
[image: images]


Michael loved his wife, but after the tragic accident to their daughter Lillian, Miriam was untouchable, like a dream.

Desperate, hoping that his living nightmare will finally end, and yearning to lie once again in the arms of his beautiful wife, Michael hires a nurse to care for his beloved.

But though Murse Randolph’s powerful presence has done wonders for Miriam, the nurse’s ominous yet erotic dominance over Michael fills him with a strange, shuddering sense of doom.

And nothing can make the terror disappear, especially not ...
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Sometimes in the night, he could hear her screaming for his help. “Hurry,” she’d beg. “Lillian’s calling, she’s so afraid ...”
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Now Nurse Randolph has Miriam’s eyes shining brightly and her joyful laughter filling the house once again. But Michael isn’t happy.

His daughter’s gone and Miriam is still living in a world of illusions.

Nurse Randolph is all one could ask for in a nurse, efficient, competent, tactful.

But Michael feels sucked in by her great assurance, her enormous aura of power. And something else.

He is beginning to live under her spell.

He isn’t sure he knows how to cope with that ...
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WITH MRS. RANDOLPH GONE, THE HOUSE IS VERY quiet at night. I have been reading and Miriam has been knitting a new sweater for Lillian. From time to time throughout the evening, I have looked up to watch her work. Miriam is very beautiful, childlike in her expressions. Her face captures and holds innocence and peace. I can sit and watch her forever.

When she is knitting, her fingers move with a graceful rhythm. I am dazzled by the little twists and turns. I even enjoy watching her do crossword puzzles because I can practically see her mind mulling over the meanings and spellings. A dimple forms in her right cheek, and she tilts her head just a little to the left whenever she is in deep thought.

Tonight she is not in deep thought. She is content and I am content. We are both glad that Mrs. Randolph is no longer here. I go back to my reading and then stop when Miriam puts her knitting down. She sighs and looks up at the ceiling in the direction of Lillian’s room.

“It’s late,” she says. “I’ll go upstairs and turn off her television set. Otherwise, she’ll never go to sleep.”

“Very good, dear. I won’t be long.”

“I hope not, Michael. You know how she waits for you to go in and say good night.”

“I know,” I say softly, almost too softly to be heard. I watch her put her knitting away and move across the room. Her eyes are glassy, trancelike.

For me the hardest part of the day is going upstairs to sleep. Lately, I try to stay up later and later in an attempt to put it off for as long as possible. It’s not that I can’t sleep. When I finally do get into bed and shut the world out, I sleep very well. It’s just too difficult to have to stop at Lillian’s room. It tears the heart out of me. And if I should try not to, by pretending I have forgotten or acting as though it’s too late, Miriam never fails to remind me.

She does so tonight. I have taken a while to go up, and when I come to Lillian’s doorway, I pause and then go on to our bedroom. Miriam is sitting up in bed.

“You didn’t go into Lillian’s room.”

“I ... I think she’s asleep.”

“No, no. I just heard her moving about. She’s awake. You know how she waits for you to say good night. She won’t fall asleep for the longest time.”

“All right. I’m going.”

I am deliberately loud when I go into Lillian’s room to say good night. I am annoyed that I am doing it, that Miriam has made me do it. It reminds me too much of the way Mrs. Randolph treated me.

But I want Miriam to be reassured. I love her that much. Miriam needs the reinforcement; it’s what keeps her going. I have had enough opinions about it, a few of them from people with three degrees after their names, and I can see no reason to add to the hurt and pain she has already suffered. I am dreading Dr. Turner’s impending return.

More often now I think of my own suffering. I do so tonight and am on the verge of tears when I come back from Lillian’s room. But I hide it. If I were to show Miriam my sorrow, she would be destroyed completely. So I swallow hard. I dress for bed, forcing myself to think of insignificant things: the buttons on my pajamas, how far I have opened the windows, how neatly I have folded and hung my clothes.

In the darkness Miriam cannot see my face, and my sorrow forces its way out. I struggle with it desperately, pleading with my inner self to be stronger. I tell myself I don’t have the freedom to feel alone and afraid. I have to keep up the facade. Miriam lives in a world of cellophane as it is.

But tonight I weaken and lose some of the grip I usually have on myself. A sob escapes. I hold my breath. Did Miriam hear it? She turns over in bed. I keep my eyes shut tightly and wait. I know she’s listening hard. She might even hear the pounding of my heart.

“Was that you?”

“What?”

“I heard crying. It woke me.”

“No, no,” I say quickly, convincingly. I am a good actor by now.

“It’s Lillian,” she concludes after another moment of silence.

“No. I didn’t hear anything. Honest.”

“I definitely heard someone crying. If it’s not you, it’s got to be her.”

Before I can argue any further, she gets up quickly, puts on her robe, and heads for the door.

“Miriam, I heard nothing.”

“Shh. Go back to sleep. I’ll take care of it.”

I can’t go back to sleep. I hear her muffled voice through the wall. I hear her talking softly to Lillian. I hear her sing a lullabye that her grandmother used to sing to her. It’s an old Hungarian tune, and it brings tears to my eyes.

Oh, how I ache inside; my chest hurts so. I am afraid to close my eyes again. The pain is so great. There is only one way to relieve it: Miriam’s way. When she returns, I ask her.

“Is she all right, dear?”

“Now she is.”

“What happened?”

“She had a nightmare. She dreamt we left her somewhere and never came back for her.”

“We would never do that.”

“Of course not. But she’s a child, so she dreamt it. She fell asleep. She’ll be all right now.”

“I heard you singing that lullabye.”

“Did you?”

“Sing it again, softly.”

She’s beside me now. Her hand wipes some strands of hair from my forehead. I close my eyes. Her fingers feel like warm drops of rain.

“Poor Michael,” she says. “I always forget what you’ve been through. I’m sorry.”

“It’s OK.”

“No, I’ll make it up to you.”

“Just sing softly.”

She begins. I rush back through time to become a little boy again. It makes me feel safe. Soon I will fall asleep, and for a time, I will forget. That’s good, even though I know when morning comes it will begin all over again.
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THE NIGHT MRS. RANDOLPH ARRIVED, THE TREES STOOD hauntingly still. They were full, and the configurations of their branches and leaves gave them shapes I had seen silhouetted in nightmares. To the right, across the field, I saw the dark mountains painted against the purple night sky. To the left and to the rear, the woods were thick and filled with wildlife. That night the animals seemed to ache. They moaned; they called: owls, raccoons, bobcats, deer. It was as though they knew something in the world had gone wrong. I thought they were as much afraid of the darkness as I was.

Where we live, four miles from Gardnertown, a small Catskill hamlet, there are few houses. They call our road a secondary road. It gets plowed last in the winter and patched last, if at all, in the spring. On hot summer nights like the one when Mrs. Randolph came, when the air is heavy, I sit on the small porch of our house and wait for a breeze. Sometimes Miriam joins me, but more often she remains inside listening for Lillian to call.

There is a small hotel about five miles away. I can’t see it from here, but sometimes during the resort season I can hear their poolside band playing for a cocktail party. Laughter and voices carry. They seem like so many ghosts in the darkness, but happy ghosts. It fills me with melancholy. I am the one who is more like a ghost, alone out here, wondering what it’s like to feel free.

Mrs. Randolph came by taxi from Monticello. I didn’t know what bus she was on, so I couldn’t meet her at the station. We got her from a firm in New York that Dr. Turner knew. He said there were many nurses who preferred not to work in hospitals. The salary could be just as good, and there were less hassles. I wanted to do what was best. He told me a full-time nurse would be ideal. We had the money so I went out and hired her.

I shouldn’t say I went out and hired her. I didn’t actually go and choose her from a group. In fact, I was surprised by the woman who stepped out of the cab. I had prepared myself to greet an elderly woman, one who probably had little family and few active interests. But Mrs. Randolph looked in about her mid-thirties. She wasn’t a bad-looking woman either.

I got up quickly to help with her bags. The driver wasn’t doing much.

“Hello,” I said. “I’m Michael Oberman.”

She didn’t look at me when she spoke. She reached in for a small carryall bag and waved her hand arrogantly at the driver.

“This man,” she said, pronouncing “man” as though it were an obscenity, “says it’s twenty-two dollars from Monticello to here. Is that the correct fare?”

“Well ... I really don’t know for sure. I never take cabs. Have my own car,” I said pointing to the station wagon. We had an English sports car, but I don’t even want to think about that anymore. “I’ll take care of the fare.”

“Don’t overtip him. He hasn’t been that nice,” she said loudly, enough for him to hear her clearly. She headed for the house.

The driver took his hat off and wiped his forehead. He looked overwhelmed by the heat and his passenger. I had no idea about the circumstances of their trip out here, but I felt sorry for him. I gave him a decent tip.

“You’ve got a tough one there,” he said. He left immediately after I paid him. I stood there for a moment, watching the night swallow him up. Of course there are no streetlights on this country road, and darkness rushes in behind passing automobiles.

“Mr. Oberman,” she said. “I would like to get inside and settled tonight.”

I turned quickly. With the porch light behind her, backlighting her head, her face was in shadow. She wore the darkness like a mask. Somehow, it made her look dangerous.

“Sorry,” I said, and I hurried to pick up her two suitcases. They were quite heavy so I must have looked comical struggling with them. I was five feet nine inches tall and only weighed one hundred and forty pounds. I was never much heavier. In high school they called me Stick.

“I would have picked you up if I had known what bus,” I said. The effort to carry her bags caused my voice to lower. Although I didn’t mean it that way, she took it as a reprimand.

“I didn’t get the call until late this morning,” she snapped. She brought her shoulders back and up and folded her arms just under her chest. I nearly fell back over the second step, fumbling stupidly to keep her suitcases from touching the ground. I had to set the bags down softly for a moment though. My lower arms felt as though they were coming out at the elbow. It gave me a chance to catch my breath.

Although she was up a step, I could tell that she was an inch or so taller than I was. She was dressed in a dark blue skirt and a loose, white blouse, the kind through which a woman’s bra is well outlined. She had a well-shaped bosom even though her shoulders were a little heavy and her upper arms were considerably bigger than mine. She was narrow waisted and long legged. I must say that I was intimidated by her almost immediately.

“Do you know the situation?” I asked in a subdued voice. Miriam was in the living room, but the television wasn’t on. I thought she might be able to hear us.

“Certainly. Do you think I would come all the way up here without knowing it? Let’s get settled and we’ll do the introductions properly.”

“Of course. Right this way.” I bumped her with one of the big suitcases as I passed her on the steps. She opened the screen door, and I led her into the house. Apparently, Miriam didn’t hear us.

We went up the stairs to what would be her room. It was just across from Lillian’s. Our two-story house has four upstairs bedrooms and three bathrooms: one downstairs, one upstairs, and one in the master bedroom. The house was a turn-of-the-century structure that I had renovated considerably. I had replaced the old wooden siding with aluminum, reshingled the roof, put new floorboards in the porch, recarpeted every floor inside, modernized some light fixtures, and redone the kitchen with greater counter space, all new appliances, and tile flooring. All of the fixtures in the three bathrooms had been changed as well.

The house had belonged to my father, who died five years after we moved in with him. My mother died nearly twenty years ago. We inherited the house and the twenty-six acres, including the lake and what was once good pasture land. Up until the last ten years of his life, my father ran a rather prosperous dairy farm. But I was no real farm boy. I always hated the physical labor and avoided the animals as much as I could. We have had no farm animals on the land since my father died.

For the last ten years, I’ve worked as a bank teller in the United National in Liberty, a village about fifteen miles away. Six months ago the trustees granted me a leave of absence. I explained that things were getting difficult and I needed to be home for a while until I figured out some solution or there was some improvement. I was a loyal and efficient employee, and since they sympathized with our situation, there wasn’t any difficulty. When it appeared that my staying home wasn’t going to be enough, Dr. Turner recommended the nurse.

I opened the door and snapped on the light quickly for her. She stood there surveying the room. Her eyes became small, and she studied every crack and crevice. I thought she might just say, “Sorry, this is not good enough,” and turn around to go back to New York. It wasn’t an elaborate and luxurious room, but it was neat and clean. There was a definite feminine touch to it: light pink walls, a white pine double bed with a blue and white bedspread, a dark brown shag carpet, and flower-patterned cotton curtains. One of the windows faced the front, and one faced the pasture side of the house. There were two dressers that matched the bed, one with a vanity mirror above it. I had left an antique web seat in the corner.

“I hope this is OK,” I said.

“It’ll do.” Although I breathed relief, I was a little annoyed that she didn’t think more of the room. “Just leave everything by the closet there,” she commanded. I lugged the suitcases in and dropped them by the closet door. When I turned around, I felt as though she were about to give me a tip. It was then that I took my first good look at her face.

She had light brown hair cut sharply at the nape of her neck so that the strands hung straight and loose just above her shoulders. Her complexion was only a shade or two darker than pale, and I noticed the tiniest of freckles along the sides of her soft cheekbones. She was a little round-faced with an indistinct jawbone, but her mouth was strong and well shaped. Her nose was sharp but well proportioned. I was drawn to her eyes. They were a light blue, like the late afternoon sky, but they were magnetic and powerful.

Being a bank teller for so many years, I was accustomed to facing people. Most people look away after they made their requests, especially when I look back at them. Mrs. Randolph didn’t flinch. She challenged, and I was the one who looked away.

“Well, I ...”

“I’ll change and come right down,” she said.

“The bathroom’s just across the hall to the right.”

“Thank you.” The door closed immediately, and for a moment I just stood there. I realized that I was trembling and ascribed it to my nervousness about presenting her to Miriam.

As I suspected, Miriam hadn’t heard a thing, not the cab or Mrs. Randolph’s entrance. She was where I had left her, sitting in the corner of the couch, knitting and smiling as she watched her own fingers move through the monotonous pattern. It was as if her hands were two little animals working on their own and she was sitting there admiring their achievement. I stood there, hoping she would notice me and I wouldn’t frighten her. She didn’t so I cleared my throat. Her fingers stopped instantly, and she looked up at me as though I had interrupted a very private and very enjoyable conversation.

“Didn’t you hear the cab pull up?”

“No, Michael. I have to concentrate on what I’m doing so I don’t lose a stitch.”

“Of course.” I came further into the room. “Well, you remember about the nurse we discussed?”

“You mean the nurse for Lillian?”

“Yes.”

“I remember. I told you, I could take care of her without any nurse.”

“I know, dear, but Dr. Turner said—”

“Dr. Turner, Dr. Turner.” She turned away.

“He’s just trying to do the right thing. You want to do the right thing, don’t you, Miriam? It’s important we do the right thing. It’s important for Lillian.”

She was like a little girl, pouting. I waited.

“Is that who came in the cab?” she asked without turning back to me.

“Yes. Her name is—”

“Lillian’s not going to like her. She’s going to be afraid of her, and she’s not going to like her.”

“We have to give it a chance, dear. You promised me—”

“I’ll give it a chance,” she said, straightening up again and moving her needles, “but I know what the end result will be. We’ll send her away.”

“Maybe.”

I heard the bedroom door close, so I stepped out to greet her. She was very impressive in her nurse’s uniform; it changed her entire appearance. She had gone into that bedroom and donned an aura of medical authority and importance the same way other women put on cosmetics. She paused at the top of the stairway as though she wanted me to appreciate her look of power.

She was statuesque. Her posture didn’t seem stiff anymore; it was correct. Conscious of my own slouch, I brought my shoulders back. I suddenly realized the resemblance nurses and doctors had to the military. I got the definite feeling she was here to take command. She descended with heavy but sure steps. Her bosom barely shook. She moved like some sort of machine, every part tight.

As she drew closer, I noted how the immaculate uniform lightened her complexion even more and brought out the dominance of her eyes. They were calculating and careful as she looked about and measured every aspect of the setting. I felt under surveillance. I was nervous and afraid of those eyes. They made me feel guilty, as though everything that was happening was my fault.

“She’s in here,” I said nodding toward the living room. It was one of those superfluous remarks people make when they are intimidated. The nurse walked past me and into the living room without giving me the opportunity to introduce her.

I was more interested in Miriam’s reaction, but the expression on the nurse’s face captured my attention. I don’t know what she was expecting, but what she found obviously surprised her. That hard, authoritarian look melted away. Her eyes softened, and her posture became relaxed.

Miriam, unaware that the nurse was standing there, continued to knit. She still wore her Mona Lisa smile and looked peaceful. The nurse moved her hands over her own hips, and the sound of her palms against the stiff material made Miriam look up. For a moment they simply contemplated each other. Then Mrs. Randolph smiled.

“Hi. I’m Mrs. Randolph.” She extended her hand. Miriam lifted hers slowly, and their fingers touched and held. “I’m here to help you. I know what you’ve been through,” she added with what I thought was tremendous sincerity.

“Hi,” Miriam said, her eyes locked in fascination.

“Please, have a seat,” I said indicating the easy chair. Miriam and she still held hands. The nurse looked at the chair and then sat next to Miriam. Miriam’s smile widened, and the nurse’s eyes became brighter. I backed myself into the easy chair and watched them. I was only afraid Mrs. Randolph would start off by saying the wrong thing.

“Michael says you’re from New York City.”

“Yes. I live in Manhattan and work out of a Manhattan agency.”

“Michael’s on a leave of absence from his job.”

“Oh.” She looked at me disapprovingly. “What kind of a job?”

“Banking. I mean bank teller.”

“Michael’s not very ambitious. He could be the bank president, if he set his mind on it.”

“Now, Miriam. She exaggerates,” I said smiling, but Mrs. Randolph still looked disdainful. I felt chastised and fumbled for new words. “Would anyone like something to drink? Juice, soda?” I was anxious to get out of there for a few minutes. Sweat had broken out under my collar.

“Not for me,” Mrs. Randolph said.

“No, thank you, Michael. If you need something ...”

“No, no, I don’t need anything.”

“This is a very nice house,” the nurse said.

“It was a farmhouse. We don’t do any farming anymore, but in the morning you’ll be able to see how beautiful the land is. Have you spent time in the country before?” I asked.

“No, not really.”

“Well,” I said finding a comfortable topic, “you’re going to have quite an experience. You’ll miss the noise, the hubbub, the—”

“I’m not here for a vacation, Mr. Oberman. I won’t require much more than is completely necessary for myself. What I will require is cooperation.”

“We understand that,” I said, a little more aggressively than I had intended. She seemed to appreciate it though. I saw a look of pleasure in her eyes.

“This is the first time we’ve had a stranger living in the house with us,” Miriam said. Her voice was so small. My heart went out to her.

“I know what it’s like, Miriam,” Mrs. Randolph said in a warmer, softer tone of voice. My eyes widened with interest. “When I was very young, we had to have a nurse in the house to take care of my mother. She had suffered a stroke.”

“How terrible,” Miriam said.

“Yes, but out of everything terrible, good can come. That was what decided me on becoming a nurse. I saw the tremendous good you could do for other people.” Miriam nodded at her, her eyes framed in a warm smile. “If people let you.”

“Oh, we will,” Miriam said. She sounded so young, so impressionable.

“Then things will be good. I know it’s later than I had hoped when I arrived,” Mrs. Randolph said, “but I’d like to talk to you a while about Lillian and about what happened.” She turned to me. “Perhaps you can excuse us for a few minutes, Mr. Oberman. It won’t be long.”

I was surprised by the request.

Miriam’s eyes were wide with interest. For a moment I wasn’t sure what to do. Apparently, Mrs. Randolph realized it. She leaned toward me, and in a lower voice, she said, “It’s important we develop a certain trust between us, you see.”

“Of course,” I finally said. “That is, if it’s all right with you, dear.”

Miriam looked at Mrs. Randolph again and then at me. She seemed amused by all this.

“It’s all right,” she said. I smiled and nodded, but Mrs. Randolph turned away from me to show her impatience, I’m sure. I thought she expected too much right from the start. She must have assumed I had all sorts of preparation for this, but I didn’t have much more than Miriam had. I was following the doctor’s recommendations, which is the same as the doctor’s orders. What do you do when a doctor suggests something? If you defy it, you’re defying all that medical knowledge.

For a few moments I contemplated spying on Miriam and Mrs. Randolph, but then I thought myself ridiculous, perhaps even jealous. I went back out on the porch. I often wondered what was said during that initial private conversation. I asked Miriam about it, and she told me things, but I never believed she told me everything. She was too impressed with Mrs. Randolph too quickly.

Mrs. Randolph didn’t come out to the porch afterward. I was hoping she would have a private conversation with me, too, but all she did was come to the doorway and say, “We’re finished. I’m tired, so I’m going upstairs.” I got up quickly, practically tripping over myself.

“Is there anything I can get you?” I asked. She didn’t turn around or acknowledge me. I watched her walk all the way up, and then I went into the living room to see what effect she had on Miriam. Miriam was knitting again, smiling angelically and knitting. “Well,” I said sitting down across from her, “how was your little talk with Mrs. Randolph?”

“Very nice.”

“Very nice? Does that mean you’re happy she’s here?”

“Well, of course I’m happy, Michael. Why shouldn’t I be happy to have professional help with Lillian?”

“But I thought ... I mean ... that’s very good, dear. That’s the right attitude.” She continued to concentrate on her knitting. “You know, if it works out all right, I might go back to the bank.”

“Fine.”

“Not that we need money. You know you don’t have to worry about money, not with the legacy and the investments and all.”

“I don’t worry about money, Michael. I have full faith in your ability to handle our finances. I mean, you’re a banker and all.” She laughed. It had been a while since I heard her laugh like that. “And we still have the trust fund for Lillian, don’t we?” She waited for my response. For a moment I teased her with my silence. “Don’t we?”

“Of course, dear.”

“She’ll need it for college. Once she gets better,” she said, looking at her needles, “she’ll want to go to college just like other girls her age. I wish I could have gone to college.”

“You still can, dear. You can take courses at the community college if you want.”

“It’s not the same thing, Michael. You know it’s not. I’m talking about being a college girl, being on campus, wearing sweaters and carrying books and meeting a nice fraternity man. All the things I never did, things Lillian will do. She will do them,” she said when I didn’t respond immediately.

“Of course.” I looked toward the ceiling. The image of Mrs. Randolph’s well-outlined bra beneath her transparent blouse returned, and I was stimulated by the realization that there was another woman in the house.

“What are you thinking about, Michael? Did you hear anything?”

“No. I was just wondering if she likes the room.”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Randolph. She studied it so hard I thought she was either going to buy it or run out.”

“Why shouldn’t she like the room? I always keep it clean even though we never use it. It’s a nice room and it’s very close to Lillian’s room. Where else should a nurse be?”

“She seems like a competent sort, a down-to-business type,” I said, still fishing for Miriam’s real reactions.

“We’ll see,” she said. I thought that was a very sensible response.

I watched her for a while longer, and then I got up and made myself a highball. I am not a big drinker, but once in a while I like a shot to calm my nerves. With Miriam apparently content, I went outside to sit on the porch again. The first crisis was over; the nurse was in the house.

As I sat there, I thought again about her youth and attractiveness. I told myself that almost any woman would seem enticing to me now. I had been living practically like a monk, afraid that any sexual advances might shatter Miriam’s fragile composure. She was untouchable, like a dream. The worse thing was she seemed incapable of understanding any suggestions. She had returned to some previous state of innocence. A rapist could come walking in and she would offer him milk and cookies. I laughed, thinking about it, but then I ached because of my own unanswered needs.

What about her needs? Would they ever return?

My thoughts were abruptly interrupted when I noticed Mrs. Randolph’s shadow move over the light from her room. The yellowish glow that had spilled over the lawn suddenly filled me with a tingling pleasure. I put my glass down slowly on the arm of the chair, barely making a sound. I touched my lips with the tip of my tongue and studied that portion of the lawn illuminated by her window. I felt myself becoming aroused, pressing up against the confining undergarment.

My heartbeat quickened. I moved as one in a trance, lifting my body slowly from the chair. I inched myself into a standing position. My sexual excitement was reinforced by slow, deliberate moves.

I stepped off the porch quietly, even slyly, staying as deeply in the darkness as I could. I moved out on the lawn until I could look up and over the porch roof. As I hoped, Mrs. Randolph’s window shade was up and the curtains were still open. I stood there for quite a while before I began to chastise myself for such a childish and dishonest act, but as I headed back to the porch, I saw her move across the window. She went by in a flash, but I thought she was bare breasted.

The sight made me tremble, and I came to my senses quickly. What if she had seen me standing there looking up? The thought drove me back to the porch so quickly I tripped and fell. Fortunately, it was on the grass so I did no damage to my clothing or my hands. I got up and went back to my seat. My heart was beating so hard I thought I might go into some kind of cardiac arrest. That made me laugh because then I would need the nurse.

I wiped the sweat from my face and straightened my clothes. When I was calm enough again, I got up and went inside. I put things away in the kitchen and turned off the lights. When I came back to the living room, I saw that Miriam had already gone upstairs. I hesitated, thought about the fact that we had someone else living in the house with us, and then started up myself.

As soon as I reached Lillian’s room, I looked at Mrs. Randolph’s door and saw that there was no light coming out from under it. I imagined she had gone to sleep. Even so, I felt quite self-conscious about going into Lillian’s room to say good night, but I thought this of all nights had to be perfect.

For a long moment I stood there in the doorway peering into the darkness. I tried desperately not to think of Lillian and to think only of the silence, but it was just as impossible as ever to do that. I could hear the rustling of her sheets. I could smell the scent of her powders and perfumed soaps. I could even hear her regular, rhythmic breathing.

Oh God, I thought, please. Let Mrs. Randolph be of some real help for all our sakes. Even for Lillian’s.

“Good night, Lillian,” I said, loud enough for Miriam to hear. And then I fled from her room.

“I have been going over your wife’s medication,” Mrs. Randolph said. I was quite shocked that she had gotten up, gone down to the kitchen, and made coffee without my even knowing she had left the bedroom. I assumed, because her door was closed, she was still asleep.

I was surprised at how quickly she had made herself at home, and I was a little annoyed that there wasn’t any uncertainty or timidity about her. She was behaving as though she had been living in my house for years. People like her have always been a mystery to me. They move with such control, such assurance. They make me aware of my own insecurities.

“I thought you were still asleep,” I said. She peered at me over her coffee cup. She was seated at the side of the small kitchen table and had her legs crossed. The skirt of her uniform was pulled up almost to her knees. I hadn’t noticed it before, but she was wearing those antiseptic stockings that make a nurse’s legs look like the limbs of a skeleton.

Gazing at the sterile whiteness of the uniform, the thick stockings, and the big-heeled, clumsy-looking shoes, I found it incredible that the woman had aroused some erotic interest in me the night before. It had to be because of the long interruption in sexual relations between Miriam and me.

She took her time responding. Arrogance, I thought, pure arrogance. Dressed in my cotton robe and silk pajamas and wearing my oldest but most comfortable slippers, I felt like her patient. I tightened the belt of the robe and kept my hands in my deep front pockets.

“I’m an early riser,” she finally said. “Getting back to the medication. I think using Valium as a depressant and Seconal as a sleeping pill is overkill. Ideally, we should wean your wife away from all medication.”

“That’s more like a doctor’s decision, don’t you think?”

“Of course. I intend to discuss it with Dr. Turner. Is your wife awake?”

“No. She usually sleeps late in the morning. By the time I’m finished making her breakfast and bring it up, she’s awake.”

“That’s wrong,” she said lowering her coffee cup to the saucer gently. “You’re keeping her too comfortable and secure in her condition. We have to bring her out to a more active and self-rewarding existence. I take it you didn’t always make breakfast,” she added.

“No.” The way she asked the question made it a direct assault on my manhood. I poured myself some coffee and sat across from her at the table. I couldn’t believe how uptight I was, and I was hoping the coffee would relax me before she noticed. “There are a number of things I do now that I never used to do.”

“That’s my point,” she said quickly. “I’m sure you can appreciate the irony: your wife is desperately and pathetically holding on to the past; she doesn’t want things to have changed. You’ve created or contributed to her unreal world, an illusory world in which you do things you’ve never done before and she stops doing the things she used to do.”

I hated to admit it, but it seemed like a very perceptive comment, and from someone who hadn’t been in the house a day. I wondered why Dr. Turner had never put it to me that way.

“You seem to know a great deal about my wife’s condition. How much did Dr. Turner tell you?”

“Enough. I have had previous experience with people in her state of mind. That’s why the firm called me. I am not saying I know it all or I know more than the doctor. Please, don’t misunderstand me. But there are certain basic things we have to do if we are going to help her in any significant way

“You don’t intend to do anything terribly shocking, do you?”

“Of course not, but you should go back upstairs and wake her up to tell her that it’s time we all had breakfast.”

“It might be too abrupt. I mean—”

“It’s not too abrupt. She’ll understand that there’s a stranger in the house and you want to make the best possible impression. This is her home. She has been a mother and a wife here. She has a certain pride, and our job is to revive that pride.’’ She stared at me for a moment. I just sat there with my coffee cup frozen in the air before me. “Can you do that or do you want me to?”

“No, no, I’ll do it.”

There was no doubt in my mind that she would go up there. I took another quick sip of my coffee and stood up. She flipped open a notepad that she had in the pocket of her uniform and began writing. I had been dismissed to carry out her orders. For a moment I was filled with indignation. Then I thought, maybe she is right and maybe I am being too concerned with my own pride. I told myself I have got to think more about Miriam. I didn’t have to like Mrs. Randolph. That wasn’t important. What was important was her doing her job well and the end result being beneficial to Miriam.

I walked out quickly and headed up the stairs. It wasn’t until I reached the bedroom door that I began to feel a little afraid. But then I thought that if the nurse could be so definitive and assured, I could be so too. She had already caused a change in me. I had to be stronger, and with that awareness I realized that Miriam had to be stronger, too. It was time for it. The nurse was right.

Miriam was lying on her back, the blanket nearly up to her chin. Her eyes were opened, and she was staring up at the ceiling. Before she went to sleep at night, she always undid her hair. In the morning the dark brown strands would be out in all directions over the pillow. I waited a moment, but she didn’t acknowledge me. Sometimes she would be like that for hours in the morning.

“Miriam, the nurse is up. She’s in the kitchen.” Her eyes lowered slowly until she could see me. “She wants breakfast,” I added smiling. “And she wants to discuss Lillian’s breakfast with you.”

“Lillian’s breakfast?”

“Yes. And I can’t ... well,” I said, “I think you’d better handle this.”

“Yes,” she said. She sat up. The bodice of her light floral nightgown clung to her firm breasts. There was nothing wrong with Miriam’s figure. She was shapely and inviting. I wanted so to touch her as I had in the past. We had always been gentle with each other, loving.

But she looked past me. It was hard to believe she couldn’t see the desire in my eyes. We had always been so attuned to each other’s needs and considerate of those needs. I took a step toward her. I just wanted to kiss the back of her neck in a passionate way and have her turn into me.

Instead, all I did was stand there and watch her put on her robe and slippers. She scooped her hair up behind her head and bound it with rubber bands. I was surprised at her quickness and energy, and even though I was frustrated by it, I was happy that she was eager to help the nurse. She didn’t even stop at Lillian’s room on the way down. I followed her to the kitchen.

“Good morning,” Mrs. Randolph said.

“I’m sorry I slept so late,” Miriam said. The nurse shot a glance at me, but all I did was widen my eyes. Did she think I had been lying to her, that Miriam wasn’t depressed every morning?

“Yes, well, we have to develop a schedule so it’s best we get started right away.” Miriam nodded and looked very thoughtful and concerned. I just wanted to stand and observe, but Mrs. Randolph had her own ideas. “You can go up and get dressed, Mr. Oberman, and we’ll call you when we’re ready.”

I felt like a little boy who had been told he wasn’t old enough to stay with the big boys. I know I must have reddened. I certainly didn’t just turn around and leave. But Miriam, who was now standing right beside Mrs. Randolph, looked at me with the most peculiar expression on her face. She seemed annoyed that I didn’t snap to at Mrs. Randolph’s order. I was like an intruder in my own kitchen in my own house. They were obviously not going to do anything until I left.

“All right,” I said. I wanted to say much more. I wanted to say, “I’ll get dressed when I feel like getting dressed, and if I want to stay here in the kitchen, I’ll stay here.” But of course I didn’t say anything like that. I didn’t even look annoyed. I didn’t dare spoil what the nurse was trying to accomplish. I looked at her, hoping for a wink or a nod. Something that would suggest she and I were secret partners in this at least. But her expression was solid, steady, even piercing. I turned quickly and left the kitchen, feeling as though I were fleeing.

When I walked upstairs and reached Lillian’s door, I hesitated. I stood there to catch my breath and get hold of myself. I was really very curious as to how the nurse was going to handle Lillian’s breakfast. Would she have Miriam bring it up? Would she bring it up? I was sure she wasn’t going to ask me to bring it up. There’d be no point to that.

Suddenly the coming of Mrs. Randolph and her subsequent orders and ideas took on new meaning and excitement for me. Because of the way we had been living, the entrance of a new person, especially one like Mrs. Randolph, was like the coming of a creature from outer space. The world that had become dreary, heavy, and still was changing. Already morning was different.

Instead of the quiet, trancelike pace, there was excitement and activity. I know why Miriam hated to face the new day. I hated it for the same reasons. No matter how bright it was outside, darkness never left the house. Now, though Mrs. Randolph’s manner was sharp and domineering, there was at least noise and energy.

I should get dressed, I thought. Mrs. Randolph is right. Miriam should get dressed, too. I nodded at Lillian’s door. What’s the matter with me? I wondered. The woman is just trying to get things started. I slapped my hands together, feeling a new sense of hope.

I was so desperate for change that I forced myself to ignore my initial instincts.

That was my first mistake.



2



[image: image]

I WAS OUT ON THE RIDING LAWNMOWER CUTTING THE grass around the house. Usually, I trimmed only a small area, doing only the minimum required outside work. I didn’t analyze it at the time, but the nurse’s efficiency made me feel guilty about my lazy attitudes. I decided to clear more than an acre so that the house and grounds would look more presentable.

There is an old farmer about a mile down the road from us, Max Gilbert, who has come around a few times to offer to cut down the fields. He would do it just for the hay, but I like the sense of isolation the overgrown grass gives us, and Miriam enjoys the solitude. Strangers unnerve her. That was why I was so concerned about Mrs. Randolph.

Miriam and I were born and bred in the area; however, Miriam is more rural than I am, even though I was brought up on this farm. Miriam has never really been anywhere. Her parents were barely able to scrape a living together. Her father was a mechanic over in Centerville, a village about five miles from here. He had a heart attack and died when Miriam was in the tenth grade. She and her mother continued to live in their small home just outside the village. It wasn’t as isolated as this, but it was on a quiet road with few neighboring homes.
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