
THE PRICE OF A MARRIAGE
It was at her third garage sale that Margaret decided her husband had had an affair.
Margaret spent several hours every weekend morning from April through October seeking out and

visiting garage sales.  Fell  Park was home to a state university and the largest Savings and Loan in the
Midwest, so she was certain to find as many as a dozen good sales every week during those months, despite
the whimsical Central Illinois weather. Most of the sales were on the poorer south side where she often
found excellent prices on old knickknacks and curios. But her favorite hunting grounds were the wealthier
northwest neighborhoods where she could pick up clothes and furniture and appliances and tools  and
electronic gadgets and decorative items at bargains only the rich could afford to offer.

On  this  exceptionally  beautiful  May  Saturday,  Margaret  found  five  sales  in  the  Laurelwood
subdivision.  This  was  not  the  wealthiest  area  of  town;  that  lay  about  a  half-mile  to  the  east  in  the
Blackberry Creek area and featured houses starting at just under a million dollars.  Laurelwood's homes
were worth only about half to three-quarters as much, but their owners managed to keep up a brave front.

Margaret  had  been  prowling  the  immaculately  swept  concrete  driveways  since  seven  and  had
already emerged triumphant from the bargaining wars – at her first stop, she had talked the seller down
from $150 to $100 on a cream-colored microsuede sofa and chair combination not more than three years
old; at her second, she picked up a blue cut-glass iced tea set for eight for which she would have gladly paid
twice the marked price. With these resting in the back of her husband's pickup, she happily rounded the
corner of Bitter Ridge Way and Plum Court and pulled up behind nine other vehicles at the foot of a long,
curved drive.

This was a moving sale, and it seemed that the entire contents of the house were crowding the
concrete arc and the center grassy semicircle. Margaret would normally have visited it first, except that
this one had not been scheduled to start until 9:30. It was only 8:45, but already a small army had gathered
for battle. One woman snatched a bedside lamp and tucked it victoriously under one arm just as Margaret
caught sight of it; moments later, Margaret had the satisfaction of seizing a throw-pillow (that would look
just darling on the new sofa) out from under the same woman's very nose. Then the owner of the house
appeared, signaling a general assault on the cash box.

Margaret  hung back,  having claimed only the pillow so far,  and having spotted end table  that
matched  perfectly  one  she  had  bought  last  fall  not  two  blocks  away.  She  homed  in  on  the  table,
automatically glancing about for other hidden treasures waiting to be discovered. Halfway to her objective
she hesitated and veered sharply.

In the center of a card table jammed with decorative bric-a-brac sat a large coffee mug, emblazoned
with the Lincoln State University seal. There were, of course, hundreds of thousands of LSU coffee mugs in
Fell Park, but most were in the official school colors of green and white. This one was light blue with a
brown rim, the colors of the Sociology Department. She picked it up and looked at the back. Sure enough,
there was "Department of Sociology", written in Olde English script.

*

"What are you so smug about?"
"I am now a full professor in the Lincoln State University Sociology Department," he grinned.
She frowned. "What were you all this past month?"
He  laughed  and drew  out  a  box  wrapped  in  blue  and  brown tissue  paper.  "That  was  just  according  to

University records. I am now officially a Sociology professor!"
"Ah!" She knew what it was even before she unwrapped it. Bill had long ago explained that he would not be

considered one of the Exalted Fellowship of Sociologists until they had presented him with his own departmental mug.
"It's beautiful!"

"See?" He turned it around in her hands. "The department crest. And here." He turned it upside down. "My
initials on the bottom. Of course, Wally Eckhardt's are the same as mine, so we'll probably be forever mixing our mugs
up. Except his is older."



*

She weighed the mug in her hands as she weighed its purchase in her mind.

*

"Have you seen my mug?" He poked around in the cupboard.
"Get out of there! What mug?"
"My department mug." He frowned, his lower lip becoming more petulant than usual. It irritated her, and she

snapped, "How the hell am I supposed to know where your mug is? If you'd keep the damned thing in your office over
breaks and holidays instead of bringing it here, you wouldn't've lost it. I warned you this would happen."

He glared at her. "That was ten years ago, at least. I didn't think even you would say 'I told you so' after ten
years!"

"Even me?! What do you mean even me?!"
"Nothing! Never mind!" He grabbed his briefcase. "I suppose I can always get another!"

*

Six months had passed, and he hadn't gotten another mug. Neither of them had mentioned it since
he had stormed out  of  the  house that  day,  but  he  had taken one of  their  regular  coffee  mugs to the
university with him one morning and hadn't brought it back, so she assumed he couldn't get one. Maybe
they'd been discontinued. Well, she could get this one, and maybe (she turned it over) somebody would
know how to change the initials on –.

She froze. WJE? But those were his initials! What was his mug doing here? Unless – what was Walter
Eckhardt's middle name? John, was it? She knew it wasn't Joseph, like Bill's, but was it Jeffrey? Or was it
Allan, maybe, or Zachary, or McGillicuddy? No, it was a "J" name – Bill had said that all the initials were the
same.  All right. So maybe this  was Walter's. No sociology professor could afford this kind of house, but
maybe his wife worked. She did work, didn't she? What was she? Lawyer? Neurosurgeon?

She found herself standing in front of the woman who was hosting the sale. "Excuse me," Margaret
blurted, "but is this your husband's?"

"Ha!" replied the woman with neither warmth nor humor. "He's the reason my husband divorced
me and I have to go through all this crap." She gestured vaguely with a tall glass filled, apparently, with
orange juice. Margaret backed away, murmuring a disjointed apology, remembering suddenly that Walter
Eckhardt's wife was a day care teacher.

Margaret wandered among the furniture and paintings and bargain seekers, picking up and putting
down a crystal vase here and a hand towel there, seeing none of it. She absently laid the throw pillow down
on top of a treadmill, where it was eagerly grabbed by the lady with the bedside lamp. But she kept a firm
grip on the mug. It had become the one solid bit of a suddenly slippery world.

*

"Where are you going?" he mumbled, reaching for her.
"To a group sale with Sharon," she smiled, lingering as he caressed her.
"Why? I'm a full professor now; we don't need to live off garage sales. Come on back, we've got at least an hour

before the kids wake up." He kissed her, gently, between her breasts.
"I wish I could," she murmured, and meant it. "But she'll be here in about twenty minutes. Besides, you won't

have anything left for tonight."
"You underestimate your own seductiveness," he argued, but he lay back, grinning, and watched her dress.

"Anyway, you didn't answer me. I make enough now. We don't need garage sales."
"That's true. But why spend it all when we can still get bargains and use the extra for special things? And

anyway, there's a kind of adventure in going to these sales. You never know what you might find."


