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Book One: Early Spring


 

Chapter 1


 

Emily Stone believed that to appreciate fully the beauty of new-fallen snow, one must see it in the first light of day. The romantic within her loved the almost ethereal blue color that is reflected off snow by the rays of the early morning sun. She noted what so many have before her, that a fresh blanket of snow turned a familiar, boring view into a strange and enchanting landscape. That miracle of transformation could only occur, however, in snow untainted by human feet. 



The practical soul that comprised the majority of her personality recognized the fact that once people were up and about their morning business, the snow would be marred by their careless tracks and would quickly become an ugly grey annoyance. The long-enough-already drive to the library where she worked would become even longer as fools who didn’t know how to drive in the stuff slip-slided their way into one another and snarled traffic to a cold crawl. The logical result would be that she would be incredibly late for work, and the whole order of her day would be ruined. This is the line of reasoning that led her to get up before dawn and set out for work at such an ungodly hour. Working her very slow way across the parking lot of her apartment building, she reflected that even though it was only just barely day, it really shouldn't be called an ungodly hour. It seemed to her that there was probably less crime, less family violence, and less of a lot of other nastiness early in the morning than later in the day, so it probably came closer to being a godly hour than any other time. She herself felt a certain virtuousness in making the sacrifice to get up so early to avoid being late for work. Of course, she also felt something of a fool as she reflected on the fact that she was imminently dispensable, and that the entire County Library System would hardly come to a grinding halt if one worker in the interlibrary loan department were late.

Maneuvering with the extreme caution that sometimes makes careful drivers the most dangerous, Emily encountered more traffic than she had expected. “You’d think people would have the good sense to stay off the roads unless they had somewhere really important to go,” she said to herself testily. She turned on the car radio to pass the time and hear the latest traffic report. The announcements of long lists of school closings and other cancellations were powerful indicators that the winter snow had been a big event in a North Carolina city that sometimes went through the whole winter without any frozen precipitation at all. “Couldn’t do this on a weekend when I could have stayed home and enjoyed it!” she thought.

Finally arriving at the underground garage where library employees parked, she took a brief inventory of herself before setting out on the long hike to her office’s entrance. Her shoulder length brown hair was firmly secured in a furry hat. Her small frame was bundled in a sweater, slacks, a heavy winter coat, a muffler around her neck, a pair of sensible black boots, and gloves, so that only her blue eyes gave any indication that a human being existed under the layers of clothing. Her footsteps on the greasy concrete floor made resonating taps in the nearly empty garage. As she approached the dark building, her key at the ready, she looked carefully around to be sure there was no one lurking in the shadows. Funny how people never “wait” in the shadows or “loiter” in the shadows, they always “lurk” there, she thought with a self-deprecating smile. She figured anyone stupid enough to lurk in this freezing nasty place deserved the shot of mace that she would rapidly send their way if they got anywhere near her. Three decades of solitary life had bred a cautious lifestyle.

She entered the building, turning lights on along the way and carefully picking her way past the book carts and shelves to the back office where she spent her days. The essence of her job was to charge books out to the various branches, arrange for their delivery, and fill requests for specific books for individual patrons in the system. Naturally, she kept meticulous records of which books were sent where, although computerization had made that a much easier operation than it used to be. Marveling at how much more she was able to accomplish in a short period of time when she had the place to herself, she saw that her usual arrival time of 8:30 had arrived and a good portion of her tasks for the day were already finished. She began to notice the sounds of other people arriving, most of them late. 


“Good morning. Aren’t you the early bird this morning!” The voice belonged to Janet Barstow, the associate director of the library and Emily’s immediate supervisor. “It looks like we’re going to be short-handed today. I think we’ll probably need you up front, if you don’t mind.”

Biting off an all too honest reply as being unseemly, Emily settled for a ladylike “I’d be glad to help.” If other people had demonstrated the good sense to get up in time to get to work when they were supposed to, she wouldn’t have to carry their load as well as her own. The truth of the matter was that Emily hated working out in the public part of the library. She hadn’t become a librarian out of any love for people, but out of a love for books. There was nothing for it, however, but to do as she was told. Mrs. Barstow led her out to the circulation desk, which was the Outer Mongolia of the library as far as Emily was concerned. 


“I’m afraid things are rather a mess out here. The snow started before closing last night and I guess the evening shift was in a hurry to get home.” To say things were “rather a mess” was to Emily’s way of thinking akin to saying that the explosion of Mt. St. Helens had been “rather noisy.” There were books, cards, and miscellaneous scraps of paper laying on every horizontal surface. All Emily could think was that there was no discipline in this department of the library at all. 


“We’ll see what we can do about setting things straight here before opening time,” she said, her slight southern accent colored by her forced-to-be-cheerful tone of voice. Mrs. Barstow recognized the tone and knew it would be best to leave well enough alone. Emily Stone could be a real pain sometimes, and at thirty-one was the youngest little old lady around, but she was a hard worker and never left a job half-done. There were plenty of people on the county library’s payroll who went out of their way to do as little of their work as possible, and if Emily was sour about having to pick up other people’s slack, who could blame her? 


Sourness turned to nervous exhaustion by the time lunch rolled around. Apparently the weather had been just too much for all but one of the regular circulation desk employees, which was odd since it hadn’t stopped what seemed like half the people in the county from dropping off their obnoxious children for the library staff to contend with all morning. With a familiar feeling that her irritation with her work and her impatience in dealing with people were hardly in keeping with the Christian ethic she felt herself called to live by, Emily experienced a pang of guilt about her attitude. Like the pain of an old injury never quite healed, the discomfort she felt had something of a life of its own. Somehow it fit into her personal scheme of justice for her to be perennially uncomfortable. As she pondered her own shortcomings, she looked out the front window of the library to see that the snow had started up again. Mrs. Barstow announced over the public address system that the library would be closing at one o’clock because of inclement weather. It was not a minute too soon to suit Emily, who had endured about all of the contact with the general public that she could manage. Peering out the windows into the growing gloom, she was apprehensive about the drive home, and contemplated catching a bus instead, but decided to make the best of it. “I’m always the most careful driver on the road,” she thought.


 

It seemed more like the middle of the night than the middle of the day as Emily drove toward home. She wouldn’t have thought it possible that it could get so dark so fast. The wheels of morning commuters had packed the snow into a hard, slick coating on the roads, and more was falling in blinding curtains of white. “It’s a lot prettier when you’re on the inside looking out,” Emily thought. By the time she was half way home she had seen two different fender-benders, several abandoned cars, and more than enough stupid driving to know that she could be in real trouble. The road was an obstacle course. It was almost impossible to get a grip with the brakes and she was tempted on the one hand to join the ranks of those who gave up and parked their vehicles at the side of the road. On the other hand, it was still a couple of miles to her house and well below freezing. It might be genuinely dangerous to try to walk that far in this kind of weather. “Why does my decision-making process always seem to come down to deciding on the least frightening of the frightening options?” she asked herself. She wished she was one of those confident people who always seemed to know exactly what the right thing to do was. Even when they decided what seemed like the wrong way, things always turned out right for them in the end. She didn’t have any trouble coming to one decision—that she never should have gone to work that morning in the first place, but that didn’t help her figure out what to do now. While considering the options, she kept on going, never realizing that by so doing, she was deciding her course by default. She had been on earth for thirty-one years, every minute of that time proving the adage that life is what happens to you while you’re waiting for your destiny. Emily Stone’s life met face to face with her destiny at the intersection of Hawthorne Road and Miller Street on a snowy January afternoon, and she never saw it coming. 



It was a small grey Escort being driven by a teenager. With the confidence in his own immortality that is peculiar to seventeen-year-olds, Russ Andrews was on his way to a friend’s house. Equipped with the wealth of driving experience that comes from fifteen long months, he was sure of his ability to drive in even the worst of weather. He resolved to be especially careful, but his brakes weren’t gripping any better than anybody else’s for all his caution. Had she been an objective onlooker at the scene, Emily would have found it supremely ironic that after her torturous concern over the obstacles in front of her, she was done in by something completely unseen coming at her from behind. For Russ Andrews the stoplight at the intersection might just as well have been a flag pole, because there was no way he could make the car stop. He plowed through the intersection, ran into Emily’s car, and like a tractor, pushed sideways it into an enormous pine tree. 


Emily’s perception was limited to a horrible noise followed by a brief visit to oblivion. Upon coming to herself in a limited way, she could hear that her car was no longer moving, and that someone was trying to open the door. There was a voice, shrill to Emily’s ears and obviously in panic, shouting into the wind for help. The voice stopped, and there came a metallic groan. And then she perceived that the wind was inside the car and a warm hand pressed against her throat gently. Then there was a different voice, calm and low. “Can you hear me?” The hand was moving about her, then pressed something cloth against her forehead.

She tried to answer, but was unable to speak. 


“You’re going to be fine,” the voice said, “Just hang in there. Help’s on the way. It’s going to be all right.”

But things don’t feel right, Emily thought. Everything hurts. Can’t talk. Can’t move. Scared to death. As these thoughts fought past the pain to make themselves known, she listened intently, desperately trying to decipher the confusion in her mind. She heard a siren in the distance. Coming for me, she thought, scared to death. And then the clouds in her mind thickened and she faded into unconsciousness. The last sound of which she was aware was the voice assuring her again, “You’re going to be all right.” And someone held her hand.

The emergency room of the county hospital is a busy place on a snowy day. People find lots of ways to hurt themselves when the world gets slippery. Ladies of advanced years slip on their back steps and break their hips. Children take advantage of school closings to go sledding in trash can lids, run into trees, and cut their heads open. College students skip their classes and drink themselves into thinking that the pond behind the frat house is frozen solid enough to walk on and then fall through and break their arms. If people are snowed in for long enough, they get on one another’s nerves and the emergency room sees more than its normal share of broken noses and ribs.

On the day of Emily’s accident, the emergency room was in its usual state of barely controlled chaos. The screech of the ambulance brakes at the admitting doors added to an already uncomfortable volume of noise. 


Emily’s first thought upon waking up was that it wasn’t quiet anymore. There were lots of voices and she had the feeling they were talking about her. She hated that. She wanted to tell them that she didn’t appreciate it, but her mouth wasn’t working yet. Hopefully they would fix it. There were a lot of parts that needed fixing, she thought. And sure enough people were poking at all of them. “Where’s the voice that held my hand?” she wondered. Then she heard him speaking to someone off to the side. “Come here and tell me some more about how I'm going to be all right,” she thought. 


It occurred to her that if she wanted people to talk to her, she should open her eyes, but she found that she couldn’t. For some time the concepts of “snow” and “car” and “accident” had been floating in and out of the cloudiness in her mind, but now one sharp, clear thought forced itself to the forefront. “I can’t see.”

There are people who so hate pain that they live their lives avoiding anything potentially painful. Emily Stone felt the same way about fear. She didn’t ride on roller coasters, she didn’t read Stephen King, and she didn’t take any chances. And now here she was in a room full of strangers, unable to speak, unable to see. She was in a state of panic, and began to thrash around. 


And then she heard the voice again, the deep voice that penetrated her fear and reconnected her to the sensible, dignified librarian who always did what was expected of her. “Miss Stone, you’re going to be fine, but you have to give them a chance to help you. They know what they’re doing.”

She stopped struggling and the room was calm again. The personnel working on Emily did their tasks with smooth efficiency, as if to verify what the voice had said about their competence. The clouds closed in again and Emily slept. 


When she was next aware that she was awake, Emily was in a different place. She could tell that because the noises were different. It was much quieter here. She was in pain, mostly in her face. She sensed that her eyes were bandaged and that her mouth was in some way stuck shut. She grunted to let anyone who might be in the room know that she was conscious. 


A female voice at the bedside asked, “You awake, Miss Stone?”

The best she could respond with was a grunted, “Uh-huh.”

“I’ll get the doctor to come and talk to you. Don’t you worry now, you’re going to be fine.”

“People keep saying that,” she thought, “but it certainly doesn’t seem to be borne out by what I can tell. My face feels like it’s broken in about twenty different places. You wouldn’t think an area as small as a human face would have so many different places to hurt.”

“Miss Stone, I’m Dr. Patterson. Can you hear me?”

Again she grunted for an answer.

“You are aware you’ve been in a traffic accident. Your car was hit from the rear and ran sideways into a tree. You with me so far?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You took most of the impact in your face. Your eyes were hit by a branch through the side window. We have them bandaged up now, but we feel confident that there won’t be any permanent damage to your vision. Do you understand?”

This time there was a note of relief in the “Uh-huh.”

“We think your jaw must have hit the steering wheel. It’s not broken but it is badly bruised, so you’ll probably have trouble speaking for a while. Other than that you’re basically just bumped and bruised. You’ll be as good as new in a few days.”

She made a noise to acknowledge that she had heard him.

“We’re going to give you something for pain and to help you sleep. You’ve had quite a day.”


 

A traffic accident that took less than ten seconds to happen took several days to untangle. Emily managed to get a message to Mrs. Barstow at the library as well as to her insurance agent. The practical aspects of her situation were taken care of, and it remained to her simply to wait and recuperate. Emily had never been in a hospital before. She disliked the fact that she was not in control of the situation. She disliked being poked and prodded by people she didn’t know. She disliked the smells, the food, the noises at all hours of the day and night. More than anything else, however, she disliked not being able to see, even if it was to be only the temporary condition everyone kept telling her. Throughout her life when she had been troubled or depressed, she had turned to books; but now that solace was denied her. The loneliest place anyone can be, she decided, was in the dark.

Time passes slowly in hospitals. Thirty-one years of living a deliberately simple life had given her much experience in killing time, but she had never had to kill it as a blind person before. Nothing to look at, nothing to do, no music to listen to, not even television, the sure-fire time killer, could relieve the monotony. 


After two days that seemed like two weeks, she heard a knock at the door. She had had few visitors, a couple of co-workers, Mrs. Barstow, her insurance agent, the hospital chaplain. She was usually shy about socializing, but any company is a treat when you’re sitting alone in the dark. “Come in,” she called.

“Good morning, Miss Stone. How are you making out?” It was a familiar voice but she couldn’t exactly place where she had heard it before. It was someone who for some reason was significant to her. There was some positive connotation in that voice. “How unlike me to be so confused,” she thought. “It’s not as if I know all that many men.” 


“I reckon I’m doing fairly well,” she answered tentatively. 


“You probably don’t know who I am. My name is Brian McClellan. I stopped at the side of the road when you had your accident, then I rode with you in the ambulance. I just thought I’d stop in and see how you’re doing.”

“How kind of you! I certainly appreciated your help the other day, even though I was in no shape to show it. I vaguely remember you seemed to know what you were doing. You must have some training in first aid.”

“Well, you see, I’m a doctor,” he said. 


“Oh, then wasn’t it lucky for me that it was you on the road the other day?” she said with a little smile.

“I guess it was about the only good luck you had that day,” he commented.

“Really, when you think about it, I was rather fortunate. I mean, things could have been a lot worse. They tell me I’ll be as good as new in a few days.” After a pause, she asked, “Do you work in this hospital, Dr. McClellan?” 


“No, I’m a pathologist at the School of Medicine.”

“Oh, I see,” she said. Realizing from the location of his voice that he must be standing, she invited him to sit down. “That makes it all the nicer that you came to see me. That’s a ways from here. I’m curious, is any of the snow left?”

“Most of it’s gone. There are still a few patches in the shaded spots. It never seems to last very long here,” he replied.

“You’re not from North Carolina, Doctor?” she asked.

“No, I’m from a small town in Vermont.”

“Oh, then you must know all about driving in the snow. You’ll have to give me some pointers for future reference,” she said.

“I don’t imagine it would do much good unless I gave the same pointers to all the drivers who might hit you,” he said. “The young fellow that ran into you certainly could stand a few lessons.”

With the sort of smile Southerners reserve for wayward youth, she said, “I was glad that he wasn’t hurt. I’ll bet he was scared to death; from what I’m told, I looked quite a fright. Anyway, his parents sent a nice box of cookies. Won’t you have one?” 


McClellan hesitated, “I really ought to be going. I don’t want to tire you.” He rose to leave.

“Oh, I’m not a bit tired. Mostly I think I’m just dying of clotted boredom,” she said, hoping that he would take the hint and stay a little longer.

 “I guess there’s no hurry. Tell me, Miss Stone, what do you do for a living?”

She sighed. “I’m a librarian at the county library. I work in the interlibrary loan department. I send books out to the various branches and fill requests for patrons. I guess really it’s pretty boring.”


A rule of thumb that Emily had learned long before was that people are much more interested in talking about themselves than in finding out about other people, so she asked, “What exactly does a pathologist do? I’m sure I’ve never met one before.”

“There are several different kinds of pathologists. Some are forensic pathologists who do autopsies and gather evidence in cases of crime or suspicious deaths. I’m predominantly a clinical pathologist. I spend most of my time looking at things under a microscope.”

He went on at some length about the nature of his work, and she seemed fascinated by it, which he found a little difficult to believe. His experience in the past had been that after a few polite remarks, most people found a way to change the subject when pathology came into a conversation. When he slowed down, she would come up with another question which showed her interest in what he had to say. After almost an hour, he politely took his leave, after promising to visit her again.


 

The following day brought another visitor to Emily’s hospital room. Janet Barstow came in with a bustling air of forced good cheer. “Hello, Emily. So good to see you. How are you doing?”

“Hi, Janet. Not as bad as I apparently look.”

“Oh, no, you look amazingly well having lost an argument with such a big tree. What a thing! Right on your way home from work. Just terrible. Everyone at the library is asking about you. The director even called. He said he was making sure that you got the finest care available and that you stayed here as long as it was necessary.”

Emily responded, “I wondered why they don’t seem in any hurry to get rid of me. They said they would keep me until they were sure I would be able to see well enough to take care of myself.”

There was an awkward pause. Emily wondered if the library bosses thought she was going to sue them or something. Janet finally broke the silence by saying, “I feel bad that you came to work that day when so many didn’t and then you got in that terrible accident.”

“You came in that day too, so I don’t think you should feel bad. It was one of those act of God sorts of things. I don’t blame anybody, really. I just...” Emily was interrupted by a tap on the door. “Come in, she said.”

Brian McClellan did so. He stopped inside the door and said, “Oh, excuse me, Miss Stone, I didn’t realize you had company already.”

“Do come in, Doctor. This is my supervisor from the library, Janet Barstow. Janet, this is Dr. Brian McClellan. The good doctor is also a good Samaritan.” She went on to explain the circumstance of their meeting. After a few moments of polite small talk, the Janet took her leave.

“I hope I didn’t cut her visit short,” Dr. McClellan said.

“If you did, I expect you did her a favor. It was one of those obligatory visits that people make. The truth is I don’t know her at all well. I guess I’m not the most sociable person. Most of the fulltime staff at the library is married or involved. I stick out there like an elephant on Times Square.”

“We’ll have to be elephants together, then. I’m forty-six and unmarried.”

“Now there’s a piece of information I’m glad to have,” Emily thought. “I may not have the slightest idea what this gentleman looks like, but I do know he’s unattached.” Aloud, she continued, “I wanted to ask you about Vermont. Is it really as nice as people say?”

He paused thoughtfully for a moment and said, almost with a sigh, “It’s the most beautiful place in the world. In the spring you can see a hundred shades of green in the course of one walk through the woods. In the summer, it’s warm and yet never really hot. You can go out on a lake in the middle of July and need a light sweater. In the winter there are rolling hills, vast expanses of pure untracked snow. My favorite time of year, though, is the fall. I’m not much on hiking or strenuous outdoor stuff, but in the fall in Vermont I feel a kind of compulsion to be outside, to walk for hours, to roll around in piles of leaves like a little kid. The air is so clear you want to breathe it in like a tonic. The night sky is so full of stars, you feel like you’re among them rather than below them. Of course, I’m probably prejudiced since it’s home, and home is always the best place in the world.”

“Not always,” she said. “Tell me about your hometown.”

For the remainder of his visit, she kept him talking about Vermont, and in the process she learned a bit about his childhood. It was obvious from everything he said that he had enjoyed that time in his life. There was a utopian glow in his descriptions of the amusements in which he passed his youth. He was, it seems, an only child. His father had been the town doctor in a small, prosperous town. His youth sounded like bliss to Emily. It was early evening when Dr. McClellan looked at his watch and started at the time. “I can’t believe I’ve been going on like this,” he apologized.

“Oh, I’ve enjoyed it enormously,” she answered. “You must tell me some more some time.”

With that he took his leave, promising to return the next day. In fact, he visited every day she was there and they had long conversations about life in Vermont, and many other things. Dr. McClellan noted that while she had a lively if somewhat old-fashioned wit, Emily also had a gift for steering the conversation away from herself. She didn’t talk about her family, her youth, her home, or any very personal things. She was invariably friendly and cheerful, even on days when it was obvious that she was feeling pain. She always seemed genuinely pleased to visit with him, and urged him to return. For his part, he amazed himself with his willingness, even eagerness, to become better acquainted with her. A hospital room is a strange place in which to undertake a new relationship. Furthermore, the time of his life when he would have been described as a ladies’ man was far behind him. Emily was hardly a stunning beauty, especially with bruises and bandages on her face, yet she was charming in a prosaic and old-fashioned way. But for Brian McClellan, she had a peculiar attraction, at least for the moment. He was willing to break out of his usual solitary lifestyle in Emily Stone’s case because she was blind.


 

Chapter 2


 

The time was fast approaching when the ophthalmologist would remove the bandages that covered Emily’s eyes. In her own mind, she thought of it as the great unveiling. Despite all the assurances she had heard, there was still a little voice inside her whispering that something unexpected would happen and she would never see clearly again. One of the character flaws that she readily identified within herself was the tendency to worry about everything, including—if not especially—those things about which she could do nothing. While her days were spent in tedium relieved only by Dr. McClellan’s visits, her nights were filled with a cycle of worry and fear about a future she couldn’t control. “At least,” she thought, “I’ll soon know one way or the other. I used to think of myself as a patient person, but I guess that was only because I’ve never had to wait for anything really important.” 


In the midst of this reverie, she heard the sound of familiar, distinctive footsteps in the hall and a tap at the door. “Come in, Doctor McClellan,” she called out.

“If you know me so well that you recognize my limp, maybe you should call me Brian,” he said as he came into the room and sat down. She, of course, didn’t see that he was smiling when he said it.

A feeling of embarrassment came over Emily and she knew she must be blushing. “I’m sorry. I guess that was rude of me.”

“No it wasn’t. Actually, I think it’s very flattering. A lovely lady recognizes the sound of my approach. Of course, it’s rather a distinctive footstep. You're too polite to ask, but the truth of it is something of a cliché; my limp is from an old war wound.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that you were in the war. Did you get hurt in Iraq?” She asked the question and wondered if she was just making an embarrassing situation worse.

His answer was a short affirmative, and Emily knew to change the subject. “Tomorrow is my big day, you know. I find out if there’s a white cane in my future.”

“I’m sure things will turn out fine.” 



Something in his voice, the voice she had come to know so well and to enjoy so much, told Emily that there was still something wrong. It is the curse of people who are overly sensitive to embarrassment that the more they try to fix things, the more they embarrass themselves. Emily had experienced the phenomenon often enough to know that the best thing to do was walk away from the situation entirely or take all the nerve you’ve got, and any you can borrow, and confront things flat out. This Brian was more than just a beautiful voice that left you wondering for hours on end what the person that went with it looked like. He was more than just an unusually charming conversationalist. And he was most definitely not someone from whom she wanted to walk away. 


“I get the feeling I’ve offended you somehow. I apologize, especially since you’ve been so nice to me. Talking is really very awkward when you can’t see the person you’re talking to. Maybe we should start this whole conversation over again.”

There was something that touched him about her sensitivity to his feelings. One of the things that had most impressed him about her over these past few days was that while she lay injured in a hospital bed, blind and no doubt apprehensive, she was always solicitous toward him, always concerned that he be comfortable in their conversation. “No, you haven’t done anything to apologize for. I’m too touchy, at least about some things. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, and I’m a little uncomfortable about it. It has something to do with my limp, as a matter of fact.” After a pause, he continued. “Tomorrow you’ll get a good look at me and I just want to mention something that might...startle you.”

Emily’s mind was racing. What on earth could he be talking about? Maybe he’s married after all and he knows I’ll see his ring. That was the only possibility that came to her mind, it was ridiculous, and she hoped fervently that it wasn’t what he was about to say. She could have dealt with anything but that.

“You see, I limp because I have a prosthetic leg. I have a prosthetic hand, too.” He said it as though every word cost him something. Emily was not the only one who embarrassed easily, who was sensitive to the evaluation of others, and who disliked being viewed in any way out of the ordinary. 


“Oh goodness, is that it? I thought you were going to say something terrible or shocking. I thought you were going to say that you were married or gay something like that. What a relief! Well, I mean not a relief exactly, but you know what I mean. I mean, it would mess things up if it were something like that. That is, I thought you were going to tell me something that would make a big difference. I mean, I don’t mean to say...Oh dear, I must stop talking before I say anything stupid—anything else stupid. Oh dear...” A reaction that had begun with a torrent of relief had sputtered and petered out like a car running out of gas. She stopped because he was making a noise. Brian’s deep voice turned into something of a low rumble when he chuckled.

“You know, I could let you go on all day, because you’re pretty cute when you prattle, but that would be mean. Why don’t we just agree that you didn’t say anything stupid or wrong, and that you don’t anticipate any insurmountable difficulties for our friendship in the fact that I’m a one-legged, one-handed man? I have done my duty by giving you fair warning, and if you faint dead away at the sight of me, I shall have good cause to be offended.”

“What a nice speech! You hardly ever hear anybody say 'shall’ anymore. And how handily you managed to extricate me from the hole I was digging myself into! I believe I’m looking forward even more to tomorrow now.” 


The funny thing about the milestones by which life is measured is that only very rarely does anyone recognize them until they are in the past. Emily could look back on her life and see the events in her childhood that had made her the person she was, but at the time those events occurred, she had had no idea that they in any way changed her. But this was different. This conversation, this brief exchange between two people who a week before had been strangers, was a marker in her life. For one thing, she had never been so bold in any conversation with a member of the opposite sex. Much more than that, however, was the feeling of honesty, of real communication. While she thought of herself as a truthful person, there was plenty of truth she kept to herself. It had in childhood been a defensive measure against the cruelties of an unhappy family to keep all of her feelings locked within, but it became in adulthood the insulation she felt she needed to live in a world she didn’t understand and couldn’t control. She always did what was expected of her, she always told people what she thought they wanted to hear, and she avoided telling people real things about herself. Somehow this man had slipped past her defenses. She knew that she had clearly communicated to him the fact that she cared about their relationship. For many people, that would have been a small thing, but for Emily it was a milestone.

Emily spent a long and virtually sleepless night, asking herself “what if” questions that she couldn’t answer. Her thoughts kept coming back to Brian. She figured that it would be just her luck to find herself sightless on the one day in her life when there was something she really wanted to see. She played the game of downplaying expectations that is so common among confirmed pessimists. It began with, “It’ll probably take months before I can really see again.” It moved on to, “Even if I can see just fine, I’ll probably say something stupid to him and mess everything up.” It veered off into “Maybe when he gets a good look at me, he’ll think better of being so friendly.” She had a gift for coming up with illogical arguments for why things couldn’t possibly go well in her life. Actually, gift isn’t the right word, it was more a curse.

There was very little real drama in the unveiling when it happened. The ophthalmologist came into the room, made pleasant small talk, and unwrapped the bandages as one might unwrap an ancient mummy. He told Emily that her vision might be a little blurry at first and that her eyes would probably water. Both things proved to be true, but she didn’t mind. There was sunlight pouring into the hospital room, and the grateful patient just soaked it up. 


“I imagine people tell you this all the time,” she said to the eye doctor, “but you really don’t know how beautiful some things are until you can’t see them for a while.”

Apparently her recovery was even more complete than the doctors had hoped for, and they told her they were discharging her that day. She was packing the few things that she had into a bag when she heard the familiar footfalls in the hallway.

She turned toward the open door as Brian walked in. A broad smile immediately crossed her face.

“You never told me you had red hair,” she said, “I’m especially fond of red hair.”

He was smiling broadly too. She had just passed a test. “Well, you never told me your eyes were such a lovely shade of blue. Those are about the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen. How do they work?”

“They’re fine, they water some, but they work great. I’m so healthy, they’re letting me out of here.”

“Well, then, how would you feel about taking a ride home with a disabled veteran?”

“I think you’re supposed to say ‘differently abled,’ aren’t you?”

He didn’t answer. He was too busy looking at her. She was equally busy looking at him. 


“Hello, Emily.”

“Hello, Brian.” She scanned him up and down the way a country girl would scan a skyscraper. “How tall are you anyway?”

“About six two. Don’t tell me you don’t like tall men,” he said, grinning.

“I don’t think I know any tall men. Of course, the truth is I don’t know many men at all. I certainly don’t know any like you.”

“Are you ready to get out of here and back to the real world?” he asked.

“You know, the real world is looking better to me all the time.”


 

The first actual date Emily and Brian had was an evening of chamber music. Emily had mentioned that she liked classical music, and Brian heard about a local group giving a recital. He knew little about the genre, but was willing, as he put it, to broaden his horizons. 


It was Emily’s first night out since the accident, and she was at a loss as to what to wear. In fact, Emily very rarely went out at night at all. She decided to go with what she thought of as a Sunday dress. Solid navy, white collar, gold pendant necklace, a very modest, safe choice. She also decided that she ought to get some new clothes. “Everything in my closet just screams ‘old maid librarian,’” she thought.

Brian arrived right on time and they had an amusing conversation on the way to the performance about all the things that Emily had not missed seeing during her temporary blindness. There was the nasty little dog that lived in the apartment above hers and had a face that looked like it had gotten stuck in a closing elevator door. There was the wreck of her car which she had gone to inspect at the garage to which it had been towed. “But mostly,” she said smiling, “I’m glad to see everything else.”

As they entered the hall in which the concert was to take place, the first thing that struck Emily was that there were quite a lot of empty seats. A few bars into the group’s first number found Emily wishing that there were two more. The ensemble was unbalanced, the tempo was off, the selections were not well suited to the group. She could only think of how classical music had been her suggestion and that Brian was going to think she had dreadful taste. After a very long forty minutes, there was an intermission, and he suggested that they step outside for some of the unseasonably mild night air.

They strolled along in front of the building, neither of them in a hurry to say anything. Brian noted that Emily kept pace with his limp, and appreciated that she didn’t seem uncomfortable walking slowly. Emily was torn about what to say. To come right out and say that the concert wasn’t very good might suggest that she wasn’t enjoying being with him, and besides, a concert had been her idea. On the other hand, to go back in and listen to another eternity of poor playing was hardly a palatable option. It was Brian who eventually broke the silence. 


“I don’t know much about such things; how would you say this ranks in terms of chamber music in general?”

In a voice drenched with relief she answered, “This ranks right around the bottom. It’s awful. We don’t have to go back, do we?”

“Not if you don’t want to,” he said laughing. “What would you like to do?”

“Oh, no. I suggested music, and look what that got us. I’m not going to say. What would you like to do? What is your favorite way to spend an evening?”

Without thinking, he answered more truthfully than he meant to, “With you.” He was surprised at his own answer—not only that he had used a line on a woman, but that it was such a good line. Even more surprising, he really meant it.

She seemed somewhat disconcerted by his answer. After a moment, she replied, “You shouldn’t be nice to me after I got you stuck in that dreadful concert. Let’s do something you would enjoy.”

In the end they spent the evening listening to chamber music at Emily’s apartment. They talked well into the night about music, and libraries, and pathology, and other subjects that Emily regarded as safe. Once again, Brian noted her propensity to steer the talk away from herself or anything too personal.

The pattern continued for their next several dates. They would go out to a restaurant or a museum, and then spend the rest of the evening talking and listening to music. Always at the end of the evening, there was the kiss at the door. Eventually, there was a kiss upon first greeting, and then an occasional kiss in between. Emily seemed comfortable with this, but if Brian held her a little too long, or made even the slightest indication that he was interested in any other form of physical contact, she would give a friendly squirm. He assumed at first that this was maidenly modesty and was happy to be patient. In his college days in the eighties, things had been quite different. Brian had pledged a fairly raucous fraternity, and partied with the best of them. Sex had seemed terribly important then, an end unto itself in the context of relationships. Brian had to admit that Emily’s way had a certain romance to it, but he began to suspect that her primness was more that just an old-fashioned standard or a straight-laced mindset. It was something he thought about often and with some unease. There seemed nothing for it, however, but to wait and see what time might bring. 



 

Emily returned to work shortly after her discharge from the hospital, and her regular routines simply adjusted themselves to fit in the new element of a gentleman friend, as she referred to him when her co-workers asked who that man was picking her up for lunch. They all told her how much they had missed her in the time when she was recuperating from her accident, and she was touched by their sincerity. Gradually, without of her being aware of any change, Emily began to acquire a more positive outlook toward people. 


Sundays were the one day when she didn’t generally see much of Brian. He had mentioned while she was still in the hospital that he generally spent Sunday afternoons with his closest friend, Paul Lawrence. They had been friends for many years, both were bachelors, both were doctors, and they had made something of a ritual of creating a big meal together on Sundays. Brian had invited Emily to join them, but she had said that she didn’t want to intrude on their time together. Brian had told Emily that Paul was a psychiatrist and he suspected that her reluctance to join them on Sundays stemmed from her discomfort with the idea of spending time in the company of a doctor in that particular specialty. 


Paul Lawrence was the closest friend Brian had ever had, the only person with whom Brian ever completely relaxed. They met soon after Brian was injured in the Gulf. Paul had been Brian’s psychiatrist for a brief time during his recovery. Brian had been overjoyed when some two years later Paul had come on to the staff at the hospital where he was doing his residency in pathology. Paul was about five years older than Brian, but didn’t look it. He was five feet ten inches tall, and his frame reflected the muscular build of the serious jogger. He exuded confidence and charm with a warm smile that indicated accurately the presence of an active sense of humor. He had written a well-received book on post-traumatic stress syndrome. Often honored by leaders of the black community for his volunteer work with troubled youth, he was seen as a role model of a successful black physician.


On a Sunday two weeks after the chamber music incident, Paul and Brian got together at Brian’s house for their weekly meal, this particular feast to be lobster.

“So, tell me all about Emily,” Paul asked. Although a native of Tennessee, he spoke with no trace of an accent. “How was the chamber music?”

“The concert was pretty grim, so we went to her place instead.” After a thoughtful pause, he said all at once, “It seems strange after having known her for such a short time, but the truth is I think I’m falling for her. She’s very easy to be with. She has wonderful taste; she thinks I’m fascinating.”

“It’s nice that somebody does.” His dark face broke into a playful grin. “I wish I could meet her.”

“Actually, I invited her to come today, but she said she didn’t want to intrude on our time.”

Paul concentrated on the lettuce he was tearing, but still took note of the cadence of Brian’s speech. “You seemed to stress the word ‘said’ in that statement. Do you think there’s some other reason she didn’t want to come?”

“Sometimes I think you know me too well. I wondered if she might be uncomfortable with the idea that you’re a psychiatrist.”

“Why should that be a problem?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe she’s one of those people who think that psychiatrists see neuroses in everybody and she’s afraid that if you looked, you’d find out about hers.”

“Do you think she’s neurotic?”

Brian wondered, as he had so many times before, whether the psychiatrist ever really went off-duty. “I don’t know. She’s very shy, very old-fashioned. She won’t talk about her family or her childhood. I get the impression that she hasn’t dated much, and that she’s sort of cocooned herself into a very private life. I suppose she is a little unusual in that respect.” Brian’s voice had a suggestion of defensiveness which Paul was quick to pick up on.

“Don’t worry,” he said smiling, “some of my best friends are neurotic. I’m curious about what you mean when you say that she’s easy to be with.”

While they talked, the preparations for the meal continued. It made conversation easier for Brian when he didn’t have to maintain eye contact, and he suspected that over the years of their friendship, the preparations for all these meals had enhanced the quality of their conversations.

“I just feel relaxed with her. We got to know one another before she had ever actually seen me. You know, I’ve gotten the feeling over the past twenty years that women are uncomfortable around me. But there was something in the way she reacted in the hospital when I told her about my situation that put me completely at ease with her. I figured she’d make some fumbling remark about how it didn’t matter in the slightest, that she was sure I was just a wonderful person anyway. But I could tell that it really didn’t make any difference to her. The smile on her face when she first saw me was so warm, so real, I didn’t get the feeling that she was disappointed in the way I look.”

Paul grinned as he looked at his friend. “Are you sure her eyes were working well enough so that she could really see your face?”


 

There was an early spring that year. The heavy rain and snow of winter broke a cycle of drought that had hung over the area for some years, and the daffodils were more beautiful than anyone could remember as they burst onto the scene in late February. Winter can be pleasant with the lovely contours of drifted snow and the dramatic outlines of bare trees against a brittle, cold sky, but it is nonetheless a season to be survived, a time when the environment and human needs are most at odds. When spring comes, color returns. Spring is to be enjoyed rather than conquered.

Brian had accompanied Emily to buy her new car with the insurance money from the accident, and so had surreptitiously found out her when her birthday was by looking over her shoulder as she filled out the forms. On March 6, three days hence, she would be thirty-two. He wasn’t sure whether to surprise her with a gift, or simply ask her what she would like to do to celebrate. It struck him that such an orderly person might not deal well with surprises, so he resolved to take the safe route. Little did he know.

That evening, they had dinner at her apartment. It was a tiny one-bedroom cell in a hive, over-priced because it was in a safe, suburban section of town. Overly neat, kept with a fastidiousness that would have suggested compulsiveness to many people, it made Brian feel boxed in, though he also admired the femininity of the decor. The dining area was only large enough for four, but since she rarely had company that wasn’t a problem. Over somewhat overdone lasagna, he decided to ask about the upcoming event. 


“So, Emily, the big day is this weekend. What shall we do to celebrate?” 


She looked at him rather suspiciously, “And just what big day is that?”

“Your birthday, of course.”

She spoke as sharply as he had ever heard her, “I don’t celebrate birthdays.”

He had certainly not intended to make this the issue upon which to make any sort of stand, but he was perturbed by her getting annoyed about it. Being a private person is one thing, he thought, but this is too much. “I see. So I can’t talk about your birthday, and I can’t ask about your family, and you don’t want to talk about your childhood or your home. We’ve been spending every free minute together for six weeks, and for all I know you were hatched at the age of thirty from some alien space egg. Don’t you think I could know just a little something personal about you, or are you really not interested in getting that close?”

The look on her face told him as much as the words that followed. She was obviously torn somehow between the pleasures of the present and the harsh lessons of the past. “It’s not that. I’ve just never been much of one for celebrating. I didn’t mean to imply that I don’t want to get personal with you. I’ve already gotten more personal with you than with anybody I’ve ever known...This is all so unlike me.” There was obviously more that she wanted to say, but the tears gathering in her eyes made her distrust her voice.

He took her hand in his, and looked her directly in the eye. He spoke slowly and gently. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I think that somewhere along the way, somebody’s been unkind to you. They hurt you and made you unhappy. I’ve been hurt and unhappy too, so I know. It really does feel better if you talk about it.”

She pulled her hand away, and walked to the window, looking out into the night, seeing nothing. Her voice was slow and deliberate. “There’s really not that much to talk about. I had an unhappy childhood. My father had a terrible temper, I guess he was mentally unbalanced, certainly he was very cruel. We seemed always to have money troubles. There was never enough of anything, except fear. It was a horrible environment to try to grow up in. Maybe that’s why in some ways I still haven’t grown up completely.” 


Once the spring thaw began, the water slowly started its flow. She told him things that she had never told another living soul. Little embarrassments that hadn’t seemed so little at the time. Humiliating experiences in front of friends that eventually caused her to stop trying to have friends. She told him about things she hadn’t consciously remembered before now. All the while, he held her. He spoke very little, his low voice murmuring in her ear, “It’s all right, Emily. Everything’s all right now.” 


At one point she related what happened on her tenth birthday. Her father had come home from work and gotten angry because her mother had prepared Emily’s favorite dish for dinner. It was a dish her father wasn’t particularly fond of. He had thrown the food against a wall. Emily remembered how scared she was that her mother would tell him the reason why she had prepared that particular dish on that particular day. Emily didn’t want her father to remember it was her birthday. “It was always better not to be conspicuous, not to draw his attention. I decided then that I’d just as soon not have a birthday anymore.”

At that point, Emily saw a tear in Brian’s eye and stared. “What’s the matter?”

“There’s this picture in my mind. I see a little girl, helpless and frightened with no one to turn to, trying to find reason in the totally unreasonable, trying to please the most important man in your life, and crushed when he wouldn’t ever let you.”

“I’ve never talked to anyone about this before because I thought no one would understand. But you do.”

“Yes, I think I do,” he answered and then, in his gentlest voice added, “You don’t have to be frightened any more. You’re not alone.”

Women in new relationships amuse themselves when they’re lying in bed at night wondering, “When will he say it? Will I be ready to say it back? Will it really be true for him? Is it true for me?” Emily had done that, and had always pictured the moment as one just like this. She was right, and she was ready with an answer.

Brian said, “I love you, Emily.”

“I love you, too, Brian.” 



Emily spent a long, sleepless night. When memories long frozen begin to thaw, there often comes a flood. Emily frantically strove to fortify her defenses, to re-build the dam that would hold the flood in. There were so many painful images stored away in her mind, so many things she had struggled to freeze into numbness. Five years old, a skinny little girl whose only good feature is her long, curly hair. But when it gets washed, the tangles are a mess. Mother combs it so roughly, and the child complains. So the father swears about her whining and cuts most of the hair off. And suddenly, it is true, what he always says, she is ugly.


He’s such a big man, a big hard man. His hands are rough and hard as rocks. His voice is hard, too, always so loud that it seemed the whole world must hear him swearing, must hear his pronouncements about the child’s worthlessness. He is a dark man, his hair black and his chin always studded with coarse black shadows. Emily realizes now that her father was in fact five feet nine inches tall, much shorter than Brian, but he seemed like a giant then.

The child is nine and has acquired a fear of the dark. She follows along behind her brothers as they go off into the woods. She sees them crouching near a tree and recognizes in the stealth of their movements that they must be doing something forbidden. Then from her hiding place behind a huge oak she sees the puffs of smoke and knows they have stolen some cigarettes and are smoking. Even her hiding place is too close to trouble for comfort, and she turns to run back to the relative safety of the yard, but of course they see her and think she is running to tattle. They chase her and are shouting threats. She promises not to tell, but she knows the giant will find out anyway, he always does. And when the darkness of night comes, so it is. The giant is missing cigarettes, and justice must be served. There is no place to hide from the all-seeing giant. Even the darkness is no longer her friend. As the child cries, she knows that there is no one as alone as she is.

When something has been broken so many times, it seems foolish to keep it. It can be of no use. “And so,” she thought to herself, alone in the darkness of a spring night, “I threw my heart away beyond the reach of hope, beyond the reach of caring. Now I’ve somehow found it again, but I’m not at all sure of how it’s supposed to work. And so I go on losing, go on missing things, wasting time and wondering if it will be better when I grow up. I don’t want to live like this.”


 

Emily agreed that, since her birthday was on Sunday, she would come to dinner at Brian’s house and finally meet Paul. The two master chefs were busy about their preparations when she arrived.

Brian greeted her with a kiss at the door and whispered in her ear, “Are you okay about this?”

She smiled at him and said, “I’m looking forward to it.”

After the introductions were completed and happy birthdays said, Paul and Brian got back to their cooking. Emily grinned, “I’ve never seen men cook before, except to roast a pig. What are you making?”

“Beef Wellington, duchess potatoes, salad nicoise, and chocolate cream torte,” Brian replied.

“My gracious, I’m impressed.”

Paul chimed in with a grin on his face, “Wait until you taste it before you say that. We may be in a little over our heads with this one.”

Emily found herself fascinated by the sight of Brian carefully assembling the crust for the beef. He was as dexterous with his prosthesis as he was with his right hand. When she realized that he was noticing her staring, she smiled shyly and said, “I saw a chef on television make a Beef Wellington once, but you do it better than he did.”

The dinner turned out very well, and all three ate a lot more than they had intended. They were relaxing over coffee while a fire warmed the room. Brian’s house was uniquely suited to his tastes and lifestyle. There were no steps anywhere. The great room with its cathedral ceiling was the central part of the house with the kitchen and dining area at one end and two bedrooms at the other. There were striking contrasts of color and texture throughout the space. The paneling was a smooth, light pine, while the fireplace was fronted in a rough stone. There was a stunning Monet print on one wall with soft pale blues and lavenders, while the upholstery of the chairs and couch was a deep, rich blue. There were hundreds of books along one wall. A panorama of the city’s center with its brilliant light show could be seen through the bank of windows that comprised virtually the whole front wall. It was a comfortable, charming house. Emily commented on that fact.

“I agree,” Paul commented, “but then, Brian has very good taste.”

“You know,” Emily said, “I think I’m going to like you, Dr. Lawrence.”

“Well then, call me Paul. Why don’t you tell me something about yourself?”

Emily looked in Brian’s direction as if to say, “See, he’s trying to analyze me already.” What she actually said was, “There’s not very much to tell. I was born, grew up, became a librarian, ran into a tree in a snowstorm, and was rescued by a good Samaritan.”

Brian had tensed slightly at Paul’s question, but relaxed at this point, figuring that if she could come up with an answer like that, Emily could handle anything. He also figured that it would be unwise to take his role as rescuer too seriously; Emily was a fragile person, a delicate sort of soul. Behind a fairly thin veneer of order and self-discipline, there was a mass of insecurity. She was fearful and shy, but she was searching. He could see that in the way she approached their relationship. It was all new to her, and she obviously relished new experiences, as long as she had some measure of control. She was curious about things, and the temptation was to instruct her in the way of the world as he saw it, but Brian knew that she would enjoy life more if she could find her footing on her own. There was a beautiful, innocent charm in the way she searched that touched him, leaving him amazed at the ease with which she had cracked open a heart he thought he had armored too well to be penetrated. While these ideas occupied him, Paul was speaking.

“Rather strange circumstances in which to begin a relationship, weren’t they? I mean, you became friends with Brian before you’d ever seen him.” 


“Now where do you suppose he’s going with that?” Brian thought.

Emily was speaking. “I guess that was sort of unusual, perhaps even a little melodramatic.”

Paul went on, “I guess a person’s appearance really isn’t that important, it’s what’s inside that makes for a good relationship, don’t you think?”

Brian began to suspect that Paul was definitely up to something. If Emily was in any way suspicious, she didn’t show it. She said, “I don’t know as I’d say that. What first appealed to me about Brian wasn’t his mind so much as his voice. Of course, I appreciated his intellect and his wit and everything, but I can’t honestly say that his appearance wasn’t important. I certainly looked forward to getting a good look at him.” At this she smiled and turned in Brian’s direction.

“And what was your reaction when you did?” Paul had the ability to ask questions about very personal things without seeming impertinent.

“Well, I was impressed by his red hair, and...other things. Emily was blushing and said with a nervous little laugh, “I reckon that makes me shallow or something.”

Brian spoke quickly, “Not in my book, it doesn’t.” He turned and spoke to Paul, “I promised her you wouldn’t act like a shrink with her, and now listen to you.” He spoke lightly, with a grin, but there was just enough edge to his voice to make Emily think he would like to change the subject.

“Speaking of books, I read your book, Paul,” she said, hoping that the abrupt change of subject didn’t offend. “I believe everybody in the county must have read it, judging from the number of requests the library got for it.”

“Well, I’m flattered. What did you think of it?”

“I thought it was very interesting, though a bit difficult to understand. You’ve read it, haven’t you, Brian?” When she turned to hear his answer, the look on his face immediately told her that she had said something wrong. Paul’s book had featured many case studies of veterans of the Iraq war. For all she knew, Brian was one of them. She wished she could have been sensitive enough to have figured all this out before she opened her big mouth. “I’m sorry, maybe you’d rather talk about something else.” It was clumsy, but it was the only thing she could think of to say.

“No, that’s all right. I did read Paul’s book, of course. I had trouble getting through parts of it myself.” There was a sense for both Brian and Emily that somehow, for at least a moment, their normal situation had been reversed. She was supposed to be the one dealing with old ghosts. He was the rock, the one who had everything under control; his period of recovery from old hurts was supposed to be over. 


Paul had known Emily for only a few hours, but he had known Brian for many years and so sensed something of what was going on. He had been aware for a long time that Brian was not as secure in himself as he let on, and that the work of getting beyond the past was still to be completed in his old friend.

Suddenly jumping up, Brian said, “I forgot something important,” and left the room. He reappeared with a beautifully wrapped package in his hand.

“Happy birthday!”

She opened the package to find a sterling silver pendant in the shape of a snowflake. 


“I thought it would remind you of the time we met,” he said somewhat sheepishly.

“As if I could forget,” she said.


 

When Emily and Brian were alone later that evening, she said, “I like Paul. I do think he was trying to get into my head a little, but he was nice about it.”

“I like him too. He’s a good person, he’s scrupulously honest and yet very compassionate. That’s not always an easy combination to find. He’s also a very good doctor.”

Nervously, unsure of how he might react, she threw out, “You don’t like to talk about the time when you met him, do you?” As she said it, she realized she was playing with the buttons on her sweater, avoiding his gaze for fear of an angry look.

“It was a very unhappy period for me,” he said carefully. “But if you think we need to talk about it, we can some time.”

“It’s just that occasionally I see a particular look come over your face, a look of pain and grief, and I wonder if those times still have the power to make you unhappy. You’re the one who says it’s better sometimes to talk about things than to ignore them.”

There’s a certain smile, not entirely a happy one, that people have when they hear their own words quoted back to them. Brian smiled that smile now. “I guess I did say that. I need some time to get to the point where I can deal with those matters with you. In some ways, our relationship has brought up things that I haven’t thought about in a long time, but I need to think some more before I’m ready to talk.”

“When you get finished thinking, I’ll be ready to listen.”


 

Brian had been looking forward all day to a nice, serene evening with Emily. The nature of his work was usually fairly quiet, but on this particular day people kept dropping things, and subordinates seemed incapable of doing anything without consulting him. As the day finally was drawing to a close, the secretary buzzed him to say that Emily was calling. It was unusual for her to call him at work. 


“I’m sorry Brian, but I don’t feel very well. I think I’d better stay in tonight.”

“What’s the matter?” he asked solicitously.

“Nothing, I’m just a little under the weather. I wouldn’t be very good company.”

“You know, I’m a doctor, I could probably come up with a better diagnosis than ‘under the weather.’ Why don’t I stop by on my way home?”

“That’s really not necessary, but if you want to, it’s fine.”

Brian didn’t consider it the most gracious invitation he had ever received, but thought it best to overlook that. When he arrived at Emily’s apartment, he found her in the midst of what looked like a natural disaster sight. Every pot, every dish, every single item from her kitchen drawers and cabinets was either on the floor or stacked on the table.

“Spring cleaning?” he asked.

“Something like that,” she said crisply.

“You going to tell me what’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on. I’m doing my spring cleaning, like you said. This place is a mess, and I’m tired of it.”

As she talked, she scrubbed the insides of the cabinets with strokes that implied that she had a personal animosity towards the germs within. He watched her work in silence. After ten minutes or so, she said, “Do you want something to eat?”

“Are you having anything?” he asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean you can’t.”

“I’m not hungry. What I mostly am is puzzled. Are you mad at me, your cabinets, or the whole world?”

“I just had an awful day, and I got the inspiration to clean house.”

“We did have a date tonight, didn’t we?” he asked.

That got her. Her guilt button properly pushed, she stopped cleaning and looked at him for the first time since he arrived. “I’m sorry. I guess this is rude. No, I know this is rude. I really didn’t think I’d be very good company, that’s why I called.”

“As long as you’re already in a bad mood, I think I’ll take a chance and ask an improper question. You see, I only remember one other occasion when you went on a cleaning binge and that was just about a month ago when you went after my fireplace like you had a grudge against it. Is there something wrong, or do you get like this every month about this time?”

Emily blushed a color Brian didn’t know was possible, right down to the roots of her hair. But there was no gracious way to get out of the situation except to answer his question. “You’re right. That is an improper question. The answer is, only some months, and don’t ask me why some months and not others because I don’t know.”

“Have you talked to your doctor about it?”

“What doctor?” she asked.

“Your gynecologist.”

“I don’t have one.”

Brian’s eyebrows rose, and his jaw dropped, with that expression doctors have when they hear something unbelievable. His reaction would have been similar if she had said that she consulted a witch doctor and a Ouija board whenever she had a cold. “What do you mean, ‘I don’t have one?’ Where do you have your PAP smear done?”

“I don’t.” She couldn’t have been more curt if she’d worked at it. This was clearly something she didn’t want to discuss, but Brian plowed ahead with all the certainty that AMA membership can bestow.

“Emily, this is serious. You should be having a PAP smear done every year. When did you last have one?”

“I’ve never had one.”

It took an effort for Brian not to raise his voice. “It is really important that you see a gynecologist once a year. It’s a very simple exam, the test is painless, and it could save your life. I know of several very respected doctors. Let me make an appointment for you.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You can’t just pretend that it doesn’t matter. You have to take care of yourself. Why don’t you want to?”

“I would die of embarrassment.” There was a petulance in her voice that Brian found both irritating and pathetic. He didn’t want to make her mad, but he wasn’t about to let this pass.

“Sweetheart, you won’t die of embarrassment, but you could die of cancer. I want you to see a doctor. I know of several female gynecologists. Would that help?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“I’ll help you clean up your kitchen if you say yes.”

She looked around at the mess and smiled. “That is a noble gesture.” After a pause, she asked timidly, “If I go, would you go with me?”

The question took him somewhat aback, but he didn’t show it. “Yes, of course I will.” 



 

As it turned out, it was to Paul that Brian turned when looking for a recommendation for a gynecologist. He explained the whole situation and Paul looked thoughtful. 


“I would recommend that you take her to Ellen McGinnis. She’s a little older, and matronly to the point of being maternal. I don’t recommend her to patients with flexible sexual attitudes because she can be judgmental, but Emily would love her.” After a pensive pause, he asked, “Does this whole thing bother you? I mean thirty-two is a little old to be going for her first check-up. What do you suppose is behind this?”

Brian chewed on this for a moment, then said, “I do sort of wonder if there’s a problem, but don’t you suppose the real reason most women start seeing a gynecologist is to get the Pill? That was never an issue with Emily.”

“Old friends and psychiatrists are allowed to ask nosy questions, but people don’t have to answer them. That said, I’ll ask, Emily’s not on the Pill?”

Over the years that Paul and Brian had been friends, they had talked about every subject imaginable. Each thought the other the easiest person to talk to that they had ever met. They had shared their doubts, they had argued about deep philosophical questions, they had wept over one another’s losses. This was not the sort of locker room, smirking-over-female-conquests kind of friendship. Brian would have been offended from such a question coming from anyone else in the world, but he had in fact been wanting to discuss this with Paul.

“No. We’re not sleeping together. Emily is old-fashioned.”

“So you’re saying that you’ve talked about it and come to a joint conclusion that there won’t be any sex in your relationship at this time?”

Brian reddened a bit. Talking about sex with his old friend didn’t bother him. He was uncomfortable, however, having to admit that he had evaded discussing such a fundamental question with the woman he loved. “No. We haven’t actually talked about it, it hasn’t really come up. I don’t know how Southern women look at this kind of thing. I figured since she’s so old-fashioned, it might embarrass her even to talk about it.”

“Is she the only one who’s embarrassed to talk about it?”

“Oh come on, you know I’m hardly a prude.”

“I know you’ve been with plenty of women, though Emily’s the first one you’ve had any interest in for quite a few years. But don’t you think sometimes it’s easier for guys to have sex than it is for them to talk about it, at least with women? I know that’s true for me. Maybe you should make the effort in this case. Perhaps she would be embarrassed, but she might still be willing to talk about it, and it would be good for the relationship for you to get it out in the open.”


 

This conversation was very much in Brian’s mind as he sat in the waiting room of Dr. McGinnis’ office. Emily had gone into the examining room with the look of a calf going in to become veal parmagian. Brian had tried to be reassuring, but he didn’t want to imply that her fear was childish. He figured that once the experience was behind her, it might be easier for her to talk about why it scared her so badly. He waited for about half an hour and grew impatient. The thought struck him that although he had relied on scare tactics to get her to keep this appointment, it had never occurred to him until this wait got longer and longer that there might actually be something physically wrong with her. Maybe the reason she hadn’t wanted to come was that she was having symptoms that frightened her. But she emerged smiling, and he gratefully forgot those fears. The thought of his life without Emily in it was a picture he didn’t want even to imagine. In many ways, it was amazing to him that she could become so important a part of his life in nine short weeks. “It’s not so much that my life is all that different.” he thought. “I go to the same job, I live in the same house, I have the same habits, the same friends. I spend my evenings mostly at home still, although now I spend them with her. It’s just that she’s the only fragrance in my life. When I pass by a mirror and see myself smiling, I know that I’ve been thinking about her.” 


“How did it go?” he asked as they walked out to the car.

“Fine. She says I’m perfectly fit. I’m sorry I was so silly about this. It wasn’t really so bad.”

“I’m glad to hear it. What was it that you were so scared about, anyway?”

“I just wasn’t sure what was going to happen, I wasn’t sure how to act. You know, I do that a lot.”

“What do you mean?”

“One of the worst things about growing up in the kind of family that I did is that you know your life isn’t normal, but you don’t know for sure what normal is. Stupid little things like table manners, for example. I never learned decent table manners as a child. I knew from watching other people in restaurants and my friends’ houses that my family wasn’t doing things properly, but I could only figure out what proper was by watching other people. This thing today is a big example. My mother never mentioned any of the girl stuff that mothers are supposed to talk to their daughters about—hygiene, sex, none of it. I had to figure out things for myself, and sometimes, I found out later, I got them wrong. I never understood any of the dirty jokes told in the girls locker room in gym class. Anyway the long and the short of it is that new situations scare me because I’m not sure how to act, not sure how to react like a normal person.”

“Being involved with me is a new situation. Do you ever feel as if you don’t know how to act?”

“Yes, sometimes I do. But with you I usually feel free to just do what I want and try not to worry about what is supposed to happen. I know I say and do the wrong things sometimes, but you’re so patient, I don’t think of it as the end of the world. I’m never afraid when I’m with you.”

They went from the doctor’s office to Brian’s house. After a light meal, they sat together on the couch in silence. Brian began kissing her with a greater measure of passion than usual. After a few minutes, Emily began her now familiar squirming away, as he knew she would.

He smiled so that she wouldn’t get the wrong idea, and then said in a firm tone, “We need to talk about this.”

He had expected her to deny that there was anything to talk about and was surprised when she said instead, “You’re right. We do.”

“Let’s be sure that we agree on what it is we need to talk about. I was kissing you and you pulled away, right?” She nodded her assent and he continued, “Why did you do that?”

“I’m not sure, I just was uncomfortable.”

“Were you afraid I would do something you wouldn’t like?” 


“No, of course not. I just like to have some idea of what’s going on. I have limits, things I don’t think are right for me. If I don’t know what’s going on, I don’t know if I’m going to break through one of those limits.”

“It might be helpful if I knew where your limits are.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, and looked like she was about to dig her heels in all the way to the foundation. “Would you try to talk me into changing them? I mean, I haven’t dated all that much, but one thing that I kept running into with men was the idea that their limits made more sense than mine.”

Brian spoke thoughtfully, fully aware that this could be an important turning point in this relationship. “I don’t think we’ve ever treated each other like that. I know better than to try to talk you into something that you don’t think is good for you. But how can I respect your limits if I don’t know where they are?” After a pause, he continued, “There I things I want to express to you for which gestures are more effective than words, but if my gestures offend you, they don’t communicate what I want them to at all.”

“It’s just that I don’t think sex outside of marriage is right, but I know if you tried to talk me into it, I’d give in and hate myself afterwards.”

He knew how difficult it had been for her to come right out and say it, and he knew that all of this was an article of faith for her which it would be wrong of him to disturb. But his mind kept going to back to the discussion they had had earlier in the afternoon. Her mother had never told her the facts of life. She acknowledged that there were things that she was ignorant about because at the time of her life when she should have been taught them, she wasn’t. He groped for a way of discussing this subject that she wouldn’t think was coercive.

 “I want to be sure that we understand one another here, okay? You don’t think it’s right to engage in sex outside of marriage, but it’s not wrong for me to kiss you, is it?”

“Of course not.”

“It’s not wrong for me to hold your hand, or stroke your hair, or touch your face, is it?”

“No, it’s not wrong. What’s the point you’re making here?”

“You’re not getting mad, are you?” He smiled as he asked the question.

She looked heavenward with that “why am I putting up with this?” look. “No, sweetheart, I’m not getting mad, I just wonder where you’re going with this.”

“Well, the point is that you said you pulled away from me before because you didn’t know what was going to happen next. What if I had told you what I was doing, what if you had known that I wouldn’t break any of your rules. What if I had kissed you, and then said, “Emily, I’m going to touch your shoulder now. I’m not going to do anything else, just touch your shoulder.’ Would you have pulled away then?”

She was obviously concentrating with some intensity on every word he was saying, like the potential customer making sure the salesman is not trying to put something over on her. “No, I don’t think I would have pulled away then.”

“So you would have trusted me to stick to the rules and do only what I said I would do?”

“Yes.”

“If I said, ‘Emily, I love you. I want to show you how much I love you by touching you. I want to touch your breast. I won’t do anything else. I’ll stick to the rules.’ Would you have pulled away then?”

He knew she was getting uncomfortable with this conversation and that he must be very careful not to frighten her on the very day when she had said that she was never afraid when she was with him. He valued that statement too much to ever do anything to make her change it. He knew that if that statement ever changed, the relationship would be over. 


“I don’t know. Other considerations would come into it then. I’d wonder if you would like what you were touching. I’d wonder if I would be a disappointment to you. I probably would pull away, I’d be too uncomfortable.”

“That’s an honest answer. I hope that you won’t always be uncomfortable. You see, what I’m getting at is, when you say that sex outside of marriage is wrong for you, you don’t mean that I shouldn’t want to touch you. You don’t mean that we can’t share any physical expression of our feelings, do you?”

“No. I just want to know that I’m not going to be in a position to call upon will power that may fail me. I like to know what’s coming, and be sure that certain things aren’t going to happen.”

Something about the way the conversation had gone led him to believe that there was more to this than she was saying, but he thought it best not to push it. “Sweetheart, I don’t have the same convictions about right and wrong that you do on this particular subject, but I respect your limits and I’ll never ask you to break them. I do love you, and I do want to be able to show you that.”

“I need some time to think about what you’re saying.”

“While you’re at it, I want you to think about something else. You said you’d wonder if you were a disappointment to me. There was a time in my life when I looked in the mirror and hated what I saw. I was convinced that no woman could ever be anything but disappointed in me. I don’t feel that way any more, and it’s because of you. You’re a beautiful, appealing woman, and I could never be disappointed in anything about you.” 


Looking at him more directly than she had at any time during the course of this exchange, she said, “You do know that I love you, don’t you? Even if we don’t...uh...”

“Yes, I do.”


 

Emily fell into a routine on Sundays going to church and then making her way out to Brian’s house. The Sunday feast and debate society was fast becoming one of the highlights of her week If anything of particular interest had come up during the week, or if she had read something she thought might be edifying, she would throw it out and see if it generated any interest.

On one Sunday, the parable of the Good Samaritan had been preached at church. Emily recalled to the gentlemen of the feast, as she sometimes called them, that she had once referred to Brian as her Good Samaritan. She said the more she thought about it, the better the analogy fit. Brian had been a stranger who owed nothing to Emily, but he had stopped in a snowstorm to help. He could have just waited for the ambulance and then left her, but instead, like the Samaritan, accompanied her to her place of recovery. And on top of that, Brian had come to see her every day in the hospital. She said she considered it likely that God had intended Brian and Emily to meet, because God sent the Good Samaritan.

Brian was touched by the thought, but was unpersuaded. “Sweetheart, if you want to believe that God intended us to meet, that’s fine with me. But why doesn’t God send Good Samaritans to every wounded traveler?”

“I’m not so sure that He doesn’t, although I guess it depends on how you look at it. I wasn’t trying to imply that I understand everything God does. Goodness, I don’t even understand everything I do!”

“Paul,” Brian asked, “Where do you come down on this great theological question?”

“Well, I see this whole discussion from the psychiatrist’s point of view. I’ll discuss theology with you all day if you really want, but I’m more interested in why you’re so negative about something that Emily values so much.”

Emily was surprised by the turn the conversation was taking, and not a little uncomfortable. “Why don’t we just talk about something else?” 


Brian recognized the signs of “Oh dear, I’ve started something and now people are going to be angry and it’s all my fault” that he had seen Emily display before. He was going to oblige her and change the subject when Paul said, “I’ve noticed this before, and I’ve wondered if what you resent is that there’s something in Emily’s life besides you that’s important to her, or if it’s more simply that you just resent God.” 


Emily was literally holding her breath waiting for Brian’s response to a question she had considered at the back of her mind herself, but wouldn’t in a million years have had the nerve to ask. She had to consciously remind herself, “We’re all grown up, reasonable people here, nothing catastrophic is going to happen.” She was trembling just the same. Brian noticed it, and smiled.

“I’m not going to punch him out or anything, you know. He’s the only person I know that I would tolerate this from. Everything’s okay.” Turning to Paul he said, “I don’t think I resent that Emily has something in her life that’s important to her besides me. But do I resent God? I don’t know. He didn’t send a Good Samaritan into the desert for me.”

Emily really didn’t know what possessed her—a year before she would have still been trembling and certainly would not have said a word. But this was now, and she just sort of blurted out, “You don’t resent God because He didn’t send a Samaritan into the desert after you. You resent God because you think He sent you into the desert. You think that God had it in for you for some reason.”

Both Brian and Paul turned to stare at her, and she looked around as if someone else had said it. What little nerve she had borrowed from somewhere was immediately repossessed, and she almost stammered, “I’m sorry. I never should have said that.”

Paul jumped in immediately, “Do you think what you said is true, do you think that’s the way Brian’s mind works?”

“Well, I don’t know, maybe. But I certainly shouldn’t have said it.”

Paul thought that it would be interesting to pursue her comment further, but decided not to. Instead, he pounced on Brian. “What do you think? Is she right?”

A heavy silence fell over the group. Brian walked over to the window, looked out over the city and seemed to fall into a trance. A couple of minutes later, it was Emily to whom he spoke. “Number one, my sweet, you have to stop being afraid that people are going to bite you if you speak your mind. We don’t work that way, especially on Sundays when we’re too stuffed to get mad about anything. Number two, I think I ought to be free to speak my mind too, but that I ought to refrain from being sarcastic about your faith. Number three,” and here he drew in his breath, and began speaking again with a huge exhalation, “maybe I did think that God had it in for me at one time in my life, maybe I even thought that God was some kind of bully for treating me so badly, but I don’t think that any more. And just to show that I don’t have any hard feelings toward Him, I’m going to take you up on your repeated invitations and go to church with you next Sunday. And as for you,” he turned to address the grinning psychiatrist, “I think you’re a bad influence on her thought processes.”

“You know,” Paul responded, “I think her thought processes are pretty respectable without any help from me.


 

Chapter 3


 

While it was true that Brian missed his Vermont winters with their abundant snow, he missed summer there even more. “It is never stifling in Vermont,” he thought with true Yankee superiority. The South seems at its most southern in the summer, when everyone moves a little slower, talks a little slower, and accomplishes less. Emily told him that in summer, the church has few meetings and low attendance. The whole energy level of the community seemed to decline. 


He suspected that Emily must feel the same way about it. As June got underway, he noticed that she seemed to be tired all the time. They often spent Saturday afternoons doing household jobs in one another’s homes. One Saturday afternoon as they were washing the windows of his house, he counted twelve yawns in fifteen minutes. 


“Am I keeping you up?” he asked.

“Huh?”

“You’ve been yawning your head off all afternoon. You okay?”

“I guess I’m just tired. I’ve had trouble sleeping lately,” she said, hiding another yawn behind her hand.

“Is anything bothering you?”

“No, of course not.”

“Why don’t you go inside and take a nap? Remember, we were going to watch that baseball game on T.V. tonight. You don’t want to sleep through it.”

The windows were finished and he was assembling a casserole in the kitchen when he heard Emily tossing and moaning on the couch in the living room. He stood in the doorway and watched, trying to get some idea of what she was dreaming about. Suddenly she sat bolt upright and moaned. He immediately went to her.

“Emily, it’s okay. You were having a bad dream. Everything’s all right.”

She had that dazed, confused look that people wear when their dreams and reality meet head on. Her face reflected the struggle to sort the two out. When she finally was completely awake, she was flustered.

Brian was concerned. Bad dreams are one thing, but that scream sounded like real terror. “Do you remember what you were dreaming about?” he asked.

“No.”

“Have you been having a lot of bad dreams lately?”

“Yes. I believe it must be the heat. It makes me so uncomfortable, I just toss and turn. You know the air conditioning in my apartment doesn’t work very well.”

“Have you had anything particular on your mind? Is there something at work troubling you?”

“No, really, there’s nothing. Let’s just forget about it.”

Brian resolved to do nothing of the sort. 


The next day was Sunday, and Brian planned to bring the subject of the bad dreams up with Paul. Psychiatrists are supposed to be experts on dreams, and Brian knew that Paul was clever enough to get her to talk about it.

After a delicious meal, the three were comfortably ensconced on the deck of Brian’s house. It was the kind of lazy, sunny day when a person can be perfectly content as long as he doesn’t have to move. Brian said casually, “So, Paul, what do you know about the correlation between bad dreams and bad air conditioning?”

Emily pounced, “I knew you’d bring that up. Got your own private psychiatrist here, and you just couldn’t resist, could you?” She wasn’t really angry, as they could tell when she threw the cushion at him.

“Somebody having bad dreams?” Paul asked.

“Emily woke up from a nap moaning yesterday afternoon. She says she’s been having bad dreams lately because the air conditioning in her apartment is so bad.” It was obvious from his tone that he thought the explanation was pretty weak.

“Do you remember what the dreams are about, Emily?”

“No,” she responded, too quickly.

“Is it the same dream, or different dreams?”

“It’s the same dream, but I can never remember it after I wake up.”

“How do you know it’s the same dream if you don’t remember it?”

“When am I going to learn not to get into these conversations with you two?” she asked rhetorically. “I can’t win, you gang up on me and corner me into things. It’s just stupid for a grown woman to be having night terrors, or whatever. My life is going along just swimmingly, so why am I sitting here having my dreams dissected by a head shrinker?”

Paul had that psychiatrist’s habit of examining every utterance as potentially meaningful, and thought this was an instance where that just might be the case. “Is your life going on just swimmingly? Is there nothing bothering you, nothing nagging at some back door of your mind? People think that having a nightmare means they are mentally unwell, but in fact, bad dreams are often a healthy way for the mind to deal with things that it doesn’t want to face head on. Do you remember anything in the dream? Close your eyes and concentrate.”

She looked at him with a faint suspicion. “You’re not going to hypnotize me or anything, are you?”

He laughed. “No, I don’t do hypnotism. It gives me a headache. Just concentrate on remembering.”

“I think it had something to do with the accident I was in this winter. But I don’t remember much.”

“Was it at night or in the day time?”

“I don’t know,”

“Was it cold, like it was in the snowstorm when you hit the tree?”

“Honestly, I don’t remember.”

“What makes you think that it had something to do with your accident?”

“When I wake up, I always have this feeling of being trapped, of having something important to do and not being able to get out and do it.”

Paul looked thoughtful. “I doubt if there’s anything to worry about, but if you’d like, I could recommend several good doctors that might be able to help you. I know it must be a drag to have your sleep disturbed all the time.” He then added with a grin, “I personally am a firm believer in the benefits of psychiatry.”

She held up her hands in a “stop” motion. “Present company excepted, I am not so sure I think much of it. I don’t think I’d be comfortable talking to a stranger about the upholstery in my brain. It really isn’t that big a deal. I’m sure it will pass.”

The next day, Brian stopped by Paul’s office in the late afternoon to return some books he had borrowed. He wanted to get Paul’s opinion on the subject of Emily’s dreams.

“I was kind of hoping you might be able to help her sort all that out and see what’s troubling her,” he said.

Paul shook his head. “It is a definite mistake to take on one of your friends as a patient. That is not only strictly against the rules, it’s also counterproductive. If part of what’s going on in her mind is related to you, do you think she’d tell me? Would you want her to tell me? Would you be comfortable knowing that she had told me and that I couldn’t tell you what she said? I don’t have much doubt that Emily would benefit from talking to someone, and not just about bad dreams either, but she’s not going to do it if you push her. She’s got to decide for herself that she needs to talk to someone about things. The pain of an unhappy childhood doesn’t just evaporate, it’s got to go somewhere. Maybe for Emily, it’s coming out in her sleep. Maybe not. But the decision to do something about it has to be hers. Otherwise, she’s still powerless, still just doing what the people she loves expect of her.”

“Do you think that whatever is troubling her does have something to do with me?”

“I honestly couldn’t tell you. I hope she does something about it. If she doesn’t want to talk to a therapist, there are lots of support groups for adult children of dysfunctional families. There are some good books written for lay people on the subject that might help her too. I’ve considered suggesting these things to her, but I tread very softly where she’s concerned. I think she might interpret any such suggestions from me as an insinuation that I think she’s lacking in some way.”

There was something in Paul’s voice, a warmth, a fervor, that prompted Brian to look at him carefully. “You’re fond of her, aren’t you?” he asked with a smile.

“Yes, I am. I like her wit, I appreciate her intellect, I respect her for trying to change her life in a positive way. She’s a very compelling person. Of course, you don’t need me to tell you any of this. I am fond of her, and I think you two make a great pair. So don’t screw it up.” This last was said with a smile, but his tone turned serious again, “Do what you’ve been doing. Listen to her, support her, and be encouraging in her growth. Be patient.” 


That advice became harder to follow as the days wore on. Emily lost her appetite, she was late for dates, she seemed distracted all the time. On the long holiday weekend over the fourth of July, Brian didn’t see her at all. She made some excuse about a summer cold, but he suspected that she was going through some sort of personal crisis and wanted to be alone. It was hard for him to know what the right thing to do was. Should he go to her and be more firm in suggesting that she needed to get some help? Or did she really need to be left alone to come to the same conclusion by herself? In the meantime, Paul was away on vacation, so Brian spent three days alone. He hadn’t realized that it had been months since he had spent so much time by himself. He was at something of a loss for how to pass the time. How odd, he thought, to be alone for most of the last twenty years, and now after she had been a part of his life for six short months, to find it so hard to amuse himself without her. Music was not as enjoyable when she wasn’t there to hear it with him. He found it difficult to concentrate on a book because he kept wondering how she was. It was actually a pleasure to go back to work on Tuesday because at least it gave him something to do.

He tried to call her that evening, but got no answer. The same thing was true the next evening, and he began to go from worry to panic. Thursday he called the library and asked for her only to be told that she was not at work, and was not expected back for the rest of the week. He drove by her apartment several times and saw no sign of her or her car. He couldn’t imagine where she might be. Her parents were both dead, she was not at all close to any of her siblings, he hadn’t heard her mention any friends from out of town that she might have gone to visit. He realized fully for the first time that Emily led an extraordinarily insulated life. She had no family to whom she chose to relate. She mentioned no old schoolmates with whom she had kept track. He couldn’t fathom where a person with so little contact with other people would go. Where could she be?

He called her apartment every half hour all day on Saturday. He was sure at this point that something terrible must have happened to her. He called every major hospital in a hundred mile radius to see if she had been admitted. He couldn’t believe she would go anywhere for so long and not let him know where she was. She must know how scared he would be. There was no point calling the police, because she had told her co-workers she would be gone. Helplessness is the emotion next door to anger, and Brian began to feel that anger gnawing at the back of his mind. How could she let him worry like this? Where is she? 



There was nothing left for him to do. He was not a big drinker, but he figured he’d rather be blind drunk that blind with fear. That Saturday evening, he bought a bottle of bourbon, drank as much of it as he could hold, and passed out on the couch. That was where Paul found him the next day at noon when he showed up for the Sunday feast. He had only arrived home from his vacation late the night before and had no idea what had been going on.

Paul had to bang on the door a while before Brian heard him and let him in. The psychiatrist took a good long look at him and commented, “I’ll bet you’ve worked on stiffs that looked better than you do right now. What in the world is the matter with you?”

“Nothing. I always look like this the morning after I drink myself into unconsciousness.” Brian turned and went into his bedroom to get cleaned up. Paul followed him.

“I see. And why did you drink yourself into unconsciousness?”

“It’s Emily. She’s gone. She stayed away last weekend and said she had a cold. She didn’t go to work all week. She hasn’t answered her phone. I don’t think she’s been at her apartment. I’ve looked everywhere I can think to look and I have no idea where she is. I don’t know if she’s alive or dead. I don’t know whether to be furious or terrified. Yes I do, I’m terrified. She couldn’t possibly have just gone off for this long and not told me. She couldn’t possibly be that insensitive.”

“She didn’t say anything about going on a trip? She didn’t write a letter? You’re sure? This doesn’t sound like Emily.”

For a while they went through the possibilities. Paul would suggest something and Brian would say he’d checked that. Finally there was nothing else to say and they just sat and looked at one another. Normally they aimed their Sunday meal at 2:00, but food was the last thing Brian wanted. The first thing he wanted was the answer. Where is she? It still lacked five minutes till 2:00 when the doorbell rang.

Brian limped to the door expecting something terrible, and there she was, big as life. For a while he stood there and just looked at her. Without a word he stood aside and she came in.

Brian didn’t trust himself to speak. He stood by the window. He didn’t even trust himself to look at her. It fell to Paul to ask the obvious question.

“Hello, Emily. Have you been away?”

“Didn’t Brian tell you?” The silence in the room was so heavy it hurt her ears. “What’s the matter?” she asked.

Paul saw that Brian wasn’t go to pick up the ball of conversation so he said slowly and carefully, “Brian didn’t tell me because he doesn’t know. Where have you been?”

She looked at Brian and asked sharply, “Didn’t you read my note?”

He swallowed hard as if he was choking something down and said in a very low voice, “What note?”

“I left a note for you Tuesday morning on my way out of town. I didn’t want you to worry. I taped it to your door. Didn’t you see it?”

“There wasn’t any note on my door.”

“I left it right on....Oh, Brian if you didn’t get my note, then you must have been worried.” The tears welled up in her eyes and she said through them, “Oh sweetheart, I’m so sorry. I would never have left you to worry if I had known. Oh, Brian...”

“If you’re going to cry, do it quietly. My head is killing me,” he said as he lowered himself gingerly onto a chair. “Would you mind telling me where you have been?”

“Are you sick?” Emily asked.

He just looked at her coldly, so Paul supplied an answer, “Brian is not sick. Brian decided to drown his sorrows last night and has a hangover. Look, you’re both obviously very upset. Why don’t you just sit down, relax, and find out what is going on?” Paul said. “I’m going to make myself scarce. Call me later if you need me.” With a final look at both of them, he shrugged and closed the door behind him.

Emily took a deep breath and said, “I’m sorry. I couldn’t go on the way I was any more. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, and I was so depressed, I didn’t know what to do. I decided to just get away for a few days. I couldn’t deal with my present life, and I knew that it was my past that was the heart of the problem, so that’s where I went. I went back home to Raleigh. Of course, I don’t know anybody there anymore, at least not anybody that I’d want to see, so I checked into a little motel. I wrote in my journal a lot. I prayed a lot. I read some of those books Paul loaned me, and I just did a lot of thinking. I went and looked at the schools I went to as a child. I drove around and looked at the old familiar places that I remembered. That’s where I’ve been. I told you in my note that you didn’t get that I would be back in time for the feast today. I’m so sorry I worried you.” 


Finally, Brian spoke, trying hard to sound calm. “Did it do any good? Do you feel any better?”

“Do you really want to know?” she asked. She had never seen him angry at all, and he had been way beyond angry when she arrived. It was a scary sort of anger for a person who in childhood had seen dishes, other household objects, and the occasional sibling hurled across the room. Brian’s anger was dark and ominously quiet.

He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly with his words. “Yes, I do.”

“I think it did me a lot of good. I felt a little foolish doing some of the things I did, but I felt better afterwards. This morning I went and chewed out my father really good.”

“I thought your father was dead.”

“He is. I had to go out to the cemetery to do it. I felt stupid, but he really had it coming, even if it was a little late. I also finally remembered that awful nightmare, and I know what it was about.”

“What was it about?” Brian asked, his voice no longer sounding as if he was struggling to control it. 


“It was about you. You remember I said that I always woke up feeling trapped. I remember the whole thing now. There’s a loud crash, and then an accident. I’m stuck in my car and the door won’t open. There’s someone outside the car calling me, and I can’t get the door open. He’s hurt and he’s calling me, and there’s nothing I can do. I can’t help him and he can’t help me. It was you calling me, Brian, and there was nothing I could do.”

“I suppose you’ve got it all figured out what that means.” There was a renewed harshness, almost hostility in his voice.

“I think it means that we can’t help each other, we each have to help ourselves.”

“So you don’t need me anymore?” His words sounded clipped.

“I didn’t say that,” she said as she walked toward the door.

“Where are you going now?” he yelled at her.

“I know you have a right to be angry, but I can’t deal with it. That’s one of the things I have to work on, dealing with other people’s anger. I don’t think you can really listen to me now anyway. When you calm down, call me and I’ll come back.” There was fear bordering on terror in the way she moved away from him, the way her voice shook as she spoke.

He suddenly realized how he must have sounded to her, and was desperate that she not go at this particular moment. “Sweetheart, don’t go. I’m only angry because I’ve been so worried. I am really listening.”

She turned and walked to a chair. For a few minutes, she fought an obvious battle to regain enough composure to speak. Finally the words came out in something of a flood. “For the first half of my life I lived in a kind of prison. When you’re in prison, you develop techniques for survival. You learn the things you have to do to make it. Don’t stand out. Conform. Do what’s expected of you. Tell people what they want to hear. Stick to your routines. That’s the way you learn to live. But when the jailers finally let you go, you’re still not really free. You still live with a survival mentality. You still have these defense mechanisms, but they don’t defend you anymore, they become the bars of your new prison. You can’t relate to people, you never know what to say. And always, always there’s fear. I thought when I came to faith, God would change me into a happy, healthy person, but I haven’t let Him. I thought when I met you, that you would change me, but I haven’t let you either. I have had more joy in you than in any other person in all my life, but I’m still not really free. Nobody will ever be able to set me free from the memories. I have to do it for myself. That’s where I’ve been this week. That’s what I’ve been trying to do.”

Brian had listened with great concentration. When he spoke, he was obviously choosing his words carefully. “That’s all very good. That all makes perfect sense to me. I can see it’s been time well spent for you. Where do you think this leaves our relationship?”

“Brian, I never meant to imply that I don’t need you. I know perfectly well that I would never have found the motivation to do this if not for you. I think it leaves our relationship with a much better chance of survival. I feel that I can be more honest now. I feel able to give more freely of myself, without worrying about whether I’m worthy of you.” After a pause, she asked timidly, “How do you feel about our relationship now?”

“I don’t know. I know I love you. If you feel better about yourself, that can only be a good thing for both of us. It’s been a really awful week, and right now, I don’t want to think about anything. I just want to be here with you and rest.”

“That’s what Sundays are supposed to be for.”


 

“Do you have any more troubles with bad dreams, sweetheart?”

A blessedly quiet work week had passed. Brian and Emily had spent several placid evenings together, not saying anything of consequence, and in fact content to say very little at all. There was an unspoken agreement between them that they had passed through a trying period and that they needed some easy times for a while. 


“No, I have been sleeping like a baby since I got back,” she responded.

“Would you mind if I ask you something about that dream?”

“No, go ahead.”

“You said that we were both trapped in the dream, you couldn’t get out of the car, and there was no one to help me. Do you think I need help, do you think I’m trapped in some way?”

“If I were Paul, I’d probably say, ‘What do you think?’ I don’t claim to have any great insight into the way your mind works. You know a lot better than I do whether you feel trapped or whether you feel helpless. But I have observed something in you that I think led to that part of the dream. You’re the most even-tempered man I’ve ever met. You not only don’t yell, scream, and throw things, you don’t even raise your voice. And yet, for all of that, I think you’re a very angry person.”

“I see. And who am I angry at?”

She folded her arms and pondered the possibilities. “I’m not sure. Maybe you’re angry with a country that sent thousands of young men, including you, half way around the world to suffer and be hurt, without giving them the chance to finish the job. Maybe you’re angry about something more personal than that. You’ve never told me.”

“Do you think a man can stay angry for twenty years?”

“I don’t see why not, especially if his wounds are still there after twenty years.”

Brian knew that everything she said was true; in fact, it was truer than Emily could possibly realize. He knew that for most of the course of their relationship, the focus had been on Emily’s pain, but that he had hidden, apparently unsuccessfully, the pain that he had felt every day for twenty years. 



An image from his childhood came to mind. One of his favorite things to do as a boy was to go fishing with his father and his Uncle Ted. He loved everything about it from the sound of the oars slipping in and out of the water to the smell of the dank weeds near the shoreline of the lake. At school he felt it impossible to sit still for more than five consecutive minutes in Miss Hobgood’s arithmetic class, but he could sit motionless for an hour waiting for the bobber on the end of his pole to dip, the signal that he had a nibble on his line. Somehow, his father seemed to get more thoughtful in a boat. The mysteries of life and death, the intricacies of female psychology, the love of country, all of these were subjects that could be discussed out on a lake where there was no telephone to bring the voice of a complaining patient which would take his father away. Even mundane things took on a symbolic quality to his father out in that boat, and Brian saw glimpses of the romantic in his father’s soul at such moments.

At the end of one particular fishing outing, Brian, his father, and his uncle were sitting by a campfire cleaning the fish they had caught for the evening meal. Brian had been astonished to find the remnant of an old fish hook in the innards of one of his fish. He showed it to his father who remarked, “Probably been in there for a long time, from the looks of it.”

“But, Dad, how could that be? Why didn’t it kill him?”

“Maybe it would have eventually, or maybe not. Some hurts are like that. Some hurts are merciful, you bite the hook, and it’s your time, and you’re gone. Other hurts just work themselves inside you, and maybe they kill you eventually, or maybe they don’t, but you hurt for a long time waiting.”

Brian hadn’t understood the look on his father’s face. He wondered what hurt might have put it there. But as the past twenty years had gone by, he understood exactly what his father had meant. It was better to face some hurts right at the beginning so that they didn’t work their way inside. Twenty years is a long time to walk around being stuck by a hook.


 

Chapter 4


 

For some people, summer means days at the beach, a slower pace to life, or fresh vegetables. For Brian McClellan, summer meant baseball.

For a serious baseball fan, living in North Carolina can be both a curse and a blessing. On the one hand, there is no major-league team in the state, and few prospects of getting one. On the other hand, Baltimore and Atlanta are both a tolerable six hours drive away. In addition, there are a number of minor-league teams, ranging from Class A to AAA. There is a Class A Carolina League team, bizarrely named the Dash, in town so Brian could even go to a game and be able to get into the kind of mood that only live baseball can provoke.

“I went to my first game in 1977,” he told Emily as they waited in line to buy their tickets for the first Dash-Keys game of the season. “My father had to go to New York for a convention of some kind, and he took my mother and me along. I wondered at the time why he was going—I’ve told you how much he hated leaving home—but then I found out when he said that we were going to Shea Stadium.”

“The Mets, right?” Emily commented. 



Brian nodded, impressed that she knew the city that the Mets played in. “I’ll bet that was an exciting day for both of you,” Emily said, knowing a play-by-play account was coming.

“I’ve never forgotten that game,” he said as he paid for their tickets and headed off toward the reserved seats near first base. “More New Englanders are Red Sox fans than any other team, but Dad preferred the National League, and especially the Mets. It had been a long
time since he’d been to New York, and he didn’t want to pass up the chance. They were playing the Dodgers, who had a terrific team that year. They got to the World Series.”

“Did they win” Emily asked. 


“Oh, no,” Brian said. “They lost to the Bronx Zoo Yankees.”

The moment passed, and the game began. The Keys are an Orioles affiliate, and reflected the long standing futility of the parent club. Their lead-off hitter, an outfielder named Crawford, was only hitting .257. The Dash’s pitcher, a young man from California with the odd name of Overall, looked confident as he completed his warm-ups and looked to his catcher for the signal for the first pitch.

Brian seemed to have forgotten his story as he concentrated on the duel between aspiring major-leaguers. When Crawford popped up the second pitch to Baker at third, he shrugged and resumed.

“I was telling you about that game in New York, wasn’t I?” Emily nodded, and glanced at the scoreboard to see that the Bulls’ second baseman, Collins, was just a .246 hitter. “It was wonderful. Tom Seaver pitched for the Mets. That was the last year he won twenty games, though only seven of them were with the Mets—he got traded mid-season. And he was pitching against Tommy John, who also won twenty that year. 


“That’s the fellow the surgery was named after, right?” Emily asked.

“Yes, as a matter of fact it is,” Brian replied, his respect for her growing by the second. “The Mets were pretty bad that year, but it was still great to get to see a Hall of Famer like Seaver pitch. Between him and John, it was a great pitcher’s duel. And the Mets won, I’m happy to say, on a home run by ol’ Ed Kranepool in the bottom of the ninth.”

As he spoke of , the Keys’ first baseman, Chance, must have thought that Brian was referring to him, because he hit a tall shot down the right-field line in the direction of the clubhouse. Clarke, the Spirits’ right-fielder, took off in pursuit, and was rewarded with a rousing ovation when he slid under the ball near the fence. That ended the inning, and while the public address system played old rock ’n roll, Brian continued to think of old ballplayers. Emily found it fascinating, though the names were mostly new to her. She asked what the source of his dedication was, not just to the game, but to its history. Brian pondered for a moment and said, “I don’t know exactly. Baseball is a game that honors tradition. There have been rules changes, some fairly drastic like the designated hitter, and changes in the structures of the leagues, over the years, but in its essence baseball is the same game that was played in the nineteenth century. It doesn’t cater to any of the things that drive modern America—speed, violence, that sort of thing. It’s slow and deliberate, cerebral in a way. Maybe that’s why people like George Will like it. But for me, it’s more aesthetic. Baseball has a wonderful symmetry to it. It’s...”

At that point he stopped. He realized that she was looking at him with genuine amusement. He realized he’d wandered away from the subject of her question, but saw nothing funny in what he’d said. For Brian, baseball was serious business. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Nothing, really,” she replied. “I just think it’s adorable when you rattle on rhapsodically about something. You don’t do it very often, and it’s a side of you I really like.” 


He let out a comically overblown sigh. “Women,” he said, shaking his head. “Try to talk baseball with them, and look what happens. They think it’s adorable.” He gave her his widest grin. “That’s okay, I think you’re adorable, even if you don’t know anything about baseball.”

“Watch the game,” she replied, taking his head in her hands and turning it toward the field.


 

Brian was in a period of increased intensity in his work. He found himself working longer hours. He observed that this not only deprived him of leisure time, but tainted the time he did have because he was often tired and impatient. He was wishing that he had arranged to have his vacation time in the summer instead of lining it up for the fall. When that decision had had to be made back in January, he hadn’t met Emily and could not have envisioned the turns his life would take.

For Emily, the summer was usually a slow time at work as people vacationed and so read less. She had mixed feelings about her work. On the one hand, she was not as averse to dealing with people as she used to be, but on the other hand, she was more prone to find the work boring. The thought would sometimes strike her as she performed some task, “I can certainly think of things that would be more interesting to do than this.”

In the long summer evenings, they would sit together in Brian’s great room talking of unimportant, fascinating things like what was on their list of what summer was good for (fresh tomatoes, sweet corn, the beach, and a lot of the truly obnoxious people go on vacation), why baseball was a superior sport to any other (it was symmetrical, it was statistical, and you could see the players’ faces), and which books it was more fun to read in the summer time (Dr. Zhivago and Lost Horizon because of all the snow and The Canterbury Tales because it was about people going on a sort of vacation).

Brian would go on at great lengths about the amusements and delights available to a boy in summer time in Vermont. Emily was used to this, and it didn’t bore her. Of course, she was at the stage of emotional involvement when she would gladly have listened to him read the phone book. To listen to Brian tell it, the reason astronauts in outer space never reported seeing heaven up there was because it was in fact located in the state next to New Hampshire.

Emily said, “Your childhood was a real idyll, wasn’t it? Let’s see, you were born in the fall of 1964. That was the hey day of the Beatles. The beginning of the counter-culture. It must have been an unsettling time to live in. And yet, you tell it as if your parents were Ward and June Cleaver. I love listening to you talk about it, but do you think it was really as good as you remember it?”

Brian smiled, “I doubt that I thought so at the time, but at my current advanced old age, it looks pretty good to me. You were born at the end of the seventies. I guess we’re really two separate generations, aren’t we?”

“Oh, don’t worry, you’ve held up remarkably well for a man of your years.” There was something in her grin, something just the least bit suggestive in her voice that made him look at her quite closely.

“You don’t look too bad yourself, you know,” he said drawing her closer.

There is something about a kiss in the middle of a conversation that is tentative, as if one is trying to ascertain whether this is the first kiss of many more to follow, or if this is just a small token of affection after which the conversation will continue. When Emily kissed him, there was no doubt that she intended it to be just the first kiss of a series. There was a warmth to it, a hint of passion. Always willing to oblige, Brian began to kiss her more fervently, to match her passion and add some of his own.


 

Emily was finding as her relationship with Brian progressed, that there was a change in the way her other relationships functioned. She experienced a switch in her outlook to her job which she hardly expected. She had once preferred the rote tasks that she did alone over the tasks which involved dealing with other people. She now realized that her co-workers were interesting and, in some cases, fun people. Now when they politely asked her to join them for lunch, she accepted, and enjoyed the time.


On one particular lunch break, she was listening to Janet Barstow relating her child care problems. It appeared that the Barstows were planning a big evening on the upcoming Friday night, but were having trouble finding a babysitter for their six year old daughter. Emily surprised the group, herself included, by volunteering to have little Jessica come to spend the evening at her apartment. Her offer was gratefully accepted, and she began to wonder what she had gotten herself into. She knew quite a bit about children’s literature from her work in the library, but she didn’t feel she knew too much about children. She began to think of strategies for keeping a six year old occupied for an evening.

When Brian called her on Friday at noon to see if she would like to come to his place for dinner, he was surprised to hear the reason she declined his invitation. “You’re babysitting? I thought you didn’t like children.”

Emily sounded a little insulted. “I have nothing against children on principle. I was a child once myself. I’m just not exactly sure what six year olds like to do. But I thought it would be a friendly gesture to make the offer. Janet is a nice person to work with, and she was very helpful to me when I had my accident last winter.” She went on to add with a mischievous tone, “Why don’t you come over and help me entertain the little girl, Brian? I’ll bet little girls just love you.”

“No, thank you. I don’t do children.” 


As it turned out, Jessica Barstow did most of the entertaining that evening. She was a loquacious child, ready and willing to voice her opinion about a myriad of subjects. As in, “My mom doesn’t make macaroni the way you do. She gets hers out of a blue box,” and “I don’t ever go to bed early on Friday nights, even if I’m at the babysitter’s house, because my mom lets me sleep real late on Saturday,” and “You mean you haven’t seen the Disney princess movies? Not even one. I’ve seen them all. I even have Disney princess underwear.”

When she finally dropped off to sleep on Emily’s couch, it was a toss-up as to who was more worn out. The Barstows arrived at about midnight to pick her up and were profuse in their thanks. Emily said she would be happy to do it again some time.


 

One of Paul Lawrence’s favorite off-duty activities was volunteering with an educational/ social program run at the Community Center for underprivileged youth. He refereed basketball games, participated in drug education programs, and counseled young people on the dangers of promiscuous behavior. The center was chronically in need of funds, and so hosted a number of fund-raising events throughout the year. In the summer there was a picnic supper held in the center’s backyard. 


Paul had sold Brian two tickets for the festivities, as he had every year since its inception, but he made it clear that this year, he actually expected to see his friend among the assembled throng.

“You don’t have your usual excuse this time, pal. You have someone to go with, and besides,” he added in a slightly more serious tone, “you two need to get out more.”

It was true that Brian and Emily had a tendency to isolate themselves. They spent their evenings together, generally at Brian’s house, which he kept at a constant seventy degrees. Emily had weak air conditioning in her apartment, and always felt it to be stuffy. Brian excused his energy wastefulness by saying that he made up for it in the winter when he kept the thermostat at sixty-four. Dislike of the heat was basically just an excuse to avoid going out, however. The truth was that Brian felt that when he wasn’t working, he should be relaxing, and the only place he ever really relaxed was in the privacy of his own home. 


Emily not only went along with this preference for privacy, she endorsed it wholeheartedly. A lifetime of avoiding contact with people was a hard habit to break without some compelling reason, which Emily didn’t feel that she had. When she did on occasion feel like a change of scenery, she suggested a trip to the mall. There she could indulge the illusion that she was being sociable without having to actually deal with people.

When it came to Paul’s picnic, Emily took the position that it wouldn’t be very nice to Paul not to go, and besides, it went against her frugal grain to buy tickets to a meal and then not be there to eat it. So the balmy August evening found them hobnobbing with the cream of the philanthropic community. 


The first thing Emily noticed was that she was more informally dressed than the other women. It did rather seem to her that a gingham blouse and denim skirt ought to be perfectly appropriate for a picnic, but from the finery that she saw all around her, she got the impression that she was a bit dowdy. Commenting on this to Brian, his response was, “Did it ever occur to you that it might be the other women that have poor judgment and are overdressed? Anyway, I like the way you look.”

“Men just don’t understand these things,” she thought. When the meal was actually served and she watched those ladies in silk trying to eat fried chicken legs off paper plates in their laps, she had a good laugh, and agreed that he might be right after all.

After the food came the “stand around and mingle and try to look like you’re having a good time at the party” phase. Emily was amusing herself pointing out people to Brian. There were several faces that she recognized, the director of the county library system, the mayor, the alderman who was reputed to have a lady friend in every ward of the city. There was a news crew filming footage for the eleven o’clock broadcast. Emily found the whole thing rather exciting. Paul made his way in their direction.

“So, how are we enjoying the festivities?”

“Paul, did you know the mayor is here?” Emily gushed.

“Of course she is. It would be politically incorrect for her not to be.” Turning to Brian, he observed, “You don’t seem impressed by the rich and famous you see assembled before you.”

“I guess I’m hopelessly politically incorrect. We’re at a party to benefit young people and I haven’t seen anybody under the age of thirty all evening.”

“It’s not their kind of party,” his friend said.

“I think they’ve got the right idea.”

Emily was going to scold him for being a killjoy when she saw a look of pain in his face. “Brian, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing, sweetheart, I’ve just had enough standing for one day. This thing,” and he indicated his prosthetic leg, “has limited mileage for an evening.”

“I’m sorry, sometimes I forget. Let’s make our way home,” she said.

The noise of the party had masked the rumble of distant thunder in the air, but as they drove toward Brian’s house they could see vivid flashes of lightning. They were just closing the door of the house behind them when the sky opened up and sheets of rain poured down. Emily was chuckling, “Think about what those silk dresses must look like right about now.”

Brian was enjoying a cold bottle of beer and Emily was sipping away at a tall glass of milk when the lights went out. Looking out the window of Brian’s great room, they saw that unrelieved darkness covered the whole neighborhood. Brian speculated that lightning had probably struck the power station.

“That will take a while to fix. The street lights are out and it’s still pouring. You’d better stay here tonight. You can sleep in my room, and I’ll take the couch.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort. If you sleep on the couch, then we’ll both be sleeping in strange beds. I’ll take the couch. I’m not sleepy, anyway. I want to write about the party in my journal.”

“Well, it’s probably ungallant of me, but I’m not going to argue with you. That couch is about six inches too short for my frame.”

After making sure that she had a pillow and blanket, and a candle to see by, Brian bid Emily a warm goodnight. The sounds of the rain on the roof lulled him quickly to sleep.

The next thing he knew, there was sunlight pouring into his room. Brian loved nights like that, no waking up in the middle of the night to check the time, as if it mattered a great deal to anyone who wanted to be sleeping whether it was three o’clock in the morning and they weren’t asleep or four o’clock in the morning and they weren’t asleep. And best of all, no dreams.

He got out of bed and hurried through his morning shower as quietly as possible, thinking it would be nice to be up before Emily and make her a good breakfast. He always marveled at her descriptions of breakfast in her house. How could anybody start a day on a meal of doughnuts and root beer?

He walked as quietly as his limp would let him into the living room only to find that she was gone. There was a note on her pillow:


 

Dear Brian,

Couldn’t sleep. Lights came back on, so decided to go home. Call you later.

Love,

E.


 

For someone who can write pages and pages in that journal on the raptures of a particular view or a piece of music, she sure writes short letters, he thought. You’d think it was a telegram.

He attended to various household chores, figuring it was too early on a Saturday to call. In no time at all, he had finished laundry, cleaned floors, and had the house up to his fastidious standards. The phone rang at about eleven.

“Hi, Brian.”

“Good morning. I missed you this morning. You would have gotten a good breakfast if you’d stuck around.”

“Oh well, you know I’m not fond of breakfast.”

“What time did you leave here last night?”

“I’m not really sure.”

“Did you decide that your reputation would be damaged if you spent the night in my house?” He meant it as a joke, but the silence on the other end of the line told him that she didn’t think it was funny. “Sorry. Did you get any sleep?”

“No, and I’m really wiped out. Maybe you should just have a good day without me today.”

Brian weighed what she said and how she said it before he answered. There seemed to him to be something just a little off about her voice. “Is everything all right?”

“Sure. I’m just tired. I’ll see you tomorrow after church.”

Come Sunday, Brian and Paul decided it was too hot to cook in the house and that a steak dinner fixed on the grill was just the thing. They were working on stoking up an impressive blaze when Emily arrived.

“You look like Druids performing some ancient rite,” she said smiling, looking at Paul. “What else is on the menu?”

“We have the potatoes and bread all ready. You could chop the vegetables for the salad,” Brian said.

“I guess I can do that much,” she said, still looking only at Paul. “Maybe I can handle it without messing it up.”

She went to the kitchen to cut the vegetables, and the men were once again alone on the deck.

“You two didn’t have a fight or something, did you?” Paul asked.

“No, but I think I must be in the doghouse about something. She acted like I wasn’t even here.”

The meal went pleasantly enough. Paul talked about how well the fundraiser had done. “I was glad you two decided to come.”

“I think I was something of a bore myself,” Brian said. “I should have been thrilled. I was with the most beautiful woman in the place. Are you still annoyed with my anti-social remarks, Emily?”

“No, of course not. You were a perfect gentlemen, as always.” There was a quality in her voice, and a reluctance to meet his eyes that implied that there was more significance in her words than just what she actually said.

Brian decided to go for broke, “Then why are you mad at me?”

She broke away from the reverie she seemed to be in and looked at him. “I’m not mad at you.”

“There’s obviously something on your mind.”

“Yes, there is. I have a guilty conscious. I have to tell you something I did. Something bad. You’re going to be really upset.”

Paul interjected at this point, “I think I’d better go and leave you two alone.”

Emily said quickly, almost with a tone of panic in her voice, “No, don’t go. You know Brian will wind up telling you anyway, and I’d feel better if you’d stay.”

Brian had been sitting through this and running through the past few days in the back of his mind on fast forward. He couldn’t imagine what Emily was talking about. With genuine puzzlement he said, “Why don’t you just tell me. If I get mad, I get mad. It won’t be the end of the world. You know you don’t have to be afraid of me.”

Emily drew in a big breath. “Friday night after you went to bed, I sat up writing in my journal. I guess I dozed off. I woke up and I saw that the light was on in your room and the door was ajar, so I thought you must be awake. It never occurred to me that when you went to bed, the power was off and that the light was probably only on because you forgot it was on before. Anyway, I went to the door of your bedroom and you were asleep on your bed. I should have turned away when I realized you weren’t awake, but I just stood there like a peeping tom and watched you sleep. After a few minutes it dawned on me what a terrible invasion of privacy it was to just stand there, so I went back to the couch. I wrote in my journal for a little while longer, but the more I thought about it, the worse I felt about what I had done, so I just got up and went home. I didn’t want to face you. Brian, I’m sorry.”

Rather than speak to Emily, Brian turned to Paul to explain, “Emily’s upset because I sleep in jogging shorts. She’s never seen me in anything other than a shirt and long pants. She’s never seen me without my prostheses.”

Paul asked him, “Are you as angry as she thought you’d be?”

“No, of course not. I was sort of dreading the day when she first saw me like that, so I guess now I can stop dreading it.”

“Why were you dreading it?” It was one of those moments where Paul sounded very much like a psychiatrist.

Brian’s answer was delivered in the tone of a person who thinks they are giving the obvious answer to a question, “Because it’s ugly.”

Emily’s response was immediate and forceful. “That’s ridiculous. If I’d thought you were ugly, I would have been scared. Fear isn’t my problem here. Guilt is.”

It seemed that there was nothing to be said. For a long while, they just sat. Paul looked back and forth from one to the other, Brian and Emily stared at the floor in front of them. Then Paul seemed suddenly struck by a notion. “Emily,” he began, “You said you wrote in your journal for a while before you got up and went home. Did you write about what you had just done?”

“Yes, though I don’t remember exactly what I wrote. I’ve been writing in it an awful lot lately, and it all runs together after a while.” 


“Do you always tell the truth in your journal? You don’t indulge in your tendency to put a good face on everything, do you?”

“I write the truth, I don’t take the time to doctor it up, I just put thoughts and impressions in as they come to me. That’s a big part of what I keep the journal for.”

At this point, Paul looked at Brian. “Might be kind of interesting to know what she wrote that night, don’t you think?”

“Emily’s journal is very private to her. I don’t think I ought to read it.” Brian said.

Emily immediately commented, “I invaded your privacy, I’m hardly going to stand on principle if you want to see it.”

Paul asked, “Do you have it with you now?”

“Yes, I take it everywhere. Just a minute.” She went and got the small blue volume and handed it to Paul. “You’d better read it first. For all I know, this might make things worse.”

Paul turned to the appropriately dated entry and read silently for a few minutes. He then crossed the room and handed the book to Brian. There was a strange look on his face, and after he handed over the book, he left the room and began to do noisy things in the kitchen.

Brian read what Emily had written. “It was a silly, schoolgirl sort of thing to do, like the boys in gym class spying through the door of the girls’ locker room. Standing there like a thief, I just looked at him. It was like stealing something, and I was determined to make the crime complete by getting an eyeful. I was struck first, as I always am, by the beauty of his face. It’s the face of a saint, good and strong and yet with a hint of pain and loss across the brow, around the eyes. It’s a face that knows the dark side of the world. 


“And then of course my eyes were drawn to see the things which I haven’t been allowed to see, where there should be a leg and isn’t, where there should be a hand and isn’t. I was prepared to be noble, to say, ‘Oh well, he’s handsome any way, I still desire him;’ but the nobility of a voyeur is a worthless thing, and besides, it wasn’t needed. I honestly think I’m frightened at times by how much I love him. I know that seeing him like this only makes me want him more. Beyond everything, I know that there will never come a day when I am not moved by the sight of this man.”

Brian put the book down slowly and crossed the room to stand next to the author. He took her face in his hand and looked at her as if he had never really seen her before. When he spoke, it was in a deliberate, controlled way, as if he was using his voice to hold back a flood, “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. You have this way of taking all the difficult things in my life and turning them into something worthwhile. I love you very much.”

“So you’re not going to task me to task for spying on you?” she said shyly.

“Just remember next time, don’t stop at the door, come right on in.”


 

On the following Sunday Brian dropped a small bombshell on the feast table.

“I got a letter from my parents yesterday. They’re coming for a little visit.”

Emily felt the tension level in the room escalate and wondered what the story was. Brian’s rhapsodies about the joys of his childhood had led her to assume that he had a good relationship with his parents.

“Well, that’s nice,” she said.

No reaction.

“Isn’t it?”

No reaction.

“I don’t get it. I thought you liked your parents. I thought they were like Ward and June, Ozzie and Harriet, all that good stuff.”

Brian finally spoke. “My parents are lovely people. Of course I like them. But they’re in their seventies and they don’t travel well. My father thinks that when you cross the Vermont state line you have to check your sanity at the border and leave it behind as a hostage. My mother, you should pardon the pun, wants to wait on me hand and foot. They both think I’m a little daft for living in the south. They’re difficult houseguests. They don’t like the water. They can’t eat whatever I cook. And through it all, they sit and smile these tense little smiles with this look on their faces that says ‘Are we having fun yet?’”

“Paul, you’ve met them, haven’t you? Are they really as bad as all that?”

“It’s hard for me to say. They don’t approve of me. Dr. McClellan is of the old school that says if you’re depressed, go out and chop a cord of wood, you’ll feel better. He views psychiatry as a short step up from voodoo.”

“Oh well, this is going to be fun. Do they do this every year?” Emily asked.

“Oh no,” Brian said, grinning evilly. “Only when they want to see what I’m up to. I suspect this time they’re coming to check you out.”

Emily was startled and shocked and panic stricken. This possibility had simply never occurred to her before. “What do you mean? I don’t like the sound of that at all. Why do they want to check me out?”

“I am a dutiful son. I write to my parents on a regular basis, so of course they know all about you. I think they want to make sure you are the perfect woman to match their perfect son.”

On one level she saw the humor in the situation, so she said, “Boy, are they in for a rude awakening. This is awful. I’m not looking forward to this at all.” But on another level where she took his words literally, there was suddenly a terrific knot in her stomach at the prospect of trying to please another set of parents. “When does all this happen? maybe I can catch a tramp steamer somewhere.”

“Two weeks. Don’t worry. They’ll adore you.” 



 

It was a worrisome two weeks. Emily bought several new outfits, tried recipes for various dishes that she might serve them, and generally tried to find ways to please them. Brian seemed to take a perverse delight in making the process difficult with such comments as, “They’ll never eat that,” or “Don’t bother, they won’t know the difference.” Emily was of the old school that said that old people are supposed to be treated with great respect and pampered. Brian, on the other hand, thought that a little rebellion was good for the soul. When pressed for truth, he admitted that he was a little nervous about the visit too.


 

“Do you really think they’ll like me?” Emily asked nervously as they sat together listening to music on the evening before their arrival.

“Why not make them the ones who are on trial? Maybe they should be nervous about whether you like them.” It never occurred to him that his parents were, in fact, nervous about just that.

He was waiting to meet them at the airport at four. He observed as they got off the plane that they never seemed to get older between visits, but that they both looked their ages. Dr. Stuart McClellan was seventy-nine years old and his formerly red hair was solid gray. Brian thought his father’s appearance announced his profession of physician as loudly as a foghorn announces the weather. When he said, “How are you?” you wanted to tell him everywhere it hurt. He was an attractive man with finely chiseled features, and a perpetually intense gaze. He was the kind of man that you take seriously.

Louise McClellan was a petite person whose visage always looked faintly like she was trying to remember where she left her keys. She had very light brown hair streaked with gray and china blue eyes. Brian had seen people make the mistake of underestimating his mother in social situations. She was in fact formidable, as anyone who crossed her or hers swiftly discovered.

The drive to Brian’s place from the airport was the standard, “How was your flight? What’s the weather like back home? How’s everybody in town doing?” until Mrs. McClellan began her favorite litany.

“Brian, haven’t you lost some weight, dear?”

“No, Mom, actually I think I’ve gained a pound or two.”

“Mmm. You know, you ought to get outside more, you look so pale.”

“It’s too hot to be outside this time of year. Besides, I already have all the freckles I need.”

That line always brought to Louise’s mind the story of Brian’s great aunt Stephanie and the terrible trouble she had with freckles. Great aunt Stephanie in turn brought to mind cousin Frank and did Brian know that he was making a fortune in something or other down in Australia. Little was required of Brian in this conversation, just the small encouraging noises and she could go on all day. Brian was brought to himself with a start when she suddenly said, “So, tell us all about this Emily person.”

Brian had to laugh a little as he said, “Well, all right. What do you want to know? Emily is a librarian; she works in the county library. She is very pretty and very nice. I’m sure you’ll like her. She’s anxious to meet you. And she can tell you the rest when we have dinner at her home tomorrow night.” 


The small talk resumed until they arrived at the house and fussed over getting things inside. Mrs. McClellan took charge of the suitcases and went to the bedroom to get things unpacked, so Brian knew it was time for the paternal litany. Dr. McClellan made it a point to talk in a deliberately man-to-man, doctor-to-doctor way when they had this conversation. He never met his son’s eyes.

“So, Son, how have you been?”

“Fine, Dad, I’ve been very well.”

“Leg giving you much pain?”

“No, not too bad.”

“Things okay financially?”

“Yes, I’m fine there. I’ve been thinking about maybe a new car.”

He wasn’t really. Brian knew that this was bait his father could not pass up. Dr. McClellan had strong opinions on the subject of buying American, the fact that McClellans had always driven Fords, and his firm belief that those foreign models wound up costing you more in parts. This would keep him off the subjects that Brian didn’t particularly want to talk about. He and his father had a difficult time having a personal conversation without getting angry. They both held firm to the delusion that if you don’t talk about the things that make you angry, you won’t be angry any more. In fact, there was a vast well of hostility within Brian which was directed against his father, and they both knew it. Neither was willing to do anything about it.

After a dinner of roast beef (oh, Brian, you must keep up with your cholesterol), baked potatoes (you know sour cream is just loaded with fat), mixed vegetables (you should try them raw sometime, cooking robs the vitamins), and a chocolate pie (white sugar is simply poison), they adjourned to the living room for coffee (let me carry that coffee pot, dear).

An evening of catching up on old friends and they were off to bed. “Strange,” Brian thought, “it’s nine thirty and I’m exhausted.” 


He was lying in bed the next morning listening to the unmistakable sounds of his mother cleaning. Brian thought of himself as a meticulous housekeeper (and not just by male standards), but his mother wasn’t happy until she was quite certain that the kitchen floor was clean enough not only to eat off of, but to do major surgery on. When he was young, Brian assumed that all mothers were compulsive. When he later realized that some people could actually sleep in houses where dishes occasionally sat overnight waiting to be washed, he assumed that his mother was just one of those people who thrive on the aroma of disinfectant the way others do on the sweet smell of spring. 


Dressing after his shower, he detected the unmistakable bouquet of bacon frying. “Why mother,” he thought sarcastically, “Don’t you know that bacon is just full of cholesterol?”

His entry into the kitchen was greeted predictably. “Good morning, dear, didn’t you sleep well?” The implication, of course, was that he looked tired.

Brian just smiled and said, “I slept like a log. How about you two?”

“Oh well, you know it takes a while to get used to a strange bed.”

“That mattress probably needs breaking in. I just bought it, you know.” Brian’s second bedroom had been used mostly as a catch-all until he heard from his parents that they were coming. In the past he had always put them in his room and slept on the couch. He decided it would be well worth taking the effort to furnish the second room rather than sleep folded up like an accordion for five days. Emily had been very helpful in assisting Brian make the guest room pleasant.

While these thoughts were passing through his mind, the phone rang.

“Speak of the devil,” he said when he heard her voice.

“Well, thanks a lot,” she said feigning annoyance. “Were you speaking of me?”

“No, I was just thinking about you.” Brian was looking at his parents as he spoke and recognized in their posture the attitude that people take when they are listening to every word you are saying, but they are pretending to be oblivious.

“So, I guess your parents arrived safely. Did they have a good trip?”

“Oh, yes. They’re looking forward to meeting you. What time do you want us tonight?” Between them, they had decided to get the big meeting over in a dinner at Emily’s apartment that night. That way, as Brian had put it, “They can concentrate on dissecting you, and we can all relax for the Sunday feast.”

“Whatever is best for you. What are you going to do with them all day?”

“We haven’t discussed it yet. Why don’t we aim at six thirty?”

“That will be fine. I know they’re probably sitting right there, so you don’t have to say anything back, but I love you, Brian.”

Brian had to laugh out loud at that. What an adorable prude she was! “I love you, sweetheart. See you later.”

After one of those maddening “well, whatever you want to do is fine with me” conversations, it was finally decided that they would go to a new exhibit of landscapes at the museum. Mrs. McClellan said that would be nice and not too tiring. “That’s right, Mom, save your strength for later,” Brian thought with a smile. “It takes a lot of energy to conduct an interrogation in your style.”

Brian arranged the drive to put them just a little late in arriving at Emily’s that evening. He figured if his mother had known how long it really took to get there, she would have hurried them along and had them get there early. One manifestation of her dictatorial bent in his childhood was that they always arrived everywhere early.

When she came to the door to greet them, even Brian, who was usually oblivious to what people were wearing, had to be impressed. Emily had on a gorgeous white pant suit with a fine golden thread that sort of danced through it. To him, she was simply stunning, and he scored the first point to her, as he stretched out his kiss of greeting a fraction of a second longer than usual. Emily blushed just slightly. 


“Mom, Dad, this is Emily Stone. Emily, these are my parents.”

A fine round of how-do-you-do’s and pleased-to-meet-you’s were exchanged. Emily invited everyone to sit down and offered drinks. Brian played bartender, which was only fitting since he had earlier in the week stocked the bar. Emily normally didn’t keep anything alcoholic in the house, but was swayed by Brian’s argument that anything that could mellow them out would make an evening with his parents more tolerable. Emily had never said a word to Brian about the occasional beer she saw him drink, but he made it a point to stick to just the occasional one around her. He didn’t know for sure how Methodists from North Carolina felt about drinking. Tonight he had ginger ale.

“Well Miss Stone,” Dr. McClellan said, “Brian told us you were pretty, but that doesn’t do you justice.”

“Thank you, sir. Please, call me Emily.”

“This is very nice apartment, Emily,” Mrs. McClellan began. “Do you live here all alone?” After a perceptible pause, she added, “No roommate?”

“No, I’ve never had a roommate. I’d probably be impossible for anyone to live with. I treasure my quiet.”

“I don’t blame you,” Dr. McClellan said. “It’s hard to find any quiet here in the big city.”

Brian recognized the beginning of a speech to be delivered by the one man chamber of commerce for the state of Vermont. “Might as well get comfortable,” he thought.

After a few minutes of the splendors of the peaceful Vermont countryside, Emily excused herself to attend to the meal.

Brian quickly volunteered to help, but his mother wouldn’t hear of it.

“Oh, no, you stay here and take it easy. I’ll be glad to help Emily in the kitchen.”

Emily was glad that she had planned a meal that was largely prepared ahead of time. There were few traces of the enormous mess she had made when she did the bulk of the cooking. A dish of chicken in wine sauce and a rice casserole were cooking in the oven, she put the rolls which had been rising into the oven as well. A lovely tray of raw vegetables cut into pretty slices and garnished with radish roses was ready in the refrigerator. She slipped the fresh cut corn into the microwave for heating while Mrs. McClellan started a pot of coffee.

They shared the sort of safe small talk about different kinds of coffee and how men like it so strong that can be heard in kitchens everywhere. When everything was ready, Emily called them to the table, and waited until they were seated to announce, “I’ll ask the blessing.”

Brian had known this was coming. It was their compromise that when in the Emily’s house, they had grace, but in Brian’s house, they didn’t. It amused him to see his parents’ rather startled reaction.

“Father, thank you for this day and for all your care of us. We thank you also for this food. May it strengthen our bodies for your service, in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Brian was always appreciative of the fact that Emily spoke only to God in her prayers, and did not use them to communicate to Brian, as in “And Oh Lord, bless the lost among us and make them mindful of their need of You.” Prayers like that always seemed to Brian to be aimed lower than heaven. He didn’t doubt that in her private devotions she prayed for him to leave the ranks of the lost all the time, but he was grateful that she didn’t do it when he had to listen to it.

The food was all delicious, and his mother mercifully kept her comments about its relative nutritional value to herself. Doctor McClellan continued his lecture on the glories of Vermont, and Brian chimed in with a few remarks of his own. Emily had often wanted to ask why, if he was so fond of the place, Brian had never gone back there, but somehow that seemed like a sore spot, and she always shied away from it.

“Where are you from, Emily?” Mrs. McClellan asked.

“Raleigh, that’s about two hours east of here.”

“Oh, well, then, you’re a Southern girl.” Mrs. McClellan made this comment as if it explained something.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Are your parents still in Raleigh?”

“No, there both dead.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. That’s so sad for someone as young as you.”

“Let me get you some more ice for your tea, Brian.” Emily said rather quickly.

He smiled as he replied, “No, thank you, sweetheart, I’ve had enough. Everything was just perfect.”

By that point everyone had finished and they decided to have dessert and coffee in the living room. 


“Brian, will you help me carry things into the living room?” Emily asked, “The tray is a little heavy for me.”

Before he could answer, Mrs. McClellan chimed in, “Oh, I’d be glad to carry it.”

Brian, of course, recognized the familiar dynamic that was being played out. In his mother’s mind, he was not exactly an invalid, but not a person who should carry things either. Emily was unaware of any of this and so said, “Oh, it’s too heavy. Brian doesn’t mind, do you, dear?”


Looking rather directly at his mother, he answered distinctly, “No, I don’t.”

When they were alone in the kitchen together, Brian grabbed Emily and kissed her passionately. “Later,” he whispered, “I’ll tell you what that was for.” 


He managed to get the tray into the living room without embarrassing himself. The McClellans sat together on the sofa, with Brian seated comfortably in the arm chair and Emily pulling up a chair from the dining room.

“So, Emily, you and Brian have been seeing one another for quite a while now, haven’t you? How did you meet?” Mrs. McClellan asked. Brian had told her his version of their meeting, so of course she had to get the other side as well.

“I was in an accident in the snow last winter and my car ran into a tree, and Brian came along and rescued me.”

“Oh dear, were you badly hurt?”

“Well, just bumps and bruises mostly. Brian came to see me in the hospital, and I got better in no time.”

Brian found it very interesting that Emily recounted the events of that day the way she did, downplaying her injuries and not mentioning her temporary blindness at all. He made a mental note to ask her about her editing later. 


Figuring that he’d sat out the conversation long enough, Brian said, “It was the only snow we had here through the whole winter. Did you get much up your way?”

Dr. McClellan answered and it set him off comparing this year to others. There were the great snowstorms of the past, and the different kinds of snow that come in different years. This year, the company was informed, was a wet snow year. Of course, that meant more accidents. Some years, all you get is that dry, blowing snow. Emily was thinking that a definite pattern was emerging. The mother only wants to ask personal questions and the father only wants to talk about impersonal things. They are like opposite sides of an equation. 


Emily got up to clear away the dessert dishes and refill coffee cups. She was only out of the room for a couple of minutes, but apparently long enough for the subject to be changed.

“Emily, do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“Two of each.”

“Oh, that’s a nice, big family. I guess you like children.”

“I suppose they’re all right.” Emily’s lack of enthusiasm in her response was the first indication Brian had heard that even in her naiveté, Emily recognized the implications of his mother’s line of conversation. Certainly Brian was aware that his mother wanted to be a grandmother about like a bear wants to sleep in winter. It was instinct for her. But he was not going to let this subject develop. He had heard quite a bit during the course of the day about his high school classmates who not only had children, but several who already had grandchildren. Enough is enough.

“So, Dad, how’s the fishing been this year?”

The rest of the evening passed pleasantly enough. It was interesting to Emily to see the way Brian dealt with his parents. It was obvious that his mother at times exasperated him, but it was equally obvious that he loved her, in fact his affection for her was touching. Although it was clear that his relationship with his father was strained, she could see that there was a genuine respect between them. If you had asked Emily if she had loved her parents, she would have said yes, and there would have been a level of truth in it. But if you had asked her if she had felt affection for them, had been able to smile at the things they said, had enjoyed their company, she would have said no. It touched her that Brian could do these things with his parents.

After seeing them to the door and kissing Brian good-night, she said, “I’ll see you tomorrow after church.” He knew that there would be some raised eyebrows over that on his mother’s part at least. But it was his father who got the first word in when they were in the car on the way home.

“Emily is a very lovely girl, Brian.”

“Yes, Dad, that she is. I’ve never known anyone quite like her.”

“She’s quite a bit younger than you, isn’t she, dear?” his mother asked.

“She’s thirty-two.”

“Has she been married before?” Mrs. McClellan conducted her interrogation in a voice that implied that she was just passing the time in idle curiosity.

“No.”

“Big church-goer, is she?”

“Every Sunday.”

There was a short silence in the car, so Brian smiled and said, “Anything else you want to know?”

“Now, Brian, I don’t mean to be nosy, but you’re our only son, and it’s obvious you care a great deal for this woman. Isn’t it to be expected that I would be curious?” His mother’s voice was somewhat defensive.

“Yes, it’s to be expected, and I don’t really mind. But you have to be careful with Emily. There’s been a lot of unhappiness in her life, and she’s sort of a fragile person.”

His mother looked thoughtful, and then said “You know, I think she’s been good for you, Brian. You seem more at ease than we’ve seen you in a long time.”

“Thanks, Mom.”


 

When Brian heard Emily’s car pull into the driveway the next afternoon, he went out to meet her, to try to snatch a minute or two alone. She was wearing another of the new outfits she had bought, a pale blue shift dress with a sailor type collar.

“You look gorgeous,” he said, and took her into a passionate embrace. After a minute, she broke away.

“What if she’s watching through the window?” she said.

“Let’s give her something to see,” was his response.

While they were standing there kissing, Paul arrived.

“You two always carry on like that in public?” he asked, grinning broadly. 


Emily said her plea was temporary insanity, but that she expected it would be over by Tuesday when that great silver bird wended its way back to Vermont. “Gracious,” she said to the psychiatrist, “I thought you were nosy!”

When they went into the house together, Emily noticed first that Paul addressed Brian’s parents as Stuart and Louise, which surprised her, and that they seemed sort of cool toward him, which she had been warned about. “I wonder what all that is really about?” she thought.

They went in and began the preparations for the feast. They had done this so often they were like a well-oiled machine. Brian had the dessert already prepared. Emily was in charge of salad. Paul and Brian collaborated on the main course, this week a seafood dish. Mrs. McClellan tried to help but they all were so efficient, there was nothing for her and her husband to do but sit back and enjoy the show. There were lengthy discussions about garlic—one clove or two—how fresh this fish was likely to be, would the roma tomatoes be better than the cherry ones, and other matters of great importance. 


The food was a great success. Over dinner the conversation centered around the exhibit of landscapes the McClellans had gone to see the day before. Mrs. McClellan had been an art appreciation major in college, “back in the dark ages” as she put it, and was quite knowledgeable. Emily found much of what she said very interesting. She always wished she knew more about art because it seemed to speak to Brian the way that music did to her. She went to showings and exhibits with him and made appreciative noises, but they both knew she didn’t see as much in it as did he.

After dinner they retired outside to sit on the deck. It was the kind of September afternoon that gives autumn people like Brian hope that their time is coming. It wasn’t the actual temperature so much as something about the wind. Mrs. McClellan even went in for a sweater. Emily remembered as a child that feeling of expectancy that was in the air on such days. She always understood why it was that change is described in conjunction with wind. In youthful naiveté, she hoped that the winds of change would blow a better life her way. “And now my life is better,” she thought, “but still I have that same feeling that something is coming.” 


Everyone seemed lost in their own thoughts, but after a while, Mrs. McClellan spoke. “Stuart, let’s go for a walk. I feel like stretching my legs, and if you don’t walk off that fine dinner, you’ll be dozing.”

After they were safely out of earshot, Paul asked with his usual lack of tact, “So, are we having fun yet?”

Brian smiled and said, “Actually, I think it’s going pretty well. My father hasn’t asked for details about my current financial standing and my mother hasn’t driven Emily away. Yet.”

“Oh, you two are silly,” Emily said, “I think they’re very nice. Your mother is a little inquisitive and your father likes to talk about the weather a lot, but I think they’re sweet. They’re certainly very fond of their boy.”

“The only problem is that their boy is forty-six years old. Anyway, I think Emily is a big hit,” Brian said.

“Have you had a chance to have a good talk with your father?” Paul asked. It seemed like a harmless enough remark to Emily, but it was obvious that it touched some sort of nerve in Brian.

“I don’t have any great need to have a good talk with my father, and I’m sure he feels the same way.” There was no mistaking the steel in his voice. In Emily’s mind Brian had certain lines that he didn’t like crossed, and for some reason, Paul’s question had been a definite step over the line. 


The two men looked at one another in stony silence, and Emily knew that there was more being said in those looks than a lot of words could say. She had seen them pass knowing glances back and forth to one another before, but that was something she expected in two friends who were so close and had known one another so long. This was different. Paul’s eyes seemed determined and Brian’s seemed angry. It struck her as strange in the context of what they were talking about. Brian and Paul spoke volumes without ever saying a word, and Brian’s father spouted words like a volcano spouts lava, yet said absolutely nothing.

“Sounds like you guys need to talk, so I’m going to start on the dishes,” she said.

She didn’t hear any raised voices, but with Brian, she knew, that didn’t indicate much. She couldn’t remember him ever raising his voice. The angrier he got, the less it showed. She didn’t know what Paul was like when he got mad. He said he had an awful temper, but she hadn’t seen it. She wondered what Brian’s father had to do with this apparent conflict. After a time, the McClellans were back and the party broke up. Paul and Brian seemed fine toward one another now. When, as was her custom, she kissed Paul’s cheek and told him to have a good week if she didn’t see him before next Sunday, he was his usual cheery self. She took herself off after agreeing to meet the McClellans for dinner at a restaurant downtown on Monday evening.

Just as she was turning out the light that night and getting into bed, the phone in her apartment rang.

“Hello, sweetheart,” came Brian’s voice, “Did I wake you?”

“No, I was just climbing into bed.”

“I hope you enjoyed the afternoon. I’m sorry about that business with Paul. We didn’t mean to chase you away.”

“I don’t mind if you two need some time alone together once in a while. He’s your best friend, after all. It did seem strange to see you upset with one another. That’s a new one on me.”

“We weren’t really upset, we just have a difference of opinion about something. It’s not important. Don’t worry about it.”

“I’ll just add it to the list.”

“You mean the list of things you worry about?”

“No. I have a list I keep in my journal of things I’m going to ask you about someday when you seem ready. Don’t ask me how I’ll know you’re ready, because I haven’t figured that out yet.”

“I’ve got something I’ve been wanting to ask you, too. Why did you downplay the seriousness of your accident when my parents asked how we met?”

“I don’t know. I don’t like to talk about my health with people, and it wasn’t that big a deal.”

“You were in the hospital for a week, you couldn’t see, and you were in pain. That strikes me as a pretty big deal.”

“Well, it isn’t interesting material for polite conversation. Being a doctor your father has probably heard about all the aches and pains he ever wants to hear about.”

Brian couldn’t quite fathom what it was about this conversation that bothered him, but it lingered in the back of his mind.


 

On Monday evening the McClellans met Emily at a popular hotel restaurant in the heart of the downtown area. When everyone was settled in the corner booth and had ordered drinks, Brian asked Emily how her day at work had been.

“Same old thing. I spent most of the morning trying to untangle a computer problem concerning some books I sent to one of the branches last week. According to the computer, I sent fifteen books to the branch, all of them the same title. The branch librarian says she didn’t get any books at all. I’ll probably have to get a team of bloodhounds together to track the solution down. Then, this afternoon, I was using a chair to reach some things on a high shelf and fell. Have you ever noticed that when you’re doing something really stupid, that’s when you fall and make so much noise they can hear you in the next county? If I had been using a ladder like I was supposed to and fell, it wouldn’t have made a sound, and I wouldn’t have had to listen to thirteen different lectures about safety in the workplace.”

“Did you hurt yourself when you fell?” Brian asked with some concern.

“Just got a knock on my elbow and a bruise on my dignity.”

Brian insisted on examining the injured arm, and when Emily produced it, he exclaimed, “This is a nasty contusion, it’s all black and blue. I’ll bet that really hurts.”

Emily seemed embarrassed by his attention. “Really, Brian, it’s just a bruise.”

Mrs. McClellan commented, “You must have a high threshold for pain. That is quite a bruise.”

Emily was obviously uncomfortable with the theme of the conversation. “I’m just clumsy, it’s really nothing.” The waiter came to deliver the drinks and take their dinner orders, and Emily was relieved for the chance to change the subject. “Did you all get to see the new baseball field today?”

Doctor McClellan answered, “Yes, it’s really something isn’t it? Are you a big baseball fan, Emily?”

“Oh, yes. Back in Raleigh the favorite sport is college basketball, which I also like, but baseball is definitely high on my list of fun ways to spend time.”

The discussion of the national pastime lasted all the way through the meal. Brian had a head for statistics, and Dr. McClellan had a good memory for specific great plays. He told them of hearing Willie Mays’ famous over-the-shoulder catch of Vic Wertz’ long fly ball in the 1954 World Series. “I know there are so-called ‘experts’ who say that Mays’ catch wasn’t that big a deal, but I heard every word on the radio back in Burlington, and if that catch wasn’t the greatest in the history of the game the announcer was a bald-faced liar.”

With a perfectly straight face, Brian asked his father, “You were there when Alexander Cartwright laid out the first diamond, weren’t you?”

“You bet,” Dr. McClellan replied. “I was there for Hoss Radbourn’s sixtieth win, and when Bill Wambganss pulled off that triple play in the World Series, and I was the doctor who wrote out Ed Delahanty’s death certificate when he fell off the train going over Niagara Falls.”

Emily was a big baseball fan, but wasn’t up on her history. “I’ve never heard of those things. I had no idea any pitcher had ever won sixty games, for instance. You sure have seen a lot in your time. ”

“Well, not exactly,” Brian explained. “Radbourn won sixty in 1884, Wambganss’ triple play was in 1920, and Ed Delahanty took the big plunge as a result of a bender he went on in 1903.”

“Oh, really now. You shouldn’t treat your father that way. I’ll bet you’ve seen some things in your time, too.”

“I have, actually. In my younger days I had a chance to see some marvelous players. I saw Willie Stargell hit 500 foot home runs, and Hank Aaron crush one of his 755, and Carl Yastrzemski get struck out by Jim Palmer. Those were wonderful days, before interleague play and 100 million dollar contracts.”


Emily found it all fascinating. It occurred to her as it only rarely did that Brian really was of a different generation from her. “We followed different baseball players,” she thought. “He listened to the Who, my friends listened to Nirvana. We admired different heroes. The touchstones of our lives have been totally different. In 1991, I was a scrawny kid whose worst problem was trying to stay out of my father’s way. Brian was a doctor in Iraq, trying to keep people alive. Different touchstones, but both producing troubled people.”

Upon returning to Brian’s house, Mrs. McClellan announced her intention of walking off her dinner, “Come along with me, Emily,” she invited, “we can have some girl talk.”

Emily was tired and thought seriously of excusing herself and going on home, but it occurred to her that it might be a good idea for Brian and his father to have some time alone. She also hesitated to turn down the invitation for fear it would make Mrs. McClellan think her cold.

Brian recognized his mother’s ploy to get him alone with his father for what it was, and didn’t think for a minute that it would work. Sure enough, no sooner were the women out of sight then Dr. McClellan pronounced himself exhausted and carried himself off to bed. “No skin off my nose, old man. You don’t want to talk to me, fine, I can live without talking to you.” He would not have wanted to admit that his father’s snub made him angry and a little hurt.


 

Chapter 5


 

It seemed especially quiet and calm in the house after the guests had departed. It was good to get back to normal activities again. Brian expressed great satisfaction at being able to spend time alone with Emily.

“Goodness, Brian, they were here less than a week. A body would think to listen to you that they had stayed a year.” But the truth was, that there had been an element of tension in the air the whole time the McClellans had been there that Emily wasn’t fully aware of until they were gone. It was like after a storm when the quiet is so intense that only then does one realize how noisy the storm had been. She too was glad the visit was over. 


“What did you and my mother talk about Monday night on your little walk?” he asked.

“Oh, she talked about how cute you were as a baby, and how popular you were in school, and how proud they were when you went off to medical school. I think the idea that I was supposed to be getting is what a great catch you are and how lucky I was that you condescended to date me.”

“She didn’t really say all that, did she?” he asked in a half embarrassed, half amused voice.

“Oh yes. She also told me how the girls in college all threw themselves at you, and your parents were afraid you would let it ‘turn your head.’ But you behaved like the McClellans have always behaved since the very dawn of time and stuck to your upbringing.”

She had meant it as a joke, but realized after she said it that Brian was far from laughing. “What’s the matter?”

“What exactly did my mother say about my college years?” His voice made it clear to Emily that she had crossed the line into Things We Do Not Talk About.

“Well, I don’t remember exactly. You know, it’s easy to lose the train of thought when your mother really gets going. She said something about how girls always threw themselves at fellows in pre-med because parents want their daughters to marry doctors. She said that she and your father felt some concern, but they knew you were always dedicated to medicine. I don’t remember anything else, I mean, I wasn’t taking notes. What’s the matter? Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“It’s my mother who should have kept her mouth shut.” After a pause, he went on, “She doesn’t remember things exactly as they were. I didn’t behave nearly as nobly in college as she says I did. There were plenty of women who threw themselves at me, and I willingly caught them, and chased a few others besides. There were a lot of things I did that embarrass me now.”

“Brian,” she said softly, “It was a long time ago. You were young. Let it go. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“I thought that Christianity teaches that forgiveness comes only after confession and repentance.” There was a note, just a trace, of sarcasm in his voice.

Emily was surprised to hear his comment, but didn’t want to drop the ball on a chance to discuss faith. “If you want to confess and repent, that’s between you and God, and there’s no doubt that forgiveness would happen. But I’m curious—why did you bring this up?”

“I want to know if any of this bothers you, if you hold what I did against me.” The voice was still serious, but no longer at all antagonistic.

“I don’t even know what you did, nor do I want to know. If you want my forgiveness, I forgive you because I myself have been forgiven. ”

Brian was obviously ready to change the subject, “I find it difficult to believe that we’re spending our first evening alone together discussing theology.”

“All right,” Emily sighed, “What do you want to talk about?”

“I want us to plan a trip together. Let’s string together days off and make a long weekend. Let’s drive out to the coast.”

“Where would we stay?”

“In a hotel, I’ll make all the arrangements. Don’t worry, two rooms.”

“Well, I don’t know. I mean, how would it look?”

“Who cares? Who would be looking at how it would look? Besides, people don’t worry about that sort of thing anymore.”

The look on her face made it clear that a “little old ladies” speech was about to commence. “Don’t think that argument carries any weight with me. If people cared more about appearances they’d have something to keep them out of trouble when their morals didn’t. It seems to me that the harder it is to embarrass people, the worse off the world is.”

“Emily,” Brian began, trying to keep the exasperation out of his voice, “There wouldn’t be anything wrong in it. We’d be in separate rooms. It would all be completely above board. I just think a change of scenery would do us both good.”

“Well, all right, but I’ll pay for my own room.”

“Fine,” he was smiling and shaking his head at the same time. “By all means, pay for your own room.”


 

It was about two weeks later and there was a definite tinge of fall in the air as they set out. The drive to the coast was about four hours long, and they broke it up with occasional stops for light snacks and to stretch their legs. Emily remembered that in her childhood, her family rarely traveled. She thought at the time that her parents simply didn’t want to make the effort to take the children on any kind of vacations, but in retrospect realized that the kind of weirdness that her family was encumbered by was too heavy to take on the road. A family on vacation is a family in public view, and that was something her parents couldn’t tolerate. On those rare occasions when they had to go somewhere like a family funeral, there was no stopping at restaurants, no stopping to admire a view. They had been known to drive with five children for twenty straight hours with meals eaten in the car and bathroom breaks at nasty gas stations. They acted on the road like the very demons of hell were riding right behind them and it was a race to get to their destination before they were overcome. It never seemed to occur to them that they were carrying the demons along inside of them. 


She shared some of these memories with Brian as they rode along, and asked him what sorts of vacations his family took.

“My father had trouble getting away for very long. It was hard for him to leave his patients. Of course, you know he believes that there is some life-giving property in the air of Vermont that makes it difficult for natives to survive for long out of state. We did go to Washington to see all the monuments. Dad is heavily into monuments. And we went to Philadelphia to see the Liberty Bell and Independence Hall. We went to Boston and saw all the historical sites there. When I graduated from high school my mother and I spent several days in New York, which was fabulous. You and I have to go to New York sometime. I used to go to the coast of Massachusetts for a week or so every summer with my Uncle Ted. I always wanted to go to the coast sometime when it wasn’t hot. Looks like I’m going to get my chance.”

“Where do you usually go on vacation now that you’re on your own?”

“I spend a couple of weeks at home around Christmas most years. I often drive to the mountains for a few days in the fall. Sometimes I go to Atlanta to see the Braves play. I have some time off coming up in November I’ll have to decide what to do with. How about you? I know you went back to your home town for several days, but that wasn’t like a vacation. Where do you usually like to go?”

“I don’t go much of anywhere. I don’t feel safe traveling alone, although I know women do it nowadays.”

“Do you feel safe right now?”

“Yes. Quite safe.”

“How much protection do you suppose I’d be? You’re probably tougher than I am.”

“You’re good protection from the things that scare me. I don’t worry about a criminal coming up and hitting me over the head and snatching my purse. I’m scared by things like not knowing how much to tip a taxi driver. Would you believe I’ve never been in a taxi? And I’m scared of getting lost and having to ask a perfect stranger for directions. And I’m afraid I’ll park in the wrong place and they’ll tow away my car and I won’t have the foggiest notion about how to get it back. You’re very good at dealing with things like that.”

“Well,” he said laughing, “It’s nice to know I’m good at something.”

“Oh, you’re good at lots of things,” Emily said admiringly.

They arrived at the resort hotel just in time to take a walk on the beach at sunset. Emily had never seen the sunset at the beach before. The red and orange glow reminded her of the fires she and Brian had enjoyed last winter. But more than anything to be seen, it was what she heard that appealed to her; what she loved was the sound of the waves. Such a beautiful noise, she thought, and it has been going on just like this for ages too great to count. Through every minute of man’s existence on the planet, through all the music man has written, through all the tumult of war, through every noisy time of celebration, through every quiet time of mourning, this sound was here. All the noise that man has made, she thought, cannot begin to compare with the great, constant music of God. She said to Brian, “I think the waves hitting the shore must be one of God’s favorite songs.” 


“I’ve never thought of it that way. I guess there are some sounds that are musical, that affect people as much if not more than the music we intentionally make for that purpose. I think rain hitting the roof is like that. And the sound that leaves make when you walk through them in the fall.”

“And the wind makes beautiful sounds sometimes, I’m sure that’s music to God.”

“And the sound of Emily’s voice, that’s music.” He smiled at her warmly.

By this time they had turned and were near the hotel entrance again. It had grown dark, and there was a chill in the wind as it swept around them. Even so, they hesitated to go in. For no specific reason, it was a moment they wanted to savor, to make last. Any vacation that includes even one such moment is time well spent. This trip was to be full of them.

They enjoyed a delicious seafood meal in the restaurant of the hotel. There was not a large crowd, as the peak of the season was well behind them. They, of course, preferred it this way. Emily joked that they were just anti-social. It was true that she had always been uncomfortable in crowded places, but for Brian, it was simply a factor of numbers. The more people there were, the more eyes. He had gotten over the idea that people invariably stare at anyone who is different, but he did notice that people who caught sight of his limbs often took a second look. And his limp made it difficult to maneuver in tightly crowded spaces. It was just simpler for him to avoid being around lots of people.

After their meal, they adjourned to Brian’s room, which had a separate sitting room with a balcony. They kept the sliding glass door ajar so they could hear the sounds of the sea while they talked. In the back of Emily’s mind there were certain fears that she knew were probably irrational and so she didn’t air them. One of these was the fear that after having spent so much of their relationship talking, they would someday run out of things to talk about. Of course, she knew, they sometimes just sat together in the quiet. It is the true test of a friendship when two people are perfectly comfortable to sit quietly together and feel no compulsion to fill the air with their voices.

Such came to be the case on this evening, and soon the only sound in the room was the music God was providing. It sounded to Emily as if the noise outside were getting louder, perhaps the wind was picking up. What a safe, secure feeling it was to be in a warm, cozy room with a beloved companion while the wind did whatever it chose outside.

Brian was thinking very similar thoughts. He too was struck by the contrast of the wind outside and the peacefulness here within. He thought about the contrast between himself now and himself as little as a year ago, and saw an analogy. “I used to be like the wind, sometimes just meandering along, sometimes raging, but never really at peace,” he thought. “She brings such joy to my life, such serenity. I have to keep her with me always.”

And in the darkness, he reached for her, and she came willingly. Although he whispered, his voice seemed to fill the quiet room. “I love you, Emily. I will always love you.” 


The physical contacts between Brian and Emily had been very innocent, out of step with a society that had gone in one lifetime from a debate on whether nice girls kissed on the first date to a debate on the proper way to avoid contracting a sexually transmitted disease. Brian had not been active in the dating world in years, but he remembered that he had had more intense physical contact with girls in junior high than he had with Emily. It went without question in his mind that he wanted her very much, and that he was sometimes frustrated in her reluctance to get any closer. He knew, however, that he walked a thin line. She was so fragile, so shy, and in her own way, so young, that he must not seem aggressive, or make her uncomfortable with his touch. The attempts he had made to discuss the subject with her added to his frustration. He hoped that time would improve the situation, and that she would learn to trust him enough to allow him to get closer.

Much of this was on his mind on this particular evening. As he kissed her, he sensed a warmth that he had only occasionally felt from her before. Then he was aware that the tips of her fingers were inside his shirt, brushing softly against his chest. It was a small gesture, he had had more erotic experiences than this before Emily was born, but there was in it a sweetness, an expression of tenderness, that made it an act of love. 


Morning came, but not the sun. A solid gray sky met the cold steely sea, and a promise of rain hung in the air. As Brian and Emily ate a huge breakfast, they discussed their plans for the day. 


“I know it’s probably a stupid way to spend vacation time, but why don’t we just stay here at the hotel and work on a crossword or something. I think there’s going to be a downpour before long,” Emily said.

“I don’t think being on vacation means you have to be on the go every minute,” Brian said. “After all, the idea was to have a change of scenery and get rested. Your plan sounds good to me.”

It turned out to be a good day. They enjoyed watching the rain when it came. During a brief let-up in the storm, they had another walk on the beach. 


“People who spend a lot of time on the sea say that it has a personality, that it has moods just like people do,” Emily said. “On a day like this, the sea seems sort of melancholy, doesn’t it?” 


“Yes, I guess it does. Are you melancholy, Emily?”

“Oh, no. I’m enjoying myself immensely. Aren’t you?”

“Yes, but I always do with you.”

“Well, you certainly have been saying nice things lately. You’re really very romantic sometimes.”

“And what about the other times? I’m almost afraid to ask, but what about them?”

“Well, sometimes you seem to be very distant, as if you’re not really aware of me, as if you’re in a different place, a sad place. Then I wonder what you could be thinking about that could make you so sad.”

“Do you really wonder, or do you think you know?” He looked at her quite intently as he asked.

“Well, I figure you’re probably thinking about the war.” She knew she was taking a chance that he didn’t welcome discussion on this subject, but he had asked the question.

“Yes, when I’m sad, it’s usually because that’s what I’m thinking about. War is a sad and ugly business. They don’t tell you about how ugly it can be before they send you. They talk to you about duty and your obligation. They tell you to go over there and make sure our boys make it home, they don’t tell you how exactly you’re...” he stopped all at once, as if remembering where he was. It was like catching yourself just as you were about to say a profane word in church. “You don’t need to hear about this.”

“Maybe I do, and maybe you need to tell it. Maybe as long as you hold it inside, it will always have the power to hurt you.”

“I can’t talk about it, not to you, not yet.”

Emily didn’t say anything for a long while. The rain started again and they made their way up the beach as quickly as Brian’s limp would permit. They were pretty well soaked when they parted to go their respective rooms. They agreed to meet in the lobby in an hour and find a good restaurant for dinner. Brian was early, and watched her as she got off the elevator. It was obvious to him because hers was a face he had studied so well that Emily had been crying.

They decided to try an Italian restaurant they had passed on their approach to the hotel the day before. It proved to be better on the outside than on the inside. The food was pedestrian, and the service very slow. They did have fun amusing themselves watching a group of elderly ladies, Brian guessed a bridge club, out for a night on the town. Brian did a running commentary on the whole scene, making up plausible names for each character and inventing dialogue. Emily was in stitches.

“Oh, look. Mildred there has decided that a bottle of Chianti is just the thing to perk up the party. But Agnes thinks that a nice Rosé would be better. The waiter is called upon to arbitrate, but he’s no help. He thinks that really good wine is what comes in gallon size jugs. So, they order both.

“Now the food is arriving, and everybody thinks that the other lady’s dinner looks better than hers, so they’re going to subdivide. Everybody gets one of Gertrude’s ravioli. Geraldine is cutting her lasagna into eight portions. Sauce is flying everywhere. Everybody needs another glass of wine. Better order another bottle of Chianti, no Rosé, oh both.

“Now it gets really interesting. They have to decipher the check. Millicent has no intention of paying for Cora’s spaghetti. Bernice didn’t get any salad, so she thinks she should get something taken off her bill. Then of course there’s the tip. The service did seem a little slow, but what a nice young man, and oh so cute. All of this is made more difficult by the fact that they’ve polished off four bottles of wine between them, and math was never their strong suit anyway.”

“Oh, Brian, stop.” Emily was laughing, and trying to do it quietly. “We’ll be old some day too, you know.”

“I’m already old,” he said smiling.

“Oh, you are not either. You’re much too... oh my, I’m getting addled, and I didn’t even have any wine.”

“What were you going to say?”

She leaned over conspiratorially and said softly, “You’re much too sexy to be old.”

He burst out laughing and said, “Why madam, I’m shocked. I am forced to ask the nature of your intentions toward me.” He then continued in a different tone, “That’s one of the nicest things you’ve ever said to me.”

When they returned to the hotel, the rain was coming down harder than ever. They were soaked for the second time that day just in the time it took to get from the car to the door. Emily went to her room to change yet again, and agreed to meet Brian in his suite when she was finished. 


When she arrived she found him on the phone, bidding goodbye to whoever was at the other end.

“What does Paul have to say?” Emily asked.

“Now how did you know that’s who I was talking to?”

“Who else would you be talking to on your vacation but your best friend?”

“He sends his love and wants to know if you’re enjoying being water-logged.”

“Paul is very dear, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” he said thoughtfully, “Paul is very dear. He’s also very wise.”

“And what does he, in his wisdom, think of us?”

“I’m not completely sure. I know he’s very fond of you. And I know that he considers me lucky to have found you. I suspect that he thinks we are neither of us as open with one another as we pretend to be. I suppose that’s true, isn’t it?”

“I guess it is. There are things I want to know about you that you don’t want to tell me. There are things about me that I find it difficult to talk about. I guess we’re both frustrated. We know the relationship can’t grow if we don’t open up to each other, but opening up hurts too much. So what do we do?”

“Maybe we need to get some professional help.”

“I’ve already tried that,” she answered very matter-of-factly.

Brian was astonished. “What do you mean?”

“First I went to a therapist that I just picked at random. I didn’t like him one bit. He mostly just sat there and let me ramble about things that made no difference. What did I think my problem was? Like as if I knew. If I knew the answers to his questions, I wouldn’t have needed him. Then I saw this woman who talked a lot about repression and dysfunctionality. She acted as if she had no doubts about what my problem was, even though she had just met me. So don’t talk to me about professional help.” There was a disproportionate level of anger in her voice.

“Why didn’t you tell me about any of this?” There was no anger in Brian’s voice, just puzzlement.

“Because it hadn’t done any good. You don’t talk about your experiences in psychotherapy either, I’ve noticed.” There was an edge on her comment that cut to the quick.

Brian was shocked by the tone of the remark, and struggled to stay calm, “That was a long time ago, Emily. I don’t think it’s pertinent now.”

“Brian, why don’t you just get mad? I made a really nasty remark just now, and you obviously didn’t appreciate it, so why don’t you just cut loose and get mad?”

“That’s what your father would do, isn’t it? And if I behaved like your father, you’d know how to do deal with me.”

Emily looked at him in pure amazement. She walked to the balcony door and stared at the falling rain until she had thoroughly digested what he had said. “I honestly never thought of it that way. Maybe you’re right. I can’t deny that I have had trouble dealing with your anger on those rare occasions when I have caught a glimpse of it. You’ve never for one minute consciously reminded me of my father, but then, maybe everybody reminds me of my father when they’re angry. But does that mean that you can’t give yourself the freedom to get mad at me? There must be about a zillion things I do that drive you crazy, but you’re trying so hard not to be like my father, that you never get mad. We’ll never get anywhere as long as we keep trying to be what we think the other one needs us to be. We keep coddling one another and not forcing one another to talk about painful things, and so those things that we don’t talk about keep tearing away at us and at what we could have together.”

“What we have together is good, better than anything I could have envisioned a year ago. Maybe time will help. You’re not thinking of giving up on me are you?” He said it with a flippant tone of voice that masked the real fear that she might actually be thinking of doing just that. He was relieved to hear what she said next.

“Not by a long shot. I can’t believe that anybody as messed up as I’ve been could have a relationship with someone as terrific as you. But we have to work at making it better.”

There was no answer for her argument. He wanted to improve their relationship as much as she did, but was more interested in the end result than in the process. In fact, the process scared him almost as much as it did her. “Why does the past have to matter so much? Why can’t we just let it go and live our lives and...”

“And live happily ever after?” she interrupted.

“Well, why not?” he asked in a tired sort of voice.

Emily thought about it for a while and then said, “I wonder if you all have blackberries in Vermont. I should have asked your father, he would know. You know how sometimes after fall has started, you have one of those days where it’s warm and sunny and people call it Indian Summer? Well, sometimes long after spring has started, you have a spell of real cold weather, and people where I come from call it blackberry winter. It seems that blackberries do their best ripening when you get one of those cold spells. People who don’t like the winter recognize that sometimes you have to suffer through just a little bit more of it if you want to enjoy the taste of really sweet blackberries. Well, that’s us, Brian. We’ve both had times in our lives when we suffered, when we endured sadness and loss and the cruelties of life in a world of sinners. And now when we think that it ought to be spring, that we ought to be able to put suffering behind us, we find we have to revisit it just once more, to taste the bitter again in order to find the sweet. It’s time for a blackberry winter.”

Brian knew that everything she’d said was true. He knew that the past and the bitterness he carried would always be between them. It was ironic to him to think that by supposedly sheltering her from the ugliness of his experience, he had in fact built a wall that she could never penetrate. “Where do I start?”

Emily took a deep breath; it was a scary sort of triumph. “Why don’t you tell me about when you got hurt?”

“Okay.” It was the last thing in the world he wanted to talk about. “I went into the army fresh out of medical school. I went wherever they needed me, wherever they were short-handed. I was in a Humvee between units when we passed a wounded man on the side of the road. I stopped to see if I could help. That was the last thing I remember. A look of intense pain swept across his face as he recalled what happened next. “Apparently there was an IED. I should have been more cautious. Anyway, I woke up the next day, and my hand was gone and my leg was in trouble. They took it off two days later. When I was finally well enough to be shipped home, they sent me first to Bethesda and then to a veterans hospital in Pennsylvania.”

“That’s where you met Paul? 


“Yes. You have to understand, everything that I really cared about in my life was gone. I didn’t see how I could practice medicine. I couldn’t imagine ever being close to a woman again. I thought of myself as a freak, it made me sick at my stomach to look in a mirror. In my own mind, I was only half a man.” After a pained pause, he continued, “I was assigned to Paul because I tried to kill myself.”

Every time a relationship takes a step forward, it’s because one of the parties takes a risk. Usually such risks are taken without thought, and it is only if the venture doesn’t turn out well that it is seen as having any element of risk to it. But in Brian’s case, he was aware of the risk he had taken. When you want to touch a wild fawn in the woods, you have to reach out a hand, and sometimes, they get scared and run away. As he made his painful confession to Emily, he held his breath to see if she would bolt. She was plenty scared, but not about to run.

“Thank God for Paul. How did he convince you that life was worth sticking around for?”

“Well, he pointed out that there were several types of medicine that I could still go into. He also gave me the standard line about how there was the perfect girl for me out there somewhere. See,” he said with a little grin, “I told you he was wise.”

She smiled back at him until another thought occurred to her. “It must have been hard on your parents.”

A dark look crossed his face, and she could see that he was getting angry. It was an odd kind of anger, however, for it was clearly directed at someone who wasn’t in the room. “I suppose it was. I refused to see them. I couldn’t stand to be in the same room as my father.”

“Why?”

“I went over there because of my father. I still have trouble believing that I did it. He had written me off; he didn’t approve of my lifestyle from the time I went to college on. I was working my way steadily through the female population on campus. I did pretty much the same thing in medical school. He thought I was disgusting and profligate and a disgrace to the family name. I guess there was some truth in that opinion. Anyway, it stuck in his craw that I had been having a wonderful time here at home with God knows how many women while my countrymen were dying for democracy over there. He was in Korea, but never saw any action, and I think he always felt guilty about it. He shamed me into enlisting, talked about it as a chance to redeem myself. I really wanted his approval, I wanted him to be proud of me again. It was obvious to me that if I didn’t do what he wanted, he would consider me less of a man. Of course, he told my mother that if I enlisted I’d probably get some easy assignment to a residency at a military hospital in Hawaii or something. I remember when I told them I was being shipped to Iraq, she was in shock. I heard them arguing about it late into the night. She told him, ‘If anything happens to him over there, I’ll never forgive you.’ And I’m not sure she ever has.”

“And you’ve never forgiven him either?”

“No, I guess I haven’t.”

“When I think about the way your father was when they visited, the conversations that he dominated with his incessant small talk, the sort of haunted look on his face every time he looked at you, I suspect that he has never forgiven himself.”

“I imagine you’re right. That’s what Paul says.”

“So what are you going to do about all of this?” she asked, looking at him thoughtfully.

“I’m not sure. I guess it’s about time I made some sort of peace with him.”

“I’m glad you told me. A lot of things make sense now that didn’t used to.”

“Do you think of me as a coward now?”

“A coward? Heavens no. You served your country bravely, were wounded in action—why would I think...” She stopped, and realizing that it wasn’t his service that he was referring to. “No, of course not. I can think of lots of times when I would have done away with myself if I’d had the means. It’s true that I have to believe it’s a sin to give up on life. It’s a sin to essentially tell God that your life isn’t worth living, to take the decision of life and death into your own hands. But it’s not my place to call you a sinner, that’s between you and God. As far as being a coward, I think you’ve got a lot more courage than I do. You’ve had such awful things happen to you.”

“So have you.”

“Well, I suppose I have, but I’ve had a lot of good things happen to me too. One of the things I learned during that week by myself is that the only way you can leave the past behind you is to stop being a victim. When you label yourself as a victim, you’re in essence making the worst thing that ever happened to you the defining event of your life. Victims are people who don’t make choices, but rather live life in response to their pain, their trauma. When Emily Stone was a little girl, there was bad stuff, there was sin, all around her; her life was just a succession of surviving scary things, and being afraid. She learned to keep her guard up, she didn’t trust anybody, she cried a lot, but always quietly and in the dark. That Emily was a victim—she had no power, she had no choice. This Emily doesn’t have to live that way. This Emily loves and trusts, this Emily makes choices. I choose to stop being a victim and start living my own life.”

After a pause, she continued, carefully picking her words, “Brian McClellan was a victim, a victim of the Persian Gulf War, a victim of a demanding father, a victim of sin. Until you decide to go from being a victim to living your own life, it will always hurt, and you’ll never have the life you want. The hard thing is that you never get back the things you lost. Brian McClellan doesn’t get his hand or leg back. Emily Stone doesn’t get a happy childhood. But if that’s what you focus on, you just keep losing. Instead, you first say that you didn’t deserve the things that happened to you. They were not divine retribution, they were not a judgment on you as a person from the Almighty. God didn’t make my father an abusive paranoid, God didn’t send you into war to be wounded. We’re not worthless people who got what we deserved, what happened to us wasn’t fair. It’s a cliché because it’s so true, you know—life isn’t fair. Be thankful that life isn’t fair, Brian, it wasn’t fair that Christ died for the world, either. But that bit of unfairness is the only thing that gives any of this life meaning. Victims, you know, are the quintessential pessimists, they invariably expect the worst. Christians are the world’s optimists, they’re counting on the very best.”

After a brief pause, she smiled and said, “End of sermon.”

“And if you accept that you’re not a victim anymore, does that mean that you don’t get hurt anymore, that there isn’t any more sin?”

“No. there are always new hurts, new sins. People go on sinning against you, you go on sinning against God. But you recognize your own responsibility in it, and you try to do a little better each day than you did the day before. You learn to forgive, and you accept that you are forgiven.”

“It’s a lot to think about. You’ll have to be patient with me, my love.”

“I learned patience from you.”


 


Brian slept quite soundly until the next morning, when a new round of thunder woke him at dawn. He liked rain as well as anyone, but it was a shame for it to rain throughout the only beach vacation he had taken in twenty years. He had agreed to call Emily early, but he waited until eight.

He knew from her voice that something was wrong. Her normal soprano had been replaced by a weak tenor. She said she thought she had picked up a virus. They decided it would be best to make their way home. It certainly hadn’t been the vacation either of them had imagined, but Brian felt that it had been a turning point in their relationship. There are times when a person doesn’t realize how heavy a load he has been carrying until he puts it down.

Emily dozed off and on all the way home. When they got to Brian’s house, she agreed to stay the night. She slept until late afternoon on the couch. Brian quietly did a few chores, and then sat and watched her sleep. She seemed so young, so innocent that it was almost impossible to imagine the youth that she had spent. It seemed impossible that someone so sweet could have been dealt with so harshly by life. And yet, Brian mused, life saves its worst cruelties for those who least deserve them. 


When she woke up, Emily was feeling better and enjoyed a bowl of soup. It was chilly enough, they decided, to have their first fire of the season, and soon a cheery blaze was crackling in the fireplace. Brian sat on the floor leaning on the sofa where Emily reclined. She bent over to kiss his neck and said, “You know, this is a pretty good vacation all by itself.”

“I know I’m enjoying it.”

“Are you?” Something in her tone implied that this was not a rhetorical question.

Brian caught the implication, and was surprised that she really needed to hear an answer. He turned to face her. “Of course I am. You’re an exceptionally good kisser.”

“But it’s not enough, is it?”

Brian knew that he must answer carefully. “If it’s what you’re comfortable with now, then it’s enough for now.”

She pounced on his answer like a prosecuting attorney looking for the loophole in a witness’ alibi. “Are you saying that you’re not the slightest bit frustrated?”

“I didn’t say that. Of course I get frustrated. You’re a beautiful woman, and I love you, so naturally I would enjoy making love with you, or at least expressing myself more physically, but that’s not where you are right now.”

“What if that’s not where I ever am?”

“I don’t know. I can’t answer that question. What makes you ask?”

The by now familiar blush to the roots of her hair reflected Emily’s embarrassment. “That’s what I went to those two therapists about, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know. What exactly did you feel you needed to talk to a professional about?”

“I told them that I’m very much in love with a terrific man, and that I find him extremely attractive, but that when he gets too close, I get scared.”

“What is it that scares you?” As he posed the question, he peered very intently into her face.

With a tone of exasperation, she answered, “If I knew that, I wouldn’t have needed a therapist.”

“Do you think it’s something about me, something perhaps in the way I approach you?”

“No, it’s not you. Brian, I love you. I know you love me. I know there’s nothing to be afraid of with you. It’s almost like panic, a senseless, irrational fear.”

“Emily, do you think it’s possible that some experience from your childhood that you don’t necessarily remember could be causing your fear?” He hated to ask the question, but in a world where depravity and cruelty happen every day, the unthinkable must be considered possible.

“I don’t know, I don’t remember there being much physical contact being displayed in our house. I don’t recall ever seeing my parents kiss one another.”

“Perhaps the bad relationship your parents had with one another is in some way causing your fear,” he suggested.

 “I don’t know, I guess that could be it. One thing I do know is that I’m tired of feeling this way. You’re not the only one who’s frustrated. One day last week we were sitting here talking and you were running your fingers up and down my arm, and there were two voices in my head. One of them was saying, ‘Oh, I like that, that’s nice.’ And the other one was saying ‘Don’t do that.’ It’s like a computer with conflicting programming. There’s part of me that operates with the general rule, if it’s pleasant, you don’t deserve it and besides you’ll probably get in trouble for it. Then there’s the part that has the rule, give people what they want. I can’t follow both rules.”

“I don’t like either one of those rules. For one thing, you deserve lots of pleasant things. And more importantly, you don’t have to give people, especially me, what they want. The only thing that matters here is what you want.”

“I don’t know what I want. I’ve never needed to know before. It’s never mattered what I want. I just go plodding along making decisions on the basis of what other people want and what’s least likely to scare me.” The frustration she was feeling was plainly apparent in her voice.

“One thing I’ve noticed is that you don’t seem as nervous about touching me, it’s only when I try to touch you that you get scared, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s true. Maybe it’s one of my control things. I don’t like to be in situations where I’m not in control. When I touch you, it’s something I decide to do, I know exactly what’s going to happen.”

“Do you touch me because you want to, or because you think I want you to?”

“I like touching you.” After a pause, she blurted out, “This whole conversation is dumb. I’m thirty-two years old, you’re forty-six, and we‘re having a conversation about something that most people have outgrown before they hit twenty. I feel like a fool, and I honestly don’t see why you put up with me.”

“Sweetheart,” he said gently, “We’re not talking about what teenagers do while parking in dad’s car up at Inspiration Point. We’re talking about how to express the very adult feelings we have for one another in a way that we can both feel comfortable with. And even though we haven’t gotten it all figured out yet, I’ll tell you quite honestly, the time since I met you has been the most romantic time of my life.” He spoke with a sudden shyness, as a man who was unaccustomed to use such words. “You’re not a fool, and I put up with you because I couldn’t possibly live without you.”


 

The early fall is usually a very busy time in the public library as school resumes and the assignments given to students prompt an increased volume of circulation. It was on an especially busy day that Janet Barstow got word of a death in her family. She was frantically doing all the necessary tasks in order to make it possible for her to leave the city for two days to attend the funeral. Emily found herself saying, as people so often do, “If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.” 


She was quite surprised when Janet replied, “If you’re serious about that, there is a big favor I’d like to ask. Could you keep Jessica at your place for the weekend while we’re gone? She really enjoyed the time she spent with you last summer, and I don’t think she’d give you any trouble.”

Emily was at something of a loss as to what to say. She remembered that Jessica Barstow had been a pleasant child, and couldn’t foresee any real difficulties, except for Brian. His words on the occasion of her previous babysitting experience had been abundantly clear. “I don’t do children.”

She replied, “Well, I’d be glad to have her, but I need to check on something first.”

She called the pathology department at the School of Medicine and reached Brian quickly.

“Brian,” she began, “I hope you’re in a good mood. I want to do a favor for a friend, and I need you to be understanding about it.” She went on to explain the situation.

The long silence communicated his displeasure quite clearly. When he finally spoke, it was with a heavy sigh, “It will be difficult to miss you for an entire weekend, but I understand your desire to be helpful to a friend.”

“Why do you have to miss me for an entire weekend? There’s no reason you can’t come over and visit. The child doesn’t bite, and even if she did, I’m sure she’s had all her shots.” Her attempt at a joke went unnoticed. She went on more seriously, “I know, you don’t ‘do children.’ Unless you object strenuously, I’m going to do this favor. They need to drop Jessica after work tomorrow, and they’ll pick her up Sunday before one. You’re still invited to dinner tomorrow night, but I’ll leave it open whether you come or not. All right?” She felt that she should add something, but she didn’t know what.

“All right, Emily,” he said in a rather terse voice, “I’ll think about it.”

It always disturbed Emily when there was conflict between things she felt she ought to do. When two options presented themselves, she was forced to make a decision, and that was often difficult for her. In this case, she felt that helping a friend in time of trouble was the best thing to do, but she sincerely hoped it wasn’t going to be a decision that caused Brian to get angry. She certainly didn’t expect to see him for dinner on Friday evening. She and little Jessica were busy preparing the meal when the doorbell rang, and there he was.

“Well, good evening, sir. I’m glad you decided to come. We’re making a really delicious pot of spaghetti in here. Come on and I’ll introduce you.” Entering the kitchen, she said, “This is Jessica,” and, “Jessica, this is Dr. McClellan, he’s a friend of mine.”

“Hello, Jessica. That dinner you’re making smells delicious.”

“We’re not making it the way my mother does,” she replied. “I’ve seen you at the library before.”

“Have you? That’s nice.” Brian hadn’t the foggiest notion how to carry on a conversation with a child.

“My mother says you got hurt and that’s why your hand is like that.”

Emily’s heart sank. She should have foreseen this. “No wonder he doesn’t do children,” she thought. She was frantically scrambling around in her mind to think of some way to deal with the situation, all the while studiously avoiding looking in Brian’s direction for fear of the anger that she was sure must be clouding his face. Then she heard him reply to the child.

“Yes, I did hurt my hand, but now I have this new one so it’s all right. What are we having for dinner with our spaghetti?” There was no anger in his voice at all, and Emily breathed a deep sigh of relief. 


Jessica, in typical six year old style, moved right along to the new topic of conversation. She began to tell him all about the salad they were going to have that was different from her mother’s salad, which she didn’t like. “Miss Emily says we’re going to have a surprise for dessert, but I think I know what it is on account of as how I really like ice cream, and I think that’s what the surprise is.”

The meal was a major success if such things can be measured by how much food is on the youngest guest’s face. After she had a bath supervised by “Miss Emily” she returned to hear her story read. She had brought several of her favorite books from home, and selected Beauty and the Beast because she had seen the movie and it was her favorite movie on account of as how she really liked the Beast and the dancing. She sat very close to Emily on the couch and seemed spell-bound, which amazed Emily since she knew the child must have heard the story many times.

“Miss Emily, you smell real good,” she commented. “I liked the way you read the story. Don’t you like the part about Belle and the Beast dancing? I think that’s the best part.” This last was punctuated by a large yawn.

“Well, Jessica, tell Dr. McClellan good-night and I’ll tuck you in.”

The good nights accomplished, the two ladies retired to the bedroom. Emily emerged shortly. “Fast asleep. Her mouth wound down, and the rest just fell in line.”

She sat next to Brian who smiled and commented as he embraced her, “Miss Emily, you smell real good.”

She kissed him and said, “She’s a sweet child, really, but I don’t know how Janet keeps up with her all the time. I’m going to be exhausted by Sunday.” After a pause, she continued. “Brian, I’m sorry about her comment when you first arrived.”

“Don’t worry about it. Maybe that’s the reason I’m uncomfortable with children, they’re too honest. At least she didn’t act afraid. That reaction has occurred on occasion, and is difficult to take. I was thinking about that when you were reading that story. I empathize a little with the Beast.”

Emily smiled and chuckled a little. “That’s funny, so do I. I heard someone say that every love story ever written is in fact a version of the Beauty and the Beast motif. Perhaps it’s because we all feel at one time or another that we don’t project what we really are and that the love of a good person would somehow bring out the best in us. Perhaps we all think that appearances get in the way of the things that really matter. I imagine that’s why the story appeals to children so much, because they’re honest and they like to see the good, honest Beast triumph in the end and be seen for the noble figure that he is within.”


 

When a man reaches a certain age, birthdays are very ambivalent times. On the one hand, it’s nice to be the center of attention and to be pampered. It’s good to know that people care enough about you to wish you a happy birthday. On the other hand, when a man is turning forty-seven and is involved with a woman who is thirty-two and looks even younger, it’s a little uncomfortable to have the milestones added to the load he already lugs around.

Another sometimes uneasy by-product of birthdays is the way they prompt inventory-taking. A man just can’t help surveying his life, climbing up to the top of the road marker and looking at the path thus far traveled. The view from up there can be unkind in its clarity. It’s plain to see that there were a few wrong turns taken, a few picnics where litter was left behind, a few tasks not properly finished, but left discarded at the side of the road. And then when he turns and tries to get a clear picture of the road ahead, the view is suddenly cloudy. Somehow the road ahead seems much shorter than the one behind, and he realizes that he doesn’t have any time to waste if he wants to see all the stops along the way.

Emily’s first inclination on the occasion of his birthday was to throw a big party and invite everybody she and Brian knew. The obstacles to this plan became immediately apparent. Brian’s friends other than Paul were his co-workers, and the same was true for Emily. None of her friends knew any of his, and Brian said it would be very awkward if the library people clumped together and the pathology people clumped together and never the twain meet. Paul had recently started dating someone new, and they decided to invite the two of them and just have a cozy foursome. 


She had been running behind her precise schedule all day that October 29th and had refused all offers of help from Brian, even though the meal was being prepared in his kitchen. Emily was not at all confident in her abilities as a cook, since she had never learned the art as a youth, and had had no occasion to practice it. For most of her adult life, she had eaten alone. It was easy to be intimidated when cooking for Brian and Paul, since both were practiced veterans of many Sunday feasts. These were men who took food seriously, and could eat prodigious amounts when the cuisine was good. Added pressure was involved in making a special meal for a birthday; she wanted everything to be just perfect. The more behind she perceived herself to be, the more frazzled she felt, and the more frazzled she looked, too. So it was when the doorbell rang, and she heard Brian greeting the guests.

Audrey Malone looked very much like the kind of woman who is never frazzled. She was tall—in a different age she would have been described as statuesque—and carried herself with smooth grace and obvious self-confidence. She had a peaches-and-cream complexion, her hair was a striking auburn, and even more striking were the vivid green eyes that seemed almost feline in their shimmering. Her coloring was the perfect complement to Paul’s mahogany skin. She was wearing a royal blue silk blouse that perfectly set off her ecru slacks. Wearing them doesn’t begin to describe the effect—her figure was such that it seemed as if the outfit had been stitched around her. Emily was awe-struck. “We don’t see too many like that in the library,” she thought. She couldn’t remember ever being in the same room with someone who so obviously personified what is meant by the word glamorous. “Come to think of it, though, Paul is glamorous too in his own way. Dashing I guess is the best word for him,” she thought.

Paul performed the introductions, Emily took their coats, and Brian mixed drinks. When everyone was comfortably settled in the living room, Paul presented his birthday offering, a beautifully bound book of color plates of impressionist art. This led to a prolonged conversation about Monet that Emily couldn’t really follow, but enjoyed listening to.

“What do you think of Monet, Emily?” Audrey asked.

Emily felt a little awkward as she replied, “I don’t know too much about art, but I like the colors in Monet, especially the lavender. It seems so serene.” While saying this, she was inwardly castigating herself, “Why don’t you just put a sign on your back that says ‘hayseed’!” She immediately excused herself to check on dinner.

Brian had made very specific requests for the menu for his birthday meal. He had developed a fondness for a pork dish that Emily made from an old North Carolina recipe. It was one of those foods that seemed to always be served with particular side dishes, much the way that leg of lamb is always served with mint jelly. For this meal to be complete by North Carolina tradition, it had to include cole slaw, corn bread, and black eye peas. Emily did forgo turnip greens in favor of a spinach salad, but otherwise the meal was strictly according to Old North State standards.

When everyone was seated and the dishes were served, Audrey asked about the main course, “It smells marvelous, but what is it?”

Emily answered, “Barbecue.”

“Barbecued what?”

Emily smiled, “Just barbecue.” Audrey had obviously not been in the South very long. Emily then regaled her with a description of how true barbecue is supposed to be made, explaining that the first step in the recipe is to start twenty-four hours ahead of time and dig yourself a pit. “Then you fill the pit with hickory wood and put the pig—the whole pig—on it and cook it all night long, tending it carefully. Of course, mostly the men do that part,” she explained. “It’s a male-bonding thing, accompanied, so I am told, by rude noises, locker room humor, and a great deal of beer. They use all of the pig except for the squeal, as they say. They chop up the meat, and pour gallons of vinegar on it, which probably kills a lot of the germs.”

Audrey followed this account as if she were listening to a travelogue about visiting the natives of Bora-Bora for a pagan ritual of some sort. She seemed reluctant to eat any of the barbecue until Emily explained that she had made do with fixing it in a regular oven.

The best part of a birthday meal is supposed to be the cake, and when Emily brought it in she could tell that they were impressed. It was a four layer chocolate cake with fudge frosting which Emily had decorated in a fall theme. There was a vine festooning the edges of the cake and small leaves of all colors seemed to grow from it, all of it made of frosting with the obligatory “Happy Birthday Brian” written in the center. The best thing of all was that it tasted as good as it looked. Brian complimented her on everything. “You amaze me sometimes.”

When they were back in the great room and a fire was warming them, Emily figured the hard part of the evening was over. Her plan was to sit back and let the conversation be somebody else’s job. She had yet to see a circumstance where Paul Lawrence couldn’t get a conversation moving, so she relaxed. But not for long.

“So Emily, how did you and Brian meet?” Audrey asked, as if fishing for a subject that even an art illiterate could talk about.

“I was in a car accident in the big snow storm last winter, and Brian came along and rescued me.”

“Oh, how romantic!” Audrey exclaimed.

Paul interjected, “I don’t know how romantic it was. You were in pretty rough shape, weren’t you, Emily?”

“Oh, it could have been a lot worse. I think the boredom in the hospital would have been what killed me had Brian not come and visited every day.” She smiled in his direction and continued, “And now he’s learned the lesson that no good deed goes unpunished.”

Audrey said, “I always think it’s interesting how people meet. How did you and Brian meet, Paul?” Emily experienced that unreasoning anger that says within, “You couldn’t possibly have known what a stupid thing that was to say, but why didn’t you keep your big mouth shut anyway!” She was sitting on a stool in front of Brian’s chair, and her hand resting on his right leg felt it stiffen suddenly.

After the briefest of pauses, Paul said smoothly, “We were at the same hospital in Pennsylvania.”

“So tell me, Audrey,” Emily asked with just a trace of forced cheerfulness, “What do you do?”

“I’m in cosmetics, I’m a distributor for Lady Laurel.”

The tone in which this was said implied that everybody knew what Lady Laurel was. Emily’s experience with cosmetics consisted of a tube of lipstick which she didn’t wear because it gave her indigestion, a blob of purple eyeshadow, and a tube of mascara.

“Oh, that’s interesting. I should have known someone as pretty as you would do something glamorous. Do you do a lot of traveling?”

“Back and forth to New York, mostly. It gets pretty tedious really. I forget what Paul told me you do, something in government, wasn’t it?”

“I work for the County Library. I’ll bet it beats traveling to New York into the ground for tedious.” With this Emily gave Paul an expressive look. He knew her well enough to know that what she was expressing was, “I’ve done my bit, now you keep her busy for a while.”

He dutifully picked up a new thread of conversation, “Brian, what do you hear about that Alzheimer’s grant? I understand that your proposal was very impressive.”

This began a dialogue about grants and federal funding cutbacks for research and other topics that Emily considered safe. She was fascinated by the subject of Brian’s work, but she could never convince him of that—he always assumed that any layman who expressed an interest in pathology was just being polite.

And then there was Audrey. “You’re a pathologist, aren’t you, Brian? How do you stand dealing with death all the time?” she asked with a shudder.

Emily was astounded that a person could be so gifted at throwing oil on the waters of conversation. Brian was smiling his patient smile at this point, as if he finally decided there was nothing for it but to humor her and hope she would go away. “Actually, I spend most of my time looking at things under a microscope. I do an occasional autopsy, but I don’t ‘deal with death all the time.’”

At this juncture Paul took the rudder of the conversation more firmly in hand and negotiated the rest of the evening safely. At about ten he began a series of choreographed yawns that signaled that the shore was in sight. By ten-thirty, the last of the compliments on dinner and the birthday wishes were done, and they were gone.

It was one of those situations where no one wants to point out the obvious, so they sort of waltzed around it for a while.

“Audrey certainly is beautiful. What a gorgeous head of hair,” Emily observed.

“Well, I suppose so. Of course, it doesn’t come out of her head that color.”

Emily looked at him intently, asking, “How on earth do you know that?”

“When you do autopsies, you learn how to tell.”

“She seemed to know a lot about art.”

“Actually, your comment about Monet was more insightful than anything she said.”

“Wouldn’t you know it; the most intelligent things I ever say I always say by accident.” After a pause, she asked, “How serious do you suppose Paul is about her?”

“Don’t worry—if I know Paul, this too shall pass.”

“I’m sure she has many fine qualities,” Emily said in a rather doubtful voice.

With that, they both laughed. Brian said, “I suppose so. I’ve gathered over the years that the qualities Paul looks for are largely those which are the most obvious. I have noticed a propensity toward woman of certain, uh...”

“What you are striving to say is that he likes them well built?”

“Yes,” Brian said, chuckling, “Something like that.”

“Well, Audrey was certainly every bit of that. At the side of the barbecue pit they would say that she was built ‘like a brick outhouse.’ Didn’t you think she was attractive?”

“I suppose so. She’s not my type.”

“Oh, really,” she said, moving into his arms. “And what is your type?”

“Well, I like them about five feet four, brown shoulder length hair, gorgeous blue eyes, not a lot of make-up, and cute knees. It also helps if they have a brain.”

Emily decided this was a good time to give her present. It was a very handsome flannel robe. She pointed out the plaid was Stuart, to match Brian’s middle name. He admired it and thanked her. 


“I like my present, and I liked my dinner. You went to a lot of trouble, and I appreciate it.”

With that he kissed her and noticed that her fingers were stroking his chest.

“You know, Brian, you don’t look any older. How do you feel?”

“As a matter of fact, when you touch me like that, I feel quite a bit younger.”

The sound of the phone ringing made Emily jump like a child caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

Brian answered it with a slightly curt hello. The voice on the other end put him on edge, and Emily was certain she knew who the caller was.

“Yes, I’m fine....No, not too much....It’s still pretty warm here in the day time....Yes, Emily’s fine...”

She knew this was the standard conversation between Brian and his parents, so she was surprised to see that he seemed concerned.

“Dad, is everything all right there?...Mom’s all right?...Good... Yes, it was nice to talk to you, too, Dad...Yes, thanks.”

“What’s the matter? Did he say something upsetting?”

“No, but I can’t figure out why he called. My mother called this afternoon and we did the standard ‘I can’t believe it’s been forty-seven years’ routine.”

“I’m sure he just wanted to add his good wishes. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.” But as Emily knew from her own vast experience as a world class worrier, it’s hard to stop once you start.

Brian said, almost to himself, “It’s just so odd for him to call himself.”


 

Election Day found Brian and Emily on the same side of the political spectrum, but in different voter precincts. They decided to converge at Brian’s after casting their ballots at their respective polling places to have dinner and watch election results on television. 


When Emily arrived she found Brian hard at work creating one of his culinary masterpieces. She had never seen the dish he was assembling before.

“Those are the tiniest chickens I’ve ever seen!” she exclaimed.

Brian smiled. “They’re not chickens, they’re squab. We used to eat these all the time when I was a kid. I found them at that specialty market over near the fancy bakery. You don’t see them very often around here.” As he spoke, he was stuffing the tiny birds with wild rice. When the phone rang, he said, “Get that for me, will you, sweetheart? I’ve got to wash this stuff off.”

Emily’s hello was met with a deep female voice asking for Brian.

“May I tell him who’s calling?” Emily asked, feeling very curious.

“Vera Lawrence,” the caller said.

Holding out the phone to Brian, Emily simply said with a shrug of the shoulders that made it clear that this name didn’t ring any bells, “It’s a lady named Vera Lawrence. Do you want some privacy?”

Shaking his head in answer to her question while at the same time sporting a slight frown, he took the phone. “Hello, Vera... I’m fine, how about yourself?...Yes, same old thing...He may be here a little later, he said something about stopping in to watch the election results...Yes, well if I see him, I’ll tell him you’re looking for him...At the Sheraton, I’ll tell him...Yes, you too. Bye.”

Emily figured it must be one of Paul’s relatives, and hoped it was not some bad news. “Was that someone from Paul’s family? It’s not something wrong is it?”

“I hope not,” Brian said with a terse tone that seemed to close off the topic of conversation quite firmly.

The dinner was delicious and they had just settled down in front of the television when Paul arrived. As he made himself comfortable in the arm chair, he asked facetiously, “What’s the score?”

Brian grinned and responded, “I’m not sure where the score stands, but it’s going to be tight either way.” After a pause, he continued, “There was a call here for you. Vera wanted you to know she’s in town for a couple of days and would like to see you. She says she called your place and left a message, but she thought you might be here. I told her I’d pass the word along.”

Emily felt the tension level in the room peak suddenly, and became very curious as to what was going on, but she knew better than to stick her nose into Paul’s business. She didn’t have his brass when it came to asking people nosy questions.

After a long pause, Paul asked, “Where is she staying?”

Brian answered, “The Sheraton.”

“Maybe I’ll call her tomorrow,” was the clipped reply. At that moment Paul caught Emily’s eye as she was moving her gaze back and forth between the two men nervously, and with obvious curiosity. “Vera is my ex-wife,” he explained.

Emily wore a startled expression as she said, “I didn’t know you had an ex-wife.”

“We were married and divorced a long time ago. I haven’t seen her in over a year, so I guess I should have expected this. She can’t seem to go for very long without bothering me. She’s not one of my favorite people.”

“I’m sorry,” Emily said.

Paul smiled and said, “You’re sorry for the Crimean War, too, I’ll bet. What are you apologizing for?”

Emily blushed, “Well, I didn’t mean to be nosy.”

“You weren’t nosy. It’s no big secret. For a fairly lousy three years I was married to an attractive, intelligent woman who was absolutely the last person on earth I should have married. When I finally realized the latter fact, we were divorced. She makes occasional attempts to wander back into my life, and Brian here has to remind me of all the good reasons why I left her in the first place.”

Emily glanced in Brian’s direction with a troubled look. She was hoping that he would find some graceful way of extricating her from the faux pas that she was sure she would commit if the subject of conversation didn’t change at once. Instead he simply said, “It’s not hard; she’s not one of my favorite people either.”

Finally deciding that she had given them ample opportunity to change the subject if they wanted to, Emily threw in the towel and came right out with a blunt question. “Well, what’s the matter with her?”

Paul seemed amused by her sudden forthrightness. “Mostly our divorce was just a result of the fact that she liked being married to a doctor, but she wasn’t too crazy about being married to me. If there was anything the matter with her it would probably be that she was overly concerned with money and material things.”

Brian interjected, “Paul is a very charitable person. What he says is correct as far as it goes, but the truth is that that woman has a temper like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

This remark prompted the two men to begin recounting stories of the escapades Vera had been involved in during the time she and Paul were married. As Emily heard of scenes thrown in restaurants, temper tantrums in the hospital lobby, and other acutely embarrassing situations into which his wife’s fury had thrust Paul, she marveled that he could now recount them with such calm and equanimity. Something of this marvel must have shown on her face, because Paul looked in her direction and said, “You see, I knew the best weapon to fight that kind of temper in a supposedly adult person was to walk away from her. If she started a scene in a restaurant, I quietly paid the bill and left. The average two-year-old can tell you that tantrums only serve their purpose as long as mommy and daddy stick around to see them. When she got tired of performing her little dramas to an empty house, she went out and found new audiences. That’s when I knew it was over, time to go.”

Emily looked profoundly sad when she asked, “If you know all that, why does Brian have to remind you of all the good reasons you left her when she tries to wander back into your life?”

There was a silence in the room that remained intact until Brian smiled and said to Paul, “Just remember, you’re the one who taught her to think like that; she was just a naive librarian until she met you.”

Paul matched Brian’s smile and turned to reply to Emily. “I’m not sure which branch of science would explain it. It would take a little chemistry, a little biology, and a little back magic. Let’s just say when Vera is involved, I cease to be the suave, debonair psychiatrist and turn back into the deluded fool that married her.”


 

The time was fast approaching when decisions about the holiday season needed to be made. Brian traditionally took the last week of both November and December off. Thanksgiving he spent at home. Paul’s only family was a sister in Memphis and his mother in a nursing home in the suburbs outside Memphis, so he stayed in town for Thanksgiving and went home for Christmas. He and Brian put together their biggest feast of the year on the national day of gratitude and gluttony.


At Christmas, Brian made the pilgrimage to Vermont. This year he wanted to take Emily with him, but she was being stubborn.

“Your parents want to have you all to themselves. They hardly know me. It would be awkward to be there for so long.”

Emily traditionally spent the holidays alone. On Christmas Day for the past several years, she had worked as a volunteer at the Samaritan Inn homeless shelter. Brian expressed the opinion that this was a grim way to spend Christmas.

“It’s a picnic compared to some I’ve spent,” she said with some vehemence. Brian waited, knowing that she would explain if he didn’t push. She continued, “My father was always at his worst at Christmas. I don’t think I ever saw that man get through Christmas without having a major fit over something. I guess when everyone in the world was doing family things, it reminded him that his family was not like other people’s, and that his family was suffering because of him. Anyway, at Christmas he felt so sorry for himself, it was disgusting to be around him, not to mention dangerous.”

“Did he ever hurt any of you?”

There was a vague, almost puzzled look on Emily’s face, “I’m not sure. It was things like, he didn’t like the tone of your voice when you said something, so he’d slap your face. If you did something really bad, he could get pretty mean. My two older brothers would come in late at night drunk, and if he woke up, he’d knock them around the room. I think eventually they started hitting back and he left them alone. ”

“Where was your mother through all of this?”

“I don’t know. I have trouble remembering those times clearly. I guess she was hiding under a bed somewhere like the rest of us. She drank.”

It grieved Brian to hear about the horrors that Emily saw in childhood, and it also struck him how calmly she recounted such things. When he shared some sad experience he recalled from his life, she always cried. He commented on this discrepancy to her, and all she said was, “I don’t care enough to cry any more over that man.”

“Sounds to me like you’re about due a really merry Christmas. In Vermont, you’d stand a good chance of seeing snow. Come on, Emily, I don’t want to spend Christmas away from you.”

The argument went back and forth throughout November. Brian had long since made an airline reservation for her, but she steadfastly maintained that it would be better if she didn’t go. He and Paul discussed the matter on Thanksgiving morning while tending the turkey, before Emily arrived.

“You wouldn’t think that such a shy, timid person could have such a stubborn streak, would you?” Brian asked.

“Do you think that’s all there is to it, she’s just being stubborn?”

His brow furrowed as he considered the possibilities. “I don’t really think so. I’ve been sort of running down the list of standard things that motivate her sometimes. ‘I’ll only be in the way.’ ‘I won’t know how to behave.’ ‘I wouldn’t be able to leave if I got uncomfortable.’ Are any of these logical motivations for a rational person to base decisions upon?”

“In this case, I can see the validity of some of that,” Paul replied, and began ticking off the list on his fingers. “She might feel in the way—God knows your mother makes me feel in the way. She wouldn’t know how to behave—how is she supposed to know how to behave in a normal family setting when she’s never been in one? And she certainly couldn’t leave if she got uncomfortable, and when the three McClellans get together, things sometimes happen that would make a shy person like Emily very uncomfortable.”

“Whose side are you on here, anyway? I was counting on you to help me talk her into going.”

“I’m not saying she shouldn’t go. I think it would be good for her to get over some of those motivations and care less what other people think of her. But people don’t always want to do things that are good for them. I can’t say that a week with your parents would thrill my soul either, not with the kind of icy politeness that the three of you have enveloped yourselves in.”

Brian harrumphed, but otherwise said nothing. The truth has a way of silencing all opposition.

Thanksgiving is the national feast day, and these were people who knew what feasting was all about. Emily arrived with a beautiful sweet potato pie, a deep dish apple pie, and a huge squash casserole. Her offering was added to the twenty pound turkey with cornbread stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, cranberry sauce, cranberry relish, silver queen corn, glazed carrots, and three kinds of bread. The most amazing thing about the meal was that when they got up from the table, they had barely made a dent. Of course, it was also somewhat amazing that they were able to get up from the table at all. 


Brian and Paul were somewhat atypical in that neither had any interest in football, so the rest of the afternoon was spent in the pleasant conversation that is to be treasured among friends and that is quickly and sadly becoming a lost art in a society that prefers isolation and trivial amusement to hospitality. Emily had thought herself a very poor conversationalist through most of her adult life because she knew she lacked the deliberately sparkling wit and clever repartée that television would have one believe is required for intelligent conversation between adults. Brian had corrected that impression on her part by assuring her that among friends, honesty is much better currency than repartée and that what passes in this society for sparkling wit is in fact mostly sarcasm. He recognized a quality of kindness that was ingrained in her conversation, and was a reflection of her gentle nature. 


It was beginning to grow dark and the conversation was winding down when the phone rang. Brian figured it was his mother calling to wish him a happy Thanksgiving, and so excused himself to use the phone in the bedroom.

When he was gone, Paul asked, “So, Christmas in Vermont doesn’t appeal to you?”

Emily sighed. “I never said that. I just think it would be better to let his parents enjoy having Brian to themselves. Despite everything he says to the contrary, I don’t think his mother likes me one little bit. And anyway, I think he ought to have a long talk with his father, and he won’t do that if I’m around.”

“Well, of course Louise doesn’t like you, but she doesn’t have anything specific against you. It’s just that she doesn’t think there’s been a woman yet born good enough for her only son. As far as talking to his father, I agree with you that they need to talk, but I don’t think it would make any difference if you were there or not. Are there any other reasons that you don’t want to go?”

As Emily considered the question, her face seemed to droop a bit. “I guess there’s a little voice in the back of my mind that says maybe Mrs. McClellan is right. Maybe I’m not good enough for him. Maybe I’m too young or too inexperienced, maybe our backgrounds are too different. Maybe...” She stopped because she heard the sound of Brian’s limp. “So how are things in Vermont?” she asked a shade too cheerfully.

“I’m not sure. She sounded kind of odd. She says my father has been ‘kind of tired lately’ and is going to have some tests run. She was very vague about what symptoms or what tests he’s having. Of course, it does no good to press my mother. She just starts suggesting that you sound stressed and need to get more sleep.”

“You’ll be up there in three weeks, you’ll probably hear all about it then,” Paul said reassuringly as he got up to go. “I’m going to make an early night of it. I ate so much I can’t stay awake much longer.” When he got to the door, he said as nonchalantly as possible, “Emily, call me some time soon. There’s something I want to talk to you about.” 


After Paul was gone, Emily asked, “Brian, are you worried about your father?”

The expression on his face—the raised eyebrows, the down-turned mouth—seemed to Emily to be almost a facial shrug. “I guess a little. I don’t suppose there’s anything wrong, when a man is seventy-two, he’s bound to get a little tired. We’ll find out when we get there.”

“When you get there,” she corrected. “If he’s not feeling well, he surely doesn’t need company for a week.”

Brian made the grunt that Emily interpreted as, “I’m resigning from this little skirmish, but the war is far from decided.” 



 

Paul knew that if he really wanted to talk to Emily, he’d have to call her himself, and after giving it a few days thought, did so. They agreed to meet in the hospital coffee shop since Emily could stop by on her way home from work at about the time Paul took his dinner break when he worked in the evenings.

It seemed odd to Emily that after all the deeply personal conversations she had shared with Paul, she could remember no occasion on which the two of them had been alone together for anything more than a few minutes. The unusual dynamic of meeting him away from Brian seemed to her vaguely surreptitious. As he approached her table she reflected that he was a very handsome man, with a kind of vibrant good looks that ought to have had him fighting off attractive females by the score. 


After making himself comfortable and ordering a cup of coffee, Paul sat quietly and surveyed Emily thoughtfully. When he spoke, it was very directly. “Now what’s this nonsense about you not being right for Brian?”

Having no inkling of what he’d wanted to see her about, she found herself taken aback by the bluntness of the question. She stammered slightly as she said, “I...I only said that I suspect that’s what his mother thinks.”

“That’s not what you said on Thanksgiving. You said, ‘Maybe Mrs. McClellan is right. Maybe I’m not good enough for him.’ What do you really think?”

“I don’t know. Brian is such a wonderful man, and I love him so much, that it’s hard to think. Being involved with him is about the most selfish thing I’ve ever done. I don’t doubt that he could find someone that would suit him better. Maybe it would be a good idea if we took some time out and reconsidered the whole thing.”

Paul digested that statement while he sipped his coffee. Finally putting down his cup, he said, “I’m speaking here strictly as a friend, not as a professional. You know Brian is the best friend I’ve ever had, we’re a lot closer than most brothers I know. And I’d like to think that you and I are friends, too. I’m asking because I care, and because if I can help, I’d like to. What is it about the relationship that doesn’t work? Do you really think you’re not suited for one another?”

“Well for one thing, he’s not... He doesn’t share my faith. You know the Church frowns on this sort of thing.”

“Have you talked to him about that?”

“No. I figured if I brought it up as if it were a big obstacle in our relationship and then he did make some sort of profession and join the church, I’d always wonder if he were really sincere about it.”

“Okay, I can see that. What else is there?”

“Brian’s forty-seven and has had a lot of experience in life that I haven’t had.” Emily was obviously struggling for the right words, and was also obviously not satisfied with the ones she had come up with. “I mean, I’m thirty-two going on twelve.”

“We’re not really talking about your respective ages here, are we?”

“No, not exactly.”

“Are you saying that it bothers you that he had sexual experiences before he met you?”

Emily shook her head as she replied, “No, I don’t mean that. Let’s face it, if at my age I would only date men with no experience, I could just go ahead and become a nun.” Emily continued in a tired voice. “It’s not him, it’s me. I see this frustrated look on his face and I know that even though he’s incredibly patient and understanding, the bottom line still is that I don’t...I can’t....I disappoint him.”

Paul saw her point, and knew a bit about Brian’s frustration. He also knew the depth of his friend’s feeling for her, and that he could, as many men couldn’t, separate it from sex. “Emily, in the twenty years that I’ve known him, I’ve never seen Brian as happy as he’s been since he met you. Would he like your relationship to be more physically intimate? Probably so. But his feeling for you goes way beyond even physical expression. I’m not trying to tell you what to do. Maybe a little time apart would be good for you. But don’t give up on him, and don’t give up on yourself. I think you’re both about due for the kind of happiness you can give each other.”

As Emily drove home from her visit with Paul, she reflected on what happiness is. “How do you go about being happy?” she wondered. In her youth she had a sort of sliding scale with different emotional qualities at opposite ends. At the unhappy end were concepts like ‘afraid’ and ‘hurt,’ ‘embarrassed’ and ‘lonely.’ These, she felt, would be appropriate ways to define the parameters of unhappiness for a person at any age. But the other end of the scale was harder to fill in when you grew up and supposedly became an adult. The eight-year-old Emily would have defined happiness with qualities like ‘safe,’ ‘quiet,’ and ‘unnoticed.’ “But what does Emily need to be happy at thirty-two?”

When Brian looked in the mirror, the worst wounds of his life were plainly visible. They symbolized for him not just lost limbs and a lost lifestyle, but the loss of a relationship with his father. When Emily looked in the mirror, the scars left from old wounds were difficult to discern. When Emily took inventory of herself, she invariably came up short. “I am so stupid. Whatever possessed me to think I could handle a relationship like this? I’m in way over my head. I don’t know what to do. I swear if I ever had an intelligent thought it would die of pure loneliness.” The voice was hers, but the words were someone else’s, echoes of an angry baritone. Emily’s mental picture of herself was built according to the specifications handed her years ago by a cruel architect. “You’re never going to amount to anything. You’ve been nothing but trouble to me since the day you were born. Can’t you do anything right?” The problem of her own happiness was one thing—she knew full well she had been making herself unhappy her whole adult life—but to get another person involved in the quagmire of her insecurities and self-perceived deficiencies seemed like a wicked thing to do.

She had all of this very much in mind over the next few days, and she was disturbed enough about it to avoid Brian with excuses of a cold. He assumed that she was avoiding him because she had heard enough about going to Vermont for Christmas. After four days of not seeing her, he caught up with her as she was coming out of the library at the end of the day.

“If I promise not to mention either Christmas or Vermont, would you come and have dinner at my place tonight?”

“I wouldn’t be very good company, Brian, I’m really beat.”

“Well, then, come sleep on my couch. Emily, I haven’t seen you in four days and I think I’m going into withdrawal.”

Emily had no answer to that argument and agreed to be at Brian’s in time for dinner.

It was a strange sort of evening, a regression into an earlier phase of their relationship when they were still taking care in what they said, and avoiding whole hosts of topics as too personal or just too awkward to discuss. They kept their distance both physically and emotionally, Brian because he felt himself to be on some sort of probation, Emily because she was practicing a self-enforced calm which she was afraid would crumble and leave her crying if she let herself get too close. She had done a lot of crying over the last few days. 


She almost lost her control when she was leaving and Brian asked, “Are you still mad at me?”

“I haven’t been mad at you, Brian.”

“There’s obviously something bothering you.”

“I have some things on my mind, but mostly it’s just the holiday blues.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No, I’m sure it will pass.”

That was the way they left the situation that night, and that was the way it stayed until Brian left to go home to Vermont. There was no unpleasantness between them, but no real closeness either, at least not until they parted at the airport. The length of her kiss and the warmth of her embrace led Brian to hope that things were getting back to normal.


 

Chapter 6


 

There are certain occasions in life that are supposed to be met with standard responses on the part of the people who experience them. Children are expected to be afraid at least a little on their first day of kindergarten. Boys are supposed to get mad when someone picks on their little sister. The mother of the bride is supposed to cry at the wedding. Those are the times when what we feel naturally is in perfect sync with what we are supposed to feel, when what we want to do matches exactly what we are expected to do. The only son of the family coming to a beloved boyhood home for Christmas might be expected to feel and do certain things. As Brian’s flight arrived at Burlington International Airport and taxied to a stop, he reflected on what he might be expected to feel. “I imagine I should be thrilled to be here, I should certainly be looking forward with some anticipation to the days of celebrating ahead. Mother will have been baking for days, decorating for weeks, and cleaning interminably. All the family traditions will be carefully observed. And I will play my part; I’ll be polite, and even pleasant. But it will be harder this year than any of the last twenty, because besides the usual frustration of my mother’s fawning and my father’s distance, this year there is somewhere else I would infinitely rather be.”

He saw them approaching in the terminal and thought of himself as an actor for whom a curtain was going up. “The problem is,” he thought, “that this is a show that should have closed, or at least been re-written, long ago.”

When all the usual airport rituals had been completed, and the drive home had begun, the first act proper began with the usual litanies. 


“How have you been, dear? Are you a little thinner since September?”

“That leg giving you much trouble, son?”

“Well, Brian, tell us what you’ve been doing.”

He answered politely, “I’m well. Things are fine. Why don’t we talk about you two? How have you been?” 


“Oh, well, you know none of us is getting any younger.”

“What’s this I hear about you having tests, Dad?”

“Oh, that’s nothing. Little tired, you know how your mother worries. Little hypertension. They’re planning some tests for after the holidays if they still think it necessary.”

“What sort of tests?”

“Oh, just the standard stuff. It’s no big deal.”

Brian knew that he would get nowhere pressing either one of his parents for details. His mother was a lot better at ferreting out information than she was at giving it up. As if she read his thoughts and wanted to prove them true, she began her routine.

“We were disappointed that Emily decided not to come.”

“Yes, so was I,” he replied.

“Is everything all right with you two?”

“Louise, that’s none of our business,” the elder Dr. McClellan interjected.

“That’s all right, Dad. Things are fine between us. Christmas just isn’t a good time for Emily; it brings back a lot of unpleasant memories for her.”

“Well, you know I wouldn’t dream of prying, dear. It’s just so sad to think of someone having unpleasant memories at Christmas.”

Brian felt the only fitting response to that particular cast of the fishing pole was to say, “I’m glad you wouldn’t dream of prying, Mom.”

The performance of the McClellan family Christmas was played every year with the same backdrop: the house that hadn’t seemed to change by so much as a shingle since the world was new, the beautiful white snow, the Christmas tree in the window. It was a calendar with carbon paper for every December since he could remember. “Perhaps I’m struck by the sameness of everything because I’ve changed so much myself in the last year,” Brian thought. The one change that the years had brought was that he no longer slept in his boyhood room. There was never any comment made, his mother just directed him upon entering the house to put his things in the guest room across the hall from his parents’ own room. In order to revisit the room where he had taken refuge as a youth, Brian would have had to climb a flight of stairs.

A nice dinner, a nice after-dinner conversation, everything quiet, everyone being nice. Brian had been home for three hours and he was already dying of boredom.

He had promised Emily a call, and couldn’t wait any longer. 


“So, you arrived there safely, that’s good. Are you having a nice time?”

Brian smiled. “That would be a good description of it. I miss you already.”

“I can’t imagine why. I haven’t been very good company lately.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“That’s because you’re too polite. I’ve been a colossal drip.”

“How are you feeling about things now?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m praying over it.”

“Put in a good word for me, will you, sweetheart?”

“I always do, Brian. Will you call me everyday while you’re gone, or is that too much nuisance?”

“Are you kidding? I’m delighted you asked, and I’ll be only too happy to comply. I love you, Emily.”

“I love you, too, Brian. Tell your folks I sent my regards.”

It was a short conversation, which Brian knew suited Emily. Like all people who are overly sensitive to what other people think, she disliked the telephone because it was so difficult to tell how your words were being taken. But Brian had become an expert on recognizing subtle tones of voice, small vocal cues as to how she was feeling, and even from that short exchange he knew that she was struggling with something, that she was not happy. He would never have described her as a moody person—that would seem to him unfairly negative—but he did observe that she had good days and difficult days. If asked to characterize the difference, he would have said that on her good days Emily was cheerful, kind, and loquacious, and on her bad days she was less cheerful, more kind, and quiet. He often mistook her quietness for unspoken anger, but was slowly learning that just because he himself got quieter when he was angry, that didn’t necessarily mean that the same was true for her. 


Christmas Eve dawned a winter sunglasses day, a blue sky, brilliant sunshine, and a crust of snow over the landscape that was just asking to be crunched across. Over breakfast, Dr. McClellan announced his intention to spend the morning clearing snow off the drive and walk. The pinched look that flitted across his mother’s face prompted Brian to wonder if his father’s health was in a worse state than they were admitting.

“Why not let me do that, Dad? I haven’t had the chance to deal with snow much, and I sort of miss it.”

This solution didn’t sit well with Mrs. McClellan either, and it was eventually decided that the two men would work on the job together. Brian kept his father in the corner of his eye as he worked and saw no sign of flagging—as a matter of fact, the thought that occurred to Brian repeatedly was that the elder man was in better physical condition than the younger. Brian resolved to get back into the exercise program that had been part of his physical therapy when he was recovering from his injuries. Brian had always enjoyed physical exertion. It invigorated him and belied the notion that sometimes crept into his mind that he was destined to a life of physical weakness.

When the job was half done, Dr. McClellan stopped to sit on the cleared porch steps and invited Brian to do the same.

“How are you making out, son? Don’t do much snow shoveling down your way, do you?”

“No, Dad, not too much. I guess I’ve gotten a little out of shape. I’m not working at the same pace as you are.” After a pause, he continued, “I think Mom’s worried about you. Are you really all right?”

“My blood pressure is not as low as I would like. I’m going to be seventy-three next month, Brian. Even stubborn men get old.”

Brian smiled at that. “Yes, I’ve experienced that same phenomenon myself.”

His father took his eyes away from the horizon he had been scanning and looked Brian squarely in the face. “How about you, son, are you really all right?”

Perhaps it was the study in the nuances in Emily’s voice that gave Brian the ear to hear the rustle of an olive branch wreathing the question. Perhaps it was the kindness he had learned from her, the lessons she had given on the joys of forgiveness that prompted him to answer as he did.

“Dad, I’m better than I’ve been in twenty years. I have important work to do and I’m good at it. I have a pleasant home where I can be comfortable. I have friends. And I have Emily. I never thought I could feel this kind of passion for anyone, and I certainly never thought anyone could love me the way she does. I guess I’ve learned a lot from her, too. She says you have to turn loose of the things you don’t want in your life in order to grab hold of the things that you do want. I suppose that’s one definition of forgiveness. I’ve been angry at you for a long time, and in holding on to that anger, I’ve shut out a lot of the joy I could have in life. I think it’s time for the war to be over for me, Dad, and for us.”

It was so unexpected, this grasping of the tentative olive branch that he had held out, that Stuart McClellan couldn’t have stopped the tears from coming to his eyes if he’d wanted to. He got up to give himself a moment for composure, and to find the right words. It wasn’t an easy search. “You know, Brian, it’s a hard thing for a man to go through life knowing that the worst thing he ever did, he did to his own son, and knowing too that there’s nothing he can do to make it right. Every time I’ve looked at you for the last twenty years, I’ve been reminded of that. I can’t make it right.”

Brian noticed that his father seemed to have a bit of a hunch to his back. It’s almost as if he’s been carrying his guilt around on his shoulders all these years, he thought, and it’s deformed him physically. “That’s true, you can’t make it right any more than I can make right the things that I’ve done. But you can stop looking at me through eyes of regret, and just see me as I am now. I’d like to think it’s still possible for you to look at me and be at least a little proud.”

His father looked at him as if he hadn’t really seen him for years, and realized he liked what he saw. “You’re a respected physician, you’ve worked hard despite the obstacles you’ve met, you’re an honest, caring gentleman. I am very proud of you, son.”


 

Brian decided that evening to go to the Christmas Eve service at the Episcopal church. In some measure, his decision was prompted by the feeling that God had been good to him and he ought to find a way to be thankful. He also wanted to tell Emily that he had gone to church, he thought it might please her. He invited his parents to go with him out of politeness, and was a little surprised when they accepted. 


The small stone church had stood on the main corner of the town all of Brian’s life. When he was a child his parents had attended with some frequency. As he grew into his teen years, they went less often. Brian never figured out the pattern of their attendance. In his own mind, he framed the question, “How do they determine when they running short on religion and need to stock up?” Their attendance over the last twenty years had been limited to Easters, funerals, and very rare Sundays.

The inside of the church was beautifully decorated and illuminated. In the front of the sanctuary stood a magnificent evergreen covered in white and gold ornaments in many different shapes. There were pearly white fish, sea shells, and lambs. There were golden letters of the Greek alphabet, crosses, and butterflies. Brian occupied the time before the service started trying to figure out what each symbol was meant to represent. The fish was easy, it had been a symbol of the church for a long time. The lamb of God was easy too, and the crosses were self-explanatory. The sea shell stumped him until he noticed that the same symbol was carved on the front of the baptismal font, so the shell was representative of the water of baptism. The Greek letters he knew were alpha and omega, the beginning and the end. The butterfly he never did decipher, and he resolved to ask Emily.

The service began with singing, and all of the tunes were familiar to anyone who has ridden in an elevator, waited in a doctor’s outer office, or shopped in a department store any time in the month of December. They were all lovely melodies, but Brian was especially struck by certain phrases in the lyrics: “God and sinners reconciled,” “Good will henceforth from Heaven to men begin and never cease,” “Rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing.” As he had done with the Christian symbols on the tree, he tried to decipher the meaning of the words. The themes of peace and reconciliation were very much on his mind on this particular Christmas Eve. “I’ve never,” he thought, “really understood what it means.”

The service continued with the reading of the most familiar of all Scriptures. “And it came to pass in those days....And there were in the same country shepherds....We have seen his star....” Brian found himself listening intently and thinking, “What if Emily is right? What if it’s all true? What if God is not the master watchmaker? What if the Almighty still takes an active interest?” 


A soprano rose to sing an old spiritual, “Sweet Little Jesus Boy,” and the plaintive lament gave Brian something of a chill. “The world treat you mean, Lord, treat me mean, too; but that’s how it is down here.” Brian had seen people do things to one another in war that seemed beyond the pale of any possible redemption. For so long a guilty, angry son, he had thought himself beyond the pale. And Emily’s father, how cruel he must have been to berate a dear soul like that. That’s how it is down here. “Our eyes was blind, we couldn’t see, we didn’t know ‘twas you.” The world seems so lost, Brian thought, but it’s easy to get lost when you can’t see. 


The minister’s message posed another question that gave Brian pause to think: “What are you going to do with that baby in the manger?” He explained that it was easy to hear the Christmas story and be moved by the majesty of God and the glory of the incarnation. It’s all so lovely. It means very little, however, if we chose in our minds to leave the baby in the manger. That’s not the way it was. He grew up, and then the story is not so pretty. You have to watch the baby climb up out of the manger and all the way up the hill to the cross. “The joy of Christmas is that it begins the story that continues on Easter Sunday. The baby that was born to die, was also born to rise above death, and now He claims us as His children. As we entreat Him in our hymn, may it truly be our prayer, ‘Bless all the dear children in thy tender care and fit us for Heaven to live with thee there.’”

And then the congregation sang, and it was over, and if you asked Brian to point to the exact moment at which he changed, he could not have told you, but the heart which life had broken, and which another wounded heart had cradled, was somehow warmed, somehow healed. 



 

Chapter 7


 

It had been a wonderful trip, but when the appointed time came, Brian was ready to go home. He wanted to sleep in his own bed, shower in his own shower, and eat his own cooking. Of course, the people he was coming home to were the best part of all. There was so much he wanted to talk to Emily and Paul about, he could hardly contain himself. Emily was at work, so Paul had volunteered to get Brian at the airport. They would spend the afternoon catching up before Emily joined them for dinner when she got off work.

Brian asked after Paul’s mother and sister, and heard all the news from Memphis. Paul was going to be an uncle again. His sister Ruth was a housewife and the mother of two and counting. Her husband was an electrician with his own thriving business. They had their share of problems—any married couple does—but for now it seemed that their biggest problems were those of seeing a 41-year-old woman through pregnancy, and reconverting the guest room into a nursery. Paul’s mother was getting old, but was still clear in her mind. With no more than a seventh-grade education, Naomi Lawrence had managed to survive the Depression, a husband dying young of colon cancer, and the terrors of segregation, and still raise up two perfect children. Or so she thought. Her fellow nursing home residents were accustomed to sentences which began “My son the doctor.” She was at least as happy about the prospect of another grandchild as Ruth was, maybe more so. 


 “So, Brian, how are your folks?”

“They’re doing well. It was a great visit. My father and I had the good talk you've been prescribing for so long. I feel a lot better about him, and about myself too. I’ll tell you all about it later. But how are things here? Have you talked to Emily?”

Paul hesitated slightly before answering, “I’ve spoken to her on the phone a couple times.”

“Well? Is she all right? When I called her, she seemed a little blue.”

“Yes, she sounded kind of down to me, too. I’ve gotten the impression that things have been kind of rough for her the last few weeks. I had coffee with her right after Thanksgiving, and she was having a spell of insecurity. I haven’t really seen her much since then, but when I spoke to her yesterday afternoon on the phone, I would have sworn that she had been drinking.”

Brian’s astonishment could not have been more profound. “Emily? That’s bizarre. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her have so much as a glass of wine. I don’t like the idea of her taking up drinking in her solitary moments. I’d give a lot to know what’s really going on with her.”

“I don’t know how you’re going to do it, but you’ve got to get her to talk to you, Brian.”

They spent the remainder of the afternoon talking about Brian’s reconciliation with his father, and about his experience in the Christmas Eve church service. Paul asked lots of questions, and seemed to genuinely rejoice with his friend in the changes that he had undergone. Brian was reminded for the umpteenth time how wonderful it is to have a friend who cares so much, and understands so well the things closest to the heart. Before either of them realized it, the afternoon was gone, it was the dinner hour, and the sound of Emily’s car driving up came into the room.

It seemed impossible to Brian when he saw her pale and drawn face that he had been away from her for only a week. Her embrace was a little stiff, and her smile a little forced, and he knew that she was struggling with something painful. He remembered the times when he was a child and his mother knew he was hurt. She would always say, “I’ll kiss it and make it better.” If only he could kiss Emily and make everything better.

“Darling, how have you been?” he asked.

“Oh, I’ve been fine. I want to hear all about your trip. You sounded on the phone like you were having a wonderful time. Did you get along with your folks all right?”

“Yes, I had a very constructive visit. I had a good talk with my father, and I think things are going to be much better between him and me now. There are a lot of things I want to tell you about, but why don’t we get some dinner going first?”

As the three of them fell into the old routine of cooking the meal, Brian found himself stealing glances at Emily, and then looking at Paul as if to say, “What do you suppose is bothering her?” While the meal was cooking, the two men talked about their families and the compared the traditions of Christmas celebrated in their respective homes. When the food was ready, they sat down and ate. It seemed to Brian that every bite Emily took required an effort on her part. “Emily, don’t you feel well? You’re not eating much.”

“You sound like your mother, Brian. I’m fine, I’m just not very hungry.”

When the meal was over and the dishes cleared, they retired to the living room and Brian started a fire. The only sound in the room for a time was the crackle and sputter of the wood burning in the fireplace. Emily eyes were fixated on a glass of water she was holding, Brian’s eyes were fixated on Emily, and Paul looked back and forth at the two of them. When he finally spoke, the psychiatrist’s voice seemed to boom. “I’m going to go and let you two talk. Don’t get up, I’ll see myself out. If you need me, I’ll be at home. Feel free to call.” And he was gone.

“Sweetheart,” Brian said softly, “I’m really worried about you. You’re pale, you look tired, your hands are shaking, and you didn’t eat much of anything. You say you’re not sick, but it’s obvious that something is tearing you up. Don’t you think we ought to talk about it?”

There was no argument for that, Emily knew that she would have to unburden herself. “I came here tonight with every intention of telling you that I didn’t want to see you any more. But now that I’m actually with you, I can’t do it. My life is a mess, and I think I’m losing my mind. I’ve been crying for six weeks. I spent the last three days trying to drink myself into oblivion, and you know I don't even drink. I’ve been trying desperately to get you out of my mind, but I take one look at you, and I can’t do it.” It was hard for her to speak as the tears streamed down her face and her breath came in spurts. “I love you so much, I just can’t do it.”

Brian had learned not to overreact when Emily made statements that seemed to imply that everything was awful. He knew that if he projected a sense of calm, he would be more likely to get a coherent picture of what the trouble was. “Why didn’t you want to see me anymore? Have I done something wrong? Have I hurt you in some way?”

“No, it’s not you. You never do anything hurtful. It’s me. I’ve been trying to figure myself out, to get down to the real truth, but it’s been so hard. I’ve added so many layers of insulation between the real me and the me I show the world, that I have trouble distinguishing what’s really true about me. I’ve been putting up a front for so long that I have trouble recognizing the truth when I find it. I told myself at one point that this relationship could never last because of the differences in our ages and everything, but that’s not the real truth. I thought it was the fact that there had been other women earlier in your life, but that’s not it either. I had to go back and ask basic questions. Why doesn’t this relationship work? Partly because I’m so moody. Mostly because I’m cold and distant and unresponsive. Why is that? That’s the real question, that’s what I had to get to the truth about. Why do I back away from you when I want you so much?”

“And why do you think you do that?”

“Because if you touch me, you’ll get past all my layers and see the real me, and the real me is a waste of a human being.” The self-disgust she was feeling was evident in every syllable she spoke. “I’m selfish and boring and childish. Your mother’s right, you know, I’m really not good enough for you.”

Brian knew at this point that he was fighting a very difficult battle. How do you undo damage done so long ago? A hateful father’s vituperations are powerful messages to counteract. Her whole self-image was warped. At the time of life when Emily was defining herself and finding her own worth, she was barraged by messages that told her she was a burden, and the messages were coming from the person she most looked to for love and support.

“I don’t believe that, Emily. I think that through your whole childhood you were told that you were no good, and you believed it. But, sweetheart, it wasn’t true then, and it isn’t true now. You’re a warm, caring, intelligent person. You say that you’re selfish, but I think you’re the most selfless person I know. You just finished spending Christmas Day at the soup kitchen. You say that you’re boring, but we’ve spent the last eleven months mostly just talking, and I have been completely fascinated by you. You say that you’re childish, but I think of you as childlike, with a sweet sort of innocence. I care about you, and other people care about you, too. Paul cares about you, he’s been as worried about you as I have. The people you work with all seem to like you. And you may not believe me, but my parents like you, too.”

The confusion on her face let Brian know that he was getting through to her.

“And far be it from me to lecture you on theology, but haven’t I learned from you that in our most basic selves, none of us are what we want or ought to be, but that it doesn’t matter, because God loves us and we should therefore love ourselves? Isn’t that what you’ve been trying to teach me all this time?”

Emily was drying tears and looking intently at Brian, “Yes, but I didn’t think you were listening.”

“I was listening, my love. Do you know that for almost a year now, I’ve loved you, and I’ve enjoyed being with you, and I’ve worried about you, but last night, for the very first time, I prayed for you. That was sort of a switch, wasn’t it? Emily, everything is going to work out for us. We’re going to have to work hard, both of us, in getting beyond the things that hurt us, but I am sure it’s going to be all right.”

“It’s so frustrating, though. I keep thinking that I’m making progress, and then I just lose my bearings, and feel lost all over again. When are you going to get tired of my problems?”

“When you get tired of mine. Everybody has times when things are hard. One of the reasons people reach out to other people is to have someone to hold on to during the hard times.”

It was a very long night. They talked about the things that Brian had experienced in his week away, the conversation with his father where reconciliation had begun, the church service where things had suddenly become so clear, the way that the world looks so different when viewed from a new perspective. They talked about the way that Emily had felt so alone with Brian gone and Paul gone, and the whole world seemed to be enjoying itself except her. They talked about why she had decided to try drowning her sorrows, and about how guilty and foolish she felt about it. They talked about Christmas and resolved never to spend another one away from each other. 


It was two o'clock in the morning when Brian insisted that Emily stay the night. She was so exhausted, she didn't argue with him, except to insist that she wanted to sleep on the couch and not in the guest room.

“I like this couch,” she said sleepily, “and besides I don’t want to stay in the guest room, because I don’t want to be a guest. I feel like I belong here.”

The last thing he said as he turned out the light was, “Good. I want you feel that way, because this is where you belong, where you’ll always belong.”


 

“I do believe I’m going to be sorry to see this old year go,” Emily exclaimed over a cup of steaming hot cocoa as they awaited the midnight hour on New Year’s Eve. “It certainly hasn’t lacked for excitement.”

Brian was smiling his wry sort of grin, “Never a dull moment. We’ll have to think of something to keep things interesting.” After a contemplative pause, he continued. “I wouldn’t trade this last year for anything in the world, so much has changed, and changed for the better in my life.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little scary, though, when so many changes happen in such a short period of time?”

“The trick is to think of change itself as a good thing. I have an idea of something we ought to consider for the New Year, Emily,” Brian said, deliberately keeping his voice casual.

“And what might that be?”

“I think we should get married.”

The look on Emily’s face would not have been much different if he had suggested they run naked through the Vatican in the middle of a papal mass. “You can’t be serious!” was the only response she could muster, and it came out as something of a squeak.

“Why not? I love you. You love me. Seems to me only logical that we get married and spend the rest of our lives together.”

“You know perfectly well it’s not as simple as that. I’ve got all these emotional problems I’ve got to work through, and so much growing up to do, why I’m just a mess. I’m not in any condition to get married. You’d be miserable married to me the way that I am now.”

“Emily, you sound like the kid who doesn’t want to go to the first day of kindergarten because she doesn’t know how to read. If we wait until we’re both perfect people, we’ll never get married. Being together is the best therapy, the best medicine for both of us.”

“I declare, Brian McClellan, every time I think I’ve got you pegged, you come up with something out of the blue that just knocks me over. About this time yesterday I was ready to give up, and now you want to get married. I’m going to have to think about this for a good long while.”


 

Emily was spending another night on Brian’s couch in deference to the revelers who took their lane out of the middle of the road on this more than any other night. She lay there thinking about the staggering proposal Brian had made. It seemed impossible to her that he had suggested it, and even more impossible that she was seriously considering it. Phrases like “the right thing to do,” “the sensible thing to do,” “the honorable thing to do” bobbed around in her mind like so many apples in a barrel. The task of sorting it all out and knowing what the answer should be seemed monumental to her, frightening in its implications.

“There are so many things I don’t know about men. I wouldn’t know what a happy marriage looked like if I saw it. What about children? And what do you do when you live in the same house but you want to be alone for a while? What if I snore? I don’t know anything about being married, I don’t know how to be that comfortable with another person. There’s a lot of stuff I need to find out.” Noticing that the light was still coming from under Brian’s door, she decided there was no time like the present to begin her research. Picking up her pillow and blanket, she walked over and knocked.

“Brian, are you awake?”

“Yes,” and then after a pause, “Come on in.”

She entered timidly. “I can’t sleep.”

“You want to talk about it?”

“No, what I really want is to get some sleep. I’m lonesome in there. Would it bother you if I slept on the floor in here?”

“On the floor? Yes, that would bother me. It’s a big bed, and I promise to behave; come and sleep over here.”

“Are you sure it’s all right?”

“I’m sure. Come on, it’s cold and you’ll catch a chill standing there.” She lay down next to him and was asleep in an amazingly short period of time. He enjoyed laying next to her and listening to her breathe.

Brian woke in the morning to the sound of the shower running. As he turned over in bed to face the bathroom door, he saw it open and Emily emerge in his flannel bathrobe. When he wished her good morning, she started.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to wake you. I’ve been up for a while and I spilled coffee on my robe. I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed yours.”

“Not at all. I wish it did for me what it does for you,” he responded smiling.

Emily grinned and said, “I’ll just go in the other room and get dressed.”

“Aren’t you going to kiss me good morning?”

He had expected a friendly peck, but her kiss was warm and when she sat upright afterwards at the edge of the bed, she murmured, “This is dangerous.”

“Why?”

“Because laying there like that, you look so...” and she bent over him and kissed him again. She ran her fingers across his chest in ever-widening circles, and then suddenly stood straight up and said with some energy, “This isn’t right.” And with that she was gone into the living room.

Brian dressed quickly and went after her. He sat next to her on the couch and said evenly, “Sweetheart, you haven’t done anything wrong.”

“I don’t mean it like that. I mean it’s not right that I feel free to touch you the way I want to, but I don’t give you that same freedom.”

“I see. So, what are you going to do about it?”

“I love you. I trust you. I’m going to stop backing away from you.” As she spoke, she drew closer to him, kissed him, and took his hand and slipped it inside the robe. “I’m going to start taking chances, and acting on my feelings. Is that all right with you?”

He touched her lightly, gently, and in a voice equally soft and gentle, he answered, “Yes, my lovely Emily, it’s all right with me.”


 

January 17 marked the one year anniversary of Emily’s head-on collision with her destiny. It was very much on her mind as she went through the routine of her day. There was no snow this year as she made her way home at twilight. “My driving is just as cautious as it ever was,” she thought with a smile, “but I’m living more boldly than I used to.” She wondered if Brian remembered what day it was, or if that was something only women do, to mark the passage of time in particular portions, and see that passage as somehow significant . She was curious to see if he would mention it when he came to her place for dinner that evening.

She didn’t have to wonder for long. He was waiting for her at her apartment when she arrived, holding a beautiful bouquet of flowers.

“Congratulations,” he said. “You’ve gone a whole year without crashing your car into a tree.”

“Yes, and I can walk and chew gum at the same time, too,” she said smiling. “Thank you for the flowers. That was sweet of you.”

After a simple meal of chicken soup and home-baked bread, they snuggled together on Emily’s sofa to watch a college basketball game on television. Brian was always amused by Emily’s propensity to get caught up in the action of the game. There were certain teams that she referred to as “her boys,” and she didn’t hesitate to tell her boys what to do if they didn’t play up to her exacting standards. “If you can’t shoot free throws any better than that, let’s get somebody off the bench in there who’s been practicing at the line a little harder,” she would exclaim.

Brian’s opinion about basketball was that it would do until a real sport, namely baseball, got started.

When the game was over and Emily’s boys had been victorious, they settled down to listen to Andres Segovia play the guitar on tape. In an interlude after some fairly passionate kisses, Emily put on her “I’ve got something serious I want to talk to you about” look. Even in the dimly lit room, Brian recognized the expression of concentration that came into her eyes on such occasions.

“Brian, do you mind if I bring up a sort of sensitive subject?”

Stroking her hair meditatively, he responded, “I’d like to think there isn’t anything we can’t talk about.”

“Good, then look at the way you’re sitting right now. You’ve got your left hand behind you like a child hiding a stolen cookie,” she said. “That can’t be a very comfortable way to sit.”

There was a measure of impatience in his voice when he said, “Number one, I don’t have a left hand. Number two, I’m perfectly comfortable. And number three, does it really make a big difference to you how I sit?””

At this, Emily began to stroke his left arm as well as the prosthetic device at the end thereof. “You think of this as a poor substitute for what you used to have. But this is the only way I’ve ever known you. To me, this isn’t a thing, it’s your left hand. When I see you keeping it out of sight as much as you can, then, and only then, does it become an obstruction.”

Brian took a minute to digest this, held up his left hand, and seemed to examine it closely. “When I first got out of the hospital, I was totally unprepared for the way people, especially women, reacted to this. I felt like the villain in Peter Pan. Women seemed to be repelled by it. It may be that I was reading that reaction into the situation because I was so uncomfortable about it myself, but I know that even now, people stare and it makes me self-conscious.” As he finished, he gazed into the darkness, seeing nothing.

Emily moved to the floor in front of him so that she would be directly in his line of vision when she spoke. “I know that people stare, I’ve seen it happen. It doesn’t matter to me what anybody else thinks. There is no part of you that I find in any way unattractive. I never thought I could ever feel about a man the way that I do about you, and I’m reveling in it.”

“I’ve noticed,” he said, drawing her onto his lap. “I see your point, and I’m all for it. I really think that I look at myself differently since you ran your car into that tree; the way you react to me has changed my self-image. Sometimes when we’re doing something like working on a crossword or making dinner, you get this look on your face, and I know that I’m about to be kissed. It’s a delightful feeling.”

“And I suppose it thrills you to know that you’ve corrupted a stereotypically prudish librarian into a seething cauldron of passion?” she asked melodramatically.

This was too much for both of them and they collapsed into hysterical laughter.


 

“Do you ever feel like life would be easier if we didn’t have so many choices?” Emily threw out the question into the Sunday afternoon discussion like a referee throws up the ball to begin a basketball game.

Brian was comfortably ensconced in an upholstered chair with his feet up on the matching ottoman. He had been thinking that a nap might be just the thing, but he answered without opening his eyes, “How do you mean?”

“Well, say for instance that you want to go out to eat. You can go for Italian, Mexican, Chinese food. You can get hamburgers, fried chicken, or barbecue. I went the other day to buy a pair of sneakers. All the ladies in the library wear them, even at work, they say it’s more comfortable when you’re on your feet a lot. Well, the clerk in the shoe store asked me what I wanted the sneakers for. He said that there were different shoes for walking, for running, and even for going to the mall. I wound up not buying any at all. 


Paul was sitting on the opposite end of the couch from Emily and voiced his opinion. “It seems to me that it’s better to have too many choices than too few.” 


The two of them debated the question for a while. Emily noticed that Brian was silent. She went over to add a log to the fire, and stopped to lean over the back of his chair and kiss his cheek. She asked, “What do you think about all of this?”

“I think you both make good points,” he began, but she interrupted.

“You’ve been sound asleep the whole time and haven’t heard a word of it!” she said smiling.

He in turn reached behind the chair and took her wrist and kissed her hand, “Have a little patience with an old man.”

It was only a small gesture, but Paul was struck as he looked on by the fact that it was his left hand that Brian had used to take her wrist. 


“Watch that ‘old man’ stuff, pal, I’m older than you are,” Paul said. “Course, I’ve held up better than you.”

Emily just grinned at the two of them and went into the kitchen to make a pot of fresh coffee. “You two are getting punchy.” In a few minutes came the sound of a crash.

They rushed into the kitchen to find her picking up the broken pieces of Brian’s favorite coffee mug. She looked guiltily in their direction and said quickly, “I’m sorry, Brian, I was reaching for your mug and I got it but my foot slipped and it fell.”

“Are you okay?” he asked in return.

“I’m so clumsy lately. Tell me where you got it and I’ll get you a new one.” She seemed disproportionately upset.

“Never mind about the mug, are you all right? Did you fall?” As he spoke, he moved toward her, and, as if by instinct, she backed away.

Paul saw the scene played out and recognized the dynamic. He knelt down near Emily who was still sitting on the floor. “What are you remembering, Emily?”

“I broke my father’s favorite cup once. It had hot coffee in it and it burned my leg right through my jeans. He got really mad.” As she spoke she stared vacantly into space while a tear trickled down her cheek.

“What did he do?” Paul asked gently.

“I was trying to pick up the pieces and clean up the mess, but he hit me and screamed at me to go to my room.” She turned to look at Paul. “I had forgotten all about that.”

The silence in the room was so palpable, it was as if all of time had stood still, as if the pause button had been pressed and had to be pressed again before any action could occur. Finally Brian spoke in a voice so soft, it would have been a strain to hear it had the room not been so quiet. “Emily, could you come over here and sit in this chair for me, please, sweetheart?”

As she moved to comply, she walked with a limp.

“Did you hurt your ankle?” She nodded. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” She shook her head. He handed her his handkerchief and began to examine her ankle. She dried her tears and sniffled while he gently moved the ankle this way and that. When he was satisfied that nothing was broken, he asked her to try walking on it.

“It’s better now,” she said. “I’m sorry about all this fuss.” She looked back and forth from Paul’s face to Brian’s. “Never a dull moment, huh?”

Paul’s voice reflected a deep sadness when he asked, “How old were you when you broke your father’s coffee cup?”

She twisted Brian’s handkerchief around and around her hands. She started to answer, and found she had to clear her throat before any sound would come. “I was five.”

A sound from Brian caused the other two to look at him. “You told me once that you had forgiven your father everything. I wish you’d tell me how you did that, because I never even met him, and I hate him.” There was vehemence in his tone that testified to the strength of his emotion.

“At first I forgave him out of pure self-interest. Hating him was consuming too much of my emotional energy. In time, I realized that he was doing what he had learned from his own childhood. I might as well get mad at Adam. By the time I really understood fully what had been going on, he was dead. Eventually I had to let my grudge against him go so my hands would be free to reach out to you.” She looked at him and saw the pain in his face, the pain he was feeling because of his empathy for her, and it touched her deeply. “There’s so much joy in my life now, I don’t even think about those times anymore.”

When he heard that statement, Paul asked himself. “Why do I find that so hard to believe?”

 

By the time the first of March rolled around, Brian had decided it was time to discuss the proposal he had made on New Year’s Eve. He planned to bring it up at the end of a special evening. In celebration of Emily’s birthday, they had dinner at one of the city’s finest restaurants. The corner table gave them a perfect view of the city lights beyond the window. The elegant place setting was highlighted by lovely flowers and candles. Emily was dressed in a beautifully cut green suit which blended perfectly with the dark green linen on the table. Brian couldn’t help staring at her, and told her, “You’re getting more beautiful all the time. You look absolutely stunning tonight.”

“Thank you, kind sir. I work at it harder than I used to. As a matter of fact, you look pretty stunning yourself. I’m sure that’s a new suit you’re wearing.”

They discussed various trivia throughout the meal. Brian wondered if there was something chauvinistic in enjoying the sensation of being with a beautiful, eye-catching woman in public. “It’s not to my credit that she’s beautiful, so why should it do anything for my ego to be seen with her? She thinks that people are staring at my hand, but I think that in the case of the men, it’s her that catches the eyes.”

When the meal was over and they were enjoying their coffee, Brian pulled an envelope out of his jacket pocket. “Happy birthday.”

“What have we here?” she asked. Opening the envelope, she found three tickets to the upcoming NCAA college basketball tournament. The popularity of the sport in the city made these tickets one of the hottest properties around, prompting her to exclaim, “Brian, how on earth did you get these? There are people in this town that would just die to get hold of these. How many people did you have to bribe?”

“A colleague owed me a favor, and used these to pay up. Shall we ask Paul, or are you content to have him never speak to either of us again?” 


“Oh, we must take Paul. This is a wonderful gift, thank you.”

Brian was quiet as they drove back to his place. He was plotting strategy for how to bring up the subject of marriage without seeming pushy. He settled for a frontal assault, face the whole question outright, get an answer. But then again, he didn’t want to stampede her. He wouldn’t want her to think she was being manipulated. It was all very complicated.

As they made themselves comfortable in front of the fire, Brian decided to go with plain old honesty and see what that got him. “Have you been giving my proposal of marriage a lot of thought?” Can’t be much more direct than that, he figured.

“Of course I have. It’s been keeping me up nights. It’s a very complicated question. You know, there’s still a lot about you I don’t know.”

“Is there really? What do you want to know?” he asked, genuinely curious as to what she would say.

“Well, we’ve never talked about money, for example.”

“Would you like me to submit a financial statement?” he asked.

Emily’s face reflected her embarrassment, “Of course not, it’s just that I ... oh dear, this isn’t what I meant.”

“Emily, I’ve been working hard for twenty years and have inexpensive tastes, so I’m financially comfortable.”

“That’s not at all what I meant. Your money is none of my business. I just wanted to know how you would want to divide up the bills and things like that. I mean, you have a house and you always pay when we go out, and that doesn’t seem fair. I don’t know how people decide those kinds of things when they get married. My parents fought about money a lot. I know I’ve heard of lots of couples breaking up because of money.” Emily was still not at all satisfied that she had explained what she meant.

“I see what you’re getting at, I just don’t think it’s a problem. When we get married, my house becomes our house, my money becomes our money. If you want to quit your job you can, or if you’d rather, you can keep it. You can do whatever you want. Money doesn’t need to be an issue. What else do you want to talk about?”

“Well, would you want to have children? We should probably talk about that.”

This particular question he had expected, and had his answer already figured out. “I think that would be up to you.”

“Well, that makes it difficult. What if I say I don’t want any children, but it turns out that you really had your heart set on being a father and giving your parents grandchildren?”

“I don’t have my heart set on anything except marrying you. As for my parents, they don’t come into it at all. What would your preference be?”

“I guess it’s pretty selfish, but I think I’d just as soon have you to myself.”

“That would be my inclination, too, but I can live with whatever you want. Any other questions?”

“You know I don’t know anything about men. I don’t know anything about making you happy. I’ve never even had a roommate. What if I snore? What if I have a hundred habits that drive you crazy?”

He wanted to laugh at her worries, but he knew that for her they were quite real, so he only smiled and said, “You already make me happy. If we have habits that drive one another crazy, we’ll work it out. And you don’t snore, at least you didn’t at New Year’s. Do I?”

“Yes, but it’s a very nice snore,” she answered quickly, without thinking, and then went on, “Brian, I don’t know any good way to put this, so I’ll just be blunt and probably offend you. What if we get married and then find out that we’re not sexually compatible? You’re aware that I don’t know the first thing about making love to a man.”

He had thought that this would be the crux of the problem. Very carefully constructing his sentences as if each word was vitally important, he said, “We love one another. We communicate pretty well most of the time. We’ll talk about what we like and don’t like. We’ll explore all the options. We’ll learn how to please one another. I think we have on our side that we’re both patient people. Sweetheart, we can make this work. Marry me, Emily.”

She walked around the room for a minute that seemed like a year, obviously lost in contemplation. When she finally stopped and turned to face him, she said in a thoughtful voice, “You know, I believe I will.”

Brian smiled broadly and said, “In that case, I have one more birthday present for you.” He drew a small velvet box out of his pocket, the contents of which were easy to guess. A lovely diamond cut in an unusual rectangular shape set in a gold setting appeared. “The stone was my grandmother’s. I had the jeweler put it in a new setting. I’ve been waiting all my life to put this on your finger.”

True romance never goes out of fashion, they say. It is always in vogue. But romance and love are not the same thing. Love consists of more than flowers and diamonds, ocean surf and pretty music. Romantic figures appear in their specific seasons. There are delicate ladies wearing lacy spring dresses in the paintings of Monet, and handsome tenors who sing romantic ballads under the summer moonlight. There are poets whose eloquence is easily fired into passion when the brilliant colors of fall are swirling around them. These are the characters that move through the pages of a good romantic story. But the wounded hearts who cradle one another through the dead of winter are the true lovers. And when passion is gone and romance has fled, then comes the cruel time, the blackberry winter. Only the true lovers can survive that season to taste the sweetness to come.





Book Two: Blackberry Winter


 

Chapter 1


 

Brian was nursing a painful leg on the Sunday after Emily’s birthday, and so they decided to forego venturing forth. He assured her over the phone that he had such bouts on occasion, and that he would be fine if he left off his prosthesis and instead used his crutches for a day or two. In fact, he spent most of the weekend on the couch. Paul had volunteered to man the kitchen solo for the feast. He appeared at noon, casserole in hand, and set about preparing the rest of the meal. When he got to a lull in the action, he came in to the living room to keep Brian company.

“So, what’s new? Did Emily flip over those tournament tickets?” he asked, grinning.

“Yes, she was thrilled. She says you must go with us. There’s one other thing that’s new, besides the tournament.” He was watching his friend very carefully to catch his reaction. “Emily and I are getting married.”

For a moment, Brian enjoyed the rare spectacle of Paul struck speechless. Then, as if remembering himself, Paul exclaimed, “Hey, that’s great! Congratulations! I’m happy for you both.”

“How’d you like to be my best man?” Brian asked.

“I’d be proud to. This is really wonderful.” 


At just his moment Emily arrived. Upon her greeting Paul, he took her up in his arms and kissed her in earnest.

“My goodness, what prompted that? Not that I’m complaining, mind you,” she said. But no answer was necessary when she realized that Paul was giving her left ring finger a close examination.

“Congratulations, Emily. I’m overjoyed for both of you. What a beautiful rock! I wouldn’t have thought this slob could do such a good job picking out a ring. Of course, I can’t fault his taste in women.” 


“Well, thank you. Just for that I’m going to take you to the basketball tournament with me,” she said smiling.

Paul excused himself to check on the progress of the dinner, and Emily turned to Brian. He was comfortably dressed in a flannel shirt and jeans. As she sat next to him on the couch, she kissed him warmly and asked, “How are we feeling today?”

“We are feeling fine. We have a best man lined up for our wedding. Now all we need is to set a date. What do we think would be a good day to get married on?”

She ignored his gentle mocking of her use of pronouns and looked a little blank as she answered, “I don’t know. I hadn’t gotten that far in my thinking yet. What about your parents? Won’t they want to be included? And what about the place? Where do you want to get married? There’s an awful lot of stuff to be considered, isn’t there?”

Brian shrugged. “The only thing that matters to me is that we do things the way you want. Whatever, whenever, however you prefer to do things is fine with me. I think weddings are more of a woman’s thing.”

“I don’t know about that. I’ve only been to a few weddings in my whole life, and they always seem sort of stuffy to me. Why don’t we just do a simple little thing with just Paul and maybe a few other friends and your folks. Who on earth will we get to do the ceremony?”

Paul announced that the meal was ready, and Brian set about the business of getting up on his crutches and making his way to the table. Emily looked on with interest. She had never seen this process before. When she realized that Brian was returning her stare, she was plainly flustered, aware they he had an intense dislike of being stared at.

“You’d stare at me too if you saw me on crutches for the first time, wouldn’t you?” she said.

He smiled as if this line of reasoning hadn’t occurred to him and answered, “Yes, sweetheart, I guess I would at that.”

Paul’s dinner was delicious, and served as a fine backdrop for planning. They discussed weddings in general and what specific details would need to be figured out for the wedding in question. It soon became apparent that even a little wedding had to have a lot of preparation behind it. Emily took out her journal and resolved to make a list. “Wedding Things: Minister, church, ceremony, guests, rings, flowers, license, blood tests....” This list got longer as she realized that getting married also meant moving out of her apartment. “This is going to be a lot of work,” she said.

“Yes, but you only have to do it once in a lifetime.” Brian said. “We’ll work it all out, don’t worry about it.”

Paul volunteered a suggestion that was immediately acclaimed as inspired. “Why don’t you get married in the Episcopal church back in Vermont?” He snickered to himself with the next thought. “You could let Louise handle a lot of the details. She would thrive on it, and it would save you a lot of worry. That’s the church that seems to have the most significance to Brian.”

Emily liked the whole idea of getting married in Brian’s home town. Besides passing the buck to her mother-in-law-to-be, she would finally get to see Vermont—McClellan paradise on earth. It also eliminated the possibility that any of her obnoxious relatives might hear about her getting married, which suited her just fine.

They discussed the wedding ceremony briefly, and decided to stick to the traditional form and not try to improve on the wisdom of the ages. As ideas popped into her head, she asked them, “Do you have to have bridesmaids at a wedding?”

“Not if you don’t want to, I wouldn’t think,” Brian answered.

“You know I hate to have my picture made. Do we have to have a photographer?”

“Not if you don’t want to,” Brian answered.

“So I can really have whatever I want, huh?”

“That’s the idea,” he answered.

The turning of the wheels of her mind was almost audible, so intent was the look on her face. “I’m going to wear a fancy white dress and carry white stephanotis pinned to my Bible. And I want to get married in the morning while the birds are still singing. Can we have a double ring ceremony?”

He paused slightly before answering, “I’ll gladly wear a ring if you want me to. I don’t see any reason why a wedding ring couldn’t be worn on the right hand.”

The afternoon trickled away in pleasant conversation. Paul took his leave after congratulating them again, and the two sat in amiable, drowsy silence, Brian reclining on the sofa and Emily on the floor in front of him. He made a slight noise of pain as he was shifting his position and she turned to face him. Her voice was soft as she spoke. “I’m only going to ask once, and I’m going to accept whatever you say, and I don’t mean to be a nag, but do you really feel all right?”

The thought that occurred to him was how unlike his mother’s worry Emily’s concern was. While both women unquestionably loved him, Mrs. McClellan’s worry always seemed to be nagging. Emily’s question had been so filled with empathy, that he was touched by it. “Darling, my leg is just a little sore today, it probably means it’s going to rain. I really am all right.” He spoke this last very deliberately, and then continued in a suggestive tone, “If you want, you could take my mind off it.”

Emily smiled what Brian thought of as her seething-cauldron-of-passion smile, and began to kiss him while she ran her finger tips over his chest. Then she unbuttoned several of the buttons of his shirt, and stopped to look into his eyes, as if to say, “If you have any objections, this is the time.” He only smiled at her, and she bent over and kissed his chest several times. “How’s your leg now?” she asked.

Pulling her to him to kiss her lips, he murmured, “What leg?”


 

Later in the evening when Emily was gone, Brian placed a phone call to Vermont. His usual mode of correspondence with his parents was by letter, so he had to assure his mother that nothing was wrong.

“Mom, I called to let you know that Emily and I are going to be married. We want to come home and have the wedding at the church there.”

“Well, Brian, that’s just wonderful. I just couldn’t be happier. Oh dear, let me give you to your father, I think I’m going to cry.”

His father’s reaction touched him very deeply. “Brian, we wish every possible happiness for both of you. Emily is such a lovely person, we’re going to be thrilled to have her as part of the family. You give her our love and tell her how happy we are about this wonderful news. We love you, son.”

“I love you too, Dad.”


 

Brian had been a guard on his high school basketball team, but hadn’t had any interest in playing beyond that level. Basketball had never captured his imagination the way baseball had. When he had first moved to North Carolina, he was astonished by the obsession for college basketball that seemed to consume the entire state. Of course, the state’s four premier universities are all members of the Atlantic Coast Conference, and they seemed to be consistently ranked among the best teams in the nation. 


When he heard that the first and second rounds of the NCAA tournament were to be held in the city, the first thought that had occurred to Brian was that Emily would love to go and see the games in person. He had been surprised to discover that she was such a fan, but figured it must be in the water. She had no hopes that her alma mater, North Carolina State, would be in the tournament, since they had had a dismal year, but there was sure to be an ACC team present. Emily was one of those unusual State graduates who didn’t consider the other three Tobacco Road teams to be satanic. As long as an ACC team was playing one of “the Enemy” (i.e., any non-ACC team) she would be content to cheer her heart out for them. 


And so they found themselves, along with Paul, among the cheering multitudes packed into the Coliseum to watch Wisconsin, Stanford, Texas Tech, and North Carolina battle it out. The odds-on favorite to win the regional was the team from the University of North Carolina. Fans from that school were fond of asking the question, “If God’s not a Tarheel, then why is the sky Carolina blue?” The team, in that same vein, had no trouble with false modesty, or modesty of any other kind. After the lesser games were played, the main event got underway, the boys in blue took the court, and Emily wouldn’t have budged from her seat for anything less than the Second Coming.

Brian found it amusing to listen to her comments as the game went along. At one point during the second round game between UNC and Wisconsin, there was a collision between the small forward of Carolina and a player from UW. Both bodies hit the floor. The referee called the Tarheel for the foul, and Emily speculated that the referees decide who the injured party is based on who groans the loudest. At another point while a free throw was being set up at one end of the court, a Wisconsin forward was on the floor injured at the other end. It seemed that no one noticed him, which incensed Emily. “You’d think somebody would go over there and pick the poor soul up.” Finally one of the trainers from the North Carolina bench went over to the young man. Emily said, “That just goes to show that North Carolina boys have class.”

When it was all over, the Heels also had the game, which turned out to be a rout. The score stood at 93 to 67, and Emily was flushed with the thrill of victory every bit as much as if she had played the game herself.


 

Punctuality was a quality that Emily required of herself. She felt that the least a person could do when she was expected somewhere was to arrive on time. She disliked the sensation of keeping people waiting. Brian had learned early in the relationship to treat tardiness as a symptom of some sort of upset. It was usually an accurate barometer of Emily’s mental state.

He was expected at her apartment for dinner at seven o’clock one Friday evening, and was there precisely on time. He had to ring twice to get an answer at the door. When Emily presented herself, it was obvious that she had been asleep.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I was just going to lie down for a few minutes when I got home from work, and I fell sound asleep. Dinner is going to be late. I hope you’re not famished.”

“No, I’m fine. Are you feeling okay?” He didn’t want to make a big deal about it because he didn’t want her to think he was displeased about having to wait.

“It’s just been an awful week at work. They’re talking about re-organizing everything, and it’s going to be a big pain. Let me hop in the shower for just a minute, and I’ll be human again. Then I’ll tell you all my troubles.”

In a few minutes he heard the sound of the water running and amused himself looking around the kitchen for signs of what dinner might be. He was just thinking that it looked like a good night to send out for pizza when the phone rang. It was unusual for the phone to ring at Emily’s when Brian was there because, according to her, he was the only one who ever called her.

“Hello?” he answered.

The male voice at the other end hesitated as if certain that it must have reached a wrong number. “I’m looking for Emily Stone.”

“She can’t come to the phone right now. Can I take a message?”

Again there was a hesitation, as if the caller was digesting Brian’s words. Finally the heavy North Carolina accent came back with, “Ask her to call me when she’s free. My name is Bob Stone. She has my number.”

Brian pondered this while waiting for Emily. He knew that Robert Stone had been her father’s name, and so it was logical to assume that the caller had been her brother. She spoke very little about her siblings except to say that they were all very troubled people. He hoped this call did not portend some sort of bad news.

“Now I feel better,” she said as she entered the room in her favorite jeans and sweater. “Did I hear the phone ring?”

“Yes. You’re supposed to call Bob Stone when you’re free.”

“Then I’ll be free when pigs fly. How about some dinner? How does an omelet sound?” 


Brian need not have been telepathic to know that Emily had no desire to discuss the telephone call. “I vote we send out for pizza. I’ve got a craving for pepperoni.”

While they were enjoying their meal, his half pepperoni, her half plain cheese, the phone rang again. After two rings she still hadn’t moved to answer it, so he said, “You want some privacy?”

“No,” she said grimly, “I’m more likely to keep a civil tongue in my head if I know you’re listening.”

Her end of the conversation left little doubt of what was going on. “Hello? ... Uh huh...It’s none of your business who answers my telephone... What do you want? ... What do you need a lawyer for? ... What does your wife say about all this? ... I can’t say as I blame her... I can’t help you...If I had it to spare, which I don’t, I certainly wouldn’t give it to you...Yes, well, that’s your problem.” With that, she hung up with a bang.

After a few moments cool down time, she looked at Brian, “That was my oldest brother.”

“I gathered.”

“He was arrested for drunk driving and they’re going to take his license. He wants money to hire a lawyer. His wife left him.” There was an element of sheepishness in her voice, as if she was terribly embarrassed about what she was saying, as if it wasn’t proper conversation for gentle people.

“Do you want to talk about it?” He put a light emphasis on the word ‘want,’ as if to say that he was willing, but didn’t want to pry.

She exhaled heavily, her cheeks puffing out with the excess air. “I suppose you ought to know what kind of people you’re marrying into. I don’t believe you all have people like that in Vermont. My brother Bobby is a redneck, there’s just no other way to put it. He drives a pickup truck with a gun rack, he wears a baseball cap with the name of a tractor company on it every waking minute of the day, he drinks beer like it was water, and he beats his wife. The only time I ever hear from him is when he wants money, and if he ever paid back a debt I’d fall over in a faint.” This tirade was followed by a pause, and then she added, “Charming, isn’t it?”

“Something you said about original sin is coming to mind. It sounds very much like your brother inherited more from your father than his name. I certainly understand why you don’t want him as part of your life.”

“Do you? Sometimes I feel guilty about it.”

“Emily, darling,” he said gently, “sometimes you feel guilty about breathing. It’s not your job to fix your brother, you couldn’t if you tried.” As he spoke, he had his arm around her shoulders. “You’re all tensed up. You said before you got in the shower that you were going to tell me all your troubles. What’s up?”

“Things are not going very well at work. They’re talking about a major re-organization. They would put my department into another department, they want to move everything around, they want to make big changes in the charging system. It is going to be a huge headache, and it won’t improve the actual service offered by the library at all.”

“Then why are they going to do it?”

“It’s typical bureaucratic thinking. They can’t stand for things to stay the same. They think the library will get stagnant if it doesn’t get all stirred up every now and then. My job is enough of a drag already without having to do a lot of unnecessary extra work.”

“So quit.”

She looked at him as if he had suddenly lost hydraulic power in the lift that carried good sense to his brain. “Just like that? ‘So quit.’?”

“Why not? You don’t like the work very much; you haven’t had anything good to say about your job in months. Why not just quit?”

“Brian, I have responsibilities. I have bills. I have rent. I can’t just quit.”

“Well, you could move in with me,” the grin on his face told her that he was just kidding, “but failing that,” and his voice took on a more serious tone, “let me tide you over.”

“You aren’t seriously suggesting that I take money from you, are you? That would be completely improper. It’s out of the question.”

“Oh, I know that voice, that ‘what will people say?, ‘how would that look?’ voice. I know better to argue with you when you’re using that one. It’s like you’re defending the whole social code of Southern Womanhood. If you change your mind, let me know. I don’t want a frazzled bride, now do I?”


 

As March raced by and April approached, the details for the wedding began to coalesce. The date was set for May 22. Mrs. McClellan took the matter firmly into her capable hands and seemed from her phone calls to be enjoying orchestrating the various arrangements. Brian was concerned that Emily would feel that his mother had taken things over, but the bride-to-be assured him that she preferred it that way. 


“I wouldn’t have the foggiest idea how to arrange a wedding, especially since it’s so far away. My goodness, I don’t know anything about florists or catering or any of that stuff. Your mother is sweet to take it all over for us. I’ve got my hands full around here.”


Her job continued to plague her, but she was determined to stick it out. For Emily the work ethic was simply a subsection of the Christian ethic by which she tried to live. Her philosophy was, if the good Lord had intended people to sit around idle all the time, He would have had pizza grow on trees. She took satisfaction in a job completed according to instructions, although her patience with her current situation was wearing thin. She compared the library re-organization project to an anecdote she had read about the Works Progress Administration of the Depression era. “We’re raking the leaves from one end of the park to the other. No doubt when we are finished, they will tell us to rake them back. Your tax dollars at work.”

Emily had wondered from the time she began her career if she had become a librarian because she was looking for an atmosphere where quiet was the accepted norm, where every single item had its place, and where being fastidious about detail was considered an asset rather than a liability. The shorthand way in which she described the question to Brian was, “Did I become a librarian because I’m a fusspot, or did I become a fusspot because I’ve always been a librarian?” Since Brian did not yet have a wife to beat, he figured he did not yet have to answer such no-win questions, and so kept his silence.

There had been a time in Emily’s career when the prophets of secular society had looked at the expanding influence of computers and other means of information dissemination and predicted the demise of the public library. “Print is dead” was a sentiment expressed in all the newspapers. But those who worked in the institutions in question knew that as long as teachers assign book reports, books continue to go up in price, and the sum of human knowledge increases, however slowly, libraries will always be the best bargain in town. When she put it in grand terms, Emily compared the decline in public libraries to the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. “We don’t suffer from the challenge from outside that new technology offers, we suffer from weakness from within. What we do—getting information people need into their hands—has taken a back seat to the process of our doing it.”


 

Brian decided to tackle a difficult subject on a lovely warm evening in the first week in April. They had spent the afternoon doing some needed garden chores around the outside of his house. Emily had never had an opportunity to do any gardening before, and had discovered that she genuinely enjoyed working with her hands in the dirt. Brian had never been particularly fond of yard work, and was glad to find a willing laborer.

After they had taken turns in the shower and eaten a simple meal of spinach salad and brown bread, they were enjoying a new recording of Scottish music being sung by a noted soprano. One of the most well-known of the songs featured the refrain, “For love of Annie Laurie I would lay me doon and dee.” Emily said it was good wallowing music. “You don’t just listen to songs that are sad and mournful like these, you wallow in them.”

When the tape was over and it was quiet in the room, Brian brought up his concern. “There’s something we ought to discuss, if you’re not too worn out from the afternoon’s hard labors.”

“I’m tired, but it’s a good sort of tired. What do you want to talk about?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking it’s about a year since your last appointment with Dr. McGinnis, and so it might be a good idea to have your checkup and talk to her about birth control.” He said it in as nonchalant a manner as possible, remembering the struggle it had been to get her to see the gynecologist last year.

“I guess so,” Emily said with a deep sigh, “What do I want to tell her about birth control?” 


“Well, I think you ought to discuss the various options with her.”

Emily looked thoughtful for a moment as if weighing a comment to see if she ought to say it. She then asked, “Why can’t I just talk to you about the various options. They teach birth control to men in medical school, don’t they? I think I would like to avail myself of the benefits of being engaged to marry a doctor.”


Brian appreciated the fact that she was taking the whole matter with humor rather than the panic that was her reaction the year before. “I still want you to go for your check-up, but I’d be perfectly happy to talk to you about contraception if it won’t embarrass you.”

“Of course it will embarrass me, but I’d rather be embarrassed with you than Dr. McGinnis,” was her honest reply. 


Brian went into a careful, clinical explanation of all the methods available and what each entailed. He tried to avoid any medical terminology that Emily might not understand. He also wanted to make it clear that this was a choice she should make carefully. She listened very intently, nodding rather blankly along the way. When he finished, he asked her if she had any questions.

“Aren’t you going to tell me what you prefer?” she asked.

“Sweetheart, this is something you have to decide. This is very personal. It’s your body.” He felt strongly that unless she decided this for herself, Emily would be uncomfortable with any of the methods he had described. “Is there any other information you want or need?” he asked.

Emily began playing with the buttons on her sweater and staring at the floor. She spoke slowly. “I’m not sure what to ask. When you say it’s up to me, are you saying that you don’t want to have anything to do with it?”

“No, not at all. If you chose a method which places the bulk of the responsibility on me, that’s fine. But the choice has to be yours.” He got the distinct impression that he hadn’t dealt with this matter at all capably, but was unsure what to do to remedy it. He finally said, “I don’t think I’ve explained this very well. Maybe you ought to talk to Dr. McGinnis about it.”

A few days later, Brian was surprised by the sight of Emily waiting for him by his car at the end of his work day. 


“What a nice surprise! What are you doing down here?”

“I wanted to tell you that I’ve been to see Dr. McGinnis today. I did what you said.” She wasn’t looking at him and her voice sounded weak.

“What is it, what’s wrong?” 


“Nothing, she says everything is fine. I have a prescription for some pills. Everything is fine.” She was obviously upset.

Brian carefully took her into his arms, “Sweetheart, please tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I’m sorry. I just don’t like the whole process. I don’t like being looked at, and I don’t like being poked at, and I don’t like that you wouldn’t tell me what to do. You kept saying ‘you could do this’ and ‘you could do that’ but why couldn’t it be ‘we could do this’ or ‘we could do that’? I don’t know anything about sex. I didn’t understand half of what you said, and I was too embarrassed to tell you how little I know. I realize this doesn’t make any sense, one minute I’m complaining because you try to run my life, and the next minute I’m complaining because you won’t tell me what to do. But I really don’t understand a lot of this.” She paused for a moment. She was still in his arms, the differential in their heights put her carrying on this conversation seemingly with his tie. She added, “I think I’m angry with you.” 


“I think you’re angry with me too, and I think you’re right to be angry. I made some assumptions that I shouldn’t have made. You’ve tried to tell me so many times about how little you learned from your mother, and how sheltered you’ve been, and I didn’t get it. We both have to work on this. I’ve got to learn not to make assumptions, and you’ve got to learn to tell me when you don’t understand. Darling, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right.” 


That evening, Brian started all over again. This time they were sitting close together on the couch. He did not speak at all clinically as a doctor would to a patient. He started with very basic things, keeping in mind that there was no sex education at all when Emily went to school, and none in her home. The ignorance of her youth had been followed by a deliberate sheltering of herself. She never went to movies with an R rating, she never read anything that might have any sexual content.


He spoke very softly and asked her questions to make sure she understood. He began with basic anatomy. Rather than a scientific lecture on human anatomy, he explained her own body to her as no one had before, as well as his own. He explained the reaction his body had when she touched him in certain ways, and he told her what was happening in her own body when he touched her. He explained exactly what would happen when they were married and consummated their union. He explained in very simple terms the process of conception and how it is prevented. He kissed her and stroked her face occasionally as a way of punctuating his remarks, turning a description of the act of love into an act of love itself. 


He recalled to himself a comment that Paul had made a year before about how it was easier for men to make love than it was for them to talk about making love. There was truth in that observation. There would be nothing easier for him at that moment than to set aside his values and take what he so desperately wanted. But talking this way, describing such things, was very difficult, and he only undertook it because he knew how important it was for her to understand. After the various descriptions and explanations were done, he said gently, “Now, there’s nothing you can’t ask me. There’s nothing I’m not willing to discuss with you. Never be too embarrassed to ask me about something you don’t understand.”

Emily had been listening very carefully. When he asked her questions as he went along, she fought back her embarrassment and answered with the terms he was teaching her so that he would know that she was learning. But on another level, she was a step away and watching this lesson take place, listening not so much to words as to the incredibly patient tone of his voice, seeing the gentleness of his manner. Her reaction when it came originated from that part of her perception.

“I’ve never had a conversation anything like this before,” she said with a kind of wonder in her voice.

“I know, I should never have assumed that you knew all of this.” 


“That’s not what I mean. I’ve learned a lot, and I understand things much more clearly than I used to, but that’s not what I’m talking about. It’s you. You’re the kindest person I ever met. You’re so patient and understanding. I’m going to like being married to you.”

“I’m going to like being married to you, too.”


 

Chapter 2


 

“Emily,” Brian said on one Saturday as they were packing boxes in her apartment, “I think our nice little wedding is growing under my mother’s management. She called last night to say that they have the guest list down to about a hundred. She asked again if you’re sure there isn’t anyone you want to invite. I told her you were sure. But still, where do you suppose she got a hundred people?”

“She and your father are no doubt prominent people in the town. They’ll want to invite their friends. I don’t see any harm in it. You’re their only son, and this is the only wedding your family is ever going to have. Your mother has put a good deal of effort into this. Let them enjoy it.”

“You’re being awfully nice about the whole thing. Oh, and she says she can’t find a florist anywhere in Vermont who knows where to get stephanotis.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” There was a wistfulness in her voice that caught Brian’s attention.

“Does that matter?”

“No, of course not, it was just a whim. It’s sort of a long story. When I was a little girl there was a lady in our neighborhood who was sweet to me. I would stop in her yard on my way home from school and she would give me cookies and tell me stories about her life. I thought at the time that she was about as old as God, but I guess she was about a hundred. Miss Margaret Hathaway was her name, of course she was really Mrs. Hathaway, but that’s not how we Southerners do it. She was married before the turn of the century, and from the way she told it, her wedding must have been one of the biggest social events in Raleigh that year. She wore a magnificent silk dress, yards and yards of it. She showed it to me once. It had turned all yellow with time, but it had incredible sewing on it, intricate patterns of beadwork and lace. I’d never seen anything like it. She had sixteen bridesmaids, and they all wore a color called ‘ashes of roses.’” Emily paused and smiled at the memory. 


“She could have had any flowers, roses, orchids, anything. But she said she preferred to go out to the side of the drive way that led to her home where wild flowers of all sorts grew and cut for herself a bunch of white stephanotis to carry down the aisle. She said that even though she was marrying and moving to her own house, she would never forget her home if she carried those blossoms and savored their scent. She told me that story so many times, and every time it was like magic. I could smell the sweetness of those flowers. Perhaps it’s really the sweetness of that old lady that I remember.” Emily’s mind had been in some far away place, and now she remembered herself and laughed a little. “Goodness, how silly I’m being. Being a bride has made all good sense go right out of my head.”

Aloud, Brian’s response was simply, “I think it’s your right as a bride to be at least a little silly. And besides, it becomes you.” Internally he resolved that if he had to move heaven and earth, come May twenty-second Emily would carry a bouquet of white stephanotis. He considered it a debt that he owed to Miss Margaret Hathaway.


 

The Sunday feasts throughout the spring became respites from the flurry of the rest of the week. Emily’s things were being carefully packed into boxes so that she could have everything moved out by the first of June when her lease would be up. There were numerous phone calls from Vermont concerning the details of the wedding. Emily spent a lot of time talking to Louse McClellan, and remarked at how much paper work there was in such a simple thing as moving across town and changing your name.

It was a rainy, dreary afternoon toward the end of March and dinner had been a rather unpleasant surprise in the form of a casserole that somehow managed to magically turn chicken into rubber, sort of a reverse miracle. It was a good afternoon to enjoy the company of friends.

“What shall we talk about this time? Politics, religion, international affairs?” Brian asked.

“I think Paul should say,” Emily suggested, “Anything is fine with me as long as its not weddings or moving.”

The psychiatrist had recently seen the movie classic Moby Dick. There were questions about the story that presented themselves to him because of his profession. “Why is Ahab a classic figure of tragedy?” Paul had a way of asking a question so that you had no idea whether he didn’t know or he knew but wanted to see what you would say.

Brian grinned and said, “Because he only had one leg? No, that can’t be it. I remember from English Lit that a tragic figure is one with a single horrible flaw of character. Maybe Ahab was tragic because he spent his whole life looking to get even with a dumb animal.”

Emily answered more thoughtfully, “I don’t think the whale was just a dumb animal. I think it personified evil.”

Paul asked her, “Then you think Ahab was tragic because he encountered and was hurt by the force of evil?”

“No, I think the tragedy was what he allowed the evil to do to him. He became obsessed with revenge. Think about what he said. He pledged himself to hunt for the whale all the way to Perdition’s flame. Think about what he said when he was near death, ‘For hate’s sake I spit at thee; with my last breath I stab at thee.’ What a horrible motivation for anything! The whale took Ahab’s leg by force, but Ahab gave Moby Dick his whole life by choice. He could have become a rich whaling captain, instead he ruined his life chasing after evil. He died for nothing, as he had lived for nothing. That strikes me as tragic.”

Paul was ready to pounce with another question, “So you think Ahab had a choice? What if he didn’t? Maybe being the man he was, he was destined to do what he did.”

This time it was Brian who answered, “There is always a choice. As long as we live, our destiny is fluid, we choose which motivations we act on. Ahab chose to act on his hate. He chose death over life. No one ever has to do that. Even if you believe in destiny, we don’t live knowing what our destiny is, so we make choices.”

Again Paul had a question to pose. “If the whale was evil, shouldn’t Ahab or somebody have stopped it? Aren’t we supposed to fight evil?”

Emily figured it must be her turn, “You notice it wasn’t a fish, it was a whale, a big whale, the biggest creature on earth. It was a lot bigger than Ahab, a lot stronger. He could never have defeated it on his own. He would have had to have a fleet of ships. We aren’t called upon to wage war on evil by ourselves, we can’t beat it alone. It’s bigger than we are. We have to have a lot of help.”

“But what if there isn’t anyone else, what if we’re alone and are confronted by evil and have to fight it or be destroyed by it?”

Brian knew immediately what Emily would say. It was the profound truth that lay at the heart of her faith. It was her dearest truth, the theme of her favorite music, the moral of her favorite tale. She said simply, “But that’s not the way it works. When we fight against evil for the sake of righteousness, we’re never alone. ”


 

They arrived at Emily’s apartment in time to hear the phone ringing within. She fumbled with her key, opened the door, and ran across the room to pick it up. She was a little breathless when she spoke.

“Hello? Oh, it’s you.” Obviously, it was not a caller she wanted to hear from. “What do you want? ... Well, I’m sorry, but maybe it’ll be good for you... Look, why don’t you get some professional help...There’s certainly nothing I can do for you.” The look on her face changed, her anger mounted and then took on an element of fear. Finally she hung up the phone without saying another word.

Brian asked, “Is there something wrong?”

“That was my brother again. He lost his license. I believe he was more upset about not being able to drive his pickup than he was about his wife leaving him. He got sort of abusive, so I hung up.” Her voice reflected a combination of nervousness and annoyance.

“You know, I don’t think I’m going to like my brother-in-law very much,” Brian commented with feeling.

“If I have anything to say about it, you’ll never lay eyes on your brother-in-law. I have no intention of telling any of those people when we get married, and I certainly won’t tell them my new phone number. If they got wind of the fact that I was marrying a doctor, they’d think the road from Raleigh to here paved with gold. If they don’t know your name, they’ll never be able to track me down, and I can be rid of the lot of them. He’s got his nerve, threatening me.”

At that Brian’s concern escalated. “He threatened you? What did he say?”

“Oh, he just made vague remarks about how you can still drive without a license as long as you don’t get caught, and he knows where I live. He said something about teaching me a lesson in family loyalty. He’s just spouting off.” Emily was not sure how serious her brother’s no doubt drunken ravings were, but she didn’t intend to worry Brian about it.

“Raleigh’s about two hours from here, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Yes, about that, why?” 


“It wouldn’t hurt anything for you to stay at my place for a few days. I’d sleep a lot better if I knew you were in the next room.”

She found herself wishing Brian didn’t even know her brother existed. “This is silly. He was probably just drunk, he usually is. I’ve got a ton of things to do around here. You needn’t worry, really.” She was not as nonchalant about being threatened as she pretended to be, but wondered if it was a good idea to always be running to Brian when things came up that she wasn’t sure she could handle.

“Emily,” Brian began with a deep sigh, “I’m a tired old man. Humor me. Come and stay through the weekend. It can be the first Easter morning we ever spend together. You don’t think I’d behave like anything less than a gentleman on Easter weekend, do you?” 



 

And so it was that Good Friday morning found Emily kissing Brian good-bye as he left for work. She had the day off and resolved to spend it “playing housewife.” Truth to tell, she knew that Brian was such a fastidious housekeeper that there wouldn’t much housework to do. She thought of making a fancy dish for dinner, but she recognized that he was also a better cook than she was. She was inspired to do something appropriate to the day, and so set about making hot cross buns. 


The little spicy rolls were just coming out of the oven when the doorbell rang. She peeked out the kitchen curtains to get a look at who was calling before she went to the door, and was surprised to see Paul’s Mercedes parked in the drive.

“Well, this is a nice surprise,” she began, but stopped short. Paul always looked like he just stepped off the front cover of a gentlemen’s fashion magazine, and came in for a lot of teasing from Brian and Emily for it. But not today, not unless the newest fashion was to be the slept-in look. “Come on in,” Emily said with a puzzled look on her face.

As he crossed the room to sit down, Paul said, “I called your place and you weren’t there, and I knew you weren’t working today, so I thought I’d try here.”

Emily’s look of puzzlement deepened, “So you’ve been looking for me. What can I do for you?”

Paul didn’t answer, but instead stood up and asked, “Do you suppose there’s any coffee around here?”

While he sipped his coffee, she put the icing crosses on the buns and offered him one. As he sat munching, she watched him quizzically trying to get some clue as to what was going through his mind. He noticed she was doing it and smiled.

“If you ever decide to become a psychiatrist, you’re going to have to learn to stare at people more subtly,” he said.

“I didn’t mean to stare. I guess I’m just a little concerned. You look like something’s bothering you.” 


Paul stared at the table in front of him for a moment before answering. “Sometimes my job really stinks. This is one of those times. I just wanted to spend some time with somebody normal.”

At this Emily chuckled. “And you couldn’t find anybody like that, so you came looking for me.” After a pause, she continued more seriously, “If there’s anything I can do to help, I’d be glad to.”

As if rousing himself from a daze, he stood up and said briskly, “Good. Let’s go out for lunch.”

It was about the last thing she expected him to say, but for once Emily chose not to ask herself the question “How would that look?” and instead accepted the invitation. They drove to the downtown area and had lunch in a trendy cafe/bookstore that featured lots of sprouts and spinach on the menu. It was a bustling, cramped place, but it had a sort of cozy charm. 


After they ordered, and the food arrived, Paul said, “So the big day is five weeks from tomorrow. Are you getting nervous yet?”

Her answer was immediate and obviously heart-felt. “I was born nervous; I’m several stages past nervous and into the panic-stricken range by now.”

Paul smiled and looked thoughtful. “I didn’t have you pegged as the cold feet type. I thought once you made up your mind to do it, doing it would be the easy part.”

“It’s not marriage that’s causing the panic, it’s the wedding, and moving, and all these changes happening at once. And things haven’t gone quite the way I thought they would. The rosy glow of being engaged that I expected has been less than rosy and far from glowing.” She went on to discuss her troubles at work, the nasty phone calls from her brother, and the bumps along the trip to the altar that she and Brian had experienced. “There’s been this feeling sort of lingering in the back of my mind that things are all just a little off, like those puzzles you do as a child titled ‘What’s wrong with this picture?’ You’d think by now I’d have learned that once you start letting things happen to you, you can’t expect that they will happen the way you want.” After a moment, she said, “Poor Paul, you wanted to spend time with somebody normal, and you wound up listening to my troubles. What about your troubles?”

“I don’t think I’ll burden you with my troubles and detract even further from the rosy glow of your engagement.”

She took a mock serious tone in her response which made it very clear that beneath the humor, there was truth in what she was saying. “Well that’s a fine how-do-you-do! I share the very dearest of my neuroses for all these months, and now when the perfect paragon of mental health and stability has a problem, he clams up on me. I hope when that time comes many years from now that I reach your advanced age, I won’t be as stubborn as you.”

“The way I hear it,” he said smiling, “you’re already pretty stubborn.”

Her first inclination was to ask what Brian had been saying about her behind her back, but she recognized that he was trying to change the subject, and refused to bite. “Oh, no, we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about you.”

Once again he startled her with a sudden invitation. “Let’s go for a walk.”

They exited the restaurant and left Paul’s car parked in the parking lot. Paul’s pace was brisk, as if he had somewhere important to go, and Emily struggled to keep up. Finally, six blocks later and somewhat out of breath, she asked, “You in a hurry to get somewhere? I’m accustomed to a slower pace, you know.”

“Sorry. I’m not in a hurry to get anywhere in particular, except maybe to retirement.” 


They had reached a small courtyard by the side of a huge old downtown church. There were a few small trees and some benches which had no doubt originally been intended for quiet meditation, but the encroachment of the city had made quiet a rare commodity. Paul invited Emily to sit down.

It was a sunny, blustery day and it was pleasant to sit and watch the people go by like so many leaves being blown by the wind. When Paul spoke, he had to raise his voice slightly to be heard over the wind and the city noise. “I sat up all night last night pondering the question of my career. It seems a little late in the ball game to wonder if I’m in the wrong line of work, doesn’t it?”

“What makes you think you might be in the wrong line of work?” she asked.

“I had a patient that I thought was making fine progress. He was coming back from a deep depression, and he really seemed to be doing well. I was thinking of sending him home in a few more days. He was really anxious to get out of the hospital; he made very encouraging noises about how it was time to get back into the business of living his life. I bought it, hook, line, and sinker. I released him yesterday, told him to have a good weekend, told him to report back in Sunday afternoon. I felt good about it, right up until midnight when they called to tell me he cut his wrists. The only reason he’s still alive is because his wife came home from work early and found him.”

Emily had seen it coming, but it still made her catch her breath. “What a terrible thing for him to do! How selfish!”

Paul looked at her intently for a moment. “Yes, suicide is above everything else a very selfish thing to do. I resent it. It’s an affront to my professional esteem. It’s an affront to my philosophy of life. I went into medicine to be a healer, and to make people’s lives better. Suicide tells me that I can’t do those things, it doesn’t give me a chance.”

She pondered both her initial reaction and his reply for a moment. When she spoke, she sounded like someone who had considered the matter at great length. “I wouldn’t want to be put in the position of defending anyone who tried to take life into his own hands, but I can sort of understand how a person could lose sight of the reasons why he should go on living. If you were in a terrible situation and you came to believe that life would be nothing but misery, it might seem futile to stay alive. And if the only people that your suicide would hurt were the people you were most angry with, you wouldn’t care about their feelings.”

Paul took a moment to digest this before observing, “You say you wouldn’t want to defend a suicide, but you sound like defending counsel to me.”

“Or maybe a past defendant.”

At this Paul looked at her sharply. “I thought I recognized the felon you were describing.”

She decided that it was time to strip away some of the pretense. “Brian tried to commit suicide because he had lost so much of himself, he didn’t think he could go on. I think he’d be the first to admit that it was a stupid, selfish thing to do. I never tried to kill myself, but I sure thought about it a lot when I was a teenager. Obviously, I’m very glad that I didn’t have any easy means, or I would have done it. I know now that it was a stupid thing to contemplate, but if I thought I would have to live those years over again, it would become a frighteningly tempting option again. It’s a question of perspective. If you can’t see a good reason to live, someone has to help you with your vision. That’s what Brian says you did for him, made him see the reasons he had to go on.” She patted his hand and said, “You know, I think you’re probably a very good psychiatrist. You’ve certainly made my life better.” After a pause, she added, “And you healed Brian when he needed it.”

“You’ve done more for Brian in the last year than I did in twenty.”

“God’s done more for Brian than either one of us. In fact, maybe everything we did for him was really God working through us.”

Paul looked thoughtfully into Emily’s face and smiled, “Any way you slice it, Brian McClellan is a lucky man.”

“You’re right. He had a good doctor, and now he has a great friend.”

As they walked back to the car, Emily asked, “What are you going to do about your career question?”

“Oh, I’ll hang in there,” he said sighing, “maybe I’ll be overly cautious for a while, more skeptical about what patients say. I’m definitely looking forward to my next vacation, the last week of May. I’m going off to New England, you know.” At this he grinned, “Something about a wedding.”


 

There is no traditional way to spend Easter Saturday. Some Southerners hold to the idea that it is the perfect day to put in a garden because anything you put in the ground between Good Friday and Easter morning doesn’t stay down, but instead rises to new life. Southern women for years spent the day before Easter, like the day before any holiday, in the kitchen. Emily saw no reason to do that since the menfolk of the feast were both better cooks than she was anyway. At any rate, neither gardening nor cooking appealed to her on that Saturday. Brian had been called in to the hospital to fill in for a sick colleague, so Emily was spending the day alone in the house again.

One of the things that Emily had wished for as a child, but never gotten, was a new outfit for Easter. She decided to treat herself to a new dress, and so spent the morning shopping. She was pleased with her purchases, which included a blue dress in Brian’s favorite shade. “It’s nice to have someone to please with what I wear,” she thought. 


After her shopping was complete, she decided to stroll along for a while in the cemetery in the historic part of town. Each year a huge sunrise service was held there on Easter Sunday with a large brass band and thousands of worshippers. Emily and Brian planned to worship at Saint Bartholemew’s, but she was curious as to what the attraction of the historic cemetery was.

It had been a wet spring, and the grounds were blanketed with a carpet of lush green grass as Emily walked along. There were rows and rows of flat white markers with the names of the dead of many decades. And everywhere, on every grave, there were flowers which had been placed there in preparation for the worship service in the morning. The people of the historic community called the place “God’s Acre.” The question that posed itself to Emily was why here? Why do thousands of people come here to welcome Easter morning? 


“Certainly,” she thought, “it’s a peaceful place. At funerals they always say ‘rest in peace.’ But is there really anybody here resting at all? Aren’t they all gone? Isn’t that what Easter was for? Perhaps I don’t understand Easter. Perhaps I don’t understand death.”

Before she was aware of it, the afternoon was spent, and Emily only got back to the house a few minutes before Brian returned from his day of work. She stood in the window and watched him walk from the driveway to the house, and he seemed to her to be limping more heavily than usual.

She greeted him with a long kiss and asked, “How was your day?”

He smiled and kissed her again, “It started out long and tedious, but it’s beginning to show signs of improvement. What have you been up to all day? I called several times, but didn’t find you in.”

“I went shopping and then I went for a walk in the old cemetery where that big sunrise service is going to be tomorrow, just out of curiosity.” She answered succinctly because she sensed that he was only asking to be polite. Then she continued, “Brian, you look tired. Why don’t we stay in tonight and eat leftovers instead of going out? You could take a nice nap before dinner.”

“That’s a very tempting offer. I’d love to get off my feet for a while. Are you sure you don’t mind?” 


She gave her assurances and he headed off to his bedroom to take a long shower and a nap. “If I don’t emerge by seven, come in and get me, okay?”

Emily agreed and went into the kitchen to see what she might be able to throw together for dinner. She decided she had all the ingredients for a shepherd’s pie, and so assembled one and slipped it into the oven. 


Before she knew it, it was seven o’clock, and she tapped lightly on the door of Brian’s room, but heard no answer. She walked in and across the room, sat on the edge of the bed, and watched him as he slept. He looked so dear, so young in his shorts and tousled hair. She bent over to kiss his cheek, and he smiled even before he opened his eyes. His voice when it came was a low murmur. “That beats an alarm clock any day.”

There was something about the way he looked, the way his hair was ruffled, the way he smelled, that seemed to compel Emily toward him. She kissed him with a measure of passion that he had rarely seen, as her hands stroked his chest, her breath coming a little unevenly. Brian reciprocated with a warmth and fervor of his own, tempered by the gentleness that he always used when he approached her. After a few minutes, Emily collected herself somewhat and said, “I have dinner in the oven. I better go make sure it’s not burning.” And she was gone.

Brian slipped a shirt on to go with his shorts, and followed her through the great room on his crutches. He found her in the kitchen slicing bread and doing other busy work for their meal. He stood behind her, kissed the back of her neck, and spoke softly. “You left the room rather abruptly. Is everything all right?”

“Of course,” she said, too quickly. He didn’t say a word, and she knew she had not persuaded him. Putting aside her chores, she said, “You said that if I came and stayed the weekend, you wouldn’t behave like anything less than a gentleman because of Easter. Maybe you should have made me promise not to behave like anything less than a lady. If I left the room abruptly just now, it was because my hands were just itching to go places where they hadn’t been invited.”

Brian smiled while he thought about the best response to that. Finally, keeping his smile in position and his voice low, he said, “First of all, you have no idea how flattering what you just said is. Second, I don’t have any places where your hands aren’t welcome. And third, you really haven’t done anything the slightest bit unladylike.”

“If I had, would you have told me?” she asked in earnest.

Still smiling, he answered, “I suppose so, but you’re the most ladylike person I know.”

Emily had a doubtful look on her face as she returned to the meal preparations. When the food was all ready, they sat at the kitchen table and thanked God for it. 


After a few bites, Brian asked, “So, what did you buy when you went shopping today?” 


“I treated myself to a new dress for Easter. You can see it tomorrow.”

With a forgetful look on his face, he asked, “Where else did you say you went?”

“Do you remember that cemetery we heard about on the news last night, where the sunrise service is held? I went down there. It really is huge, and solemn, but very peaceful.” Thinking about what she had seen and felt that afternoon, she asked, “Do you think much about death, Brian?”

“I try not to fixate on it, it slows down the work,” he answered.

This remark caused Emily to stop eating and look intently into Brian’s face. “I didn’t mean in connection with your work; I meant as it relates to your life.”

“Is it possible to separate it like that? When I send up a biopsy report with bad news, I’m mindful that someone may be going to die. And occasionally, I still get called upon to do an autopsy, and then I face death head on. It can be very sad. But then I remind myself that when I send up a biopsy reporting a malignancy, I’m giving the attending physician information he can use to give the patient a fighting chance. When I do an autopsy, I’m gathering information that may help find a cure for whatever killed the patient.”

Emily had been following this very closely, and after a moment’s reflection said, “So you’re making death count for something.”

“I’m certainly trying to.”

For a moment she seemed lost in thought. “I’ve always had trouble getting a handle on what Easter means. But as I walked through that cemetery today, I was struck by the idea that even though we consider death an enemy, it’s a conquered enemy. All those people buried in that cemetery are gone. The fight is over, the deciding battle was on Easter, and the good guys won. Does any of this make any sense?”

“Yes, it does. 



And then another thought struck her with some force, and she spoke. “Does it ever occur to you when we have these deep theological discussions that I’ve got a lot of nerve talking to you like the voice of all wisdom and piety? Half an hour ago I was fighting an almost losing battle with temptation, and now I’m spouting off theology like St. Augustine.”

“Actually, the thought that often occurs to me is that you compartmentalize your thinking sometimes. You have our physical relationship in one part of your mind and your faith in another, and you see them as somehow at odds. You and I have never shared anything that I think is wrong. When I touch you, I enjoy it, and I don’t think I’ve done anything of which God wouldn’t approve. Our relationship is really quite innocent, you know. What we have together is a gift, and I think it was meant for us to enjoy. My faith and my sexuality are very comfortable together. When we discuss theology, I enjoy that too. I don’t see any conflict in that. ”

Emily seemed vaguely perturbed by what she was hearing. “You don’t think I look at things from an honest point of view?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t mean to say that at all. I just meant that you seem to separate things in your thinking. Like a little while ago when you asked me about death. You seemed to think that I would look at death one way when I’m working and another way when I’m thinking theologically. My mind doesn’t work that way, but I think yours does.”

Emily seemed to grow more annoyed with every word he had spoken. “You know, that’s a pretty insulting thing to say.”

Brian appeared genuinely taken aback by her reaction, “Why? I certainly didn’t mean to be insulting.”

“You’re saying that I keep my Christianity in a box and don’t let it invade the rest of my life. You think I go through my day and never relate the things I encounter to my faith at all.” As she spoke, she got up from the table and walked to the other side of the room, facing away from him.

“Emily, I never meant to imply that. You’re a loving, forgiving, patient, kind person. You exhibit more Christ-like tendencies in one day than I do in a month, and you don’t even have to think about it, you do it because you’ve been that way so long, it would never occur to you to do otherwise. You ...”

She interrupted him by turning to face him, a tear streaking down her face, her voice broken. “Don’t say any more, Brian, none of those nice things is true, but what you said about me before is. I talk a good game about the glories of Christian virtue, I just don’t live it very well.”

“Now wait a minute, I never said anything of the sort. You’re a paragon of Christian virtue in the way you treat everyone, except yourself. Let’s go back to how this whole conversation started. We were being physically affectionate with one another, in our own innocent way. It felt good, and that made you feel guilty, but you sort of set that guilt aside. Then we were talking about death, and then theology, and you remembered that guilt you had on the back burner and you felt hypocritical talking about God when you had been doing something physically pleasant. It’s like there are these chains in your mind. The love connects to the sex and that connects to the guilt. Then there’s a completely different chain with death and God and victory and forgiveness and grace all connected. It’s like the thoughts always have to come in the same order, on the same chain. I think you’d be a happier person, a more comfortable person, if you could mix it all up.”

She was looking skeptical. “How do you mean?”

He pondered the question for a moment and then answered. “For me it works like this. I think to myself, ‘I love Emily. I touch Emily. I like the way that makes me feel. This is happening because I am blessed.’ For me there aren’t any non sequiturs in there.”

There was acid in her voice when she said, “I notice there’s no mention of guilt in there either. I guess you don’t have a big problem with guilt.”

“Oh, I have plenty of guilt, Emily. I slept with about half the female enrollment of the University of Vermont. When I’m reminded of that, the pattern goes like this, ‘I did things I shouldn’t have done. I’m ashamed of those things. But I can’t change them, and I think God is forgiving. I don’t have to feel guilty about them anymore.’ and so on.”

“And nothing you’ve done causes you to lose any sleep, does it?” There was still a hint of anger in her voice.

 “Didn’t Christ suffer enough to attain my forgiveness? Would it be any more complete if I suffered over it too?” 


The profound truth that was the basis of his question was inescapable. Emily felt as if she had been struck. She went into the great room and stood in the dark by the window. Brian followed her and stood silently beside her, leaning rather heavily on his crutches. Struggling to regain her composure, she finally said, “Brian, I’m really sorry. That was a terrible thing I said. I’m glad you don’t lose sleep worrying about the past. I’m glad that you can put it behind you.” A weak smile crossed her lips. “You’re a much better theologian than I am.”

Brain returned her smile and spoke his litany, tracing the outline of her face with his hand. “I love Emily. I touch Emily. I like the way it makes me feel. This is happening because of the grace of God.” He pulled her close to him and kissed her as the moonlight shone through the window upon them in silent benediction.


 

Chapter 3


 

Halfway through the re-organization of the county library’s system, it was discovered that there were major flaws in the computer software that would be needed to implement the proposed changes. Officials within the county government were displeased with the grossly inadequate research that had been done in preparation for the changes. They blamed high level library personnel for failing to have all the necessary information before making the re-organization proposal. The library officials blamed the computer company for producing inferior software. The computer company said that it was the library staff’s fault for providing inaccurate data to the company’s software designers who, therefore, didn’t have an accurate picture of the library’s software needs. The library staff, Emily included, didn’t care whose fault it was, they just wanted to know where to put the copier, which computer system did the powers that be want installed, and how to organize the books (you remember books, they have them in libraries). In her heart of hearts, Emily was convinced that they were going to have to rake all the leaves back down to the original end of the park.

The general consensus of her co-workers gathered in the employees’ restroom was that the whole thing was a big headache and that it was making everybody in the place crabby. Emily was glad to hear this, for she thought she was the only one who was crabby and had a headache all the time.

Besides the difficulties at work, she had reached the stage in the moving preparations at her apartment where the smell of cardboard boxes filled the air and traffic through the rooms was slowed to a crawl. It was a constant process of asking herself, “Am I going to need this for the next month?” If the answer was no, she would package the item in a box with other similar items and label according to contents. It was a stretch to say that an eggbeater and a pair of candlesticks were similar, but they fit together nicely in the box with the colander. Of course, she knew that by the time May was over and she got back from Vermont, she would have forgotten what any of the labels meant, and wouldn’t be able to find a thing. It would never occur to her by then to look for a colander in a box with candlesticks in it.

While all of this was going on, Emily was plagued by an annoying headache which she attributed to stress. She assumed that she was letting the tension of her situation get the best of her, but she was unsure what to do about it, other than to just get through it.

By the first of May, her frustration level was reaching as yet unseen proportions. For several days, she was bothered by phone calls in the middle of the night. The phone would ring until she picked it up, even if that meant thirty rings, and as soon as she lifted the receiver, the caller would hang up. She suspected her brother was responsible, if only because it was the sort of childish thing that would occur to him. Finally she started leaving the phone unplugged when she went to bed. This worked for two days until Brian tried to call her at bed time and got no answer. He continued trying to reach her until two in the morning, when he was sure that she must have had some sort of accident and went to her apartment. She explained the situation and he was perturbed.

“Why didn’t you tell me this was going on?” he asked in an annoyed voice.

“Brian, it’s two o’clock in the morning. Do we have to discuss this now?” If he was perturbed, she was more so. They agreed to have a long talk the following evening.

As the next day went on, Emily found herself getting more and more irritated about the tone Brian had taken with her the night before. “Like it’s my fault some creep knows my telephone number,” she thought. “Like I can’t even manage a few annoying calls on my own.” At the same time, Brian was frustrated at her having kept the anonymous caller a secret from him. It was not a promising atmosphere for a pleasant evening of conversation.

Over dinner they were unusually quiet. The food tasted flat and unsatisfying in the strained and tense silence. Finally, when they moved into the great room, Brian decided to go ahead and bring up how he felt, quite convinced that when she heard where he was coming from, she would understand completely.

“I’m a little upset with you for not telling me that you were getting annoying phone calls. I would have liked to have had some input into helping with that situation.” He thought he had put it very diplomatically.

Her response was more of an eruption than a calculated reply. “What you would really have liked was to take over that situation and tell me what to do. Once in a while, I actually do handle things by myself, you know.” 


“Is it really handling the situation to unplug your phone all night long?” There was a perceptible rise in the decibel level in his voice.

“Well, what would you have suggested if I had told you what was going on?” she said in a quick, angry burst.

His voice was now obviously being controlled by sheer force of will as he spoke crisply in reply, “I’d have suggested you get an answering machine to screen your calls so the phone wouldn’t ring all night.” 


Emily was quiet for several minutes and then said in a small voice, “I never thought of that. I’m sorry. I haven’t been very nice about this. There you were at two in the morning, out of your bed and all the way over to my place just to see if I was all right, and I was completely unappreciative.”

Brian saw the tears start in her eyes. For him, Emily’s tears were the universal solvent, dissolving whatever anger he had been feeling. He could do nothing but be comforting when she cried, and so got up and moved closer to her. “What else is bothering you, sweetheart?”

“Oh, Brian, I don’t know. Nothing. Everything. My job is making me crazy, and packing is making me crazy, and I have a headache all the time. Being a bride-to-be is a lot better than this in the movies.” Her voice had started strong, but ended up sounding like the lament of a child who had found out that there isn’t any Easter bunny.

Brian’s concern was evident in the patient way he spoke. “Let’s take that list one at a time. Your job. This is about the tenth time I’ve made the suggestion, and I’m not trying to tell you what to do; I’m asking you as a favor to a tired old man to give your notice. You spend the majority of your waking hours doing something you don’t like, and it’s just not necessary. As for your packing, why don’t you just leave it all and while we’re in Vermont, we can arrange to have the movers pack it all up and put it in storage until we have time to go through it. Now, what do you say? Aren’t these helpful suggestions?”

Emily was forced to admit that everything he said made a lot of sense. She added, however, “That ‘tired old man’ routine is getting a little overdone. Don’t think you’re always going to get your way in this marriage just because you happen to be older and wiser than me and because you’ve got better sense.”

“Agreed. Now, tell me about this headache of yours.” 


“It’s just your standard issue, fusspot headache.”

“Well, that’s a very interesting diagnosis, Dr. Stone. Tell me, what are the symptoms of a fusspot headache?”

Emily thought about it briefly, and responded, “It feels like the top of my head wants to secede from the union.”

“How long has this been going on?” he asked more seriously.

Emily caught the change of his tone, and said, “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about, Brian, it’s just a headache. I guess it’s been about a month or so.”

“So it started around the time you went on the Pill?”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“Hold on a minute,” he said and left the room. When he returned, he had a blood pressure cuff. “Roll up your sleeve, please.”

“Oh, are we going to play doctor?” she said grinning as she complied with his request. “I shouldn’t think you’d do too much with blood pressure in pathology, do you?”

Matching her grin, he answered as he pumped up the cuff, “Not too much, but I think I can remember how it’s done. Now be quiet.” After a pause while he completed the procedure, he said, “Call Dr. McGinnis tomorrow and tell her your blood pressure is elevated and you’re having headaches. She will probably either change your dosage or try some other prescription.”

“Yes, sir.”

As they sat together Brian was running his finger up and down the course of Emily’s arm. It was not a mindless gesture; in fact, the nature of their physical relationship was such that there were no mindless gestures between them. There was an economy in all of their movements toward one another; each gesture, each touch was intended to convey a meaning, a thought, a feeling. It was impossible to translate any of those gestures into words. He did not stroke her arm because he wanted to say something specific, but rather the gesture was a language in itself, the language that functions where words fail. If Emily had been pressed to interpret the way Brian was touching her arm, she would have said he was concerned about her, and she would have been right.

“What are you thinking, Emily?”

“I’m noticing a tendency developing. I’m noticing that every time I have some sort of problem I come running to you. ‘I scraped my knee, Brian, kiss it and make it better.’ ‘I don’t like my job, Brian, make it go away.’ ‘I have a headache, Brian, fix it.’ It doesn’t seem like a very adult way of dealing with difficult situations, does it?”

Brian considered her comments carefully before replying. “Isn’t that the way love is supposed to work? When you have a problem, isn’t it logical that I would try to help? If I have a problem you can help with, I can turn to you. Right?”

“Yes, but you never seem to have any problems.”

“You solved all the problems I had the day you agreed to marry me. I’m sure new things will come up in my life the way they have lately in yours, and then it will be your turn to kiss my scraped knee. Okay?”

“Fair enough.”

“Only three more weeks and you can put all of the nuisances aside and everything will be fine.”

It was a statement that Brian would look back on with a shudder.


 

The work week that began on May tenth of that year was to be Emily’s last in the realm of the gainfully employed. Technically she would be on the County payroll until the first of June when her vacation time was used up, but she planned to be busy soaking up Vermont sunshine when the new month rolled around. It was difficult to keep her mind on her work throughout those last busy, hectic days. She was beginning to believe that it was really going to happen—the most confirmed of the world’s great old maids was actually going to marry the man of her dreams and live happily ever after. She had new checks printed up with her name-to-be on them, and she would occasionally take out the checkbook and just look at it as if to confirm that the whole thing wasn’t some sort of mirage.

For Brian, the mundane thing that made the big truth hit him was when he emptied out drawers in the bureau in his bedroom to make room for Emily’s things. It was like a review of his life to go through the catch-all drawer and see the souvenirs and debris of his life to date. Many photographs of himself in various Vermont locales were stuck in paper folders. There was a college yearbook signed by a disproportionately high number of women, none of whom he could remember. The ones with I’s in their names invariably dotted them with little hearts. Brian was left to wonder what happened to those women and if any of them had ever grown up. There was a bundle of letters written to an army officer with an FPO address in his mother’s hand, chronicling the events of his home town in minute detail, as if to give him a vested interest in coming home. There was a flat, rectangular black box which contained a Purple Heart. He had moved it from one home to the next until he settled in North Carolina, always throwing it into his junk drawer, but never quite wanting to get rid of it. And now all of these items had to be stashed away somewhere else to make room for Emily’s things.


 

Chapter 4


 

The last Wednesday that Emily worked as a librarian dawned unseasonably cool. Despite what the calendar says, in North Carolina May is definitely a summer month. This cool snap was a rare occurrence, and Emily found herself ill prepared for it. As she surveyed the contents of her closet, she realized that she had already packed up all of her cool weather clothes. Humming to herself as she dressed, she ran through her plans for the day, thinking about the tasks that remained before giving up her job. The worst of the work was behind her, and she was at the stage of tying up loose ends. After work, there would be dinner at Paul’s house, which she knew would be enjoyable. Paul was an affable host.

Parking in her designated spot in the underground parking garage, she noticed that there were already several cars in their allotted spaces. “Usually,” she thought, “I’m the first or second one here.” She made her way through the darkened building to her office, and was astonished to find a party waiting. It was the first time in her life Emily had been the guest of honor at a social function, and she was touched by the kindness of her co-workers. 


Weddings may or may not be, as Brian thought, “women’s things,” but there is no doubt that wedding showers are. White paper honeycomb bells, cakes with tiny frosting umbrellas on them, and little cups of fruity punch are only the accoutrements to the main event of the party, opening presents. Emily made the appropriate noises for each gift. For the practical kitchen things she made impressed exclamations on how useful the item would be. For the lingerie, she entertained the ladies by blushing and making small giggles. After the third or fourth one, she fanned herself a little and commented, “Is it warm in here, or is it just me?” and brought down the house. What amazed Emily when it was all over was how much she had enjoyed it. 


The rest of the work day went by quickly. When five o’clock finally arrived, she packed her gifts neatly into two shopping bags and made her way to the parking garage.

At about that time, Brian was also finishing up the last of his chores for the day. One of the other pathologists came in and asked for his opinion on an unusual toxicology result he had gotten during a routine autopsy. Brian became engrossed in the slides he was looking at, and finally suggested that the other doctor repeat the test. He wanted to be present for the procedure and so phoned and left a message on Emily’s answering machine that he would meet her at Paul’s because he was running late.

Paul Lawrence’s house was very modern in its architectural style. There were curved white walls in the living room accented by unusual niches with works of modern sculpture. The color scheme was very stark white against jet black. Emily always said it looked like a psychiatrist’s house because the whole living room was like a huge ink blot. 



Paul was planning a very special evening. He had a bottle of champagne on ice, a roast of prime rib in the oven, and a chafing dish for cherries jubilee set up in the dining room. Since it would probably be his last chance to entertain them as single people, he wanted it to be a memorable time.

Brian arrived punctually at six thirty. Local custom prevailed in their social engagements—most Southerners eat early. They chatted amiably waiting for Emily. At about seven, Brian decided to call and see if there was some problem, if perhaps she hadn’t checked her answering machine and was waiting for him to come pick her up. There was no answer at her apartment. There was no answer at his house either, and there were no messages from her on his answering machine when he checked it from Paul’s phone. The wait resumed for a while, this time punctuated by less conversation. At seven thirty, he said aloud what had been obvious for some time. “I’m worried. She wouldn’t be this late without calling.”

“Maybe there’s something wrong with her phone. Why don’t we run by her place and see if she’s there?” Paul suggested.

Brian had a key to Emily’s apartment which she had given him at his insistence in case of emergencies. He let himself in and saw immediately that she wasn’t there and hadn’t been there. Her mail was still on the floor behind the door where it had fallen through the slot. There was no sign of her car. Paul suggested they go by the library and see if anyone there knew if Emily had had car trouble or any other problems. Going directly to the garage, Brian saw Emily’s car still parked in its allotted space. The two front tires were both flat. He made his way into the building as quickly as his limp would permit, and went straight to the front desk. 


“I’m looking for Emily Stone,” he said to the young lady working behind the counter.

“She left at five o’clock, sir. Her department doesn’t work in the evenings.”

“Yes, I know, but her car is still in the garage and it has two flat tires, so she probably came back in. Could you page her, please?” Brian’s voice had an element of authority not easy to dismiss.

The young lady repeated the page several times, but there was no response. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Brian returned to the car in which Paul was waiting, reporting his negative findings. He was baffled about what to do next. Perhaps go by her house directly along the route she would have taken from the library, but she wouldn’t have tried to walk all that way. He was still trying to sort things out when Paul spoke.

“She’s probably just found some uniquely Emily way to deal with this situation, I’m sure she’s fine. But I think you ought to call the police.”

“If you think she’s fine, why should I call the police?” Brian said, the worry evident in every syllable he spoke.

“People don’t get two flat tires at once just by accident.” 


That remark prompted both men to get a close look at the two tires on the front end of Emily’s car, the end that was closest to the wall of the garage. Their examination showed neat one inch cuts in the tires, obviously not caused by tacks or glass in the road.

Fear is only a short leap away from worry, and even a man who limps can make the jump easily with the right provocation. Brian went back into the library and dialed 911. Explaining the situation to the dispatcher, he realized that unless a person knew Emily, he would not realize that this was a genuine emergency. She was at this point two hours late for a dinner engagement, and someone had vandalized her car, but those two things only added up to crisis if you figured in the personality. You had to know that Emily was shy, easily frightened, and inexperienced in handling things like flat tires. You had to know what a fragile person she was.

The policeman who came twenty long minutes later seemed unimpressed by the seriousness of the situation. He asked the routine questions about the name and address of the vehicle owner, name and address of the person reporting the incident. It was plain to Brian that the policeman was investigating a case of vandalism, not a missing person.

“It’s not the car that I’m worried about, officer, it’s Miss Stone.”

“Sir, we don’t usually investigate missing persons until they’ve been missing for twenty-four hours. Let me talk to my supervisor and see.” He returned to his squad car and spoke into his radio microphone. He then returned to the two men. “He says he’s coming down himself,” his tone indicating that there was just no telling what might come into the head of a superior officer to do.

The second police car was unmarked, and the officer was in plain clothes. The uniformed officer reported, “The missing lady,” and he consulted his notes, “Miss Emily Stone, left the library where she is employed at five o’clock. She was scheduled to meet these gentlemen, Dr. McClellan and Dr. Lawrence, for dinner at six thirty but she didn’t show. They came looking for her, and found her car with two tires flat, apparently slashed. She doesn’t answer a page in the building.”

The senior officer introduced himself as Detective Hoffstedter. His appearance suggested a sort of abruptness, and from his bearing you expected him to be taller than his five feet six. He was heavy set and squarely built. He had small piercing eyes that seemed to penetrate right through people. He opened a small notebook and began asking questions.

“What does Miss Stone look like?”

Brian answered, “She’s five feet four, has blue eyes, shoulder length brown hair. I guess she weighs about a hundred and twenty pounds.”

“What was she wearing today?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t seen her today.”

At this point, Hoffstdter sent the uniformed patrolman into the building with orders to look for anybody who saw Miss Stone today. He was also told to check her office for anything that looked unusual.

“I assume, Dr. McClellan, that you’ve already been to her home?”

“Yes, she’s not there, her mail was still on the floor. She’s not the kind of person to miss an appointment without a good reason. She’s very responsible. When she came out here and found two flat tires, the first thing she would have done if she could have would have been to call me. I think something has happened to her.” Brian was more scared now, having said it aloud. 


The detective seemed to be digesting everything Brian said. He finally spoke. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Last night at my house.”

“Was she in good spirits, did she seem upset about anything?”

“She was fine. We’re getting married in a week and a half, and she...” At this point the tension of an already long evening caught up with him and his voice got shaky. He took a deep breath and said simply, “She was fine.”

“Do you have a picture of her?”

Brian pulled out his wallet and took out the small photograph, the only one he knew to be in existence of the camera shy librarian.

The uniformed officer returned and made his report, “Several people saw her leave at five o’clock, and she hasn’t been seen since. They had a wedding shower for her today, and she was carrying two bags of gifts when she left. There are no signs of anything unusual in her office.”

At this the detective addressed himself to Brian, “Doctor, I’m going to have the men from the lab go over the car. I’ll put out a description of Miss Stone with all the patrol units, I’ll have the cab companies contacted. I sincerely hope it’s all a waste of time and she turns up, but in the meantime, I’m looking at this as a possible crime scene. I recommend you go home and let us know if you hear from her. I’ll keep in touch.”

Paul and Brian spoke very little on the way to Brian’s house. There seemed nothing to say. It was after nine when they pulled up to the dark house. Paul let Brian out and then said, “I’m going to my place and see if she made it there. I’ll be back.”

And so the wait began. He tried to convince himself that any minute she would call with some wild tale that only Emily could come up with for what had happened. Recalling her absence of the summer before, he went out onto the front porch and looked all around for a note that she might have taped to the door which had been blown off. But he knew that this was different. Emily would know how much he would worry and would call if she could. “One of the dearest things about her is her consideration of other people’s feelings. She would remember how her note had been lost the last time, and she wouldn’t take the chance. She would call.” This thought kept coming back to him.

He recalled the detective’s questions about Emily’s state of mind. She really had seemed cheerful, but what if the reality of the upcoming marriage hadn’t really sunk in to her yet? What if she had cold feet? What if she had changed her mind and was too scared to face him? Might she have just run away rather than deal with it? There was a time, he knew, when she might have, but not now. 


Paul returned and reported that he had swung by Emily’s place again and that there had been a police car there. He went to make a pot of coffee. As they sat at the kitchen table drinking it, Brian asked, “Have you gotten any sense from Emily that she was having second thoughts about getting married?”

Paul shook his head vehemently. “Absolutely not. For a while there she seemed a little overwhelmed by the process, but she seemed really eager about the prospect.” After a pause, he continued, “She wouldn’t run off and not tell you. If she had a problem, she would come to you.”

“So you think something’s happened to her?”

Paul realized that by trying to be reassuring in one area, he had made the situation worse. The truth was that he could imagine no way that Emily would refrain from getting in touch with Brian if she could. All he said was, “I don’t know.”

It was a long, cruel time of waiting. They drank coffee, spoke in low tones when they spoke at all, and let the passing minutes age them. At one o’clock in the morning, the phone rang and Brian jumped to answer it. It was Detective Hoffstedter. He recounted the various standard procedures which had been implemented with no positive results. There were no signs of foul play at her apartment or in the car. The trunk had contained only the gifts which she had presumably been given at the wedding shower. She was not in any of the local hospitals. None of the cab companies had picked up a fare at the library any time after four that afternoon. The investigation would continue.

For about another hour they waited, and then Paul said, “You really ought to try and get some sleep, Brian. They’ll call you if they know anything. You want me to stay?”

“No, thanks, I’ll call you in the morning.” His voice sounded exhausted. 


When he was alone with his fear, Brian sought solace in prayer. He was unsure of what to say. He thought, “God knows how I feel, He knows what I want. What can I ask but that she be found safe?” His prayer was very simply a reflection of the fear within. He wanted her back, and that was all he could pray. He spent the rest of the long night trying desperately to focus his mind on that one prayer, God bring her back, and found little comfort in it.

Daylight brought no respite. He called the police station, but found there was nothing new to report. He called Emily’s number to find her answering machine had been turned off and there was no answer. He assumed correctly that this had been done by the police. He called the hospital to say he would not be in. He was dozing on the couch when the doorbell rang.

Detective Hoffstedter was apologetic. “I’m sorry to bother you so early, but I figured you’d be up. I just have a few questions I need to ask.”

As Brian invited him in he offered to make a fresh pot of coffee, but the detective declined. They sat down together in the great room.

“How long have you known Miss Stone, Dr. McClellan?”

“About sixteen months.”

“Have you ever known her to take off like this and not tell anyone where she was going?”

Brian explained about Emily’s trip to Raleigh the previous summer and about the lost note. He added, “She would never do that again, she would call if she were going somewhere.”

“Does she have any friends that you know of that she might have gone to see?”

“No. Emily is a very shy person, she hasn’t got very many friends. The ladies at the library are her only friends that I know of beyond Paul and me.” Somehow, that sounded odd, as if he was painting her as anti-social in some way. He wasn’t sure he had put it very well.

“Does Miss Stone drink anything more than socially?”

Brian almost smiled. “Miss Stone doesn’t drink at all. She’s very conservative.”

“You said last night that Miss Stone’s family all live out of town. Do you know where any of her relatives live?”

“She has two brothers and two sisters, and I think they all live in Raleigh. She doesn’t have much contact with them.”

With that remark, Brian remembered the phone calls from Bob Stone. He told the detective about them, being careful to make clear that Emily had not seemed to be overly concerned about the threat that her brother had made. “I understand he drinks heavily,” he added.

The policeman looked thoughtful and made a note in his notebook. “We’ll look into it. Did she ever mention anybody following her or bothering her in any way?”

“No, she didn’t, and I think if there had been anything like that she would have said something.”

“Do you know of any old boy friends who might live in the city?”

“In all honesty, I don’t think Emily dated anyone other than me. I think she went out some in college, but not much since then.”

“Does Miss Stone wear any jewelry?”

“She wears an engagement ring,” and Brian described the diamond and the setting, adding, “It’s engraved with her first name.” He added that he had recently had the ring appraised for insurance purposes and that the appraiser could probably give a very detailed description of it.

“Well, Doctor, I’ve got men assigned to the library, they’ll start asking questions first thing when it opens. The description and photograph are being circulated, and we’re doing everything we can to find her.”

After the detective left, Brian found it impossible to sit still. He paced around the house, mindlessly tidying things, re-arranging things, and killing time. He thought perhaps he should eat something, but the idea made him sick. He tried to read, but the words made no sense. There was nothing he could do to take his mind away from the horrible speculations. Every minute that passed seemed to add to the likelihood that she was hurt or dead. And worst of all for Brian were his attempts to pray. For the first time in his experience since becoming re-born, he had the sense when he prayed that no one was listening. Despite Emily’s philosophy, despite her prized assurance, Brian felt that he was very much alone.

Paul stopped in at noon. It was apparent from his face that he hadn’t done much more sleeping than Brian had. He had tried to get some work done at the hospital, but it was a chore to drag himself around, being professionally calm and even-tempered. He told Brian, “I spent the morning fighting back the impulse to yell at people.” He had to go back in the afternoon for a brief time to attend to some critical things, and then he promised to be back. Brian was instructed to let him know the minute he heard anything.

As the afternoon wore on, time became at once Brian’s best friend and his bitterest enemy. Every minute that the phone didn’t ring was one more minute that he could assume that she was still alive; but every minute that passed without hearing anything was one more that she could be somewhere suffering. He had just fallen into a fitful sleep when the phone rang.

“Dr. McClellan? This is Detective Hoffstedter.”

“Yes?” Brian could hear a different tone in the policeman’s voice, an officiousness that spoke of someone with something definitive to say.

“At two thirty this afternoon a sheriff’s deputy found an injured woman matching Miss Stone’s description in a wooded area outside the city. She was unconscious, and there was no identification. He sent for an ambulance, and the woman was taken to the county hospital. I’m there now, and I have tentatively identified the woman as Emily Stone based on the photograph you gave me. She’s alive, but still unconscious. I don’t know anything else about her condition. She’s with the doctors now.”

Brian was breathing hard, trying to stay calm and rational. He spoke quickly, “I’m on my way.”


 

The emergency room admitting desk is one of the most difficult areas of the hospital for employees. They deal with people who are generally at their worst. They see more than their fair share of erratic behavior from the drug addicts who are high on chemicals to the frantic parents of injured children. Gang members come in to check on the condition of their colleagues who have been in gun fights. The nurse who addressed herself to answer Brian’s inquiry was impressed by his calmness.

“I understand you have an unidentified female patient brought in by the sheriff’s department. I’d like to see her.”

“Are you a relative, sir?” she asked rather inanely.

Through clenched teeth, Brian answered, “That’s what I’m trying to find out. The police told me to...”

At this point Detective Hoffstedter approached him from down a corridor. “This way, Dr. McClellan.”

There was a doctor waiting in a corridor. The detective introduced the two men. The attending physician, Dr. Michaels, spoke very carefully. “You realize, Doctor, that this woman may not be Miss Stone. We need to get her to x-ray, so we can only give you a minute.” With that, he escorted Brian into the room.

She lay on a gurney covered by a sheet that matched the whiteness of her face. One of her eyes was blackened and swollen, as if to announce in a stereotypical way that this was a victim of violence. It didn’t seem real, he thought, as he stood over her, that she should look like this, so broken, so abused. As tears clouded his eyes, he wondered how anyone could hit a face so sweet. She was not on oxygen, which Brian found encouraging. He was looking for things to find encouraging, and there wasn’t much. She seemed so small, so frail. They rolled the gurney away and he went back into the corridor.

“That’s Emily,” he told the two men standing there. The detective immediately went to make phone calls, and Doctor Michaels invited Brian to come to his office down the hall. When the two men were alone and seated, he spoke, choosing his words carefully, recognizing that while this was a fellow physician, it was also a man whose fiancé was in pretty bad shape. “We feel fairly certain there’s a skull fracture and multiple fractures of the left arm. There’s evidence of some internal injuries, we’ll be doing tests. Almost certainly some ribs are broken. When we get the pictures, we’ll know more.”

Brian’s work in pathology had included many patients with similar injuries, and he knew the questions that needed to be asked. “Any puncture wounds, any lacerations?” Seeing the other man’s head shake, he spoke again. The words of Brian’s statement seemed calm and reasoned, his only gesture was a thoughtful rubbing of his temple, but the voice itself gave away the tremendous emotions that were being held in check only with strong effort. “You’re telling me that somebody beat her repeatedly with a club or something of that nature.”

“That would be my considered opinion.”

Brian’s breathing was audibly uneven. His voice, when it came, was so low, the other man could hardly hear it. “Was she raped?”

“We’ve done the standard kit, but we don’t have the results yet.”

Brian looked at the fellow physician with a piercing stare, “I’m sure you can answer my question. This is the woman I’m going to marry. Are there signs of sexual assault?”

“Yes.” 


There was nothing more to be said for the moment. Dr. Michaels went to attend to a patient, promising Brian that he would report back as soon as he had more information. Brian spent a few minutes waiting for the room to stop spinning, waiting for his breath to come back , waiting to wake up from a nightmare that had gone on for more than long enough already. Then he went into the corridor where he found the detective waiting for him. 


Hoffstedter spoke as carefully as Dr. Michaels had. “Now that we have an idea of what happened, we have to find the person responsible. I’m going to assign someone here so that when Miss Stone is able to, she can tell us what she knows. In the meantime, our investigation will continue at the crime scene. We’ll be circulating a description of Miss Stone’s ring to all the pawn shops, so if anyone tries to sell it, we’ll have him.”

“Tell me how she was found.” It was information Brian didn’t want to ask for, but had to know.

There was a lengthy pause while the detective pondered this request. He knew he was dealing with an educated, level-headed individual who had experience with crime victims. Hoffstedter knew that the newspapers would probably get hold of the story anyway, they always seemed to. But he still hesitated. It was one of the worst parts of his job to tell people about the horrible things that happened to the people they loved. Finally he said, “She was found in the woods outside of town in the north end of the county. She was naked and her hands were tied together with clothesline. It was very cold last night. The deputy that found her thought at first that she was dead, and it looks from where I’m sitting like her assailant probably thought the same thing. We think she was assaulted elsewhere and dumped there.” After another pause, he said with a hard edge in his voice, “We’re going to do everything we can to find the person responsible for this.” And with that, he was gone.

Brian noticed the pay phone in the waiting room and went to call Paul. The psychiatrist was with a patient, so he had to leave a message simply saying that Emily had been found and was at the County Hospital.

And again Brian waited. When Paul arrived, he found Brian staring at a wall as if the wisdom of the ages were inscribed upon it. It was only when he spoke to his friend that Brian even realized that Paul was there.

“Where’s Emily?” the psychiatrist asked. “What happened?”

It was with obvious effort that Brian spoke. “They found her in the woods outside of town, badly beaten.” He stopped to breathe deeply and then added, “She was raped. They’ve taken her to x-ray, she’s still unconscious.” 


Paul sank into the chair next to Brian and said in a dazed voice, “Oh, God, not Emily.”

Dr. Michaels appeared and was introduced to Paul, who asked immediately, “How is she?”

“She has a hairline fracture of the skull and a severe concussion, multiple fractures of the left arm, two broken ribs, a bruised spleen, and numerous other contusions. But her vital signs are stable, and she isn’t on life support. Our biggest worry at this point is the possibility of brain damage. We won’t really know much more until she regains consciousness. We’re moving her to intensive care, if you’d like to go to the waiting room up there. I’ll keep you posted.”

“I want to see her.” Brian’s statement left little room for debate.

“We’re running some tests and our chief of neurology, Dr. Vogler, is going to make an examination. I’m not sure when you’ll be able to see her. It seems unlikely that she’ll regain consciousness for several hours, at least.”

“I want to be there when she wakes up. She’ll be scared.” It was plain that he wasn’t going to give in.

“I’ll see what we can do.”


 

It occurred to Brian after he had been sitting in the ICU waiting room for a couple of hours that time was still his enemy, and it was playing a cruel trick on him. It seemed that the weeks since Emily’s birthday had passed in a flash, a mere instant, and that the time since she had been missing was moving glacially slowly. It was as if time passed slower when there was something to be afraid of. He remembered being pinned down by sniper fire in a road outside of Baghdad. It only lasted a brief time, seemed to be for hours.”

 “And now I’m scared again, and time is crawling by. Oh, Emily, you must have been so scared. It must have seemed like forever.”

The night came and the time for plaguing thoughts with it. “Brain damage,” Brian thought, “ranks right up there with ‘malignant tumor’ and ‘HIV positive’ for terms which inspire sensible people to fear.” It occurred to him that Emily could be left unable to speak, destined to empty silence. She could be unable to understand anything around her, which is to be made the equivalent of a child who will never grow up. There was the possibility of a persistent vegetative state, which is simply death a long time coming. To be brain damaged is to suffer some loss, a loss of ability, a loss of dignity, an injury to personhood. And what, he wondered to himself, if the brain damage resulted in a loss of memory. “What if she doesn’t know who I am? What if she doesn’t know who she is?” The horrifying possibilities were too numerous to count.


The backdrop to all of his worries, the thread that ran throughout them was the question, “How is Emily going to live with what has happened to her? How will she deal with something so evil? There’s no way I can kiss this and make it better.”

Late in the evening he was allowed to spend a few minutes with her. There was no way to know if she was aware of his presence, but on the chance that she might be, he murmured assurances about how everything was going to be all right. The saddest thing about these moments was that, in fact, Brian was not aware of Emily’s presence. “It’s the eyes that make her Emily, the voice, the countless little gestures unique to her. In the past, even when I’ve watched her sleep, I could watch the way she held her hands, the way she stirred when a breeze blew across her, and I would recognize my Emily.” For Brian, it was like going to the viewing before a funeral, this didn’t seem like Emily at all.

Paul was still in the ICU waiting room when Brian emerged from the ward. The psychiatrist thought to himself, “He looks ten years older than he did yesterday.” Aloud he spoke firmly, “You’ve got to get some sleep. And when was the last time you ate?”

“I don’t know, I don’t remember. I’m not hungry.” The voice was vague, and evidenced the toll the day had taken. 


“Let me take you home, Brian, you won’t do any good for Emily making yourself sick.”

There was no fight left in him, and so Brian went along. Half way through the drive home, Paul asked, “How did she look?”

Brian was sitting back in the seat with his eyes closed. Without opening them, he answered, “She looked dead.”

Paul raised his voice slightly and there was a tone of anger when he snapped, “She’s not going to die. We’re not going to let her die.”

Brain sat up and looked at his old friend directly, “How are we going to stop her? That’s the hardest part of all of this to take, there’s nothing we can do about it. If you don’t believe in God, then you explain it in terms of traumatic shock and body systems shutting down and brain damage. Once you’ve fixed everything you can fix, she could still die and you can’t do anything about it. If you do believe in God, which I thought I did, you fix all the things you can and you pray, and she could still die and you still can’t do anything about it.”

“So you don’t believe in God any more?” 


“I don’t know. All I know is that I prayed all night last night that she would turn up safe and sound, and while I was praying, some degenerate animal was beating her with a club over and over again. I’m having trouble reconciling those two things.”


 

Brian slept for a few hours and was back at the hospital shortly after dawn the next morning to find that nothing had changed substantially. The results of the tests showed no serious internal injuries. Her vital signs were strong and stable, her color was improved, and it was only a question of waiting for her to regain consciousness to determine how she might be affected by the head injuries she had sustained. Dr. Vogler, the neurologist in charge of Emily’s treatment, was encouraging in his talk with Brian. There was no reason he could foresee to expect any “significant, long-term impairment.”

And so began another day of waiting. After the various morning talks involved in patient care were completed, they let Brian stay at Emily’s bedside for most of the time. When they needed to attend to her, he waited in the hall or wandered around the building. He had a meager breakfast and called Paul to give him the latest report. Paul chose to be encouraged and promised to be at the hospital that afternoon.

Brian made the call to Vermont that he had been dreading. His parents reacted with predictable shock and concern. His mother assured him that she would do everything involved in putting the wedding on hold, and that he wasn’t to worry about it. He was touched by his mother’s crying, but even more moved by the shakiness in his father’s voice. They hadn’t had the chance to get to know Emily well after only one visit and some phone calls, but Brian knew that they were fond of her nonetheless. “That’s the effect she has on people,” he thought.

Sitting again at the Emily’s side, he was amazed by how quiet it was in intensive care. There are different sorts of quiet. In huge office buildings, you can step into an elevator and be in a tiny, quiet refuge from the commotion of commerce. In the nursery of a sleeping infant, there is a whole different texture of quiet. It is imbued with awe, as if in recognition of the precious work of art sleeping in its cradle. In a cemetery the quiet is a mask which parades itself as a respect for the dead, but which is really a fear of death itself. When you sit at the bedside of someone you love in a sterile hospital ward, it is the quiet of a vigil. It is as if the whole world is reduced to this one place, and it is a scale. The quiet implies that any sound, any movement would upset the scale in favor of chaos or darkness. It is the sort of quiet that begets praying.

Brian had wondered aloud to Emily once if he was praying right. He said he didn’t think his language was very prayer-like. She had assured him that there was no right or wrong way to talk to God. She said God knew what you meant. And so Brian’s prayer was direct and honest. “I don’t know why I’m talking to You, I’m mad at You. I asked You to bring her back safe, and You didn’t do it. You let a beast have his way with her and did nothing to stop him. I’m willing to admit that there may be aspects of this I don’t understand, but the only person I know who could explain it to me is Emily. So I’m asking You to take care of her and make her well. Help us both to get through this.”

During one of the intervals when Brian was waiting outside in the hall, he was lost in thought when he heard someone call him by name. It was Jack Peterson, the pastor from Emily’s church whom Brian had met several times. He was a somber figure in his dark suit. His voice was soft in deference to the surroundings. “I read about Emily’s terrible misfortune in the newspaper, and I wanted to stop in and see how both of you are.”

Brian was pondering the use of the word ‘misfortune,’ but collected himself enough to answer, “Emily’s still unconscious. She has a skull fracture and concussion. There are several broken bones. It’s hard to be sure how she really is until she comes to.”

“And how are you holding up?” Jack’s concern seemed more personal than professional, and Brian appreciated it.

“I’ve been better,” he said with a weak smile.

The minister seemed to hesitate before speaking again. “You and I don’t know one another well, Brian, and it’s probably presumptuous for me even to be here, but I felt somehow compelled to come and see you. Ever since I read the newspaper this morning, I’ve been praying for the two of you and wondering if there was anything at all that I could do to help.”

Brian suggested that they go and sit down in the waiting room. He was obviously collecting his thoughts. Finally he spoke. “You want to help? Tell me why this happened. Tell me why God let this happen to Emily.”

The priest took a huge breath and let it out noisily. It seemed as if he had been expecting this question. He began his answer with a question. “You know that long ago, marriages were arranged. If your parents had arranged for you to meet Emily and told you that they had chosen her for you and you had to love her, would your feelings for her be as deep as they are? Would there be any joy in loving her?”

“Of course not.”

“Okay. If God had created you without the ability to choose whether or not you would love Him, would you get any joy out of loving Him? If you hadn’t any choice in the matter, would you get any joy out of following Him?”

Brian considered the question carefully. “No, I don’t think I would. It would be like being a robot.”

“So we’re not robots, we do have a choice, but having a choice comes with a price. The price is living in a world full of people who also have a choice, and sometimes they choose not to love God, not to follow Him, not to obey Him. Someone attacked Emily because he chose to, and if God had stopped that someone, the whole idea of humans having free will would be gone. Sin is the price we pay for having choices. Does that make any sense?”

“I guess so, but it’s just that I wonder why it seems to be Emily who pays the price so often.” Brian’s frustration was obvious. He saw the point, but it didn’t make him feel any better. “And I’m so angry, but I don’t know who to be angry with, and God is an easy target.” After a moment’s thought, he added, “Emily would probably be mad if she heard me say that.”

The priest smiled and said, “God is no doubt accustomed to people getting mad at Him. There’s no answer to the question of why any bad thing happens to anyone in particular. It’s not going to help her get better to expend a lot of energy trying to figure out why this particular criminal chose this particular victim, is it?”

“No, I suppose not.” Brian shook his head, smiled slightly at a memory, then frowned. “That reminds me of something Emily said once. She said when bad things happen to you, that makes you a victim, but that you must not stay a victim, because victims are people who have no choice. When she wakes up, she’ll have to face the fact that she’s been a victim. I guess it will be up to her whether she stays one. Emily’s such a shy, sensitive person, I don’t know how she’ll ever get over this.”

The priest nodded, and understood. “She’ll have to have help, certainly. All the while we’ve been talking, I’ve also been remembering something Emily said. ‘Life isn’t meant to be paradise, but God makes it possible to deal with it.’ She’ll undoubtedly have hard times ahead, but she’ll find a way to deal with it. She’ll have help.”


 

As the sun was setting Paul arrived, took one look at Brian, and announced, “You’ve got to get out of here for a while. You look terrible. Let’s go grab a bite somewhere and get some fresh air. They have your cell number, so they can reach you. No arguments.”

Brian was in no shape to make any arguments. He was exhausted, his leg was killing him, and he hadn’t eaten since early morning and was growing weak. They drove to a near-by drive-in restaurant so they wouldn’t have to leave the car in case the hospital called. After a greasy hamburger and fries, Brian was ready to nap. He dozed off as they were driving and when he woke up, they were at his house.

“What are we doing here?” he asked.

“This is where you live, and more importantly, this is where your bed is. Go, get some sleep. I’ll wait at the hospital, and I’ll let you know if there’s any change at all. I can be back here for you in ten minutes if necessary. You can’t go on forever with no sleep.”

“If she wakes up when I’m not there, tell her I’m coming,” Brian requested.

“I’ll tell her. She’s going to be all right, Brian.”


 

Chapter 5


 

Brian slept soundly for eight hours, the sweet dreamless sleep that is more restful than any other. He took a cab back to the hospital at five. He found Paul stationed at his old post beside Emily’s bed. They spoke in whispers.

“I think I saw her stir a little, but I’m not sure,” Paul commented. “Are you feeling better now that you’ve slept?”

“Yes, thanks, I am. Now it’s your turn.”

“Sounds good. Let me know if there’s any change. I’ll be back this afternoon.” And he was gone.

Brian stood next to the bed and noticed that the bruise that had consumed much of the right side of Emily’s face was fading quickly. She looked more herself. When he leaned over to kiss her cheek, he was sure that she reacted, stirred a little. He kissed her again, and there was definitely a movement in her head. He pressed the button that summoned the nurse and told her to inform the doctor.

“Emily,” he said softly, almost chanting it as he stroked her arm. “Emily, wake up.”

Dr. Vogler entered the room silently and motioned Brian to go ahead and speak to her again.

“Emily, it’s time to wake up, sweetheart. Emily...”

Her eyes fluttered briefly and she looked directly at Brian with a somewhat puzzled expression. Finally there came the sound that he had waited the three longest days of his life to hear.

“Hi.”

“Hi. I’m glad to see you.”

Looking with her eyes moving rather than her head, she said simply, “Hospital?”

“Yes. You’re at County Hospital. Everything’s going to be all right.”

She smiled a little and said weakly, “You said that before, in the snow.”

He returned her smile, “And I was right then too, wasn’t I?”

She moved slightly as if trying to ascertain what all might be broken and in need of repair. A look of pain flashed across her face, and was gone. “What happened?”

At this he looked at Dr. Vogler, who stepped forward to the side of the bed where Emily could see him. Brian said, “This is Dr. Vogler, he’s been taking care of you.”

“Hello, Miss Stone. I need to ask you some questions, all right?” At her murmur, he continued, “Do you know your full name?”

“Emily Frances Stone.”

“Do you know this gentleman’s name?”

“Brian Stuart McClellan.”

“Who is the President of the United States?”

“Barack Obama. Are you trying to figure whether or not I’ve got any marbles left?”

The doctor smiled, “Something like that. What’s the last thing you remember?”

Emily’s brow crinkled briefly as she concentrated, but she found the gesture painful, and closed her eyes instead, “I was at work. They had a wedding shower for me. It was nice. I worked and then...I don’t remember anything after that.” Opening her eyes, she asked again, “What happened?”

Dr. Vogler answered quickly before Brian could get a word in, “Let’s don’t think about that right now. Let’s just concentrate on taking care of you. Why don’t we ask Dr. McClellan to step outside and we’ll see how you’re doing?”

Emily reluctantly let go of Brian’s hand and spoke softly. “You won’t go far will you?”

“I’ll be right outside your door.”

When Dr. Vogler emerged from the room, he told Brian that Emily was doing remarkably well. “We’ll want to do a number of tests to ascertain what impairments there might be. I think it would be best to wait to tell her about the assault until she’s a little stronger.”

Brian disagreed, “Everybody in this city who’s read a newspaper in the last two days knows what happened to her, I think she’s got a right to know what she’s dealing with.”

Dr. Vogler spoke patiently, and, Brian thought, patronizingly, “I have to go with my best judgment on this. The orthopedist tells me that she should have surgery to put some hardware into that arm as soon as possible. I don’t want to upset her while she’s still facing that. We’re going to move her into a regular room and give her something for pain. Try to keep her still and quiet.”

“Have you explained her injuries to her? Have you told her about the surgery?” Brian asked.

“I told her she would be having surgery on her arm in the morning. I’ve also told her in general terms that she has other injuries. I told her not to be concerned about the memory loss. It’s not unusual for patients with trauma to the head to suffer memory loss for the time before and after the blow.”

“Yes,” Brian said caustically, “I’m aware of that.”

“I think at this stage that we need to prevent her from worrying or being upset. I hope I can count on your cooperation.”

“It’s not the way that Emily and I usually deal with one another, but I understand that you have the final word,” Brian said diplomatically.


Brian accompanied Emily to her new room and was present when she was given medication for pain. It took almost immediate effect.

“My head is getting fuzzy,” she said. “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me what’s going on?”

“I have very strict orders from Dr. Vogler to be the voice of sweetness and light and to keep you still and quiet.” It went against everything they had ever meant to each other for him to be so much less than candid with her, but there was a least a part of him that was glad that she wasn’t going to know the truth for a while. He didn’t look forward to the task of telling her how the world had treated her.

She was soon dozing fitfully. When she stirred in her sleep, she would wince in pain and waken. Occasionally, she would speak, not very coherently. At one point she asked, “Brian, what day is it?”

“It’s Saturday.”

That seemed to startle her. “I missed two whole days then. How did I manage that?”

“It’s nothing to worry about, it’s just because you had a concussion.” That answer seemed to satisfy her and she drifted off again.

In another moment of wakefulness, she said, “My ring is gone.”

Brian was scrambling for an answer to that, and could only come up with, “It’s nothing to worry about, sweetheart.”

“Is it all right?”

Not even knowing what she meant exactly, he murmured reassuringly, “Yes, everything’s fine.”

Paul arrived in the late afternoon and found Brian waiting in the empty room. Emily had been taken for more x-rays.

“How is she?” Paul asked.

“She’s been awake sort of off and on all day. She doesn’t remember anything about the attack, and Vogler has forbidden me to talk to her about it. I don’t agree with that strategy, but I don’t feel I’m in any position to argue with him. They’re going to do surgery to install a pin in her arm tomorrow. She’s pretty heavily medicated at the moment, but I know she wants to see you, she’s been asking for you.”

She was brought back to her room and moved back into her bed. When she was settled, Brian brought Paul in announcing, “Look what the cat’s dragged in.”

“Hello, Paul,” Emily said, “if you can find a place that isn’t black and blue, come and kiss it.”

Following her instructions carefully, Paul kissed her forehead and said, “Hello, Emily. Is this slob taking good care of you?”

“Yes, but I need you to do me a favor,” she said. “Pack him up and make him go home. He won’t admit it, but I know his leg is killing him.”

“I’ll take him with me when I go, okay? Are they keeping you pretty well doped up?” he asked, noticing that she seemed to have trouble keeping her eyes open.

“Yes, my head feels like it’s stuffed with cotton wool. They’re going to put a safety pin in my arm tomorrow.” Her voice was slurred and anyone who didn’t know better would think she had been drinking.

Paul smiled, “A safety pin, huh? Well, that ought to fix you right up. Why don’t we get out of here and let you sleep?” Turning to Brian, he added, “I’ll wait for you out in the hall.”

Brian leaned over the bed and spoke softly, “Promise me you’ll sleep all night and have happy dreams.” At her murmured assent, he whispered, “Goodnight, my sweet Emily, I love you.”

As Brian and Paul were stepping into the elevator they noticed its only other occupant was Detective Hoffstedter. The policeman looked both tired and perturbed. “Gentlemen,” he said, “how is Miss Stone?”

Brian answered, “Weak, but doing pretty well under the circumstances.”

“I’ve just come from speaking to the doctor on call. He informs me that she has no recollection whatsoever of the attack she suffered.”

“Yes, that’s true. The doctor in charge of her case has left strict orders about that. She’s not to be told anything about what happened to her until she’s stronger.” Brian’s opinion of those orders was obvious from his disdainful tone.

As the elevator reached the ground floor all three men stepped out and continued their conversation in the lobby of the hospital.

The detective shrugged almost philosophically. “Well, we have physical evidence, and we know the blood type of the perpetrator. We’re compiling a list of every male Miss Stone knows. We’ve been in touch with the Wake County sheriff’s office to inquire about the brother, but it appears he was in custody for drunk driving and driving without a license at the time of the assault. Our best bet at this point may well be the ring. If somebody tries to pawn it and that somebody is B positive, we’ll have something.” Up until this point the detective had sounded like he was mostly just thinking out loud. His tone suddenly changed as he asked, in an obvious attempt to sound nonchalant, “What blood type are you, Doctor McClellan?”

Brian’s response was immediate and furious, “Do you really think that I…”

Paul interrupted, “The man’s trying to do his job, Brian.” Turning to the detective, he said, “I imagine I’m on your list, too. I’m A negative.”

Brian made an obvious effort to control his voice and said in a low voice, “My blood type is O.”

The detective’s response was, “There’s something I want to explain to you about victims, Dr. McClellan. I deal with a lot of victims, people of all sorts who get hurt by other people. You get a case where a woman has been at a party drinking until two in the morning, accepts a ride home from a complete stranger, invites him up to her apartment, and he rapes her; that’s one kind of victim. I do a thorough job of investigating a case like that, but I don’t go out of my way, I don’t lose any sleep over it. The department brass wants cases like that solved, but they don’t lose any sleep over it either, because the public doesn’t get stirred up over a case like that. How can the police be expected to prevent that kind of situation from turning into rape?” The detective’s voice had shifted down an octave, as though he were imparting a well kept secret. He continued, “This case is different. This is a county employee, a nice lady minding her own business, abducted in broad daylight. This creep set a trap and then waited for her to come along, and when he was done, he left her for dead. That makes me mad; things like that ought not to happen. That’s the way the public looks at it and that’s the way I look at it. I don’t care who I offend or how obnoxious I have to make myself, there’s not a lot I won’t do to break a case like this.” His voice returned to its usual officious tone. “Thank you, gentlemen, for your cooperation. I’ll keep you informed of our progress.”


 

Emily’s surgery was conducted early on Sunday morning at the quietest time of the hospital’s week. She had already been sedated when Brian arrived. He decided the best place to wait for her was in her room. It would probably be a matter of hours before the surgery was complete and she was out of recovery. The days of waiting which he had already endured had taken their toll on his patience. He thought briefly about leaving the hospital, but he could think of nowhere else he would rather be. 


A nurse stopped in to change the linen on the bed and reported that the surgery had gone well and the patient was in recovery. 


Emily was brought back to her room at about noon, groggy but conscious. Brian watched as she was very carefully transferred back into her bed, a process made more difficult by the heavy cast on the arm.

“Hello, Emily. How are you, darling?”

“I’m sort of sleepy still. It would be nice to be able to think clearly.” There was a trace of annoyance in her voice.

The nurse brought in a device which Brian recognized as an automatic medication dispenser, or “pain machine.” The patient was linked to the dispenser through an intravenous tube. When the patient began to experience discomfort, she could push a button and the machine would dispense a pain-relieving medication. At one time, doctors would not have been willing to put such a device at a patient’s disposal, thinking it would result in addiction. But as more was learned about the deleterious affects of pain on the healing process, the pain machines were more commonly used. Brian listened as the nurse explained to Emily how the device worked. He wondered if she would actually use it. He had at one time thought that Emily had a very high threshold for pain. The bruise she had sustained at the library when his parents had been visiting would have most people downing pills in no time, but Emily had shrugged it off as “no big deal.” He had come to believe after her fall with the coffee cup that in fact, she suffered from pain as much as anybody, but was for some reason uncomfortable discussing it. There was something vaguely troubling to Brian about this.

Paul arrived just after Emily fell asleep. He whispered to Brian, “It won’t be much of a Sunday feast, but let’s at least grab a sandwich in the coffee shop before she wakes up.”

Over their meager meal, they discussed the question of Emily’s pain response. Paul had observed the same reluctance on her part to acknowledge pain, and offered his explanation. “Emily has spoken on several occasions about the verbal abuse she suffered as a child and the occasional slap, but has never spoken about any extensive physical abuse. From what I’ve seen, I think she’s denying that part of her memory, even to herself. I think that she may well have been beaten as a child, and simply be unable to deal with it. If that’s the case, this current crisis may well trigger some serious problems. Of course, I could be way off base here. It’s something to keep in mind.”

Brian’s pain and concern were evident. He could not say that this possibility had never occurred to him, but he just hated thinking of it. He could certainly understand why Emily’s mind recoiled from doing so. “What can I do that would help her?”

“Make her admit that she hurts. That would be a first step.” 



 

They returned to the room to find Emily more awake and alert than she had been since her admission to the hospital. The head of her bed was elevated so that she could look around the room comfortably. There wasn’t much to see, a flower arrangement from Doctor and Mrs. McClellan, a potted plant with a card signed by the library staff, and four bare walls. 


“I think I liked being in the hospital better when I couldn’t see how dreary it is,” she commented. “Have you two been feasting without me? I hope so.”

“We just had a sandwich. You’ll probably be able to have solid food tomorrow.” Brian answered, “How do you feel?”

“Oh, not too bad. It’s good to be able to think. Isn’t it about time somebody told me what happened?”

Brian didn’t want to answer as he did, but felt obliged to follow doctor’s orders. “We’re forbidden to discuss it until your doctor says it’s all right.”

Emily looked thoughtful. “Is it something that would upset me?”

“Let’s talk about something else,” Brian suggested. From that point throughout the rest of the afternoon, Brian and Paul basically dominated the conversation. They talked about baseball, a movie Paul had seen, and anything else they could think of that would keep the conversation within the stipulated barriers. 


Emily seemed to be thinking her own thoughts and not paying much attention. She asked during a lull in the small talk, “Which one is my doctor, there have been several tromping in and out of here.”

“Dr. Vogler, the one who asked you who the President is when you first came to, is the doctor in charge of your case. He’s a neurologist,” Brian responded.

“I don’t think he’s been here today,” Emily said.

“No, I think he’s off duty today. I’m sure he’ll be here to see you tomorrow,” Brian said.

Paul left at twilight, and Emily and Brian were left alone. Emily said, “You know it’s hard to find anything to say when you’re not allowed to talk about what you want to talk about.”

“Darling, I’m sorry, but I have to go along with what your doctor thinks is best. Why don’t we talk about something I want to talk about?”

“All right,” she replied, “what?”

“I’ve been watching you all afternoon and I haven’t seen you push the button on your pain machine once. Why is that?”

“I haven’t felt all that badly. Besides, I’ve had enough of being doped up for a while.” She seemed uncomfortable with the topic of conversation.

“Emily, you don’t have to wait until you’re in terrible pain to use the medication. It’s here to make you more comfortable when you hurt. I want you to use it tonight so you can sleep, all right?

“Yes, Doctor. The trouble is there are too many doctors around here, and they all want to tell me what to do. I’m going to tell you what to do for a change. Come over here and kiss me.”

Brian smiled and leaned over the bed, intending a pleasant little peck, but Emily obviously had something more passionate in mind. He pulled away slightly and said very softly, “Emily...”

“What’s the matter?” there was a strange tone of suspiciousness in her voice.

Brian said awkwardly, “Nothing, sweetheart, I just think you need to take it easy until you’re feeling better.”

Emily blushed and said, “I’m sorry, I guess I didn’t think of that. Maybe I’d better try to sleep now.”

Her abrupt dismissal and the redness of her face told him that he had upset her, but he thought anything he tried to do to make amends would only make things worse. He wished her a pleasant good night and was gone.


 

Chapter 6


 

When Emily woke up Monday morning, her first thought of the day was that she wanted to find out what the cause of her injuries was. She had been considering possibilities, and grew more and more upset with each scenario she devised. She finally decided in an arbitrary way that she must have wrecked her car, people get all sorts of strange injuries in car accidents, and they weren’t telling her because the other driver involved must have been killed. The next step in her logic was to simply check the newspaper. An accident like that would certainly be reported prominently.

The nurse who brought in her morning medication was one of those professionally cheerful people who think they brighten up a room just by walking into it. After Emily had dutifully taken her pill, she asked the smiling nurse, “Could I please have some newspapers? I need to catch up on all the news.”

The nurse’s smile cracked just slightly as she said, “Well, I’ll have to ask Dr. Vogler when he comes in.”

“Why should it matter to him whether or not I have a newspaper?” Emily asked.

Still grinning stiffly, the nurse answered inanely, “Doctor’s orders,” and left the room.

It seemed to Emily that this response simply proved her hypothesis that something awful had happened because of her driving. In a short time, the young student nurse who was the bottom rung on the labor ladder in the hospital came in to bring her some juice. Emily decided to try a different tack. “I’ve misplaced my newspaper from the end of last week and I hadn’t finished reading it yet. Do you think you could find me a copy anywhere, maybe lying around in one of the waiting rooms or something? She tried to sound sort of pitiful, and goodness knows, she thought to herself, she looked the part.

“Oh, sure,” the innocent young nurse said. She was back in less than fifteen minutes with newspapers for Friday and Saturday. Emily thanked her profusely, and began her reading.

Fifteen minutes later, Emily’s breakfast arrived. Fifteen minutes after that, the nurse came in to see if Emily needed any help eating, and found the meal untouched.

“Miss Stone, aren’t you going to eat your breakfast?” she said in a tone that Emily found condescending. Emily picked the tray up with her good arm and hurled it against the wall. The nurse began to make clucking noises of disapproval and to lecture on the sins of being a temperamental patient. She bent over to pick up the debris, and when she stood up, saw that Emily had pulled the IV out of her arm and had a furious look on her face.

“What on earth are you doing?” the nurse said, appalled.

Emily offered no explanation other than a stony glare.

When Brian arrived on the ward in the morning he was greeted by a nurse with the message that Dr. Vogler wanted to see him right away. He went to the neurologist’s office on the fourth floor and told the secretary who he was. After a short wait, he was shown in.

“Well, Dr. McClellan, you missed the fireworks this morning. Miss Stone had what I think could be accurately described as a temper tantrum.”

“Emily?” Brian was astonished. “What did she do?”

“We tried to start her on solid food, but she threw her breakfast tray against the wall. She then pulled out her IV and knocked over the stand. The nurse sent for me, and I tried to calm her down, but I had to threaten her with restraints before she would be still long enough to re-insert the IV.”

Brian could not conceive of Emily demonstrating such behavior. “I’ve never even known her to raise her voice,” he explained. “Could she have had a bad reaction to some medication?”

“The only medication she’s had is an antibiotic and a minimal amount of analgesic. She refuses even to talk to me. I’m hoping you can get to the bottom of this. I think it might well be prudent to call in a psychiatrist.” The neurologist left no room for discussion, so Brian excused himself and went with some trepidation to Emily’s room.

“Good morning, Emily. How are you feeling today?”

She reached into the drawer of her bedside table and drew out a section of newspaper. Through clenched teeth she said, “Why don’t you read this and tell me how I’m feeling?”

It was the write-up of her attack that had been run in the local paper Friday morning. It reported that police were investigating the brutal rape of a county employee believed to have been abducted from the library parking lot. It also described in graphic detail the conditions under which the unfortunate librarian had been found. Emily was not mentioned by name.

“Where did you get this?” Brian asked in a flat tone of voice.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Brian spoke carefully in a calm voice, “ I can understand that you’re angry about having to hear about this from the newspaper, but Dr. Vogler felt strongly that it would be best to wait to talk to you about it until you were stronger.”

“And since when does Brian McClellan ever listen to anybody on the subject of what’s best for me? Brian McClellan knows better than anybody, including me, what’s best for me. He is always in charge. He makes all the decisions. You picked a fine time to abdicate your role as the great dictator.” Her speech was clipped and each word flew at him in its own little cloud of rage.

Brian struggled to keep his composure, “It would be easier to talk about this if you would calm down.”

“I don’t want to calm down, and I don’t want to talk about it. The whole subject disgusts me. I disgust me. It’s no wonder you didn’t want to kiss me last night. I don’t want to be kissed by anybody ever again.”

There was a coldness in her anger that chilled, even frightened him. Usually he was unnerved most by her tears, but he would have vastly preferred tears to this cold fury. “Emily, I’m sorry. Obviously I was wrong not to tell you what happened. I think what’s important now is that we get to work putting this behind us and getting on with our life.”

“Right. Wave a magic wand and it didn’t happen. ‘Getting on with our life’? We don’t have a life, Brian, it’s over. It died a tragic death in the parking garage of the county library.” She stopped because she was overcome by a wave of pain. When she recovered her breath, she continued. “Go away, Brian, leave me alone. I don’t want to see you, and I don’t want Paul in here with his bag of psychiatrist’s tricks either. I can’t remember ever feeling so betrayed.”

There was nothing left for him to say, and he knew it. It would be pointless to try to have a meaningful conversation with her in her current frame of mind. It was painful for him to see her so hurt, so angry, and to know that he was in some measure responsible. Their relationship had always been built on honesty. All the progress they had both made in defeating old demons had come through facing hard truths, and he had deprived her of the ability to do that. He could have defied the doctor’s orders and told her the truth, but he didn’t want to have to see her pain when she found out how she had been violated. He had followed the path of least resistance, and it had led him to this disastrous pass.

He left a message at Dr. Vogler’s office explaining why Emily was so angry, he could have waited to see the neurologist, but was in no mood to deal with him. He felt more than ever that he should have told Emily the truth regardless of what her doctor said.

He followed his first impulse, which was to call Paul, if only to warn him that Emily didn’t want to see him. Paul was on duty at the hospital, and so the two agreed to meet for dinner at Brian’s house.

With a day to kill, Brian decided to check in briefly at his office and tidy up things there that required his attention. Co-workers were uncomfortable around him, unsure of what to say to a man who was supposed to be getting married in less than a week, but whose fiancé was the victim of an assault. Hallmark doesn’t make a card for it.

When he got home, he set about the small housekeeping tasks that pile up when neglected. Every thing he turned to seemed to remind him of Emily. The Monet print with its blue and purple overtones that Emily said made her feel peaceful, the couch where she loved to take a nap, the fireplace where she would stare for hours at the flames and think her deepest thoughts.

When Paul arrived they shared a quiet meal. When it was over they sat outside on the deck to enjoy the cool night air and the darkness that sometimes makes conversation easier. Paul was the first to speak, “So, what exactly did she say?”

Brian related Emily’s diatribe; he remembered it word for word with painful clarity. He described the icy-cold fury in her voice, the finality in the way she put things, the self-loathing she was obviously feeling. He felt the fear all over again as he described the conversation.

“Do you think she means it, that she really doesn’t want to see you anymore?” Paul asked.

“No, I think she was just lashing out because she was so angry about not knowing what happened to her. It was frightening to see her so upset, and in so much pain.” Brian answered.

Paul sat quietly for a minute as though contemplating whether or not to make an observation. Finally he spoke, carefully picking his words. “I could certainly be wrong here, but I think Emily has known what happened to her since at least yesterday when her head cleared out after the anesthesia wore off. I think reading it in the newspaper forced her to stop denying what she already knew.”

Brian immediately asked, “Do you think that she remembers the experience?”

“No, I think the trauma to the head really did cause those memories to be lost. But she had plenty of evidence from which to figure things out. There was a mirror on her bedside table yesterday. She could see her face, she could feel the bruises all over her body. She looked like a classic case of assault. And a when a thirty-three year old virgin is raped, there’s got to be pain that can’t be attributed in her mind to anything else. You know the first step in the grieving process is denial. Emily could deny the experience, but not once she read it in the newspaper. Now she’s been forced into the next phase of the process, anger.”

“She was certainly plenty angry. So, what do I do? If she ever calms down enough to talk to me, what do I say?” Brian asked.

“I’m going to sound like a shrink here, but what do you think you should do?” Paul said in response.

“Well, she’s still ignoring the physical pain. I think she’s got to admit that she hurts both physically and emotionally. I think I should stop trying to cheer her up and let her be sad until she’s finished. I’ve seen Emily cry over stories of lost children on the evening news, I’ve seen her cry over a stray cat, but I haven’t seen her shed a single tear since this whole nightmare started. I think I’ve got to make it okay for her to cry.”

“Sounds to me like you’ve got a pretty good handle on it. I would like to ask a nosy question. What did she mean when she said it was no wonder you didn’t want to kiss her? Did you not want to kiss her?”

“Of course I wanted to kiss her, but I didn’t want to hurt her. It didn’t seem right to be getting passionate right there in her hospital room. I was afraid that being so close to me might trigger some sort of fear related to her attack.” Brian’s answer rang true, and Paul explained why he had asked the question.

“I’ve seen men who were involved with rape victims pull away because, whether they were willing to admit it or not, they were repelled by women that they had previously been attracted to. If you feel that way to any degree, you need to deal with those feelings, because Emily will sense them and they could be devastating to her.”

Brian thought about what Paul had said very carefully, “I honestly don’t think I feel that way. Certainly I can relate to what you’re saying. I’ve seen women who were repelled by the sight of my arm, and it’s a deflating experience at best. It would have been awful if Emily had reacted to me that way. When I look at her now I feel as attracted to her as I’ve ever been, maybe more so because I’d like to try to replace the negative image in her mind and give her some positive feelings about her body.”

They spent the remainder of the evening largely in companionable silence. When Paul left it was with the assurance which he had made before, “She’s going to be all right, Brian, but you’ve got to give her time.”


 

The next day Brian went to the hospital and waited for an hour for the chance to speak to Dr. Vogler.

The confidence the neurologist carried with him as he strode into the office grated on Brian’s nerves, but he bit his tongue and simply asked, “How is Emily?”

“When she calmed down yesterday we did several tests and noticed a tendency to some trouble with eye-hand coordination, but I think that will pass. We are concerned about this new wave of despondency, and I’ve asked Dr. Harper to see her.”

“Dr. Harper, I take it, is a psychiatrist?” Brian asked the question in a flat tone of voice, masking the derision he wanted to express. Emily had made her opinions on the subject of psychiatry quite plain, the only exception that she saw being Paul, and at the moment she wasn’t speaking to him either.

“Yes, he’s a very competent therapist. He had a visit with her yesterday, and intends to see her again today, after which we will consult on the case.” Brian talked to many professional colleagues as part of his work, but studiously avoided the word “consult” as sounding pompous.

“I would like to talk to Dr. Harper, if that’s possible.”

“Well, I don’t think I’d have any objection to that. Why don’t you make an appointment with his secretary?”


 

Dr. Leo Harper was a small, thin man, five feet seven or so, with a fairly thin black beard and black horn-rimmed glasses. He had his first visit with Emily approximately two hours after her “temper tantrum.” Since Brian had left her room, she had refused to speak to anyone. When Dr. Harper entered the room and introduced himself, she had begun to calm down slightly. She was prepared to be civil, or at least try.

“I’ve read your chart and am aware of the extent of your injuries. I was asked by Dr. Vogler to come and chat with you. I think he felt that it might benefit you to talk about what’s bothering you.” As he spoke, he sat in a chair with his fingers intertwined in front of him.

“I see.” Emily responded non-committally.

“You’ve had a very traumatic experience.”

“So I read in the newspaper.” The acid in her voice was unmistakable. 


“You recall nothing about it?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Well, why don’t you tell me something about yourself, Emily?” the doctor asked in a genial voice. 


“Well, the first thing I’ll tell you is that where I come from a gentleman does not address a lady by her first name unless he has been invited to do so.”

“Does it bother you that I addressed you by your first name?”

“If it doesn’t bother you that you’re not a gentleman, I guess it doesn’t bother me, either.” The primness in her tone would have suited a charter member of the Daughters of the Confederacy.

“I seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot; perhaps we should start over. Would you please tell me something about yourself, Miss Stone?”

“I’m thirty-three years old, single, a librarian, born and reared in Raleigh. I’m a Christian. I like classical music. ” 


When he realized that no other information was forthcoming, he asked, “Do I understand correctly that you’re engaged to be married?”

“Yes, although I obviously won’t make it for the wedding planned for this Saturday.” There was a slight unbending of the stiffness at this point, but it didn’t last.

“Tell me about your intended.” There was a studied nonchalance in his attitude, as if he was simply passing time rather than asking impertinent or nosy questions.

“I fail to see any possible reason why he need be a subject of our conversation.”

“I thought that perhaps he might be part of what is upsetting you.”

“I am...annoyed that he chose not to tell me the circumstances of my injuries, but I understand he was operating under limitations imposed by Dr. Vogler.”

“Is there any reason why you don’t care to discuss your fiancé with me?”

“I’m still not entirely sure why I should discuss anything whatsoever with you.”

At this point the psychiatrist surprised her by grinning and saying, “What could it hurt?”

Emily was rather disarmed at this approach. There was a tone in her voice that implied that the best way to deal with people like this is to humor them. “His name is Brian McClellan. He’s a pathologist at the School of Medicine. He likes impressionist art and baseball. What else do you want to know?”

“What does he look like?”

“Well, he’s tall, six feet two, and he has red hair and blue eyes. He’s sort of thin. He’s very attractive.”

“How old is Dr. McClellan?”

Emily’s already thin patience finally gave out completely. “What difference does that make? What difference does any of this make? A person becomes the victim of a random act of urban violence and is upset about it, so they say she needs a psychiatrist. Does that make sense to you?”

“What do...”

“Oh, please, don’t ask me what I think. I think you’re an idiot, I think this is a terrible hospital, and I think I’ve had enough of this conversation.”

The psychiatrist smiled his best professional smile and stood to go. “Perhaps you’ll feel more like talking tomorrow.”


 

And so while Brian was talking to Dr. Vogler the next day, Dr. Harper had his second visit with Emily.

“Good morning, Miss Stone.”

It was a good thing that Dr. Harper had a tough hide, because the look of deflation at the sight of him that passed across Emily’s face would have wilted a more sensitive man.

“I thought perhaps this morning we could discuss your childhood. Of course, that sounds like a stereotypical thing for a psychiatrist to say, but it is true that childhood experiences often have an effect on the way we react to situations in adulthood.”

Emily did not hide the disdain she felt, “I had a dreadful childhood. Now if I had grown up at Sunnybrook Farm, do you suppose I would have a different reaction to being attacked and left for dead?”

“If you had, as you say, grown up on Sunnybrook Farm, do you think you would have thrown your food against the wall and pulled out your IV yesterday?” Emily didn’t answer. She knew that he had scored a point. He continued, “What was dreadful about your childhood?”

Emily was very tired and more in a spirit of resignation than cooperation, she answered his question, “My father didn’t like me. He went out of his way to make that abundantly clear.”

“How did that make you feel?”

“Terrible, worthless, embarrassed. Nothing I did pleased him, I felt like a failure. I’ve outgrown all of that.”

“How did you manage that?”

“I became a Christian, for one thing,. Then I met Brian, and I looked at myself in a different way. I feel very secure about myself now.”

“Does what happened in the past week change that feeling of security?”

“The only way I even know what happened last week was to read it in the newspaper. I still know who I am, and I like who I am. And if I’ve learned nothing else in the last week, I’ve learned how much I’m loved.”

“Dr. McClellan must be a very special person, a very wise man. How old is he?”

“He’s forty-seven.” Emily began to suspect that she knew where this was going.

The psychiatrist now shifted to another line of questions which seemed totally unrelated. “One of the things I’ve been hearing in your comments about the last week is your frustration. Would it be a fair statement to say that you’re feeling powerless?”

“Yes, I suppose so. Perhaps overpowered as well.” she answered warily.

“Is that the way you felt as a child when your father didn’t like you?” 


“Yes, I was powerless.”

“That’s an interesting parallel, don’t you think?” Emily thought there was something inane in the way the psychiatrist acted as if his mind was wandering, when it was obvious to her that he had an agenda, 


“I’m going to clue you in on a little secret, Dr. Harper, I don’t like you. I don’t like the way you ask questions, and I don’t like the way you impute significance to things that simply don’t matter. I consider this interview over, and I have no intention of having any further discourse with you. Now go away.” 



 

When Brian called Dr. Harper’s office later that day to ask for an appointment in reference to Emily Stone, the nurse said that Dr. Harper was assigning Miss Stone to another psychiatrist. Dr. Vogler was out for the rest of the day, and there was no one left around who was either willing or able to explain to Brian exactly what was going on. There seemed nothing to do but wait until Emily calmed down enough to talk to him.


 

Brian went to bed early that day and was sound asleep by ten o’clock when the phone rang. He reached for it in the darkness, saying a little prayer that it wasn’t bad news.

“Hello, Brian, it’s Emily. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“That’s okay, sweetheart, are you all right?” his concern carried over the telephone line as clearly as the words themselves.

“I feel awful about the things I said to you the other day. I don’t know what possessed me to be so ugly. I didn’t want to wait any longer to apologize. I’m sorry, Brian.” 


“It’s all right. Don’t worry about it. I understood why you were so angry. I should have told you the truth.” 


“I’m going to let you get back to sleep, Brian. Do you want to come and see me tomorrow?” She asked timidly, as though afraid of the answer.

“Of course I do. I can hardly wait. Sleep well, Emily. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”


 

When Brian arrived at the hospital the next morning, and tapped on the door, he was told to wait. After what seemed an inordinately long time, the door finally opened and the nurse emerged, laundry in tow. Brian knocked and was invited in.

“Good morning, did you enjoy your bath?” he asked smiling.

“It was certainly a major production number trying to keep this cast dry and these tubes untangled.” As she spoke, she was gingerly combing her hair. “It feels good to be clean again. So you had two days to yourself, what have you been up to?”

“Just odds and ends, mostly I thought about you,” he answered.

“Yes, I can well imagine what you must have been thinking about me. You sit around this awful hospital for days and days worrying yourself sick, only to be thrown out on your ear by a shrew.”

“Well, it’s forgotten now. What have you been doing with yourself?”

“Not much. I pitched a fit with the psychiatrist they sent in here yesterday. I must never take Paul’s good sense for granted again, because the one they sent me didn’t have any. So that’s two men I’ve thrown out of here. Why do you put up with such an ill-tempered woman?”

Brian smiled and crossed the room, sitting next to her on the bed. “I can think of several reasons.” He leaned over the bed with the intention of kissing her, but felt her stiffen and asked, “Is something the matter?”

“No, I just had a little twinge in my arm, it’s nothing.”

Brian walked over to read the monitors on the pain machine at the side of the bed. “You know you’ve hardly used any of this. Are you sure you understand how it works? All you have to do is push the button when you have pain. You don’t enjoy having your arm hurt, do you?”

“It just isn’t that bad.”

“Emily, darling, love of my life, it doesn’t have to be ‘that bad.’” He was trying, with limited success, not to sound exasperated.

Brian was prepared to lecture her kindly on the fallacy of the saying “no pain, no gain” when the orthopedic surgeon came in and examined Emily’s arm briefly. Brian couldn’t help but notice that Emily’s jaw stayed clenched throughout the whole examination, even when the doctor was barely touching her fingertips. It wasn’t as if she was in pain so much as she seemed intensely uncomfortable with the idea that someone was touching her.


Dr. Vogler came shortly after that and Brian waited outside. When the neurologist emerged, Brian asked him, “How long do you foresee it will be necessary for Emily to stay in the hospital?”

“That’s difficult to say. I’d say several more days at least.” This answer seemed to Brian to be evasive. He decided to be blunt.

“I’d like to take her home as soon as possible. Obviously we won’t be getting married Saturday, but I’d at least like to have her out of the hospital on her intended wedding day.”

“I doubt that’s going to be possible, Dr. McClellan. We’ll have to see what kind of progress she makes.” With that, he left.

Brian went back into the room to find Emily squirming around in her bed. “That man makes me nervous,” she said. “Poke, poke, poke. And always, ‘Does that hurt?’ When he knows perfectly well what hurts.”

“I have to admit he’s not at the top of my list of favorite people either, but he is supposed to be one of the best around in his field. You know, poking at you is his job.” Brian tried not to sound condescending, as one doctor automatically sticking up for another.

Emily’s response was a sighed, “I suppose so.” She lay back in bed with her eyes closed.

Brian could read that face like he could read a lab report on an autopsy. He knew what she was thinking even when she steadfastly refused to admit it. He crossed the room and took her hand in his. “Tell me where it hurts.”

Automatically she responded, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I know you don’t, you never do. Do you think it will hurt less if you refuse to acknowledge it? It hurts me when I know you’re in pain and you’re wasting your energy trying to be stoic.”

“That’s not fair, Brian. How many times have I seen you at the end of a long day dragging that leg around, obviously in pain, and do you ever come to me and say, ‘Emily, I hurt’?” She made no effort to hide the annoyance she felt.

“No, I guess I don’t. I don’t like to emphasize the fact that I’m disabled.” His voice had grown suddenly small.

Emily saw his discomfort and her face flushed as she fought back the frustration that had been gathering throughout the conversation. “Brian, I’m sorry. I’m being cruel because I’m angry. I hate this. I hate that stupid machine that is supposed to stop the pain, I hate having tubes in my arm, I hate everything about this place. I hate wondering what I should have done differently so that I wouldn’t have gotten attacked, but I don’t know because I don’t even know how it happened. Yes, I hurt. My head hurts, and my arm hurts, and it hurts when I breathe, and it hurts where he...” She stopped to catch a breath, and because she didn’t have the strength to say aloud what she wanted to say about where she hurt.

As he was listening to her tirade, Brian knew it all had to come out. There was a voice inside him saying “Cry, Emily. I know you. You’ll feel better if you cry.” But her eyes remained dry and her voice got colder and harder with every word she spoke.

“I don’t know who to hate. Shall I hate God because of this? I told you you shouldn’t hate God because He let you get hurt in the war, so how can I hate Him for this? There’s a nameless, faceless stranger out there with B positive blood and my engagement ring in his pocket. Shall I hate him, shall I let my hatred of him sour my life?” Suddenly the pace and tone of her voice changed. The anger left it and it became flat and lifeless. She took a deep breath and continued in a slow, soft voice, “Last night when I called you so late, it occurred to me that you were in your bed, undressed. I’ve had that in my mind for months, the image of you like that, and I’ve fantasized about what it would be like to be in that bed with you. It was always pleasant . But now when I think about it, it scares me to death. And then my fear makes me ashamed.”

The little voice in Brian was saying, “All right, if you won’t cry, I will.” He struggled for several moments to control his voice. He crossed the room to look at the flowers on the table, and then returned to her side. “I can understand your anger. I’d be worried if you weren’t angry about all of this. I can understand, too, why you feel hostile about what happened and about what you’re still having to go through here. I can even understand why you’re afraid to be close to me. I know that I’ll have to be very gentle and very patient, and that’s fine. But I can’t see any reason why you should feel ashamed. You haven’t done anything to be ashamed of. There wasn’t anything you should or could have done to stop what happened. I think that you’re using the pain you feel to punish yourself for something that isn’t your fault. I think it’s something you learned to do a long time ago.”

Emily pondered what Brian had said for some time before making her reply. “If I promise to do better about taking the pain medicine, will you forgive me for being so difficult?”

“Sounds like a good deal to me.” he said with a little smile.


 

Wednesday afternoon Emily enjoyed the company of several visitors. After actually managing to eat some of her lunch, with a lot of encouragement from Brian, she took a short nap. There was a knock on the door that woke her, and Detective Hoffstedter came in. Brian introduced the policeman to Emily. The detective explained to Brian that he had finally gotten permission from Dr. Vogler to ask Miss Stone a few questions. 


“I don’t want to tire you, Miss Stone, so if you feel at any time that you’d like me to go, just say so.” At her nod, he began his interrogation.

“What is the last thing you remember about Wednesday?”

Emily looked thoughtful, “I went to work at the library. I parked in my regular place. I went inside and the ladies had a surprise wedding shower for me. It was very nice. Then I worked for a while. I had lunch at my desk with some of the other people in my department. Then I worked on the computer for a while. I packed my gifts up to take them home.” After a pause, she said, “I’m sorry. I don’t remember anything after that.”

“Was there anything unusual in the garage that morning, perhaps a vehicle you didn’t recognize?” In true Southern style, the detective pronounced a heavy ‘h’ in vehicle.

“There were more cars there than usual at that hour, but it was because of the shower.”

“Did you have any occasion to go out to your car during the day Wednesday?”

“No. I never left the building all day.”

“Have you had the sensation at any time lately that someone was following you?”

“No.” 


“Have you had trouble of any sort with an old boyfriend, or perhaps a man asked you out and you turned him down and he didn’t like it?”

Emily smiled, “I don’t have any old boyfriends, nor any jilted suitors. The truth is that until Dr. McClellan came along, I was your standard issue, old-maid librarian.”

Detective Hoffstedter returned her smile, “I find that hard to believe, a pretty lady like you.”

What Brian found hard to believe was that this charming person was the same detective who had acted as if he considered both he and Paul suspects at one time. That surprise didn’t last long.

The questions were continuing, “Miss Stone, as part of my investigation, I talked to your doctors about your injuries. One of them told me that at some time in the past you had two other ribs broken, as well quite a few other injuries, and probably not treated. I realize it’s a mighty nosy question, but I need to know if you’ve ever been assaulted before. How did you get those other bones broken?”

Emily was obviously uncomfortable with the tack the conversation was taking, “I can’t imagine.”

Brian felt as if he had endured a blow himself. How could a person have broken ribs and not know it? He was reminded of Paul’s speculation about Emily’s childhood. He asked quickly, “Emily, you always said your father had a terrible temper, did he ever hit you hard enough to hurt you like that? Could he have...?”

But Emily interrupted him, “I don’t know. I think I hurt myself once when I fell out of a tree.”

The Detective asked, “How old were you when that happened? Did you see a doctor?”

Emily looked genuinely puzzled. “What can that possibly have to do with what happened last Wednesday?”

Again Brian interjected, speaking quite calmly under the circumstances. “The detective is trying to ascertain whether you have a boyfriend who makes a habit of beating you. It’s part of his job. Why don’t you answer his question? I’d like to hear about this falling out of a tree business myself.”

“I was twelve. It was just a couple of weeks before school started. I wasn’t supposed to climb trees, but the boys teased me, so I climbed this old oak tree in the woods behind the house. I was up really high and I lost my footing and fell. I guess I was out for a few minutes, because when I opened my eyes, the boys were long gone. It hurt something awful when I breathed, but I knew if I told anyone, I’d be in a lot of trouble, so I didn’t tell. I just sort of stayed out of sight, mostly I just stayed on my bed, for the rest of the summer. I guess that’s when I broke those ribs.” After a pause to catch her breath, she turned and focused her attention on the detective. “You didn’t really think Brian would do something like that, did you?”

For once, Hoffstedter looked slightly embarrassed, “No, ma’am, of course not, but like he said, it’s my job to ask.”

Emily said apologetically, “Well, I haven’t been very helpful, have I?”

“Obviously you can’t say what you can’t remember. I would ask that if anything does come to mind, if you do remember anything at all, please let me know.”

“I certainly will.”

When Emily and Brian were alone again, he said, “You never told me about that fall of yours.”

“That was when I was a kid, Brian. I climbed a tree I wasn’t supposed to climb and hurt myself. It rather paled into insignificance when I compared it to things that have happened to you .”

“Why didn’t you tell somebody when you were so hurt?” he asked, his concern still very much apparent.


“I would have gotten in trouble. I know, it was stupid, what can I say? I was a stupid child.”

At this point there was another knock at the door. At her bidding the door opened, and Jack Peterson stuck his head in. “Do you feel up to some company?”

“Sure,” Emily said, “Come on in.”

“I had to promise your doctor that I would only stay a minute. I just wanted to let you know I’ve been thinking about you. How are you getting along?”

“All right, I guess. I don’t think I’ll really feel like I’m recovering until I get out of the hospital.”

“Well, I hope that will be soon. I spend a lot of time visiting hospitals, and I know they’re not much fun.” Turning to Brian, he asked, “Are you feeling better than when last I saw you?”

Brian smiled and said, “Yes, some. I still have my moments, but I’m all right.”

Now it was Emily’s turn to be concerned, “Brian, have you been sick?”

“No, sweetheart, I’m fine,” Brian said, smiling warmly in her direction. “Jack came by here last Friday and found me feeling sort of low. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“Emily looks tired,” the clergyman observed, “so I’m going to go, but can we pray together first?”

“Emily is tired,” she announced after the minister had gone.

“Do you want me to go out and guard the door so no one else will bother you?” Brian asked.

“No, stay. I expect the tall, dark stranger will be along soon. I suppose you told him about that snide remark I made about him.” She was lying back in bed with her eyes closed, and Brian noticed with gratification that she had pushed the button for her medication.

“I thought he deserved fair warning. I figured if he came to see you in the frame of mind you were in, you’d probably throw something at him.”

Sure enough, Paul arrived within a few minutes. As per his usual custom, he approached the bed and leaned over with the intention of kissing her. She drew back as if in fear. Realizing how odd a gesture it was on her part, she said nervously, “I don’t think I’ve got anywhere you could kiss where it wouldn’t hurt.”

With a quick, puzzled look in Brian’s direction, he said, “I see. Well, you’re looking better every day.” 


“I had no where to go but up in the looks department since Saturday. You could have rented me out to haunt houses. So what are you doing with yourself this week since you’re obviously not going to get that vacation in New England you wanted?” This was the first reference Emily had made to the cancelled wedding.

Brian and Paul looked at one another briefly before the psychiatrist answered, “I’ve rearranged my schedule so that I can make that trip another time, and I’m working this week. I have to keep up with my bag of psychiatrist tricks, you know.” He grinned broadly.

Emily looked sheepish, “Wasn’t that an awful thing to say? Especially about someone so sweet. You should have seen how rude I was yesterday to one of your colleagues.”

Brian explained to Paul that while the two of them had been banished from Emily’s room, with that he smiled in her direction, Dr. Vogler had sent one of the staff psychiatrists in to see Emily.

“So you were rude to him; I wouldn’t worry too much, psychiatrists are quite accustomed to rude patients. What did he do that prompted your rudeness?” Paul asked.

“I guess it wasn’t really anything he did. I was just in a terrible mood, and I probably made a lot of ridiculous inferences. I just felt right from the beginning that he had me figured out in his own mind and just wanted to force me to see myself his way. I’m sure it was my fault, but I felt that both the conversations I had with him were adversarial.”

“How do you mean?” Paul asked thoughtfully.

“Well for one thing he would ask me questions that he already knew the answers to, like a lawyer with a witness. And he didn’t want to talk about the things that I consider my problems, it was like he had his own agenda, and I shouldn’t get in the way. He wanted to talk about my childhood. Well, I expect that from a psychiatrist, so that’s fine. But he kept coming back to Brian. He wanted to know all about Brian. But it was obvious that he already knew about Brian from the questions he asked.”

Brian seemed genuinely curious, “What did he want to know about me?”

Emily showed signs of being uncomfortable with the conversation. “He just wanted to know all about you. It didn’t seem right somehow to be talking about you behind your back when I had been so ugly to you.”

Paul asked, “You said you were rude to him because of the inferences you made. What inferences?”

Emily considered the question, and finally answered, “It was the way he juxtaposed things, I thought he was making connections between things that I didn’t like. We were talking about my recovery from my childhood and my father, and I had said that I felt the two greatest influences on my recovery were my conversion to Christianity and my relationship with Brian. He didn’t say a word about my religion. The very next thing he said was to ask me how old Brian is, which it was obvious he already knew.”

Paul asked, “What did you think he was implying in that?”

“I thought he was saying because Brian is older than I am that I relate to him as a father figure, a sort of replacement for my own lousy father.”

After several false starts on a diplomatic response, Brian finally just spoke his mind. “I don’t think I care much for that implication myself.”

Paul turned his attention to Brain, “Why not?”

“Because I don’t think that Emily’s attraction to me has anything to do with the difference in our ages. As a matter of fact, the one thing about me that annoys her most is my tendency to try to run her life. If she were looking for a father figure, wouldn’t she want me to run her life?”

Paul said, “Sometimes girls rebel at their fathers’ running their lives, but that doesn’t mean that I agree with the implication either. There are other psychiatrists out there. Let me know, and I’ll recommend one.”


 

Brian phoned Emily’s hospital room the next morning. 


“Good morning, sweetheart. How was your night?”

“All right, I guess. How about you, did you sleep all right?”

“Oh, fine. I just wanted to let you know that the police called and they’re finished with your car. They’ve had it at their garage. I want to put new tires on it and bring it out to the house. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes, I appreciate it. I wondered the other day where it was. You will probably have to fill out a ream of papers if I know city government.”

“Well, whatever. Is there any thing you’d like me to bring you?”

“I would love some root beer,” she said wistfully. “And my own bathrobe.”

“I’ll bring both when I come.”

And so, Emily having been right about filling out papers, it was lunch time when Brian finally arrived. She recognized his distinctive step in the hall and called out, “Come in, Brian,” when he knocked. “I’m glad to see you, I’m dying of pure clotted boredom in here. Did it take an act of Congress to get my car taken care of?”

“Something like that. Anyway, it’s done. What have you been doing with yourself all day?” As he spoke he poured her a cold glass of root beer (not plastic cup, glass, he brought it with him knowing that she liked her root beer only from a glass) 


She watched him with an appreciative grin on her face and answered, “Just waiting for you.”

It had been a week since Emily was hurt. For Brian it had seemed more like a year. His days had been a succession of worry and fear, sorrow and helplessness. He had been angry and frustrated. He was as tired as he had ever been, and it showed in his face. For Emily, there had been five days since she had come back to consciousness. What had passed before she could only imagine, but the time since had been filled with pain and fear, confusion and anger. And over all of it for her was the terrible feeling of shame, of violation, that she could not adequately express. As the two of them sat quietly sipping their root beer, a turning point in the process of recovery began. 


Throughout their relationship, they had been learning the lesson that recovery from the past begins when the wounded heart turns to another and allows itself to say, “I hurt, but you can help.” To admit that truth opens the doors to communication not only from person to person, but also from people to God. Emily had preached it, now she was going to live it. 


The phone rang. Brian could only hear Emily’s part of the conversation.

“Hello... Oh, what a nice surprise! ...Oh, I’m doing fairly well...Yes, it is difficult...” Emily’s voice seemed a little strained. “I want to thank you for the lovely flowers, I’ve really enjoyed them....Oh, I can imagine. I know it must be a lot of work undoing all of that...Thank you...Oh, all right, I’ll hold for him...Yes, I will. Good-bye.”

Brian had figured out that Emily must be talking to his parents, since they were the only ones who sent a flower arrangement and that his mother was the one who was undoing wedding arrangements. He pictured the phone changing hands at the other end, and then Emily resumed.

“Hi, how are you? ...Oh, I’m making progress...Yes, it has been very hard on him....I appreciate that very much, Dr. McClellan...” And then Brian was astonished to see a tear wending its way down Emily’s cheek. After every thing she’d been through, whatever it was that his father was saying actually started her crying. She held her hand against her lips to keep the sound of her crying from escaping into the phone. She went on, “That’s very kind of you...” By now she was sobbing as quietly as she could, just managing to choke out her last remark, “You can’t begin to know how much that means to me, I love you, too. Good-bye.”

As soon as she put down the phone the torrent she had been holding in burst out. Brian had never seen her cry like this, he had never seen anyone cry like this. He just held her in his arms and patted her back and murmured, “It’s all right Emily, you go ahead and cry.” 


Finally, after about a half an hour, she was all cried out. She pulled away from Brian with a start as if she hadn’t realized how close she was to him. He took it in stride and asked, “Can you tell me what he said?”

“He was saying that you were worrying about me, and I said that I knew it had been hard on you. Then he said that I had been so good for you and that you had never been so happy as in the last year. He said that he would pray for me. Then he said he had always wanted a daughter, and that if he’d had his pick, I’m the daughter he’d have chosen. He said he was proud that I was going to be part of the family, and that he loved me.”

Brian would have thought it impossible that she had any more tears, but she found a few more, and he had a few to lose himself. Finally he said, “Class act, my Dad, huh?”

Little did he realize that besides tears, she had been saving up questions that she was too embarrassed to ask. 


“Do you remember when I went to Dr. McGinnis and I was all upset and you sat down and explained things to me?” At his nod, she continued, “I’ve got some other things I wish you’d explain to me, but they’re awfully embarrassing things for a grown woman not to know.”

Brian spoke gently but firmly. “There’s nothing we can’t talk about, nothing I won’t explain to you if I can.”

She asked him questions about the crime that had been committed against her such as “Why did he tie me up, did he think I would get away with a broken arm?” “How many people saw me when I was brought in to the emergency room with no clothes on?” and “How do the police know what blood type he is?” He hated to have to tell her the sordid truths, but he sympathized completely with her need to understand what had happened. He answered each question carefully.


 

Chapter 7


 

“Brian, how long were you in the hospital when you got hurt in the war?”

She had been unusually quiet all morning, obviously brooding over something, and he knew when she was in that sort of mood, she was liable to come up with anything.

“Oh, I don’t remember exactly, sweetheart, several months.”

“Months! Several months! I don’t know how you did it. I’ve been here a week and I can’t stand it. You know, a hospital is a terrible place to try to get well in.” The humor in the last statement struck Brian, but he thought it best not to show it.

“What about the hospital don’t you like?”

“Everything. The noises, the sterility, the food, the constant invasions of privacy. And it’s so incredibly boring. I can’t sleep, I can’t get comfortable.” After a pause, she said, “I’m sorry. You don’t need to hear all my troubles. I’m just crabby because we’re missing our flight.”

This was to have been the day that they left for Vermont for the wedding. Besides the emotional turmoil of missing her wedding, Emily had never been on an airplane, and had been looking forward to a new experience. Instead she was scheduled to spend the day having new x-rays taken of her arm and skull, having therapy so she could practice eye-hand co-ordination, and resting quietly like a good patient. She was in the uncomfortable position of looking ahead and knowing for a certainty that there were bleak, painful days waiting for her. Of course, people kept assuring her that at the end of it all, there would be good times again, but that seemed much more uncertain.

“Brian, why don’t you go ahead and go to Vermont for a few days? It can’t be much fun hanging around this place all day every day. You’ve had enough of hospital rooms in your life already.” Emily made the suggestion quite seriously, although she didn’t think he’d take her up on it. It made her feel guilty to see him languishing away in this dreary environment at her expense.

“I’m not about to leave you like this. When I go to Vermont next, it will be to get married.”

She breathed such a deep sigh of relief, Brian had to laugh. “So you weren’t trying to get rid of me, huh?”

The x-rays were taken and the therapist came and went and by afternoon, Emily was exhausted. The pain machine had been removed from her room and for the first time she missed it. The nurse brought her a dose of acetominophen with codeine, and she was soon sound asleep.

Brian availed himself of the opportunity to talk to Dr. Vogler. He waited for a break in the doctor’s schedule and was finally admitted into his office. He had long since decided his approach, a flat out frontal attack.

“I want to take Emily home.”

Dr. Vogler allowed no reaction whatever to interrupt the placidity of his professional countenance. “I don’t think that would be advisable at this juncture.”

“I was given to understand that her x-rays from today looked very encouraging. I’ve already spoken with the orthopedist and the physical therapist, and they don’t see any reason why she couldn’t receive her care at home. What’s your objection?”

“Miss Stone has had a very traumatic experience. There have been signs of erratic behavior. She has refused to cooperate with the psychiatrist who might have been able to help her. I think it might be best to keep her a few more days until she is more stable. She requires constant, sometimes physically demanding care.”

Emily had always marveled at the evenness of Brian’s temper, but in truth he could lose it in a hurry under the right provocation. He was very tempted to do so right now. He resented the characterization of Emily’s behavior as erratic or unstable, and he also resented the implication that he was not physically up to the demands her care would entail. The bottom line, however, was that Dr. Vogler was the only person who stood in the way of what he wanted, and losing his cool would not help.

“I agree that Emily’s experience last week was very traumatic, but it was also traumatic for her to have to hear about it from a newspaper. If her behavior was erratic, it was because you made the wrong call in keeping the truth from her. The bottom line is that she’s not eating, she’s not sleeping, and she is uncomfortable and unhappy here. I’ll see to it that she has the care she needs. I want her discharged in the morning unless you have a solid medical reason for keeping her.”


 

When he returned to the room, Emily was awake and sitting up in bed working on a cross word puzzle. She looked up at him and smiled, “I thought maybe you went home.”

“No, I’ve been talking to Dr. Vogler. I have a proposition for you.”

“Well, I haven’t been propositioned all day, I’m game.”

“If you could be comfortable having me take care of you, and if you would promise to be a cooperative patient, I have your doctor’s permission to take you home tomorrow.”

“You mean home to your house?” she asked incredulously.

“No, home to our house.” He smiled and then said carefully, “You’d have to be sure that you could feel comfortable with me taking care of you.” He wondered if he should have been more blunt, more explicit.

“Brian,” she began slowly, “I want to get away from this place more than I’ve wanted anything in a very long time. I promise to behave myself the very best way I can, okay?”

And so the morning found them undertaking the tedious process of checking out of the hospital. First there was the final going over by Dr. Vogler. He left a prescription for a variety of pills. Then the orthopedist did his thing and left a long list of instructions for the care and maintenance of a plaster cast. The maneuverings necessary to get Emily including her broken arm dressed were left to a nurse, while Brian made sure that the business dealings and paper signings were taken care of. 


On the drive home they listened to a tape of Bach’s Brandenburg concertos, one of Emily’s favorite pieces of music. Brian detected a smile on her face, the first real smile he had seen in days. As they pulled into the driveway, she noticed her car parked there, and shuddered slightly. Brian noticed and asked, “What’s the matter?”

Her response gave an indication of the train of her thoughts, “If that car could talk, I’ll bet it could give a description to the police.”

As Brian helped her out of the car, he wondered to what extent the pursuit of her attacker had preyed on her mind. Detective Hoffstedter had not been back to see her since the one time when he asked about her broken ribs. She had asked no questions about the investigation, which she knew was continuing, but she could get all the available information from the newspaper accounts which she read carefully. Brian hoped that now that she was away from the hospital, she could begin to put the tragedy out of her mind.

As they entered the house, it was obvious that the only thing on Emily’s mind was relief at being there. She looked around the great room as if she hadn’t been there in months and said, “I don’t think I realized until just now how much I really love this house, especially this room.”

Brian immediately responded, “I like it better with you in it. Come and lie down.” He had made up the couch with a pillow and blanket, knowing she wouldn’t want to spend her days tucked away in a bedroom. She gladly made herself comfortable. 


“What about a nice bowl of soup?” he asked.

“I’m really not the least little bit hungry. Maybe later, okay? I just want to lay here and enjoy being with you.”

He crossed the room and sat next to her on the couch. “That’s terribly flattering, but you need to start eating. If you go back for a follow up visit in three days and haven’t gained any weight, I’m going to have some explaining to do. What can I tempt you with? How about some banana ice cream?”

“Maybe later. I think I might just take a nap for a while, would that be too rude, falling asleep on you?”

“No, of course not. I’ll use the time to get caught up on a few things that need doing around here.” 


She was soon asleep, and Brian attended to household chores. There was a suitcase full of clothes that he had packed from Emily’s apartment which he unpacked and put away in the drawers in the guest room. It felt strange to be handling her things, as if in touching her intimate apparel he was in some way invading her privacy. There were pretty, delicate things for a pretty, delicate lady. 


His reverie was cut short by the sounds coming from the great room, as of someone fumbling with the door. He walked in to the room to find Emily standing by the front door with an odd look on her face. For a moment Brian wondered if she had been sleepwalking, so befuddled did she look when she saw him.

“Did you need something, sweetheart?” he asked.

She shook her head not only as a negative response, but as if to shake away the cloudiness of her mind and make sense of her own actions. “I think there was someone at the door. I’m sure I heard a noise like someone out there.”

Brian crossed to the door and turned the bolt, “You were locking the door instead of unlocking it, that’s why you can’t get it open.” With that, he turned the knob and swung open the door to reveal that no one was there. “Maybe you were having a dream?”

“I wasn’t asleep, I woke up a little while ago and I was sure there was a noise outside.” She seemed emphatic.

“Well, perhaps a squirrel was running across the deck. Anyway, there’s no one there now. Why don’t you go back and lie down, you shouldn’t be up. Next time, you call me, okay?” He spoke very calmly, very reassuringly.

“I don’t want to be a nuisance.”

“Don’t be silly, you’re not a nuisance. Are you ready for something to eat?”

She didn’t answer his question; she appeared to be lost in thought. In her own mind there was some significance in this episode, but she wasn’t sure exactly why. Going back to the couch, she asked, “There’s nothing in the medicine I’m taking that would cause unusual side effects, is there?”

“No, why do you ask? Is there something unusual going on?”

“I guess not.” She shrugged her shoulders as if to shrug off the whole topic of conversation. “Let’s talk about you for a change. How are you doing these days? You look sort of tired.”

“I’m fine. It’s just been a busy week.” As he spoke, she watched his face carefully. It was a sad thought that occurred to her. “He looks every day of his age for the first time since I’ve known him.”

“Brian, I know it’s been awful for you, and that I’ve made it even worse. I’m really sorry.”

He came and sat on the table next to the couch, resting his chin on his hand and looking her squarely in the eye. “I hope you’re not going to start second guessing yourself about how to express what you feel. Yes, it was hard for me to hear how angry you were, but it was something you needed to get out, and I’m glad you did it. I want to know what you’re feeling every step of the way. If you’re hurt, or scared, or angry, I want to know. 


She looked at him closely. “That has to work both ways. There may be times when you’re angry with me about things, when you don’t like something I’m doing, or when you just need to get away from this whole situation. You have to be honest with me, too.”

The need for a healthy dose of honesty between them was not long off. Brian finally succeeded in getting Emily to eat a small meal, and soon it was time for her to go to bed. She was determined to stay on the couch.

“I like this couch, it’s perfectly comfortable.” The determination was as firm in her voice as the look on her face.

“It doesn’t give enough support for your back to sleep on all night, Emily, especially with the weight of that cast. You’ll wake up with a back ache. I’ve got the guest room all fixed up for you.”

Her answer could only be described as petulant, “I don’t want to stay in the guest room.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll stay in the guest room and you can have my room.” There was a slight element of exasperation in his voice.

Her capitulation was sudden and complete. “I’m sorry, I’m being ridiculous. I’ll stay in the guest room. I guess I’d better get right to bed.” She made her way to the bedroom door.

“Do you need any help?”

“No, I can manage if I take my time.”

“You mad at me?” The exasperation was still not completely gone from his voice.

She turned and looked at him briefly as she stood in the doorway. “Of course not. Good night.”

Brian suffered the frustration that comes with a conversation where the most important things are the ones that aren’t said. He wondered what dynamic was really at work. Why didn’t she want to sleep in the guest room? Why did she give in so quickly if she felt so strongly about it a moment before? Determined not to leave things as they were, he gave her time to get settled, and then went and tapped gently on the door.

“Come in,” she called out.

She was in the bed and covered by blankets to the chin. She looked about twelve years old to Brian.

“I think we need to talk. Is there something about this room you don’t like?”

“No. It’s fine. I’m just feeling sort of nervous. It’s so quiet in here, so lonesome.” She sounded about twelve too.

“Do you want me to stay with you until you’re asleep?” His voice was gentle, and did not in any way imply that such would be an unusual request for a woman her age to make.

“I’m being silly. It’s just nerves. I’ll be fine.” 


He then left the room with a final assurance. “If you need anything, you call, okay?”

She nodded and tried to look confident and re-assured.


 

When the sound of rain woke Brian the next morning, he was tempted to stay in bed. He heard no sounds of stirring and assumed Emily was still sleeping. At second consideration, however, he decided to get up and make something hot for breakfast with which to tempt her. After a quick shower, he made his way out into the great room to find Emily asleep on the couch. Covering her with a blanket, he sat and waited for her to wake up, wondering how annoyed he ought to be. When finally she opened her eyes, the first sight that greeted her was his face.

“Hi,” she said weakly. “I suppose you’re wondering what I’m doing in here.”

“From the looks of it, I’d guess catching pneumonia. You had no blanket and were shivering when I came in.” He spoke rather crisply.

“I think I’m losing my grip. I kept hearing noises last night. I knew there was no one there, but I kept hearing things, so I came in here.” She looked as if there was more that she wanted to say, but wasn’t sure how to say it.

“I guess it’s understandable considering everything that you should be a little nervous.” He was trying to sound as if he were indeed understanding the whole situation.

“Brian, there’s more to it than that. I think maybe there’s something wrong with me. It wasn’t just noises, it was this feeling of menace. I feel afraid every time you leave the room. And you and I both know that I haven’t been myself. I haven’t been able to get near you without being terribly uncomfortable. I don’t think I’ve ever gone so long without kissing you.” At this point, her voice cracked and she had to stop and clear her throat, “I know they wanted to keep me in the hospital because I acted so strangely. Maybe they were right, maybe there really is something wrong with my mind. I thought it would be better when I left there but it’s just the same. I want to ask Paul tomorrow what he thinks.”

“I’ve sensed your fear whenever I’ve gotten close, but I know it’s because of what happened and not because of anything about me. I do know that, don’t I?”

“Yes. Definitely,” she responded.

“I think it would be a good idea for you to talk to Paul, although I imagine what he will do is recommend a psychiatrist.”

“Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad idea, as long as it’s not someone like Dr. Harper. Would that be all right with you?” She asked the question timidly, as if she was surprising herself by even thinking about it.

“You won’t like my answer, but the truth is that you have to make that decision for yourself.”

“But if I go to a psychiatrist, the subject of you is going to come up and then I’d be talking about you behind your back. Would that bother you?” She asked the question earnestly.

“No, that wouldn’t bother me, especially not if it helped you feel better. By all means, talk to Paul. He can give you better guidance on this than I can.” A series of questions that made him very uncomfortable popped immediately into his mind. Why would the subject of me automatically come up if she went to a psychiatrist? Is our relationship in some sort of trouble? Is she too kind to tell me that it’s really being with me that makes her unhappy? Setting his jumbled thoughts aside, he asked, “How do you feel at the moment? Are you up to being doctored a little?”

At her nod, they went into her bedroom. He took her temperature, her pulse, and her blood pressure. He looked into her eyes and listened to her heart and lungs. He examined the fingers at the end of the broken arm to be sure the circulation was not being cut off. It was obvious to him that she was very tense whenever he touched her, and he kept contact to a minimum, although it pained him to do so.

They spent the rest of the rainy morning attending to various mundane chores. Emily undertook the complicated task of showering without getting her cast wet. She was coming to have an active dislike for the plaster companion that she was destined to live with for the coming weeks. 


Brian was busy with laundry, floor scrubbing, and other jobs around the kitchen. When they finally converged on the great room, it was after ten o’clock. He noticed that she was watching the clock without wanting to. This would have been their wedding day, and the hour appointed for the ceremony was eleven o’clock, “while morning birds are still singing,” Emily had said. The only sound outside the windows on that day was a gentle rain. Shortly before the hour, the doorbell rang. It was a florist making a delivery. Brian accepted the flowers and tipped the young man.

“These are for you,” was his only comment as he set down the arrangement on the table in front of the couch where she lay. 


“Isn’t that nice, who are they...?” she began to ask and then took a closer look. It was not a standard arrangement of carnations or roses or any other hot house flower. This was something unusual, a very special sort of bouquet. He never knew if she recognized the delicate white blossoms from their unique cylindrical shape, or whether it was their sweet fragrance that caused her eyes to fill with tears. “These are stephanotis,” she said increduously.

“I know,” he said smiling. “I found a cooperative florist in Raleigh.”

Brushing away a tear, she collected herself with a big breath. She looked at him for a long moment before she said, “You really are the kindest, most romantic person I’ve ever known.”

The rest of the day was spent in companionable activities, a crossword puzzle, a discussion of impressionism as Emily looked through some of Brian’s books on the subject, a long nap for Emily, a simple hot meal. When darkness finally fell, it found them listening to music, a piece by Handel being played by a popular trumpeter. 



 

Emily was sitting in the kitchen watching Brian cook for the Sunday feast when she observed that it hardly seems like Sunday when you don’t go to church and you haven’t done any labor to rest from in over a week. 


“How did you rest last night?” Brian asked, watching her out of the corner of his eye. He hadn’t found her on the couch this morning, so he assumed that she had stayed in the guest room all night, but she looked very tired.

“I suppose you’d know if I lied, so the truth is that I didn’t sleep at all that I know of.”

Brian was peeling potatoes and looking at her directly now. “I’m sorry you didn’t sleep, but I’m glad you told me the truth about it. So, what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. I hate this feeling of being scared every time I’m not in the same room with you. It makes me feel like a helpless fool, not to mention a nuisance.” 


Brian put down the job he was working on to cross the room. In earlier days, he would have taken her in his arms, but for now he simply stood in front of her. “You’re not a fool and you’re certainly not a nuisance. We will, however, have a problem eventually when I have to go back to work. Let’s see what Paul has to say.”

The first thing the psychiatrist had to say when he arrived was addressed to Emily. “I hope you’re feeling as well as you look.”

Turning to Brian she said, “Now I know why we keep him around. He’s great for my sagging morale.” Emily noted gratefully that Paul had made no effort to kiss her as he usually did.

Paul asked, “Is your morale sagging?”

Brian interjected, “Later. Dinner’s almost ready, and it’s complicated.”

“What’s complicated, the dinner or Emily’s morale?” Paul asked.

Brian ignored the question and instead put the questioner to work carrying dishes. They enjoyed their meal, although Brian noticed that Emily wasn’t eating very much. He figured she hadn’t taken in a thousand calories a day since being home, and it worried him.

After the meal was finished, he suggested that he would clear the table so that Emily could talk to Paul. By the time he arrived, they had already reached the question and answer portion of the conversation that was inevitable when Paul was involved.

“What is it that you’re afraid of when you’re left alone?”

Emily pondered the question. “I’m not sure. I have this picture of someone outside looking in, waiting for me. I’m afraid if I go to sleep he will come in and get me.”

“Why do you think you’re more nervous in the guest room than you would be on the couch in the great room?”

“I don’t know, maybe because I’ve slept on the couch before, but the guest room is really a strange place to me. Don’t expect me to be rational, the whole thing is stupid, and I know it.”

“What do you think you ought to do about it?”

“I knew you would ask me that,” she smiled weakly. “I think you ought to give me the name of a good psychiatrist who will tame the squirrels in my brain. Somebody who thinks like you do.”

“That’s very flattering, actually. Do you think you’d be more comfortable talking to a female therapist?”

“No, quite the contrary.” She seemed adamant.

Brian interjected at this point, “That surprises me a little. Any particular reason?”

“There was a lady who stopped into my room briefly when I was in the hospital. She was a counselor from a rape crisis center. She gave me what was obviously supposed to be the standard pep talk, and it depressed me. Of course, she meant well, but I don’t think she liked men much. I don’t need radical feminism to solve my problems, just some common sense, which I seem to be in short supply of myself.”

“What did she say that depressed you?” Paul asked, curious.

“Oh, dear, let’s see. I could expect my ‘significant other’ to be cold and distant for a while. I could expect the police to be skeptical of what I said and suspect all my men friends of being the true culprit. If they ever caught the perpetrator, which was statistically unlikely, I could expect to be treated badly at the trial, if they didn’t plea bargain the whole thing. It was just generally very depressing. She seemed to think that men run the whole world and that women shouldn’t expect justice. I never did expect justice from this world, so it didn’t surprise me. That doesn’t mean I want to listen to a diatribe on the evils of the male-oriented criminal justice system.” Pausing for breath, she grinned a little. She went on to add what had become a stock expression, a sort of inside joke among the three of them, “Personally, I like men. Some of my best friends are men.”

Paul took a big chance with his next question, and he knew it. He prefaced it with his by own stock expression, “Old friends and psychiatrists ask nosy questions, but people don’t have to answer them. How are things with your ‘significant other’?” Out of the corner of his eye he could see his old friend start a little at the question.

Emily seemed to be in pain as she answered, “Oh, Brian’s not the one who’s turned cold, I am. If anyone male gets within three feet of me I start to shake all over.”

Paul said, “So I’ve noticed.”

“Do you suppose you’ve got a psychiatrist friend who could fix that?” Emily asked.

“I’ll set you up with somebody right away, but you’ve got to know it may be more complicated than you think. There may be things you’ll have to deal with that you would rather not think about at all. You’re going to have to make up your mind to stick it out and give the doctor a fair chance to help.


 

It seemed to Emily ironic that her first outing after getting out of the hospital was an appointment with a psychiatrist. One of the things she most wanted to get away from when she left the hospital was the psychiatrist there. She was very nervous about the visit, but she consoled herself with the twin thoughts that Brian was right out in the waiting room and that at least she wouldn’t have to take off her clothes for this doctor’s appointment. Until her accident in the snow, Emily had made it a practice never to go to the doctor for anything. Since then, it seemed that she couldn’t get away from medical practitioners.

Doctor John Whitfield had been a student of Paul’s when he first arrived at the School of Medicine some fifteen years ago. He was a heavy set, balding man with deep brown eyes and a genial smile. Emily’s first thought as she sat down in the chair he indicated for her was that this didn’t look like what she thought a psychiatrist’s office would look like. It was a tidy, well-kept room, almost staid in its conventionality. She had expected avant garde art and suggestive sculpture, ultra modern furniture, and a prominently placed couch.

“Miss Stone,” Dr. Whitfield began in his obviously North Carolina accent, “I’ve read your records from the hospital, and so I know about your injuries. How are you feeling physically?”

“Oh, fine. I really don’t hurt very much any more except occasionally my arm and my ribs.” She spoke softly, playing with the fabric of her sling.

“Good. If at any time you feel unwell, let me know and we can take a break. You understand that I spoke to Dr. Lawrence and he arranged for you to see me. He said you were having some trouble sleeping and some experiences with anxiety. Is that why you came to see me?”

“Yes. I’m not getting much sleep and I’ve been very nervous. I really haven’t been myself.” Her voice shook slightly as if to illustrate the point.

“You still don’t recall anything about the attack on you?”

“No.”

As they talked, Dr. Whitfield was sitting in an arm chair that matched the one in which Emily was sitting. He had a very pleasant voice and watched her when she answered his questions, but did not stare so intently that he made her uncomfortable. She found his demeanor a refreshing change from the psychiatrist in the hospital.

“It’s really not unusual for someone who has had a violent, traumatic experience to have sleep troubles. You don’t seem too thrilled to be here, and yet you’ve come. So I’m curious about whether you think there might be more to your problem than the assault you’ve suffered.” 


“I rather suspect there might be. I’m usually a level-headed, pretty conservative person. But lately I’ve felt so jumpy and irritable, and I cry a lot. And I get very uncomfortable if a man gets near me. I mean, I guess I’ve always been something of a prude, but it’s never been as bad as this. I think that maybe the rest of my life is catching up with me.”

“And what is there about the rest of your life that troubles you?”

“I’ve always known that I had a miserable childhood. There was a lot of yelling and carrying on. But I’ve begun to suspect that there might have been more to it than that. It’s like there are different varieties of fear. When I was in the hospital they had to do surgery on my arm and I was really scared. That was one kind of fear. It had its own sort of texture. Being here right now scares me, but it’s a totally different kind of fear. The fear that keeps me up at night and makes me so nervous is different yet again, but it has exactly the same texture as the terror I lived with as a child. I don’t think I realized how frightened I was back then. It’s a terrible fear, a feeling of menace, a feeling of certainty that something really awful is going to happen.”

“Do you have any memories of anything awful happening to you as a child?”

“Well, when I was in the hospital they told me that I had two broken ribs, but they also said I had two ribs that had been broken in the past. They wanted to know how I broke them. It was only when they asked me that I could make any sense of the memories I had. I was forbidden to climb trees, but I did it anyway, and I fell. I was unconscious for at least a little while, and when I came to I felt terrible pain. But I didn’t tell anybody. I was scared of the trouble I’d be in. The more I think about it, the less that makes sense to me. I was really hurt, I stayed in my room flat on my back for days. It strikes me now that it was sort of peculiar to behave that way. And why do I remember so little of those times?”

“Do you remember ever being punished as a child?”

“I remember being slapped for making smart remarks. I remember a lot of roughness. I remember being hit for breaking a coffee cup once. It’s hard to remember.”

“Who was it that hit you?”

“My father.”

“Is your father still living?”

“No, he and my mother were killed in an accident when I was in college.”

“Do you have brothers or sisters?”

“Two of each. They live in Raleigh. We have very little to do with one another. They’re even more messed up than I am.” This last was said with a small smile.

“In what ways are they ‘messed up’?”

“My brothers are both alcoholics, my sisters have lived with a succession of unsavory men. They have all four had trouble with the law at one time or another. My youngest sister is, I suspect, a drug addict.”

“Have you ever had trouble with any of those things, drugs, drinking, or legal troubles?”

Again Emily smiled a weak smile, “I’ve never been in trouble or taken any drugs, and my one foray into drinking was for about three days last year when I thought I’d solve all the problems in my love life by soaking them, and I spent three days sick as a dog.”

“Tell me about your love life, as long as you brought it up.” The doctor smiled.

Emily composed herself with a deep breath before answering, “I was supposed to get married Saturday, but that’s been put off. I’ve been so cold since the attack. I can’t stand to be touched. It’s incredibly frustrating; it’s like I’m on one side of a glass wall, and he’s on the other. My fiancé has been very patient, very understanding. His name is Brian. He’s a pathologist at the School of Medicine.”

“Brian McClellan?”

“Yes.”

“I know Dr. McClellan from the time I was a resident. He’s a fine doctor, very well thought of. Congratulations.”

“Thank you. I don’t imagine there are too many men that would have been as supportive as he has. He’s the most even-tempered person I’ve ever met. He waits on me, he cooks for me, he never gets impatient, he’s so...Oh dear, I guess I’m sort of running on.”

Dr. Whitfield smiled, “It’s quite all right. I think brides are supposed to gush a little. I take it from your comments that you don’t think he’s part of the problem?”

Emily took a second to consider the wording of that particular question, as if deciding whether or not to take offense. She decided that there was nothing meant to offend in it. “He’s the only thing in my life that I don’t have any reservations about, the best move I ever made was getting involved with him. Brian is an enormously attractive man. It’s not him; it’s me.”

“Are you and Dr. McClellan living together?” It was asked in a neutral tone of voice, but for Emily it was a loaded question.

Emily blushed. “Well, you see, everything was moved out of my apartment over the weekend because we had a contract with the movers when we thought we’d be in Vermont getting married, and when I got out of the hospital, I just went to stay at Brian’s house because there really wasn’t anywhere else to go. So I guess technically we’re living together, but it’s not like what most people mean when they say living together. I mean, I live in the guest room, except I have trouble sleeping in there so mostly I just sleep on the couch.”

“I see.”

After a few seconds of silence in which the psychiatrist appeared to be digesting what she had said, Emily burst forth. “You must have gotten that from Paul. He does that all the time. I say something that is stupid or full of holes or just embarrassing and he says in that real flat voice, ‘I see.’ I just want to throttle him. It’s like an invitation to go ahead and dig yourself into an even deeper verbal hole.”

Dr. Whitfield noted the smile on Emily’s face and chuckled. “Is that what I was doing?”

“I’m probably just sensitive because I’m such a prude. We live in the same house, and that’s the only sense in which Brian and I live together. Much as I love him, the truth is that our physical relationship has always been circumscribed by my conservatism, and lately it has ceased to exist altogether.”

“Did you date much before Dr. McClellan?”

“No, really not at all since college. Men always seemed rather single minded to me. And of course, I didn’t meet many men working in the library.”

“Have you ever dated a man with violent tendencies, someone you came to be afraid of?”

“No, just octopus tendencies. You know—all hands. I guess that’s why they didn’t often ask me out the second time, I wasn’t forthcoming enough to suit them.”

“Did you date much in high school?”

“I really don’t recall. I believe I went out a few times.”

“I noticed on your hospital forms that you were born in Raleigh. Is that where you lived throughout your childhood?”

“Yes.”

“Did you like living in Raleigh? What did you do for fun?”

“Raleigh’s a nice enough place. I don’t really know what I did for fun. I read. I stayed outdoors a lot.”

“Did you play with your brothers and sisters often?”

“I don’t think so. They were older, except Jean, my one younger sibling. She was a five years younger than me. I think I mostly kept to myself. I guess I was sort of hard to get along with.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know, I think I tried tagging along and made myself obnoxious. I think the day I climbed the tree it was because I had tagged along when they were hanging out in the woods and they were teasing me about being too scared to climb it.”

“When you say ‘they’ do you mean your older siblings, your two brothers and your older sister?”

“Just my brothers, I think. My sister was always off somewhere with a boy.”

“What did your brothers do when you fell out of the tree? Did they run for help?”

“No, they ran for cover. I’m sure they figured I’d start caterwauling and bring the whole neighborhood. They weren’t about to get into trouble on my account. It was summertime, and everybody was outdoors, if I had hollered, the neighbors would have come to see what the fuss was about.”

“So you were out of it for a while, and when you came to, you knew you were hurt. What did you do?”

“I just stayed there on the ground for a while trying to catch my breath. It hurt every time I breathed. Then I figured I’d better try to get home and into my room before somebody saw I was hurt. I was lucky nobody saw me. After that I just laid low for a few days, stayed out of people’s way.”

“Didn’t your mother wonder why you were out of sight for so long?”

“I don’t know, I reckon she had troubles of her own.”

“What sort of troubles?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t seem like a very happy person.”

The psychiatrist paced his questions very carefully. It was clear that he didn’t want Emily to feel like she was being interrogated, but at the same time, he didn’t want her to have time to ponder what pattern might be emerging from the questions he asked. “Did your parents ever fight?”

“I guess so. I guess quite a lot. You could hardly live in the same house with my father and not get into some sort of trouble.”

“What sorts of things made him angry?”

“Well, he couldn’t stand to be kept waiting, and he didn’t like a lot of noise at the dinner table. He didn’t like anybody touching his tools and things. It was kind of hard to predict what would make him mad.”

“I noticed when you were describing Dr. McClellan to me the first thing you said was that he’s even-tempered. That’s a quality that’s obviously important to you. Doesn’t he ever get mad about anything?”

Emily said quickly, “Oh yes, but Brian doesn’t...” She stopped herself and there was a puzzled look on her face.

“What were you going to say?”

Looking suddenly pale, she answered, “I was going to say Brian doesn’t hit.”

“Tell me about what happened when you broke the coffee cup.”

“I only remembered it recently. I broke Brian’s favorite cup and then I remembered that I had broken my father’s cup and gotten coffee all over me. It burned my leg through my jeans. I tried to pick up the pieces, but my father just got mad. He hit me and sent me to my room. When I broke Brian’s cup I was sitting on the floor picking up the pieces and he came over to help and it scared me. I backed away. I thought he would hit me too.”

“Where did your father hit you? Did he spank your bottom or did he slap your hand or what?”

Emily lifted her hand in silent re-enactment. “He hit me on the side of the head. I was sitting on the floor. He hit my head and then pulled me up by my hair and sent me to my room.”

“How old were you?”

“Five.”

“Why were you holding a cup of hot coffee in the first place?”

“He sent me for it.”

“So a man sends a five year old to get a cup of hot coffee and she breaks it and burns her leg. The man’s reaction is to hit the child, pull her up by her hair, and send her to her room. How does that strike you now in light of your adult sensibilities?”

As a tear fell softly down her cheek, Emily answered, “It was a mean, heartless thing to do. He was a cruel man.”

“How did Dr. McClellan react when you broke his coffee cup?”

“He told me not to worry about it, he was concerned that I hurt my ankle when I slipped. He was very sweet. I guess that’s why I remembered the other time so vividly. I guess it was the contrast of their reactions.”

“Were you often sick as a child? Did you miss much school?”

“I guess I was sick about my fair share.”

“Did you have a family doctor?”

“I don’t remember. I don’t think I went to a doctor very often. I know I’d never been in an emergency room until last year when I was in a car accident.”

“Do you have any old report cards, yearbooks, any souvenirs of your childhood?”

“There’s a box of stuff my sister sent me when she closed up my parent’s house after she moved out of it. I never really went through it, but I seem to recall it had some old stuff in it.”

“Our time for today is about up, but if you feel up to it, go through that box and bring in anything you think might shed some light on your childhood, okay?”

Emily agreed and went out to find Brian waiting patiently for her in the waiting room. “He’s always waiting for me,” she thought, “and always patiently.”


 

The drive home was an awkward time. Brian thought it best not to ask any questions about Emily’s session with her therapist. He knew that she was going through a rough time, and he wanted very much to be supportive, but he also knew that she wanted to break the cycle of depending on him too much for emotional strength. 



What had become patently obvious to Emily was that she had suffered more than just verbal abuse as a child. For her the revelation that she had been beaten had not been a revelation in the truest sense. It was the kind of fact that when confronted, causes an individual to exclaim, “Of course, I knew there had to be something like that! That explains things.” But it compounded the feelings of violation and self-loathing she was already suffering. One of the aspects of the assault that most preyed on her mind was the knowledge that she had been found by s deputy unclothed in a wooded area. The idea of being naked in front of complete strangers was as painful as any injury she had. Her feeling about learning that she had been abused as a child was similar; it was like having the bare bones of your soul hung out to bleach in a desert sun. She didn’t want to talk about it at all.

As they made the drive home in silence, Emily noticed the children that seemed to be everywhere playing in the late afternoon sunshine. In the playground, riding bicycles on the street, playing in the sandbox in the park. People think of children as so resilient, they are always falling down, but they just pick themselves up, dust themselves off, and go about their business. How many times does a child have to fall before they can’t get up by themselves? How many falls does it take before the dust won’t brush off? The bruises and the dust are bad enough, outward signs for the world to see how many times you’ve been clumsy. But what about the hurts that nobody sees? They’re the ones that take the longest to heal.

The more she thought about it, the more depressed Emily felt about her life. “It was bad enough,” she thought, “when I was dealing with the fact that a perfect stranger raped me and beat me up. How do I live with the idea that my own father beat me? And why did the one bring back into conscious memory the other? And where was my mother through all of this? And where was God?”

By the time they arrived at Brian’s house, Emily had a pounding headache and wanted nothing more than to sleep. Brian went busily about the business of preparing a meal she didn’t have any desire to eat. Emily went to the guest room to lie down for a few minutes. When he went to check on her half an hour later, he could tell from the redness of her eyes that she had been crying.

He crossed the room and sat next to her on the bed. For a while they just looked at one another. When he spoke, it was in careful, measured tones.

“I know you don’t want to talk about it,” at that he paused to give her time to dispute the statement, which she didn’t, “and you certainly don’t owe me the answer to this question, but I have to ask. Is it me? Is it us?”

Emily seemed a little taken aback, as if she had assumed that his question would be something completely different, something she couldn’t answer. She quickly said, “Oh, Brian, no. It’s not you at all. You’re the only thing it’s definitely not. It’s something else, something I’m not ready to talk about.”

He closed his eyes for an instant and breathed an easier breath. “Darling, you don’t have to say another word. As long as I know I’m not doing anything that hurts you, I can wait. We’ll talk about it when you’re ready.”

She smiled a weak, watered down with tears sort of smile. “You’re so patient.” For a reason unknown to Brian, that started her crying again. She eventually cried herself to sleep.


 

“Brian, I need to go through all my stuff and find one particular box. That’s going to be difficult, isn’t it?”

Emily had slept through the evening and night for a total of about twelve straight hours and was having breakfast, a real, hot, nutritious breakfast. Brian was delighted to see her actually eating.

“I don’t know how much of a jumble the storage area will be. The movers were supposed to put things in some sort of order, weren’t they?” he answered.

“I had things labeled as to what room of the apartment they had been in and what was in the box. The box I want would have been with the miscellaneous, which means it’s probably going to take a lot of sifting to find it.”

“We could do that after we see Dr. Vogler, if you’re up to it.”

Emily’s check up at the hospital went well, her progress was duly noted and she was encouraged to keep right on taking it easy for a while. Afterwards, Brian drove to the maze where Emily’s things were stored. Finally finding her assigned space, he opened the door, and they were both surprised to see how neatly and efficiently everything had been stacked. In just a few minutes, they had found the pile in which all the boxes were labeled ‘miscellaneous.’ 


“It would probably help if I knew what was in the box you’re looking for,” he commented.

“It was a box that had been mailed to me, and it was from my sister. Her name is in the space for return address, it’s Jean Stone.”

Brian’s curiosity was peaked by that description, and he renewed his search with some vigor. In remarkably short time, the box was found and stored in the back seat of the car. When they got back to the house, Brian carried it without comment to Emily’s room.

After a light lunch, Brian said, “You’ve had a busy morning, and you probably ought to at least lie down, if not take a nap. Would you be all right for a while if I went to run some errands?”

Emily wondered if this was something he had manufactured to take himself out of the house so that she could go through her box privately. “I’ll be fine. Take as long as you need. I only get hysterically paranoid when it’s dark, anyway.” This last was accompanied by a self-deprecating grin.


Emily actually did rest on her bed for a short while, contemplating the box. “There’s no smoking gun in there,” she told herself, “no x-rays of broken bones, no catalog of dates and times when I was seen with a black eye, no police report of an arrest for child abuse. So, why am I afraid to look in there? Why didn’t I look through it when Jean sent it years ago?”

Finally, of course, her curiosity was running neck and neck with her reluctance, and she cut through the sticky brown tape that was supposed to be holding her childhood confined in the ugly brown carton. The first thing she found was the obituary that had run in the Raleigh newspaper when her parents had died. It struck her with a jolt that her father had been forty-six when he died, younger than Brian. Her mother had been forty-four. They had been married very young and had started cranking out children right away. When their parents had died, Bob had been twenty-five, Melvin twenty-three, Barbara was twenty-two, Emily was twenty, and Jean was fifteen.

The next item in the box was a faded pink ribbon from a corsage. Attached was a tag identifying it as the corsage she had worn to the junior prom in 1993. Emily vaguely remembered a pink dress that looked ridiculous on her bony frame and a guy from the second string football squad who was nervous and clumsy and stepped on her toes when they danced. It had seemed like a terribly sophisticated evening at the time, except for her sore feet.

There was an envelope of hair, a tiny tooth, and a hospital bracelet with “Stone, Emily Frances” clearly legibly through the plastic cover. This disputed the theory that Brian had early in their relationship when Emily had refused to talk about herself. He had accused her of being hatched at the age of thirty from an alien space egg. Emily marveled that her mother had kept such things. She didn’t seem like the sentimental type. “But I suppose she might have started out sentimental and gotten hard from living with my father,” Emily thought.

There was a bundle of report cards in a rubber band which Emily set aside. She had no desire to visit the academic mediocrity which she knew they represented, but she recalled that Dr. Whitfield specifically mentioned them. 


There was an immunization record, proving that Emily had indeed been vaccinated against the standard childhood diseases. Emily remembered with some annoyance asking her mother when she started college if such a record existed. Her mother had denied any knowledge of it, so Emily had had to have all those shots again.

There were odds and ends of all sorts, newspaper clippings from the day the space shuttle Challenger blew up, term papers from high school classes, a few poems that she must have thought terribly profound at the time she wrote them, but now seemed very trite. 


There were a few old coins, ticket stubs and programs from high school plays, and political buttons from the long ago campaigns. Each had attached a carefully written tag to identify its significance. “Gracious,” she thought, “I was a fusspot even then.”

There was a little envelope of the kind that pharmacists used to use to put pills in labeled “Beads from Miss Margaret for ‘Something Old.’” When Emily saw the tiny white beads she was astonished at herself for having forgotten about them. Miss Margaret Hathaway had snipped a few beads off the beautiful wedding gown that was yellowing in her closet. Emily could almost hear that tiny, quivery old voice, “When you get married you put these on your dress somewhere and they can be your something old.” Emily reflected that Miss Margaret had gotten married before the turn of the century, and so old was a very good description of the tiny white orbs. “I must have put these away at the same time that I put away all my hopes of ever getting married,” she thought.

At the bottom of the box was a dingy brown envelope. It was not one of the things that Emily remembered putting away, so it must, like the obituary notice, have been added by her sister when she mailed the box. When Emily tipped the envelope, photographs in black and white tumbled out on to the floor. Then began in Emily’s mind the “this is” sentences, as in “this is me when I was a toddler and we went to Uncle Mel’s funeral,” or “this is me when I was in third grade and my class went to the history museum.” Her overall impression was that she had certainly been a scrawny child, and what a horrible mess of hair, and that none of the clothes she was wearing in any of the pictures seemed to quite fit. Beyond that brief overview, the pictures suggested nothing to her as she rapidly scanned them, and as rapidly put them back in the envelope. She decided to take them to her next appointment with Dr. Whitfield, “If only,” she said to herself, “so that he can have a good laugh at the funny looking kid.”


 

It seemed a shame to Emily that Brian should spend a precious week of vacation time basically hanging around the house watching her mope. On Wednesday she brought the subject up over breakfast.

“Brian, aren’t you dying of clotted boredom hanging around the house all the time? Wouldn’t you like to get out and do something fun today? Wouldn’t you enjoy a change of scenery?”

He looked at her and smiled over the top of his coffee cup. “What did you have in mind? What would you like to do?”

“Oh, I don’t want to do anything, I was thinking you might like to go off by yourself and do something,” she answered. “It seems a shame for you to spend your vacation time doing nothing.”

“I’m enjoying being with you, and I’m getting a lot done around the house. The main thing about vacation is that it’s not work. One thing I would like to do is go for a drive. There is some beautiful countryside outside the city that is pleasant to drive through. Would you enjoy that?”

Emily agreed that it would be nice to get out in the country, and so they packed a light lunch and set out. They drove through the city traffic and then, almost abruptly, they were in the rolling hills that characterize the Piedmont. The hazy, humid air of early summer hung over the lush green fields where corn was already well past knee high. Acres and acres of tobacco were growing in neat rows, a few already sporting the pink flowers that would hold their seed for the coming year. And one after another there were the old tobacco barns that are a fixture of rural North Carolina.

“Why do you suppose the farmers don’t tear some of those things down?” Brian asked. “It doesn’t look like anybody uses them anymore. They’re really eyesores.”

“It is a disease of the rural Southern mind. You could call it tobacco barn syndrome. Southerners hate to get rid of the things that used to be useful, even if they’re not anymore. You will hear it time and again when some young person or some Yankee suggests a replacement for an old system. ‘We’ve always done it this way.’ That’s supposed to settle it, it’s thought of as not only a convincing argument, but the only necessary argument, for doing things the same way even after that way doesn’t work anymore. Even when they finally decide to upgrade or modernize something, they hold on to the old things as well, almost as shrines to their former inefficiency, their old stubbornness.”

Eventually they found themselves in the western portion of the county where there was a lovely park. They decided to have their picnic there. There was a pretty lake, and as they sat at a picnic table and ate their sandwiches, they watched some senior citizens in paddle boats propelling themselves up and down the length of the green water. Nearby there was a playground, and Brian noticed Emily staring fixedly at the toddlers playing on the swings.

“What are you thinking about, Emily?” he asked in a mildly curious voice.

Emily gazed at him and said, “We’re the in-betweens here. The older people are there paddling in the lake. They’re having fun, seemingly without a care in the world. The little children over there are swinging and playing, and they don’t seem to have much to bother them, either. We’re right in between.”

“Well, aren’t we having fun sitting here in the sunshine having our picnic?”

 “It’s hard to imagine ever having fun again.” There was something gripping about the look of intensity on her face. “My imagination is too busy with other things. I’m imagining what the man with B positive blood might look like, what kind of weapon he might have had. I wonder what he said to me, I wonder why it was my tires he flattened. I am figuring all the different scenarios, which injuries did he inflict first, how long did it all go on, how many other women might he have done it to, how many more will there be. My imagination is too busy to let me think about ever having fun again. And always the question looms, why me?” After a tearful silence, she saw the look on his face, and said sorrowfully, “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m spoiling our day, aren’t I?”

“Emily, I know you’ve been thinking about these things for days, I’m glad you came right out and said it.”

“You know in those old horror movies when they really wanted to scare you, they didn’t show the monster. You would see the look of horror on the faces of the characters when they saw the monster, but you never saw the monster yourself. That’s what this is like. I can imagine something much more horrible than what necessarily happened. And even if what happened was as bad as anything I’ve imagined, at least if I knew, I could stop wondering how it all was. And it’s not just the attack, it’s my whole life. I don’t know for sure what all the monsters in my closet even look like, I only know they’re scaring me to death.”


 

Emily was less apprehensive before her second appointment with Dr. Whitfield than she had been before the first, which she thought was a good sign. She felt confident enough to encourage Brian to go out and do something amusing and not stay the whole time in the waiting room. Life is full of small triumphs.

“How are you today, Miss Stone?” the psychiatrist asked.

“I reckon I’m all right. You can call me Emily if you want to.”

“Thank you, Emily. What have you got there?” He indicated the little bundle she was carrying from her memory box.

“Just some stuff like you talked about. When I was in high school I put together a box of junk that I had kept and left in the attic of my parent’s house. When they died, my sister Jean stayed on for a few years, and then eventually sold the house. When she emptied it, she found the box and sent it to me. She added those pictures, I guess they’re the only ones of me that she found. I’ve never been photogenic.”

“Why don’t you show them to me?”

Emily ran through the ‘this is’ sentences in a mumbling, embarrassed way. The psychiatrist seemed intent on looking carefully at each picture. Finally he asked, “Do you remember the times these pictures were taken, like this one of you at a birthday party, do you remember being there?”

“Yes, it was my older sister’s birthday party. I remember the cake and ice cream. I think it was when she turned twelve. I was about ten. I remember she got a radio.”

“Describe the child that’s in these pictures, how do you see yourself in them?”

“I was very thin, sort of puny looking. I wasn’t much to look at.”

“The thing that I notice is that there are a dozen or so pictures, most of them taken on birthdays or Christmas or other such occasions, but there’s not one picture of you smiling.”

Emily waited, but apparently, it was not a question, but an observation. Finally she commented, “I’ve never liked having my picture taken.”

Dr. Whitfield then turned to the report cards that Emily brought. “May I?” he asked politely. At her nod, he looked them over, one for each grade of elementary school. “Did you like school?” he asked.

“I suppose it was all right, I was pretty much an average student. I got a lot of talks from guidance counselors and teachers about how I wasn’t performing up to my potential. You see mostly C’s there. I didn’t keep up with my studies the way that I should. I wasn’t very motivated.”

“Did your parents take an active interest in your school work?”

“Not in the slightest. I doubt if my father could have told you at any given time what grade I was in.”

“You missed a lot of school, didn’t you? I notice here that your third grade teacher commented ‘Emily’s frequent absences have hindered her progress.’ In the sixth grade you missed eighteen days of school. Were you ill often?”

“I don’t remember being sick very often. My mother kept us home sometimes when we weren’t really sick. We would watch television all day.”

“Why do you suppose she would do that?”

“Well, like if Barbara said she didn’t feel good, Mother would tell her she could stay home, and then she’d tell me to stay home too. She didn’t do it that way when we were older, like in high school.”

“Do you ever remember being sick enough to go to a doctor?”

“I remember getting sent home from school a couple of times with a stomach ache, and finally they told my parents that I ought to see the doctor about it. He just gave me bottles of this nasty medicine to take and said I shouldn’t eat spicy food.”

“Did you have a lot of trouble with heartburn and indigestion?”

“Yes, I guess I did when I was an adolescent.”

“Were you ever diagnosed as having an ulcer?”

“I don’t think so, but I don’t remember.” In this response as in many of her others, Emily had a vague, puzzled expression on her face.

The psychiatrist went on asking questions about her health, about her schooling, about what teachers she remembered. He wanted to hear everything she could recall about her friends and the way she spent her spare time. One by one he drew out the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle and worked each into place. A picture began to emerge of a lonely, fearful child, a marginal student with few interests and fewer amusements. Emily saw the picture and mourned for the child, and every tear that fell was long overdue.

A family picture was also emerging. It was a house full of people, all of whom wanted only to survive, to protect themselves. There was no loyalty, no tenderness, there was only blame. There was no love, there was only fear. Dr. Whitfield finally voiced what had become plainly apparent. “Your whole family lived in fear of your father, didn’t they?”

“Yes. He was so unpredictable. One minute everything would be fine, and then he would just erupt and be irrational in his rage.”

“And then what would happen?”

Emily sighed deeply in resignation. “Then he would start throwing things, I hate to think what they must have spent on dishes, I honestly think he liked the sound of plates breaking. And then he would start hitting people.”

In an apparent regression, the psychiatrist asked in a gentle voice, “Why do you think you stayed home from school so much, Emily?”

For the first time in their conversation, she looked directly at the doctor, her posture suggesting an attitude of angry surrender, “Because my mother didn’t want people to see us black and blue and to know that we had been beaten.”

“Who are you angry with right this minute?”

“I’m trying to work up a good mad at you for making me remember all of this, but I know that’s just because you’re convenient. I’m angry at my father, of course, but I think I’m also mad at my mother. She was protecting him, but she never protected us. I resent that...oh dear...”

“What is it?”

“I don’t feel well. All of a sudden, my side is killing me.” She leaned heavily on the arm of her chair, pain evident on her face.

“I’m sorry you’re not well. Shall I have someone drive you home?”

“No, I’m sure Brian’s here.”

Dr. Whitfield stepped into his waiting room and saw Brian, whom he recognized from his days as a resident.

“Dr. McClellan? John Whitfield. Could you step in here for a minute, please?”

When Brian was in the room, he could see Emily’s discomfort. As he walked over to her, the psychiatrist explained that she had suddenly felt unwell.

“Hi, Emily.” His voice was tender, and she smiled up at him a little. “Where does it hurt?”

“I’m all right, Brian, I must have just turned funny or something, all of a sudden my ribs started hurting.”

“Well, you know, sweetheart, it’s only been two weeks, it takes a while for bones to mend. Why don’t we run down to the hospital and pester the orthopedist for a while?”

“No, I think I’ll be fine if I just go home and lie down for a while.”

Dr. Whitfield took note throughout this exchange of the tenderness in Brian’s voice, the concern on his face, and way that Emily seemed embarrassed by the whole situation. This was confirmed by her next comment which was directed toward the psychiatrist, “I’m sorry about all this fuss.”

“Not at all. I hope you feel better soon. It looks like you’re in good hands.”


 

As they drove slowly through the snarl of late afternoon traffic, Emily reflected on what Brian had said, “It’s only been two weeks.” It seemed more like two years, twenty years, or even a whole lifetime. For two weeks, she hadn’t been able to sleep well, enjoy eating, pray coherently, or touch the man she loved. She turned and looked at him as he maneuvered the car through the maze of the city streets, finding the shortest route to his house expertly. “He does everything well,” she thought. “He’s taken care of me and not once shown any sign of impatience. He’s put up with my ridiculous moods. He’s been my favorite person since the day I met him. I can’t think of a single thing about him that I don’t love. So why am I being so difficult? It must hurt him, the way I’ve been treating him lately.”

She kept this train of thought going all the way through a light meal and the telecast of the evening news. He was reading a professional journal and she was supposedly resting on the couch and working a crossword puzzle when he finally said with a sort of chuckle, “Emily, every time I turn around you’re staring me. Have I grown a third eye or something?” 


She blushed a little and said, “I was just thinking about what a nuisance I’ve been and how kindly you’ve treated me. I’m going to have to find some special way of making it up to you.” There was something just a little suggestive about the look on her face which Brian wasn’t even sure he saw.

“You haven’t been a nuisance. How are you feeling right now? Are those ribs still bothering you?”

“No, I’m fine. Why don’t you come over here and sit with me?”

This time there was no mistaking her tone. Brian crossed the space between them and sat on the edge of the couch next to where she was reclining.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he said as he stroked her arm with his finger tips. She reached up to touch his face and he bent to kiss her.

“Emily, you’re trembling.” His voice could not have been more gentle, but she felt it an accusation.

“It’s cold in here,” she said defensively.

“I don’t think you’re cold, I think you’re scared to death. Why are you doing this?”

“Why am I doing what?” By now she was angry.

“Why are you kissing me when you know you don’t want to?” He was still gentle, but there was a firmness in his voice as well. 


“There hasn’t been a day in the last year and a half that I didn’t want to kiss you,” she asserted.

Framing his response carefully, he said, “I appreciate that, but let’s be honest. You’re very uncomfortable about being close to me right now, aren’t you?”

“I’m trying to do something right,” she said tiredly. “I’m trying to express the way I feel.”

“Emily, I know how your mind works. What you feel at this moment is guilty. You think you’ve been a terrible nuisance and that you can make it up to me by a false show of passion.” He sighed heavily before he continued. “I want you right now more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. I ache to take you into my bed and do everything I know how to do to make you forget the last two weeks ever happened. But it wouldn’t work, and we both know it.”

There was a leaden silence in the room. Emily’s gaze seemed fixed for a long while on the drooping stephanotis in the bowl on the table. The fragrance of the flowers was fading and would soon be undetectable. When she returned her eyes to his face, there was almost a quality of desperation in her countenance. 


“Brian, you do know that I love you, don’t you?”

“Yes, my love, I know. Give it time, Emily.”


 

It was Sunday yet again, and when Paul arrived, he found Brian busy at work in the kitchen, carefully assembling a beef Wellington.

Paul saw the culinary gymnastics underway and asked, “What’s the occasion?”

“I’m trying to tempt Emily to actually eat something for a change. She’s wasting away.”

Emily was napping in her room. She seemed to be reversing night and day, staying up reading the night away and then dropping off to sleep at dawn. As Brian thought about this phenomenon, his concern was plainly apparent to his old friend.

“How is she, Brian?” Paul asked.

“I don’t know. She sleeps a lot during the day but not much at night. She doesn’t eat. She cries often, talks very little. She has a sort of haunted look. I wish I knew what was going on with her. There’s a depth to her sadness that scares me.”

“It hasn’t been very long, Brian, you’ve got to be patient. Is she seeing John Whitfield?”

“Yes. She went Monday and then came home and cried all afternoon. She went Thursday and I had to take her home early because she was in pain from her ribs. She hasn’t said a word about how it’s going.”

“How about you? Are you getting any sleep?”

“Oh, I’m fine. I haven’t been so lazy since I don’t know when. I’m supposed to go back to work tomorrow, and I’ll probably be worn out.”

They transferred the beef into the oven and the conversation into the great room. Brian was expressing his reservations about leaving Emily alone all day when he went back to work when she walked into the room.

“Hello, gentlemen. My ears are burning. You all must have been talking about me.” She made herself comfortable in a chair, resting her broken arm on a pillow.

“Brian was just doing his worry wart number about how he doesn’t want to leave you all alone when he goes back to work tomorrow.” Turning to Brian, Paul continued, “What on earth are you going to do with her when you go to Montreal?”

As soon as the words were out of the psychiatrist’s mouth, he knew he had said something wrong as Brian’s countenance clouded over.

Emily immediately asked, “Are you going to Montreal, Brian? That will be nice for you.”

Brian was slouched in his favorite chair with his left leg propped on an ottoman. The only indication of his mood was a thoughtful rubbing of his temple, a gesture that looked perfectly harmless but which in fact indicated great agitation for him. “No, sweetheart, I’m not going anywhere.”

Emily looked back and forth between the two men and sensed the tension in the room. “Paul, is Brian supposed to be going to Montreal?”

Paul looked uncomfortable, “I thought I heard that through the hospital grape vine, but I guess I got it wrong.”

Emily shifted her gaze back to Brian, “What’s all this about?” Her voice was firm, and she sounded suspicious.

“It’s really not a big deal. There’s going to be a short seminar at McGill in Montreal, and I was invited to go up and give a series of lectures, but I have no intention of going.” He made it sound as if he were annoyed by the whole subject, hoping that she would just drop it, but she was like a dog worrying a bone.

“All right, Paul, now you talk. What’s going on?”

“Emily, I obviously shouldn’t have said anything. Don’t get me in trouble.” He spoke with a smile, but she was in no mood to be humored.

“You’re both going to have more trouble than you can handle if somebody doesn’t tell me what this is all about.”

Brian finally grudgingly filled in the details. “I told you. They have this three week seminar series up in Montreal. One of the big pathologists from Johns Hopkins was supposed to give these lectures, but it turns out he had a heart attack and they asked me to take his place. I have no plans to spend three weeks in Canada.”

Emily digested this information and then asked, “Isn’t it sort of an honor for you to be asked to do something like this?”

“I guess so, but I have other plans for this summer.” He could dig in his heels as well as the best of them when he set his mind to it.

Emily smiled stiffly, “I know all about your plans for this summer. You plan to sit around and watch my frantic attempts to grow up and get a life. Fascinating as that prospect no doubt is, I think the world of medicine might be better served by your going to Montreal.”

Brian’s pent up frustration began to ooze out a little around the edges. “So, you don’t need me at all, and I might as well just go off and leave you, is that it?”

Emily stood up suddenly, threw her pillow on the floor, and turned her back to both men. She was obviously struggling with some powerful emotions. She took a deep breath, turned, and walked slowly to Brian’s chair, lowering herself on to the ottoman next to his foot.

She spoke softly and very deliberately. “Every minute of every hour of every day for the rest of my life, that’s when I need you. But you can’t put your life on hold waiting for me to get myself straight. I have to learn to be alone sometime, and I know I can do it. Go to Canada, Brian.” Her voice suddenly changed and there was a forced smile on her face. “I promise I’ll eat three meals every day and be in bed by ten if you’ll agree to make your trip. Now, you have to admit, that’s a good deal.” 


Brian looked at her intently and then shot a glance at Paul, “Would you check on her every day since it was your big mouth that started this?”

“You bet. Go to Canada, Brian.”


 

Brian was to leave for Montreal in three weeks. During that time, a pattern evolved. On the days when Emily went to see Dr. Whitfield, she was quiet and apprehensive all morning, jumpy and weepy all evening. On the other days, she was pensive, but seemed to have a better handle on her emotions. Brian went back to work at the hospital, and also worked long hours in the evenings getting ready for the lectures he was to give. 


Emily’s recovery from her injuries was steady. She was scheduled to have the cast removed while Brian was away. As summer grew hotter, she was more and more looking forward to being rid of it. 


Emily had never had a roommate. During her college years she had lived in her parents’ house. They had been killed in an automobile accident when she was a junior, and Emily had stayed at home as guardian to her sister, who was fifteen at the time. When she left Raleigh to take her job in the County library, she had moved to the apartment that she had just left. For her, it was strange to hear someone stirring in the next room in the morning, to smell coffee brewing that someone else started, to share cooking duties with someone. It did not take her long to realize that Brian was a very easy person to live with. He was tidy without being obsessive about it. From her vantage point on the couch, she could hear his distinctive footsteps as he limped across the kitchen floor, and she found the sound somehow reassuring. He was a great cook. 


Brian had not shared living quarters since his time in the army, which he had hated. Even in college, he had disliked the noise and clutter of the fraternity house. With Emily it was quite different. She never made a mess she didn’t clean up, she liked doing laundry, and she never answered the telephone for him, even if it took him six rings to get to it. She had good taste in music, but she also enjoyed silence. The only thing about living with her that frustrated him was that it was no euphemism—they really were just living together. He was developing resources of patience that he didn’t even know he had. The thing he liked best about living with her was coming home from work to a house with her smile in it, even though he didn’t see as much of that smile as he wished.

It was on a Friday evening during this time that Brian came home from work late. He didn’t want the meal that she had kept warm for him. He was quiet and his face was pinched, and Emily knew that something was troubling him. Sometimes she could make an educated guess about what might be bothering him based on what she read in the newspaper. Several months before there had been a house fire in which several children had been killed. Brian seemed especially grim for several days, and Emily knew that he must have been one of the pathologists involved in the autopsies of the victims. He had discovered that the children had been drugged and the police later concluded that the fire was intentionally set. Brian certainly saw some of the very worst examples of human behavior in his job.

On this particular Friday, she couldn’t recall reading about any deaths that seemed particularly gruesome. Of course, the School of Medicine was often consulted about cases in other parts of the state, and the local newspaper only carried local obituaries.

Brian was sitting in his favorite chair, his head back and his eyes closed, his feet up on the ottoman. Emily watched him from her perch on the couch.

“You look like a cold beer might be just what the doctor ordered. Would you like me to bring you one?”

“I’d like you to bring me six, and that’s why I’m not going to have any. Thank you anyway.” he answered.

“Must have been a grizzly day at work.” She hadn’t exactly framed it like a question, but it left the door open if he had something he wanted to talk about. He didn’t.

“What did you do with yourself today?” he asked politely.

Emily shrugged her shoulders a little. “Not much. I did some laundry, ironed a few shirts, and sewed on a button that you lost on your blue sport coat.” As she spoke she saw that he was staring at her. “Brian, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing, I was just noticing how pretty you are.” His words were jovial, but the sad look around his eyes that was always there was more pronounced. In a soft voice so low she could barely hear it, he added, “Get better soon, Emily.”

There were tears in her eyes as she answered, “I’m doing the best I can, Brian.”

Realizing how his words must have sounded, he quickly said, “Oh, sweetheart, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry.”

Crossing to sit on the arm of his chair, touching his forearm softly, Emily was as close to him as she had chosen to be in weeks. “What’s wrong? What happened to make you so upset?”

In a tired voice, he spoke as if the weight of the world was hanging on every word. “They brought in a murder victim from one of the rural counties east of here. The medical examiner out there wanted help with some of the analysis of the evidence. It was a woman in her twenties, raped and beaten to death.”

The only response that Brain could detect to what he had said was that the hand she was stroking his arm with stopped briefly and then resumed its course. When she spoke, her voice was strong and even. “We probably should have seen this one coming. This is part of what you do. I’ll sound like Dr. Whitfield here, but I’ll ask anyway. How did that make you feel?”

His voice shook and there were tears in his eyes. “She hadn’t been hit as many times as you. Her perpetrator had just used a heavier object and swung it a little harder. All I could think was, it could have been you.” Seeing the pain in her face brought him to a sudden stop. With obvious energy, he pulled himself together and continued, “But it wasn’t you, that’s what counts. You’re right here, and you’re getting better.”

She smiled at him rather weakly and in her own mind knew that what he was saying wasn’t true. She knew she wasn’t getting better, she was getting worse. She felt like a swimmer who was slowly sinking, waiting to hit the bottom and kick off against it back toward the surface, but facing the possibility that she would drown before she got there.


 

It was with a growing sense of frustration that Emily continued her visits to Dr. Whitfield. She had in the course of their conversations remembered many incidents of abuse in her childhood, and she recognized that it was important to do so. She also saw the connection between being beaten as a child and being assaulted as an adult, and understood that the attack she had suffered had triggered the symptoms of unresolved anger that she was enduring. But what she didn’t understand was why her bad memories from childhood should have such a deleterious affect on her relationship with Brian. She still did not agree with her previous psychiatrist that Brian was a father-figure for her, so why was she suddenly afraid of him, of all men? She wanted all of this to make sense, and she wanted it all to get better.

She shared this frustration with Dr. Whitfield at the beginning of the last session she had with him before Brian’s trip to Canada.

“When do you suppose I can expect to start seeing some progress?”

“Don’t you think you’ve been making progress?” He spoke with his usual calm, slow voice. Usually, Emily liked the pace and pitch of Dr. Whitfield’s voice, but on this occasion, when he was asking things she didn’t want to answer, it grated on her nerves.

“I don’t sleep. I’m miserable to be around. My life is horrible. What progress have I made?”

“You’ve remembered a lot of things that you repressed for a long time. You’ve come to understand that the bad things that happened to you weren’t your fault. That’s progress, isn’t it?”

“I wonder if Brian sees it that way.” The annoyance in her voice was clear.

“Has he voiced any complaints?”

“Of course not, he’s too polite to complain. But now that I’m remembering all this stuff, even when I do sleep I have bad dreams about it.”

The psychiatrist seemed very interested in this. “When did you start having bad dreams?”

“Since the last time I saw you.”

“As I recall it, the last time you were here you remembered an incident when your father was angry because he thought there was money missing. You said he started with the oldest and worked his way down to you beating all the children one by one until someone confessed. After he had worked his way around twice, you confessed just to get the whole thing over with. Is that right?”

“Yes, it was like a sick sort of game with him. If he had thought about it for two seconds, he would have realized that I couldn’t have taken the money because it was in a jar on the top of the refrigerator and I couldn’t reach that high.”

“Is that what you dreamed, just a re-enactment of that incident?” 


“Yes, I believe so. It’s hard for me to remember bad dreams.”

“How does the dream end?”

“I’m hiding in the closet. That’s when I wake up.” It was obvious from the look on her face that Emily was unsettled about something. “I always went and hid in the closet after I got a beating. It was really the only place I could be alone.”

“I thought you were afraid of the dark as a child?” the psychiatrist asked.

“That was after.”

“After what?”

“After the time the money was missing. After I hid in the closet that time.” There was the now familiar strange mix of puzzlement and vagueness on her face, as if she were confused and didn’t particularly want to be set straight.

“Did anything frightening happen in the closet?”

“No. I hid in there and it was dark.”

“Did anyone find you in the closet?”

“No, I was alone in there. It was dark. I don’t remember anything else about it.” 


“Keep track of any other bad dreams you have, they might give us some ideas about what might be in some corner of your mind that you don’t remember.”

The rest of her visit was uneventful, and Emily felt somehow unattached to the conversation. What was it about the closet? There was something about it that was important. Weeks of pain, of fear, and of sleeplessness had begun to take a heavy toll. Emily had always been a person of order and self-discipline. And now there seemed to be no order in her life, no discipline at all. She felt that for weeks she had been out of control, that she was in a sort of limbo. She was disturbed by the idea that she was out of a job, out of her own home, and completely dependent. “I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, I can’t think.” In her own mind, it was all epitomized by the struggle to remember what was so terrible about that closet. “I really am losing my mind,” she thought in a panic.

She spent the remainder of that day even quieter than usual. She ate nothing and went to bed before nine o’clock. Brian told himself that it was just another of her bad days, but took little comfort in it. He resolved to stay up and work on his lecture notes for the seminar so that he could have the weekend free to spend time with Emily before leaving on Monday. He was engrossed in various pathological intricacies when he heard strange noises coming from the guest room. He was going to the door to knock when there was a sudden crash. Hurrying into the room, he saw Emily on the floor next to the bed with a look of absolute terror on her face.

“Emily, what is it? Are you all right?” He stepped toward her to help her up, and she scurried away from him across the floor. “Emily, it’s me. You must have fallen out of bed.”

She looked around the room in dawning comprehension of where she was. She was breathing heavily and took a minute to compose herself, “I was having a bad dream.”

“So I gathered. Are you all right now? Do you want me to help you up?” He was not about to make another move in her direction until he was sure she was completely awake and knew where she was.

“Yes, I guess I did fall.” 


“Does anything hurt? Did you bang your arm when you fell?”

She was crying softly, “I’m all right, Brian. It was just a dream.” Something in her tone suggested that it was herself she was trying to convince. “You don’t have to worry about me anymore.”

He made sure she was comfortable and then wished her goodnight, all the while thinking about what she had said, “You don’t have to worry.” Worry was just another kind of fear. For weeks the fear had been like static interference between them. “We can’t communicate, we don’t hear each other. I’m afraid that she will be lost in the grief of it all, so I try to get close enough to comfort her, but my closeness only makes her more afraid.” The terrible waste of effort that constituted worry had drained him of any creative ways to respond to her pain.

Emily was lying in her bed re-living her horrible dream. She knew that it was the memory of an actual event, and it was worse than anything she had yet remembered. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but she wished Dr. Whitfield were around to explain it to her, to make it make sense. Her memory had become a cruel enemy. She couldn’t remember being abducted and assaulted, and at first she had thought that it was a blessing not to remember. But she had come to realize that the pictures supplied by her imagination were devastating her peace of mind and could only be stopped by knowing the facts. On the other hand, she wished that she might never remember the terrible things she endured as a child, but those memories flooded her mind and tormented her. And always there were the questions without answers. “Why did this happen to me? Doesn’t it go to show that I really am worthless? Doesn’t it make me even more worthless than I thought I was?”

And along with all of her own pain, there was Brian. She knew only too well that her problems were also having a terrible effect on him. It brought a new wave of tears when she recalled what Brian’s father had said, “He’s never been as happy in his life as he’s been since he met you.” That certainly wasn’t true any more. He was so quiet, so tired all the time. “I can’t do this any more. I’m his tormentor,” she thought, “and it has to stop.”


 

It was a long, somber weekend they spent. On Saturday, Brian went in to the hospital to take care of the final details that would make it possible for him to leave on Monday. On Sunday, Emily said she still didn’t feel quite well enough to go to church. Brian knew that she didn’t feel comfortable going anywhere where people knew what had happened to her. Emily seemed lost in thought like a person trying to work out a complex logic problem. Whenever Brian spoke, she looked at him as if he were distracting her from something important that she needed to do. There was something about her behavior that Brian found disquieting, especially when he remembered what she said the other night after her dream, “You don’t have to worry about me any more.”

“What are you thinking about so intently, darling?” he asked as nonchalantly as he could manage. “You look like you’re formulating some sort of scheme.”

Again that distracted look, “I’m just trying to understand something. Tell me again why the man who attacked me tied me up.”

Brian was bewildered by the question, but strove to answer it. It was difficult to explain the nature of sexual perversion to an innocent like Emily, but he did his best. “Why on earth do you want to think about that?” he asked her.

There was a trace of annoyance in her voice when she answered, “I don’t want to think about it, but I have to understand. I have to know the worst of it. I have to hit the bottom of the barrel, if only so I can know whether or not I can get past it and go on.”

There was something much less than re-assuring in her words. To Brian’s ear there was an echo from another era in his own life. There was a time when he also had to know whether he could go on, and when he decided that he couldn’t. He was reminded of what he had said to Paul about Emily’s despondency, “The depth of her sadness scares me.” He struggled to find the right thing to say and finally just blurted out, “You know, Emily, I really couldn’t live without you.”

The look on her face made it very clear that she was aware of what was going through his mind. In fact they both knew the nature of the decision she was trying to make. But how to make that decision when logic and reason have long since fled, when whatever you do seems to be more wrong than right, when the only thing that still has any real meaning is fear--these were the thoughts that crowded through her mind. Afraid to go to sleep for fear of the dreams that bring more old horrors to light, afraid to get up in the morning and face another day of remembering. Afraid to do anything for fear of making things worse, afraid to refrain from doing anything that might make things better. Reverting to form, deciding the future course of your life based on what scares you the least. To go on, to keep trying, is terrifying because life as it is now isn’t worth living. But to give up is even more terrifying because despite the confusion, she knew that Brian meant what he said, that he really didn’t want to live his life without her. 


Breaking away from the convoluted train of her thoughts, she asked him pointedly, “Is your life really better with me in it, even the way I am now?”

Without an instant’s hesitation, he answered, “Yes, absolutely. Nothing can ever change the love I feel for you, nothing can do that. But it’s even more than that. I’m a different person with you in my life, and I like myself better.” After a minute’s reflection, he added, “It would be patronizing, not to mention inaccurate, for me to say that I understand what you’re going through; but I can certainly see that you’re hurt and scared. I’ve been down that road. When I got hurt in Iraq and woke up with my hand gone and my leg so mangled, the pain I was in was scary. But it was when my leg stopped hurting that I knew I would lose it. I know we both hurt right now, sweetheart, but keep in mind that the pain is a sign that we still have a lot that’s worth holding on to. And try to keep in mind, too, that you’re not alone.”

For a long while, she stood quietly, staring out of the window at nothing. Finally he broke the silence himself. “I can’t leave you tomorrow, not like this. I don’t have to go.”

“Yes you do,” she answered and then turned to face him directly. “I’ll be all right. I’ll be here when you get back.”


 

Chapter 8


 

Brian fell in love with Montreal practically from the minute the plane landed. It was somewhat ridiculous to think that he never got to Canada the whole time he lived in Vermont, but now that he lived way down in North Carolina, he was making the trip. He rented a car and took in as much of the city as he could, starting with Old Montreal down by the harbor. There were cobblestone streets and historic monuments and sites. He noticed everywhere that the people strolled along the streets where there were cafes, flower kiosks, and art displays out in the open. It was incredible how clean everything was compared to any American city of comparable size. He spent a day at the Terre des Hommes, Man and His World, the international fair. 


In between playing tourist, he worked on the lectures that were his reason for being in Canada in the first place. The sessions went very well, and Brian was well-pleased with the responses he heard. He grew a little tired toward the end of the third week, and he smiled as he told himself he was not as young as he used to be, but he knew that the time away was doing him a world of good. He was tempted to feel a little guilty about enjoying himself so much, but he kept in touch with Paul, who assured him that Emily was well and seemed in better spirits each day. Brian thought it odd that she insisted that he not call her at all while he was gone, but he knew she sincerely wanted him to have a vacation from her whole situation.

He thought of her often as he saw the enchanting sights of the unique city with its blend of European flavor and North American style. He went to the Place des Arts Comples and heard the Montreal Symphony Orchestra give a marvelous concert, and all he could think about was how much Emily would have enjoyed it. He went to the Musee des Beaux-Arts gallery and saw some beautiful portraits, and all the faces reminded him of hers.

The day before he was scheduled to go home, he received a package at the University guest house were he was staying. He opened it to find mail that Emily had sent as well as a large envelope on which she had written: 



 

Dear Brian,

I thought reading your mail would give you something to 


do on the plane tomorrow. Please do not read the enclosed until

you have spoken to me. I will stay home tonight and wait to 


hear from you. Hope this finds you well, I’m fine.

Love,

Emily


 

He had one more lecture to give, but his mind was not on it as he wondered what was in the envelope. He certainly hoped it wasn’t some sort of farewell. It was a long day until he got back to his room and placed the call.

“Hello, Emily.”

“Hi, Brian, have you had a good time up there?”

“Yes, it’s been great, but I’ll be glad to get home. I’ve missed you. How have you been?”

She certainly sounded cheerful enough, “I’ve been fine. I’ve been getting a lot accomplished. That’s what I wrote to you about in the envelope I sent. I wanted you to know what’s been going on with me before you get here. Anyway, we don’t want to talk about it on the phone, so I’ll let you go. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

“All right, sweetheart. Goodnight then.”

He could hear the hesitation in her voice, “Brian...”

“Yes?”

“I really do love you.”

A contented sigh preceded his answer. “That’s good to hear. I love you too.”


 

The first thing that occurred to Brain when he opened the envelope as he lay in his bed was that he had only been gone three weeks, and Emily had written a whole volume. It felt a little strange to be reading her journal, but as those were her wishes, that is what he proceeded to do.


 

Monday, June 14. As I write this at the end of a long, tiring day, I wonder if in fact I will ever have the nerve to send it to you, dear Brian. Dr. Whitfield suggested I keep this journal as a way of communicating the things that I find difficult to say, and I agree with the idea on principle. Of course, there are a lot of things I agree with on principle that I have lost sight of in the last few weeks. 


I suppose I should begin by filling you in on what has already been going on that I couldn’t tell you to your face. I can tell from things that you’ve said and things I’ve heard you and Paul say that you’ve both figured out that a large measure of the misery I’ve been feeling since I was attacked has to do with my childhood. You undoubtedly figured out even before I did that I was abused as a child. Much of the time I have spent with Dr. Whitfield has been invested in ferreting out what happened to me, and I’ve remembered some pretty terrible stuff.


Once I got used to the idea that it all really happened, I had to figure out why it was making me so miserable now. I especially had to know where the connections were between my childhood abuse, my recent attack, and my current problems with intimacy (actually, my problems with intimacy go way back, but you know that better than anybody). 



I finally found that link the other night when I had the dream and fell out of the bed. There was an incident that I remembered that was often repeated in my childhood. My father had a habit of deciding that some infraction of the rules had occurred and just beating all of the children until someone confessed. He was an incredibly sick person. Anyway, the specific incident that I remembered was one that happened when I was eight. He determined that there was a dollar missing from a jar he kept on the top of the refrigerator. No one admitted to taking it, so he started with the oldest and beat on everybody, but no one said anything. He went through the whole group of us again, and finally I said I had taken it, which was ridiculous considering how small I was, I could never have reached the top of the refrigerator. Anyway, he had grown tired of his game and sent us all to bed. These family beatings were always at night. Instead of going to bed, I hid in the closet. I went there when I wanted to be alone because I shared a room with my sisters. I stayed in there and I heard my father go to bed. What I hadn’t realized until that night was that you could see into my parents’ bedroom through a hole in the wall in the back of the closet. When I looked through the hole that night after he had beaten all us children I saw my parents having sex. I hadn’t the foggiest idea what they were doing, but it seemed to me that my mother was simply getting her beating, that it was her turn, and that this was his way of hurting her. In my own mind, it explained why she always seemed so sad.

Today my session with Dr. Whitfield was all about that dream. I guess you can imagine what he said. It is the kind of thing, no doubt, that psychiatrists live to deal with. Even a naive fool like me realized that it must have been that my father was sick like the man who tied me up. So now I know that my problem is that I equate sex with violence, which strikes me as pretty dumb when you consider that the only man I’ve ever imagined myself having sex with is as non-violent and non-threatening a person as he could possibly be. Anyway, Dr. Whitfield assures me that now that we have a good idea what the problem is, we have a good chance of working it all out. 


I stopped to re-read what I’ve already written, and it looks as terrible in print as it sounded when I said it all out loud to Dr. Whitfield. I wish I could still believe that things like that don’t really happen to people, and therefore couldn’t have happened to me. But I know that it did, and I know too that it makes me very angry. In one sense, it’s a good thing that you’re not here, because I don’t know that I could get this angry around you, I would be afraid that you would think that I was angry with you.

It has become obvious that I’m going to have to be willing to discuss these matters with Dr. Whitfield, and I’m uncomfortable with that idea. I asked Paul today if he thought it would make you uncomfortable to know that I was talking about intimately personal things with a psychiatrist, and he said he thought you would be supportive of anything that helped our situation improve, which does ring true. Of course, you’re always supportive of me. 


So now you know that the lady in your life is a genuine neurotic. You probably figured that out a long time ago. I hope you also know that I love you, and that I want more than anything else to get well enough to be able to show you that.


 

Tuesday June 15. I managed to spend the whole night in the guest room last night and did not once get up to see if anyone was out in the yard or in the closet. Of course, I also did not sleep a wink, but we can’t have everything. It’s hard to explain how frightening it is to have an enemy out there somewhere that knows who you are, but you wouldn’t know him if he came to the door in broad daylight. He knows my name, he knows what my car looks like. It’s spooky. I always thought of myself as basically unimaginative, but I sure have imagined a lot of terrible scenarios for what happened to me. I could be hired out as a consultant to a horror movie. I remember when you first told me that you tried to kill yourself after you were injured in the war. I spent a lot of sleepless nights imagining how you did it. There were some pretty grim images in my mind. What a stupid thing to do, but I just couldn’t seem to get it out of my mind. Finally, of course, I stopped thinking much about it. (I begin to see why Dr. Whitfield suggested this as a way of communicating. I would never have had the nerve to tell you that face to face.)

I will probably never know what happened to me on May 12 and that’s hard to live with, but I’m trusting that as time passes, it will at least stop driving me crazy. I am at least beginning to understand that no matter how it was, it wasn’t my fault. 


In one part of my mind, I am also trying to figure what you really feel about the attack on me. I wonder if there isn’t at least some small part of you that recoils at the idea of touching me. But I know better than that. I have seen the look in your eyes that I recognize, the look that tells me that you want me. Even though that look reminds me of how much I’ve frustrated you, I treasure seeing it in your eyes. When I look in the mirror, I feel awkward and ugly, but when I look in your eyes, I feel almost pretty. 



 

Wednesday June 16 I’ve also been thinking about how wise you were when you pointed out to me the unhealthy way I have of compartmentalizing my thinking. I have to stop equating pleasure with guilt and pain with punishment. I guess it boils down to allowing the grace of God to permeate all of my thinking, to accept that God wants me to be happy and have pleasure in life. I was struck as much as anything by a conviction that I have been incredibly selfish over the last few weeks. It wasn’t just my wedding that got called off, but I acted as if I was the only one suffering. I let myself become the center of my own universe. How can you ever forgive me for shutting you out the way I have? 


I used to think of myself as a forgiving person, but now I know that I’m not. Instead of finding a way to forgive my father for hurting me, I simply denied to myself that he had hurt me. Now that I know what he did, I’m angry with him all over again. I will know that I have made real progress when I can think of the concept of ‘father’ and not be uncomfortable.


 

Thursday June 17 Today I had a session with Dr. Whitfield. He wanted to talk religion, which struck me as long overdue. He asked if I felt that my self-image had suffered as a result of abuse in childhood, and I said of course it had. I had terrible guilt feelings because I hated my father so much and felt that I was abused because I had in some way deserved it. He asked me what happened to change that, and I told him about my feelings in church. He looked at me as if I was speaking Greek. Theology and psychology are far removed disciplines in many ways; one has to do with our understanding of God, the other with our understanding of ourselves. Theology is about the perfection of God, and psychology about the imperfection of the human mind. As far as we are from God is the distance between psychology and theology. Perhaps it’s just that I didn’t explain it very well. 


I have been tempted to fall into the heretical trap that says, “If you are a good person, really horrible things won’t happen to you.” There is so much wrong with that, it is hard to see why so many people believe it. I have had to keep reminding myself that I wasn’t beaten as a child because I was a bad kid, but because my father was a sinner. I wasn’t raped because I was a bad person, I was raped because Mr. B Positive was a sinner. If I were going to believe that philosophy, I’d choose to look at it the other way around and say, “God sent Brian into my life. I must be a wonderful person.” I still believe that God sent us into one another’s lives, but it was because of His goodness, not ours.


 

Friday June 18 This was a very difficult day. Detective Hoffstedter, you remember him I’m sure, called to tell me that the police retrieved my engagement ring in an arrest in a suspected drug house. He wanted me to come down to police headquarters and formally identify it. I told him I didn’t feel well enough and that he should talk to the jeweler who did the appraisal. That was the coward’s way out, I know, but I just couldn’t face the task somehow. He says they are trying to track down how the ring came to be where they found it, but he didn’t sound optimistic. I don’t want to think about it, so of course it will probably keep me up all night.


 

Saturday June 19 It seemed like all I could do today was cry. I’ll bet I’ve cried about five gallons in the last month. I also would bet that you’re as sick of it as I am. I guess we’ve both done our share of crying in the last month. Did you know that I had never seen a man cry until this happened? For that matter, I’ve never before had anyone cry for me until you did. 


When I was little, the worst thing was the actual physical pain of the beatings. Then as a teenager, the worst thing was the anger, the feeling of powerlessness, and the terrible embarrassment of the whole thing. But as I look back on it, I think the worst thing about it was the certain knowledge of the lovelessness of it. I got up on the mornings after those beatings knowing beyond a doubt that there wasn’t a person in the world who cared that I hurt. It wasn’t a family, it was a cluster of sick people trying to survive, and it was every man for himself. I suppose that living that way for so long contributed to my coldness, my fear of passion And then, after all the years had passed, there were Brian’s tears. I hope I never give you cause to cry again, but know this, dear heart; every tear you shed for me erased a little of the hurt and the loneliness that still haunted me. I think I’d have given up if I hadn’t known how much you cared, how much it would hurt you if I didn’t go on.


 

Sunday June 20 You know before I had my accident in the snow last year, I never went to the doctor. I didn’t know any doctors. But ever since then, every time I turn around there’s another doctor in my life. First, and best of all, of course, there was you. There were also the doctors who treated me in the hospital after the accident. Then there was Paul. Then there was Dr. McGinnis. Then there was your father. Then I was in the hospital again, surrounded by doctors. Then there was Dr. Whitfield. So I go to church for the first time in weeks and guess what the Gospel reading for the day was? Matthew 9. “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.” 



 

Monday June 21 What a day! I woke up this morning at a decent hour for a change and was busy all morning in the kitchen. Then it dawned on me that it was getting really hot in the house. The air conditioner was running, but the air came out warm instead of cold. In my old apartment I just called the office when something like that happened, but I was at a loss what to do here. I thought of calling you, but that seemed silly. I remembered what you said about the box where you keep important papers, so I looked there, and sure enough, there was the warranty for the air conditioner. I called the company that was listed, and the man came and looked at it. The bad news is that the compressor is shot; the good news is that it’s still under warranty. He is coming back tomorrow to fix it. Of course, it was ninety-two degrees here today, and awfully humid. For a long time I just sat here and sweltered. Finally it occurred to me that the best thing to do was to stay in the bath tub, so I did. I didn’t go to see Dr. Whitfield today because I had to wait for the man to come and look at the air conditioner. It may not seem like a big deal to you, or to any normal adult, but I thought I did pretty well dealing with the situation, and I’m proud of myself for handling it.


 

Tuesday June 22 Today I made up the session I missed yesterday with Dr. Whitfield. I started off by explaining to him that I had spent the entire morning waiting for the repair man who was supposed to be there by nine o’clock, and that I was in a bad mood as a result. He said this would be a good day to discuss dealing with anger. Dr. Whitfield has rather a dry wit. Anyway, he asked me what sorts of things make me angry. I made a list, and of course it started with people who are late and make me late for things. Also, having to do other peoples’ work because they’ve been goofing off. And being put on hold when I call long distance. And the more things I added to the list, the more I realized that I get irritated very easily. But then he asked me what I do when I get angry, and I said I mostly just fume. He suggested that there are more constructive ways of dealing with anger than that. We discussed it for a while. He says the anger I’ve been feeling about the things that have happened to me is a good sign, a sign that I understand that none of this is my fault, it doesn’t mean I’m worthless.

Then he asked what makes Brian angry, and I couldn’t really think of anything. I said that you disliked being stared at, and that you got sort of annoyed with your mother when she waits on you, but that I didn’t think I’d ever seen you really angry except for the time I disappeared last summer. I told him how frightened I was to see you so furious. I said that you’ve kept your anger out of my sight since then because you’re aware that anger scares me. We’ll have to discuss this sometime, sweetheart. 


I hope you’re having a wonderful time up there. I can’t wait to hear all about it.


 

Wednesday June 23 At long last, today I got my cast cut off. Paul very kindly volunteered to go with me, and he even stayed with me the whole time, bless his heart. That saw they used made the most horrible noise. Anyway, my arm is pretty sore and it looks like something dug up from a mummy’s tomb, but it feels good to get that nasty thing away from me. Now I can walk on the street and not have people look at me. If I ever make light of your self-consciousness about your arm, you should remind me of this summer, as if I could ever forget it.

Paul and I went to dinner to celebrate my new freedom. We went to that new steak house near the coliseum, and it was very nice. He says he has a new lady friend. His description of her leaves no doubt that the attraction has more to do with form than substance. We have to get that man interested in a real woman, a person with a brain. I don’t believe anyone should go through their entire life alone. Listen to the old-maid librarian lecturing. I’m a great one to talk.

I’ve said it before, but it bears repeating, Paul is rather a dear old soul. They say that women never like their lover’s friends, but I am most especially fond of the tall dark stranger. He works hard at cheering me up, but he never makes me feel like a nuisance. He is insightful, and so kind. We must be sure to keep him near us always.


 

Thursday June 24 Today in my session with Dr. Whitfield, we talked about sex. I could never have been a psychiatrist. I wouldn’t dare ask the sort of nosy questions that he asked me. He wanted to know what sorts of physical contact you and I have had and who initiated what, and what sorts of conversations we’d had about sex. He wanted to know about every date I’d ever been on before I met you, and how did I handle unwelcome sexual aggression when I encountered it. It was all terribly embarrassing, and I told him so. Of course, he already knew it, and wanted me to confront my embarrassment head on. I have done a good deal of blushing in my life, but never more so than today. When you get back, we can talk about all of this.


 

Friday June 25 One more week until you get home. It seems like forever since you left. I have a confession to make. I slept in your bed last night. There’s nothing wrong with the guest room, but it doesn’t seem like part of your house. I wanted to feel close to you. I hope you don’t mind.

I spent the afternoon weeding the flower beds. The poor impatiens are about to choke, the weeds have taken over so. You know those pink ones with the white splotches that you like are among the smallest of the bunch. The purples are the only ones thriving.

It is not surprising that so many of the parables in the New Testament have to do with agriculture, the process of growing things lends itself to all sorts of analogies. Some of the weeds in the garden looked like little, puny things, but when I tried to pull them up, I found they had roots that seemed to go clear to China. Certainly the character traits that I have that bother me most seem like little things until I try to get rid of them and find that they are in fact complicated. Some of the weeds had their roots so entwined with the flowers that to pull up the weed would have also pulled up the flower. My past can’t be undone. I’m going to have to learn to live with what I’ve been through.

After two hours in the garden, I was worn out. I came in to shower, a re-discovered joy since I no longer have to worry about keeping my arm dry, and noticed that I was turning red. Sunburn is such a stupid thing to do to yourself. For weeks now, I have avoided looking at myself in the full length mirror in the guest room, but today I did, and what a sight! Half white as a fish, half red as a lobster, and all scrawny. I have to put on some weight.


 

Saturday June 26 I spoke to your parents on the phone today. You must have told them I would be here alone while you were in Canada. Your father was his usual sweet self, and your mother danced around the question without ever actually asking it. She wants to know when we are going to get married. I tried to be very diplomatic, but it wasn’t easy. I told her I was in therapy with a psychiatrist, and she was not impressed. I don’t think she’s ever going to like me. 


I know you explained to them what happened to me in May. When I spoke to your father today he made veiled references to it. At one point he said, “You must not let one horrible experience scare you into changing your lifestyle into something you don’t want it to be.” I thought that a very astute thing to say, especially since I have tended to do that very thing, staying away from people, staying indoors, acting as if I’m behind the enemy lines in a war. Your mother, on the other hand, acts as if I had a hysterectomy or something like that -- something that isn’t discussed in polite society, something embarrassing. Well, of course it’s embarrassing to be hauled off and raped and beaten and then found naked in the woods, but I can’t go through the rest of my life thinking I’ve done something dreadfully embarrassing.

Your mother is making an assumption that I haven’t made myself, namely that you still want to get married. I’m not sure that I would in your shoes. I certainly don’t intend to hold you to a proposal you made under totally different circumstances. I guess this is something we will have to talk about when you get back.


 

Sunday June 27 Didn’t go to church. Don’t feel like writing. Don’t feel like anything. Miss you.


 

Monday June 28 I thought of going back and adding to what I wrote yesterday so you wouldn’t think I was depressed, but I was depressed, so that wouldn’t be honest. I still feel sort of blue, but I know there are going to be times like that. 


You know those bumper stickers we see everywhere that say ‘visualize world peace’? I think Dr. Whitfield must have one. Today he wanted me to practice visualizing myself in various settings. For example, he said I should visualize myself successfully confronting your mother about her tendency to ask nosy questions. Right off the bat, I have trouble with that picture. I see myself saying “Mrs. McClellan, I think that’s too personal a question to ask.” Then I see her responding, “Emily, dear, I don’t think you’re getting enough vitamins in your diet, you sound stressed.”

He suggested I visualize myself being intimate with you. That’s not so hard—I’ve been doing that for months. Of course when I told him that it set him off asking all sorts of questions about what kind of fantasies I’ve had. I told him I didn’t want to discuss it with him, that I could visualize myself getting really mad if he pursued the matter. He tried not to, but he had to laugh at that.

It did make me wonder what sort of fantasies you might have. I think I’ll know I’m making real progress if I can ask that question to your face after you get back.


 

Tuesday June 29 Today I did something of which I am inordinately proud. I went to see Dr. McGinnis, and I managed to get through the whole exam without blowing any gaskets. I was a little concerned because I haven’t had the urge to clean any cabinets lately, if you get my drift. She said it wasn’t unusual in cases of trauma to miss a month or two, and that I am fine. She re-started my prescription. Brian, you’ll have to admit that you didn’t think I would be able to do that on my own, now did you? I must tell you that you were very helpful without knowing it. I was thinking about some strategy I might use to get through it, and I recalled Dr. Whitfield and his visualization thing. So while I was being examined, I thought about you, and I sort of imagined that it was you that was touching me. It made me feel better about it. And that in turn makes me think that I really am making progress. And that in turn makes me wish that you were here.


 

Wednesday June 30 Today I must finish this lengthy epistle and get it off to you in the overnight mail so that you will have it before you leave for home. I spent the whole day just thinking about you and about myself. I have made a lot of progress in the last few weeks, don’t you think? Physically it’s wonderful not to hurt anywhere and not to look sick. Emotionally there are still a lot of problems. I still hate being alone at night, I hear noises that aren’t there, and I dream about long ago nightmares. I have trouble visualizing myself being successful at all sorts of things. I want nothing more than to stop thinking about how it must have been to be attacked, but I can’t get those images out of my mind, any more than I can the childhood memories of being abused. I still have a lot of anger about my parents and my whole family. But I feel better about myself. I give myself a lot of credit for getting through the last two months without giving up. I believe I’m stronger than I ever thought of myself as being. Of course, that strength is not my own.

And then there’s you. I know full well that I never would have survived this experience had it not been for you. Whatever it was that I most needed you to be at any time, that’s what you were. When I needed to rely on your strength, you were strong. When I needed you to be patient, you were the most patient person I ever knew. When I had to have someone who cared about my pain, you were there to blend your tears with mine. 


I have learned so much from you over the course of our relationship. I’ve learned about kindness, forbearance, faith, and honesty. But more than anything, I have learned from you what it is to love someone with my whole heart, even when I didn’t think I had a heart anymore. I wish that you could see how much I love you. Come home to me, and let me find the way to show you.


 

Chapter 9


 

Brian’s plane was scheduled to arrive at the regional airport at nine o’clock Friday evening. Paul happily consented to meet it and take the weary traveler home. He was looking forward to spending some time alone with Brian on the drive home. He was struck as he saw his old friend coming down the concourse of the airport by how well he looked. “The time away has been good for him,” Paul thought.

While waiting for the luggage, they talked about Montreal and the splendors of the city as well as about the beautiful campus of the medical school there. This topic of conversation lasted well into the drive, when Brian finally asked what he had wanted to ask all along, “How’s Emily?”

Paul smiled to himself in the darkness of the car. “I didn’t think you’d last this long without asking. She’s very well, from what I’ve seen. She has bad days, but she’s sticking with therapy and I really think she’s working at it. Certainly she looks wonderful. How are you feeling about things?”

“Well, I was really concerned when I left. But she wrote me the most fantastic letter, she sounded so strong, so secure, I’m much more encouraged. Of course, I recognize that writing is one thing and dealing with me in person is another. I guess I’ll just have to see how things go.” Changing his tone, he said with a grin, “So, tell me about your new lady friend.”

The remainder of the drive was taken up with discussion of Paul’s love life. Brian warned him that Emily appeared to be set on doing some matchmaking, and that she was determined to pair him off with a “real woman, one with a brain.”

Paul laughed, “If I could find one like Emily, I might be tempted. You’re a lucky man, Brian.”

When they got to the house, Paul wouldn’t come in. “You two need some time alone together, I’ll see you Sunday.” 


She was waiting at the window and saw them drive up. She met him at the door. Without saying a word, she just stepped into his arms and stayed in his embrace for a few delightful seconds and then backed away to speak.

“Hello, Brian, welcome home.”

“Thanks. Emily, you look terrific.” She did, too. Her skin was a lovely bronze from the sun, she was wearing a pretty floral dress and white sandals that made her look cool and summery. He noticed that her hair was getting long and framed her face in a lovely, soft way. “She’s more beautiful than ever,” he thought.

“I want to hear all about your trip,” she said as they moved to sit on the couch together. She sat close to him, as if there had never been a time when doing so had made her uncomfortable.

For a while he obliged her with a short travelogue on the beauties of Montreal. “You would love it, we’ll go together next time. Right now, what I really want to talk about is you. I read your letter about half the night last night, over and over. It was so beautiful. You’ve been working really hard; you’ve made wonderful progress.” He paused for a moment and then continued, “There was so much in that letter I want to talk to you about, I’m not sure where to start. First of all, I want to set the record straight. You asked how I could forgive you for the things you’ve done in the last few weeks, but you haven’t done anything I need to forgive. You had to express the things you felt, and you had to be honest. I confess I did feel a little shut out, but I wouldn’t have wanted to be close if you weren’t comfortable. Okay?”

“All right, I’m glad to hear it.” She smiled at him so tenderly, his heart turned over. 


“I wanted to thank you for taking care of the problem with the air conditioner while I was gone. That was very resourceful of you. I also appreciate the way you took care of the garden.”

“It was my pleasure. I suspect it was good therapy for me to keep busy.”

“Now,” he said, sighing deeply, “about my mother. You know tact and diplomacy are not her strong suits, but she really does like you. She probably wants to know when we plan to get married because she’s so anxious to have a daughter in the family. As far as the way she acted about your attack, don’t you let her or anybody else make you embarrassed, because what you said in your letter is absolutely correct, you haven’t done anything to be embarrassed about.”

“I have to keep reminding myself of that.” As she spoke, she played idly with the fabric of her skirt, avoiding Brian’s eyes. He recognized the gesture as her mental holding pattern, it had always communicated to him that she was nervous about what was going on, but not so much so as to require doing anything about it.

“Now as far as my changing my mind about getting married, that sort of threw me when I read it. Why on earth would I change my mind? There’s nothing I want more in this world than to marry you. You haven’t changed your mind, have you?”

“Oh, no. That was one of my middle-of-the-night thoughts. You know, you wake up in the middle of the night with a stupid thought and it seems perfectly sensible until you get up and examine it in the light of day.”

It was such an Emily-ish thing to say that he had to smile. “Next time you wake up with one of those thoughts, you come and get me, and we’ll thrash it out together.”

She looked at him intently and as she did so she traced the outline of his face with the tip of her finger. “What is it about you that makes it so difficult for me to think clearly sometimes? There were all sorts of mundane things I needed to talk to you about, and I can’t remember any of them. Maybe it’s the way your face looks like it was carved from a block of fine marble, like the face of a saint. Maybe it’s your voice, so low and sweet; it resonates in my mind and is like a tune I can’t stop re-playing in my brain. I’m sure there are a lot of things we ought to talk about, but we could let them go until tomorrow, couldn’t we?”

He drew her closer with a very gentle pressure, alert to the slightest resistance she might offer, but there was none. He kissed her, and she returned his kiss with warmth that penetrated to his core. After some enjoyable moments, he spoke. “Are you comfortable with this, sweetheart?”

For a long moment she said nothing, just smiled and stroked his face with her hand. Her answer when it came had a familiar ring. “I love Brian; I touch Brian; I like the way it makes me feel; this is happening, especially now, because of the grace of God, I love God. No more boxes, no more chains, no more guilt.”


 

The morning dawned one of those scorchingly hot days that chase even die-hard Southerners indoors to the bosoms of their air conditioning. Brian and Emily agreed that a nice quiet day inside was what they both needed. Brian spent the morning attending to all of the mundane things Emily hadn’t been able to remember the night before. At one point when she was in another room, he called Detective Hoffstedter to find out the status of the investigation. There was no real progress to report. Apparently, Emily’s attacker had used her engagement ring to pay off a drug related debt, and it was very unclear from the suspect who had been in possession of the ring who that person was. The policeman said that the ring would have to be held in evidence, but Brian had the feeling that Emily would never want to wear it again anyway.

After a light lunch, Brian decided to dive right in with some questions that her long letter had prompted. He asked, “How are things going with Dr. Whitfield?”

Emily paused briefly before answering. “Pretty well, I think.”

“I recall you mentioned in your letter that you felt odd talking to him about the private aspects of our relationship. You needn’t feel that way. Paul was right when he said I don’t mind, if talking about it with him helps.”

Emily took a minute to digest this and seemed satisfied. She said, “I appreciate that. It still seems strange to be talking about such personal things with a stranger.” Again she paused, as if choosing her words very carefully. “I guess we ought to talk about the things I’ve remembered in therapy.” Looking at him directly for the first time since this conversation started, she said, “You knew all along that my childhood had been more violent than I let on, didn’t you?”

“I suspected it might, and Paul seemed convinced. So many terrible things have happened to you, Emily. Are you finding ways to deal with it?”

“Yes, although some of the ways are not as constructive as others, crying all night for example. When I knew that I had been attacked, one of the worst things about it, one of the things that really threatened to undo me, was the idea of being tied up. It was like the final insult to know that I had come into contact with such sick behavior and been totally powerless to do anything about it. To know that my father was in his own way just as sick, it’s very difficult to explain how unnerving that is.”

“And so now, in your mind, there’s a connection between sex and violence which was just affirmed when you were attacked. How do we get beyond that?”

“I have to change the whole way I look at it. I have to stop thinking of sex as something that my father did to my mother or that men do to women. It doesn’t even work if I think of it in terms of what men and women do together. I have to think of it in personal terms like the ones in which you first explained the facts of life to me. You remember that, don’t you? You didn’t say ‘This is how the male body works’ or ‘This is how the female body works.’ You put it in personal terms, you said, ‘This is what happens when you touch me.’ That’s what I have to do.” She paused for a moment to look at him very directly, “I have to look at intimacy as something that Brian and Emily will have together. I have to keep at the forefront of my mind that being intimate with you is what God wants for me. Then I can deal with it.”

“You said that Dr. Whitfield asked you questions and forced you to confront your feelings of embarrassment. Are you embarrassed talking to me now?”

“Maybe a little. Nothing like I would have been before.”

“Emily, I was so proud of you for going to see Dr. McGinnis on your own. I know that must have been hard. You said you thought about me touching you. You can’t imagine how much that meant to me.” There was obviously more that he wanted to say, but he couldn’t find the words.

“Brian, you’ve known all along, haven’t you, that it was never you, it was always me? There’s never been a day when I didn’t want you, it was just my fear getting in the way. You do know that, don’t you, darling?” As she asked the question, there were tears that wanted to fall, but she wouldn’t let them.

“Emily, we need to get married.” He said it with such conviction that she was puzzled.

“We will, Brian, eventually, as soon as we can work it all out. Remember all the nuisance with all those details last time.”

“Have you got your heart set on all that stuff?”

“I’m not set on any of it at all, but it seems to go with the territory when it comes to weddings. If it were up to me, I’d just as soon get married right here in this room, it’s my favorite place in the whole world, but...”

“Well then, let’s do it. Let’s get married right here in this room. Today. Or maybe tomorrow. Yes, tomorrow after church, let’s get married. I’ll bet Jack Peterson would do it for us. Paul will be here anyway.”

Emily was completely taken aback and for a moment just sputtered. When she finally became capable she spoke. “But what about your parents? Won’t they be hurt to be left out?”

“We’ll let them have a reception for us as soon as we can get up there. They’ll understand. My father couldn’t care less about that sort of thing, and to tell the truth, I don’t feel any real obligation to my mother about it. There isn’t any good reason not to get married.”

Emily was attempting to be the cooler head that prevailed. “Brian, you can’t just decide on one day to get married the next. What if I get scared, what if I have one of my bad days and freeze up and cry all night?”

He spoke gently, “If you cry all night, then I’ll hold you all night.”

“I don’t think that’s what people are supposed to do on their wedding night.”

Brian did not want her to think that he had been swept away in a tide of romanticism. He wanted her to know that his suggestion was not purely extemporaneous. “Emily, I’ve been thinking about this a long time. If we agree that we won’t be intimate until we get married, and we don’t get married until we’re absolutely sure you’re ready to make love, then we get caught in a vicious circle and we’ll never get married. I don’t care if I have to wait a year to make love to you, I want to wait it out as a married man.”

“There’s a lot I need to think about here, this is not a small decision.”

“Emily, we love each other, we want to spend the rest of our lives together. What is there to think about?”

“Brian, don’t be simplistic, you know this is a lot more complicated than that. I have a lot of recovering to do yet. I don’t want you to be saddled for the rest of your life with an emotional cripple.” As soon as she said it, she recognized the unfortunate connotations she had unleashed. “I’m sorry, that’s not a very good way to put it.”

Brian was smiling, “Don’t worry. It’s when you consciously avoid using those kinds of expressions that it bothers me. You’re hardly an emotional cripple. You’ve made amazing progress in overcoming what’s happened to you.”

“You’d have to admit that I’m not there yet, not recovered.”

“Sweetheart, it’s taken me twenty years to get to the point where people can use expressions like ‘cripple’ in front of me without my flinching, I know what you mean about recovery. But why can’t you continue your recovery sleeping in my bed?”

Emily began to feel like the hapless customer in the car showroom who is being pressured to buy and wants only to run away and be alone. Brian sensed that he was pushing too hard. “Emily, I’m sorry. What can I do to help you make this decision?”

“Mostly I just need to think about it. There is one thing you can tell me about yourself. You realize that anger is a major issue with me just now. I know there have been times when you’ve been exasperated with me and you’ve gotten sort of cranky, but I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you really mad, except the time I disappeared off to Raleigh. The only time I ever heard you describe yourself as really angry was when you came back from the war. What if life with me disappoints you, what if eventually I make you really mad? What would you do?”

“Life with you could never disappoint me. I’m not saying I’ll never get angry with you; I’m sure we’ll disagree about things and drive one another nuts sometimes, but I’m a different person now. The hard things that have happened to you make me mad, but I learn to deal with it just as you do. No matter what happens, I’ll never again be as angry as I was when I came home from the war. I’m a different person now. You wrote in your letter that you used to lose sleep wondering about my attempted suicide. Is that what you’re thinking about now?”

“Brian, that’s none of my business. I should never have mentioned it. It’s just that sometimes it occurs to me what a big part of your life you’ve made me; it’s frightening to be so important to someone you love. Sometimes I wish you didn’t care so much, then the things that hurt me wouldn’t hurt you too.”

Brian looked thoughtfully into her troubled eyes and wondered how best to address her worry. “When you were first in the hospital and I didn’t know whether you would recover, I was angry with God. Jack came along and found me that way. I demanded that he explain why God let you be hurt. He said that because God gives people the choice of whether or not to follow Him, those of us who love Him have to live in the same world as those who don’t. He said that the pain and suffering caused by sin are the price we pay for having free will. I think that love between two people works the same way. Hurting when you hurt is the price I pay for the joy that loving you gives me. I’ll willingly take the one as long as I can have the other.”

“There is so much I need to think about. I need to be alone for a while.” Brian was going to suggest that he make himself scarce for the afternoon when Emily continued, “This is a decision I have to know that I made by myself, that I didn’t get talked into. I’m going to soak in the tub all afternoon. I do some of my best thinking in the bathtub.”

Brian smiled at this typical Emily-ism. “I’m going to run some errands, so you’ll have the place to yourself, in case you get pruny and want to be alone somewhere other than the bathtub.”

As she sat amidst the bubbles, she decided to approach the decision very logically and think of every good reason both for and against marrying Brian, and doing so now. “The best reason in favor is Brian himself,” she thought. “I know I’ll never feel this way about anyone ever again. He is so incredibly patient, so kind. I can’t imagine how wonderful it would be to spend the rest of my life waking up to the sound of that sweet voice. And if I am honest with myself, I have to admit that it’s getting harder and harder to say goodnight and crawl into bed alone, knowing that beautiful body is in the very next room.” 


Another compelling decision-making device Emily had used in the past came into play here. She often asked herself the question, “How much will I regret it if I let this opportunity go by?” And in this instance, she knew, she would always be sorry if by putting him off she lost Brian. 


Then came the arguments against marrying now. The biggest single thing on that side of the scale, she recognized, was herself. “I find it hard to imagine that I’m seriously considering doing this now. I could ruin his life by giving him what he wants. He might always be sorry, and grow to hate me. But he seems so sure that this is the thing to do and the time to do it. Oh, why can’t I be one of those people who always knows what to do?”

She knew that what it all came down to was intimacy. They were already living together, and doing so successfully. Brian was such an easy person to get along with—that was not the problem. It was going from literally living together to the truth of the euphemism; it was crossing the threshold of the master bedroom and forgetting all the nightmares that was the challenge. Emily asked herself, “If I’m afraid, then I should confront it. What am I afraid of? I can’t be afraid of Brian, it’s impossible to imagine him hurting me. Maybe what I’m afraid of is failing to please Brian the way I failed to please as a child. Maybe I think I’ll be as poor a wife as I was a daughter. But I wasn’t a poor daughter. I never got the chance to be a daughter at all, just a punching bag.”

Emily remembered when she and Brian were first discussing wedding plans, he kept stressing that the only consideration she need have was, what did she want? She asked herself that question now, “what do I want?” But answering that question had never been easy for her. She tended always to think in terms of giving other people what they wanted, and finding her happiness through the filling of other people’s needs, trying always to be the good child, the person people wanted her to be. “All I really want,” she thought, “is Brian.”

And then of course, inevitably for her, came the long list of “what if” questions. “What if all I can think of is being raped and I turn away from him and he thinks it’s him I’m repelled by when it’s myself? What if I don’t know what to do and my ineptitude frustrates him? What if I’m not as good at it as the women he knew in the past and that frustrates him? What if I get too embarrassed and don’t do the things he wants me to do?”

But always the answer kept coming back. The answer was Brian, sweet, gentle, patient Brian. “The Brian who cries for me, the Brian who prays for me, the Brian who makes my life a joy.” 


It occurred to her that she would never be happy about this decision until she had prayed over it, and she was of the school of thought that says you can’t pray in the bathtub because God hasn’t wanted to talk to naked people since the Fall. So she got dry, got dressed, and went into her room. “All right, Lord,” she thought, “You’re in charge here, so tell me, what do I do?”

People who don’t pray are generally skeptical when people who do make the claim that they hear the voice of God, or that God answers when they speak to Him. Non-Christians think that the praying people are talking about hearing God with their ears. They don’t realize that there are some things that are only heard with the heart. Emily’s answer came to her in a song that she suddenly couldn’t get out of her head, a hymn that they had sung the very first Sunday that Brian had gone to church with her. One stanza of “O Love That Wilt Not Let Me Go” went 


“O Joy that seekest me through pain, 


I cannot close my heart to thee,

I trace the rainbow through the rain,

and feel the promise is not vain, 


that morn shall tearless be.”

She realized that what she said she believed in the easy days before her pain had never ceased to be true. “Through all of it,” she told herself, “God has been there. No matter what happens to Brian and me, we can deal with it, because we won’t be dealing with it alone.”

When Brian returned home, he heard Emily humming to herself in the guest room. He tapped on the door to hear her answer, “Don’t come in, it’s bad luck.”

In a few seconds she emerged, “I never told you about the beads from Miss Margaret, did I?”

Brian was completely baffled and simply shook his head.

“I had them packed away and I had forgotten all about them. You know the old saying, ‘Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.’ Well, Miss Margaret gave me some beads from her old dress and said I should use them for something old, so I was sewing them on. But you can’t see, because that would be bad luck.”

Brian was even more baffled than he had been. He had never heard the rhyme, and he didn’t know what in the world she was talking about. His bewilderment was evident on his face.

“Brides are supposed to have something old to carry or wear, so I sewed Miss Margaret’s beads on my dress. My wedding dress.”

Light dawned, joy followed swiftly thereafter.

Paul’s reaction when Brian called to tell him was typical of his level-headed wit. “So you’re providing the entertainment for this week’s feast. I’d better do the cooking.”

Brian asked tentatively, “You think we’re both a little crazy, don’t you?”

Paul’s answer typified all the reasons why Brian cherished his best friend, “What do I know from crazy? I’m only a psychiatrist. It’s crazy when you do things that make you or someone else unhappy. Seems to be like the least crazy thing you could do right now is marry the woman you love.”

As an ardent student of Emily’s psychology, Brian knew that his task for the rest of the day must be to keep her from thinking too much. “If it occurs to her that she ought to be re-thinking her decision, she’ll second guess herself into a panic,” he thought.

“I know what I feel like doing,” he announced. “Let’s go to a ball game.”

“We’re supposed to be getting married tomorrow, and you want to go to a baseball game?” she sounded more amazed than anything.

“Why not? We don’t need to do anything in particular. Paul’s cooking tomorrow, the house is already tidied up, you have a fancy new dress to wear, so what’s the big deal?”

“Well I don’t know exactly. I have to think of something borrowed and something blue. I could borrow Paul’s handkerchief—that would be good luck. But blue, now I ought to think of something because blue is your favorite color.”

Brian was smiling, “Don’t worry, I have something blue for you. I bought it ages ago and put it away to give you for a wedding present. You may have it tomorrow.”

And so they spent the late afternoon and evening at the baseball park watching the local minor league team play, and play well at that.


 

Independence Day is traditionally a low attendance day at church. It suited Emily just fine for the crowd at worship to be a little thin. She knew it was ridiculous, but she had the feeling that everyone there knew the crazy thing that she and Brian were going to do. It’s not as though everyone gets up, eats a scrambled egg, goes to church, and then comes home to have a wedding. 


She couldn’t begin to say what Jack preached about that day. 


Driving home from the church, she found herself watching Brian. “How come you don’t look the slightest bit nervous?”

“Because I’m not the slightest bit nervous. Weddings are a piece of cake compared to autopsies, trust me. All you have to do is say what the minister tells you to say and kiss at the end. What could be easier than that?”

They found Paul already at work in the kitchen, assembling what looked to be a most impressive Sunday feast. Brian commented that there was enough food there to feed an army. “The only people here will be the three of us and Jack and his wife Betsy. It takes two witnesses to make the whole thing legal, and that’s exactly how many we’ll have.”

Paul smiled as he said, “You’ll want lots of leftovers so you don’t have to cook for a couple of days.”

Brian stood idly by munching a carrot stick and watching Paul work. Emily surveyed the two of them, hands on her hips. “Am I the only person here who understands the gravity of this situation? This is not a Sunday stroll in the park, this is a serious thing. There’s going to be a real, live wedding here. This is a big deal.” The more she talked, she knew, the more ridiculous she sounded. The two men looked at one another and then back at her, grinning all the while. “Oh, you two are impossible. At least I know enough to take this seriously.”

“Then why haven’t you put on your fancy dress yet? You’re the only one who’s not ready.” Brian said with a smile.

She responded, “I need to borrow a handkerchief from Paul, for something borrowed.”

Paul went to the chair where his jacket was neatly folded and pulled out a lovely linen handkerchief, the kind Emily knew he always had. “You won’t cry on it, will you?” he asked, smiling.

“I might just,” she answered.

Brian said, “I have something blue for you.” And he went to the pantry where he had hidden a lace covered Bible with white silk stephanotis pinned to it. “The Bible under there is blue and it’s engraved ‘Emily McClellan,’ and if you think getting those flowers was easy, think again,” he said as he presented it to her and kissed her. She returned his kiss, murmuring a quick “I love you” in his ear, then ran off to change.

When she emerged, the Petersons had arrived and everyone was sitting there waiting for her. Brian felt his breath simply disappear at the sight of her. She had found a dress that suited her in every way, it balanced perfectly modesty and flattering lines so that she was at once old-fashioned and incredibly appealing. Paul was reminded of Shakespeare’s line about infinite charm.

Jack told the participants where to stand, checked to make sure they had the rings handy, and they were off. The nature of marriage as instituted by God was described, and Brian heard himself asked if he would love, honor, and care for Emily under all the conditions and circumstances of life. As he answered affirmatively, Emily thought to herself, “He’s been doing all those things already.”

When her turn came she paused to think about the question just long enough so that she realized everyone was staring at her, “Oh, I will!” she said quickly, and heard a stifled chuckle from the best man.

They exchanged their promises to be faithful and loving in sickness and in health for as long as they both lived.

Then came the rings. Brian repeated after Jack, “This ring I give to you in token and pledge of our constant faith and abiding love.” Jack had done the wedding service fifty times at least, and knew when Emily did that part of the ceremony, things didn’t look right, until he realized that it was because he had never had a groom who wore his ring on his right hand.

As Brian had promised, once you’ve said the stuff you’re supposed to say, it’s just a matter of listening to be told when to kiss. Weddings really are a piece of cake. When it was all over, Paul claimed his right as best man to be the second person in the world to kiss Emily McClellan. He and Betsy Peterson then signed as witnesses on the wedding certificate, and Jack signed as officiating minister, and it was done. 


It was a Sunday feast to be remembered. They all ate too much and made an inordinate amount of noise. Jack and Betsy seemed to be having as good a time as anybody, and Emily made a mental note to invite the two of them to dinner some time soon, thinking to herself that it would be nice to start making some married friends.

Jack told stories of funny things that had happened at weddings he had performed. His wife would prompt him with, “Tell them about the time...” and before long they would all be hysterical. They worked their way through beef tenderloin, potatoes O’Brien, a huge green salad with Paul’s special dressing, and a variety of other assorted delectables until the grand finale, a beautiful white cake. 


It seemed like no time until the Petersons were exclaiming over the time and rushing off after a last volley of congratulations.

And so the three were alone on a Sunday afternoon, and except for Emily’s rather formal attire, it was not so different from countless other Sunday afternoons. They chatted amiably about how good the meal had been and what nice people the Petersons were. After a decent interval, Paul got up to go. The McClellans protested that it was early yet, but Paul just grinned his most devilish grin and said, “Got to go. I’ve got a hot date tonight. Going to make some fireworks.”

As was his custom, he shook hands with Brian and kissed Emily’s cheek, but she was not content to let him go at that. She held on to his hand and looked him square in the eye. “You’re so dear, Paul. You do know that I love you, don’t you?”

“I love you, too, Emily. This has been a great day. My best friend married my other best friend. Now, be happy. It’s your turn.”


 

There was a strange awkwardness between them when they were left alone at last. Emily kicked off her fancy white shoes, and presented quite a picture tidying up the kitchen in her bare feet and wedding dress. Brian commented as he looked on, “I don’t think that dress was meant to do dishes in. Why don’t we leave the rest till tomorrow?”

So they sat together in the living room, Emily studiously avoiding Brian’s gaze, Brian grinning in a mindless sort of way.

“It was a nice wedding, wasn’t it, Brian?”

“Yes, I thought so. Of course, there never was as pretty a bride. Promise me sometime you’ll have a portrait made of you in that dress. It would be something I would treasure, and my parents would love it.”

“Well, I guess I could do that.” she responded, and then just blurted out, “Do you suppose four o’clock in the afternoon is too early to go to bed?”

Brian burst out laughing. “We’ve been waiting nineteen months, you can’t wait until dark?”

“If we sit around here all afternoon, I’ll just get more nervous.”

He swept her into his arms and kissed her, “There’s nothing to be nervous about. We can certainly go to bed now if that’s what you want.” He started to lead her by the hand to the bedroom, but she stopped.

“I’ll meet you there. I need to change first.”

When she appeared in the bedroom door, she took Brian’s breath away for the second time that day. He had made himself comfortable in bed and looked up to see her in a cloud of white lace and satin. “Well, what do you think?” she asked shyly.

“I think I’ve never seen anything so lovely in all my life, and I think you ought to come over here and give me a closer look.”

More than any experience in his life, Brian would look back on that afternoon as the event that most varied from what he had expected it to be. Where he had expected to find fearfulness, he instead uncovered a well of eagerness. She was eager to learn, eager to please, and eager to be pleased. She continually asked, “Is this right? Show me. Tell me how.” He had known there would be naiveté, but he was surprised that it was accompanied by so warm a passion. He had expected her to cling to her dignity in maidenly modesty, and was overjoyed to see the willingness with which she abandoned herself to the event.

Emily would explain to him later that it was his approach that made her behave the way she did. She said, “I asked so many questions not just because I wanted to know the answers, but also because I loved hearing your voice, I loved the way you explained everything. You make love the way you do everything—patiently, gently, and romantically. You kept making sure that I was all right, that I was comfortable. You kept encouraging me. I lost my fear in the sound of your voice. I just got lost in you.”


 

The days that passed that summer were delightful, slow days. Brian came home from each day of work to long, quiet evenings of conversation and discovery. Emily continued in therapy, still having the occasional bad day, still having days that left her wondering how there could possibly be any more tears to cry, but always finding solace in Brian’s arms. She reveled in a new found sense of security, a feeling that God intended good things for her life, not just because she found herself married to a remarkable man, but also because she was deciding that she was in her own way a pretty remarkable person herself.

As the summer drew to a close, they made the long awaited journey to Vermont. There was a terrible thunderstorm that delayed their flight’s arrival until the small hours of the night, and so by the time they were actually in the elder McClellans’ house, there was time only to tumble to bed exhausted. 


The morning dawned a spectacular day even by the standards of Vermonters. The sky was a shade of blue that people in metropolitan areas never see. As they enjoyed a late breakfast, they discussed the planned activities of the vacation. Brian wanted to show Emily every attraction his home state had to offer, but his immediate plan for the day was to lounge about in the sunshine on his parents’ back porch. The long day of traveling had left him exhausted.

The McClellans, Sr. were so obviously glad to have the newlyweds with them that Emily began to think what Brian had said all along might actually be true, maybe they both really did like her.

Stuart McClellan was eager to show his new daughter-in-law the sights of the town that he had called home for close to three quarters of a century. “Come on, Emily, and I’ll show you where Brian spent his youth.”

“All right, Dr. McClellan,” she answered, after grinning in Brian’s direction.

“Oh, you’re not going to keep calling me Dr. McClellan, are you?”

“Not if you would prefer something else, sir,” she responded.

“Why don’t you just call me Dad?”

Brian held his breath to see what she would say. He need not have worried.

“Well, all right. Dad. I like the sound of that.” There was a wonderful warmth in her tone that spoke to Brian as loudly as if she had used the words, “I’m all right now, this is good.”

As he watched his father and his wife walk off arm in arm across the lawn, he saw her lovely lavender dress against the blue Vermont sky and through the tear that clouded his vision, the picture blurred and reminded him of the print by Monet that hung on the wall of Emily’s favorite room. It was the picture that she said made her feel a sense of peace. In that particular picture, it is always spring.

His mother interrupted his reverie to ask, “What does Emily like to eat, Brian? I want to make her something special.”

“Make her a blackberry pie, Mom. I’m sure it’s been a wonderful season for blackberries.”
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