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FAIR EXCHANGE

SyLvia Howarp and her friend Jane Pember-
ton were walking on the beach looking for bits
of broken glass that had their edges smoothed
by the waves and sand. It was a pleasant
November day with a gray-colored sky and
very little wind. The sea was calm.

“Here is a blue one,” said Jane, bending
down. “You want this, don’t you?”

Sylvia took the piece of glass. She had a
bowl full of these smooth, rounded pieces in
her room, and sometimes when she was alone
she would feel them in her hand and count
them, as if they were really the jewels they
appeared to be.

“Perfect,” she said, holding the blue glass

- up to the light.

“A jewel of value, not a sharp edge any-
where. From a medicine bottle, no doubt.”

“Yes,” said Jane thoughtfully. She was
spending a few days with her friend and they
had sat late into the night, talking.

Near the water a group of birds walked along
the shore on their little legs. Farther on the
beach larger sea gulls stood looking at the
ocean. As the women approached, they rose
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into the air and settled farther still. Soon they
would do this again, and then again.

“What manly birds they are,” said Sylvia, “I
always think of a sea gull as being a ‘he’.”

Jane did not answer. She was looking at a
closed house which could be clearly seen be-
yond the sand hills.

“Those people, the Paulsons (I have not
thought of that name in five years), what has
happened to them?”

“Oh, didn’t you know? They separated the
year after you stopped coming here. It was the
most talked-of thing that summer. It seems he
was in love with the secretary at the Atlantic
Hotel. Had been, for a long time. And then
she—remember she was rather pretty? She
finally married someone from Turkey.”

“This place,” said Jane. “Things happen to
people here. Do you suppose there is some-
thing wrong with it? Electricity in the air,
perhaps?”

“Things happen to people everywhere,”
Sylvia said. “Every person’s life is strange.”

“No. Since last night I have heard of three
couples separating; four now, including the
Paulsons. And there was the Fine girl who be-
came mentally ill, and Tony Jackson, too, and
old Mrs. Craddock who drank too much
liquor secretly. And also Leila Gebney and
the man who sold fish, and Dr. Archibald who
changed his religion, and Mary Totter writing
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that book. You will agree . . . And all that
happening, or I should say, all of it being dis-
covered only in the last five years, in this one
little summer place.”

“This one little summer place is a little
world. Because it is so small, we can observe.
each other more easily. Things happen to
people everywhere, the strangest things.”

“My life seems normal,” said Jane. “I am
a wife and mother. Same husband for ten
years. We live near the city in the winters and
at the seashore in the summers.”

“Yes, but Jane, think. Why did you stop
coming here in the summer?”

Jane looked uncomfortable. “Oh, that
doesn’t trouble me now. I saw him last year
at the theater, and I thought, How could I
have been interested in him! And,” she con-
tinued, more confidently, “it was in this place
that it happened. There #s something about
this place.”

They walked without speaking. And Jane’s
other adventures in other places, Sylvia
thought. Her need of secrets, her fear of grow-
ing old. But Sylvia liked her friend and said
no more.

Between sand hills they saw a field with
bare trees, sea gulls and a little white house
with bushes all around it.

“Whitney Parmenter’s house,” said Jane.
“Does he still stay here all year? T am sure he
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is the same. Nothing ever happened to
Whitney.”

“He died,” Sylvia said.

“He did?P T never heard! How strange that
he should die.”

“Oh, Jane. People die everywhere.”

“But it is so unlike him to die. Anything so
real happening to him seems strange. He was
only interested in important people, his gar-
den, and those beautiful English dishes no
one ever saw.”

“I saw them once. He finally had a party
one summer; only one, and I know it was dif-
ficult for him. There wasnt enough to eat
or drink.”

“What was the house like?”

“Perfect for an unmarried man. Many valu-
able little things on the tables. Beautiful paint-
ings on the walls, and as I said, the lovely
English dishes. Oh, people always did talk
about how he went to everyone’s house but
never invited anyone, to his house. But he
was the only unmarried man for miles around,
and I suppose he could do that.”

“Do you remember how he always knew
who everyone was, or had been? ‘She was a
Pratt, he would say, or ‘She was a Kissam,’
as though he were talking about different
kinds of insects. He is one person who escaped

the powers of this place. Nothing happened
to him except death.”
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“Not as much was known about him as you
may think. I discovered that one year.”

“Tell me about Whitney,” said Jane.

“You know how I love to come here in the
autumn,” Sylvia said. “Every year when the
children are in school I try to have a few days
alone. The houses are closed, the beach is
bare. All you hear is sea and perhaps a few
insects. Oh, and the geese! Canada geese.
The first time I heard them I thought they
were hunting dogs barking. They sound the
same; but the barking was coming from the
sky, and when I looked up, there they were
with their long necks and their mouths open.

“Three years ago, I came here alone. I had
quarrelled with Donald. Nothing serious, you
know, only a husband and wife quarrel, and
I felt we needed a vacation from each other,
and I needed a vacation from everything. If I
could have come out of my skin and had a
vacation from myself, I would have been glad.”

“Oh, I know the feeling so well,” said Jane.
“To escape for a while and be a different per-
son. A greater person. To be someone like
Albert Schweitzer for a few days.”

“But, because that is impossible, a change
of place has to be enough,” Sylvia continued.
“I came on that awful afternoon train that
stops at every station and often in between,
no one really knows why, and when I ar-
rived it was nearly dark. I remember standing
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