tossed.”


“We’ll get something else,” said the woman with the headphones, and a moment later replaced the flowers with a contorted, vaguely modern bronze sculpture with one long protuberance.


“Two dogs in a moment of passion?” Valerie guessed. “Or a couple of horses fighting over a feedbag. Or one horse and a dog, mismated.”


The cameraman was laughing. “A student made it. Dropped it off this morning so you could show it when you talk about the exhibit at the art center. I like it; it’s got a certain something.”


“It’s got a lot of bronze,” Valerie said. “But it’s better than dying flowers. I’m ready if everyone else is.”


The spotlights came on, flooding the set in a white wash that bleached and flattened everything beneath it. Nick understood why Valerie had worn makeup, especially on her eyes and cheeks, with bright-red lipstick, and a vivid dress of coral silk: under those lights, what was exaggerated seemed natural. As a cameraman focused the single camera on her, she read through the script twice from the TelePrompTer, once for practice, another time for an engineer in the control room to check the voice level of her microphone. Then the woman with the headphones gave a signal and the taping began.


This time, as Valerie read the script, Nick alternately watched her in front of him, and on a television set to his right, fascinated by the effect of the lights and the camera: on the screen, she looked heavier; a slight difference between her right and left eyelids became apparent; shadows from the downlighting made her shoulders seem rounded. It was all new to Nick, and he reached for the pad of paper in his jacket pocket and scribbled some notes to be stored with dozens of others he had written at various times about things that interested him. Someday he’d have time to go through them and think about all the intriguing tidbits of information he’d collected.


The lights went down, Valerie unclipped the microphone and pulled the cord down beneath her sweater. She came to Nick. “What did you think?”


“It was unreal.” He looked from her to the camera. “You sat there and talked to a lens that’s like a black hole swallowing everything up, but on the screen you looked like you were talking to me and I was your best friend. How the hell do you do that?”


“I don’t know. Some people are better at it than others. I’m one of the good ones.”


“You must have done something,” he insisted. “Imagined a face in front of you, a real person inside the lens . . . How else could you be so damned sincere?”


She laughed. “You can fake sincerity, Nick. It’s called making love to the camera and it isn’t all that hard, at least not for me. If you’re on top of what you’re saying, and if you know what people want from you, you can make them believe almost anything. Oh, here’s Sybille. Have you two met?”


“No.” He held out his hand.


“Sybille Morgen, Nicholas Fielding,” said Valerie. “Sybille’s at Stanford, too; she works here part time.”


“A good place to work,” Nick said, feeling the strong grip of Sybille’s hand.


“The best, at least while I’m in college.” She looked up at him with the most astonishing pale-blue eyes he had ever seen; it was as if she were memorizing everything about him. “It’s a good place to learn. It won’t make my reputation, but it can’t break it, either.”


“I hope you find a place to make it,” he said.


“I intend to.” She turned to Valerie. “I checked the tape; it’s fine.”


“Good, we can go to dinner.” Valerie took Nick’s arm. “I’ll see you next month; isn’t that when you’re doing the antique-car show?”


“Two months. I’ll send you a note.” She looked at Nick. “Come again, whenever you like. We love to show off.”


“I’d like that.” He watched the cameraman roll the camera to another platform where a long curved desk stood before a world map and a smaller map of Palo Alto with weather arrows on it. “I don’t know anything about television and I’d like to.”


“Call me; we’ll do a tour. Both of you, if you like,” she added to Valerie. “Though you’d probably be bored.”


“I’m never bored in a television station,” Valerie said lightly. “At least not so far. And I like to watch you work, Sybille; you’re so good.”


“I’ll expect you, then,” Sybille said to Nick, and he was aware that it was the second time she had talked past Valerie, just to him. “If you want to see anything special, let me know in advance.” She walked away and Nick watched her, admiring the decisiveness of her stride; she walked as if she were determined to make up in assertiveness what she lacked in stature. She was striking, with a face one would not forget; about Valerie’s age, he thought, with heavy black hair held with an elastic band, a firm mouth, and rounded cheeks. But it was her eyes that Nick remembered: startlingly pale blue against her olive complexion, close together, heavy-lidded, guileless-looking, but alert, a combination that made it impossible to guess what she was thinking.


“Have you known her long?” he asked Valerie as they drove in her car toward the campus.


“Most of my life. She’s from Baltimore, and when we’re at the farm her mother is my mother’s dressmaker. She comes down from Baltimore one day a week, early morning to midnight, or later, doing fittings, because that’s where the wealthy clients live, and Sybille’s always tagged along, ever since she was a baby. Am I buying dinner or are we splitting it?”


“It’s already made at home. If you don’t mind. How come she came all this way to school?”


“She told my mother she wanted Stanford and nothing else, because if I chose it it must be the best. Can you imagine me as a role model? Anyway, she was so wild to come here my parents loaned her money for four years’ tuition; I think she barely makes it by working at the station.”


“Where’s her father?”


“Dead, I think.” She swerved to the curb. “I want to stop here for a minute, and buy some wine.”


“I have wine.”


“I know, but I want to contribute something and wine seems to be your weak point. The only one I’ve found. So far.”


He laughed. “Make it white, then; we’re having veal.”


She bought four bottles of Chablis and he was silent until they left the store. “How are we dividing up four bottles of wine?”


“We’re having some left for next time.”


He smiled as he put the wine in the car. “Can you make a salad?”


“I never have. Why?”


“I like the idea of our making dinner together.”


“I don’t think you really want me in your kitchen, but I’ll try.”


“Good enough.”


In the kitchen, he poured two glasses of wine, put the rest in the refrigerator and took out salad ingredients. Valerie stood beside him and began tearing the greens into pieces. “Did your mother teach you to cook?”


“No, my father.” He was measuring wild rice but glanced at her in time to see her quick look of surprise. “My mother is a secretary in a real estate office; she used to cook when she got home from work, but after awhile my father took over. She still cooks on weekends.”


“So your father cooks after work?”


“During it, is more like it. He has a workshop in the garage and he’s in and out of the house all day long.” He put a pot of water on the stove and turned on the gas. “He’s an inventor.”


“An inventor! Of what? Something I’ve heard of?”


“Probably not. He’s patented some tools that are used in automobile manufacture, and a new method for emulsifying paint—” He met her eyes. “Nothing you’d be likely to hear about.”


“Nope,” she said cheerfully. “But I’m impressed.”


“He is impressive.” Nick stared unseeing at the pot, waiting for it to boil. “He never gives up, he swallows a thousand discouragements and keeps going, he loves to share his successes but he keeps his failures to himself. He’s very smart and endlessly optimistic and he’s a realist with a sense of humor. I’ve always wondered how he manages to be all those things at once.”


“You love him very much,” Valerie said.


Nick turned at the wistful note in her voice, but she was looking down, at the red pepper she was slowly cutting into tiny dice. He started to tell her to stop, that the pieces were too small already, but he caught himself and watched her for a moment, feeling a rush of protectiveness that took him by surprise. Crazy, he thought. She was enormously wealthy, with beauty and charm, energy, a quick wit, friends in every part of the world, as many men, probably, as she wanted—how could anyone resist her?—and a taste for high living that she had the means to satisfy. And he was feeling protective. But there had been that note in her voice . . .


She glanced up. “Don’t you?” she asked.


“Yes,” he said, realizing how long he had been silent. “I love him very much. He’s been my lodestar all my life. Even when I hated it that he failed so often, or when he embarrassed me, I couldn’t imagine having another father or wanting to follow anyone else.”


Valerie was watching him; her hands were still. “Embarrassed?”


“Sure, didn’t your parents ever embarrass you? My mother and father would come to school for parents’ night or something like it, and all the parents, including my mother, would listen to the teachers talking about our classes, but my father would go around telling anyone who’d listen about his inventions—the ones that failed and the ones that were going to revolutionize modern life and make his fortune, though he said his real goal wasn’t money but to make life better for everyone. I wanted him to shut up, but of course I couldn’t tell him that; I just went off to a corner and quietly died, as teenagers often do when they’re with their parents.”


Valerie laughed. “But why did he keep on, if he failed so often?”


Nick looked at her oddly. “Because inventing was what he did; it was his life. It still is. And because he’s always sure he’ll be successful the next time. Would you give up if you failed at something?”


“It depends on how hard I’d have to work at it. I might not quit right away, but after awhile I’d do some serious rethinking. Is your father happy?”


“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “He still dreams of doing something that would have a real impact on history, but he’s just about decided I’ll be the one to do that while he keeps on doing what he does, the best way he can.”


“It sounds so organized,” Valerie said. “Like a relay race.”


“We’re doing what we both want,” Nick said shortly. She gave him a swift look, then turned back to her salad, and in a few minutes held out the wooden bowl for his inspection. “You’re very neat,” he said, gazing at the red and yellow peppers and hearts of palm all cut the same, minuscule size.


“Not really; I’m really very messy. I always need someone to follow me around and clean up after me. But I didn’t want you to be ashamed of having me in your kitchen.” She looked at the salad bowl. “I must say it looks odd, not like any salad I’ve ever had; maybe I was concentrating too much. I was hoping it would earn me at least a couple of points.”


Nick took the bowl from her and placed it on the counter. He put his arms around her. “I’d never be ashamed of having you here, or anywhere close to me.” As Valerie’s arms came around him, his lips brushed hers. “And I’m not keeping score. Are you?”


She shook her head. Her mouth opened beneath his and she forgot the salad, forgot that brief shortness in his voice, forgot his seriousness that sent little shivers of doubt through her whenever they were together. His mouth covered hers, she tasted the smooth wine on his tongue, and she gave herself up to the feel of him, the strength that had attracted her when they met, and his openness, so intriguingly different from the people in her life.


He pulled back to look at her, but she kept her arms around him. “Are you worried about burning our dinner?” she asked.


A slow smile lit his face. “It could wait for hours.”


“Then let it.”


He bent to her again, his mouth finding hers as his hands curved over her body. The silk of her dress felt electric beneath his palms and fingertips; he was alive with the feel of her, the small quiver that went through her when he unbuttoned the front of her dress, the scent and sounds and touch of her.


They turned to the sofa, but Valerie stopped as she took in its narrow Scandinavian lines: a thin piece of foam on a wooden slab, with a wooden back and arms. “Maybe your bedroom?” she asked.


Nick chuckled. “A little better, but not a lot.”


“It has a bed. That’s better.”


He held out his hand and she took it and they walked down the short hallway. “Oh, wait.” Valerie stopped him again. “Your roommates.”


“They won’t be here; Bill is out of town and Ted is at his girl’s place.”


“Musical chairs,” she said with a laugh, and led him into his room. In the stark light of an angled hi-tech lamp, it seemed crowded, though it held only a single bed not much wider than the sofa in the living room, a tall, old-fashioned bureau, and an ancient rolltop desk with a swivel chair. A fine Zapotec rug almost covered the floor, and books were everywhere, on the floor, on the furniture, on the windowsills. Nick swept a pile off the bed, turned the lamp to the wall to soften its glare, and drew Valerie to him. “If you close your eyes, you can pretend it’s the Ritz.”


“I don’t want the Ritz. You wouldn’t be there.”


“Not yet,” he agreed and kissed her, his hands sliding her dress off her shoulders. He undressed her smoothly, easily, and Valerie felt a flash of relief that he was not, after all, inexperienced. There were times when he could have fooled me, she thought wryly, but the thought was fleeting; he had pulled off his clothes and they were holding each other, skin touching skin, the full lengths of their bodies curving together, the pounding of his heart feeling to Valerie as if it were her own. She met his eyes and they lay together on the bed.


“Valerie,” Nick murmured; his voice was deep, saying her name slowly, sensuously, as if he were tasting it, as if he were breathing it. “You are so incredibly beautiful.” His lips slid slowly along her throat to her breasts, kissing them, drawing the nipples up with his tongue, and then, together, they discovered each other with hands and mouths and twined legs, every touch and every movement a way of drawing out their discoveries, Nick looking down into Valerie’s eyes, then Valerie looking down upon him, laughing at the tight maneuvers required on his monastic bed. “Making love to you is a real cliffhanger,” she said mischievously as she barely stopped herself from falling off the edge. “I’m never sure where I’ll be dangling next.”


Momentarily unnerved, Nick’s hands stilled, and he looked at her through half-closed eyes. He was the one who felt unsure. None of the women he had known had laughed and joked in bed, and he had always been as serious and silent as they. It was as if they all had learned some rule that said lightheartedness could never be part of romance and passion.


He’d taken it for granted. Now he wondered if Valerie’s laughter meant she was bored, and laughed to spice up the moment. Or perhaps she never took anything seriously, no matter what it was. Damn it, she’ll take me seriously, he thought, and, at that moment, Valerie bent over him.


“No thinking allowed,” she said. “Maybe later, but not now. Now is for this.” She kissed him with a long, slow kiss, her tongue moving in a lazy dance with his. “And this.” Her tongue moved to the hollow of his throat in small circles that burned into him. She could feel the heat of his skin on her lips and beneath her hands and breasts as she brushed against him while moving her tongue in slow circles down his body. She loved the feel of him; he was more muscular than she had thought, and his skin was almost as smooth as a boy’s. An athlete’s body, she thought, and a brain that thinks too much.


She gave a low laugh that whispered against him like a warm spring breeze. “What?” he asked.


She looked up at him. “I’m having such a wonderful time.”


He laughed, as much startled as pleased. Of course she wasn’t bored; he’d never really thought so. But, damn it, he wanted her to concentrate on him and on their lovemaking. Roughly, he lifted her and laid her back on the bed. He held her firmly, his mouth caressing the length of her body as hers had caressed him, his tongue probing in strokes that drew her up, all her senses, all her feelings, to a single point that was the place where they met: his tongue, her flesh, their pleasure. The only sounds were their breathing, and the whispering of their names.


And when he was inside her it was as if they had always known this was how they would be together. Valerie met his eyes and laughed deep in her throat as she drew his mouth to hers, and Nick knew it was all right, it was perfect, because this joining was only one of so many they already had made between them, so many ways they already were a part of each other, and Valerie’s laughter was essential to that, to the joy they found together and could not contain, and would always have. He would learn to laugh with her, he thought, and never again desire her silence.


When at last they lay still, Nick kissed her smiling lips and closed eyes, and she held his face between her hands, bringing his mouth once more to hers. “I knew we didn’t need the Ritz,” she murmured.


In a moment, he sat up beside her. He looked about the tiny room, then back to Valerie’s slim form, curved like an ivory flower on the rumpled bed, her tawny hair fanned out around her slender face. He was jubilant and keyed up with anticipation, because he had found exactly what he wanted, and now everything was possible.


“We’ll get to the Ritz too, one of these days,” he said, “just to see if it makes a difference.” He leaned down and kissed her breast. “I’m going to the kitchen, to put together our dinner.” He grinned. “Better than a dinner: it’s a feast.” From a dresser drawer he took a striped pajama top and handed it to her. “The new oversize look. You’ll be spectacular in it; you’re spectacular in everything. Then we’ll eat, and talk about what we’re going to do tomorrow.” He pulled on his robe and paused in the doorway. “And every tomorrow after that,” he added and then he was gone.
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Sybille left the station late and drove back to the campus through the Palo Alto traffic with the recklessness of a native. In fact she didn’t feel at home in California any more than she did any other place, even Baltimore, where she’d grown up. She had always wanted to live somewhere else, the Eastern Shore where her mother’s rich clients lived, or New York, or California. But when she got to Palo Alto, she didn’t want that either; she wanted to live in the hills where the wealthy were. Never once had she found a place where she felt she belonged.


She parked her car in an illegal but unobtrusive spot near her apartment, front end in, so the KNEX-TV sticker in her back window would be visible and look official. She always parked in this small spot, ever since her second year when she moved to an attic apartment in a private home just off campus, cleaning house in exchange for her rent. The parking place was in the alley, just big enough for her microscopic Fiat, and she had never gotten a ticket. Luck or skill, Sybille thought as she locked the doors. Not that it really matters which it is; I need both.


Her dress for the evening was laid out on the bed; she had ironed it that morning before going to class. Her shoes stood below the narrow, slitted skirt; her underclothes were on the bed nearby; and the scent of gardenia filled the room. She had bought herself a corsage.


Valerie had told her most of the women wouldn’t have flowers since it wasn’t a black-tie dinner, but it was Sybille’s first party off campus, and she was so excited she had to do something extravagant. So she bought one gardenia and wore it pinned to the short emerald-green jacket that went with her green-and-gold dress. Her mother had made the dress for a special occasion; this was the first time she would wear it. She stood before the small mirror over the bureau, turning and twisting to see all parts of herself. It always bothered her that she wasn’t tall and willowy. Stand tall, she told herself. Head high. I’m Valerie Ashbrook’s guest and I’m going to dinner at the home of Thos Carlyle, who owns KNEX-TV and probably has no idea I work for him, and I’ll be meeting people who are really important. And if I do things right, someday I’ll be invited there on my own, not because Valerie thought I was a charity case. I’ll be invited because I’ll be as important as the rest of them.


Precisely at seven o’clock she was in front of the house, where Valerie had said she would pick her up. She stood there, near the curbing, feet together, head high, for twenty minutes, until a black limousine pulled to a smooth stop beside her and Valerie opened the back door. “Goodness, you’re prompt.”


“Did I get the time wrong?” Sybille gave a swift glance at the dark-blue velvet interior of the car, and instantly memorized it. A small bar and telephone were at one side, a television set was on the other. Valerie, she saw, was wearing black, simpler than her own dress, more stylish, more sophisticated. “I thought you said seven.”


“I did; I’m late. Somehow I couldn’t get myself organized.”


“Oh.” No apology, Sybille noted, and wondered if that was the way Valerie always behaved. She saw so little of her on campus, and she knew none of her friends; maybe all of them were casual about things like being on time. Even the invitation to the party had been casual; they had run into each other in the library a few days before and when Sybille mentioned KNEX, Valerie said she knew the owner. “He and his wife are giving a dinner party and they told me to bring a friend; would you like to meet him?” Just that easily, Sybille was on the guest list for Thos Carlyle’s dinner.


The driver drove toward the hills. “I thought you drive a Mercedes sports car,” Sybille said. “Is this your limousine?”


“Lord, no, who wants a boat like this? This is Thos’s. He doesn’t like the idea of young ladies driving up to the hills alone at night, especially me, since he and my parents are so close. He probably told them he’d keep an eye on me, and he’s such a gallant gentleman, I don’t argue.”


“But why would you?” Sybille asked. “It’s wonderful.”


“Well, for one thing, we go at the driver’s speed, instead of mine. Tell me what’s happening at the station. I heard someone got fired.”


“He wasn’t fired, he’s going to the network. It’s the greatest thing in the world for him. How do stories get around so fast? It only happened a couple of days ago.”


“Oh, this place is so small, and people love to be bearers of news, good or bad. Is that something you want—to go to the network?”


“Of course; what else would I want? It’s where everything happens. All the things I’m doing are to get there as fast as I can.”


Valerie stirred in her seat, uncomfortable, as always, with intensity. “How can you have it so settled? All laid out, like a roadmap. Nick is like that; he’s got it all figured out, where he’s going, how he’s going to get there, what he’ll do when he’s there. He’s not as fierce about it as you are, but both of you sound sort of like sergeants: charge the hill, don’t look left or right until you get to the top. Don’t you ever relax and just have a good time?”


“You’re jealous,” Sybille said shrewdly.


There was the briefest pause, then Valerie laughed. “Guess again. I’m not an onward-and-upward type.”


Sybille glanced out the window. They were in the hills overlooking Palo Alto, winding up slopes covered with the lush green and brilliant gardens of March. It was hard to believe, she thought, that by late summer, weeks of dry weather would have turned all this to a pale yellow-brown. She looked at the houses they passed, sprawling cedar and stone, set into the hills, and wondered what Valerie thought of them. Did these magnificent houses look small and ordinary to her? Did she think about living up here; about how free someone would feel with a house on one of these hills, looking down on the town and the peninsula, all the way to the bay? Or did she think it was just another nice neighborhood, not nearly as exciting as some of the others she could choose from, anywhere in the world?


Everything she wants, she gets, Sybille thought.


“I’ve been waiting for you and Nick to come to the station,” she said, turning back to Valerie.


“We’ve talked about it; we just haven’t had time. Maybe when I do the pitch for the antique-auto show.”


“That’s next week.”


“I’ll tell him about it.” The limousine followed a curve in the road. “It’s just a few minutes from here; let me tell you about some of the people you’ll be meeting.” Valerie listed some names with brief descriptions, and Sybille stored them away. “It’s not fair to throw them at you all at once, but you’ll sort them out when you’re there.”


“I’ll remember,” Sybille said. “Thanks.” She tried to think of other words, other ways to thank Valerie for the evening. Why was it so hard for her to be grateful to Valerie? It always had been, from the time they met, when they were five and Valerie asked her if she wanted to go for a swim in their pool. “Will Nick be here tonight?” she asked, to break her silence.


“No, he has to work. It’s just as well; he doesn’t much like these dinners. This is the third time in the last two weeks he’s turned me down when I’ve invited him.”


“Is this really good, the two of you? More than just dating, I mean. Really . . . close?”


Valerie’s eyebrows rose, and with a sinking feeling Sybille knew she had committed a serious blunder: she had no right to ask such a question. It would be a long time before Valerie confided in her again, even a little bit. “This is the house,” Valerie said as the limousine turned into a driveway. She glanced at Sybille. “My God, you look as if you’re going to the dentist. Listen, these are just nice ordinary people; you’re not afraid of them, are you?”


“No, of course not. I just don’t do this very often.”


“You’ll be terrific,” Valerie said, and her voice was so natural Sybille knew she wasn’t faking to make her feel better. “You’re very pretty and you’ve got a lot to talk about and there’s something about you . . . Nick saw it; he said you were strong and very sure of what you want. People like that, especially men. You’ll be fine, really; you haven’t got a thing to worry about.”


Sybille felt a rush of gratitude. “Thanks.”


“Let’s go, then,” Valerie said, and Sybille followed her out of the car. Just believe her, she told herself; why would she lie? But Sybille had never been able to accept a compliment gracefully. She always wondered if there was a catch somewhere.


She followed Valerie with her usual quick step. “Have a good time,” Valerie said at the door and Sybille nodded, but still, as she walked into the large room fear gripped her, especially when Valerie disappeared right after introducing her to their hostess. Sybille watched her move among the guests as comfortably as if she were on the campus, and she thought angrily that she had no right to leave her alone; she should have stayed at her side. Valerie was always like that: swinging wildly from generosity and praise to total thoughtlessness. She did just what she felt like at the moment without concern for what was past or what lay ahead.


While Valerie was the center of attention, Sybille stood at the edges of groups, listening to conversations, smiling when others laughed, always looking intently at the speaker as if she were the one being spoken to. In that way she spent the evening, saying almost nothing while the guests stood about the living room, having drinks, and then sat at three round granite-topped tables for dinner. She watched, she listened, she took note of dresses, gestures and mannerisms, and the anecdotes about television and local and national politics that filled the conversation, giving her her first view from the inside. It was the most exciting evening she’d ever known, and it showed her exactly what had been missing in her plans for the future. Now she expected not only to become wealthy and powerful in television, but also to be part of the life of powerful people.


“Thank you,” she said to Valerie at eleven o’clock when the limousine stopped in exactly the same spot it had picked her up only a few hours before.


“I’m glad you could come,” Valerie replied. “I hope you had some fun; you were awfully quiet.”


“I was watching, and learning a lot. You don’t have to worry about me, Valerie. I had the most fun I’ve ever had in my life.”


*  *  *


Nick pulled ahead of Valerie, his horse flying as they reached the crest of a rise and began the downward run. He hadn’t ridden in years and was rediscovering the exhilaration of it, the unbridled energy and sense of freedom that swept over him with the wind. He bent low over the horse’s sleek neck, and so it was the flying hoofs of Valerie’s horse he saw first as she caught and passed him, shouting something he could not hear. She looked back at him, laughing as she turned her horse toward the hills, increasing the distance between them. But Nick, urging his horse on, caught her and then they rode side by side. The matched energy of their horses and the thrill of their speed flowed between them like an embrace, and when at last they stopped, Valerie moved her horse close to his. “It’s like making love, don’t you think? Like we were inside each other.”


“Not quite.” He grinned at her. “As I recall, there’s a distinct difference.”


“Well, but not in essence. We were riding each other just now, weren’t we? In a mystical sense, anyway: I felt so much a part of you.”


She could always surprise him. As far as Nick could tell, she took nothing as seriously as he took almost everything, but then she would come up with quirky, interesting ideas that showed she’d thought about things in an almost analytical way. But Valerie wasn’t analytical; everybody knew that. She was spoiled and willful and restless. She was also absolutely captivating, which had nothing to do with how serious she was, but had everything to do with why he spent so much of his time thinking about her. This morning he had missed a class to ride with her—she had missed one, too, but she brushed it aside—and he had two papers to finish, and a project at work that would keep him up most of the night. But he barely thought about any of that; he was completely absorbed by the warm, hazy day, the excitement of riding, the fascination of Valerie.


“No mystical sense?” she said mockingly, when his silence stretched out. “I should have known; it must be as forbidden as magic in your book of rules.”


“I’m open to it,” he said. “A scientist is always willing to listen.”


“Oh, you want proof. How dreary. Do you know what I love best about riding? Cutting loose from everything. The whole world goes by in a blur, all pale and misty, and the only thing that’s real is me, but I’m totally different. I’m my own universe: pure space, pure movement. As if time disappears and there’s only speed and eternity. Now, how does a scientist feel about that?”


“He feels he should have been a poet,” Nick said quietly. “I may have felt something like that when we were riding, but those weren’t the ideas that came to me.”


“Well, they’re yours now,” Valerie said carelessly. “You can do what you want with them. We’d better start back; I have a paper due tomorrow and we’re rehearsing the first act of Misalliance tonight.”


“Before or after dinner?”


“During, I guess; it’s called for six-thirty. It’s going to be a contest between Shaw’s dialogue and our corned-beef sandwiches. Do you want to watch?”


“They don’t want an audience, do they?”


“The star gets to bend the rules. If you want to watch, you can watch.”


“Another night, then; I’d like to. I’ll be working most of tonight.”


She sighed. “Nose to the grindstone,” she murmured, and rode off, leaving him behind.


But she rode at an easy pace and soon Nick was beside her. Their horses moved in tandem, their bodies rose and fell in a matched rhythm, and they were content to ride that way, without speaking, sharing their smiles as the perfect afternoon slid slowly past.


They were only a mile from the ranch where they would return the horses when they heard a harmonica and an accordion playing a lively tune, and the shrieks and laughter of children. “Let’s go see,” Valerie said, and, following the sounds, they came to a carnival on the outskirts of Los Verdes. There seemed to be hundreds of children milling about, and a few adults who stood out like tall weeds in a field of waving grass. “Oh, lovely,” Valerie said and, jumping down, tied her horse to a fencepost with a loose knot. “Nick, come on; don’t you love these?”


“It’s been a long time.” He’d said the same thing about riding when she first invited him. So many rediscoveries, he thought as he tied up his horse. And discoveries too. Forgotten were the papers due the next day, the rehearsal that evening, Nick’s job. They wandered hand in hand through the carnival, tossing horseshoes, shooting at moving ducks, fishing for prizes in wooden barrels, playing miniature golf and skittles. They rode the ferris wheel twice, watched the delight in the eyes of children on the merry-go-round and the miniature train, and then, at the far end of the carnival, they came upon a puppet show.


Valerie grabbed Nick’s hand. “I don’t believe it; it’s just like the one I had when I was growing up.” They stood behind a crowd of children sitting cross-legged on the grass, and Valerie gazed at the little theater almost hungrily. “It was all glittery like this one, only with gold spangles instead of silver. When I turned on the stage lights, the gold was like stars and everything was a fairyland.” She laughed softly, caught in her memories. “My cousins and I used to make up plays and put them on for the family, until the plots got so gruesome nobody would watch. Sometimes we couldn’t watch them, either; we’d scare ourselves so much we wouldn’t do it again for weeks. But we always came back and made another one even more awful. Isn’t it amazing how children love to terrify themselves with the worst that might happen? I can’t imagine why; I refuse to think about those things now. It’s much better to think everything will always be gold spangles that look like stars. I wonder if it’s still in the basement on the farm. If I ever have children, I’d love to see what they do with it; there must be thirty puppets there, just waiting to be brought to life.”


On the small stage, two puppets were playing Ping-Pong. “If you have children?” Nick asked.


“Oh, I suppose I will someday. I haven’t given it much thought. Not for a long time, anyway; I wouldn’t have them if all I’d do is give them to somebody else to bring up, and I’m not about to let some kids take up all my time right now.” She caught a glimpse of his curious look before he masked it. “I’m only twenty!” she exclaimed. “Why do you keep expecting me to make all these decisions? I’m not ready. Anyone who has children ought to be settled and wise, and I’m not. Not yet, anyway. Oh, look, what a clever idea!”


One of the puppets had taken a wild swipe at the Ping-Pong ball and sent it sailing out to the audience. With shrieks of glee, the children grabbed at it; a little girl snatched it and hugged it to herself. When the children looked back at the stage, the puppets were quarreling. “Look what you did! You lost the ball!” “I didn’t! You hit it wrong and it bounced off my paddle!” “I hit it right! You didn’t know how to hit it back!” “I hit it right! You hit it wrong!” “You hit it wrong!” “Listen, dummy, there’s two ways to do things: my way and the wrong way. That’s all!”


The children were laughing and jumping up and down and Nick and Valerie looked at each other. “The reason nations go to war,” he murmured, and she laughed. “It’s a lesson in power politics.”


But in a minute the puppets were reconciled. “Maybe there is another right way besides mine,” said the one who had called his friend a dummy. “But it’s an awful nuisance, having to learn two ways.” “That’s okay,” said the other. “A little nuisance isn’t so bad if it means we can play together without fighting all the time.”


“Moral for the day,” Nick said as he and Valerie walked back the way they had come. “But it’s not power politics, as we know it.”


“No. It’s not even marriage as we know it.”


He gave her a swift glance. “Then what was that play about?”


“A love affair,” she said, laughing. “Couldn’t you tell? It’s the only time two people really work at being on their best behavior. There are the horses; my God, it’s so late, let’s see how fast we can get back.”


“In a minute.” Nick put his arm around her and brought her to him to kiss her. They stood for a long moment beneath the tree. Music and the laughter of children drifted to them, the air was fragrant with sunlight and flowering shrubs, and they held each other close, their breaths mingling.


“I like that,” Valerie said when they moved a little apart and smiled at each other. “What inspired it?”


“A wonderful day. And I wanted to be on my best behavior.”


She laughed. “But I expect that of you. Otherwise this would be a very unsatisfactory affair. Come on, we’re going to race back.”


By the time they reached the ranch, their horses neck and neck, Valerie was thinking about the play she would rehearse that night; she had forgotten the puppets. But Nick never forgot them. Because that afternoon was the first time he knew he wanted to marry her—and that he could not ask her because she would turn him down. That afternoon was the first of many afternoons and evenings he would tell himself that she wasn’t ready yet; he would have to wait for just the right time.


*  *  *


A college campus is its own world, almost as separate from the larger world as if it were tucked into itself behind a high wall. Even without a wall, a visitor notices changes the instant the Stanford boundary is crossed. The light is softer, sifting down on students strolling, sprawling, and embracing; it glows along the harmonious curves of sandstone buildings with arches and red tile roofs surrounding serene quadrangles and lining long walks. The clamor of the city fades away, even the bicycling students seem reflective, and it is easy to believe that here the hustle of the marketplace takes a backseat to the pursuit of knowledge, perhaps even of wisdom.


Nick had loved it from the moment his parents first drove him to the campus seven years earlier, helping him move his few possessions into his dormitory room, and giving him words of advice as urgently as if it were the last chance they would ever have. As soon as they left, he went for a walk, studying a map to learn his way around the campus, memorizing names of buildings, watching soccer practice, envying the couples walking hand in hand across the grass, wandering through the library stacks and running his hands along the shelves of books. He wanted to read them all.


He never lived at home again. For most of the year he stayed on campus, studying and holding down one job or another, sometimes two at a time. One month every summer he hitchhiked the West, from Oregon and Washington to Arizona and New Mexico, photographing, making notes, reading Indian and Western lore. Most often he went alone. One summer he was joined by a girl he thought he loved, but the closeness proved too much for them. Another summer two friends from his soccer team went along, one of them providing a car, and the three of them explored the rifts and ranges of Wyoming on what became one of the best trips Nick ever took. But his friends graduated the following spring, and that summer he once again took off alone, this time bicycling past the fantastic rock formations that ran the length of Baja California. And that was a great trip, too, solitude having its own pleasures. He had never been afraid of being alone.


When he came back to the campus, whether from a trip through the West or from visiting his parents, it was always with a feeling of coming home. It was where he belonged.


When he told that to Sybille, she stared at him in surprise. She had led him and Valerie on a tour of KNEX and then they had driven in Valerie’s sports car to a Chinese restaurant in Palo Alto for dinner. “You can’t think college is like home; it’s more like a stopping place on the way to the rest of your life.”


“Nick builds nests,” Valerie said, “even if he’s on the way somewhere. It’s amazing how good he is at it; I couldn’t begin to do what he does.”


“You just need a few lessons in homemaking,” Nick said with a grin. “Which I will be glad to supply.”


“Too late; I’m far too old to learn. Why don’t I teach you how to hire servants?”


“Too rich for my budget, and all my dusting and cooking skills would atrophy.” He caught a glimpse of Sybille’s wistful eyes, and felt guilty for excluding her. “We were talking about Stanford,” he said, turning to her. “What’s wrong with it?”


“It’s not just Stanford; it’s any college. It takes forever to get through it, and it doesn’t have what I want; what is there to like?”


Nick watched the waiter spread plum jam and shredded meat and vegetables on pancakes, then roll them up. “What do you want?” he asked.


She hesitated. “A lot of things.” She wished Valerie weren’t there; she would have liked to talk to Nick alone. “To be noticed. To make people know I’m here. Most people I know are so satisfied; they don’t have that awful ache to be as big and as high—” She broke off and dropped her eyes, her face flushed with embarrassment.


Valerie, who couldn’t bear unhappiness, said quickly, “In television? As what? Producer?”


“Maybe, to start.” Sybille raised her eyes and saw that they weren’t laughing at her. “But that’s only a first step. I’m going to be on camera—anchor of a news show, and then with my own show, interviews or something, I’m not sure yet, and I’ll do it all: write it, produce it, star in it.” She sat back as the waiter set a plate with a large rolled pancake before her. “One thing I won’t do is be a big wheel at a little nothing station like KNEX.”


“Why not?” Valerie asked curiously.


Sybille looked at her as if she were a slow student. “Because I want the things I don’t have now; the things everybody wants. Money. Power. Fame.”


Valerie shook her head. “Not me. At least I don’t want power and fame. Too much work and not enough fun, and you have to keep fighting off everybody who wants to take them away from you. I can’t imagine getting involved in that.”


“That’s because you’ve always had money and you’re used to getting what you want. It’s pretty damned easy to pretend you don’t want something when you’ve already got it and you know you’re going to get more without even trying.”


“Hey,” Valerie said mildly. “It’s not worth fighting over.”


“I’m sorry,” said Sybille, ducking her head and again flushing nervously. “I get too excited. But it means an awful lot to me.”


“To get what you don’t have?”


“To get everything I want.”


“That’s a tall order,” Nick observed quietly. He had been watching them, aware that others in the restaurant were doing the same, envying him, he thought. They were so striking together: Valerie fair and stunningly beautiful, Sybille dark and intriguing, with those astonishingly pale, almost exotic eyes; Valerie in jeans and an emerald-green silk blouse, Sybille neat and decorous in a black skirt and white sweater; Valerie relaxed, casual, self-confident, Sybille alternating between embarrassment and intense, strained forcefulness.


They were so different he wondered at any friendship between them, even a sporadic and casual one. He had seen Sybille’s swift survey of Valerie when they first arrived at the television station, and he had known that Valerie, while she probably was aware of what Sybille was wearing, was far less interested than Sybille was in her. Sybille listened more closely to Valerie than Valerie listened to her; now and then she made a gesture identical to one of Valerie’s; she never let her thoughts drift from the conversation as Valerie sometimes did. She gave the impression of a student memorizing everything for some future test.


“I’m not afraid of tall orders,” she said to Nick, “as long as there’s something for me to win.” She gazed at him with a long, measuring look. Her blue eyes were like jewels, he reflected, filled with promise without revealing what the promise was. An interesting woman with a drive to succeed that he could understand because it matched his own. Beneath the table, he took Valerie’s hand in his, grateful for having found his fixed star, infinitely happier now than when he had been searching and experimenting with different women, even women who piqued his interest as much as Sybille Morgen did. “What about you?” she was asking. She had been fumbling with her chopsticks, trying to pick up a piece of chicken; now she put them aside as if she had had enough to eat and looked at Nick. “You’re in school so you can get what you want, aren’t you? Tools for when you leave. Why else would you spend all these years waiting for something real to happen?”


Nick felt a flash of pity, wondering how a woman who did not think her surroundings were real, and who ached to be something different, could ever be content. “I came here to learn,” he said, then smiled broadly. “Sounds hopelessly dull, doesn’t it?”


“Not for a scientist,” Valerie said lightly.


“What about scientists who like puppet shows?” he demanded.


“They’re redeemed. Not dull at all. But still,” she added ironically, “to come to college to learn . . . how very quaint.”


Sybille was watching them again, holding her breath as she saw Nick’s eyes when he looked at Valerie. Nick glanced at her, and, in confusion, she picked up her chopsticks again. She tried to fit them between her fingers and thumb. Damn it, she thought; Nick and Valerie make it look so easy. It’s one of those things that come with money, and time to play around in restaurants, learning stupid things like eating with two sticks of wood. But she resisted asking for a fork; she struggled and after a while began to figure out how it was done. But in the struggle she missed some of the conversation, and when Nick glanced at her she said quickly. “That can’t be all you came here for: learning.”


“True,” he conceded. “I also came to find Valerie, though I didn’t know her name or what she’d look like until three months ago.”


“Well, but seriously, what else?” Sybille asked impatiently.


“I guess nothing else,” he said simply, wondering what it would take to make her laugh. “I’m happiest when I’m finding things I didn’t know yesterday. There’s a lot I want to do and I’m looking forward to doing it when I finish here in a couple of months and get a job, but I haven’t spent the past seven years just preparing for it, and nothing else.”


“What kind of job?”


“The same kind I’m doing now: designing computers, writing programs . . .”


“That’s what I said: you’re getting your credentials, like the rest of us. It’s like running an obstacle course before we can get to the real starting gate; people out there think it’s important, but it doesn’t have anything to do with the real world.”


“It’s not that complicated.” Nick smiled, still admiring her determination, but wishing she were less shrill. She’s like I was, he thought, before Valerie taught me to relax. “I just wanted a few years of being a student. There are men my age making fortunes up and down this valley, from San Francisco to Monterey, with or without college degrees, and I could have had a shot at it anytime, but I wanted this first. It’s probably the last time in my life I’ll be able to concentrate on me and learning what I want. I always had the idea that was what a college was for. I’ll make my fortune when the time comes; I’m not worried about that.”


Sybille stared at him. “Not worried,” she echoed. “You’re so sure.”


“I’ll make sure. I’ll do what I have to and I’ll make sure.”


He sounds like me, Sybille thought. Why is he with Valerie when it’s me he’s like? Then, as if she remembered that she had not won her argument, she returned to it. “You’ll make sure because you’ll have your credentials. And because you’ve met people here who might help you. Though mostly you have to help yourself, because you can’t count on other people being interested in you. Valerie, I’m right, aren’t I? You want to go into the theater and this is a way for you to get started.”


“Not really,” Valerie said. She toyed with her chopsticks, looking bored, Nick thought. “I don’t think about the stage as a career; it’s too confining. I might do amateur productions now and then, but that’s probably about all.”


Sybille was staring at her. “Then why did you come to college?”


It was Valerie’s turn to look at Sybille as if she were slow. “Why not? It’s something new, like going to Africa or India, but I’d already done that. Besides, everybody goes to college; it’s the next step after high school.”


Nick chuckled and raised his glass of Chinese beer in a toast to each of them. “To the academic life.”


“You can have your little jokes,” Valerie said serenely. “I like to learn as much as anybody does, I just do it instead of talking about it. And I’m having a good time.”


“Well, of course I like it, too,” said Sybille. “It’s just not—” She stopped. She couldn’t convince them; they were too set in their ideas.


Valerie touched her glass to Nick’s. “To a good time, and lots of ways to have it.”


“Together,” he said, his eyes holding hers.


“Maybe.” She looked across the table, at Sybille. “How about this? Ten years from now, the three of us will be raising our glasses to drink to Sybille Morgen, nationally famous star of her own television show.”


“I’ll drink to that,” Sybille said, and the three of them drank, each to a different toast.


*  *  *


Valerie sat beside the window, daydreaming, while the professor flourished his chalk at the blackboard and worked out the intricacies of a chemical formula. She could tolerate science better now than before she met Nick—in fact, sometimes she was surprised to find herself enjoying it—and she kept herself awake through the dull parts by pretending it was Nick’s voice she was hearing, which wasn’t so hard since he sounded faintly lecturing when he helped her with her homework.


She was thinking about him a lot these days, more than she had thought about any other man. She wondered why. He wasn’t the sexiest man she knew, nor the most handsome or daring; he hadn’t traveled and didn’t seem in a hurry to catch up with her; he didn’t have the money to join her in the jaunts she took with friends, sailing, water skiing, going to parties and nightclubs, driving around the peninsula looking for things to do; he hadn’t been able to get away from work to go with her the two weekends she’d flown to New York and had wanted him to come to meet her parents; and he was so damned serious about everything!


That was the worst of all, she thought. Her hand was moving smoothly over her notebook, copying the formula and its solution, but her thoughts were with Nick. The truth was, he may not have been the sexiest or the most handsome or anything else, but he was the most consuming man she had ever known: when they were together she was entirely with him, never drifting off into daydreams or fantasies the way she did with other people, and when they were apart the memory of him filled her thoughts and wrapped around her just the way he did when they lay in his bed.


But then there was his intensity, his drive to do everything he set out to do, even if it was just an afternoon ride through the fields or a part-time job on campus, or the work he was planning for the future. Always, deeply a part of him, there was that seriousness and control, that concentration that even she couldn’t count on breaking.


She couldn’t understand it or share it, and yet she couldn’t get him out of her mind. How could she feel this way about someone she couldn’t understand? It was beginning to make her nervous. She was getting restive too. They were together so much now, studying together, eating together, spending the night together when his roommates were away, that it was beginning to feel like a marriage. She hadn’t met a new man for four months, and she was spending less time with her women friends. It didn’t seem to bother Nick that he wasn’t meeting new women, and, though he still saw his friends, Valerie came first. He seemed settled for life. The thought made her quiver with alarm.


I’m too young for this, she thought. I’m not supposed to get involved with anybody for years.


But I’m not really that involved with him; not at all. It’s like a shipboard romance; it will end when we leave here. Probably before.


The professor ended the lecture, and Valerie looked at her notebook. It was covered, in her slightly erratic handwriting, with numbers, diagrams, notes, even the title of a magazine article they were to read before the class met again. It seemed she had taken down the contents of an entire hour without hearing a word of it. From his mouth to my hand, she thought with a laugh; I wonder if Nick will think that’s an achievement or a distinct flaw in my character.


Damn it, she thought, the first thing I think about is telling Nick. I’m always doing that lately. She left the building, pausing in the shadowed loggia to let her eyes adjust to the bright April sun. Every time something happens that’s funny or surprising or just plain interesting I can’t wait to tell him. Well, this time I’ll skip it. There’s absolutely no reason to tell Nick Fielding everything that happens to me; I have my own life and I refuse to open all of it to anybody.


“So I wrote for the whole hour,” she said at dinner that night in his apartment. “Took wonderful notes and never heard a word of his lecture. I was thinking of other things.”


Nick chuckled. “You should think about going into politics. If you can think one thing and write another—better yet, say another—you’re the perfect candidate.”


“I wouldn’t like that. I’d rather do my faking in my personal life; it’s more honest.”


They laughed and Nick poured their coffee and then cut the cake Valerie had brought from the bakery. She watched him, loving the look of his hands: smooth, tanned, long thin fingers. She remembered the feel of his fingers inside her and began to want him again. She never seemed to get enough of him in bed. I thought about that in class today, she recalled.


I also decided not to tell him I took notes without hearing the lecture. I was so sure I wasn’t going to tell him. She picked up her fork and toyed with her slice of cake. Somehow it didn’t seem important now. She felt so warm and good, being there, watching him move about his kitchen, thinking about going to bed with him and discovering again his tenderness and forcefulness that always seemed new to her, she couldn’t recall her perfectly good arguments against getting too involved.


There seemed to be a big difference between what she thought when they were apart and what she did when they were together. I’ll have to sort that out one of these days, she thought. But there’s no rush; after all, it’s all going to end when we leave Stanford, so why do anything now, when I’m having such a wonderful time and he’s so much fun to tell things to?


Although that’s just the problem. He’s becoming a habit that might be awfully hard to break.
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Sybille looked down at the closed eyes and open mouth of Terence Beauregard the Third, news director of KNEX-TV, whose overweight nude body bulged between her legs. “Nice,” he said, his breath coming in little bursts. “Nice, nice, nice . . .” She shut him out by closing her eyes. She couldn’t stand to look at a man who was in her bed. Instead, she concentrated on her own rhythm, impaling herself on him, rising and sliding slowly down, listening to his breathing to decide when to move faster and when to go slow.


She supported herself on her hands on either side of his broad face and when she lowered herself she brushed her nipples against his chest because that always got him excited. He let her do it all, and she listened to the sounds he made and moved faster, willing him to do what she wanted, until he shouted out and gripped her buttocks with both hands, shuddered beneath her, and finally lay still.


He was still breathing quickly as she slid off him and sat cross-legged on her bed. “Nice,” he said, his eyes still closed. “Real nice, sweetie.” Sybille waited for what she would feel next, and it came as certainly as it always did: first she felt empty, then lonelier than ever, and finally furiously angry.


He didn’t give a damn who was on top of him. He didn’t bother to look at her; he didn’t say her name once the whole time. Maybe he didn’t remember it. He would see her at the television station the next day and act as if he’d never been inside her. She was anonymous to him.


As he was to her, she thought. But that didn’t matter. She could not bear to be invisible.


But then he surprised her. She had been about to send him home, as she always did with whoever had been in her bed, so she could spend the rest of the evening once more in control of her life, but he put out his hand. “Have to talk about that newscast you did today. Lots of problems with it.”


Sybille froze. “Problems?”


“Dull.” He opened his eyes and heaved himself to a sitting position. “It’s a noon newscast; people getting lunch, coming and going, on the run . . . it’s gotta move or you lose ’em. What you want, you want personal stuff. Little stories. Moments, somebody called ’em; you know, little stories all strung together. Nobody wants to see just a flood, for Christ’s sake—water in the fields and voice-over talking about crop damage—Jee-sus—people want to see other people. Mostly suffering. Family in a boat, lost everything but the clothes they’re wearing; river dragged for bodies; little kid on a roof, crying, waiting to be rescued by a helicopter; dog drowned . . . whatever. Moments. Give people what they want.”


“But the big news was the loss of the crops—”


“Fuck the crops. Fuck the news. Nobody cares. They want stories, sweetie. Moments. How many times I have to say that?” He stood beside the bed and ran a finger around her breast. “You’re good and you’re tough; you’ll figure it out. I’ve got plans for you, you know. We got any beer in the house?”


We? Sybille took a long breath. He had plans for her; he could help her. “Sure.” She wrapped her seersucker robe around her and tied it tightly. “I’ll see you in the kitchen.”


The kitchen was in a corner on the other side of a blanket she had hung to screen her bed and dresser, and she could hear him dressing as she took beer from the refrigerator. She debated taking out cheese and crackers, and then decided against it. There was no need to coddle him.


He was with her in a few minutes, tucking his shirt into his pants. “Speaking of moments,” he said, opening a bottle of beer, “I’ll give you a great one. Can’t use it, but it’s great.” He sat on a straight wooden chair and stretched out his legs. “There’s this crazy woman in Sunnyvale, worth maybe a couple hundred million—her daddy was in oil and her hubby was in gas—and she calls the president of Stanford one day and says she wants to give him fifty mill for a new engineering building, because her daddy and hubby were both engineers. But, and there has to be a but if you want a great story, there’s got to be an ape house too.”


“A what?”


“Don’t interrupt, sweetie; just absorb. This is a moment I’m giving you. She has a whole bunch of apes—raises ’em or breeds ’em or whatever—and her favorite is named Ethelred the Unready . . . you know who he is? Or was?” Sybille shook her head. “King of England back in the Dark Ages; she likes the name, God knows why. Anyway, she’s giving her millions so the university can build the Ethelred Engineering Building and Ape House—don’t laugh, sweetie, this is serious stuff, fifty mill is always dead serious—so her apes’ll have a home after she dies. I guess she’s getting on, somewhere around ninety, maybe more. Great story, right? ’Course we can’t do anything with it.”


He finished his beer and opened another bottle. “Somebody else might,” he said casually, gazing at the bottle opener, “but I can’t because I promised.”


Sybille sat down opposite him. “Promised?”


“The person who gave me the story. She told me in confidence.”


“Who is she? How do you know her?”


“I don’t know her. I was in bed with her.”


Sybille bit her lip. “Who is she?”


“Somebody’s wife. Her husband’s at the university; he’s been in on the meetings.”


She gave him a long look. “I don’t believe a word of it. It’s crazy.”


He shrugged. “World’s full of crazy people. Good thing, too, or TV news’d be out of business.”


“Not this crazy,” she said stubbornly. “Stanford wouldn’t do it.”


“Listen, sweetie; you like the story?”


“Of course I like it; it’s terrific. But it’s not true.”


“Well.” He gazed at his beer. “It’s half true. She did say it. With a smile. Seems they were negotiating about her fifty mill and couldn’t agree on some things about how to build the building, and she said if they didn’t agree pretty soon, the only way she’d give the money was if Stanford built a home for Ethelred and her other apes. Something like that. She even made a sketch of it, gave it to the v-p of the university for a souvenir.” He sighed. “Nice little story. A good news writer could get some mileage from it. Enough to jazz up a newscast. Enough to get the attention of somebody from the network who might be watching.”


Sybille looked at him sharply. “And then what?” she asked.


“Well, who knows? I’ve been told—confidential again; God, I’m giving you all these juicy secrets tonight; must have been something you did earlier—somebody’s told me I might be tapped for the network; they’re keeping an eye on the station. And then . . . who knows? I don’t think I’d want to leave my best producer here if I moved to New York.”


There was a long silence. “Well, it won’t work, though.” He gave a deep, elaborate sigh. “I did promise. Guess I’d better swear you to secrecy, too.” They exchanged a look. “Promise?” he asked.


“Of course,” Sybille said easily.


He gave a broad smile, finished his beer and looked around for another. “That’s all there is,” Sybille said. “And I have an awful lot of homework to do.”


“Do you, now.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Thursday I won’t be expected home till ten.”


She nodded. “All right.”


“Buy some more beer,” he said, and walked to the door.


“Terry,” Sybille said as he opened it. “What’s the name of the lady with the apes?”


He frowned deeply. “Of course it’s a secret.”


“Of course.”


“Ramona Jackson,” he said. “Of Sunnyvale.”


“And the vice-president? The one who got the sketch as a souvenir?”


“Oldfield.”


“Thanks.”


He put his finger to his mouth, winked, and left without closing the door. Sybille closed and locked it. Then she went to her desk and wrote down the Ramona Jackson story, to make sure she didn’t forget any details.


*  *  *


“ ‘Papa,’ ” Valerie said from the center of the stage, looking hungrily at the muscular airplane pilot. “ ‘Buy the brute for me.’ ”


“God, lady, you look like you’re about to swallow me,” said Rob Segal, who played the pilot. He cringed, and the others on stage burst out laughing.


“I like it,” said the director. “Hypatia devours every man she sees, the ones she wants, anyway. You really hit it, Val; it was perfect.”


Valerie made a deep curtsy. “It’s not hard, once you figure out that none of Shaw’s heroines is truly lovable.”


“Neither was Shaw,” said Rob Segal, and grinned at her. She smiled back and held his eyes until the director appeared at her side. He discussed the final scene again, and Valerie nodded, but her gaze moved past him to take in the stage, partially furnished with the set it would have on opening night, only a week away. She liked being there. She loved make-believe, especially when she could share it with people who loved it as much as she. That was why she liked the theater. On stage, they lived a fantasy and they convinced audiences to do the same: hundreds of people sharing the same make-believe because, for that little while, it seemed real. Of course Misalliance was more farfetched than a lot of plays, even silly in places, but it was fun and Hypatia Tarleton was a delicious role.


And Rob Segal, who looked like a Greek god, hadn’t taken his eyes off her for the whole rehearsal.


“How about something to eat?” he asked as the cast began to leave. “A bunch of us are going for Mexican food.”


Regretfully, Valerie shook her head and gestured toward the shadowy seats beyond the front of the stage. “I’ve got a date.”


“Yeh, I’ve seen you and him around. I just thought, maybe, you know, some variety.” His hand brushed her arm as he turned. “We’ve been rehearsing, you know, for ages, and I’ve been wanting to ask you out . . . well, anyway. Next time, maybe, if you can cut loose.”


“I can cut loose anytime I please,” Valerie said coldly.


“Right,” he said hastily. “I mean . . . sure. I just meant you might, you know, feel you had to, you know, because you’ve been going together for a long time. I’d understand that. I mean, I’d understand, you know, if that was what you meant. Listen.” He scribbled on her copy of Misalliance. “You could call me, we could go out or whatever. Just, you know, do something. God, Val, you are so great; you’re so smooth. So anyway, I just thought we could get together, you know? Without the whole cast and everything. So if you want to call me we could, you know, have a good time. Right?”


“Right,” Valerie said, amused by his torrent of words. “I’ll see you tomorrow. At rehearsal.” She left the stage and went to the eighth row of the theater, where Nick sat, his arms folded, watching. “Ready,” she said. “Is it a good day for a picnic? It feels like an eternity since I saw the sun.”


“It’s perfect. Like you.” He uncoiled his long body from the narrow seat and stood beside her. “You were terrific up there.”


“Thank you, sir. It was better today than yesterday. I almost feel ready for an audience.”


“You had one today; I wanted to cheer, but I thought I’d better not remind anybody I was here.” He started to tell her how she had dominated the stage, her poise and confidence as magnetic as her beauty; her sense of fun making Hypatia a delight instead of simply a spoiled girl. But he changed his mind. She often seemed restless when he paid her compliments, especially if they sounded extravagant. “You were good with the pilot, the one who thought you were about to swallow him. The two of you made a good pair.”


“Thanks.” She smiled, thinking about Rob as they left the theater building and came into the cloudless May afternoon. Sunlight filtered through palm trees and slanted across the buff-colored university buildings, turning them a soft gold. “What a wonderful day. I can’t believe I’ve been cooped up every afternoon with this play, missing most of the spring. Let’s run.”


They ran across the grass like children, skirting flower beds and sculptures and clusters of trees, dodging other students, until they came to the parking lot where Valerie had left her car. “Better,” she said, breathless and laughing. Exhilarated, she put her arms around Nick and kissed him. “I can’t bear to stand around all day, doing things in bits and pieces. It always seems like nothing is happening.”


He kissed her eyes and mouth and the tip of her nose. “Are you sure you want to go to the Baylands?”


“Yes! I’ve never been there and you promised a million birds. You promised a picnic too. Do we have food in your backpack?”


“We do. A feast. Are you driving or am I?”


“You. You know the way.”


In the car she settled back and let out a long sigh. “Freedom. We’ve been rehearsing too long. Weren’t you bored today?”


“I’m never bored watching you. And I learned something. You and Hypatia are two of a kind.”


“Oh, no.” She glanced at him. “How?”


“Hypatia wants to have things happen.”


There was a pause. “You mean when she says she wants to get married, only it’s not for love but to have something happen. But I’m not like that; I’d never get married just to have something happen, and you know it. If that’s the only way you think we’re alike, you’re not being very scientific, my learned friend.”


“What about buying whatever you want? That’s Hypatia in a nutshell. Or she asks her papa to do it for her.”


“But I don’t buy men and I wouldn’t ask my papa to buy me one. Come on, Nick, you know I wouldn’t.”


“You’re right. I do know it. Hold on, I have to decide where we turn, somewhere along here . . .”


He was trying to shift the conversation, she thought. He got in deeper than he wanted, and now he doesn’t want to talk about it anymore. Which is fine with me. But he does think I buy too many things, and keep looking for things to happen. Once he said my ruling passion was pleasure. Well, what if it is? Why can’t he just accept me for what I am, instead of thinking so much? She studied him, his face absorbed and stern as he looked for landmarks. She loved it when he drove her car; she loved it when he took charge. He definitely acted older than the other men she knew, including Rob Segal, who was, she had to admit it, very young. But, still, Rob was charming, in spite of being young, or maybe because of it, and he was the most gorgeous man she had ever known. He would be like a cool, shady hollow after the bright heat of Nick Fielding.


They drove in silence until they reached the yacht harbor at the end of Embarcadero Road and Nick parked the car. “We’ll come back,” he said, leaving his pack on the seat. “No picnicking around here.”
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