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For Lucia Faithfull


PROLOGUE

Mrs. Porter was a slim, elegant, attractive woman of thirty, and tonight she was going to make chicken cacciatore.

She had just about everything she needed: chicken breasts, mushrooms, tomato sauce. It was only when she had the ingredients laid out on the counter before her that she remembered she had forgotten to buy lemons. And so Mrs. Porter went to market.

In fact, she could just as easily have borrowed the lemons from her neighbor, Mrs. Perry. But she was glad to get out of the house and into the last of a fine April day. Mrs. Porter was glad to be going somewhere, even if it was only to the mall.

The Porter house was set far back from a scarcely populated, deeply wooded road. It made Mrs. Porter nervous and claustrophobic, sometimes, to be at home too long at one time, and she had been indoors all day. Her Peugeot was waiting outside the garage. She swung into it, started it up, and went on her way.

Mrs. Porter took the shortcut, over the broken tarmac of Pine and then Stamford streets, past the more comfortable homes of Putnam Wells. This was a well-to-do community, a suburb of both Stamford, Connecticut, and New York City. In the early spring evening, with children playing on the lawns and bicycling down the street again after a long winter, it presented a cheery picture.

The Peugeot pulled into the old town square. Here, a small, charming New England village—white storefronts, a single tall church spire, a frowning courthouse with uneven stone steps—surrounded a broad green common. This was not New England, of course, not really. The people who lived here were commuters, not country folk. But there was enough old money here; there were old boys and old school ties to preserve the central village through restrictive zoning and conservative government, and thus keep the original two-hundred-year-old flavor of the town intact.

Louise Porter and her husband, Jack, had moved here from New York just six months ago. They’d spoken often of leaving the city for the country, the real country. New England. For one reason or another—Jack’s job primarily—they had had to compromise. Putnam Wells was not a solution with which Louise felt entirely satisfied, and as she circled the common to head up Route 33 to the mall, she felt a twinge of bitterness. Perhaps the old town pols had known what they were about: lure the Manhattan career women from their dens with a realistic country façade, then, before they know what’s happened to them, they’re fifty-year-old suburban matrons—trapped.

But Mrs. Porter’s bitterness did not last. She knew she would not be trapped. She knew she was different.

She bought her lemons to the sound of Muzak piped with irritating tunelessness down the supermarket aisles. Part of the conspiracy, no doubt, she thought as she got on the end of the checkout line, part of the plot to melt women’s minds.

She drove back slowly. Jack was probably fighting his way onto the train right now and, the rail lines being what they were, he would not get home for another two hours. It was a dreadful commute, and it had been that more than anything that induced Louise to leave her job at the art gallery. Her salary had barely paid for the train fare, Jack had pointed out. She would be able to find a good job nearer home. And she had agreed. Or sort of agreed. She’d quit, anyhow.

It struck Mrs. Porter, as she drove back into her driveway, that her own house took up the theme of the village square. It was no more than five years old, and its lot had been carved out of the woods with a modern preciseness that was devoid of charm. Yet the Porter house, too, was in the colonial style, down to the fake iron eagle hung above the front door. Mrs. Porter herself had even tried to foster the illusion by placing antique tables, wooden chairs, American primitive paintings, and the like inside. She was helping the conspirators at their game.

Mrs. Porter parked the Peugeot and carried her lemons inside. She hung her light coat on the hall peg and stepped briskly down the hall and into the spotless modern kitchen. She returned to the counter where she’d left the meal’s fixings. The man in the corner watched her for a long moment before coming forward.

The man’s name was Paul White. He was by profession a carpenter, and he lived in the nearby town of Arbordale. Arbordale was what is politely known as a service community. The maids, the workmen, and the store clerks who served the rich of Putnam Wells lived there.

Paul White was a large man, a little chunky around the middle, but with muscular arms and thick shoulders, and hard, strong, callused hands. In the unbreakable grip of one of those hands he held a butcher knife. He came forward slowly.

Mrs. Porter began to hum softly to herself as she arranged the chicken breasts before her. She hummed a Beatles song: “Here, There, and Everywhere.” She turned toward the sink and caught Paul White’s motion in the corner of her eye. With a small, weak “Oh!” she spun around, her back to the counter. Paul White approached her.

Oddly, even when she saw that his white overalls were stained everywhere with dried blood, Louise thought Paul White was only going to rape her. She had thought about rape, wondered what she would do if she were ever threatened with it. She had not fooled herself about it: She didn’t think she would be heroic. She had, however, on occasion believed that she was prepared, mentally, for the unlikely event.

She was not, could not have been, prepared for what Paul White did to her. That was unspeakable.

When the police saw what was left of Louise Porter’s body, they agreed that the second murder in Putnam Wells in less than a month had been committed in precisely the same manner as the first.


CHAPTER ONE

With both hands Mary pressed the star-shaped cookie cutter into the flattened dough. Her lips tightened until she was the picture of five-year-old determination. Breathless with the effort, she continued her story.

“… so then Tommy said he would hit Clara if she didn’t give it to him and Clara said, ‘Oh, no, you won’t because’”—she lifted the cutter and looked with satisfaction at the star outlined in the dough—“‘I’ll tell Mrs. Jenkins.’”

“And what did Tommy say to that?” asked Mary’s mother.

“He said”—Mary raised her voice to a plaintive scream imitative of Tommy’s—“‘I hate you, Clara Burns, and you’re a boogie.’”

“Well!” was her mother’s comment.

“And Clara said,” the child went on more reasonably, “‘Well, then, I hate you too, and you’re a boogie also, and you stink too!’” It was clear from her tone that Mary sided with her own sex.

Her mother, Joan White, only shook her head. She was standing at the kitchen counter before a cookie sheet on which were arrayed not only stars, but bells, seals with balls balanced on their noses, and camels—her daughter’s handiwork and her own. Mrs. White had brushed these objects and creatures with egg white and they were gleaming and sticky-looking in the kitchen light.

She was preparing now to cover the cookies with colored sugar, but she paused before doing so to observe her daughter. The little girl was kneeling atop a stool set against the counter. Her tongue was set between her lips and she was laboriously transferring the cutter to a fresh space on the dough.

“Don’t fall off the stool,” advised Mrs. White.

Without removing her attention from her task, Mary shifted her knees and Mrs. White began sprinkling the sugar.

Mother and daughter worked on together. Beside each other like that, intent on their chores, it was clear that they looked much alike. This probably meant that the child would never be beautiful. But she might—if she was lucky, if she had as contented a life as her mother had had—develop something of the older woman’s homey good looks.

Mrs. White was a woman in her late thirties. She had light red hair which she wore up in an old-fashioned bun. It was beginning to show streaks of silver now, but so far these only seemed like glistening lines in the red—as if her hair were being struck by the sun. Her face was round and nondescript: her cheeks were chubby, her lips a little too pale, a little too thin. Her best features were her eyes. They were almond-shaped and a blue so light that it made the pupils appear very black and deep in contrast. Everywhere on her face—there was no question about it—new lines and wrinkles were beginning to form and old ones were beginning to deepen. These, however, turned upward, as if they had been carved by a lifetime of smiling. All in all, they gave her a look of tranquillity and serenity. It was not a deceptive look. She was, in fact, more content than most: content with her lot, her family, her life. Sometimes she could feel it: a deep satisfaction with the things around her welling up inside her, making her feel good and safe. And, yes, she felt depressed sometimes, too, but she tried not to dwell on it. She favored life’s bright side and turned away from unhappiness as often and as quickly as she could. All this was in her face, and the comfortable appearance of it was accented by her figure. Always ample, it was even more so now. She was soft and full, and her hips pressed against her dark print dress and spread her apron at the sides.

Her daughter had the same red hair though she wore hers down long. She had the same plain, round, pleasant face and there seemed every chance that she would look like her mother when she grew up.

Right now, though, in her little blue jumpsuit, her hands and cheeks all but covered with white flour, it was difficult to imagine her as a grown woman at all.

“Carefully,” Mrs. White warned Mary. “You’ll cut the point off if you get too close.”

The girl wiped her nose with her hand, whitening it and her forehead with flour. She set about her task afresh.

Mrs. White watched her with obvious affection. It had taken her a long time to have this second child, and it made her feel warm to have her near. No doubt, though she wouldn’t have admitted this, the shared resemblance had something to do with it too.

When Mrs. White finished with the sugar, the stars, bells, seals, and camels were sparkling red, white, yellow, and blue. Mrs. White lifted the cookie sheet, carried it to the open oven door, and slid it inside. She closed the door and stepped to the sink to rinse off her hands.

There was a window over the sink, open on the cool spring day. As the water ran over her fingers, Mrs. White looked out through the gingham curtains. Outside, beyond the driveway and the barn, a small lawn sloped down into dense woods. The woods ran off out of sight ahead and to the right. The branches of the trees, still bare, were red with new growth. Occasional evergreens rose startlingly from the brown. Eventually, from somewhere she couldn’t see, the land raised itself into a series of high wooded hills. Beyond the last of these was a sky of the deepest April blue.

In the left-hand corner of the window the road was visible, but this, too, was surrounded by trees and infrequently traveled. It was a quiet, secluded spot.

The Whites were lucky to have such a place. Her husband, Paul, was a carpenter, and if they had bought a house with the money he made, they would really have been able to afford no more than one of the shoddy clapboards typical of Arbordale. By renting, they had found themselves a real country cottage on the border of Arbordale and Putnam Wells. The woods were part of a county conservancy and so were protected against developers. Their nearest neighbor was their landlord, Jonathan Cornell, and though his house was just across the street, it was back far enough in the woods to be hidden during the summer months.

The Whites’ cottage was perfect. Over a hundred years old, it stood by the forest so long that it seemed part and parcel of the overall serenity of the place. The simple white two-story frame rested on a stone root cellar that now housed the boiler and water pump. Above this, at ground level, was the dinette and the roomy kitchen. This latter, where she now stood, Mrs. White had done up with her mother’s old furnishings, with warm red-checked wallpaper, with samplers bearing pictures of Amish buggies and hex signs, and prayers or slogans such as “No matter where I serve my guests, they seem to like my kitchen best.”

And, as this was her workshop, so the barn was Paul’s. The barn stood just across the short driveway from the cottage. When they had first moved in eight years ago, it had been a rickety structure of rotting brown wood that swayed a little in strong winter winds. Paul had set to work on it and, before long, without altering its quaint exterior, he had transformed it into a sturdy shelter for his tools, machines, and benches. Mrs. White had seen the place when Paul had first remodeled it and given it her blessing. She rarely went in there now. It was—she smiled as she thought it—the bear’s private cave.

The whole house—inside and out—was part of Mrs. White’s sense of serenity and comfort. As long as it was clean and well-run, she felt she had succeeded for another day. The house was hers, was her, in a way. Her pride in it was personal pride. Nowadays some people laughed at the idea of homes and homemakers, and that, as they say, was all right for some people. But this was what she was, and what she loved. This was where she belonged. This was her sanctuary.

Mrs. White switched off the faucet and turned back to her daughter. The little girl had paused in her exertions. She’d raised her head and her face had lost all expression. Only her eyes were bright and alert. She looked for all the world like a kitten listening for a mouse scrabbling in the walls.

In another moment a blue Ford pickup pulled into the driveway, kicking up the gravel.

Mary began to climb down from the stool.

“Daddy’s home!” she cried.


CHAPTER TWO

Mrs. White looked through the window at her husband of twenty years. Paul was dismounting from his truck, swinging his toolbox in one hand.

He was still, thought Mrs. White, a good-looking man. His black hair had receded some over the years. It still fell forward onto his forehead but not quite as far as it once did. His face was still lean and hard and ruddy, the brown eyes sparkling with energy and life. He still could break into a smile more quickly and easily than any other man she had ever known. It was true that his blue work shirt was beginning to bulge out a bit around the middle, but it was also true that his arms bulged with powerful muscles, and his big hands were steady and sure and strong.

As he stood in the drive a moment, squinting and grinning like a man staring into the sun, Mrs. White was struck by her attraction for him. After all these years, it was odd, she thought. A man becomes so much a part of your life, so much of what you were—flesh of your flesh, as the good book said, bone of your bone—and then, suddenly, in a warm moment like this, he could come to you in a new way. Fresh again. Like a stranger.

Behind him now, bounding from the truck with the same strong heavy step, came their son, Paul Jr. At twelve, he was a big boy, with muscles bursting out of his baby fat. He was carrying a baseball in one hand. Casually, almost insolently, he flipped it to his old man. Paul caught it with his free hand, then, quickly, flipped it back. Suddenly, bending over, he made a run for the door. Toolbox in hand, the older man dodged and weaved past the young boy’s pursuit. Finally, Paul made it to the door and pushed through it with his pursuer panting at his back. The two came in laughing noisily.

“Look what I found,” Paul said, gesturing to the boy.

“Not in the house.” Mrs. White pointed at the ball with a wooden gravy spoon she now held in her hand.

Paul Jr. gave a slight grimace and, opening the door again, tossed the ball back out onto the lawn.

Mrs. White shook her head at him. He was, she thought, in many ways like his father. Besides the physical resemblance, he had inherited Paul’s restlessness—a wild spirit that made him fidget in church and skip school now and then. Paul had grown out of it: He had retained the exuberance and—by putting his energy into his work—had made a good life for himself and his family. Mrs. White felt hopeful that Paul Jr. would do the same.

Just as she felt a part of her husband, she felt her children were parts of her. They were the extensions of herself she sent into the world, away from the home to which she clung. The emotion was too complicated for her to express in words. She, Paul, and the children were—this was how she phrased it—one.

But for now she said to Junior, “Wipe your feet, you’re making tracks.”

“What about Dad’s feet.”

“I told you to do something.”

Raising his eyes to heaven, Paul Jr. wiped his sneakers on the inside mat.

“Now go wash your hands for supper.”

Paul Jr. bounded up the stairs, but as he went he ran his hand with malicious tenderness across his sister’s head.

“Hello, punk,” he said.

Mary pushed her lips together and swung out at him, futilely, with one small fat arm.

“Shut up!” she said.

“You quit teasing your sister,” Mrs. White called.

“Punk, punk,” Paul Jr. got in before he ran up the stairs to safety.

“You’re a punk,” Mary managed ineffectually.

But the little girl’s pout disappeared when in the next second she was caught up in her father’s arms and paraded about the room.

“Mary White, Mary White, wild as a kite and sharp as a bite,” Paul sang.

The little girl squealed and laughed and made her father sing the song again. Then her mother told her to wash up too. Paul let her down and her laughter faded to a chuckled, happy “huh-huh” before she followed her brother up the stairs.

There was sudden quiet in the kitchen now. Paul White took his baseball cap off and put it on his wife’s small head, then he leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek.

“Hey, good lookin’.” He peered past her to the stove. “What’s cookin’?”

Mrs. White smiled. “Roast chicken.”

“Mmm, roast chicken, my favorite.” Paul held his stomach and made a face.

Mrs. White rapped him with her wooden spoon, laughing. “Quit it. It’s good.” She took off his cap and gave it back to him. “How did it go today?”

The cap came down over Paul’s blue eyes. “Okay. Job’s just about done. One more leg and we’re there.”

“This is still the Miller woman?”

“Yeah. She’s been pretty good, but her dog won’t leave me alone.”

Mrs. White nodded. She looked at Paul a moment, as if waiting for him to continue, then, when he said nothing, with much less force than she had the children she told him, “Better wash up.”

When they sat down to eat, Paul Jr. said grace and the rest of them mumbled along. Then all three—wife, daughter, and son—looked expectantly over at the only man among them.

Paul grinned in his easy way. He reached out and picked up the large knife on the meat plate. He held it confidently above the bird. Its long blade glistened in the kitchen light.

“I’ll carve,” he said.


CHAPTER THREE

After dinner the children were excused, and went to watch TV. Mrs. White and Paul stayed at the table.

Paul leaned back, a cigarette caught in the tight grip of his short, strong fingers. Lately, he had been trying to cut down, but he still allowed himself one after meals. He inhaled the smoke deeply, with real pleasure. A bit abashed, he looked down at his spreading stomach, then as if to conceal it, shifted position a little.

“So,” he said, “kids any trouble?”

She shook her head. “Not today.”

“I saw Paul Jr. on the road, from the truck. Boy, he looked big. I was surprised.”

“He’s big,” she agreed.

“He was with that Henderson kid, what’s his name?”

“Kenny.”

“Yeah, Kenny. I’m not so sure he’s the best one for Paul to be around, you know? I hear he drinks already.”

Mrs. White wagged her head. “Sometimes the more you warn, the more they do.”

“Yeah.” Paul was thoughtful. “But still. That Kenny.”

Mrs. White eyed him indulgently. It was just like fathers to make such proclamations. They did not see the details, the whole day, every day. They observed from dinnertime to bedtime and then laid down the laws. Mrs. White usually ignored Paul’s and he usually forgot.

“Well,” he said, stretching. “I’m beat.”

After the dishes were done—Paul, as always, drying—they watched the second half of Merv Griffin and the entire eleven o’clock news. When the news commentator mentioned that there were no leads yet on that murder in Putnam Wells, Mrs. White attended to her knitting, shutting the voice from her mind. After the news the Whites went to bed.

They lay side by side in the dark, the quiet of the woods and the house all around them.

“I’m sure glad the winter’s over with,” said Paul softly. “Maybe I can lay some money away for a change.”

“Do you think so? Do you think we can?”

She heard him push out a long breath. “I guess we’ll just have to, won’t we?”

Joan White rolled over and put her head on her husband’s chest. He put a heavy arm around her shoulder and held her fast.

“Don’t make it sound so desperate,” she said softly.

“Well, it is, kind of,” he said.

“Why? What don’t we have?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s not what we don’t have exactly. It’s what we can’t even think of having. Sometimes, Joanie, when I see these people with their houses …”

“Well—” She snuggled closer to him. “We’re not them.”

“Well, that’s what I mean.…”

“But then they’re not us either,” she said.

This stopped him. He grunted once and then she felt him nodding, as if he were thinking about it. But he said nothing more because soon the effort of the day overtook them.

Mrs. White felt the regular push of his breath in her hair and she settled against him and closed her eyes.


CHAPTER FOUR

In bed, the strong, masculine scent of Paul’s skin and hair was soothing. It seemed to carry her on its gentle waves. It seemed to carry her back. It made her—as she often did before she slept—remember.…

She had grown up in Putnam, the rural county to the north. She was the only child of a postman and his wife. Her father was a loud, ruddy, warmhearted man. He sinned only, people said, in liking his drink too much. He died when his daughter, Joan, was sixteen.

Joan’s mother was a more reserved sort of person, though equally kind. The two of them, both given to silence, lived with too much quiet after her father died.

Joan’s lack of siblings made her anxious for companions but gave her also a natural shyness that kept her more often than not by herself. She had a good deal of untapped affection, which she gave for a time to animals and neighbors’ babies. But when she entered Carmel High School, she was eager to find someone for herself.

For a long time her quiet manners prevented her from meeting boys. She was the sort of girl prettier girls confided in about their romances. She was often lonely, but rarely unhappy.

She was a junior when she first became aware of Paul, who was a senior. He was tall and muscular and handsome. One day they passed each other in the hall and he looked at her.

She knew immediately that he was not her type. He had a reputation for being wild. He wore leather jackets and smoked cigarettes. Joan smoked, too, then, but surreptitiously, warily, and, for all that, daintily. Paul smoked on the front of the high school lawn and let the cigarette dangle defiantly from the corner of his mouth. His crowd was not her crowd.

Michael Chambers was more what she had in mind—at least at first. She was in a biology class with Mike because, even though he was a senior, he had had to repeat biology. Mike and Joan were in the same lab group and Joan began to help Mike with his homework. In return, Mike did all her dissecting for her.

Mike was very tall and lanky and, though his white skin was pocked with acne, he was handsome in a clean-cut sort of way. Joan knew Mike liked her because he’d asked her to come and see him play on the basketball team. Eventually, she did go and Mike waved to her from the court. He played well, though the Carmel team lost. Afterward, they walked home together up Fair Street in the dark.

There was a good deal of silence between them. Mike would start to speak as they walked along, but then he would bury his remark in a cough. When he did speak, it was about the weather, or he went on and on about the game. Joan decided to broach a more interesting subject but she did so with reluctance, for she felt making conversation was really Mike’s job.

“So,” she said. “What are your plans after graduation?”

“Me? More school,” Mike replied. “I’ll be going up to Ithaca. State school.”

Joan waited for him to go on. But Mike was only nodding and kicking at a stone.

She thought, on the one hand, that college would give a man a trade and so was a way to get a better job. But her father had always spoken against it as an idle luxury; a man, he said, should work his way up from the ground. She did not know how she felt about it, but Mike, with his shy, retiring ways, seemed the kind of college boy her father would have hated.

“How about you?” Mike said at last. “Your plans?”

Joan smiled and shyly shrugged away the question. “Right now I’d just like to get through finals.”

Once again Mike only nodded. He did not pursue it, but Joan had hoped he might. He did not ask if she intended marriage or, more to the point, if she was already going steady with someone, and there was no way she could volunteer such information. She waited awhile for him to ask, and then she gave up.

As they turned the corner two boys came up to them on the sidewalk from the other direction. The two were wearing leather jackets and were smoking cigarettes. They were pushing each other and laughing and calling each other dirty names. Joan was a little bit scared, but when she and Mike passed them, she saw that one of them was Paul. Paul looked up and said, “Hey, Mike.”

Mike waved. “Hey.”

“You gonna be at Scotty’s tomorrow?” said Paul.

“I’ll be there,” said Mike.

“Okay,” said Paul. “See you there.”

After Paul and the other boy went by, the silence between Joan and Mike seemed worse. To her it seemed lifeless compared to the energy of the boys who had just passed.

Soon the lights of her house appeared ahead of them.

“Well, thank you,” she said. “I enjoyed watching you play.”

“Yeah.” Mike nodded and smiled. “Sorry we lost.”

Joan smiled. There was something sweet about him. And she longed to have someone like her, really like her, all the time. He was, though passive, present. “See you in bio tomorrow,” she said.

“Sure.”

The next weekend Mike took her to a movie. They went to see The Hustler with Paul Newman. Joan cried at the end, and when Mike draped his arm around her shoulder, she did not object.

The lights came up and Joan, abashed, dabbed at her wet eyes. When she could see again, she noticed a figure sitting a few rows in front of them. It was a boy dressed in a leather jacket. He was alone and sat slumped in his seat, making a show of indifference to his solitude. He was immobile, as if waiting for the film to start again. It was Paul.

On the way out Joan casually asked Mike, “You know that boy, don’t you?”

“Who?”

“The one ahead of us. The one by himself.”

Mike paused for a minute. Then he answered, “Yeah, that’s Paul. Paul White.”

Joan nodded without speaking. Paul White. She would remember it. She was thinking it—Paul White—when she let Mike kiss her good night.

Smiling, she remembered that first kiss now, twenty-one years later, a kiss haunted by another boy’s name. She lifted her face and kissed her sleeping husband on the cheek.

“Paul White,” she whispered into Paul’s ear.

Then she rolled over and went to sleep.


CHAPTER FIVE

The trout hit with all the stealth and trickery of its kind. At first Jonathan Cornell saw the small slice of the tinfoil tobacco wrapper tremble where he had placed it on the line. Then it went out a little. Then it jerked. Cornell waited, sitting on the shore. His fleshy but handsome features were intent; his eyes peered owlishly through his glasses.

The piece of foil began to run out, showing the progress of the line. It went slowly at first. Then, all at once, it gathered speed. With a small pip it hit the water and fell off the line. It floated with deceptive placidity on the surface while the trout continued to make its escape below.

The moment the foil hit the water, Cornell plucked his rod from where it was balanced on a forked stick planted in the ground. He pulled up on it. The rod’s tip bowed with the weight of the fighter on the other end. For one thrilling instant Cornell’s opponent showed itself—a thrashing spark of silver deep in the water. Then, as Cornell reached for his reel to begin the fight in earnest, the tip of the rod suddenly straightened. The line relaxed and floated limply in the gently waving water.

Cornell reeled in until the hook, stripped of its bait, popped out into the open air.

Another man might have cursed. Another man might have railed against fate or against trout, or against fish in general. Cornell laughed, pushing the thick black frames of his glasses back on his small nose.

“Enough,” he said aloud. “I give in.” He made a clicking noise with his tongue and cocked his head. “Next time, my friend.”

He stood up at the edge of the water and stretched. He was a tall, loose-jointed man, a little thick at the middle but generally fit. As his arms pulled out beyond the cuffs of his jacket, his fingers flexing toward the sky, he gazed happily across the reservoir.

Jonathan Cornell was a free-lance illustrator, a commercial artist. That was not to say that he worked solely for money. Like many another artist, he had his passion too. It was just that, whereas some men painted to live and some lived to paint, Jonathan Cornell lived and painted in order that he might fish.

And fish he did. Every day almost, during the season. Every morning he took up his tackle box and pole and went down the drive to the street. He crossed over and passed the Whites’ cottage and their lawn, and then went down the slope into the conservancy woods. He followed the fire trail between the tall green pines and the leafless maples and elms until he reached the marked trail of the conservancy. This led steeply down the side of a wide gorge. A river ran along the bottom of the gorge to where it widened out and, held by a water company dam, became a reservoir. Here Cornell fished.

When he was done he would trudge back up to his house and deal with the expediency of his art.

He was done now, though unsuccessful. With a little sigh he began to gather his gear.

The sigh was not so much for his lack of success: to fish was the thing, to catch something was only secondary. He sighed because today was Thursday and on Thursday he generally had to have coffee with Mrs. White.

Every other day of the week Cornell could return past the Whites’ cottage with no more than a friendly wave at the window. Sometimes there was no need even for that. As Cornell well knew—for Mrs. White had often told him—she was not always home in the mornings. On Monday she did the shopping—Cornell passed by and went back to his house without fear. On Tuesday she did her baking, and, though she waved and smiled from the kitchen window, she was usually too busy to stop for coffee. On Wednesday her garden club met, and on Fridays she helped mend clothes for a charitable thrift shop near the Arbordale train station, so again Cornell had safe passage home.

On Thursdays, however, when she did the major housecleaning of the week, Mrs. White usually lingered over coffee. She was usually still lingering when Cornell went by. Occasionally, even so, he made it back without her noticing. More often, though, he was pegged by her high-pitched “Yoo-hoo.” The rest—coffee and pound cake and talk and talk and talk—was inevitable.

Certainly, he could have declined her invitation. Sometimes he did. But, though Mrs. White was his tenant and he owned the land around the cottage, her lease gave her rights to it. Technically, when he took the shortcut into the woods, he was trespassing. It was best to stay on good terms.

What’s more, the Whites were model tenants and he did not want to lose them. They were quiet and clean, and, as Mr. White was a carpenter, there was rarely need for Cornell to bother about repairs. They were stable enough too. They’d lived in the cottage for eight years, six of them before Cornell bought the place. That meant there was little chance that Cornell would have to worry about renting to someone new and untried. And that suited him to the ground. He didn’t like to be bothered by anything even slightly tainted by business: as it was, he only charged the Whites enough to pay for the taxes and expenses on the cottage land.

Cornell broke down his rod and laid it against a tree. He untied the hook and put it into his box. He picked up the stringer—empty of fish—and put this into the box as well. He started back up the trail, box in hand, and got almost twenty yards up the steep gorge wall before he realized he’d forgotten his rod. Breathless, he went back down to the bottom, took the rod from the tree, and started up again.

The morning sun filtered through the budding tree branches and fell in various pools on the forest floor. Secret groves and odd configurations of rocks and vines held back in the shadows, while the needles of pines or the light brown of a dead, fallen oak were hit by the sun and defined in sharp detail. The forest was a weird checkerboard pattern of recess and relief, and all through it the birds sang cheerily. It was enough to make Cornell forget coffee with Mrs. White and climb the trail briskly, whistling when he could.

It was not, after all, as if she were a bad person. She was just a dowdy person. A person whose thoughts never rose above the quotidian. It was not that she talked too much, it was just that she talked of things that did not interest him. Children and gardens and thrift shops were all very well, he supposed. He’d married a woman who wanted children and gardens and thrift shops. He hoped—he sincerely hoped—she had them now. He wished—he truly wished—her happiness with her new husband. He was glad—he was very glad—he did not have to pay her alimony anymore.

Anyway, Cornell was not the type to hold a grudge against anyone. He bore his ex no ill will for leaving him, nor Mrs. White for boring him. All the same, he slackened his pace a little as he came out of the woods onto her lawn. He set his face in a look of absentminded, artistlike intensity (something he never felt). He walked across the lawn toward the edge of the white cottage, his eyes fixed straight ahead, as much as to say: I must get to my easel before this stunning, earthshaking idea deserts me.

He heard the kitchen door of the cottage open.

“Yoo-hoo,” came the high-pitched song.


CHAPTER SIX

Standing at the kitchen window, Mrs. White saw Jonathan Cornell striding out of the forest. He looked very much the jolly fisherman, his unkempt black hair blowing in the slight breeze, his loose clothes and his big shoes flapping.

She did not really want to have coffee with him, but she felt obliged. It wasn’t a painful obligation exactly—but it was true: She would not have chosen him for a friend.

He was a reckless and rather useless sort, she felt. He was dreamy and frivolous and smug. What did he even do? Nothing that she could see, besides fish. And fishing was the only aspect of real life he ever talked about. Mrs. White was very glad that Paul did not fish. She could not think of a more boring thing.

When he was not on the subject of fishing, and even sometimes when he was, Cornell’s ideas were a little highfalutin for her taste. He always acted above her and often seemed to stare off into space, uninterested, when she was speaking. She felt, sometimes, that he mocked her, too, and that, if nothing else, was just impolite. All in all she thought he thought too much. He could never let anything be, and she could see the ill effects of it in his pale face and shambling walk. He was not, she was sure, a happy man.

He was, however, the landlord, and a decent one at that. As long as she didn’t have to love him—some other poor girl had made that mistake—she didn’t mind paying him monthly, nodding politely when he passed, and, now and then, having him in for coffee and pound cake.

As Cornell approached, Mrs. White stepped to the kitchen door and pushed it open. She threw her hand high above her head and waved, calling, “Yoo-hoo!”

Cornell liked his coffee black, but Mrs. White always put milk in. “Your milk’s already in,” she would say. “Why, thank you,” he would sigh. Today was no different.

“Your milk’s already in.”

“Why, thank you.” Today, he added: “I would have just hated it if it were black.”

Mrs. White did not respond. She only smiled, glad. She put a steaming cup up to her lips. They were sitting at the kitchen table, Cornell at the head, Mrs. White beside him.

“Please take a piece of cake,” Mrs. White urged.

This Cornell always did with the greatest reluctance. He could not deny that Mrs. White’s pound cake tasted fine, it was the essence, the principle of pound cake he despised. So he took only the smallest piece and gingerly laid it on his plate.

“So,” he said, nibbling a corner of the stuff, “any complaints about the old homestead?”

“No, no need to complain,” she said with more irony than Cornell would have expected. “Paul’s a carpenter, remember.”

“Oh.” Cornell cleared his throat. “Nothing, uh, required his taking his work home with him, I trust.”

“Oh, no, nothing. Just that shaky chandelier. He did something to the foundation of it.”

“I always felt its swinging was rather romantic, not to mention its twinkling.”

“Well, not at three o’clock in the morning,” said Mrs. White. “There are times and places for romance.”

“Three o’clock’s always been good for me,” he told her. “Not as good as two o’clock, but better than four.”

Mrs. White only shrugged. Cornell felt she did not understand him well enough to be embarrassed. He was glad of it. He really ought to control himself, he thought.

“We hardly use half our lights nowadays anyway,” she said. “I mean, the bills are just too high. Paul and I have a new system and we’ve made sure that the children learn it. No big ceiling fixtures on in the daytime. Of course, this is depending on the weather. If it’s very cloudy, it might as well be night and then we’d be foolish to sit in the dark. But otherwise we …”

Cornell, though smiling and nodding, had drifted away. He had hopped upon another train of thought, one which took him, at a pleasant, leisurely pace, to the stream where the big fish swam. He heard enough of Mrs. White’s chatter to bob his head at the proper places, but otherwise her talk was lost in the whirr of line and the splash of captured trout.

“… it’s only a little thing and we don’t feel it’s too much of a sacrifice—” Mrs. White stopped, a bit peeved. She could see that glassy look on Cornell’s face, and she knew it meant he was listening only to his own hyperactive brain. His grin was silly, she thought; he looked like a chimp. “Anyway, it’s just a little thing.”

Cornell nodded, clued by the pause that Mrs. White was through. “That’s very nice.”

Mrs. White cut another piece of cake, which Cornell unwillingly accepted. The pause lengthened.

It was not so unpleasant to have him there, Mrs. White thought, despite his superior air and his out-of-this-world musings. There was only so much she could say to Mary, after all; some company during the day was better than none. He would not have been an unpresentable fellow either if he only combed his hair. She thought that what Cornell needed was someone to look after him, but she would have felt uncomfortable broaching such a subject.

“How was your fishing?” she said instead.

“Oh, fine, just fine.”

“Did you catch anything?”

“No.” He shrugged. “Catching something’s not really the point. The thing is just—to fish. That’s the idea.”

Mrs. White only poured herself more coffee.

“But I did nearly leave my pole down there,” he said. “I was lucky I remembered. A fisherman without a fishing pole is like a man without a …” He caught himself. “… purpose,” he finished.

There was a long quiet, as Mrs. White smiled derisively. This time Cornell felt himself judged—judged and found guilty of crudeness. And even though the jury was Mrs. White—dowdy Mrs. White—he could not keep from changing color slightly.

At the same time, he felt a twinge of anger at himself—and a twinge of bitterness toward Mrs. White. How easily women could make you feel guilty. They must take courses in it, he thought. They must learn it at their mothers’ knee. How clearly he could still picture that look the former Mrs. Cornell would sometimes give him when he said something she found offensive or cruel or even just silly. It was much like the look Mrs. White was giving him now. Maybe the females of the world had a patent on it. Or maybe it was just the wives—just the housewives. They spent their days cleaning their houses, ironing their socks, cooking their dinners—and practicing that look: that look that made you feel that you owed them everything, that you would be nothing without them.

Cornell was too easygoing to be a violent man. He had never raised a fist against anyone in his life. If he had, he’d have probably had it broken for him. But for a moment, suffering and flushing under Mrs. White’s gaze, he thought he could understand the motives of the man who had recently murdered those two housewives over in Putnam Wells. With a smile flickering at the corners of his lips, he thought: It’s easier than divorce, anyway, and a lot cheaper.

He blinked, realizing suddenly that the silence had become rather heavy. He broke it with the topic first in his mind.

“So—what do you think about those murders?” he asked.


CHAPTER SEVEN

“Murders?” said Mrs. White. With a guilty expression she reached out and cut herself another piece of cake. She nibbled at it. “What murders?”

Cornell reached into the pocket of his coat and drew out his pipe and a package of tobacco. As he filled the pipe bowl and tamped on it with his index finger, he raised his eyebrows at Mrs. White. “Haven’t you heard?” he said. Then with what he hoped was a melodramatic flair: “The Suburban Housewife Murders.”

With the cake poised before her teeth, Mrs. White’s eyes widened—much to Cornell’s satisfaction. “Oh,” she said. “Oh, yes, I did hear something about that. Dorothy Howell mentioned it. She said someone had killed a woman in Putnam Wells.”

“Not a woman,” said Cornell. “Two women. Don’t you read the papers?”

Mrs. White shook her head, munching cake again. “No, no,” she said. “There’s nothing in them but depressing news. And what can you do about it? Paul tells me all the important things, and I get by.” She smiled sheepishly. “Here I am anyway,” she added.

“Well, Paul didn’t tell you about this important thing,” said Cornell. “This—” He stopped, as if a thought had occurred to him. “Don’t you listen to the radio?” he asked her—he rarely read the papers himself, in fact.

“Oh, no,” said Mrs. White again. “Well, I listen to the music now and again. But—” She shrugged.

“Oh. Well …” Cornell lit his pipe with grand style, milking the pause. He was going to enjoy this. “Well—you know there’s this guy who’s been going around bumping off unsuspecting housewives in Putnam Wells, right?”

Mrs. White gave the appropriate expression of shock. “Isn’t it terrible?” she said.

Cornell nodded. “He’s killed two of them so far—the second one just last Tuesday. And now the papers are beginning to say that the police are holding out—that kill is a polite word for what he does.”

“Oh, my,” said Mrs. White. “How awful.”

“Awful’s a polite word for it, too, according to the stories.” Cornell puffed away happily. “Can you imagine what this guy does?”

He waited, hoping Mrs. White would ask him to imagine it for her. She, however, merely looked into her coffee cup and shook her head.

“What a shame,” she said. “What are things coming to?”

Disappointed, Cornell nodded. “What are things coming to?” he sighed.

“Can’t the police do anything about it?” she asked him.

He shrugged, worldly wise. “You know the cops,” he said. “If he kills about four more women, they’ll catch him on a traffic violation or something. Like Son of Sam.”

Mrs. White thought a moment longer. “Oh, yes,” she said, then, “Son of Sam.”

“Right now they can’t even be sure that that’s the pattern.”

“The pattern?” she said.

“Housewives,” said Cornell. He puffed some more, then peered into his pipe. “So far it looks as if he only goes after housewives in their thirties. You know, he seems to know when they’re alone and”—he added wickedly—“they’re an easy mark when their husbands are away.” He mused for a second. “Then again, maybe it’s something in their looks, maybe he just likes a certain kind of woman—there could be something to that. It’s all psychology.” He pointed his pipe stem at her pompously. “You have to figure out what’s going on inside a guy like that.”

“Yes,” said Mrs. White softly. “Whatever would make someone do such a thing?”

“His psychological makeup,” said Cornell, sounding pompous now even to himself.

“Do you think that’s it?”

“Sure. A guy like that, there’s probably something in his childhood. You know, say, he identifies with his father, Dad beats up on Mom, so little John Doe starts thinking Mommy must be bad and starts hating himself for liking her so much.… Or take it from that angle—say he loves his mother, wants to possess her—identifies with her because his father is such a creep—then, when he realizes that his mother is betraying him with Dad—”

“Betraying him—how?” said Mrs. White.

Cornell stopped. The blankness in Mrs. White’s round face, the lack of understanding in her blue eyes, made him listen to his own voice. He was heartily sick of it. If there was anything in the world he despised, it was simplistic psychology from someone who knew nothing about it. And he had spent a lifetime trying to learn as little about it as he could.

“Well,” he said, “anyway …” He tried to smile at her. God, how he hated these little chats. “You’d better keep your doors locked tight,” he said. “Especially when Paul’s not around.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Mrs. White considered this, her face serious. She stared past Cornell at a lacquered wooden plaque on the kitchen wall that read: I’M THE QUEEN OF THIS KITCHEN. IF YOU DON’T LIKE IT—STARVE!

She murmured with real gravity, “Yes, I guess I’d better. If anything happened to the children …”

Immediately Cornell felt a new wave of guilt wash over him. He hadn’t meant to scare her that way. He was only joking around. Now that he thought about it—and looking at her serious face, he had to think about it—it wasn’t really all that funny.

Trying to recoup, he set his pipe on the table and went on in a different tone. “You know, it’s odd about these things,” he said, “they make such a big fuss about them in the papers and all. Really, when you think about it, you have a much better chance of getting hit by a car than getting attacked by a weirdo like this.”

“Oh,” she said, coming back to earth a little, “do you think so?”

“Sure,” said Cornell. “Ten to one the police have him in jail by next week.”

“Yes,” she said.

“The police really know what they’re doing when it comes to this sort of thing. This is just the kind of thing they’re trained for. Well …” He pushed his coffee cup away. He felt awful. “You’re really right about reading the papers. They’re really the ones who get this kind of thing started.”

She smiled at him and he noticed suddenly what a kind-looking woman she was, almost pretty in a way.

“I know,” she said. “They just love to scare people and depress them. You’d think they’d have something better to do.”

“Yes.” He, too, had a charming smile. “You would, wouldn’t you? Well …” he said again.

He stood up from the kitchen table. “Listen, uh, don’t you forget to send me the cost of the materials for that chandelier, now.”

“Oh.” Mrs. White stood up, her smile even broader and sweeter. “All right. That’s very nice.”

“No, sure, it’s great that he can do that, keep the place up and everything. I never could do anything with my hands.”

“Oh, now.” She cocked her head to one side. “You paint, after all.”

“Oh, that. Yes, but I meant …” He stood there stupidly a moment.

“And you drew that wonderful frog for Mary. You know, she still keeps it on her wall.”

“Does she?” His smile now was genuine. “That’s really nice,” he said. “Tell her to kiss it and I’ll draw her a prince.”

Mrs. White laughed musically. “I’ll tell her.”

He studied the woman with a vague fondness. “Thanks for the cake,” he said.

“It’s good to see you.”

“Well …” he said a third time. He picked up the pole and tackle box and stepped out the door.

“Wait—Jonathan,” she called after him. “You forgot your pipe.”

He came back to the door, his face red, and she handed it to him. Then off he went.

Shaking her head, Mrs. White returned to the table and began clearing the dishes. A more absentminded, dreamy man, she thought, I can’t imagine. Still, he could be nice sometimes, when he wanted to be. Really a shame. What a wife could make of him—really a waste.

She set the plates down in the sink. Head in the clouds, she thought. And then, talking about those terrible murders. What a terrible thing. Who would do a thing like that?

She shivered slightly and glanced at the door. Then quickly, as if she didn’t want anyone to see, she stepped to it and locked it. She had never done that before.

She went back to the sink, picked up a sponge, and sprayed some Joy dishwashing liquid over it. For a moment she paused with a saucer in one hand and the sponge in the other. She wondered why Paul never mentioned the murders. They were happening right in the town where he did most of his work. The poor women there, they must be terrified.… And that, of course, was why Paul hadn’t told her. He didn’t want her to be upset, didn’t want her going around locking her door like a fool, worrying about something less likely to happen than being hit by a car.

Again she paused. She rinsed off the saucer and set it in the drainboard. She put down the sponge and went back to the door to unlock it. But she didn’t unlock it. She returned to the sink and picked up a coffee cup. Maybe Paul had forgotten to tell her if it happened last Tuesday. That was the day Paul worked late and he might’ve forgotten and so maybe she should keep the door locked after all.

Peevishly, she scolded Cornell in her mind for bringing a fresh worry into her life. But in a very few moments, as she fell into the rhythm of washing the dishes, she’d begun to think of other things.

She left the door locked all day though. She felt safer, locked inside.


CHAPTER NINE

It bothered her for the rest of the day, even after the children came home from school to keep her company. It bothered her that Paul wasn’t there. She had often thought—when a noise disturbed her in the night, or a lightning storm turned her thoughts morbid—how safe she felt when he was beside her. He, with his deep voice and his muscular arms, could always protect her and keep her from harm.

She had not always felt that way about him though. There had been a time—just at first—when he frightened her a little. Before she understood who he really was.

As she waited for him, slightly unnerved by all of Cornell’s talk about murder, she remembered that time.

Halfway through her junior year in high school, she had become Mike Chambers’s steady. They went out together all the time and he gave her his pin and she let him kiss her all the time and sometimes do more. Still, she was always aware that it was his presence more than his personality that attracted her. There was something about him—something that would not take charge. She would not have said it, even to herself, but the fact was she thought Mike just a little weak.

She found herself thinking more and more about Paul White.

In the second semester Joan scheduled herself into an elective history class usually reserved for seniors. She got in and found, with mixed and unsettled emotions, that Paul was in it too. He didn’t say much in class. Mostly, he just sat in the back of the room with his arms folded across his chest and his lips curved into a small, indifferent smirk. If the teacher called on him, he would mumble something casual and disdainful and the teacher, intimidated by his quiet self-control, would back off.

Joan would sometimes walk slowly past him coming from or going to class, but she could never catch his eye. One time she even asked him for a pen. He gave one to her, but said nothing. He seemed to need no one.

Almost against her will she found herself bringing Paul up in her conversations with Mike.

“How well do you know that boy?” she asked him once.

“Paul?” Mike said. “I know him all right.”

“He doesn’t seem like your type,” she said, wishing she could shut herself up. “He seems a little—I don’t know—wild.”

Mike gave a gangling shrug. “Yeah, he’s a little wild. He’s okay underneath though. More or less.” He shrugged again.

There was a pause and Joan looked away, trying to control her tongue. Then she turned back to Mike.

“How long have you known him?” she asked.

She saw the corner of Mike’s mouth turn down. It was his turn to look away from her.

“Long enough,” he said.

Sometimes Joan saw Mike and Paul together. They seemed to get along well. Sometimes she saw them laughing and Mike would laugh so hard that his pale face turned bright pink.

Each time she saw them, she would ask Mike as casually as she could: “What are you two always kidding about?”

Mike would answer, but then he would steer the conversation elsewhere. She couldn’t blame him if he preferred to talk of other things.

The year wound down, and Joan had never even spoken to Paul. She began to despair of ever meeting him. She tried to feel happy about seeing Mike, tried even to dream of marrying him. And still, in his skinny arms, she thought of Paul, and the strong muscles under his T-shirt.

But there came a day when her mind changed, when she knew for certain that she couldn’t be happy with Mike much longer. She and Mike had gone for a drive and had stopped along the side of a dark road overlooking Lake Glenida. They had necked in the front seat of Mike’s father’s car for a long time and then she had stopped it, afraid it would go too far.

They spoke quietly, breathlessly, for a while, and then, as if inevitably, Paul’s name came tumbling from her lips again.

“He hardly ever answers in class,” she said. “But he doesn’t seem slow or anything. Really, he seems to … know it all.”

Mike shrugged, peering out through the windshield. He shook his head sadly, but gave in to her and spoke about him.

“It’s just an act,” he said. “It’s, like, protection. He doesn’t know it all, he just likes to pretend he does. He’s got troubles.”

Joan kept her voice from sounding eager. “Troubles?” she said.

“Yeah, like at home. Parent troubles.”

“What kind?” said Joan.

Mike sighed. “Oh, I don’t know. Not all of it anyway. His old man—he always seemed like a nice enough guy to me—but Paul says he’s pretty rough on his mom.”

“How do you mean?” she said, and her face flushed.

“I don’t know,” said Mike. “Paul says—he says he hits her.”

“Oh, that’s terrible,” said Joan.

“It really gets to Paul,” Mike went on, giving himself over completely now. “I mean, he really likes his old man. He loves him. He’s said so in so many words. So when the old man starts swinging, you know, Paul’s always gotta take his side, like, ‘She had it coming.’”

Joan just shook her head. “Wow.”

“I’ve heard him say it. ‘She had it coming, she had it coming, he wouldn’t have done it if she didn’t have it coming.’ And, you know, I’ve met his mom and I’m telling you she’s … well, she’s a real sweet lady. You’d have to be nuts to want to haul off on her.”

There was a pause. Joan sank back into the seat, her face now pale. “Poor, poor Paul,” she whispered.

“Yeah. Poor guy.”

“Do you think he’ll be … scarred?”

Mike thought about it, then he shrugged. “Hard to say. Could go either way. I mean, these things can get to a guy, I guess. But Paul is tough; there’s no question about that. He’ll pull through.”

But Joan kept shaking her head. She was gripped by a terrific urge to go to Paul White and help him. She felt she knew him now, knew who he was, and the image of a strong man with a broken heart claimed her quickly, as if she had been waiting for it.

“Mike,” she said softly, “would you mind taking me home now?”

It was a long time ago now. And today, as Mrs. White sat waiting for Paul to return from work, she reflected on the almost predestined way in which a complete stranger becomes a husband, and a husband—or at least it was so for her—becomes everything.


CHAPTER TEN

About two weeks later Paul worked late again.

Mrs. White took the opportunity to make stew. Paul loved her stew and it was not something she always had time for, with all the tenderizing and simmering it required.

By six, the major part of the cooking was still ahead of her and she was in her kitchen. It was nearly May now, and the days were longer. The setting sun was still above the distant forest hills; its rays poured through the kitchen window and lay across the floor, brightening and warming the red linoleum Paul had laid there.

Paul would be home in little more than an hour, so Mrs. White had to bustle to get everything ready. But at least the children were out of the way. Mary was upstairs in the tiny den watching The Flintstones on television. Actually, she was watching The Flintstones, coloring in her Strawberry Shortcake coloring book, and singing a little song at the same time. She was busy anyway.

Junior was outside on the lawn, throwing a tennis ball. His father had built him a tall backstop that hurled the ball back at him. It had a strike zone drawn on it and, as Mrs. White vaguely understood it, certain areas that represented hits and outs. She did know that that would amuse him until his father got home, and that after dinner she would have to exert all her maternal influence to get him to do his homework rather than return to the backstop by the light of the driveway lamp.

Mrs. White peeled potatoes carefully with a short-bladed knife; she plopped them into the pot on the stove. While the brown mixture burbled on the low heat, she returned to the cutting board on the counter and laid a carrot on it. She gripped a small butcher’s knife and with short, heavy, expert strokes, sliced the vegetable into little pieces. These, too, she added to the pot.

It was almost six thirty when, in her judgment, the stew was ready for a taste test. This process, which had added untold inches to her waistline over the years, she performed with a certain amount of ceremony. She stood over the pot peering down at the bubbling stew. She reached for the canister in which she kept her wooden spoons and carefully selected one. She always selected the same one, and always carefully. She dipped the spoon into the stew and let the liquid run into it. She had to go just deep enough to get the flavor and not so deep that she would draw off any of the expensive ingredients. Stew—good stew—and Mrs. White made wonderful stew—was not cheap.

She tasted it. The sun had lowered a little and the beam that came through the window had risen. It illumined the pink flowers on her white blouse and touched a loose strand of strawberry and silver hair that had fallen loose about her ear. It warmed her both in fact and in appearance.

As she leaned over to take a second taste of the stew, she bent into the beam. It lit her face and hair now, and though it brought out the lines and wrinkles and gray, it seemed also to soften her features and, oddly, make her look younger than she was. She looked rather pretty leaning over to taste her stew.

This time, when she had held the spoon delicately to her lips for a moment, she paused. She lowered the spoon and stared thoughtfully at the back of the range. The stew—she pronounced it in her mind like the god of light—was good. The stew was good, but it was missing something. The stew needed garlic salt.

The decision made, she turned purposefully to the white shelves to the right above the stove. She ran her fingers along the jars of spices and herbs quickly. There was no garlic salt.

Somewhat pettishly, Mrs. White went to the refrigerator. She opened the door and searched through the various plastic fruit and vegetable bags to see if she had any garlic. She was out of this too. She sighed, and returned to her stew pot.

She tasted the stew yet again and yet again; there was no question about it—it needed garlic salt. She stood there for a moment, making her decision. Either she could send Junior to one of the neighbors or call his father at work and ask him to pick some up on his way home. She hated to call Paul at work, but it would be easy for him to stop at the A&P. It might even give him an excuse to work a little less late than he had planned.

The kitchen phone extension hung on the wall beside the sink and Mrs. White went to it. A local phone book dangled from the wall by a yellow rope and she flipped through it. Paul was working at Mrs. Sutter’s. The Sutters had an old barn just like the White’s, and like the Whites they wanted it refurbished inside to make it strong enough to hold their new car. Paul said they had just bought a new Mercedes. He joked that he would leave a few nails sticking up to catch the tires and agree to fix it only when the Sutters bought an American car.

Mrs. White dialed. She put the phone between her shoulder and her neck in order to free her hands to peel an onion over the sink. As the Sutters’ line rang, she looked out the window to where Paul Jr., with all the intensity of Thug McGrew, or whatever his name was, continued to hurl his tennis ball against the backstop.

“Hello?”

“Mrs. Sutter?” said Mrs. White. “This is Joan White, Paul’s wife.”

The voice at the other end was very correct and upper class, but it was friendly too.

“Oh, yes,” said Mrs. Sutter. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. I was just wondering if—”

“Hold on a second—oh, damn,” said Mrs. Sutter, “my noodles are—just a second—they’re boiling over. Let me just—there—I’m sorry, what were you saying?”

Mrs. White smiled. “That’s all right,” she said a little more easily than before. “I was wondering if I could speak to my husband for a moment. Is he there?”

“Oh, let me—no,” said Mrs. Sutter. “I don’t see him. I think he left awhile ago.”

There was a pause as Mrs. White glanced over her shoulder at the clock on the wall. It was six thirty-five. When Paul worked late he usually quit about seven. He must have quit early and started home. She had a picture of him in her mind for a moment—where he was now, what he was doing at this instant: driving his truck over the back roads, bouncing in the cab with his baseball cap perched on the back of his head, singing along with the radio. That meant he would be back in ten minutes, and no garlic salt.

“Oh, all right,” Mrs. White said finally. “Sorry to have bothered you.”

“No bother,” said Mrs. Sutter. “It was nice talking to you.”

Mrs. White hung up and stood at the window for a moment, an onion in her hand, watching Junior hurl the tennis ball.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Paul wasn’t there. Paul wasn’t home. In his eyes there was a terrible absence, a terrible, hungry emptiness, as if the very soul had gone out of him, as if he were desperate to replenish it, to replace it with the soul of another.

Paul wasn’t there. Paul wasn’t home. Paul drove down the wooded back lane, sweeping under the trees, sweeping by the hovering forest, with its dark, murky, threatening shadows and coves—sweeping by it all like the beast of prey he had now become once again. Like the hunter.

He felt the pressure. In his stomach, in the hands that gripped the truck’s steering wheel as if for fear of falling out, of falling from the earth. The pressure was not building anymore. It had built to the outer limits of his body and his mind. It was just whistling in him now like the wind through the forest hemlocks, like the steam from a teapot. Whistling and whistling, waiting to be set free.

Paul was hunting. He would let the pressure go. He would be set free.

He knew where to park the truck. He had been studying the area since the pressure began to build. First casually; then carefully. Then intensely studying every inch of the house, every move of the woman who lived there. Oh, yes, he knew, as the wolf knows, where to hide … where to park the truck so it was hidden by the trees, so it wouldn’t be found. And how to approach the house from the woods.

He came on foot. She would be out now. He knew that too—knew it, not as a man knows, not as a series of words, as a logical sequence, but knew it from a practiced sense, an instinct, knew it as the animal knows. Like the hunter.

He was near the edge of the forest, near the house. Silently, he changed from his work shirt and jeans into the bloody overalls he had worn twice before. He changed and when, during the change, he stood naked in the woods, he wished that he could remain naked, wished that he could go naked to the house and release the pressure not with a weapon but with his nails and his teeth. Silently. Independently. Completely. Omnipotently. Like the hunter.

Then, changed into the overalls, he came forth, sprinting out of the forest to the back door. He had it open in seconds, the weak suburban lock springing easily away from his file.

He was in the house. He was in the house for the second time—the second time since the pressure had begun and he had come to study it. He knew now exactly where to go. He knew exactly where she would go. He found the walk-in clothes closet. Its door was slightly ajar. After he had entered it, he made sure the door was slightly ajar again.

He moved to the back of the closet behind the clothes hanging from their rod. He drew the butcher knife from the cloth loop at the waist of his overalls. He crouched in the rear of the closet, cradling the knife easily, confidently, in his hands.

He waited. He listened. He heard the car—a Camaro, he remembered—pull into the driveway outside. He heard the car door open and close. He pictured the woman getting out of the car. Manchester, her name was. Teresa Manchester. He knew her too. A long, shapely, round-eyed brunette. Still slick from the city. Still arrogant in her beauty. Still sleek and swift and difficult to capture.

Like the deer.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Mrs. White could have sent Junior to a neighbor’s to get the salt. But by the time he tore himself away from his game—“In just a minute, Mom, okay?” she could hear him now—and got on his bike and stalled and dawdled—before he got home and got back, well, she could be at the A&P and home.

She got her car keys out from under a pile of coupons on the counter. Then she banged lightly on the kitchen window. Junior glanced over and a perfect rebound flew back past him.

“I’m going to the store,” she called. “I’ll be back in just a minute. Keep an eye on the stew.”

Paul Jr. nodded impatiently before he turned to run after his ball. Mrs. White knocked on the window again. Junior turned toward her, ball in hand, a disgruntled frown of “What now?” forming on his face.

“And listen for Mary,” she said.

He nodded, his sigh obvious but inaudible. Then Mrs. White turned down the flame on her nearly perfect stew.

She went to the stairs and called up to Mary. “I’m going out. Your brother’s outside. Call out the window to him, honey, if you need anything.”

A faint cry of acknowledgment could be heard over a cartoon’s canned laughter. Mrs. White pushed the strand of loose hair back behind her ear, took one look around, and stepped outside.

The Pinto started, coughed, and stalled out, and Mrs. White almost cursed. Quickly she turned the key again. The engine chugged a moment, but then caught. Mrs. White reminded herself to ask Paul to take it in for a checkup. She would ask him as soon as she got back.

Paul always criticized the way she drove. “Hands on the wheel, head in the clouds,” he called it. It was not her highway driving that bothered him—she paid attention then—it was the way she drove on her usual errands around the neighborhood. She didn’t pay attention then, he said.

Today, hurrying, because she knew Paul would be home in minutes and looking for his supper, she drove as if to justify all his complaints. Her car weaved distractedly through the familiar narrow streets, and even bumped once on and off a curb while making a right turn. She switched on the radio and changed stations until she found a song she liked. Then, after a while, she just shut it off. While she was busy with this, she narrowly avoided killing a squirrel.

The Pinto went by the stately, well-kept homes on Pine and Stamford. At one house, a handyman was busy taking down the storm windows. He handed them carefully over to a young assistant, and the spring sun glanced off the heavy glass. Paul could have done the job alone and in half the time, Mrs. White thought. That was something else she should bring up when she got back: It was long past time to put up the screens again.

She pulled into the A&P parking lot at high speed. She parked with a loud screech of tires, and got out and started for the store. Then she paused, turned back, and locked the front doors. She left the back doors unlocked, but she didn’t remember this until she was halfway to the store again, and then she decided to forget it.

For a minute she stood impatiently on the rubber mat before the In door, waiting for the electric door to open. When it didn’t, she charged at it, her hand out to push. Just as she got there, it sprung open, and she nearly fell through. Exasperated, she hurried inside.

By force of habit she yanked a cart free from a huddled chain of them and started with it quickly down the aisle. There were two kinds of garlic salt on the shelves there: Durkee and the generic. Only the Durkee had a price stamped on it—$1.09. Mrs. White twirled the generic around and around but could find no sticker. She could picture the checkout girl holding her up while she sent to find out the price. She took the Durkee and put it in the cart. It looked silly down there at the bottom all by itself.

She rushed back to the checkout counters and found herself at the end of a long express line. She craned her neck to look ahead of her: there were people on line with more than ten items—one woman must have had at least fifteen. Mrs. White tapped her foot impatiently, hoping someone would let her go ahead. No one did. By the time she got up to the checker, her face was hot.

“That all you’ve got?” the checker, a tubby high-school girl, asked.

“Yes. This is the express line, isn’t it?” said Mrs. White.

“That’s right.”

“Well, then.”

The checker shrugged, popping her chewing gum. She twirled the little salt container around in her hand, missing the price tag twice. Then she got it and tapped the numbers into the computer cash register.

“You could have got generic for less,” she said vindictively.

“There was no price on the generic,” Mrs. White snapped back loudly. “How was I supposed to know what it was?” The checker threw the salt into an oversize bag and Mrs. White grabbed it up. “You ought to price things so people can see. And there are people on this line with more than ten items.”

Mrs. White went out, her head high.

On the way home Mrs. White careened around corners she had seen too many times to notice anymore. She did not stop at the Stop sign on Market Street—well, no one did—she just barely slowed down.

On Stamford now, a gardener was riding a tractor-mower over a large green barely overgrown lawn. That was yet another thing she had to ask Paul to do.

Mrs. White sped into her driveway and parked. The Pinto spent some seconds chugging before it settled down and stopped for good. Mrs. White took the huge bag with the small container inside, threw open the door, and swung out her legs.

When she stood up she saw Junior, still throwing his ball against the backstop. But Paul’s truck was nowhere in sight.

“Isn’t your father back yet?” she asked him.

He shook his head, tucked into his shoulder for a wind-up. “No.” He pitched.

Mrs. White nodded, but said nothing. She took her giant bag into the kitchen. She stood in the middle of the floor, feeling a little ridiculous, a little disheveled. She looked at the clock. It was ten past seven.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

But Paul was not home. Paul was not here. Crouched in the back of the closet, listening to the approaching footsteps of his prey, his mind was in the woods again, roaming over the forest pathways, stalking silently, chasing relentlessly, scenting the glorious blood of the kill.

Teresa Manchester was at the back door. There was a sound of crumbling paper, as if she were shifting bags in her hands. And then the key in the lock. And then the door opening and closing.

She was setting the bags on the kitchen counter. Paul could hear her. She would be coming to the closet next to put her coat away. Paul balanced himself on his toes, waiting. His eyes were almost glowing with anticipation in the dark, and yet they were still empty. Empty of memory. Empty of love. Empty of every desire but the one—the desire to release the pressure, the desire to make the pain of the pressure inside him stop. The desire to kill.

But not just that. It was not just that. There was The Way. It was not just any kill. It had to be done in The Way.

He thought of Teresa Manchester’s skin. The skin of her arms. The skin on her cheeks. The skin of her breasts. It was soft and smooth and fine.

He heard her footsteps now on the carpet in the hall. She was approaching him. He could hear her sighing. He smiled. She was happy to be home.

He saw the door swing open. He saw the light of the hallway fall at his feet. He saw her shadow in the light. She was leaning forward, reaching for a hanger.

The phone rang.

Paul waited. Teresa Manchester turned to look over her shoulder. The phone rang.

“Oh, just a minute,” Teresa muttered.

She pulled a hanger from the closet and began to put her coat on it. She put the hanger back on the rod. She turned to go back to the kitchen.

The phone rang again and then again.

Paul pushed his way through the clothing and stepped to the front of the closet.

Teresa Manchester caught his motion out of the corner of her eye. She fell back into the hallway as he came toward her. Her eyes—her round brown eyes—were glued to the butcher knife in his hand. She backed away from him down the hall. Paul came after her.

The phone rang.

“Please,” she said.

Paul smiled easily. He liked for her to say “Please.” He knew she would say it again.

His strong hand shot out to grab the woman. But she turned and bolted. His hand snatched the empty air.

Teresa Manchester ran down the hall into the kitchen. Both her hands were extended, reaching for the phone.

The phone rang.

Paul came through the kitchen doorway after her.

Teresa grabbed the receiver and brought it to her face. She heard the dial tone coming steadily over the line. She sagged against the wall with a miserable sob.

And then Paul had her.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

For the next ten minutes Mrs. White tended to her stew, occasionally stepping to glance out the window. The sun had set behind the far hill and the sky was turning purple. Junior continued to throw his tennis ball against the backstop.

For the ten minutes after that Mrs. White gazed out the window, occasionally tending to her stew.

At seven thirty, Paul’s truck pulled into the driveway. Mrs. White smiled, breathed one quick sigh, and immediately turned back to her stove.

The voices of her husband and son, raised in a jovial interchange, filtered to her through the window. Then the door opened. Paul was home.

Mary came thumping down the kitchen stairs, calling, “Daddy’s home.”

Paul rumpled his son’s hair and then slapped him lightly on the back of the head.

“Go wash up, champ,” he said.

Junior and Mary passed each other—the boy running up to the bathroom, the little girl running to her father’s arms. Paul lifted Mary up and gave her a hug.

“Uh-oh,” he said. “Who’s this? Who’s this?” Mary squealed and giggled.

Paul peered around the little girl’s head, blowing her red hair out of his mouth. “Hey there, good lookin’,” he said to his wife. “Smells good.”

Mrs. White smiled from the stove. Paul came to her and they kissed each other.

“Looks like that stew needs a touch of Mary,” he said, holding the girl over the pot. “Should I toss her in?”

“Nooo,” said Mary.

“Or maybe I should chop her up first. How about that?”

“Nooo,” said Mary again.

Mrs. White laughed once and shook her head.

“Is it time for dinner?” said Paul.

“Just about,” she said.

He put his daughter on the ground and patted her on the backside. “Go wash, cutes,” he said. The little girl went back to the stairs and started running up them.

“Don’t run on the stairs,” Mrs. White called after her.

Paul came closer to her and put one of his strong hands on top of her head.

“How you doing?” he said.

“Fine,” she said. She continued to stir. “How was your day?”

“Long,” he said. “Any beer in the house?”

“We’re going to eat in five minutes,” said Mrs. White.

“Boy, that smells good,” he said. “Looks like it needs some expert tasting though.”

“Never mind. Go wash up and come to dinner.”

“Okay.”

He started for the stairs, but as he went he reached out and gave his wife a connubial pinch. She jumped.

“Paul!”

“Oops,” he said, grinning. “My cook is goosed.”

She turned to him and raised her wooden spoon as if to strike.

“I think I better go wash up,” he said.

“Animal,” said Mrs. White. “Where were you tonight anyway? I was worried about you.”

Paul started for the stairs. “Working late,” he said. “I told you.”

Mrs. White turned her back on him and began to stir the stew. “Well,” she said, “I called Mrs. Sutter—to ask you to pick up some garlic salt—at about six thirty—and she said you weren’t there.”

Paul Jr. came running down the stairs. His father stood at the bottom and crouched down as if to block his way.

“There he is,” he said, “Graig Nettles, rounding second, heading for third. Pete Rose is there …”

Mrs. White turned and raised her voice. “Don’t play with him on the stairs like that, Paul!”

He caught his son at the bottom. “You’re out!” he said quietly. Then: “Sorry. Go sit down.”

The boy trotted off to the dining table. Mr. and Mrs. White stood facing each other. “I’ll go wash up,” he said again. He turned and put his foot on the stairs, then he stared back at her over his shoulder. “You mean Mrs. Sutter didn’t see me? Blind dame, I was right there. Six thirty, I was putting in the last of the floorboards.” He shook his head and snorted. “She probably thinks her garage is repairing itself.”

He went upstairs, and Mrs. White, smiling, turned back to her stew.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Dinner was quieter than usual. Paul was clearly worn out and sat hunched over his plate with weary, hollow eyes. Every now and then he would say, “Boy, I’m bushed tonight,” as if it surprised him.

“Well, you worked hard,” Mrs. White would say.

The children did not make conversation and only became animated long enough to fight over the last ladleful of stew. Paul gave a warning, “Hey!” but it was Mrs. White who broke it up before it came to blows by dividing the food—cutting the one remaining carrot and potato carefully in half—between the two.

When the food was gone, Paul sat quietly smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer while his wife sent Junior upstairs to do his homework, and Mary off to get into her pajamas. She returned to the dinner table before going back up to tuck Mary in.

“I think I’m going to turn in early,” Paul said.

“Okay, I think that’s a good idea,” said Mrs. White. “I’ll do the dishes.”

“Oh, no, you don’t have to do that, I’ll help, I’ll just go to bed right after.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll get them. You go to bed.”

He nodded wearily. “Okay,” he said. “Thanks.”

She went upstairs and into the little bedroom where Mary slept. It was a tiny cubicle, no more than a walk-in closet, really, that Paul had fixed up. Now there was a small bed surrounded by bright yellow wallpaper with pictures of Raggedy Ann and Andy on it and even a small window Paul had cut out, where the stars shone in through yellow curtains.

Mrs. White sat on the edge of the bed and watched while Mary said her prayers. Then the little girl climbed into bed and Mrs. White put her special doll in next to her under her arm. Mary said good night to Miss Piggy, who sat in a corner of the room, and to the frog—whom she called Kermit—that Jonathan Cornell had drawn for her. Then she said good night to her mother. Mrs. White kissed her, switched off the light, and left.

She went back down to the kitchen and started the dishes, and while she was at them, Paul finished his beer, came up behind her, and kissed her cheek.

“Night,” he said.

“Good night, dear. Tell Junior I want him in bed by nine thirty. No later.”

“Right.”

He all but dragged himself up the steps.

When the dishes were done, Mrs. White, with a large sigh that seemed to come from the bottom of her ample body, dried her hands on a dishtowel, hung up her apron, and started upstairs herself. She paused briefly before the door of her son’s room. He was lying on top of his bed in his clothes, holding a magazine high above his eyes. Over his head a New York Yankee pennant adorned the wall, and beside it, a huge poster of the entire 1981 team.

“Bed,” said Mrs. White.

He glanced under the magazine at her. “In a minute,” he said.

“Junior, now.”

With an expression of exasperation, he laid down the magazine and sat up. Mrs. White, satisfied with that, went into the den.

This was a small rectangular room into which had been crammed a sofa and two easy chairs. They centered on a twenty-four-inch color television. Coloring books, shoes, socks, a tiny computerized baseball game, and a tennis ball almost entirely covered the floor.

Mrs. White stooped over and began to pick up the clothes, then stopped and laid them on a small lamp table by the sofa. Leaving the rest where it lay, she went to the TV and turned it on. As the picture flickered to life she took a ball of yarn and the first length of a sleeve from atop the set and dropped, with these in her hands, into one of the easy chairs.

An eyeglass case lay under the socks on the lamp stand, and she took the spectacles from it and put them on. She began to knit while the voice of Merv Griffin drifted to her. After a while she looked up and began to pay attention to the show. Merv had Alan Alda on, and Ben Vereen was next. It was a good show.

But her mind drifted. Thinking about Paul that afternoon had started her remembering all those old days. She shook her head. I must be getting old, she thought, dwelling on the past. But there it was, nonetheless, almost like a ghost bringing her a message, calling to her from a long way back.…

That time—that time by the lake when Mike had told her about Paul’s troubles—that had been the turning point. Joan couldn’t stop thinking about it. It fatally affected her relationship with Mike. She could not be with him without thinking, regretfully, that she was not with Paul. Her behavior began to bother her. She began to feel cheap and insincere.

But Mike just seemed so—unexciting. He had no trouble at home. He was on his way—with his parents’ approval—to college. He seemed spoiled to her, coddled, inexperienced. All the feelings that she had hidden from him and from herself came to the surface and were magnified. Her unhappiness also increased.

In her history class she began to make her advances to Paul more openly. She smiled at him; she asked him for notes which she knew he never took. She even considered mentioning Mike and saying, “He’s told me a lot about you.” But, at the last minute, she thought it would be wrong. She had not been brought up to behave in such a way. It was crazy and she felt ashamed.

She was gearing up to take action—though what action it would be she had no idea—when circumstances made it easier for her.

It was a weekend in March. As usual she had a date with Mike. At the last minute, however, he called and broke it. He and Paul were going upstate to take advantage of the last of the deer hunting season. Mike was excited about it because he’d never been hunting before. Paul, he said, went hunting all the time and was an expert. He said he’d call Joan as soon as he got home on Sunday.

But he never called. Sunday night came and went without a word from him. When she saw him on Monday, she began eagerly to ask questions about his hunting trip. But Mike would say nothing; he was almost sullen.

“It wasn’t much fun,” was all he muttered. And then, his lips tight and white, he canceled their standing date for lunch.

On the way home from school that day Joan saw Mike and Paul standing on a corner talking. She was at a distance, so she could not hear what they said. But she noticed right away that they were not laughing as they usually did. In fact, they seemed angry. The only word that drifted to her came from Mike. The word was disgusting.

The two young men parted then, but not amicably. As they pulled apart, Paul gave Mike a small, sharp shove with his shoulder. Mike turned, surprised, and pushed Paul back with his palm. The two faced each other. Joan could hear both of them cursing now. After a few minutes they parted from each other, like cats, warily, in slow motion.

That night Mike picked Joan up and took her for a hamburger. He sat in silence during the drive and, in the diner, toyed distractedly with his food.

Finally, overwhelmed with curiosity, Joan asked him, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Mike’s face was pale. “Nothing,” he said.

“There must be something.”

Mike only shrugged, and looked down.

“Is it … Paul?”

Mike raised his eyes a bit quickly. He watched her closely until she felt uncomfortable. Then he said bitterly: “You like to hear about him, huh?”

Joan blushed. “No, not—”

“Hey, look, it’s a free country. I just wouldn’t think he was—your type, that’s all.”

Joan couldn’t help it, she blushed deeper. “Why? Why wouldn’t you?”

Mike glanced away. “You said yourself—he’s a little wild.”

“And you said he was okay underneath. You said he had troubles, that was all.”

Mike continued to avert his eyes. “Yeah, well … some of his troubles are okay, and some of them aren’t. You know? I mean …” Mike sighed. His voice became almost inaudible. “You’ve never been hunting with him.”

Mike just stared at his plate now, at the hamburger that had been split open with his fork, at the particles of meat and red juice that spilled out. Then he pushed the plate away.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said.

Neither said a word on the ride home. Mike drove as if entranced. He had to swerve suddenly at one point to avoid a dog, and sitting beside him, Joan grew angry.

She thought it was just male pride. Paul probably got more game than Mike, or something. Mike was probably just jealous. She thought that was small. Maybe—she worked it all out, she could see it almost as if she had been there—maybe Paul had been pushy or something and beaten Mike out of a few shots. But it was important for Paul to excel at sports: he was troubled. Mike, who had once made such compassionate noises about his friend, should have been able to realize that. Joan shook her head as Mike sped along.

“Good night,” Mike said when they reached her home.

“Good night,” Joan said.

The two looked at each other for a minute. Neither made the move forward for a kiss. Joan just got out; Mike just drove away.

After that day they were never the same. There was resentment between them. Neither wished to talk much. Neither wished to touch. Both were preoccupied with Paul: Paul—as Joan now thought of him—the triumphant hunter.

Finally, during a short, cold phone conversation, Mike said, “Maybe we shouldn’t see each other anymore.”

Joan could only agree. “Maybe not.” And she added, after a pause: “I’d like us to be friends though.”

She thought she heard Mike laugh. “Sure,” he answered. “Sure.”

A few nights after that Joan got another phone call.

“Is this Joan Ross?” a voice said.

“Yes. Who’s this?”

“Oh, well, you probably don’t remember me. I’m in your history class.…”

She knew immediately who it was. The brave, triumphant hunter who had outdone Mike. She pictured him standing in the woods, his muscles bulging from his T-shirt, his hand wrapped firmly around his hunting knife.

“My name’s Paul,” she heard him say.

A familiar and affectionate voice now roused Mrs. White from her reverie. It drifted to her over the noise of the TV set.

“Honey?”

It was Paul calling from the bedroom.

Mrs. White laid down her knitting and smiled. As she turned her head toward the stairs, the rapid music of a news promo came from the set.

“This is a Channel Five newsbreak,” said the newscaster.

“Yes?” Mrs. White called up softly.

“Don’t I get tucked in too?” Paul staged-whispered.

“Another in the series of gruesome suburban housewife murders …” said the newsman.

Mrs. White sighed, then smiled. He was not so tired after all.

“Oh, you might,” she answered.

“… this is the third grisly killing in the area in two months,” said the newsman.

“Come on,” Paul White called.

“Okay, okay,” said Mrs. White, folding up her knitting.

“… police say they appear to have been committed by the same person …”

“Come on.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Be quiet, you’ll wake up the children.”

“New York City transit workers say they will not be able …”

“Come on,” said Paul White.

“I’m coming,” Mrs. White replied.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Friday mornings were especially busy for Mrs. White. She had to start breakfast ahead of schedule because Paul usually left early so he could finish early for the weekend. Then she had to make a second breakfast for the kids. Paul Jr. had his math tutor after school, so she had to remember to give him her money. Mary had a full day at kindergarten and was usually upset about it. Mrs. White herself had to go to the Arbordale Thrift Shop and do her mending there, and then get back before Mary returned from school.

This Friday morning was as hectic as usual.

Paul hardly touched his breakfast before rushing out the door, and on his heels the children came barreling down the stairs, sounding like an invading army. Junior needed a shirt ironed and Mary, as always, needed her hair combed and her small shoes tied.

After all of that was finished, Mrs. White hastily scribbled Mary and Paul on brown lunch bags. Then she waited at the door with them for the bus and car pool.

As they waited, Mary whispered a whine up to her mother. “Mommy …”

Mrs. White bent down to hear.

“I don’t feel good.” Mary pouted and her eyes filled.

“Well, what’s the matter?”

Mary shrugged. “Just don’t feel good.”

“She’s afraid, that’s all,” Junior taunted. “She’s afraid because it’s Full Day Friday.”

“Am not,” Mary said, blushing.

“Yes, you are, you’re yellow.”

“Well, you’re—blue.”

Mrs. White fought a smile. “All right, the both of you. Mary, if you’re still sick at break, tell Mrs. Jenkins to call me at the thrift shop. But only if you really feel bad.”

Mary agreed to the deal.

“And, Paulie, you stop picking on your sister. You’re older and bigger and you ought to know better by now.”

Soon the bus beeped and the car honked and Mrs. White’s children ran into the morning. She had a few minutes to herself then, to sit in the kitchen and finish her coffee, which had already grown cold.

As she sipped it and gazed out the window, she saw Jonathan Cornell pass by with his fishing pole and tackle. She raised her cup in greeting and he—waking, it appeared, from yet another daydream—raised his pole back.

Mrs. White shook her head with a smile. A wife was what that man needed. His pants were even too long; the poor fellow was lucky he didn’t trip on them.

A woman would have her hands full with him, she thought. He would never be around to help, always be off creating his Mona Lisas. Or fishing. Maybe he could make up for it with his sweetness or his smile. But it would take a very patient woman to think it worth the trouble. She checked the clock and got up to go.

On her way to the thrift shop she stopped off at the mall. She wanted to drop in at The Yarn Barn and pick up some thread. Before she did, however, she went into the drugstore next door and bought some aspirin and browsed through the novel rack. She had little time for reading, but she did sometimes enjoy a brief romance in which the dark, brooding stranger whom the heroine suspected of evil turned out in the end to be the only man she could ever love. She found one called A Nurse in Singapore, and bought it and then went next door.

Mrs. White was a regular at The Yarn Barn and all the employees nodded a hello to her. She picked out a few spools of thread and took them to the counter.

“Thank you, Mrs. White,” the salesgirl said.

“Thank you.”

Upon hearing this exchange, a well-dressed woman standing nearby turned to her.

“Mrs. White?” she asked.

Mrs. White faced her. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry—Mrs. Paul White?”

Mrs. White only nodded.

“Oh, I’m so glad to meet you. We spoke on the phone. Your husband is doing some work on my garage.” She extended her hand. “I’m Emily Sutter.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Mrs. Sutter was a small handsome woman about the same age as Mrs. White. She was fashionably trim and fashionably tan and her salt-and-pepper hair framed a pleasant but regal face. She was wearing a spring suit Mrs. White had seen in Vogue, and as she approached she held out a delicate white hand with long, red, perfectly manicured nails.

“It’s nice to meet you,” said Mrs. White softly.

“Oh, the pleasure is mine,” said Mrs. Sutter. “I just wanted to tell you how pleased I am with your husband’s work. He’s doing such a fine, fine job.”

Mrs. White blushed a bit but still smiled.

“I’m glad.”

“And he’s so pleasant. And so hardworking. But of course I don’t have to tell you.”

“No.” Mrs. White’s smile became a trifle uncomfortable and she glanced at the door. “No, you don’t.”

“And so quick,” Mrs. Sutter went on. “Why, the other day I was making my cheesecake—my famous cheesecake—and I was just finished pouring the filling when I looked out the window and saw your husband redoing the back walls.”

Mrs. Sutter reached out and held Mrs. White’s arm in a warm, strong grip.

“Well, when I took the cake out of the oven—twenty-five, thirty minutes later—I looked out again and he was more than halfway done. I was astonished. There he was, taking a break—a well-earned break—smoking a cigarette. I just shook my head.”

Mrs. White smiled even more uneasily. Paul had told her he was cutting down on the cigarettes.

“Well, I’m so glad everything is working out so well,” she said.

“Yes, it is, indeed. I can’t wait till my husband sees it. No place is too good for his cars, let me tell you. With some men it’s women, with other men it’s cars. I think he’d keep me in the garage and the Mercedes in the house if he could.” Mrs. Sutter laughed. “Come to think of it, maybe that’s why he’s having the whole thing redone.”

She bent forward now, and laughed for a long time.

“Well,” Mrs. White said, pulling away a bit. “I really couldn’t be happier.”

“I should think not,” said Mrs. Sutter. “You’re a lucky woman.”

“No,” Mrs. White said. “I meant, for you.”

When Mrs. White got back into her car to drive to the thrift shop, she found she was perspiring heavily. Hearing Paul praised had been a pleasure, but she wished Paul had been there with her. Mrs. White had always been shy around women like Mrs. Sutter. They seemed to her like inhabitants of another world, a world both foreign and bizarre. They were so cool, so self-assured. They were so sleek and fashionable. They never had a hair out of place. And, while they always seemed to be rushing off into some whirl of exciting activity, they never seemed to be accomplishing any of the simple tasks that made up much of Mrs. White’s life.

She confessed—somewhere deep inside—to a feeling of inferiority around them. What’s more, she confessed that that feeling, that clumsiness that it brought out in her, made her feel a little angry at them. She found herself chastising Mrs. Sutter and all her kind in her mind for not “doing their jobs,” for not taking proper care of their homes and their husbands and their families. She knew that was silly. Probably, Mrs. Sutter was a perfectly decent woman with a perfectly decent home life.

She just wished that Paul had been there to talk to her personally. She was so awkward around these women. Paul knew how to handle them.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Mrs. White sat in the small, cluttered back room of the Arbordale Thrift Shop, a worn gingham dress on her knee. With neat, easy stitches, she sewed tight a fallen hem by the light of the window. The light, coming in over the railroad tracks and the station parking lot beyond, seemed to dissipate once inside the room, lost in the maze of coatracks and tables, a jungle of discarded clothes.

Mrs. White sat in a small pink sewing chair. Across from her sat one of her better friends, Dorothy Howell. Dorothy’s husband was a mechanic at the Mobil station up on Route 47, and they lived right near the garage in Arbordale. Dorothy was sewing, too, and the women sat in positions so similar to each other that, had they not been so different in appearance, they would have seemed like reflections of a single image. Where Mrs. White was round and pale-skinned and red-haired, Dorothy was short and skinny, birdlike, with a thin, pinched face and short-cropped blond hair with the black roots.

There was also the distinguishing fact that, while Mrs. White sat sewing contentedly and quietly for the most part, Dorothy hardly ever stopped talking. She had been going on steadily for the past hour now, and though Mrs. White, smiling serenely, nodded every once in a while, she wasn’t lending her friend much more than half an ear. Instead, she let her mind drift over myriad subjects and plans and thoughts—including, at the moment, the fairly inexhaustible subject of what she should have said to Mrs. Sutter.

Mrs. White could picture herself now—now, of course, when it was too late—saying in the most cultured tones: “Why, thank you so much, Mrs. Sutter, Paul is rather handy, isn’t he?” Instead, she’d blushed and smiled like a schoolgirl. She must have made a terrible impression.

Thinking this, she was blushing again, her lips tightening to the point of disappearing altogether, when Dorothy said, “Don’t you think it’s terrible?”

Mrs. White glanced up at her friend.

“Terrible?” she said quietly.

“I—the latest Housewife Murder. I mean, her own husband couldn’t even identify her remains.” She clucked. She had a high, rather grating voice, like an unoiled hinge. “I saw the poor man on television, and he was crying like a baby. Like a baby. They had to send to New York for her dental records so they could identify her.”

Mrs. White said, “Oh, how awful.”

“Number three,” said Dorothy portentously. “Really, we’re not safe anymore, not even in our own homes.”

Mrs. White shook her head. Almost automatically, she murmured: “What would make a person do such a thing?”

“If you ask me,” said Dorothy, “some people are just bad—plain bad.”

Mrs. White said nothing.

“I think it’s—it’s in the genes or something. Something scientific. They’re just born evil and they do evil things and they stay evil.”

“Do you really think so?” said Mrs. White vaguely.

“Well, what else could it be?” said Dorothy. “People decide to do whatever they do, don’t they?”

“Well, yes, I suppose …”

“So some people just decide to do the bad things.” Dorothy nodded in agreement with herself. “Because they’re bad. Bad and black and evil clear through.”

Mrs. White peered at her sewing, her hands still. “I don’t know,” she said.

“They have hell in them, and they should be …” Dorothy groped for words strong enough to convey her meaning. “Well, they should be … stopped. Somehow. Anyhow. They should be—stopped.”

There was a long, long silence.

“Oh, well,” said Mrs. White. Then, trying to fasten her thoughts on what Mrs. Sutter had said again, she added, “I think you probably have a better chance of getting hit by a car than of getting killed by a man like that. It’s the papers that make such a fuss over it.”

“I don’t know,” said Dorothy grudgingly. “I’m locking my doors, I can tell you that. Do you know what the doctors said?”

“What doctors?” said Mrs. White.

“The doctors on TV, about the murders?”

Mrs. White shook her head and bowed her face to her sewing again. She did not really want to know what the doctors on TV said. When she watched the news herself, she tried her best not to pay attention to things like that.

“They said she was alive through the whole thing,” said Dorothy.

Mrs. White glanced up and shook her head again, but said nothing.

Dorothy laid down her needle and leaned forward in her chair. “They said he kept them alive through the whole thing. On purpose.”

Once more Mrs. White looked up. “What?”

“So they’d feel it,” said Dorothy.

“Oh—” said Mrs. White. This time the shake of her head was one long motion from left to right. “Oh, it is terrible,” she had to admit.

“And then,” said Dorothy, still leaning toward her, “they had this expert on?”

Mrs. White lifted the hem of the gingham dress almost up to her nose and sewed intently. She wished Dorothy would stop. It would just make her nervous, give her nightmares, make her silly. News of the murders was all you could see on the front pages of the newspapers. On the radio they kept interrupting the music to talk about it. Some of the mothers were keeping their children home from school to be sure they were safe, but Mrs. White wouldn’t do that. If the murderer should come to her house … It was utterly ridiculous, and she wouldn’t think about it. But if he should, she wanted her children safe in school. Of course, there was the disadvantage that the children told each other horror stories about it. The boys told them to Junior and then of course Junior came home and scared Mary with them.

“… but at least it cleared up that mystery,” Dorothy was saying.

Mrs. White came out of her reverie. “What?” she said.

“Well, I mean the killer must’ve taken the gag away with him the other times, because this time, when the woman swallowed it, they found it still in her throat—but, I mean, that explains why no one heard them screaming.”


CHAPTER NINTEEN

At a little before two Mrs. White said good-bye to Dorothy and left the thrift shop.

She walked around to the station parking lot, her face set and her eyes thoughtful. Her mind was wandering vaguely. It settled on nothing in particular, but a series of images seemed to float through it, like ghosts on the night air. There were the horrific images Dorothy had set before her; there was her desire to get home before Mary did; there was something that made that desire suddenly, oddly, urgent; strangely important; there was Mrs. Sutter, too, and all her bothersome feelings about her; there was Mrs. Sutter talking, Mrs. Sutter’s words.…

She got into her Pinto and turned the key. The car coughed to life and started up Route 45 back toward home. The moment she was in motion again, she lapsed into the dreamlike state that naturally accompanied her driving. She reached out for the radio, but her hand went back again to the steering wheel before she’d turned it on.

“That Dorothy,” she said aloud, shaking her head.

Well, Dorothy might be a little … She might talk a little too much, especially about such gruesome things, but she and her husband were both good, straightforward working folks. Not like the Mrs. Sutters of the world. It was really the Mrs. Sutters of the world who found themselves in bad situations, like—like with that awful man, that awful murderer.…

Maybe that’s what it was—the thought flashed across her mind involuntarily: Maybe the murderer was some sort of punishment for women like Mrs. Sutter, women who didn’t pull their weight, who didn’t act the way women should.

She shook the thought off immediately. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair at all.

“That Dorothy,” she said again.

Mrs. Sutter might have her strange ways, she thought, but she seemed like a nice enough woman really. She’d certainly had enough nice things to say about Paul, and that was the kind of thing that could really be good for business. Word-of-mouth advertising.

If Mrs. Sutter would just tell other people how much she liked Paul. If she would tell her other rich friends. She could tell them how Paul did the back wall of the garage while she was baking her “famous” cheesecake. That could be just the sort of advertising they needed.

She could picture Mrs. Sutter—a painted, bejeweled caricature of Mrs. Sutter—having tea and crumpets with her rich friends and making sweeping, grandiose hand gestures as she said, “… and I looked out the kitchen window, and, well, my deahs! There the nice little man had almost finished the back wall—”

A yellow school bus coming toward her in the opposite lane stopped, its red light flashing. It took Mrs. White by surprise and she had to step quickly on the brake.

She sat in the car staring up at the flashing red light as the children ran across the street in front of her. The red light faded from her mind. She saw, instead, her caricature of Mrs. Sutter, flitting about her kitchen, making her famous cheesecake. She saw Mrs. Sutter glancing out the window over the kitchen counter, across the yard into the barn. Paul was there, at the very back, finishing up the back wall. Mrs. Sutter could see him there, and smiled condescendingly as she made her cheesecake.

The red light on the school bus flashed and Mrs. White gazed at it dreamily. Her thoughts shifted and she saw, now, Mrs. Sutter as she had been when Mrs. White had called her to ask for Paul. Mrs. Sutter had been cooking noodles then—her famous noodles, no doubt. Mrs. White saw Mrs. Sutter with her famous noodles, looking out the window into the back of the barn and saying into the phone: “No, I don’t see him, I think he left awhile ago.”

The red light of the school bus flashed, and as Mrs. White stared and stared and stared, her vision seemed to fill with it and empty of it over and over. It was as if a drop of blood were being splashed over her pupil with an eyedropper, then sucked away, then splashed over her again as she stared and stared, helpless.

If Mrs. Sutter could see from the kitchen window all the way to the back wall of the barn, she would have seen Paul if he had been there. Wouldn’t she? If, as Paul had insisted, he had been working late on the floorboards, then Mrs. Sutter would have seen him, seen him from the kitchen window as she had seen him finishing up the back wall. If she could see the whole barn, well, then, how could she have missed him?

How could she? How could she have missed him?


CHAPTER TWENTY

Mrs. White pulled into her driveway, the question still pestering her. She tried to shake it away but, as she walked to the house, it followed like a persistent beggar. When she got inside and closed the door behind her, she thought she had left it at last outside, where nonsense belonged.

But, to her annoyance, she found it had come in with her. It was a discrepancy. Hadn’t Mrs. Sutter said the back of the garage? Mrs. White could only shake her head. She was sure that was what Mrs. Sutter had said.

There were only a few minutes until Mary would be home. Mrs. White found herself edgy, waiting for her, unoccupied. She went into the kitchen and took out the vegetables for salad. Then she switched on the kitchen radio. It blared out wild rock music, and Mrs. White, wincing, quickly changed the station. She put on the “oldies” station that played fifties tunes she liked. Peggy Lee was singing “Lover.”

Lover, when I’m near you,

And I hear you call my name …

Mrs. White began peeling the wet plastic from the lettuce. The familiar song pleased her, and she hummed along, though she had forgotten the words.

It was just a silly thing after all, she thought. Probably Mrs. Sutter was as blind as Paul had said. She was probably just too vain to wear glasses and too lazy to put in contacts. What she’d said about seeing Paul couldn’t be trusted. Mrs. White began to chop the lettuce.

Lover, please be tender,

When you’re tender, tears depart.

Still, she seemed like a nice lady, Mrs. Sutter. A little snobbish, maybe, but not malicious or anything. If she hadn’t seen Paul, it must have been because he hadn’t been there. And if he hadn’t been there, that meant he had lied to her when he said he was working late. Mrs. White’s knife slipped. The blade cut swiftly across the surface of her palm. She let out a small curse.

Lover, when you’re …

Mrs. White turned off the radio. She watched the injured hand for a minute and then sighed, relieved that it was not bleeding. Just a graze, she thought. Still, it stung. She fanned the air with the hand, as if it were hot.

Paul had never lied to her before. Why should he start now? When they were young, they had made a pact never to lie. Mrs. White smiled, remembering. Why would Paul lie?

Just then a small but audible banging came at the door.

Mrs. White called, “Coming.” She opened the door with her good hand and Mary burst in breathlessly.

“Mommy, Mommy, look!”

The little girl held up a long red unopened rose. “Look what they gave all the little girls in the class.”

Mrs. White smiled. “Why, isn’t that lovely? Why don’t you go and put it in some water?”

Mary nodded. She proudly tramped with it to the sink. Mrs. White followed her with her eyes, watching the bobbing bud. As she saw the color move up and down, up and down, clutched in the little hand, she could not keep from wondering what could be so important that it would make Paul lie. What could he possibly be doing if he wasn’t at the Sutters’?

It was such an awful question. It was all Dorothy’s fault, telling her those horrible, morbid murder stories. Now she was thinking morbid thoughts. Now—suddenly—in a single flash—something stirred in her memory that had not stirred in almost twenty years. She made a small noise, as if to ward it off, but it came to her anyway.… Something that had happened not long after she began dating Paul.…

On their first date together, Paul and Joan had gone to a dance. Joan had been dreaming of dating him for so long that she felt a bit dazed. She could hardly believe it was happening. Paul, on the other hand, seemed nervous and a bit too formal. He watched his own feet as they danced and seemed to be counting to the rhythm: one-two-three and one-two-three. Joan did not care. It was enough just to be in his arms.

Soon they went out onto the lawn for a smoke. Paul offered her one of his. Joan accepted it and held his cupped hands as he lit it for her. She could see his hands shaking.

They each carried a plastic cup of punch. From his coat pocket Paul took a miniature bottle of scotch, the sort they have on airplanes.

“My cousin’s a stewardess,” he said. “You want a spike?”

Joan shyly shook her head no. She hardly ever drank. Paul shrugged, as if to say “suit yourself,” and poured the entire contents of the bottle into his punch.

Until now neither one of them had mentioned Mike. Joan thought of him just then and felt a little guilty. She would probably not have been there if it hadn’t been for him. But she didn’t care; she was too happy. She watched as Paul let the smoke ease out of his nose. She watched him nonchalantly sip from his cup like a man of the world.

“What will you do next year?” she said. “After you graduate?”

Paul paused a minute. He stared off, as if searching elsewhere for the answer. Then he said, “Something. Something with my hands.”

Joan nodded. “Like building or … car mechanics, maybe?”

Paul shrugged. “Could be, yeah. Shop’s the only class I stay awake for.”

He smiled. It was almost a smirk. Joan did not know whether to join in the joke or not.

“Oh,” she said, then, after a moment, “I’m sure you’re a good student. I can tell, even in history. You’re probably just bored by the teacher.”

Paul paused as he thought about it. “Yeah—yeah, that’s it,” he said. He smiled at her fully now, and she, delighted, smiled back.

“Listen,” he said, suddenly awkward and serious again, “you’re not … you’re not still seeing Mike, are you?”

Joan blushed a bit, but she was glad he had the courage to bring it into the open. “Me and Mike?” she said. “No, no. We’re just—friends now.”

Paul nodded, unable to restrain a smile. “Yeah, that’s what I thought; that’s what I thought.” He nodded reflectively. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s a nice guy and all. He’s just a little …”

He didn’t finish it, and Joan thought it better not to help him. At the moment, she meant to pursue it; she meant to ask him about what had happened on that deer hunt, what had ended his friendship with Mike. But then he was talking again, about something else, and the thought slipped from her mind.

She did not bring it up again for a long time. In fact, as the school year ended and her summer vacation began, they dated constantly, and yet Joan rarely asked him anything about his personal life. Paul was so closed off, so taciturn. He volunteered nothing; he never even had her meet his parents. There were even times when she felt afraid—afraid he would suddenly confide in her. She was afraid she would bungle it somehow, be unable to handle it. And she wanted to be perfect because she liked him so.

The fact was she more than liked him. She adored him. He was everything she thought he would be. He was strong and silent, self-sufficient but not selfish. His body was powerful, and his eyes were full of secrets. As the summer wore on, she grew ready to know those secrets; she grew eager.

After school had ended, Paul had had to look for work. For a while, he worked at a gas station, a job which exhausted him, and which he hated. But in August he got a job with a construction company, helping to build houses. It was then, when things were going well, that he told her he loved her. It was then they went to bed together for the first time.

Joan was still a virgin and when Paul and she lay together naked on his bed under the picture of a motorcycle he’d taped to the wall, she was not really sure if it had happened or not. She didn’t know whether to say “That was wonderful” or “It’s all right.”

She said, “Are you worried?”

He lit a cigarette, lay back, and smoked it pensively. “Nah, I just—I just don’t want to rush it, that’s all.”

She nodded. “It’s all right,” she said. Then: “You’re not afraid your parents will come home, are you?”

He turned away from her. “Nah.”

She watched him smoking.

“It’s all right,” she said again. She paused. She sensed that now was the time: this was the moment to open him up.

“You don’t like your parents much, do you?” she said.

Paul did not answer for a moment. Then he said quietly: “They’re okay.” He looked up at the ceiling and she could see his face was tight with the effort of self-control. “It’s just my mother. She’s got to … she’s got to mind him, that’s all. I mean, she can’t … She’s just got to stop it, you know?”

Joan slowly reached over and touched his shoulder. She whispered now. “Have you ever talked to anyone about it?”

Paul shrugged. “To Mike. A little.”

Joan hesitated. “What happened between you two?” she asked suddenly. The question surprised even her. “If you were both so close? What happened that time you went hunting?”

Paul turned over toward her. His eyes were now more alert; the muscles in his neck and arms had tensed. “He tell you something happened?” he said.

“No, I … I just thought … But it couldn’t have been nothing. Could it?”

Then Paul’s face was alight with its easy, charming grin. “Ah,” he said, “he was just angry at me ’cause I got a deer and he didn’t. That’s all. He was just being—petty, that’s all.”

Joan sighed. She felt, for some reason, relieved. It was exactly as she’d thought. Exactly. And yet even as the relief swept over her, something in Paul’s attitude, something in the way he had spoken, told her he was lying. She tried to shake it, but there it was. When he had said that, she had been looking into his eyes and she could see it there as plain as day.

Paul was lying on his back again, staring up at the ceiling dreamily, as if he were remembering something. Joan was about to speak when he turned to her. His eyes were burning. There was energy filling him, and then it was filling her too. He spoke again, but Joan wasn’t listening anymore. She was looking at him, waiting. His hand cupped the back of her head, his fingers clutched her hair. His face came close, his body covered hers. The wood under the mattress banged. It banged again and again. She did not hear. She did not remember a word he had said.

But Paul had lied to her. She had known it, and then he had taken her and she had loved him and she had pushed it out of her mind. Something had happened on that deer hunt, something that had made Mike hate Paul; and when she had asked Paul about it, he had lied. She had not thought about it for over twenty years, and now suddenly, as she stood with Mary by the kitchen sink, it flashed through her mind again.

It flashed through her mind because—because Paul was lying to her now again. He had not been at Mrs. Sutter’s. She knew it as certainly as she had known that day when he had told her about the hunt.

But why? Why did he have to lie to her? Was he covering up for something? Was he doing something he was ashamed of?

“Mommy!”

Mrs. White looked and saw Mary arranging her flower in a coffee cup. The long stem bent and the flower drooped.

“No, no, honey, you need a bigger glass,” Mrs. White said.

She advanced to Mary and carefully took the flower and the cup from her. She was picking the rose out, admiring its soft, shapely beauty, when a horrible thought suddenly occurred to her. So deeply did it rock her that she stood motionless for a minute, flower in hand, trying to force it from her mind.

“Mommy, look,” Mary said, and pointed. “The flower stained you.”

Mrs. White looked down at her own hand. From her palm to her wrist, a thin line of red had appeared. Her cut had finally started to bleed.

“Oh, my God,” Mrs. White whispered.

What if Paul were having an affair?


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

What if Paul were having an affair?

Slowly over the next week the question became a suspicion. The suspicion became Mrs. White’s companion. It didn’t stay with her continually, rather it approached and backed off, approached and backed off, like a hungry dog that keeps coming to the door. She could neither believe it consistently, nor wholly push it away. From moment to moment it appeared to her in different lights.

In the mornings she would cook Paul’s eggs and look at the yellow mass in the pan and think: It’s impossible. Paul was just not that type of man. He was a hard and ambitious worker. He was always so contemptuous of the rich, idle men with “nothing better to do than have three-hour lunches and spend the weekend with their secretary.” And, besides all else, how would he ever find the time?

But, then, as she mixed the eggs with cheese or mushrooms, as the yellow became a slightly tarnished brown, she would think again. Maybe he wasn’t as busy as he said he was. If he lied about the garage at Mrs. Sutter’s house, why wouldn’t he lie about everything he did? Maybe he was so worried about saving more money because he wasn’t doing enough work …

By the time Paul would sit down to breakfast, his eggs, dry and overcooked, would have to be scraped off the bottom of the pan. Paul would look at them and make some smart remark, and Mrs. White would smile wearily. She blamed it on fatigue.

After he left she would put the dishes in the sink. She would run water on them to loosen the eggs, but leave the real washing for later. Then she would get the children off, their voices seeming vaguely to blare and recede, blare and recede about her, like that dog, like her suspicion.

She would go first to her bedroom and make the bed. She would pull the sheet up from where Paul had kicked it and puff the pillows and run a hand quickly down the covers to smooth them. When she was done, she would look at the tight, sturdily made bed and she’d feel ashamed. She was behaving like a woman on a soap opera. She had never cared for those programs. Why would she imitate their melodrama in real life?

She would tidy up the brushes and cosmetics by the mirror on the dresser. She would arrange the stacks of bills and papers Paul always left there. She would look at the mirror above the papers. And she would sigh.

Why shouldn’t he cheat on her? She wasn’t what she used to be. There were small wrinkles, like cuts, below her eyes, and her cheeks were on their way to becoming jowls. She had let her body go. She had so much extra, useless flesh on her now. Feeling heavy, she would sit on the bed, mussing it all over again.

When she drove to the market, she would pass Pine and Stamford and Williams streets, where the wealthy people lived, where Paul did much of his work. She would see the women coming in and out of their homes, revving up their cars, driving—where?—to beauty parlors, gyms, plastic surgeons? Of course they looked young. Why shouldn’t they? They could afford it; they had nothing better to do. Mrs. White would watch the grocery list flapping and dancing on the dashboard and think: I could still be slim and pretty, too, if I had all the time and money in the world. She could not blame Paul if he had had his head turned by them.

On Thursday morning she found that in addition to her cool morning coffee she had smoked one of Paul’s cigarettes while waiting to start the day. She had not smoked in years and the taste, at first, revolted her. But she quickly became used to the dirty taste and harsh aroma. She continued to smoke.

She had crushed the butt out in an ashtray when, through the window, she saw Jonathan Cornell passing by. She waved her hands about to rid the room of smoke. Then she went to the door, stepped outside, and waved at him, inviting him in.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Cornell had had a good day’s fishing. He’d landed one huge fighter of a trout and he was in a cheery mood. He did not even mind the prospect of Mrs. White’s light coffee and pound cake and, though he would have preferred to go straight home and clean his catch, he entered her kitchen with an agreeable nod.

“Where should we put that thing?” Mrs. White asked, looking askance at the trout dangling from his stringer.

“The refrigerator?”

Mrs. White was reluctant. “Won’t it … smell?”

He eyed it, shrugged. “I guess so. You’d smell, too, if you were dead. All right, if you object, maybe you could give me a plastic bag.”

Mrs. White brought Cornell a Hefty trash bag. He ran a little water into it, tossed the fish in, and tossed the bag outside the door. Then he joined his hostess at the table.

“You look awfully smug this morning,” she told him with a smile.

“First catch of the season. I’ve been catching a lot of branches lately. Doesn’t do much for your morale.”

“I guess not. Your milk’s already in.”

Cornell smiled thinly. But he took an extra-large piece of Mrs. White’s cake.

There was an uneasy silence for a while as the two sipped and munched. Mrs. White looked quizzically at Cornell, who, in turn, looked at his plate. He was a man of the world, she thought suddenly, sophisticated, married once, divorced.…

“I wonder if you could help me with something,” she said.

“Something Paul can’t fix? If he can’t, I’m not so sure I—”

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s a … personal matter.”

Cornell grew quiet. Then, curious, he nodded.

“Oh, not about me, don’t misunderstand,” Mrs. White said quickly. “It’s a friend of mine. A girl I’ve known for years. You see, she … well, she’s a silly girl sometimes, and right now she’s all upset—she can’t help worrying that her husband is … having an affair. I’ve tried to persuade her that it’s … it’s ridiculous, her husband—he’s such a good man—but she still … nothing can completely convince her.”

As she spoke, Mrs. White’s face turned a red so dark, it approached purple. Cornell took out his pipe and chomped on it to keep from smiling.

“I only thought maybe you would know of some—trick,” she went on. “Something that would reassure someone like this. Something, you know, that doesn’t leave any room for this terrible—this terrible doubt. It’s—that’s what it is—it’s the not knowing, you see.”

Cornell thought. He looked around the neat, bright kitchen with its paisley potholders and the samplers on the wall. Good old Paul, he thought. Loving husband and model father. The great American situation-comedy family. Welcome to reality.

“You think he’s a nice guy?” Cornell asked.

“Oh, yes.” Mrs. White was adamant. “The nicest.”

“Yeah, sure,” he could not keep from saying. “That’s the way it always is. The old suburban morality. Wife, kids, dog, and chippie.”

Mrs. White’s shame turned to sadness. Her red face grew pale.

“They don’t have a dog,” she said miserably.

Cornell shut himself up. He looked down at Mrs. White’s weary hands with the upstanding veins, the short, chipped nails, the rough patches of callus. What’s she worth? he thought. What’s a family worth? Because she’s the mainstay, she’s everything here. And she’s the one who’s really getting screwed.

“There are no rules about it,” he said gently. “It doesn’t have to be that way. Maybe she’s just being silly, like you said.”

“Maybe,” she answered, disconsolate now. “But … she would be such an easy girl to fool.”

Cornell watched as she teased a cigarette butt in the ashtray. He pulled his chair a little closer to her.

“Believe me,” he said, “if there were something going on, she’d know about it by now.”

“But how?” said Mrs. White, urgently now. “How would she know?”

Cornell thought for a minute, looking for the words. “Because,” he said slowly. “A man can’t live a lie. Not completely. Not forever. Not without being caught.” Mrs. White looked unconvinced. Cornell sighed and took another stab at it. “Believe me,” he said. “I know.”

She looked at him.

“I know,” he repeated. “Eventually, you give yourself away. You leave something. A clue. There’s always—somewhere, there’s always a clue.”

Mrs. White was still unsure. “But what if—what if she weren’t looking for it? What if she weren’t looking for the clue? What if she didn’t want to see the clue, even if it was there, and she kept ignoring it, kept pushing it away.”

“Trust me,” he said almost sadly. “She would see it. Eventually, no matter how hard she tried to ignore it, it would be there. She would search it out in spite of herself. A man just can’t live a lie forever. He’ll always leave a clue.”

The two were quiet for a long moment.

“A clue,” Mrs. White said then.

“That’s right,” he said.

Mrs. White seemed to come back from far away. She blinked once and tried to smile. “I’ll—I’ll tell my friend what you said.”

Cornell smiled too. He felt oddly close to her. “Good,” he said.

“A man can’t live a lie.”

“That’s right.”

“Not in everything. Not after so many years. It couldn’t just all be a lie.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

For a long time after Cornell left, Mrs. White sat silently at the kitchen table. She stared at the tree branches, blossoming into green now, which hung within her view outside the window above the sink. At first, as she sat there, she felt consoled by her talk with the artist. Surely, if Paul were cheating on her, she would know. Surely, as Cornell had said, there’d be some clue.

Her fingers reached out and fiddled absently with one corner of the pound cake. Bits of it crumpled off and she rolled them between her fingers into small, soft balls.

But then, if Paul had lied about working late, wasn’t that a clue? Was that the sort of clue that Cornell had meant?

Her stomach began to feel sour. She threw the cake crumbs down on the plate. It was horrible—it was worse than anything—not to know. To be sure it was all right one moment, and then to be sure it was all wrong the next. It would be, she thought, less frustrating even to be sure of the worst.

Or maybe not. Paul was her life. If he were having an affair, if she knew it for sure, what would she do then? How would she live with it?

What would she do then?

Heavily, Mrs. White pushed up from the table and carried the cups and saucers to the sink. She began washing them, but before she was done, she turned off the water, went to the broom closet, and took out her vacuum cleaner. She began to vacuum the stairs and to chase the dust balls that had collected at the edges of the linoleum floor. She had done only half the job when she stepped on the vacuum button, turned the machine off and returned to the sink to finish her dishes.

So it went, all the day. She would start a chore and stop it to pick up another, only to leave that one half finished. She took a trip to the store for lettuce and then a second for celery, not because she forgot it, but because she felt better in the car.

She was glad when Mary came home. She brought Clara, her little friend, home with her, and Mrs. White gave them each a tumbler of milk and some chocolate chip cookies. With her cheek resting on her palm, she listened as they told her about how Mrs. Jenkins had played piano for them and yelled at Timothy Burke for laughing. She listened and she thought: What will I do then?

The girls went up to the den to play with dolls and Mrs. White set about her chores again. She was somewhat more attentive now.

Outside, as it grew late in the afternoon, the sky began to cloud over. It looked like rain. Still, the day stayed bright: the long days had begun.

About five o’clock, Clara’s mother came to take her home and Mary settled before the TV. Junior came back—the beginning of a drizzle had forced him to end his ball game. He went into the den, too, and for once—largely because Mary wanted so much to be his friend—the two children agreed on a television show to watch and sat together quietly.

It was at about that time that Mrs. White decided—casually decided—to change her clothes.

She went into the master bedroom. It was the second largest room in the house, next to the kitchen, but none too big for all that. She had decorated it simply with a shag rug of light blue and aqua wallpaper. She’d hung a large gilt-framed mirror on the wall, and a few pictures of ducks and hunting dogs. The furnishings—a bedstead, a dresser, a lamp, and a chair—were ranged about at the greatest distances from each other the room would allow. The dresser had been her mother’s. It was of sturdy pine. Atop it, next to the stack of papers, was a picture of Paul and Joan on their wedding day.

Mrs. White removed the old print dress she was wearing and stood before the mirror in her underwear. She did not stand before it very long. She went to the closet and removed a dress that she had made herself from a pattern she’d bought at The Yarn Barn. She didn’t wear it often because its lines were sleek and showy and the shiny fabric, of the same color as the wallpaper, gave it a formal look.

She laid the dress carefully on the bed and put on a bathrobe. Then she went out of the bedroom and—quietly, almost stealthily—slipped into the bathroom. She shut the door behind her. She took a shower and washed her hair. Then she stood before the bathroom mirror and began to put on makeup. It generally took her fifteen minutes to put on her makeup in the morning. It took her half an hour now. Just as she finished, she heard Mary’s shout: “Daddy’s home.”

Mrs. White rushed back into the bedroom and hurriedly slipped into the aqua dress. Patting her hair into place, she went downstairs to the kitchen.

Paul, dressed in his dungaree work suit, paused inside the kitchen door to catch Mary in his arms and lift her up. He looked past the little girl’s red hair at his wife and let out a long, low wolf whistle.

“Wow,” he said. “What’s the occasion? Did I forget something?”

“No,” said Mrs. White, turning away from him, blushing. “You didn’t forget anything.”

Setting Mary down, Paul stepped forward. “So how come you’re all dressed up?” he said.

Mrs. White went to the refrigerator and began removing the fixings for a pork chop dinner.

“Because I felt like it, that’s why,” she said to the refrigerator door.

As she straightened, Paul came up behind her. He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her hair.

“Well,” he said. “I like it.”

His wife turned around, smiling. “Do you?” she said.

He grinned down at her. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s nice.” He kissed her on the forehead and let her go, walking around her to the refrigerator door. “Any beer in here?”

“Um-hm,” said Mrs. White. She moved to the range with her pork chops.

Junior came sauntering downstairs.

“Hi, Dad,” he said.

“Hiya, champ,” said Paul.

Junior took a desultory look around the kitchen.

“Hey,” he said. “How come Mom’s all dolled up?” He glanced at his father. “You forget something?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

She thought the children would never go to bed. Mary wanted a glass of water. Then Mary had to go to the bathroom. Then, just as Mrs. White was getting ready to send Junior to bed, she heard Paul telling him he could stay up to watch the end of a Yankee game that had gone into extra innings. She paced impatiently in the hallway while the Yankees won.

When, at last, she heard the door to Junior’s bedroom close, she went into the den to find her husband sitting sleepily on the sofa, watching a rerun of M*A*S*H. She walked to the TV, swishing a little behind, and snapped it off.

She turned to Paul, who was blinking up at her in surprise.

“I was watching that,” he said dully.

Mrs. White cocked her head and approached him. She sat on the sofa so close to him, she was almost in his lap. She put her arms around her husband’s neck and kissed him lightly on the ear. Slowly, she ran her lips up the side of his face. She let her hand go down his shirt, her fingers trailing languorously, until her palm was on his thigh.

“Hi,” she whispered.

Paul shifted a little uncomfortably, but then he turned and gave her a small kiss on the forehead.

“Hi,” he said.

“What’re you thinking about?” she asked.

“Well, actually, I’m kind of tired,” he said. “I was kind of thinking of going to bed.”

Mrs. White pressed her lips to her husband’s cheek again. “That’s kind of what I was thinking about too,” she told him.

Paul grinned. “You’re kind of frisky tonight, aren’t you?”

She grinned back at him and nuzzled even closer.

“Uh-huh,” she said.

Paul cleared his throat and she gazed up at him. He had turned his face away and he was staring at the far corner of the wall.

“Hey,” she said.

He turned and she kissed him. She brought her lips down over his chin onto his chest. She brought her hand farther up his thigh.

Then, suddenly sensing something, she pulled back and looked at him steadily.

He was staring straight ahead, his eyes wide, as if he saw something—maybe on the television—that shocked, even terrified, him. His lips were pursed in a strange half smile, half kiss. Mrs. White looked down and saw that his hand lay on the sofa tensed, almost into a fist, as if he were holding on to an invisible object.

“Paul?” she said again.

He turned that dreadful look on her. His voice was a strange whisper, not like Paul at all.

“You’re frisky tonight,” he murmured.

Mrs. White smiled unsurely. “Paul, are—are you all right?” she asked.

“You wanna play,” he whispered, lifting his chin slightly, widening his eyes even more. “You wanna play?” He raised the tense hand. “Come to Papa, and we’ll play.”

Mrs. White relaxed, though the expression on her husband’s face didn’t change.

“Teaser,” she said.

She put her arms around his neck again.

“Okay, Papa,” she said, “here I am. Let’s play.”

She felt his hand on her back, running slowly up her back. She nuzzled her face deeper into his neck. His hand was at the zipper of her dress.

“Wanna play?” he said.

“Yes,” she whispered.

She felt him fiddling with the zipper for a moment, but then his hand moved upward to the back of her neck. She felt his flat, heavy finger press against the bone there.

She pulled back from him, preparing to kiss him on the lips. Man and wife looked at each other and Paul blinked. He blinked heavily, as if waking from a dream.

“Joan,” he said huskily.

She moved toward him again.

Without warning, he stood up from the sofa, nearly dumping her on the floor. She landed, feeling awkward and foolish, her hands propping her up on the sofa cushions.

“What … Paul?” she said, turning to him as he moved to the door.

Paul stared down at her. His eyes were hot, as if he were angry. She was about to tell him that she’d never seen him act this way before, but then she realized that he’d never seen her act this way before either. Maybe she’d done something wrong; maybe she’d offended him. She felt, at that moment, like a very stupid woman indeed.

With his next words, Paul confirmed her feelings.

“What are you acting like that for?” he said. “That’s not the way you act.”

“I just thought …” Mrs. White began weakly.

“That’s not the way you act,” said Paul hotly, softly, fiercely. “Why do you act that way?”

“I just …” Mrs. White’s eyes filled with tears.

“Why?” said Paul, and he walked out of the room.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Later, as Paul lay snoring in the double bed, Mrs. White sat on the edge in her aqua dress. His face in sleep seemed docile and vulnerable, like a child’s face. She could not reconcile it with the angry face of the man who had rebuffed her. The two faces were not the same, just as the faces of a happy husband and an adulterer were not the same.

Her hands were folded in her lap. Her eyes were misty. Paul’s lies had changed everything, even her perception of their marriage as a whole. It made everything—all the events in all the years from the day of his first lie to the day of his second—seem ugly. But she knew they were not; she knew they were far from ugly. How could all those things be true and untrue simultaneously? The thought made her miserable.

She peered through the darkness at the picture on the dresser. She couldn’t make out the images, only the vague shape of the frame. It didn’t matter though. She knew the details by heart. It was their wedding picture.…

Paul had moved out of his parents’ house in September of Joan’s senior year. Just before Christmas, Joan dropped out of high school. They were married on New Year’s Day.

Even now the details of that day were sharp in her mind. There was Paul, so handsome in the blue suit he had bought for the occasion. There was her white dress. There was her mother crying from the beginning of the day to its end. There was Paul’s uncle, long since dead, who was drunk during the service and who had to be shushed continually. And there was the cold. It must have been five below.

It was a small service for the immediate family; there was a larger reception at Joan’s house for friends. Joan had asked Paul if they should invite Mike. Paul had said not to. He thought it would insult “the poor guy.” Joan did anyway. But Mike never even answered the invitation.

Paul was jubilant all through the day. He felt none of the nervousness men are supposed to have at their weddings. He seemed honestly to welcome the event. People remarked on “the blushing bride and the grinning groom.”

It was just the start of so many wonderful days.

There was the day Paul became an apprentice carpenter. After months of discontent with the construction job, it seemed a godsend. “In construction, you just work the machines, you might as well be a machine yourself,” he said. But carpentry belonged to one man and a tool.

Paul was assistant to a man named Robinson. He was a rough, barrel-gutted man of sixty, who spoke in endless streams of obscenities and rarely bestowed a compliment on anyone, least of all Paul. Paul hated him at first. But, as the job continued, he grew to understand Robinson. He knew that his cantankerous attitude was all bluff and his crudeness just for show. When a compliment came from Robinson, Paul said, “you know it means something. He puts you off at first, but it’s for a reason. It’s to make you tough on yourself. To make you good.” Joan thought Robinson became more like a father to Paul than his own father was.

“It’ll be a pain to leave him,” Paul said shyly. “I’ve gotten used to the old guy.”

But Robinson was as unsentimental about this as he was about anything else. When the day came, he kicked Paul out as a mother bird does its young. Paul said he understood. But Joan thought that day she actually saw tears in his eyes.

The day Paul started his own business he seemed to Joan a different man. He seemed instantly older and more mature. Looking at him, she thought that finding the right trade had been all-important for Paul. It gave him something to wake up for, something to come home from. It made him whole in some way. She thought it had changed a confused, angry boy in blue jeans into an adult. She had helped a little too, she thought.

She could only compare Paul’s happiness on that day to her own on the day she finally had a child.

They had tried so hard. They had tried everything. She tried pills and potions that made her wake up vomiting. She prayed and had Paul pray. They went to so many doctors, they had to borrow to pay the bills.

At last, almost by accident, it happened. The infant boy, covered in slime, its tiny head dented, was the most beautiful thing they had ever seen.

And she was not ecstatic alone. Paul was as happy as she. He had none of the misgivings or jealousy men supposedly have. He cradled the child so gently in his big arms. She had never felt so close to him as then.

“Now I have everything,” he said.

She had never doubted that he meant it.

All they needed was a house, and one day, they found the cottage. At first renting it made them wary. They did not want to feel like transients, like “people who live in trailers,” Paul said. And Mrs. Potts, the landlady—before Cornell took over—was a witch. She had this thing about propriety. She wouldn’t even let Joan bathe Paul Jr. on the lawn. “Somebody might see,” she said, and Paul and Joan would laugh behind her back.

Paul put all of his efforts into fixing up the place. “A fine carpenter I’d be,” he said, “if I can’t improve my own home.” He worked day and night, even when he had a busy day the next day. He hammered, sawed, tiled, caulked, and painted. He seemed like a man in his element, a beast in his domain. He laughed at the thick calluses on his hands.

“I don’t mind,” he said. “It’s just part of the job.

Mary was born in the cottage. It was after more struggling, more waiting. Paul would tell her it was okay, that they had the one—a big, perfect boy. But Joan would say that only children were lonely, just as they both had been. She did not want that for her son.

Paul, of course, had just been comforting her. She knew he wanted a big family. He had said so. But he was willing to give it up to save her pain. It made her even more desperate to try, to do it for him.

The morning Mary was born, Paul got drunk. He stood on the lawn in his shorts and howled like a wolf. Cars slowed down to stare at him. He was a family man. They were wonderful days.

And there were bad times too. Business slowed down. They seemed to be in debt forever. The children scared them with illness. And then, a year ago, Paul’s father died of cancer.

That last—that was the worst. When Paul heard, he did not say anything. He only walked around behind the house. Joan watched him through the window. His dry eyes seemed empty. Then swiftly he grasped a large stick off the ground and broke it across his knee.

At the funeral he was distant. He seemed especially surly toward his mother. When Joan suggested that they take the poor woman in “until she’s on her feet,” Paul furiously refused. It was the first time he had ever really raised his voice to her.

But all families had their troubles. They did not change the good times. Not as lies could change them.…

Sitting on the bed next to Paul, Mrs. White felt tired now. Not just sleepy, exhausted. The effort of seeing her past—her whole life—recast into this new and ugly mold made her weak.

Could Paul have been lying about everything all along? Did she know him at all? Paul, the husband and father, was not the same man who would roll around in bed with rich wives. One of those men did not exist.

But maybe she had mistaken him from the beginning. Maybe she had never known him. She thought back to his first lie, so many years ago. What could have happened on that deer hunt?

When she went to bed her thoughts were troubled and confused. They melted into harrowing dreams: hundreds of disconnected images—rich women in red dresses laughing at her; Paul grinning, eyes bright; Paul’s father being lowered into his grave; and then, over and over again, like a unifying theme, a deer—a deer covered with blood.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The usual hectic events of Friday morning passed and Mrs. White hardly noticed. Paul and the children were down, fed, and gone, it seemed, instantly. She was alone. She knew she was due at the thrift shop, and yet she lingered. She poured herself another cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table. Her mind was weary, a blank.

She took her half-full cup and moved back to the sink to dump it out. She really had to get moving if she was to get to the thrift shop on time. As she stood at the sink, staring out the kitchen window, she saw Cornell coming back out of the woods, carrying his rod in one hand and two large bass on a stringer in the other.

She watched him passing. For a moment she had an urge to go out and call to him as she had yesterday. She found herself, to her tired dismay, thinking of the deer hunt again, that old deer hunt of the past. Cornell was the sort of person who might be able to tell her just what sort of thing could happen at a deer hunt to make two friends separate.

But what difference did it make? What difference did it make after so many years? Why did it keep coming back to her, inextricably linking itself to her fears about Paul having an affair?

She did not signal to Cornell today. She had a feeling, just now, that all men were in a conspiracy together. A conspiracy that included certain women—like Mrs. Sutter, for example—but left women like her out in the cold.

Cornell had gone by and Mrs. White still stood at the window, overlooking an empty lawn.

She felt frustrated with herself. Why did these things keep coming back to her, like a sore that just wouldn’t heal? She remembered how after Paul’s father had died, Paul had for a short time become convinced that he had cancer too. He lay awake at night worrying about it. He checked his body hourly for lumps and moles. He became obsessed with the idea, and nothing she could say would convince him that it wasn’t true. At last he’d had to go to a doctor and have a checkup. The doctor had told him he was having—what was it?—a “mourning reaction.” The doctor said that meant that sometimes, when someone you loved died, you begin to think that you are going to die, too, in the same way.

Mrs. White was not having a mourning reaction, but she did feel that she was obsessed now by the idea of Paul’s lying to her in the same way that Paul had been obsessed by the disease. It wouldn’t leave her no matter how many times she told herself she was being silly. It just got bigger and bigger, worse and worse. It wasn’t only a question of Paul’s affair anymore. It was all sorts of things, all sorts of memories and ideas that kept coming back to her, wouldn’t leave her alone.

An image from the scarlet-soaked nightmares of the previous night was before her. Then gone.

With a sigh Mrs. White got her bag and prepared to go to the thrift shop. She walked outside, intending to head for the Pinto. Instead, she found herself wandering aimlessly around to the street in front of the house. She stood on the curb, facing the hill that led up to Cornell’s house. She could just barely make out the big white converted barn between the leaves of the trees.

Before she really knew what she was doing, she had crossed the street and started up the path that led up the hill. The climb was not steep, but she wasn’t used to such exertion, and she found she was breathless by the time she came within sight of Cornell’s house.

The house was large and cubical, with picture windows on the first story, and smaller, gabled windows up on the second. A driveway came up to the side of the house from the far side of the hill.

Cornell was standing at the end of the driveway, with his back toward her as she came forward.

“Yoo-hoo,” she called. It was halfhearted and Cornell didn’t hear her. She called again. He turned and waved at her and she saw he was holding a knife in his hand.

She approached him until she could see that he was standing over a makeshift table formed by a flat board balanced on two cinder blocks. On top of the board he had laid one of his two dead bass. The big fish, its mouth still moving, gasped forlornly as Cornell held it down.

“What a surprise,” Cornell said as she came alongside him. He blinked and pushed his glasses back on his nose. “Hold on a second while I put this poor beggar out of his misery.” He turned back to the fish, then paused and looked at Mrs. White again. “Maybe you shouldn’t watch,” he said.

But she did watch. She watched as Cornell laid his knife just under the bass’s gill and began to cut the head away with a sawing motion. The fish flopped under his hand in weary desperation, and then the head came away from the body, entrails spreading out between the two parts.

Mrs. White turned pale, though she couldn’t say why. She had seen fish cleaned before. She had seen plenty of animals die. That’s why she’d come up here after all, to ask about deer hunting. But suddenly Cornell’s action seemed grotesque, and worse than grotesque.… She saw, almost as if it had happened yesterday, Mike talking angrily to Paul, his mouth shaping the word disgusting.

Cornell turned the fish on its spine and dragged the knife across its belly. He reached into the split he’d made and brought out a fistful of guts. They were scarlet and yellow and some of them squeezed out between his fingers and ran down his wrist. He hurled them underneath a small black maple that stood nearby.

“Stuff makes great fertilizer,” he said over his shoulder.

He placed the eviscerated bass to one side and brought the second one up on the table before him.

“Anyway,” he said, “is there something I can do for you?”

Mrs. White seemed caught off-guard by the question. “Do?” she said.

“Yes.” He looked at her and smiled a little doubtfully. “Or is this just a social call?”

“No,” she said, her voice soft. “No … I … I came up—to ask you something.”

“Shoot,” said Cornell.

“I don’t remember now—I can’t seem to remember what it was.…” Mrs. White smiled miserably. “Isn’t that silly?” she said.

Cornell nodded. “Happens to me all the time,” he said. “And I mean all the time. Remember the guy who would forget his head if it weren’t screwed on?” He laid his knife under the fish’s head.

“Yes,” said Mrs. White. She was still trying to smile. “Yes.”

“I’m the original,” he said. He started to saw away at the fish’s head.

This time Mrs. White did not stay to watch. Without another word she turned away and started to hurry back down the path when Cornell’s voice stopped her.

“Mrs. White?”

She turned and saw he was coming toward her, his greasy knife in his hand. Her eyes remained on the blade and she took a step backward.

“Mrs. White,” Cornell said gently. He stood above her now. Since their talk yesterday he had begun to feel a bit less surly toward the woman. Her plight—or, at least, what he thought to be a plight—was one with which he could identify. “Pardon me for asking—really,” he said. “But is there anything wrong?”

“Wrong?” she said. She forced herself to look into his face. She saw that it was a kindly face overall, if a little soft. “No,” she said, “nothing’s wrong. I—I just have to get to the thrift shop, that’s all.”

Cornell examined her for a long moment. He nodded then, slowly. “Heard anything more from your friend?”

“Friend?”

“Yes, the one who thought her husband was having an affair.”

“Oh—oh.” Mrs. White’s lips were pale. They trembled once, briefly. “No, nothing. Nothing.”

Cornell nodded again. “Well—it’s a good thing she has a friend, a friend like you. A person who has friends doesn’t have to face things by herself. She doesn’t have to face things alone.”

“Yes, yes, that’s true,” said Mrs. White. She smiled again, more naturally this time. “I—I have to go. Dorothy will be waiting.”

Cornell stood and watched her dowdy figure scurrying back down the hill. Absentmindedly, he pressed the tip of his knife against his nose. When he realized what he was doing, he put his hand down and wiped his nose on his sleeve.

He didn’t like to admit it to himself, but he felt vaguely uneasy. Probably it was just the usual guilt that Mrs. White could inspire in him. He laughed at her—he knew it—he laughed at her simplicity and her dowdiness. And then, when he saw her, he realized that—well, she was simple, she was dowdy … but she was decent too. And simplicity or sophistication, dowdiness or beauty aside, decency ought to count for something. Maybe it ought to count for everything.

He went back to gutting his fish.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Mrs. White sat in the thrift shop, sewing with Dorothy Howell. Her fingers moved blindly, as if willed by someone other than herself. She tried to think of nothing and she thought of everything.

She thought of Paul—young Paul—and his deer hunt with Mike. She thought of the crude, ecstatic, violent, and wonderful way he had taken her that night she had asked him about it. She thought of Mrs. Sutter, and she thought of Paul’s telling her that she must think her barn was repairing itself.

Mostly, over and over again, she thought: A man can’t live a lie, he has to leave a clue. He has to leave a clue. He has to leave a clue.

She frowned deeply as she sewed. Dorothy’s chatter whistled by her ears like wind.

“And I said, how dare you charge me those kinds of prices when I can get the same thing for half that at …”

Mrs. White drove home quickly. In the rearview mirror she caught a glimpse of her worried eyes and thought: This will not make me any more beautiful; this won’t make me more beautiful for Paul.

Mrs. White drove past the expensive homes. In a home like one of these her husband was betraying her. Her knuckles grew white as she gripped the steering wheel.

A man can’t live a lie.

She approached a Stop sign without noticing, and had to stop suddenly. As she did, she threw her arm out to protect a child who wasn’t there. She studied her own extended arm before she drew it back.

He has to leave a clue.

As soon as the car started moving again, her thoughts began to race along with it. She understood nothing. She knew nothing. Her life had been good, so good for twenty years. That hadn’t just been a façade. It hadn’t. Paul loved her. She knew it, she was sure of it. And then she didn’t know. And then she was sure of nothing.

A clue.

She pulled into the driveway, her mind strangely calm.

Once in the kitchen, she began to remove food for supper. She opened the refrigerator and peered in, but she was unable to decide whether to make steak or chicken. She closed the fridge door distractedly.

Just then Mary’s familiar little knock came at the front door. It was a minute or so before Mrs. White heard it.

“All right. I’m coming.”

Mrs. White opened the door and gave Mary a quick, preoccupied kiss. The little girl began to tell about her day at school, but Mrs. White only nodded, thinking instead of Cornell’s remark.

“… and Mrs. Jenkins said I did the best of all the girls in …”

Finally, Mary went to watch TV, and Mrs. White, when she heard the theme song of The Electric Company, went back to the cupboard. She was taking out the Ragú spaghetti sauce when she thought about her husband’s socks.

Paul had left a pair in the den a few nights before, and she had meant to pick them up but had forgotten. She would take a minute to do it now. She had to do it quickly, though, before Paul came home. She had to have dinner ready, after all.

Mrs. White went upstairs and into the den where Mary was. She stepped over the little girl and scooped up one black sock, then searched beneath the sofa and found the other. With these clutched tightly in her hand, she went quickly into the bathroom. She shut the door behind her.

There was a round wicker hamper standing near the bathtub. Mrs. White put the socks into it. As her fingers entered the pile of laundry, they pushed in deeply. They burrowed almost to the bottom of the hamper, and as they did, they turned over the collars of shirts, lifting them up so she could see them, and brought pieces of underwear up to the surface to be examined.

After a while Mrs. White brought her hand out and hurried next door to the bedroom.

Again she shut the door. Her eyes moved slowly around the bedroom, over all the familiar objects: night tables, bed, dresser, closet. She stopped there. In the small crack beneath the closet door she noticed a thin line of color. She opened the door and found that one of Paul’s shirts—a red one—had fallen from its hanger to the closet floor. She picked it up and fluffed it out. She patted the pocket. In another moment she hung the shirt up on the rack. Then, one by one, she frisked and felt all of the shirts hanging there. Finally, she stepped out and shut the closet door.

Again she turned; again she surveyed the room. This time, with no provocation, she moved to the dresser. She knelt down on the carpet and pulled out the bottom drawer. She grabbed fistfuls of Paul’s sweaters and yanked them out, letting them fall, crumpled on the floor beside her. Beneath them, in the drawer, there was nothing. Without replacing the sweaters, Mrs. White opened the next drawer up.

She pulled out his underwear and shook each piece and let them fall to the floor. She ran her hand along the wood at the bottom of the drawer. Then she moved to the next drawer.

This was their jewelry drawer. She pulled it all the way out so she could lay it down on the floor next to her. Then she snapped open the cuff link boxes and carefully examined the tie clips, the rings, the broken watches. She took up, at last, a shabby leather wallet. Paul had stopped using it long ago and Mrs. White thought he had thrown the thing away. She brushed a bothersome loose hair from her eyes. Then, slowly, she opened the flaps of the wallet.

Behind her the door swung open silently as Mrs. White’s fingers probed the empty wallet. The floor creaked behind her and the wallet clapped shut in Mrs. White’s hand. She turned swiftly, still on her knees, to face the broad silhouette approaching her.

“Hi, Mom,” Paul Jr. said. “What’s for dinner?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

When Junior had gone, Mrs. White sat on the floor, breathless. She felt dazed. What had she been doing? She didn’t even know what she was looking for. She didn’t even know if there was anything to look for. Mrs. Sutter must be nearsighted; Paul was a little thoughtless one night. That was all. But she had accused, tried, and convicted her husband of twenty years of being a cheat.

She whispered, “Oh,” shaking her head at herself. Then she got slowly to her feet, and began, determinedly, to clean up the mess she’d made in the room.

When she stepped out, she adjusted her hair again and breathed a heavy sigh. As she came down the stairs into the kitchen, the effort of composing her expression was obvious on her face.

Her mouth turned down grimly, her eyes slightly wet, she reached into a cupboard for a pot. She took the pot to the sink and turned on the faucet. As the water ran into the pot, Mrs. White gazed sadly out the window at the lawn and the forest, the driveway and the barn.

The water overflowed and spilled into the sink.

She hadn’t thought about the barn.

The bear’s cave. Paul’s workshop. Maybe his hiding place too.

Paul felt good as he finished work for the day. He packed up his tools and climbed into his truck, ready to head home. The sky was clear and it was still bright, and he was glad to get the added daylight hours.

He started the truck up and pulled out onto the street.

Weekend! he thought, just like a boy in school. He grinned at the sun on the windshield.

And it was only a short drive home.

Mrs. White noticed the overflowing pot and reached out mechanically to turn off the faucet. She carried the pot to the stove, turned on one of the units, and set the pot down there. Her confusion was clear in her eyes.

Primarily, she felt guilty, deeply guilty, for distrusting her husband so. But the suspicion that he was with other women—lying naked next to other women, rich women, smoking and laughing, laughing at his old frumpy wife—it was a palpable sore. It was a lump in her stomach, and she could cure it in only one way. She had to know.

She looked at the clock. It was five thirty-five. It was too late now to go into the barn. Paul would be home soon, and if he caught her snooping around there … That would be terrible.

She took a teaspoon and measured out some salt and poured it into the heating water. She set down the spoon and walked to the kitchen door. She glanced back at the stairs. She could hear the TV in the den where Mary was, and she knew that Junior was in his room.

Mrs. White stepped outside and walked across the driveway to the barn.

The barn doors had no more than a small bar to keep them fastened shut. Mrs. White lifted it, opened one of the doors just a crack, and slipped inside.

As Paul drove, he felt the truck settle into an easy, natural rhythm. His thoughts followed with it.

It was going to be a good weekend. The radio said nice weather. Maybe there would be time for a little baseball with Paul. Maybe he’d take everybody to the movies. Movies, though, were getting awfully expensive nowadays. Maybe he’d take everyone miniature golfing instead. Junior would be bored, but he’d make it up to him. He’d take him out later and show him how to do the jump-throw off second to keep from being bowled over during a double play. Or maybe he’d shown him that already. Probably he had. There wasn’t much he could teach Junior about baseball anymore. There probably wasn’t much he could teach him about anything.

Kids grow up faster now than they used to, Paul thought. Junior probably knows as much as his old man, and maybe a little more. Still, there were some things you didn’t know when you were that age. Paul had yet to have a man-to-man with his son on the subject of ye olde opposite sex.

Paul would enjoy that actually. He may be an old married man now, but he still knew some things worth passing on to his son. He was willing to admit he hadn’t actually ever been a real lover boy, but he still felt he knew women pretty well. He knew how to charm them—that was how he got most of his jobs. And he knew how to take care of them. And he knew how to recognize a good one, like Joan, who would stay true to you, and mind you when you talked to her. And he knew how to spot the others. He would explain all of it to Junior. There was a lot Junior had to know. A lot of things he had to warn him about. He had to warn him about the others: the ones who didn’t pay attention, who were inconsiderate, who were too fancy to mind you because they thought they were better than you were.

As he drove, Paul felt a small pressure beginning to build in the pit of his stomach.

Mrs. White shut the door behind her and she was in total darkness inside the barn. Her ears were highly attuned to noises outside, listening for the sound of Paul’s truck on the street. That was why she didn’t hear the faint rustling sound coming from somewhere close beside her.

She was thinking that if Paul caught her, she would tell him that she was looking for a hammer because she had to fix something, she had to hang a picture. Paul would smile at that because she usually let him do all the work of that sort. She thought of him smiling, and again all her suspicions melted away. This entire project seemed suddenly ridiculous—and wrong.

Mrs. White reached out and felt along the wall. She found the light switch and turned it on; a bare bulb hanging by a string from the ceiling lit the room.

The faint rustling sound came again, and this time Mrs. White heard it and gasped. She glanced down just in time to see a chipmunk squeezing through a knot hole in the barn wall. She laid her hand on her breast, breathing heavily.

She stood as if rooted to the spot. Against the far wall there was a workbench with a toolrack hanging above it. To her left was a jigsaw and a lathe; to her right was a buzz saw and two tall metal clothes lockers.

Slowly, cautiously, her hand still pressed to her chest, Mrs. White stepped forward. Her eyes swept over each of the objects in the room as she moved steadily toward the lockers.

As she slid forward, Mrs. White noticed how clean Paul kept his shop. It was just like him. He’d leave his clothes lying on the bedroom floor, but there was not even a trace of sawdust on the floor of the shop. The machinery was gleaming. The tools were all in their proper places.

Paul caught sight of his cottage in the distance, and his thoughts drifted away. In another moment there was nothing left of them but that small nagging pressure in his stomach. And soon even that had receded into the back of his mind.

He stepped on the gas and his house grew nearer. Another two, three minutes and the weekend would officially begin.

Paul smiled. Then he started to whistle.

Here I come, he thought happily. Daddy’s home.

Just then Mrs. White’s arm brushed against the edge of one of the lockers.

She spun around to it as if surprised to find it there. When she reached for the handle of the locker, she noticed her hand was shaking. She opened the door of the locker wide, and then stood peering into it, an expression of surprise coming over her face.

It was empty except for a coat hook, and on the floor a large crumpled rag. Instinctively Mrs. White reached down and picked up the rag, intending to hang it on the coat hook.

It was heavy, and when she lifted it she realized it was not a rag, but old white workman’s overalls, covered with brown stains. Paul must have been intending to use it as a rag, it was so filthy. Mrs. White thought that was a waste. He should have given it to her to clean, although old bloodstains are nearly impossible to get out.

Her glance fell to the floor of the locker. A butcher knife, which had been hidden under the overalls, was visible there now. It, too, was darkly stained.

Mrs. White’s lips parted slightly.

“I …” she whispered.

And then she knew.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Still grinning, Paul pulled the truck into the driveway. He parked it there and then sat for a moment, collecting his thoughts. He looked through the windshield at the little house before him. He had improved this place, practically rebuilt it. He shook his head with pride at the good job he had done for himself and for his family. If I do say so myself, he thought, and smiled wider.

Grabbing his toolbox, Paul opened the truck door and lightly jumped to the ground. Then he closed it behind him. He walked jauntily up the front path to the house. He felt good. He felt good to be home. He felt like giving everybody a big hug.

Inside he banged his toolbox down on the kitchen table, loudly enough for anyone in the house to hear.

“Hey!” he said. “Hi!”

No voice greeted his. There was no sound at all. Paul sighed. He strained to hear anything in the house and finally did: the fuzzy sound of a television.

A fine how-do-you-do, he thought, but still smiled. No one to greet old Dad.

Slightly chagrined, Paul took the stairs, following the TV’s sound. When he reached the upstairs, he stood outside the den. Through its open door he saw the small shape of his daughter curled up like a cat on the floor before the TV. Letters of the alphabet were dancing on the flickering screen before her. Paul tiptoed in.

Standing above the tiny girl, he waited for a welcome. But Mary just kept watching the tube, transfixed.

“Hey,” he said. “Hi.”

Mary looked up, peeved. “Shh.”

Paul’s eyebrows rose. “‘Shh’?”

Mary grew more plaintive. “Please, Daddy, I’m watching my program.”

Paul could only smile and sigh more. Crouching down, he gently tugged Mary’s chin—which was already strong, like his own—toward him.

“Just one kiss,” he said. “For Daddy.”

Mary sighed and agreed. She pecked his cheek, then she turned back to the set.

“Where’s Mom?” Paul said.

Mary shrugged. Nodding, Paul stood.

“A fine how-do-you-do,” he said quietly.

From the den, he walked the short distance to Paul Jr.’s room. His door was closed. Paul rapped on it softly.

“Who is it?” Paul Jr. asked sharply.

“It’s your father, sport. Open up.”

Groaning audibly, Paul Jr. roused himself. Then he let Paul in. It was clear from what was on the floor—baseball cards, carefully arranged—that Paul Jr. was playing a mock game of some sort with cards as the players.

“What’s up?” Paul said.

Paul Jr. shrugged. “Not much.”

“No? Well … it’s the weekend, huh?”

Paul Jr. shrugged again. “Yeah.”

Paul sighed. “Where’s Mom?”

Paul Jr. shrugged a final time.

Paul gestured toward the cards. “Who’s winning?”

“Yanks.”

“What inning?”

“Bottom of the sixth.”

Paul nodded. “Okay. Well, see you later.”

Paul Jr. nodded. Then, slowly, he shut the door after his father.

His mood deflated, Paul walked slowly back down the stairs. He looked at the carefully crafted handrail. When I think of all the work I put into this house, he thought. A fine how-do-you-do.

“Joan?”

He could not imagine where she had gone. Not very far, anyway, he’d seen the car in the driveway. He still felt like giving her a hug. But where the hell was she?

“Joanie?”

Idly, Paul looked out the kitchen window. He saw no trace of her. But the lawn looked good, he thought. It had been well trimmed; he had done a good job. Maybe he would plant a few more bushes around, or some flowers. Joan would like that.

Paul’s gaze went past the lawn, over the dirt of the driveway, to the barn. That could use a paint job, he thought.

Paul shrugged. He was getting hungry now. He turned around and walked to the refrigerator. He opened the door and rooted around inside, pulling a piece of white bread out from its wrapper. Then he unhooked a beer from a six-pack.

He closed the refrigerator door and angled the bread down into his mouth. He peeled off the tab to the beer and, tipping back his head, he took a long drink.

Then he heard a noise from somewhere outside—somewhere near the barn.

The beer can came slowly down from Paul’s lips. He swallowed the mixture of liquid and wet bread. Then he waited. It had sounded like someone moving. Like a footstep on the gravel outside the barn.

Paul stood motionless, the lines of his face growing taut. The lids of his eyes shut halfway. He stood, tensely, all his senses alert, like an animal.

Then he heard it again.

It was unmistakable this time, though softer. It sounded as if it were coming from farther away. Carefully, Paul put the beer and the piece of mangled bread down on the counter.

His fist opened and closed, slowly, at his side. He nearly snarled. Every muscle in his big body tensed. Then, like a spring uncoiling, he leaped toward the sink and peered out the window at the barn.

Nothing. There was no one there.

Turning swiftly, in a voice harsher than usual, he called the children.

“Mary! Paul Jr.! Come down here! On the double!”

There was a long pause. Then, shuffling reluctantly, the two preoccupied children descended.

Mary and Paul Jr. stood in the middle of the stairs, frowning at him. Paul studied them, his eyes wide, his stare cold.

“Now, where’s Mom?” he asked sternly.

The two simultaneously shrugged, but Paul cut them short with a curt wave of his hand.

“Didn’t she say anything? Didn’t she say where she was going?”

Timidly now, Paul Jr. shook his head. “She must be around.”

Mary nodded. “She wouldn’t leave us alone.”

Paul nodded very slowly. Then he turned back to the kitchen window overlooking the barn. He listened intently but heard nothing. Then, in a seething whisper, talking almost to himself, he said, “Well. Maybe I ought to go out and find Mommy.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

Mrs. White stood in the barn, the butcher knife in one hand, the bloody overalls in the other. The first shock of realization passed through her like an electric current. It stiffened her body and, when it faded, it left her numb and dazed.

She felt nothing—she felt everything at once. It was as if, with her home, her life, her sanctuary, tumbling around her, she turned her face away and would not watch them fall. There was some odd and distant sense in her that she had, somehow, always known; that it had been everywhere, in all her moments of happiness and the little chores and pains of everyday living. It had been there like an echo that one barely hears: the footsteps of a predator echoing her own.

But this sense was overwhelmed, swallowed by a darkness of unfeeling. A blackness in which she could not, would not, see the truth. She tried to tell herself there was a killer, a vicious, ugly murderer living with her—but it would not hit home. At most, she could imagine, vaguely, that such a creature was living with both her and Paul: a stranger, an invader in their happy life, a killer living with them all with a face pasted together from pieces of all the movie villains she had ever seen. A stranger. Not Paul.

Still, more than anything else, there was the blackness. The blackness through which the world collapsed while she stood frozen, knife and overalls in hand, feeling nothing, thinking nothing, knowing nothing.

And then she heard Paul’s truck outside on the gravel of the drive. And she thought: Oh, there’s Paul. I have to tell him the terrible news. He’ll know what to do.

Her eyes wide and blank, she turned and put the overalls and the knife back into the locker where she found them. She swung the locker door closed and turned to the front of the barn. To step outside. To tell Paul.

Then, as if in memory, she heard the locker door bang shut. She stopped moving. She blinked. Numbly, she thought: Paul, Paul, Paul.

But even now it was not a sense of danger that stopped her. Just a small voice, a cold voice from somewhere down deep and far away. She could not tell Paul, it said. Paul was the killer; Paul was the monster. Paul was the stranger. The words meant nothing to her. Not really. And yet she remained immobile as second after second passed.

She heard a noise: a small, choked whimper. It was a moment before she realized it was coming from herself.

What was she going to do? The question repeated itself in her mind so loudly that it blotted out any practical thoughts on how to save herself.

What was she going to do? she wondered. And again, like the seductive whisper of a vampire the answer came: Ask Paul. He’ll know what to do.

She looked around her at the barn workshop. His things—his tools, his materials—were everywhere. All the familiar signs of him surrounded her. Even his smell—that old, safe, familiar, manly smell—was in the air.

It was only the barn, the workshop, the bear’s lair. She could not, would not, accept it as something different. Her emotions were a wall withstanding the insistent little voice that said: It’s all gone. It’s all different now. It’s a place where evil is. It is as evil as it is familiar and as terrible as it is real.

Mrs. White’s lips moved, and she almost murmured aloud: It’s only the barn, the workshop. While the voice repeated: It’s the home of a murderer—and somehow, you’ve got to get out.

The words echoed in her mind until, at last, she heard them. She had to get out. That was it. That was what she had to do. She had to get out and back to her house. Back to her children. She had to get out without the murderer seeing her; without Paul—without Paul seeing her.

Outside, the truck door slammed and Mrs. White started and gasped. She heard Paul jump down onto the drive; she heard his footsteps. She was digging the fingernails of one hand into the palm of the other, but she did not feel the pain. She felt nothing. She only heard the footsteps and thought: They’re getting louder; he’s coming here. Paul.

But he was not. The footsteps were moving toward the house. She could hear the screen door open. She heard the front door close.

For the second time the sound of a door closing seemed to awaken her. Her thoughts, frozen in fear a moment before, now began racing.

She had to get out without him seeing her. She had to get out and back to the house. Back to the children. But Paul was inside now, in the kitchen, and that meant he might see her, might see her through the window. Then he would know. Then he would know and he would—hurt her. Paul would. Paul would hurt her or—the children.

She moved her clasped hands up and down her sides twice, as if to jar her mind, to get it moving. What would he do? What would Paul do? He would go inside and he would call to her. The children would come. They would come downstairs and he would say, “Where’s Mommy.” And the children would say: “Mommy’s in the barn.”

She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. They hadn’t seen her. They didn’t know. They would tell him they didn’t know, and he would go upstairs to look for her. Or would he send Paul Jr. and wait, wait in the kitchen, looking out the window at the barn?

No, he would go himself. He would think she was sleeping and he wouldn’t want Junior to wake her up. That’s what Paul would do, that’s what her husband would do, because he was so considerate, so nice about the little things.

“Oh, God,” Mrs. White said aloud, and her voice sounded as if it were coming from far away.

Now he would be talking to the children, she thought. Now he would be thinking. Now he would be going upstairs. I have to do it now.

For a long, long second, it seemed as if she could not command her body into motion. It seemed as if the distance between her and the barn doors was just too terribly far for her to cross. She felt like a person in a dream, trying to move, to run from danger, and unable to make the effort.

And then she was walking forward slowly, step by step, on stiff, nerveless legs.

She braced herself against the barn door. Suddenly she remembered that the front latch would be open. Would he know? Would he notice? No, she thought, he would have come in by now if he had. And he didn’t come in. He had gone upstairs to see if she was sleeping. That’s what he’d done. Oh, dear sweet God, she thought. Let him have done that.

With one hysterical movement she pushed open the door, stepped out onto the driveway, and closed and locked the door behind her. Her footsteps on the gravel sounded like thunder to her.

Rigid with fear, the frumpy little housewife swiveled toward the house, ready to run at the door.

Then something caught her eye in the kitchen window. Something moving.

She bolted and ran clumsily. But not for the house—she ran back around the barn, almost hurtling herself behind it. She clung to the barn’s back wall, panting, as if she were playing hide-and-seek with Mary.

Hide-and-seek, she thought. Hide. And seek.

Slowly, she brought her panicked breathing under control. She gingerly let go her hold on the barn wall, as if she were afraid it would collapse on top of her. She brought her head around and peeked cautiously past the edge of the barn.

The moment she saw the house she felt foolish. There she was, playing hide-and-seek, peeking around corners like a spy in a bad movie, and what was she looking at? Her own house, her own little cottage, her own lawn, her own driveway. The same old place in the evening sunlight she had lived in for so many years. This was her territory, her place, the place where she was safe. It would not be more than thirty steps from where she was to the door of the house. Thirty steps over ground that knew her steps better than anyone else’s. Thirty steps she’d taken maybe a thousand times, thirty thousand times.

Thirty steps.

How would she ever make it?


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

She saw it again: a movement at the kitchen window. Her thoughts cut off in midstream, she ducked back behind the barn.

He was in there. He was looking for her. And yet, even this could not flesh out her sense of her own danger. It was still a cold fact, and that was enough to terrify her. But she couldn’t help thinking: well, of course he’s in there. Of course he’s looking for me. He’s my husband. And once again she felt a fool, hiding behind the barn. A grown woman, playing hide-and-seek.

Seek, she thought. Will he come for me? Will he come looking for me? Is that what Paul will do? Of course it is. I have to move. I have to do something.

She threw a frantic glance to every side, but little registered in her mind. She knew there was no chance of getting to the front door with Paul in the kitchen. But if she could get away, get out to the road, or down into the woods, maybe she could pretend she’d been taking a walk.

The woods were down across the lawn to her right. If she ran, she might make it before Paul saw her. Unless, that is, he came outside to search for her. Then he would have a clear view of the lawn.

She looked to her left. There was the road, just at the end of the driveway. But there were no trees protecting it from the house.

She heard herself whimper again. The house, she thought. My home. I want to be inside my home, where it’s safe.

And, still not understanding, unable to comprehend, she thought, But it isn’t safe anymore. It isn’t safe. Paul’s there. My husband is there. My home isn’t safe anymore.

She let go of the barn and dashed wildly up the driveway toward the road.

And yet, again, as if she were in a dream, the distance—no more than fifteen yards—seemed to take forever to cross. She was moving in slow motion, and every sound that was not hers had fallen silent. It seemed as if, as she ran, all of nature fell into a hush and pointed at her, screaming out of its very silence: there she is, Paul, there she is.

She extended her leg as she ran—it seemed to stretch out before her slowly, slowly. Her foot fell onto the driveway. The crunch of gravel seemed to shout at the sky, to reverberate off the trees. Another step—it was like moving through water. A hundred years had passed and she was still two steps away from the place where the side of the house would obscure her movement.

Then, into that silent and slow motion world, there came another sound. It was the sound of the house door opening. It seemed very loud to her, and at the same time it seemed to do nothing but magnify the horrible noise of her own foot coming down—ever so slowly—onto the gravel with a shattering bang.

The screen door was opening. She was just a half step away from the side of the house. But already another step was on the gravel outside the house—or was it her own step, echoing and echoing over the whole world.

She turned her head as she ran and saw—or thought she saw—a portion of a man’s body coming out onto the driveway.

Then she was behind the house. Everything around her broke into its normal speed. She dashed over the last few steps of the driveway out onto the street.

She did not stop. She turned and ran around to the front of the house. From there, she would be able to walk to the driveway and down it, to say she had just been talking a walk.

She paused there to listen, her breathing loud and heavy. She could not be sure if there were more steps sounding in the driveway or not.

Mrs. White stood still, trying to catch her breath. She attuned her ears to every little noise, hoping to catch a hint of where Paul was, trying desperately and senselessly to think of what to do next.

She thought she heard—for a moment she was sure of it, and in the next moment she was again unsure—the sound of the latch on the barn door being swung back.

She tried to remember: how had she left the room. Had she put the overalls back where she’d found them? Had she replaced the knife? Would he notice that they’d been moved?

She glanced up and down the street. It was empty. She saw nothing but trees. There was no one to help her, no one to keep him away.

For a second she closed her eyes and tried to imagine what Paul was doing. He would go inside the barn. He would go to the locker … no, first he would turn on …

The light! She had forgotten to turn off the light!

Her hand flew up over her mouth, her other hand stretched out in the direction of the barn.

Oh, Paul, she thought. Oh, Paul, come home, you have to help me figure this out; you have to tell me what to do.

She whimpered again. She choked back a sob.

And then he grabbed her.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Mrs. White’s scream died in her throat as, whipping around, she discovered that the hand that had taken hold of her belonged to Jonathan Cornell.

She closed her eyes and let out a long breath. Then she looked up into the kindly, befuddled eyes of her landlord.

Cornell’s grip relaxed. His hand fell away. He was apologizing for having startled her. He was smiling and speaking. But Mrs. White could hardly make out what he said.

He seemed to her to be speaking about cats. She shook her head as if deaf. He went on and on and Mrs. White started to tremble with impatience. She was in danger. She had to get out. She couldn’t stand here and listen to this.

It did not occur to her to appeal to Cornell for help. It was the furthest thing from her mind. Her whole world, her whole disordered world had reduced itself to a series of desperately simple questions: How could she get inside without Paul questioning her? What could she tell him? How could she get back into her own house? And as often as she tried to tell herself that things were different now, all she wanted—it seemed all she would ever want—was to be in her home again.

“… would you, Mrs. White?” Cornell said.

Mrs. White opened her mouth to answer. Her eyes were wild with fear and fury. But then she stopped. She closed her mouth again. Slowly, she smiled.

In Cornell’s bland, familiar face she suddenly saw something other than an obstacle. She saw salvation.

Where had she been? That’s what Paul would ask her. And here was her answer: She was with Cornell. She was speaking with Cornell. That’s where she had been.

“Y-yes,” she said, finding her voice. “I mean, I’m sorry, Mr. Cornell, Jonathan, I … what was it you were saying?”

Cornell smiled unsurely and began again. He thought Mrs. White was acting strangely, and she looked terrible to boot, pale and shaking. He thought about her unfaithful husband and he nearly sighed. She sure was taking it hard.

“It’s not anything important,” he said pleasantly. “It’s just … I wondered if you could do me a favor.”

Mrs. White nodded too vigorously—anything for her friend, her alibi. “Of course,” she said. “Anything.”

Mrs. White’s stare made Cornell blush. He studied the pavement. “I’m going away for the weekend,” he said. “And I was just wondering if you could come up once, on Saturday and Sunday, and refill their bowls for me.”

Mrs. White was silent for a very long time. “Your cats,” she murmured then.

“Yes. Picasso and Munch. They’re really no trouble. You probably won’t even see them.” That stare of hers was still eating into him. “The food is right on the kitchen counter.”

Again Mrs. White maintained a seemingly endless silence. “Cats,” she said finally, “of—of course. Why, I love cats. I used to have one when I was little.”

“Did you? Well, that’s nice.”

There was another pause in which Mrs. White seemed to consider. But she gave no firm reply. Instead, as she began to speak again, she began also to move, slowly, steadily, down the road toward her driveway.

“You know, speaking of cats,” she said, “that, uh, reminds me …”

Just come with me, she was thinking desperately. Just follow me. Let Paul see us together. Let him know that’s where I am. That’s right. Come with me.

Helplessly, Cornell was following her. Mrs. White kept walking to her driveway, down her driveway, toward her house. She kept talking, almost idly, her hands moving expressively now, as if she were a hypnotist coaxing him along.

What is with her? Cornell thought. Poor woman.

“… little Mary, you see, has … has always wanted a dog. A dog, yes,” Mrs. White was saying. “But she—she couldn’t have one.”

“No?”

“No. Well, because, of course, you prohibit pets on your property.”

“I do?”

“Yes, it’s … it’s in the lease.” How, she wondered, had she remembered that?

They were passing the side of the house now, coming around the corner of it. The door was not far, the kitchen window was almost in sight.

“Well, I was just wondering whether you’d make an exception … an exception this time and … well, let her have a dog. It wouldn’t be a big dog, it …”

“Oh, listen, sure,” said Cornell. “That, in the lease, that’s just a standard lease. I bought it at a drugstore. I’ve never even read it. Dogs are nice.”

“It would just be a little thing,” Mrs. White stumbled on. “A poodle or one of those little York, those, what do you call them?”

“Yorkshire. Well, that’s fine. Listen, I have to get on my—”

“That’s right, Yorkshire. I always see old ladies with two of them. They yap—the dogs.”

They were in front of the kitchen window now and Mrs. White was making wide gestures, animated expressions, like an actor in a silent film. Cornell almost laughed.

“Well, this wouldn’t be one of those dogs, because I think they’re silly,” she said. “It would be a small one and no trouble though.”

“That’s fine, really—”

“Would that be a possibility? She’s just a little girl, and this would mean so much.”

“Really, it’s fine. Oh, about the cats …”

They were just in front of the door now. Mrs. White, to Cornell’s relief, came to a stop. She went on speaking though, loudly, almost insistently.

“She’s just a little girl, like I said, but Paul Jr., he—he might like …”

The door opened. Paul White stepped out. Bowing under the frame, he looked large and strong. He waved to Cornell with his left hand, a beer can in his right.

“Hi, Jon,” he said. “There you are, Joan. I was looking for you.”

Cornell gazed at his tenant. So here’s the great American playboy, he thought. Denim shirt, beer can, beer belly. The very image of romance.

Mrs. White turned to her husband, smiling at him a bit too broadly. Then she said very quickly: “Well, I’ll be up tomorrow then to take care of the cats. Just leave the door open.”

Cornell blinked, surprised. “Okay,” he said. “Great.”

Mrs. White nodded once, then she and her husband disappeared back into the cottage.

Walking up the hill to his house, Cornell considered the honorable estate of marriage. He thought about the old saying: Never interfere in a friend’s marriage—in the morning, the marriage is intact, and the friendship is over. All the same, he did feel sorry for Mrs. White. There was, sometimes, something comical about her normalcy, her frumpiness. But her devotion and, now, her suffering—these weren’t funny at all.

Through the kitchen window Mrs. White watched Cornell walk away. She felt Paul standing close behind her; she felt him hovering over her shoulder. She was inside again. The door was shut. And Cornell was walking away.

Now, now that she had obtained her objective, now that she was back inside, she found herself suddenly wondering: Why hadn’t she said something to Cornell? Why hadn’t she asked him for help?

Mrs. White heard her husband’s soft, steady breathing as she glanced at the flowered wallpaper, the samplers on the kitchen wall.

And she understood. She had not asked Cornell for help because it simply had not occurred to her.

As Cornell’s shambling figure disappeared around the corner, she realized that she did not fully believe what she had discovered in the barn and that, above all, it went against all her instincts to ask another man to stand with her against Paul, against her own husband.

Paul reached out from behind her. He put his big hands lightly on her shoulders and, gently, he pulled her back into a firm embrace. His lips were at her ear, his breath seemed to run through her.

“I’m glad you’re home,” he whispered.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

“What’s for dinner?” Paul said.

Mrs. White turned to face him. She half expected to see something grotesque standing there where her husband was, something inhuman. How could everything remain the same, now that she knew.

But there was nothing grotesque there. It was just Paul, her husband, Paul, holding her by the shoulders, tired and hungry after a hard day’s work.

Mrs. White felt something inside her relax as she looked up at the man to whom she’d been married for twenty years. Outside, in the barn, it had seemed so clear to her. But now, here he was, everything was just the same as usual.

“Dinner?” she said.

“Yeah.” Paul scratched his nose. “You remember dinner. It’s what you feed your husband and kids at the end of the day.”

Mrs. White watched Paul scratch his nose. His hand was big and strong. She had always liked that. She saw it now holding the butcher knife that was in the locker. She could not forget that—the butcher knife was right there in the locker. And sometimes her husband held it in his hand, and sometimes he did things with it.…

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “I was … I was talking. I was talking to Jon, the landlord.”

“Yeah, I saw.” Paul turned away and reached for his beer. He continued lightly: “Now I know what goes on around here when I’m at work, huh? Now I know.”

Mrs. White’s eyes widened slightly. Did he? Did he know? Had he gone into the barn? Had she forgotten to turn out the light? Had he noticed?

“I’ll start making it right away,” she said. “We’re having steak.”

“Oh, great. My favorite. What’d you do, hock the kids?”

“Yes—no,” said Mrs. White. And then taking a deep breath: “Don’t be silly.”

She began to move about, collecting the plates and knives and forks she would need to set the table. There was peace in motion. It made her feel that everything was all right, everything was as it should be. There were the spices, there was the refrigerator, there the sink and the stove, everything where it should be, where it always was.

Paul took his beer to the kitchen table and sat, letting out a long breath.

“Boy, this has been a week,” he said. “This has really been a week.”

There’s the meat and the frozen vegetables, thought Mrs. White. And there’s Paul, there’s my husband, the man who does things with a butcher knife to women. All those women, thought Mrs. White. All those poor women.

“You know, I was thinking,” said Paul, “this has been such a tough week, I thought maybe we could take it easy this weekend. Get out a little.”

“All right,” Mrs. White whispered. “That would be fine.” She moved from oven to stove, from counter to refrigerator. She could not keep still.

“Maybe Paul Jr. and me could have some time together,” said Paul. “I mean, not to be corny or anything, but it’s that age and all when a kid oughta have some time with his old Dad.”

“Yes,” Mrs. White whispered. From spice cabinet to silverware drawer to the pot cupboard beneath the stove.…

Why didn’t I stop him? Why didn’t I stop Cornell and say, My husband is a murderer, help me, save me, someone, please.…

Mrs. White felt tears welling up in her eyes. She heard her husband’s voice going on and on like a lullaby. He’s toying with me, she thought sickly, he’s pretending he doesn’t know when he does—he does.

Mrs. White felt the tears filling her eyes, ready to flow over. She did not know how long she could keep herself together. What’s the matter? Paul would ask.

You, thought Mrs. White. And what you do to those women.

“I think a young guy, you know, can’t be with his mother all the time or he gets soft, that’s the thing. I mean, a mother’s good to teach a boy manners and …”

Mrs. White turned and stepped quickly to the refrigerator. She opened the door and pulled out the vegetable drawer. She seized an onion and brought it back to the counter. She just had time to slice it in half before the tears started pouring down her cheeks.

She cut the onion and cried and cried while Paul’s voice crooned on.

“Anyway, the important thing is I was thinking, you know, maybe I’ve been working too hard. Maybe … is anything wrong?” he asked.

“No,” she said, barely choking back a sob. “Just the onion.”

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, yeah. What I was thinking is maybe we don’t spend enough time together. I mean all of us, as a family. I’ve seen a lot of kids who went wrong because of that.”

“Yes,” was all Mrs. White managed to say.

She put down her knife and reached for the slab of beef she was preparing to cook. She threw it down on a serving plate and watched it slide about on streaks of red.

All those women, she thought. She wiped her eyes with her hands.

She carried the serving plate to the oven, opened the broiler door, and slid the steak off the plate and into the broiler.

“Well, I don’t know,” she heard Paul say. “This weekend will be different.”

Mrs. White straightened and began to carry the plate back to the counter.

“This weekend,” said Paul, “we’re going to spend together.” He took a slug of beer. “All weekend,” he repeated. “All together.”

The next sound Mrs. White heard was the serving plate shattering on the floor.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Paul was ready for anything that night. He wanted to be with his family; he wanted them to do things together. The kids, of course, would have preferred to watch television, but after a lot of moaning and groaning, they settled down to play a game.

It was one of those fantasy games that Junior liked so much. Everyone pretended to be a warrior or a wizard and traveled through make-believe caverns fighting dragons and such. Junior was the “gamemaster,” a sort of general emcee. Paul was Lord Dark, a powerful wizard. Mrs. White and Mary played together as Lenora, the female warrior.

They sat in the den, their charts and graphs on their laps. They listened while Lord Dark traversed the dungeons.

“A shivering blob of luminescent jelly approaches you,” said Junior.

“Okay, let me see here,” said Paul, consulting his charts. “I’m going to cast a spell of motionlessness on him.”

He rolled a group of strangely shaped dice.

“The blob splits in two,” said Junior, “and two goblins armed with swords rush out of it at you.”

“I draw my dagger,” said Lord Dark.

Mrs. White sat in the easy chair with Mary on her lap. She stared into the dark screen of the television set. It seemed like a peephole into a tunnel of impenetrable blackness. It seemed to show her the real passageway in which she pretended to be playing: a cavern hall, lined with murky stones, with hands reaching out for her from every direction, with horrors around every corner.

This is my life, she thought miserably. Every day with this man, for so many, many years.

And, like the cavern that seemed to stretch out before her, she saw the dark tunnel of the future. Day after day after endless day of living with Paul, and of knowing. Knowing what he did, knowing where he was when he said he was working late. Knowing what he did to all those women.

“The first goblin swings,” said Junior, rolling the dice. “And misses.”

“I plunge my dagger into his throat,” said Lord Dark.

“He’s wounded,” said the gamemaster. “Black blood comes pumping out of his throat.”

“Ooooh,” said Mary. “Yech.”

Lord Dark laughed.

What was odd, Mrs. White thought, was that she did not really feel afraid anymore. How could she feel afraid, sitting here in the bosom of her family, surrounded by her loved ones. She did not really know how she felt, she was so dazed. But her primary emotion—the one that kept rising in her throat whenever she blinked herself into awareness—was disgust.

She glanced at Paul, her eyes hollow and sad.

“He stabs him in the belly,” said Lord Dark lightly.

It was not him so much. How could the sight of her own husband disgust her? It was the thing. The thing that was inside him. The thing that he did to all those women. It was evil. It was as endlessly and darkly evil as the cavern corridor. It was evil—and it had touched her.

“Blood …” said the gamemaster, somewhere far away.

“… the knife into his …” said Lord Dark.

“… blood …”

It had touched her, and it was inside her, crawling under her flesh like something slimy and evil. It was growing. She could feel it. Getting larger with every passing second as her awareness of the truth grew more distinct.

“… slashing at his …”

“… blood …”

And somehow she felt that it included her, that she was part of it. She was soiled. The feeling made her heavy inside, as if she could not move, as if there was nothing for her to do but live, day after day after day after day, the endless round of cooking and mending and cleaning, while he went out in the world and did the thing.

It made a terrible sort of sense to her. If a man went out and earned money, didn’t his wife, by virtue of being his helpmate, feel that that money was hers, too, by right? Then if what a man went out and did was evil—was not she evil too?

It was all inside her, slithering beneath the flesh, soiling her.

“… Mom …”

Mrs. White glanced up vaguely.

“Mom,” said Junior, “it’s Lenora’s turn.”

For a long moment Mrs. White sat staring at her son. There, at last, was that transformation she had at first expected. As she looked into his clean, young, open face—so much like Paul’s had been—she saw the product of a soiled, ugly union. The spawn of evil was evil too.

“Mo-om,” said Junior.

“Yes—yes, I’m sorry,” said Mrs. White. “Um—where shall we go, Mary?”

The little girl looked up at her, and Mrs. White looked down into her plain, serious little face.

“Let’s go north,” said the little girl, “away from Daddy.”

“All right,” said Mrs. White. Her voice was nearly a whisper. As she looked at her daughter, a new surge of feeling swept over her.

She did not believe it. No matter how logical it seemed, she could not believe that little Mary or Paul Jr. were evil too. And if she herself was soiled …

“Mo-om,” said Junior.

“I’m sorry?” said Mrs. White.

“You find yourself in a black, black corridor,” said the gamemaster. “You hear something slithering in the dark ahead of you. You smell something rancid.”

If she herself was soiled, maybe—possibly—she could be redeemed by saving, rescuing whatever she had produced that was still innocent, still good.

“I move forward,” Mrs. White said softly.

Slowly, as if it were an old rusty door, Mrs. White felt her loyalty, her unity with her husband, swinging away, shifting. She stared at Junior with damp eyes. These were her children—her children. Hers. And somehow—somehow she had to get through this terrible weekend, this vast endless corridor of days in which there was no Cornell, no neighbors, no one, no one who could help her. Somehow she had to make her brain work—alone, all alone—and figure out what she could do to save whatever was left of the good.

“Suddenly,” said the gamemaster, “a huge, hairy spider scrambles out at you from the dark. It’s eight feet tall, and its fangs are dripping with slimy poison …”

Mrs. White bit down hard, trying to keep the tears back. She was not disgusted anymore. She did not feel soiled. She was only scared.

“I raise my sword,” she said softly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

“Well,” Paul said, “guess it’s time for bed.”

A pang of terror went through Mrs. White. She and Paul were alone in the room.

She must not have been paying attention. The game had ended without her even noticing. The children had gone to bed. Trembling, she felt her cheek for the memory of their kiss good night, but remembered nothing. She sat there, touching her own face lightly, as if needing to caress anything that still was soft and gentle. Bed.

“I’m tired,” Paul said.

Her hand dropped away from her face. There was nothing gentle or soft left in the room, left anywhere. There was only Paul sitting in the dark before her. There was only the idea now—one she had forgotten about, one she had never considered—of going to bed with him.

The prospect made her close her eyes, horrified and sickened. How could she do such a thing? She opened her eyes again. Paul was hunched forward in his chair, his arms down at his side. How could she sleep beside such a thing as that?

“You coming?”

Paul stood up. Her gaze followed him, and in the dark he loomed above her, enormous, like a monster. How could she ever rest beside it?

“In a minute,” she choked out faintly.

She turned away from him. Then Paul clomped slowly by her, covering her for a second in his shadow.

She walked very slowly down the hall. She took each step with the greatest care.

Finally, too soon, she reached the end. She saw the rectangle of light that was her bedroom. She looked at the two dark spaces that were her children’s rooms.

She watched the carpet beneath her feet as she trudged the final distance. At last the light from her bedroom spilled onto her feet.

“Joan?” Paul whispered from within.

She stood in the doorway now, squinting against the light. When her eyes adjusted, she saw what shape was swimming there. Paul was in his T-shirt, his muscles flexed, his work shirt balled up in his fists.

“How’d you like the game?” he said. “I really did. Junior gets a real kick out of it.”

Mrs. White only shrugged. She managed a tiny smile. Shaking, her heart beating loudly, she walked an endless distance toward him. When at last she reached him, he seemed not to have moved. He was still mashing the shirt in his big hands.

“You look really pretty, honey,” he said.

Mrs. White’s weak smile flashed again. It would take only a few steps to pass him; to get to her closet for her nightgown. Then she could go to the bathroom, close herself behind the bathroom door.

Breathing quickly, she took one step, then another. She had the nightgown in her hand. She forced herself to move again, past him, back to the door. One step. Another.

Then Paul had her.

He pulled her to him. His powerful arms went around her, holding her; his hard, five-o’clock-shadowed face was close to hers.

“Joan,” he said.

His lips, big and wet, were on her neck. His teeth were biting her. His smell was on her. She was clasped, tied up in his arms. She moved her head back from his, as if for air.

“It’s not too late,” he whispered. “It’s still early.”

Staring at the ceiling, at the flakes of plaster cracking from it, she sighed.

“Oh, but …” she began, “I … please … I … don’t feel well.”

There was a second. Then his hold of her relaxed.

“Oh,” he said quietly. “Well … you sure, honey?”

Mrs. White, her face still lifted, her eyes still averted, only nodded.

“Oh, well … okay.”

The fingers in her skin, the arms around her arms loosened. She was free. She smiled once more, quickly, into his steely eyes. Then she escaped.

She watched the white carpet under her feet move rapidly toward her and behind her. Then she saw just the tiles of the bathroom. She felt the wood and glass of the mirrored door at her back. She felt the cold steel of the lock move and jiggle in her hands.

Mrs. White leaned forward against the sink. But the face in the mirror—pale, sunken, bleary—made her turn away. Cold water from the silver faucet hit and then warmed in her hands. She splashed it onto her face again and again. She washed away her makeup. Then she turned the water off.

She pulled off her dress. She undid her bra and shimmied out of her slip and her underwear. Then she worked her way into her nightgown.

She ran a brush once, twice, three times, through her hair. Then she combed it back over her ears with her fingers. She yanked a piece of toilet paper off the roll and blew her nose. She sniffled. Then she sighed.

Mrs. White turned slowly and unlocked the door. She returned to the bedroom. It was darker now. Only one light, beside the bed, was lit.

Paul stood next to the bed wearing only his blue pajama top. He was stepping into the bottoms. Quickly, she looked away from him. She only heard him say,

“How do you feel?”

“Okay,” she heard herself reply. “I mean … there’s still a little headache.”

“Oh, gee, well, that’s too bad.”

There was no more talk now. Mrs. White walked past him to the bed and pulled the cover and sheets down. Then she got under them. Lying there, she stared up at the ceiling. Then she felt the bed beside her move.

She heard Paul lie down and pull the cover over him. She heard him reach over and snap off the light. Then she heard him lean up on one massive arm.

“I can make you feel better,” he whispered.

A chill went down Mrs. White’s back. “No. I mean … it’s okay.”

“I used to make your headaches go away. Remember?”

Mrs. White swallowed slowly. “Not tonight. Please. Okay?”

She thought she could hear Paul smile. “I used to like your headaches.”

There was quiet. Then, slowly, she heard Paul fall softly onto his back.

Mrs. White sighed. She thought about the past. She thought of how she had indeed liked his roughness, which had never hurt her but only threatened—excitingly. She thought about the boy—the boy Paul White—she had married. Then she caught her breath.

It was as if a light had gone on in the room. She was able to see something now, but faintly, as if she had been too long in the dark. Without stopping long enough to think about her fear, she said suddenly, “Do you ever think about us? About back then?”

Paul paused. “Sure. Sometimes.”

She hesitated now. She did not know how far she could push, how many questions she could ask. One false move, one wrong area entered into, and Paul would suspect. Finally, taking a deep breath, cautiously, she continued.

“Do you … do you ever think of Mike?”

He paused again. “Sure.”

She tried to make her voice sound natural. She did not wish him to think she was baiting him, leading him on. She tried to sound dreamy and nostalgic.

“I do sometimes.”

“Yeah, Mike. He was okay.” Paul sounded sleepy. “When he died, I … I was angry.”

Mrs. White’s breath caught. Why had Paul made that mistake?

“Mike’s not dead.”

“What? Of course not. What did I say?”

Mrs. White shut her eyes and opened them. She took the final step. She made the crucial connection. Her voice went dead.

“You must have been talking about your father.”

Paul shrugged. “Yeah, well … tired.”

There was another, longer pause as Mrs. White’s tension grew. Her breath came faster. She had to ask it, had to know.

“Do you remember … that time … that time you went hunting with him? With Mike, I mean.”

Paul seemed to think for a second. Then he turned roughly away from Mrs. White. His voice was weary.

“I can’t remember stuff like that,” he said.

Mrs. White watched Paul’s huge body under the soft gold cover, slowly heaving into sleep. She let him go. She would not go any further. She had come flat up against the terrifying darkness that had altered her life. But to go any further inside it was forbidden her. Paul was there by himself.

Mrs. White lay beside him, her eyes wide. She heard her husband breathing heavily. She felt the warmth of his body. She watched him as if waiting for him to move.

All night long.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The next day was a beautiful spring Saturday. Mrs. White and Mary were baking bread in the kitchen. Paul and Paul Jr. were tossing a baseball on the lawn. Everything seemed to be as it should be.

Paul, wearing his baseball cap, was smiling as he tossed and caught the ball. He thought it was good to be outside, alone with his son. Junior was getting bigger, it seemed, before his eyes. There was not all that much time to get to know him.

The boy certainly had a powerful throw. The ball whacked into Paul’s mitt hard enough to sting his palm.

He’s probably just doing it to impress me, Paul thought. It pleased him that the boy would want to do that.

“Easy,” he said, grinning, “you’ll break my fingers. I’ll be out of a job.”

“Sorry,” Junior said, but he could barely restrain a smile.

Well, he’s no baby anymore, that’s for sure, Paul thought. Almost a man, really. They should talk about things, probably. Paul glanced at the kitchen window and saw his wife. She was watching them carefully.

“How’s school?” he said then, chucking the ball.

Junior caught it. “Okay.”

“You learning much?”

Junior shrugged. “Nah,” he said. “Teachers are pretty dumb, I think.”

Paul tried to keep from laughing at that. The ball sank into his mitt. “What else you like to do better?”

“Play ball.”

“Sure.”

“Hang around with the guys,” said Junior.

“Yeah.” Paul sent him a pop fly. “And the girls, too, I bet.”

Junior got under it, nabbed it in the pocket of his glove. He was still trying not to smile. Uh-oh, he thought, here it comes. A heart-to-heart talk. Good old Dad.

“Yeah, girls are okay.”

“Just okay, huh?”

Paul Jr. sent the ball back, flying over his father’s head. “Well, they’re pretty neat. If they’re not stuck-up or anything.”

Paul dropped back for the throw. He snagged it with a short leap and snapped it back. “You get a lot of them like that?”

Paul Jr. got the ball easily. He thought his father’s questions were pretty funny. He’s a little late though, he thought. It had been months since they saw that filmstrip in class. And even that was old hat. He thought his old man ought to hear how he and his friends talked—that would really give him a jolt.

“Some,” he said, giving the baseball an easy hurl. “Snobs, you know?”

Paul nodded. But as the ball came floating back to him, he felt that small pressure reoccur in his gut. “Sure. I know,” he said. He reached for the ball, but it went right past him. He felt a little dizzy suddenly. He stooped for the ball, lobbed it back. The pressure made him breathless, but he knew what it was. He knew it would go away in a moment—and for the moment.

“Girls shouldn’t act like they’re special,” said Junior. He caught the ball, flipped it back. “They should sort of be—regular, you know.”

Paul watched the ball coming. It seemed to weave in the air, and when he reached for it, it went by him. He closed his eyes and tried to take a deep breath. The pressure in his stomach throbbed.

Wincing, he went to retrieve the ball, trying to avoid his wife’s gaze from the window.

“Getting too rough for you, huh, Dad?” Junior called.

Paul knelt in the grass to pick up the baseball. He paused there to take a few more breaths. It was going away now, the pressure, but he knew it would return, stronger and stronger and stronger, until he had to make it stop.

“Yeah, you’ve worn me out,” he called to his son. “What say we wrap this up?”

Paul Jr. pounded his fist into his glove. Watching his father’s tall figure stand up out of the grass, he felt pretty proud of the old man. He was old, of course, but he was still a pretty cool guy all in all.

Paul saluted his son with his glove.

“Later, champ,” he said.

Junior saluted back. He watched his dad move to the door.

A pretty cool guy, he thought.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Mrs. White watched the game from the kitchen window. Against the clear spring sky she saw the ball fly from the man to the boy. She saw Paul and Paul Jr. speaking to each other. She could not hear what they said.

Mrs. White turned. Behind her, Mary sat on a stool. Dressed in a little apron, she was rolling a small square of dough with a toy rolling pin. Not a trace of doubt or trouble was in the girl’s small face. She was engrossed in the task at hand.

Everything seemed so normal, Mrs. White thought. How could it? Why hadn’t their attitudes, their activities, the very air around them, changed? Why wasn’t the world a different place now that she knew what she knew?

At least Mary had not yet been affected. She touched the girl’s head. A normal, happy child. But girls of her age were always the mother’s property. They played with the mother, imitated her, did what the mother did. It was the boy she had to worry about.

Mrs. White went back to the window. She gazed again out at the lawn. The resemblance between her husband and her son was striking; and she shuddered at the similarity. Boys, Mrs. White thought, belong to their fathers.

Twelve was such an impressionable age. It was the time when boys started growing into men. At twelve they had questions to ask. They ask their fathers. And they believed the answers. Twelve was a turning point.

Mrs. White shut her eyes. What kind of lessons was Paul teaching his son?

When she opened her eyes again, the answers that filled her were horrifying. Her lip trembled and her hand clenched into a fist at her side.

Junior was her child too. She had to protect him. She would protect him. Somehow. Even if it meant fighting Paul. Even it it meant destroying Paul, leaving him, handing him over to the police …

Mrs. White pulled in a short, sharp breath.

It was the first time she had considered the police.

In the endless hours since she had found out about her husband, it was the first time she had thought about it at all. She had been thinking, instead, like a drunkard’s wife, or an adulterer’s—as if this were some sort of domestic problem she could solve on her own.

Slowly, it was dawning on her: Whatever this was, it wasn’t a domestic problem. It was a problem for the law, for the police. Paul was not a drunk or an adulterer. He was something much, much worse. He was—the cliché came to her—a menace to society. There were laws to protect people from him.

She could call the police for help.

“Mommy?” Mary called.

Mrs. White was smiling slightly as she turned to answer.

“Yes, sweetheart,” she said.

She was not alone. She could call the police.

Mrs. White thought about it all through the day. The police.

In the afternoon they played miniature golf at a nearby course. All the while Mrs. White thought about it: the police.

She watched Paul take a sharp, hard putt. It sent the red golf ball over the rail, onto the grass. He turned to her and made a funny face. She shivered.

I am not alone, she thought. Not alone.

She watched as Paul Jr. stepped to the tee. He imitated his father’s overstrong swing. His ball bounced off the back rail with a loud thump and rolled close to the hole. And when Paul put his arm around his son’s shoulder, Mrs. White watched them together. She thought about the police.

Turning away, Mrs. White watched cars driving by on the highway. There was a police car among them. She smiled. She almost waved at them.

Then she stopped smiling.

Paul was helping Mary swing now. He stood behind her with his long arms draped over her tiny shoulders. His wide hands were on her hands, covering them.

The sight made Mrs. White feel ill. She glanced back at the highway. The patrol car had continued up the highway, disappearing into the distance. Then it was gone.

Later that evening she went up the hill to Jonathan Cornell’s house to feed the cats. When she was done, she sat in his living room for a long time, staring at the phone. The police seemed less real to her now. More real was the image of Paul with his arms around little Mary. More real was the danger of his hurting her or Junior.

With a hollow feeling of depression, she knew she had to wait. She had to wait until Monday when Paul was at work and the children in school. Then she would do it; then she would call for help.

It was only one more night, then another day, then another night. How slowly could it go by?

The children went to bed early, tired from their play. Paul tucked them in.

Mrs. White lay in her bed while he did it. The idea of sleeping beside him was less terrible to her now. It was just for tonight and tomorrow night. She could make it. Her new hope would see her through until the morning.

She lay in the bed now, thinking of her escape, imagining the police calling her to tell her it had all been taken care of. She closed her eyes when she heard Paul come in. She pretended to be asleep.

She listened as he approached the bed. She heard the swish and tug of his clothes coming off. She would bear it. She had to be able to bear it. She had to lie beside him only twice more. She would survive.

Paul slid in next to her. She felt him drawing close.

This is the worst of it, she thought. This is the worst of it.

Then Paul whispered: “How’s that headache?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

She opened her mouth to speak, to protest, to resist. She closed it silently.

Everything had to be normal. Everything had to be as it always was. She knew she had been acting strangely all weekend, but she could not risk it now. Not now, when there was hope. The police.

Paul took her in his arms, his face hovering over hers. His hands clasped her shoulders through her nightgown. Her body was tight and stiff. She peered up at him, into his eyes. He was smiling.

How many times have I made love to him? she thought. Once more. I can do it once more.

She tried not to think. His lips pressed against her cheek. She stared up at the side of his face. He pulled back, then he came down upon her and his mouth covered hers, his tongue pushed against her lips. She pressed her lips together in a reflex. Paul’s tongue probed. With a small whimper she forced her lips to relax. His tongue broke through them and into her mouth.

She tried and tried not to think. But a malicious voice—her own voice—kept whispering in her ear: These hands on my shoulders, holding me, these are the hands that held them, tied them. These eyes, watching me, these are the eyes that saw them squirming. These lips, kissing me, smiled as they bled and bled. Those ears heard them try to scream through their gags. Those hands tied the gag. Those hands.

Paul’s hands were running over her now. Pulling her nightgown up and off, traveling roughly over her belly and up to her breasts. He caressed her breasts. She felt the flesh of her own body, pliable under his hands. So soft, it seemed that it would envelop his fingers, take him into herself until she would become him, and they would be one, she filled with all the terrible things her husband did.

Paul’s rough, strong fingers went down between her legs. They toyed with her. She wanted to be dry. She wanted to be dry and tight so he could not come into her. She prayed to be dry. She asked Jesus to make her dry so he could not come into her. She prayed to be able to keep him out.

She was not dry. His hand went up inside of her and he was kissing her breasts wetly and she shook her head back and forth on the pillow because her body had taken in the hand that had tied the women, that had gagged them, that had held the knife.…

Paul White climbed on top of his wife. Her legs spread open. She felt utterly helpless. She felt his erection press up against her for a moment.

It’s just Paul, she told herself. It’s just Paul. It can’t be so terrible.

He plunged inside her and it was terrible.

Because it was Paul, it was he as he had always been. It was he, who knew how to make her feel good. It was he whose presence inside of her was not just a moment, but twenty years of moments remembered.

And he was there. And every time he withdrew and plunged again, opened her body and entered it as if he were its sole proprietor, she felt more than helpless; she felt the horrible openness of herself, the horrible accessibility that couldn’t distinguish between the innocent and the evil.

He was inside her and he was a man who murdered women and tortured them. And she was filled with him and breathless with him, and he was black and savage and ugly, and so was she.

It isn’t fair, it isn’t fair, it isn’t fair, she thought. She shook her head back and forth on the pillow. It isn’t fair of God. To make me like this. To make me open to him. I don’t want it, I don’t want it, I don’t want it.

He was staring down at her now. He was ready to finish. He was waiting for her, waiting for her to give him the signal.

And she knew that this was the worst of it, and that it would be every bit as dreadful as she feared.

But she had to react, she had to pretend, she had to do something to make it end.

She began to make noises, to pant and cry. She felt with a real physical yearning the urge to have the space between her legs seal up forever, to become inviolate and secure. She felt it was no more than she deserved: to be a human being, to be unto herself, and not to be filled with this—with anything but this.…

She went through the motions as Paul’s motions increased. He slapped and thudded against her, and she pretended to react.

Then, suddenly, she was not pretending. It came up inside her like the blossoming of a black, eely vine. It seemed to explode, as Paul thrust against her for the last time, and release its slimy, evil seed all over the inside of her, until every inch of her was coated with it, dripping with it, part of it.

Paul lay on top of her panting, and sucking weakly at her breast. She half feared her own milk would come up through her, and feed him and make him strong again.

He rolled off her and away from her and lay on his side. He murmured something to her. Then he was sleeping.

Mrs. Paul White rolled over, her eyes open, staring blankly. She fought down nausea. She lifted a fist over the side of the bed and brought it to her mouth. Then she started weeping.

The sobs racked her body, but she kept them silent somehow. She wept and wept as if she would never stop. She wept because she had nothing left. Because her life had been yanked inside out like a glove, and under its quiet everyday pleasures had been degradation and shame. She wept because she had been in a daze for so long, it seemed, ever since she knew, and it had ended with this, with him inside her when she was too weak and mad to prevent it. She wept because she didn’t know whether, at her strongest, she would have been able to prevent it anyway.

She wept because on Monday she would call the police and they would come and take her husband away from her. Because her children, no matter what she did, would be somehow damaged by it. Because her world was filled with powerful monsters, and children who needed her help when she couldn’t help them, when she was too weak.

She wept because it wasn’t fair.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Mrs. White awoke in the bed alone.

It required a great effort for her to come around. Her eyelids seemed weighted with lead. When at least she managed to lift them, she did not recognize her surroundings. It was some shabby room somewhere, badly lighted, sparsely furnished. There was a sound like rain coming from beyond it. The bed beneath her felt very hard.

Mrs. White lifted her stinging eyes to the ceiling. A piece of plaster was ready to crack off. The paint was chipped. Lines ran along it, as if scraped there by a nail.

Where was she?

The rain stopped. A door from down a hall creaked open. A man’s voice was calling her.

“Joan! Honey, better hurry!”

The voice sent a chill snaking up her legs and between them. She knew who it was.

“Joan! You up? We’ll be late.”

It was Paul. She knew who it was. Paul. She knew what he was.

“Church is in an hour!”

It was Sunday.

He came in then. He was wearing his short blue terry-cloth robe. His big feet were bare. The hair on his legs was wet. He was rolling a tan towel around his head.

“You were sure out cold,” he said. “I thought I’d let you sleep a few minutes. Better get up now, get in that shower.”

He put the towel behind his neck and rubbed vigorously.

“Better get yourself clean,” he said.

She remembered everything.

“Honey?” said Paul. “You all right?”

The hot water hit Mrs. White’s face with a slap. The shower slapped her all over. It pattered against her white body. She stared at the tiles on the wall for a long moment. Then she looked down.

Her body had too much flesh on it, too much flesh everywhere. The flesh was full of bumps and lumps and bruises. It was so ugly.

The water swirled down the drain. Mrs. White wished she could follow it. She wished to see her aging, flabby form flow down and down until it disappeared.

Wash me down, she thought, like dirt.

Her face in the dresser mirror was ugly too. Homely. It had jowls and blemishes.

Mrs. White looked at the makeup pencil in her hand. She wished to put it to her skin and draw a new face over the old.

So no one knows me. So I don’t know myself.

“I’m starved,” Paul said behind her. “I hope the sermon’s not too long.”

She heard the swish, flap, and pull of the tie around his neck.

Dressing up, Mrs. White thought, hiding.

“Maybe I’ll get a piece of toast before we go,” he said.

Mrs. White picked up her lipstick.

I will draw a smile on my face, she thought. How else can I make it through the day?

In the car, cool wind blew onto her face. She sat beside Paul. His steering arm poked her.

“Sorry,” he said.

Mrs. White smiled thinly.

“Hey, you two, cut it out back there,” Paul said.

The children were fighting. Mary was on the verge of tears. Mrs. White felt the wind in her face again. She did not turn around.

Through the windshield, a building came into view. It was a dark, imposing place, with a shiny white object at the top. It was a soothing sight: a church, her church. She remembered her mother singing:

There is no place for gloom or fear,

When faith and hope and love are near.

She could hear it like a voice singing very far away.

In church, she sat in the middle of a crowded pew. It was hot. People wiggled to get comfortable. Children fought.

“I told you two to cut it out,” Paul hissed.

The service progressed slowly. Prayers were said, hymns were sung. Mrs. White stared at the cross hanging on the wall above the pulpit. Then Reverend Allen was standing there, ready to read the text for his sermon. Mrs. White watched him carefully, almost hopefully.

“‘And the Pharisees came to him and asked him—asked Jesus,’” said Reverend Allen, “‘“Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife?” tempting him.

“‘And he answered and said unto them: “What did Moses command you?”

“‘And they said: “Moses suffered to write a bill of divorcement, and to put her away …”’”

Mrs. White lifted her head. She strained to hear the words.

The Reverend went on: “‘But from the beginning of the creation, God made them male and female.

“‘For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife.

“‘And they twain shall be one flesh, so then they are no more twain, but one flesh.’”

Suddenly, Mrs. White lowered her face. She brought her hand up to her mouth.

Reverend Allen said: “‘What therefore God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.’”

Mrs. White was shaking now. Just slightly. Just enough to jostle the person next to her.

“Joanie, come on,” Paul whispered. “Quit it.”

But then, he couldn’t help it either. He was laughing too.

She turned the omelet with a spatula and watched it slide around the pan.

“I’m sure starved,” Paul said.

The toast popped up, burned black and smoking.

“Are you?” said Mrs. White. She smiled to herself.

“Hey,” he said, “there you go again. What’s with you today? You were like a kid in church. What’s so funny?”

Mrs. White laid the food upon plates and carried the plates to the table.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It was just funny.”

She watched Paul grip his fork. She watched him stick it into the omelet. She watched him tear it open. Green peppers and mushrooms and cheese poured out of it.

I hate you, she thought.

“Come on, champ. Eat up,” said Paul to Junior. “We’re gonna take a hike, you and me.”

She heard the sounds of chairs squeaking then. Her husband and her son stood. Two kisses fell upon her cheek. Then she and Mary were left at the table alone.

Mrs. White toyed with her untouched breakfast. She thought about life and her husband and her hatred. She closed her eyes.

With her eyes closed, she saw herself: still in the kitchen, sitting there. She heard the doorbell ring. She saw herself put her napkin on the table and stand up. She saw herself walk to the door and open it. Two policemen were there.

They had Paul with them. His hands were behind his back in handcuffs. He was snarling and spitting, trying to escape. The policemen were holding him.

“Is this the man?” one officer said.

Mrs. White nodded. “That’s him.”

Paul snarled. Then, suddenly, with two quick tugs, he was free. He ran.

“Get him!” Mrs. White shrieked. “Get him!”

The policemen chased him. Paul ran, his hands still tied behind his back. He leapt about as he ran, like a deer.

“Stop, or I’ll shoot!” one cop said.

“You’ll never catch me,” Paul shouted.

They shot then. Paul was hit in the head. His head exploded in slow motion, as if it were a scene in a movie—the kind of movie Mrs. White never watched. She watched now, sitting at the kitchen table with her eyes closed. Paul fell slowly to the ground.

The policemen approached him. He was twitching, kicking, bleeding, on the ground. The police stood over him. Mrs. White stood with them.

“Finish him,” she said coolly.

The policeman nodded. He emptied his gun into Paul’s chest. Blood came spurting out of him. Paul twitched and danced. His chest blew open. Blood spewed from his mouth. Mrs. White smiled.

“I hate him,” she told the policeman. “I hate everything.”

“Mommy?”

Mrs. White opened her eyes. Beside her, Mary sat with her index finger extended. There was a small spot of blood on it. There were tears in the girl’s eyes.

“Mommy, I hurt myself,” she said.

Mrs. White looked down at the child.

“It’s all right,” she said quietly. “I’m here.”

She tore off a piece of a napkin and placed it on the finger. She kissed Mary’s forehead. Then she took her onto her lap and rocked her back and forth.

“It’s all right. I’m here,” she said again.


CHAPTER FORTY

Mrs. White saw the sun come up the next morning. At the border of the forest the purple night sky turned blue then pale aqua. The last stars faded. Rays of light pierced the branches, fell on the yard. The world turned white and green and blue.

It’s Monday, thought Mrs. White. It’s over.

There was still breakfast to get through. She had to feed the children and get them off to school. She had to feed Paul and send him off to work.

She felt too sluggish to make anything. So she set out a box of cereal and the bowls and milk and orange juice. There were loud, scrambling footsteps on the stairs. Then the children burst into the room.

“Not so fast,” Mrs. White murmured.

They poured themselves cereal and began eating. Paul came down after them.

“Have a good weekend, everyone?” he sang out.

The children mumbled in return. Mrs. White said nothing. She poured Paul his coffee.

This morning she could not keep her eyes off his face. The face she had known for so long. Awakened to for so long. Today he would go to work and never come back. She would never see him again. She tried not to ask herself what would happen then.

She stared at his face while she drank her coffee, while he ate his breakfast. She told herself that she would never see him again. She thought of its being five o’clock, then six, then seven, and Paul not coming home.

The thought caught in her mind. What if he said he was working late tonight? What if tonight was one of the nights he … did it.

It didn’t matter, she told herself. She was calling the police as soon as he was gone. They would stop him.

And, yet, it bothered her. What if it took the police some time to find him? What if—she’d never thought of this before—what if they didn’t believe her?

But they would have to believe her because they would question him and he would break down, the way they do in the movies and then they would know.

But still she wondered: Will he be working late tonight?

Paul ate and chatted happily with the kids, going over the weekend again. Going over every activity. Mrs. White watched his face and smiled.

At last breakfast was over and the kids were rushing out to catch the bus. Paul was gathering his toolbox.

She waited. Waited for him to speak the words, the words that might mean another woman would die. She felt she almost wanted him to say it.

“Will you be working late tonight?” she asked. The words had tumbled out of her before she could stop them.

Paul’s eyes seemed distant. He seemed to be considering the question—checking some inner gauge.

“No,” he said then. “Not tonight.”

He stood at the door, waiting for her to kiss him. She came to him, reached up, and pressed her lips to his cheek tenderly.

“So long, cutes,” he said.

“Good-bye, Paul,” said Mrs. White.

In another moment she saw him in the truck; she heard the engine starting. The engine noise grew softer and softer and then was gone. Mrs. White waited. She half expected the sound to return, the truck to pull into the drive again, Paul to return to the house.

It did not return. Paul did not come back.

It was Monday. It was over.

“My name is Mrs. White, and I know who the housewife killer is. His name is Paul White—my husband, that’s correct—and he’s working at the Jenkins place today. Yes, I’m sure.”

Mrs. White went over the words again and again in her mind as she sat over her coffee. But for long, long minutes she did not move to the phone. She wanted to call the police. But then, she wanted it to be over. She wanted no questions. No trial, none of the muddy details of justice.

Most of all, she did not want the children to know that it had been she who had turned their father in. She did not want to live forever with Junior’s eyes staring at her, accusing her, until he hated her, until he hated all women.…

“That’s right,” she whispered softly. “No, officer, I can’t give you my name, but take my word—it’s him all right.”

She stood up and moved to the phone on the wall. She stared at it. She knew the moment she saw it that she could not do it, she could not call the police and tell them to arrest her own husband. She picked up the phone.

The number was on a decal above the phone. IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, it said, CALL THE POLICE. She dialed the first number.

She was certain it was all a dream, certain that she had never seen the bloody overalls, the deadly knife. She hung up the phone.

She would go back to the barn and check, just to make sure. That was it.

Instead, she snapped up the phone again and dialed the number as quickly as she could. She heard it ringing—once, twice.

No one’s there, she thought.

There was a click on the line.

“State Police barracks K,” said a young, friendly voice. “Trooper Hartigan.”

Tears burst into Mrs. White’s eyes. She started sobbing, choking on her words. But the words rushed out of her.

“It’s Paul White,” she sobbed. “He did it. He’s the one you want.”

“Hello?” said Trooper Hartigan. “Take it easy. Where are you?”

“The housewife killer, it’s Paul White, oh, dear God, listen to me, it’s him, it’s him …”

“Okay,” said the trooper. His voice was suddenly serious and intent. “Just give me your name. Tell me where you are.”

“Paul White, Paul White,” she sobbed, uncontrollably. “At the Jenkins place, Forty-seven Vine Street.”

“Is this Mrs. Jenkins?” said the trooper.

“No, no, no, that’s where he is, don’t you understand, don’t you …”

“You have to tell me your name, ma’am. Please,” said the trooper.

Mrs. White held the phone away from her ear and stared at it, her wet eyes wide with horror. Distantly, she heard Trooper Hartigan’s voice crackling.

“… your name … ma’am … hello?”

Slowly, the tears streaming down her round cheeks, she shook her head at the receiver.

“I can’t …” she whispered. “Don’t you understand? I just can’t.”

The trooper’s voice was cut off as she put the receiver back in the cradle.

Jonathan Cornell walked down over the White property toward the woods. He was whistling. His fishing pole was on his shoulder; he looked like a little boy playing hooky from school.

As he came within view of the kitchen window, he glanced up to receive Mrs. White’s usual wave. He saw nothing. He craned his neck, trying to catch sight of her inside.

He saw her then, vaguely. She was sitting at the kitchen table. She seemed to be hunched over. She seemed to have her head down on her arms.

Cornell shook his head sadly, and continued on into the woods.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Trooper Hartigan hung up the phone and stared thoughtfully at the long glass pane that divided the dispatcher’s desk from the waiting room. He was, in fact, a young man, about twenty-six, handsome, with neatly trimmed brown hair and a thin moustache. His eyes were brown with flecks of green in them, and when he was thoughtful, as now, the green flecks seemed to swim about, as if his eyes were taking in everything, registering everything.

In another moment he picked up the phone and pressed the receptionist’s button.

“Get me BCI, would you, Andrea?” he said.

There was a pause and then: “Scott.”

“Inspector Scott, this is Hartigan at dispatch.”

“It’s always so good to hear from you,” said the inspector. “You never write.”

“I couldn’t keep away,” Hartigan whispered. “Just being this close to you is driving me mad.”

“What’s going on?”

“I just got a call on the housewife killings.”

“Yeah?” said Scott. His voice was emotionless. They had had plenty of calls on the housewife killings.

“It was a woman, and she was totally hysterical,” said Hartigan. “Sounded very real. She wouldn’t give her name and all she kept saying was Paul White was the killer. She said he was at the Jenkins place, at”—he checked the pad on which he’d scribbled the information—“Forty-seven Vine Street. She was crying and carrying on, really sobbing, you know? And she just kept saying his name, Paul White, over and over again.”

There was a pause on the other end of the intercom. Hartigan heard chewing noises. Scott, clearly, was eating his bacon and egg on a roll.

With a loud swallow Scott said, “Mrs. White.”

“Sorry? What?” said Hartigan.

“Ten to one it was White’s wife, turning him in.”

“You know her.”

“No, but it’s just the usual thing. Crazy woman, alone at home all the time, maybe he’s stepping out on her, she convinced herself he’s the guy, gets all upset, turns him in. I fully expect to hear from my own wife one day, telling me I did it.”

“You gonna check it out?” said the trooper.

“Nah,” said Scott, chewing again, “we’re gonna ignore it until White finds out his wife is on to him and starts to chase her through the house with a butcher knife, then we’ll follow it up on a hunch and arrive at the nick of time.”

“When do you want the car?”

“Give me ten minutes to finish my roll,” said Scott.

Inspector Charles Scott and Frank Ross sat side by side in the blue Chevy. Scott was driving it slowly over the back roads. He had a cigarette clamped in his teeth and was murmuring around it tunelessly: “What a day for a daydream … a day for a daydreaming guy.…”

Scott was overweight, shaped like a big oval. He had a square head and small features that all seemed crammed together in the center of a large face. His sometime partner, Ross, was much shorter and so was shaped like a circle. His head, geometrically complementary to Scott’s, was also completely round. His eyes were close together and his mouth very wide, and it made him look like an incredibly stupid clown at the circus.

“… and late in the evening when the sun goes down,” said Scott, “… and when there’s nobody else around …”

“Here’s Vine,” said Ross.

“I sit by the window … by the ocean … How does it go?”

“I dunno,” said Ross.

They turned down Vine. It was a tree-lined street with large houses close together. The lawns were beautifully trimmed, and the trees planted to provide a shield between one neighbor’s eyes and another’s window.

“What was it?” said Scott.

“Forty-seven,” said Ross.

“… something-da-something for a hundred years …” said Scott. He took the cigarette from his lips and hurled it out the window.

Forty-seven Vine was a long ranch-style house, with a two-car garage and a basketball net hung over it. It was set very close to the road, so the lawn behind it was fairly large. There was a jungle gym and a swim set on the lawn.

A man in white overalls was on the roof of the house, just above the last rung of a metal ladder. He was removing a section of tile and tossing the tiles onto a dropsheet spread over the pachysandra below him.

Scott looked at the mailbox at the side of the road. The name on it was Jenkins.

“No White,” he said.

“The roofer,” said Ross.

“Oh, yeah—look at that,” said Scott. He had not noticed the man on the roof at first.

They pulled into the driveway and parked the car. The men rolled out on either side, looking like two balloons bouncing onto the ground. The tall fat one and the short fat one approached the house and stood beneath the ladder, watching the man on the roof. Scott smiled broadly. It brought his close-packed features even closer together, making the rest of his big face seem oddly blank.

The man on the roof had glanced at the car as it drove up, but was now concentrating on the tiles again.

“Howdy, howdy,” said Scott quietly.

Paul White called down. “Hi there. I don’t think anyone’s home right now.”

“Well,” said Scott, still grinning, “we’re trying to find a fellow named Paul White. We’re from the Bureau of Criminal Investigation, State Police.”

The carpenter looked surprised, then worried. “That’s me,” he said. “Is everything all right? Is it my wife?” He started for the ladder.

“Everything’s fine, Mr. White, everything’s fine,” said Scott. In his mind he made a small check mark: the right reaction anyway. “Would you mind coming down for a second though.”

Paul was already descending the ladder, carrying a piece of the roof in one hand. He jumped down to the ground and stood before Scott and Ross. Scott marked him down in his mind as big and powerful. He hoped this was another blind alley, and that there was no trouble. He had left the city force and moved up here because of a strong dislike of being hurt in any way.

“What’s up?” said Paul.

“Well …” and Scott went into his patented routine: he studied his feet, shuffled them around, scratched the side of his head. “See, we need some help around here, and we think you can maybe give it to us.”

“Sure,” said Paul. “But my wife, my kids, they’re all right, right?”

“Far as I know,” said Scott.

Paul nodded. “Okay,” he said. “It’s just, you get worried, you know, with that killer loose.”

Oops, thought Scott, that was wrong. Most people feel too guilty when they talk to the police to make reference to a crime. On the other hand, he thought, maybe they feel guilty because policemen think things like I’m thinking right now. And maybe they try to cover it up by making a natural reference to a crime like this guy did.…

Sometimes Inspector Scott found human nature fascinating.

“As a matter of fact,” he said, scratching his head again, “that’s just what we came here to ask you about—those killings. See, me and my partner here—this is Inspector Ross, by the way, I’m Inspector Scott—we got assigned to that one.”

“Just about everyone’s assigned to that one,” said Ross, with a big stupid grin.

“And the thing is,” said Scott, “we got an anonymous tip …” He paused to let Paul fill in the blank, but Paul didn’t, and Scott gave him another check in the innocent column. “… saying you had some information about it, and we’d like to ask you about that.”

Paul gave them a big surprised smile and touched his chest with the tile in his hand. “Me?” he said. “Are you kidding?”

Another check: a reaction just stupid enough to be real. Inspector Scott began thinking about his next cup of coffee.

“You think maybe I saw something without knowing it, or something like that?” said Paul.

“Yeah, that’s right, something like that.”

Paul shrugged. “Anything you want to ask.”

Scott opened his mouth, but before he spoke, he saw Paul’s eyes, for just a moment, darken. Or had they narrowed? Or had it been a cloud passing over the sun? It didn’t matter. The expression gave Scott a chilly feeling. It felt like your basic hunch.

Inspector Scott hated hunches. He had had six of them during his twenty-year career as a cop. Every single one of them had meant absolutely nothing. What he hated was that while you could be pretty sure they meant absolutely nothing, you also had to check them out and do a lot of paperwork.

He sighed and shoved his hands in his pockets.

“Actually,” he said sheepishly, “we were sort of hoping you could come back to the station.…”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Mrs. White lifted her head and dried her tears. She gazed out at the empty woods. She had been sitting there for a long time, and the sun had angled up over the trees. The sight of it made her feel that she should do something. But she had no idea what she should do.

Still sniffling, she stood. Mechanically, she began to straighten up the kitchen. It was what she had to do, what she always did. She paused when she saw Paul’s empty chair.

She got out of the kitchen quickly, and went upstairs to her bedroom. There, her hands pulling, tugging, darting in and out, she made the bed. It was what she always did. She picked up a piece of clothing that had fallen on the floor. It was Paul’s pajama top. She draped it over a chair and left the bedroom.

She went into Junior’s room. She scooped up the socks, T-shirts, underpants, that had been left on the floor. She tacked up a baseball poster that had wilted from the wall. She picked up some papers that had fallen beneath the desk. It was what she always did. As she put the papers on the desk, she saw a snapshot. It was of herself and the children when the children were young. She had been young then too. They were in the yard, sitting at a small fold-up table. There was a barbecue grill to their right. They were eating hot dogs, split open with a piece of bologna in the middle, the way Paul made them. They were smiling at the camera, at the cameraman.

She put the picture back on the desk and went to Mary’s room. There was less to clean up there. It was always that way. There were a few small socks, a picture book, and the dolls. Mrs. White stopped when she saw the dolls. They were seated around a toy tea table: mommy, daddy, sister, brother, their stuffed faces alight with stitched smiles.

Mrs. White backed away from them. Then she turned and almost ran down the stairs.

She had to get out. She grabbed her car keys and pulled her pocketbook from the counter.

She drove, even worse than usual. Nothing was right. Nothing was the same. Nothing was as it always was.

“He’s never coming home,” Mrs. White said aloud. “He’s never coming home.”

In the supermarket, Mrs. White wandered aimlessly up and down the aisles. She didn’t even know what she needed. The music played faintly above her. She looked at the items blindly.

Almost without her knowing it, her arm started moving, reaching, grabbing. A box of cookies, a loaf of bread, a carton of orange juice, a bag of potato chips. Everything, anything. Piling it into her cart. Buying it now while she could, while she still could.

“No one to bring home the bacon,” she muttered breathlessly. She pulled down a box of spaghetti, a box of garbage bags, two boxes of cereal. Her cart was overflowing. She had to buy it now; soon there would be no more money. There would be no more Paul.

She drove home quickly. The grocery bags leaned this way and that. One fell over. She heard the sound of glass breaking. Her head ached.

When she had parked in the driveway, she reached for a bag. Then she straightened. She heard the phone ringing, faintly, inside. She hurried to the door, fumbled with the keys, dragged the door open, and rushed to the ringing phone.

“Hello? Hello?” she said, panting.

“Hello.” It was a woman’s voice. “May I speak to Paul White, please?”

Mrs. White’s mouth opened, but it was a few moments before she could speak.

“Uh … well … he’s not here anymore, right now—I mean.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I’m calling about a job I wanted him to do. Do you know when I can reach him?”

Mrs. White tried very hard to say something, anything. At last, silently, she hung up the phone.

She could not stay here any longer. She had to get away. She barely knew what was happening to her, could hardly accept what she had done. Paul would not be coming home anymore, ever. There would be trials and newspaper stories and … everything—everything but life the way it had been.

Mrs. White picked up the phone and dialed.

The voice on the other end was small, familiar, cheerful. “Hello?”

“Hello, Mom,” said Mrs. White.

“Joan? Joan, what a surprise. How are you?”

“Fine, fine, I … I wonder if it would be all right if the children and I … came to stay for a few days.” She felt as if she were talking to a stranger. She couldn’t find the words.

There was a pause. “Why, of course. But what about Paul?”

“Oh, Paul. Paul’s not coming.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Yes, yes, I’ll explain. Can I come—tonight. Is tonight all right?”

There was silence. Mrs. White said: “If tonight’s no good, then I …” Don’t know what I’ll do, she thought.

“Of course. Of course. I’ll get the rooms ready,” her mother said.

“Thank you, Mom.” It was barely a whisper. “Thank you.”

As soon as she’d hung up she made for her bedroom. She opened the closet door and pulled the big suitcase from the top shelf.

She packed as if she were late for a plane. She yanked her clothing from drawers, then ran to the children’s room and did it again. She dumped everything into the suitcase without bothering to fold anything. Then she forced the zipper closed.

She checked her watch. Mary would be home soon. Her head burning, Mrs. White began to pace back and forth. She unplugged things: lamps, the toaster—then she came to the TV. She turned it on and sat down. She stared at the images. She didn’t understand what she was seeing, but she didn’t think either, and that was all she wanted.

After a while—Mrs. White didn’t know how long—Mary was home.

“We’re going to Grandma’s,” Mrs. White told her.

Mary looked confused. “But what about going to school?” she said.

“Well, you get to miss a few days of school,” said Mrs. White.

“But it’s show-and-tell tomorrow.”

“Don’t you want to see Grandma?”

Mary said she didn’t know. Mrs. White told her to get cleaned up.

“Junior will be home soon, and then we’ll go.”

“What about Daddy?” Mary said.

“Go wash up,” said Mrs. White.

But Junior did not come home soon. Mrs. White gave Mary a snack and watched out the window. No Junior. Mrs. White sat in front of the television set with Mary. Then she stood up suddenly. “We have to find him,” she said. Her eyes were wide with terror. “We have to make sure he’s all right.”

She took Mary by the hand and, despite the little girl’s protests, led her out to the car.

“There are all bags in the car, Mommy,” Mary complained.

She had forgotten about the groceries.

“I’ll put them inside later,” said Mrs. White, opening the passenger door to put Mary in. “We have to find Junior now. We have to.”

She walked quickly to the driver’s side. She opened the door. She heard, then, the sound of spinning wheels. Junior came into the driveway, riding his bike.

Mrs. White felt the sigh steam out of her. It was hot with relief. Her voice, when she spoke to Paul Jr., was snappish.

“Help me with the groceries,” she said. “We’re going to Grandma’s.”

Junior’s face fell. “Aw, Mom, what do you mean? What about school? I got a game tomorrow.”

The mother turned on her son, savage anger in her eyes. “Do it,” she said. “Do it now.”

Junior did it. They unloaded the groceries and carried them into the house. It seemed to Mrs. White to take forever.

“Isn’t Dad coming?” Junior asked.

“No,” said Mrs. White.

They were standing just inside the kitchen door. Now Mary came out of the car and wandered over to them.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” she said.

“I told you …” Mrs. White stopped. She heard the high note of hysteria in her own voice. “All right. Go on,” she said.

Mary went upstairs. Mrs. White stood next to Paul, surveying the kitchen to no purpose.

“Is everything …? Is everything …?” she said.

“Sure bought a lot of groceries,” said Junior. “Dad won’t eat that much when we’re away. How long are we going, anyway?”

“Stop asking so many questions,” Mrs. White snapped, and Junior shut up.

When Mary returned from the bathroom, the two children stood by the door. They looked bewildered, but they remained silent. That seemed the safest bet just at the moment.

“All right,” Mrs. White repeated, more to herself than to them. “I’ll get the suitcase.”

Mary and Paul Jr. exchanged a glance as Mrs. White hurried up the stairs.

She came into the bedroom and grabbed the suitcase by the handle. It was heavy. She dragged it along the floor. She was breathless by the time she got into the hall, and was beginning to think of calling Junior for help when she heard Mary’s high-pitched shout floating, almost ghostlike, and yet fraught with joy, up from the floor below.

“Daddy’s home!” Mary cried.

Mrs. White dropped the suitcase. She stood absolutely still and listened. She heard Paul’s truck pulling into the driveway. She heard Paul’s footsteps on the gravel. She heard the kitchen door open. She heard Paul’s voice directly below her.

He was home.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Mrs. White came down the stairs into the kitchen, where Paul was laying his toolbox down on the table. She stared at him. His eyes were ringed, his face weary, just as it was after any difficult day. He turned to her. She kept staring.

“What happened?” she said finally.

Paul started a second, then gave an uneasy smile. “What do you mean?”

Suddenly, she felt herself jostled. She saw Mary tugging at her dress from below.

“Mommy.”

Mrs. White, carefully but firmly, pushed the small hand away.

“Mommy, we …”

“Go on, honey,” Mrs. White said faintly. “Go upstairs and play.”

“But Mommy, we …”

“Go on.”

The little girl paused, then shrugged. Shooting a smile at her father, she ran upstairs.

Paul took the baseball cap from his head. “What did you mean?” he repeated.

Now Mrs. White met his eyes. They burned hers. “Nothing, I just … you look like you’ve had a rough day.”

Paul grew more animated. He shrugged. “Same old stuff.”

“Yes? Oh, well, that’s good.”

“Well, I don’t know about good today.” He laughed though. “Good is another story.”

Mrs. White could only nod, her hands trembling at her side. “I mean … at least you had no trouble.”

Paul shrugged again. “I guess that is something.”

Mrs. White watched the floor, her feet. Her eyes moved across to his hard, heavy workboots. She sighed deeply.

“What’s with you?” he said. “You’re the one who looks a little rattled.”

Mrs. White only shook her head. Then she watched the big shoes advance. Soon his blue work shirt, the smell of his sweat were all around her. His hands held her arms.

“And not even a kiss hello,” he said.

She raised her eyes. They reached his gray, speckled chin, his smiling mouth, his own eyes. How could it have happened? How could she be seeing this again?

Paul pressed forward. His mouth touched hers. She felt it like a blow. He retreated. Mrs. White shut her eyes.

“What about Grandma’s?”

Her eyes snapped open. It was Junior, still standing by the kitchen door.

“Is Dad coming or not?” he asked.

Mrs. White started to speak, but Paul beat her to it.

“What do you mean, sport? Coming where? Grandma’s?”

Junior shot a glance at his mother. Her shaking hand was touching her lips.

“Yeah, we were going to Grandma’s. I thought you weren’t coming.”

Paul watched his wife. He smiled very slightly. “Joan?” he said.

Mrs. White’s mind raced, but her voice, when she spoke, was almost composed. “She’s—she’s ill,” she said slowly. “Mother is ill. She called. I thought …” It was as far as she could get.

Paul nodded, frowning. “That’s rough,” he said. He seemed sincere. “No wonder you’re upset. Well—” He said to Junior, “It’s all news to me. Depends what Mom wants.”

Then they both faced Mrs. White, waiting for her pronouncement. For the decisive word from wife and mother. At last it came.

“I don’t know,” Mrs. White said.

Her chin began to tremble. Slowly, as if she were trying to stop herself, she walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs. She heard Paul behind her as she ascended, saying, “Let’s leave Mom alone for a while, bud. Then we’ll see what we’ll see.”

Mrs. White made it to the bedroom. The suitcase was on the floor. She dropped to her knees next to it and her fingers held the zipper a moment, then yanked it back. Everything fell out at her.

She dipped her hands into the shirts, skirts, underwear, pants. Then she raised the load and buried her face in it.

She didn’t know what she felt, she knew only that she hated herself, hated everything. Had she been glad, for a moment, when he came in the door? When that monster …?

Why hadn’t the police questioned him? Had they not believed her? Or worse—it seemed inconceivable—had they questioned him and then let him go? It would mean her one chance was gone. Mrs. White wept. The tears ran into the clothes, dampening them.

She heard someone enter the room behind her. Quickly, she wiped her face on a shirt. Then, sniffling, she turned her head.

Paul was standing in the doorway, looking concerned. He crossed to her, towered over her.

“How bad is it?” he said.

Mrs. White stared up the endless distance at his face.

“What?”

“Your mother.” He smiled compassionately. “Silly.”

She sighed, remembering. She nodded. “Not so bad, really. She … she’ll be all right. It just—you know—makes you think.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Mrs. White found the strength to stand and Paul stepped back to give her room. She faced him, brushing away a last tear. “I think we’ll wait to go,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Maybe I panicked.”

“Sure.” He nodded. “I know.”

Then she was in his arms again. To her surprise, it did not hurt. He was shushing her, stroking her hair, kissing her brow. Had he embraced her or she him? She did not know.

“Everything will be all right,” he said.

She closed her eyes. She could not move from his arms.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Through the bright late spring sunlight of Tuesday morning, Mrs. White watched her husband drive off—again—to work. Tonight, he would be home—again. And then the next day he would go and return, and the day after, just like always. And then, one day, he would say to her again, “I’ll be working late tonight.”

And then it would happen again. Again and again and again.

Mrs. White sat at the kitchen table, drinking her coffee. She tried to keep the thought away from her. She tried not to recognize how intolerable it was. Outside, in the sparkling sunshine, Jonathan Cornell passed by with his fishing pole over his shoulder. He waved to her as he disappeared over the lawn into the woods.

A heavy feeling—a feeling like loneliness—welled up in Mrs. White’s stomach. She knew—somewhere—that she was going to call the police again. She had to. She had to know, to find out what had happened, why Paul had come home. And yet she wished she could speak to someone about it. She wished someone would give her some advice. She wished she could talk it over with Paul.

When, finally, she did stand up, did move past the breakfast dishes piled on the counter near the sink, past the samplers and the colorful potholders, she did it like a woman in a dream. She moved to the phone the same way. She picked it up with dazed eyes. She dialed and listened to the distant ring.

“State Police barracks K. Trooper Hartigan.”

Mrs. White opened her mouth and began to cry. The tears were uncontrollable and she sobbed silently.

“Hello.”

“I called …” was all she managed to get out.

There was a long silence on the other end of the line.

Then: “Is this the woman who called yesterday—in reference to Mr. White?”

The crying woman seized on it like it was a piece of driftwood in the middle of the sea.

“Yes, yes,” she said, sobbing.

“Listen,” Hartigan said. “Could you—would you please hold on. I’d like you to speak to the investigators in the case.”

There was another silence while the trooper waited for Mrs. White to reply. Mrs. White could not. She was nearly bent double with crying. She heard the call being transferred with a series of clicks. She wanted to hang up, now, while there was still time. She feared they were tracing her call. She did not have the strength to lift the receiver to the cradle.

“BCI, Investigator Scott. Hello? Is this the lady who called yesterday?”

Mrs. White’s anguished voice seemed to rise up from the depths of her stomach.

“Why didn’t you stop him?” she cried. “Why …?”

“Look, ma’am, please,” said Scott slowly. “We questioned Paul White for over an hour yesterday.…”

Now, through her tears, there was hope in her eyes.

Inspector Scott went on: “Ma’am, unless you have something, something definite that points to this man, I have to tell you, we really found no reason to hold him.”

Mrs. White bowed her head again. She sobbed and sobbed.

“Now, maybe …” Inspector Scott said gently, “maybe if you could give us your name—let us come and talk to you—maybe we could work something out.…”

“I can’t, I can’t,” Mrs. White cried. “I’m afraid, I’m so scared. My children … Please … help me.”

“Ma’am, I want to help you. I really do, but if you don’t give me your name. If you don’t give me something—something to work with—some proof of what you’re saying … Look, at least give me your name so we can get together and discuss this thing.”

With despair Mrs. White recognized the kind, patronizing voice of someone talking to the insane. Still sobbing, she reached out and hung up the phone.

Leaning on the countertop, Mrs. White held her head in her hands and tried to bring herself under control. She heard the inspector’s condescending words repeating themselves over and over again. What must she seem like?

She raised her tear-stained face and looked out the window. What, in fact, was she? Was it all a dream? Was she mad? A poor, dopey housewife who’d just gone over the edge?

What did she have? What did she know? What could she show the police to make them believe her, to make them stop this man, this monster?

She knew at once, of course, that there was only one way. Drying her eyes with the heels of her hands, she moved to the kitchen door. She opened it and stepped out into the driveway. The warm air felt stifling to her. She had to go back into the barn. She had to get the overalls. She had to get the knife. They would believe her then.

She moved slowly across the drive, walking on tiptoes as if she were afraid of being heard. She came to the door and pressed herself against the dry wood. Her hand was trembling as she reached out to lift the latch.

The barn door swung open and Paul’s workshop stood before her. It seemed to her to be inviting her in insidiously. Deep in her heart she knew that Paul was in there, waiting for her. She stepped in, leaving the door ajar behind her.

She was like a child dared to go into a haunted house: She stood stock-still a moment, wondering how fast she could race to the locker, grab the overalls and knife, and get out. Wondering if she could do it fast enough before the monster—her husband, Paul—reached out of the shadows and grabbed her.

For another long moment she stood frozen, peering into the workshop. Then she broke forward, her arms waving at her sides, rushing forward to the locker.

She was enveloped in shadow. There seemed to be movement all around her. She was at the locker, her hand on the latch. She opened it—it seemed to make a loud noise—loud enough to drown out the sound of a man coming up behind her.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw the shape of that man looming up out of the workbench. It was nothing: a combination of shadows and machines. She snapped her head back around and let out a quick little shriek.

The locker was empty. The overalls were gone. The knife was gone. Or maybe they had never been there. But the locker was empty.

Outside the barn Mrs. White stood staring at the driveway, bright, almost white, in the sunshine. She didn’t make a sound, and for a few seconds she heard nothing.

Then the ring of the phone in the kitchen came to her from far away.

She began moving toward the cottage before she even realized it. She was doing what she had done a thousand times before: running inside to answer the phone.

But in her belly, as she ran, dread like a grinning cannibal imp began to eat at her. And by the time she picked up the phone, by the time she murmured breathlessly: “Hello?” she knew what she was going to hear.

“Joanie?” It was Paul.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“I forgot to tell you,” he said. “I’ll be working late tonight.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

The receiver buzzed in her hand long after Paul had hung up. Mrs. White cradled it, her eyes closed, her body flinching from chill after chill. The dial tone became the warning signal—for those who wait too long. Then she came around.

Gripping the receiver firmly now, she pressed the phone down to stop the alarm. She dialed quickly, decisively, from memory.

It seemed to ring for an eternity. At last the familiar young voice responded.

“State Police barracks K. Trooper Hartigan.”

Mrs. White paused only an instant. “Hello,” she said then. “It’s … me again.”

How that sounded! Like a madwoman, the sort of person who calls all-night radio shows. Mrs. White bit her lip and waited. She heard the trooper let out a long, exasperated sigh.

“You don’t have to tell me …”

“I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important.”

“I know,” he said a bit too nicely.

“More important, I mean. Because …” Mrs. White’s hand flailed before her. “He’s working late tonight.”

There was a long pause.

“He is,” the trooper said.

“You don’t understand. He …” Mrs. White grew angry. “May I speak to the inspector, please? The man who’s in charge?”

Trooper Hartigan sighed once again. “He’s out. Just tell it to me.”

“It means he’s killing someone. Tonight,” she said.

Another pause. Mrs. White prayed he would understand. She made her hand into a fist.

“Why don’t you tell me your name?”

She sent the fist slowly toward the wall. She spoke to the trooper helplessly, intimately. “I can’t. I can’t, I told you so. My … there are children.”

“You want to help us, don’t you?”

“Of course, of course, I do, but … it’s not …”

The trooper, by the sound of it, was lighting a cigarette. He took his time about it. Then: “You know, if you have any proof, we’d sure like to see it.”

Mrs. White was nearly panting. “I looked, I looked, that’s just it. That’s the whole thing. It wasn’t there, it just wasn’t …”

“Where did it go, do you think?”

“He’s got it, don’t you see? He …”

She thought she could hear the trooper nodding, as if to say “Sure.”

“Please,” she begged him. “Don’t laugh at me.”

The trooper cleared his throat. His voice was sober. “Nobody’s laughing at you, ma’am,” he said quietly. “We appreciate your help. We really do. But now you just have to leave it to us. The men in charge are good men. Really, they’re good at their jobs. They’ll find this man, don’t you worry. And when they do … well, you’ll have helped them do it.”

Mrs. White heard the patronizing words as a pronouncement of some terrible sentence. She could only smile at the absurdity of it. She could only, slowly now, hang up.

They kept asking, they kept asking for her name. But if they questioned Paul and let him go again, what would happen to her, what would happen to the children?

And yet there was no one else for her to appeal to. And there was nothing for her to do now. Nothing but wait.

Mrs. White put the dirty dishes into the sink. She scrubbed them and rinsed them. It was nearly three o’clock.

The children would be home soon. They were coming home now. Dishes were being done and children were going home and, at the same time, on the same planet, someone was being killed. One did not stop the other. It all went on simultaneously, like the different movies in those double-triple-quadruple complexes. Mrs. White turned the water off.

She sat at the kitchen table. Sitting alone in silence, she wondered what she was waiting for. Would she know the moment when it happened. Would she be alerted, as by the buzzer on the stove. She thought she might. Silently she waited for a sign.

Then she thought, Maybe the police were right. Maybe she was crazy.

The door opened. Mary came home. Mrs. White gave her milk and cookies. Maybe I’m crazy, she repeated. Maybe it’s only some kind of nightmare.

She waited nonetheless. Four o’clock came and went. Four thirty. Junior came home from his game. She thought, It’s happening now. Paul is holding her, keeping her still. He can. He’s strong. Now he’s on top of her, putting the knife in. Now he’s laughing. It’s over. It’s over now.

She moaned aloud. It was too ridiculous. It could not be happening, right as she sat there, as the sun began to decline, as The Flintstones were starting. She could not fathom it. No, it was not happening at all.

It was six o’clock. It’s getting dark enough now, she thought. No one will see him now. He’s pulling up to the house. He’s feeling for his knife. He’s swinging his long legs out of the truck. The woman is washing her dishes, unsuspecting. He’s coming up the path. He’s at the door.

He was at the door.

Paul entered the kitchen, a smile on his face.

“Hi.”

He put the toolbox down with a clatter on the stove. Then he winked at Mrs. White.

“Hey, good lookin’,” he said. “My toolbox is cookin’.”

He laughed. He bent down and kissed her forehead. Then he went to the bathroom, whistling.

Mrs. White covered her face. She stifled a sob. Wash your hands as much as you want, she thought, it won’t come off. It won’t ever come off.

Dinner went quickly. She could hear the low boom of Paul’s voice, but she could not tell one word from another. She knew only that this voice, an hour, two hours ago, had said, “Hush, there’s no use in struggling. You can’t get away.” Now it said: “Any more of that cake?”

Mrs. White put the children to bed numbly. She heard Paul say good night. She said she would join him in a minute.

“I just want to watch a little TV,” she said. “See the news.”

Paul paused a minute, then shrugged.

“Suit yourself,” he said.

Mrs. White walked swiftly into the den, not pausing at the light. She went right to the set and flipped it on. She saw the set’s white light. She kept the volume low. Only she could hear it.

The news came on. Mrs. White watched, her eyes glued to the screen, to the flickering faces, the talking heads. The Russians were making warlike noises. Unemployment had increased. Mrs. White twisted in her chair. Then, said the newscaster, they would be back in a minute with the local news.

Mrs. White rocked forward and back, her arms wrapped around herself. Ty-D-Bol was better for your toilet. Don’t get mad, get Glad. Then the news returned.

She leaned forward, her eyes wide. Her nails dug into her palms. A subway had derailed in Manhattan. The mayor was in Europe. In sports today …

Mrs. White continued to stare. She could not believe it. It was over and they had not announced it. The news was over, and it had not happened. It had not happened. It never had. She was crazy. She had been crazy all along. Mrs. White grinned. She was so glad she was mad.

“This just in …” said the newsman.

“Honey?” It was Paul calling from the bedroom.

“There has apparently been another in the series of housewife murders up in Westchester …”

Mrs. White froze.

“Aren’t you going to tuck me in?” Paul whispered.

“Details are still sketchy …”

“I miss you.”

“More as the story develops.”

“Joan?”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

The two inspectors—Scott and Ross—stood side by side, looking down at what little remained of Henrietta Drew. Inspector Scott stuck a cigarette in his mouth; but he didn’t light it.

Standing next to each other, the two lawmen made quite a pair. The tall oval of Scott next to the short oval of Ross made them look something like a comedy team from the old movies. Hardy and Hardy, the troopers sometimes called them. No one called them that today.

From somewhere outside, a terrible sound came drifting through the halls of the well-appointed Drew home. The sound—something like the whinny of a horse, only stretched out until it became thin and chilly like the howl of the wind—seemed to weave past the Japanese sketches on the wall, around the vases full of fresh flowers. It seemed to seep into the lush shag carpet on the floor—very much as Mrs. Drew’s blood had done.

“Sounds like someone’s killing a cat,” said Inspector Scott.

“Poor bastard,” said Ross. “Hell of a thing to come home to.”

“Jesus, no kidding. Look at her. Whoever this guy is, he’s an animal.”

Inspector Ross nodded. “Kind of what it reminds me of, you know?”

“What’s that?”

“You ever go hunting?”

“No,” said Scott.

“Ever clean venison?”

“All the time. What the hell would I clean venison for?”

“Well,” said Ross, “that’s what she reminds me of.”

Two men in white coats were lifting Mrs. Drew’s torso into a plastic bag.

“I wonder how long he kept her alive,” said Scott.

“Let’s go outside,” said Ross.

The two inspectors, the tall fat one and the short fat one, rolled down the hall, following the two men with the bag. When they got outside, they stood on the beautifully tailored lawn and stared at the police cars. The blue lights flashing were hypnotic, and the white headlights blinded the inspectors so they couldn’t see the small crowd of neighbors that had gathered in the street. Out here, also, the sound of Mr. Drew’s mourning was louder and more real.

Inspector Scott now lit his cigarette, cupping his hands around the match. He waved the match out then and threw it onto the lawn.

“You know what I hate?” he said quietly.

“Hmm,” said Ross.

“I hate this guy.”

“Yeah.”

“No prints.”

“There are never prints.”

“Nothing. Just that damn gag, the one swallowed.”

“The only suspect we’ve had in two weeks is that White guy,” Ross snorted.

“Wouldn’t it have been funny if it’d turned out to be him?” Scott took a long drag on his cigarette. “You think it’s a hunter?”

“Because of the venison?”

“Yeah.”

Ross gave it some thought. “Well, he’s done something like that.”

“You mean, like a butcher.”

“No, it isn’t done well enough, cleanly enough.”

“Well, you know, the struggling …”

“Yeah,” said Ross, “maybe. Maybe a hunter. Narrows it down a lot, huh?”

Suddenly, from behind the two men, there came the sound of high-pitched laughter. Scott and Ross swung around to see a bent stick of a man coming toward them. Then man was about sixty, his gray hair was sparse, and the grin on his long face was skullish as he approached them, rubbing his hands together.

“Hi, Doc,” said Ross.

Merwin Lawrence, the medical examiner, continued his reedy laugh for a long moment as he stood before the inspectors.

“All right,” said Ross, annoyed. “What is it?”

Chuckling, Dr. Lawrence said, “He did more.”

“What do you mean?”

“He did just a teensy bit more today, our friend,” said the good doctor. “Only I’m not sure you want to hear about it.”

“All right, all right,” Ross repeated. “Let’s have it.” And then under his breath: “What a ghoul.”

“Are you sure?” The medical examiner relished the suspense a second longer, then he told them.

Inspector Scott turned his face away, flipping his cigarette into the grass. Ross’s dark skin paled slightly.

“I knew there were parts missing,” said Lawrence, with a happy wink.

“Oh, Christ,” said Scott.

“Now, gentlemen, gentlemen, a little professionalism here,” said the doctor. “Think of the consequences, think of them.”

Both Scott and Ross overcame their disgust and tried to think.

“Come on, what’s the joke?” said Ross finally.

Rubbing his hands together, the doctor leaned toward them. His eyes glinted. He whispered: “Teeth marks. A beautiful set.”

“Gee, I hate this guy,” said Scott.

“Well, at least now,” Lawrence said, “when we find him, we’ll be sure we have the right man. We have teeth marks. So you see?”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Dawn was long over, and the early morning was bright when Inspectors Scott and Ross finally came out of the investigation room and started for home. As they walked wearily, side by side, through the waiting room to the front door, they passed the tall, handsome figure of Trooper Hartigan.

“Morning, guys,” said Hartigan brightly.

Inspectors Scott and Ross grunted.

“Hey,” said Hartigan, “if you’re going for coffee, would you bring me some?”

“We’re not going for coffee,” said Scott over his shoulders. Ross had already gone out the door.

Hartigan stopped. “Are you out on something?” he asked.

“Yeah, on my feet,” said Scott. “Where the hell have you been?”

Trooper Hartigan’s face turned a bright pink.

“Oh, yeah,” said Scott. “How is Mrs. Johnson? Well, while you’ve been satisfying your animal instincts, so has our old friend, Mr. X.”

Hartigan cursed and shook his head. “Was it bad?” he asked.

“Not if you like venison. See ya.”

“Right.” Hartigan waved and started for the dispatcher’s desk. Then he froze in his tracks. The door swung shut behind Scott and Ross, but Hartigan jumped on it, swung it back. “Hey,” he shouted.

The two were ambling across the barracks parking lot to their cars. They stopped and waited. Trooper Hartigan’s face was no longer pink. It no longer had any color at all.

Scott grunted. “What?” he said.

Hartigan moved his lips a few times before he got it out. “She called yesterday. That woman.”

“About Paul White?”

“Yes,” said Hartigan, “she said … she said he was going to do it tonight—that is, last night.”

The two fat men were back across the parking lot in a moment. They pushed into the barracks, taking Hartigan with them.

“It totally slipped my mind,” Hartigan was saying, “she sounded so—crazy.”

“Never mind that,” said Scott. The small features at the center of his large face seemed to have clustered even closer together. “What did she say?”

Hartigan recounted the conversation he had had with the hysterical woman. Almost before he was done Scott and Ross had begun moving with a speed that seemed to belie their girth. Scott was at the dispatcher’s desk calling for a car to take them to the Jenkins house to pick up the carpenter there. Ross was plunged deep in that most reliable of detective’s tools—the phone book, rechecking the Jenkins address.

Throughout all this the phone on the dispatcher’s desk was ringing insistently. Everyone in the waiting room, however, was so caught up in the sudden whirl of motion that it took seven rings before Hartigan finally snatched it up.

He held the receiver to his ear for a moment, and then tapped Scott on the shoulder. Scott spun around and took up the receiver.

A firm, strong female voice came over the line. Though it was no longer hysterical, Scott recognized it at once.

“Hello,” the woman said. “Do you remember me?”

“Yes, yes,” said Scott urgently. “Please …”

“My name is Joan White,” said the voice. “Mrs. Paul White.”

Inspector Scott sighed with relief. “Is he there?” he asked. “Is he with you?”

“No,” she said firmly. “He’s at the Jenkins house. He just left. He should be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Mrs. White, stay where you are.”

“I will,” she said. “I’ll be waiting for you.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Mrs. White hung up the phone. She nodded once to herself, then she sat down and took a deep breath.

She sat straighter now. Her hands did not tremble. Her eyes were dry. It was done now. She had done it. With the mere exhalation of words, by simply saying her own name, she felt she had released a cancer from herself. She felt suddenly free.

She had had no other choice. Because of her, because she had not acted quickly enough, another woman was dead. If she had been able to control herself, if she had been able to keep her head as her world fell apart around her, perhaps she could have prevented it.

But it was too late to change that now. The dead could not be altered. Only she could be altered. Only she could alter herself. She felt almost calm now. She had taken the first step. She had spoken her name. Joan White. Mrs. Paul White. That, at last, was who she was.

She felt the need for further action. She knew the police would be coming soon and she wanted to be ready. She knew what she had to do.

She stood and went to the door. She waited before it a minute; her hand went out once to open it, then retreated. She brushed her hair out of her eyes. Then she reached out, took the knob, turned it firmly. She stepped outside.

She looked over to the barn. It did not seem far away. Just a few steps. Just to the barn in her yard. The facts were clear. She knew what she was doing.

She started slowly across the drive. The gravel crunched before her steady steps. As she walked she listened. When a car went by it made her heartbeat quicken. It was ridiculous, she knew. Paul would not be coming home now. He would not come home again. But she did wish to be careful, to see to every detail, as she did in cooking, cleaning, taking care of the children. This was her duty now.

As she reached the door she listened. She thought she might hear a siren coming. But she did not. She opened the latch and pulled back the barn door.

It was dark inside. The only light was what the sun sent in and she paused at the threshold, peering into the gloom. She remained in the light a minute, where it was warm, where she could see. Then, swallowing once, she advanced. The darkness closed around her.

It was exactly as it had been before, when she had last come in here, when the locker had been empty. But Mrs. White was not the same. And the locker would not be empty this time. He had used the overalls, and the knife, and he would have put them back. They would be there for her, and she would give them to the police.

Once again, as before, the sun made strange shadows inside. Once again figures seemed to loom above her. A workbench was crouched in waiting. A bicycle about to pounce. A toolrack watched her from the wall. Mrs. White started at them. Then she stared them down.

Then something flashed at her.

She spun around, shocked. Her hand rose to protect herself. Her mouth opened to scream. Breathing hard, she recognized her adversary.

It was only Paul’s hammer. It lay sprawled upon the workbench, the steel head just catching the sun. It winked at her, as if amused.

Mrs. White brought her hand down and her mouth closed. She smiled at herself, then she turned slowly and squinted.

She could hardly make out the locker, lost in the blackness of the barn. It seemed to be hiding against the wall.

Mrs. White began to walk toward it. It would only take a few movements; she counted them: three. Pull the door open, grab the knife and the overalls, close the door. Three darts of her hand and she would have what she wanted, what she needed.

They were profound moments, decisive seconds; Mrs. White knew it. Once she held the incriminating objects, once she handed them to the police, she would be saying: My husband is the housewife murderer. I know. Here is the proof.

She would be asked to testify against him. She would not have to: no wife did against her husband. She knew that from old courtroom dramas on TV. But who else could do it? Who else could they call? She was the one. Joan White. Mrs. Paul White. She was the one who knew.

A few steps from the locker Mrs. White stopped. She thought of it. She saw herself on the witness stand, answering the lawyers’ questions. Didn’t you have an inkling? Didn’t you ever suspect it of you husband? Didn’t you know him at all?

She would have to answer: no, no, no.

They would try to trick her too. Lawyers were good at that. They would try to make it seem as if she were trying to frame Paul. Didn’t you have something against your husband? Didn’t you harbor secret resentments? Didn’t you hate your husband?

She would have to answer: no, no, no.

Mrs. White came a step or two closer. Once she opened the locker, once she held the knife, she was saying to the world: I loved him and he murdered women. I loved him, and he was not what I thought. I loved him, and it was all a lie.

She nodded silently: yes, yes, yes.

She reached out and grabbed hold of the thin locker handle. She pulled it up and out.

The locker was empty.

She dropped back slightly, nearly reeling.

Her features trembled in disbelief. Now she did hear a siren, but it was not outside. It was in her head, the red light whirring, the alarm screaming.

She felt as if the whole barn were laughing, as if all of Paul’s implements were mocking her. The shadows seemed to dance around her in a satanic celebration of her simplemindedness, of her betrayal. She felt that, at any moment, Paul himself might reach out from the shadows to grab her.

But Paul did not grab her.

He merely touched her, gently, on the arm.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Mrs. White spun around and stepped back, crashing against the locker door. That face, that old familiar face, came toward her. Paul’s eyes flashed and he smiled.

“No,” Mrs. White whispered.

“Joan,” said Paul. His voice was hoarse and deep. He reached out and put one hand on her shoulder. “Joan,” he repeated, “what the heck is going on around here?”

Mrs. White stared at him, unable to speak.

“Joanie, it’s me,” said Paul. “Remember? Paul, the guy who comes home at night? Joanie, look at you—what’s the matter?”

The words seemed to penetrate Mrs. White’s mind slowly. The voice of her husband flowed into all the remembered places. She blinked once, then again.

“Paul,” she said.

“Joan, what’s wrong, baby?” said Paul. His grin was friendly, his hand light on her shoulder. “You been acting crazy for days. What’s up, kid, tell me. Is it your mom?”

Suddenly, Mrs. White could not restrain herself. “I know,” she said. She leaned her face toward him. “I know everything.”

Paul dropped his hand to his side and his smile disappeared. It was replaced with a look of deep husbandly concern.

“All right, just explain it to me slowly,” he said. “What’s going on? What do you know?”

“Everything,” Mrs. White repeated, the tears welling in her eyes.

“Everything,” Paul said softly. “Like, in the world?”

“I know what you did. I know what you did to those women,” said Mrs. White. It was all pouring out of her and she could not stop it. At last there was some relief. She was talking it over with Paul. “I know you—”

“What?” he said gently.

“Killed them,” she said.

Paul straightened as if she had slapped him. But his expression did not change: he seemed concerned for her.

“You think I …?” He shook his head in wonder. “Wait a minute. You think I’m the guy who killed those women, those housewives?”

“I know it,” said Mrs. White. A single tear coursed down her cheek. “I know it.”

Paul nodded once, then again. He turned away from her for a moment and looked down at the planks in the barn floor. Then he faced her.

“You know,” he said, “ever since this weekend—I came in here and found the light on in here—and I thought to myself, ‘What the heck is going on here,’ you know? I mean, I know Joanie never comes in here, what’s going on? And then you started acting so strange and everything. I thought maybe today I ought to stay home, keep an eye on the house, see what’s happening. I mean, for a while there I thought you were …” He laughed. “I know it’s stupid, but I started to wonder if maybe you were seeing somebody else or something, can you imagine that? And all this time …” Again he shook his head. “You thought I was the crazy bastard who was killing those women.” He looked at her hard for a long time, then he spread his arms with a half smile flickering on his face. “Joanie,” he said earnestly, “how could you?”

As he spoke Mrs. White seemed to relax. Her body slumped backward until it was resting against the locker. Her eyes, still wet, had stopped spilling over. Her mouth had closed. She looked at Paul blankly, as if she did not know what to think, what to believe.

“I saw it,” she said, but her voice was small, almost childlike. “I saw it in the locker.”

“What? What did you see?”

“The knife. And the … the overalls—the blood.”

Paul stepped toward her and Mrs. White started, but he did not touch her. Instead, he peeked into the locker.

“Well, they’re not there now, are they?” he said.

“No, I … you took them,” said Mrs. White. “You took them and you—killed somebody.”

“Joanie!” Paul’s eyes went upward in exasperation. “Would you think about it for a minute? Would you just do that for me? Do you think I could kill anybody? I mean, Jeez-Louise, you’ve lived with me for a fifth of a century. Is that the kind of guy you think I am?”

Mrs. White seemed to do as she was bidden: she seemed to think about it. She sounded calmer, more reasonable, when she spoke again.

“What about the police?” she said. “They told me they questioned you, but you said …”

“Oh, is that what that was about?” Paul said. He put his hands on his hips as he nodded. “That’s what really convinced me to stick around today, you know? I thought maybe that had something to do with this.”

Mrs. White stared at him. Her mouth was open. Her eyes were wide. Suddenly she buried her face in her hands and began sobbing.

“Oh, Paul,” she said. “Oh, God. I didn’t know what I was doing. Oh, Paul, forgive me—I called them again. I told them—they’ve gone to arrest you at Mrs. Jenkins’s.”

“It’s all right,” he murmured. “It’s okay. We’ll explain it to them. We’ll just tell them all about it. Come on, we’ll go inside now and call them and explain everything.”

Gently, he brought her around and started walking her to the door. She seemed unable to bring herself under control. Her shoulders shook. The sobs muffled by her hands grew louder.

“Everything’s going to be all right,” Paul whispered. He kissed the top of her head. “We’re going to call the police, and then we’re going to get you to a really good doctor, okay? It’s just that you’ve been working too hard, that’s all. Maybe I haven’t been home enough.”

Mrs. White nodded soundlessly. Paul walked her slowly forward, past the workbench, toward the door.

When Mrs. White dropped her hands there were no tears on her face. With one desperately powerful lunge, she stretched both her arms out to the workbench. She snatched up the hammer that had glinted at her in the dark and brought it around in a vicious arc.

The hammer struck Paul on his cheek. He grunted and stumbled back.

Mrs. White dropped the hammer and ran out of the barn as fast as she could.


CHAPTER FIFTY

Paul reeled back, his hand clutching the bruised part of his cheek. For a moment he stood dumb and bewildered. Then, slowly, his hand fell away. His face was pale and already an ugly purple and yellow bruise was beginning to show. He thought his cheekbone was chipped or even broken.

His eyes darted around the barn. Mrs. White was gone. On the untouched side of his face his mouth lifted, and he shook his head and sighed.

His toolbox was lying on the floor against the back wall of the barn. He’d brought it back with him when he had parked the truck up the road. He went to it now, released the lock, and took out the butcher knife. He stuck the knife in his belt and untucked his shirt so that the tails covered all but the tip of the blade. With another sigh he stepped outside to find his wife.

At first Mrs. White had run for the house. She was hoping to get to the phone, call the police, or get the car keys she’d left inside. But as she grabbed the doorknob she heard movement behind her in the barn.

Mrs. White froze like a trapped animal. If she ran for the road, Paul would catch her easily, before she could get to a neighbor’s. If she went inside, she would only make it easy for him.

Then Mrs. White bolted down the drive, over the lawn, toward the woods. At least there, there was somewhere to hide.

Paul stepped out of the barn, feeling the butcher’s knife tapping softly against his leg. He came forward, thinking his wife must have gone inside the house, must be trying to call the police. He felt, however, no sense of urgency. He knew he was quick enough.

As he moved he saw something out of the corner of his eye. He looked down across the lawn just in time to see his wife disappear into the forest. He smiled. He thought she looked funny running, her big backside rocking back and forth, her hands out at her sides.

To emphasize the contrast in his own mind, he went after her with a steady, masculine jog, arms pumping, long legs striding. He estimated it would take about sixty seconds to catch her.

The sound of her own labored breathing filled her ears as Mrs. White tore down the forest trail. She ran now without any thought but to run, to get away, to stay free. The trees whipped by her on either side. Branches lashed her face. But all she heard was her own breathing.

And then—something else.

“Joanie. Joan-nee.”

It was Paul, still out of sight, but not far behind her. He was calling to her in a friendly, though somewhat beleaguered voice. As if he expected her to come to him, to help him do some female chore that he couldn’t get quite straight.

She ran.

“Joanie, come on, honey,” Paul called. “This is ridiculous.” He was not even out of breath.

Mrs. White, however, was gasping now. She did not know if she could go much farther. Her eyes went from one side of the trail to the other, searching for someplace she might be able to hide, someplace where he couldn’t find her. There was no place, no place good enough. Paul was a hunter, after all. Mrs. White thought hysterically that now she would finally find out what had happened to that deer.

“Joanie, come on,” he called coaxingly. “Come on, now. Stop this nonsense. I’m your husband, remember?”

Mrs. White closed her eyes with the strain of running. The forest floor was rough and she stumbled, but then she regained her balance and kept going.

“You’re not my husband,” she gasped softly.

But when she heard him call again, she knew that that was exactly who he was. And she knew he was gaining on her.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Jonathan Cornell decided to quit fishing early.

He had a feeling about it today. Nothing was biting. They were lying low in the water. Not today. He was giving up.

He broke down his rod and assembled his equipment. He slid his fishing knife back into his belt, took the empty stringer off the ground, and laid it in his tackle box, which he’d left open against a tree. He closed the box, stood up, and took a long, long stretch. The reservoir was beautiful in the early light. He watched it for a few seconds. So long, fish, he thought. Then, beginning to whistle, he picked up his rod and headed back up the trail.

He whistled the whole way, trying not to think of the work that lay ahead of him. He had an assignment, and it was due soon. He didn’t care—he wouldn’t care about it—until he was out of the woods.

He knew every step of the way by heart, of course, though the seasons changed each turning by bringing new growth, different wild flowers. He liked to watch the trail as he came back.

He was now approaching the last rise, climbing steadily out of the gorge that led down to the reservoir behind him. Another hill, and he would come to the end of the woods.

He walked faster, the tug of responsibility growing slightly stronger in him. Then he stopped.

Something had moved just ahead of him, just around the next corner in the trail. Cornell adjusted his glasses. He was sure he had seen it. The bushes at the edge of the trail had rustled.

Whatever it was, Cornell thought, it was big. A deer, maybe. He stood still a few more seconds. If it was a deer, he wanted to get a glimpse of it. The woods held nothing more beautiful and, like most fishermen, he couldn’t understand the sensibilities of hunters who shot deer down.

There was no more motion. The deer, or whatever it was, was gone.

Cornell began walking slowly and, as he walked, he began whistling again.

He continued on out of the woods.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Scott and Ross were lost.

Both had been to Vine Street and to the Jenkins house just the other day. Neither remembered where it was.

“Is it this way?” Scott asked.

“Beats me,” Ross answered. “Jeez.”

They drove slowly, searchingly, through the suburban streets, like a pair of prowlers casing the homes of the well-to-do. They radioed for directions and, as they did, they reached a corner.

“Is that it?” Ross asked.

“I think so,” Scott answered. “Jeez.”

The blue Chevy turned. The car chugged down the block. Scott craned his fat neck out of the driver’s window. Then they passed a house with a jungle gym and a swim set on the back lawn. And a roof with a few tiles missing.

“This is it,” Ross said suddenly.

“What?”

“This is the place.”

“How do you know?”

“For one thing, the mailbox.”

“Should I stop?”

“No, now that we’ve seen it, let’s go back. I’m satisfied. Of course, stop.”

They stopped. Scott backed up and parked in front of the Jenkins house. Then the two detectives got out and waddled up the front path.

“See?” Ross said, pointing up.

“What?”

“The roof.”

“Oh,” Scott nodded. “Yeah.”

They reached the front door. Scott pushed the bell and they waited. Ross’s stomach grumbled.

“Shut up,” Scott said.

The door opened on a middle-aged woman. She wore a fancy silk bathrobe and a polite but tired smile.

“Yes?” she said. “May I help you?”

“I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am,” Scott started. “We’re from the Bureau of Criminal Investigation, State Police.”

Mrs. Jenkins was very interested to hear this. She was also very confused.

“Well,” she said. “There must be some mistake.”

“No,” Ross said. “That’s where we’re from. I’m sure.”

Scott sighed and shot his partner a look.

“We’re here about Paul White,” he said. “We know he was doing some work on your house.”

The woman relaxed, eager to help now. “Oh. Well. He was. But he’s not today.”

Scott paused. “No?”

“No. He called me this morning. He’s sick apparently.”

The two detectives looked at each other now, then back at Mrs. Jenkins.

“He is,” Scott said. “Very sick.”

He shot a quick good-bye to the bewildered woman, then the two men raced down the front path, back to their car.

Once inside, they did not hesitate.

“White’s house,” Ross said. “Hard.”

From the glove compartment he pulled out the detachable flasher. He reached out the window with it and slapped it on top of the car as the Chevy peeled out.

The two detectives were silent.

“I hope so too,” Ross said.

His stomach grumbled. The siren screamed.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

“Joaneee!”

Paul was right behind her now. She could hear his footsteps thundering closer and closer. There was no longer anyplace to hide. He could see her now, and when she cast a terrified glance over her shoulder, she could see him, too, jogging easily down the forest trail behind her, smiling as he ran, calling: “Joanie, come on!”

Mrs. White tried to put out a last burst of speed, but there was nothing left in her. She was out of shape; the muscles in her legs had been taxed beyond their capacities.

The hollow, somber sensation of despair rose up in her stomach as she knew she could not get away. She almost stopped running, but she did not. Her speed flagging, her strength failing, she pushed on a few more steps.

“Joanie, please.”

Paul was no more than six steps behind her; his voice was almost in her ear.

Mrs. White’s eyes darted left and right, but she did not know what for—some aid, some angel to come and take her out of this nightmare. Her husband was chasing her through the woods; her husband was a killer, chasing her through the woods. He was going to catch her. He was going to hurt her. What could be more like a terrible dream?

How long ago had it been, that hers had been a happy, normal life? A few days.

“Joanie, now …”

His hand swiped at the back of her blouse. She strained forward. She looked wildly for some aid.

She saw Cornell.

She didn’t know what it was at first, some incongruous colors in the green depths of the woods before her. She saw it move; she saw the flash of light on glasses. And then she knew.

“Oh, God,” she whispered, reaching forward, as if she thought she could touch him.

She did not know if she had the breath to scream. But Paul was reaching for her again, and she began to see visions of all the unimaginable things that can happen to a human body. That would happen to her body, while Paul, her beloved Paul, hovered over her, grinning.

She drew a breath. She saw, for a single instant, Cornell’s face poised in an attitude of listening. She screamed.

Paul’s hand clapped over her mouth. The scream became a muffled cry. Her husband was dragging her down, rolling over her in the underbrush. She struggled, but she could not move at all. All she could see was her husband’s face, his battered face, all she could smell was her husband’s smell, and all she knew was that it was over, over forever. She could not fight anymore.

As Paul pressed down upon her she shifted her eyes and saw, from the corner of them, Cornell passing by, unaware, on the forest trail. Then she saw a flash of the butcher knife poised over her head. She looked at her husband.

“Now,” he said.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

One hand in his pocket, the other gripping the rod on his shoulder, Cornell came walking up over the White’s lawn. He glanced toward the cottage, half expectantly. For some reason he had a hunch that Mrs. White was going to call him in for coffee, off her usual day.

There was no sign of her, and Cornell went up the driveway with a small sigh of relief. He felt a little guilty. Clearly, the woman was troubled. She was a fairly simple soul, and he suggested the complications suddenly introduced into her life had thrown her for a bit of a loop.

But guilty or no, Cornell kept walking until he reached the street. It wasn’t his fault, after all, and there was precious little he could do about it. She really shouldn’t have burdened him with it in the first place. It was the sort of thing a person had to tackle on his own.

Cornell came to a dead stop in the center of the street. He brought his hand out of his pocket and stared at it. He let out a particularly vile curse.

He had forgotten his tackle box. He had left it in the woods.

He cursed again, but he didn’t move. It was a weekday, after all, the woods were pretty empty, and the box would probably be there when he got back.

On the other hand—and he cursed yet again—every single piece of fishing gear he had, save his rod and his knife, were in that box. If someone should make off with it, it would cost him a bundle to replace. More than that, those were his lures, the spoons and poppers he had personally tested and approved. They were his old companions.

Now, he only sighed. Deliberately, he headed back across the White property back into the woods.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

The word reverberated in Mrs. White’s head: Now.

The knife dangled above her. Cornell had just passed by her out of sight. Paul’s body was restraining hers in the bushes beside the trail. His hand covered her mouth.

It was over now and she knew it. Oh, God, she thought. Now.

“I’m sorry,” Paul was saying. “But what else can I do? I … can’t do anything else.”

Mrs. White stared at him. Hearing Paul’s voice, she felt a strange, distant sense of peace. It was a strangled, helpless, haunted sound, that voice. It was not the strong, sure sound of her husband’s voice. This was not Paul. It was another man inside Paul. She had not been so blind; it had not all been a lie. She had loved a man who really did exist: the man Paul might have been. That, if there was any solace here, would be hers.

The knife came down quickly. Then it jerked up again, without touching her. Paul was only speaking with it, punctuating, thinking with the knife.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I’m not going to … to …”

His hand weakened around Mrs. White’s mouth. The thick sweaty fingers fell away.

“I’ll be—faster,” he said.

Mrs. White’s mouth worked, but no sounds came. Then, finally, desperately, imploringly, the word escaped.

“Paul …” she choked out. “Darling …”

It seemed both to please and to annoy him, for he smiled a bit. But his hand rolled tighter around the weapon.

“Don’t,” he said softly. “It’s no good. I can’t let you go. What would you do? You’d tell. You’d tell on me.”

“Oh, no …” she managed. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t. Sweetheart.”

Paul moved his head around, as if agonized by the endearment. He stabbed the knife aimlessly into the air.

“No,” he said, “that’s not a—thing I can do. But I will, I promise, Joanie. I will be quick. Because you’re the one I … trust. Because I—I love you.”

Mrs. White whispered. “Oh, yes … and I love you too. Paul, dear.”

Paul winced. His big shoulders moved in toward each other. He moved the knife slowly up and down as if to stab himself. He smiled. Hopefully, Mrs. White returned the smile. For a moment, husband and wife seemed locked in a passionate embrace. Then, with sudden bitterness, Paul said, “You love me. You—you hit me. You called the police, and you know what they’ll do. You know.”

“What could I do? What else could I do, Paul? I was afraid.”

“Afraid?” he spat at her. “You were afraid. I trusted you.”

“Please … We’ll go home. It’ll be—”

“You turned on me. That’s what you did. That’s what you always do.”

Mrs. White did not respond. She had lost touch with him completely. There was nothing in her twenty years of marriage that she could use to call back the man she’d known. She waited, nearly faint. She hoped she would faint so she wouldn’t feel it. But Paul’s hold grew rougher.

“Why should you get off easy, I’m asking myself,” he hissed. “Why should this time be any different.” Man and wife were eye to eye and Paul was smiling again. “I was wrong to think this should be different.”

Tears began streaming in fast floods from Mrs. White’s eyes. She had lost control. She was begging. “No, no, Paul, please. I love you, I love you, I—”

“Shut up,” he snarled. “Just shut up. You’re going to feel it now, this time. This time you’ll feel it. You, above all. Especially this time.”

“Oh, Paul—”

“Shut up.”

Mrs. White sobbed.

“You’re the one I trusted,” Paul said. “You’re the one who let me down. That wasn’t right. You kept doing that.” He lowered the knife toward her. “I was wrong to say that. It’s not going to be quick, it’s not going to be quick at all. This is going to take a long, long time.”

The last thing Mrs. White saw before the knife touched her was her husband’s dreamy smile.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Cornell was at the edge of the woods when he heard the scream. He stood stupidly, the word bloodcurdling passing again and again through his mind.

The scream sounded once more, echoed by the frightened birds that exploded out of the forest into the air. Cornell dropped his stringer and rod and ran into the woods.

He had no idea where he was going, the scream had already faded, leaving him with no sense of whence it had come. He stopped on the trail, panting. All around him the forest had fallen into silence.

“Oh, God.”

It was a woman’s pain-wracked sob coming from the underbrush by the side of the trail about ten yards ahead. Cornell ran toward it. He stopped only for a moment when he saw the horror.

Cornell saw Paul White kneeling in the underbrush. He saw White’s elbow working slowly. He heard the strangled cry again. He saw Mrs. White, crushed down under her husband’s knees. He saw the blood.

The artist had never been in a fight in his life, not even in school. He had never played sports. He had avoided almost everything that had to do with exercise. He was in no shape for a life-or-death struggle, and he would have known that if he had stopped to think about it.

But he did not stop to think. His mind took in the atrocity before him, and he charged into the underbrush immediately, with all the desperate strength of rage.

He flung himself onto Paul, his fists flailing wildly. The two men went careening down onto the forest floor, rolling over and over. For an instant Cornell felt the sticky liquid all around him. He saw the blade of the butcher knife rising in the air above his head. Then he saw it flying away, into the bushes; heard it landing with a dull thud.

His fists were still flying, but he was being hit back now, and each blow of Paul’s heavy fists pounded into him, making his insides shake painfully. The two men rolled over one more time and then separated. Before Cornell knew what was happening, both he and Paul were standing facing each other.

Paul was breathing hard, but Cornell was actually gasping for air. For another second they stood poised for an attack.

“Don’t be an idiot, Jon,” said Paul. “Just go away.”

Cornell’s voice cracked like a schoolboy’s. “You son of a bitch,” he said. He threw himself at the carpenter.

Paul stepped easily to the side, at the same time bringing his fist around in a short, hard right cross. It caught Cornell in the solar plexus. The artist gasped, stumbling forward in his headlong rush until he toppled over, falling to the ground.

Paul stepped up to him and kicked him in the side. Cornell grunted and rolled over. With what little strength he had left, he managed to keep rolling away from his attacker until he could clamber to his feet. But even as he stood, Paul was on him. Cornell was hit twice before he could even raise his hands to protect himself. The first blow struck him in the face, breaking his nose in a great spurt of blood. The second fell against his temple, sending him reeling to one side, dazed, almost senseless.

But Paul kept coming after him, and there was no place to hide.

The carpenter grabbed him by the shoulders, straightened him, and kneed him hard in the groin. Drool and blood fell from Cornell’s mouth. He collapsed, face forward.

Paul, out of anger it seemed, kicked him once more. Cornell did not even grunt.

Paul turned around, searching for Mrs. White.

Cornell’s hands were clutched over his groin, his mind clouded with pain. He felt unconsciousness dropping over him. It felt peaceful and fine.

Cornell dropped one hand to his side and felt the handle of his fishing knife. He drew the blade, praying that he had the strength to rise, to make one last charge.

Paul White had his back on him now. Cornell could just barely see him through a haze of red. With a wild cry the artist rose to his knees. With another he pushed to his feet. With what seemed his very last breath, he threw himself at Paul’s back.

Paul swiveled about, bringing the edge of his hand around into the side of Cornell’s neck. Cornell keeled over to the side and, as he fell, Paul gave a deep animal grunt and kicked him in the stomach.

Cornell felt his fishing knife slip from his hand. He felt the damp forest earth press against his face. Then he felt nothing.

This time Paul stood over Cornell for a few seconds, waiting. The artist did not move. His breathing was shallow, his mouth was open. Paul White spit on him. There was blood in the spit.

He shook his head, as if annoyed. Blood trickled down from one corner of his eye, over his bruised cheek. Still, he smiled as he turned around.

Mrs. White was standing before him. Her face was a horrible, ashen gray. Her blood-soaked blouse was torn to shreds, and one side of her bra was richly stained with red.

Most of the blood was coming from her left arm. The flesh of her left arm had been stripped away from shoulder to elbow. Paul could see his wife’s muscle throbbing in the open air. He could see the white glint of her bone.

Mrs. White took a dazed, stumbling step forward. She raised her right arm weakly. She was holding the butcher knife.

When Paul saw it, he settled easily onto the balls of his feet. He crouched slightly. He grinned.

“All right, Joanie, darling,” he whispered. “Bring it here. Come on.”

Mrs. White swayed on her feet.

Paul straightened. Casually, he stepped forward and stood over her. Mrs. White blindly searched her husband’s face.

Smiling, Paul White reached down and took his wife’s wrist easily into his grasp.

“Come on,” he said. “Give it here.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

As Inspectors Scott and Ross brought their car around the corner of Elm Street, two patrol cars whipped into line in back of them. The three continued on, lights flashing, sirens screaming, until the White cottage came into sight by the side of the wooded road.

“That it, you think?” said Scott.

“The cottage on the Cornell property,” Ross shouted over the siren. “There’s the mailbox, right.”

The police cars went into the White driveway, one, two, three. The tires screeched and the gravel flew as they came to a stop.

The police poured from their cars—Scott and Ross first, then four patrolmen. Scott and Ross led the way to the front door.

Scott knocked hard. Ross felt under his coat for his snub-nosed thirty-eight. In twenty years of suburban service, he had never once drawn it in the line of duty. The patrolmen behind him unbuttoned their holster straps, and Ross noticed nervously how young they were. Scott kept knocking. He was shouting now.

“Police. Open up please. Mrs. White! Mr. White!”

The patrolmen began craning their necks, checking out the surrounding area. They knew how bad guys jump out at you unawares. They had seen it on TV. One of them—a slightly older patrolman named Anderson—had a knife scar that had not come from TV. He kept his eyes on the Whites’ front door.

It was, therefore, a young man named Straub who saw it first. He glanced back over his shoulder, his hand resting on his pistol, and saw it at the edge of the woods.

“Hey, Inspector,” he said. His voice shook.

Scott stopped knocking. He and Ross turned. The others turned. They all saw it now.

A figure had emerged from the forest at the end of the lawn. Even from where they stood, the lawmen could see the blood covering it from head to toe.

Ross was the first one to start running, then Scott, then the others followed. The sight grew uglier as they approached, but none of them drew his weapon until Scott did. Scott pulled the thirty-eight from his shoulder holster when he saw the glint of the butcher knife.

The six policemen approached the figure, the two older men panting for air now.

Ross, in the lead, was the first to speak, when he thought he was within earshot. The words barely made it out through his labored breath.

“… Paul White?”

Guns drawn, the police came to a stop about five yards from the blood-soaked specter. Each of them felt a chill as the dazed, dead eyes turned to them.

“What?”

Ross took a deep breath and tried it again.

“Where is Paul White?”

It took another moment before Mrs. White understood him. Then she nodded slowly. Then she said: “I had to stop him. It was wrong what he did. I had to kill him. I killed him. He’s dead now. He’s dead.”

Then she let the butcher’s knife slide from her fingers to the ground. Then she followed it, collapsing to her knees before Inspector Scott caught her.


EPILOGUE

Something was waking Jonathan Cornell.

To his own surprise, he had fallen asleep in his chair. Just like an old man, he thought, sighing. And, come to think of it, that’s just what I feel like.

He roused himself, his muscles aching. The noise that had awakened him repeated itself. It was the doorbell.

He reached down beside him to get the crutch. It had fallen to the floor. He let his fingers dangle after it, but they would not reach. He felt a pang at his side and raised his hand quickly.

The bell rang again. Who the hell is it? he thought. Then he remembered.

Today was moving day.

Cornell felt another kind of pang then.

“Come in!” he called. “It’s open.”

There was a moment’s pause. Still shy, Cornell thought. The door opened and Mrs. White was standing there.

She seemed a bit uneasy. Her good hand opened and closed slowly at her side. Her left arm hung in its sling, still bandaged. Behind her were the beautiful early autumn leaves. Her strawberry-blond hair mingled with their colors.

“Excuse me if I don’t stand up,” Cornell said, smiling. “I can’t stand up.”

Mrs. White smiled back. She seemed to relax. She shut the door behind her and came forward.

“I just wanted to give you the keys,” she said. She put her hand into the pocket of her skirt and brought out two different sets. “Here’s mine. And …” She faltered. “The other one.”

Nodding, Cornell took them. He closed his hand over them tightly.

“So,” he said, “movers gone?”

“Yes. All gone.”

“Good, good.” He paused. “I mean, it’s … always good to … get it over with.” Cornell winced. I am so bad at this, he thought.

But Mrs. White still smiled. She had lost weight during these last months. She looked tired. But Cornell thought that, all in all, it was an improvement. There was more shape to her, less fat. She looked less frumpy, he thought, and smiled.

What, he wondered, was he supposed to say to her? Nothing seemed right. Could he say: Be careful? Watch out. She knew all about that. Better to tell her: Don’t be careful. Don’t learn to be afraid. No one has a monopoly on suffering, love is forever an act of courage, and love, in the end, is all that flesh and blood are good for.

Cornell was silent. It was Mrs. White who spoke.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Who, me?” Cornell shrugged. “Okay. Doc says in a couple days, maybe a week, I can stop playing Ahab.” He saw that the reference was lost on her. “I mean, I can get rid of the crutch.”

“Oh,” said Mrs. White. “Good. Well—thank you. Again.”

Cornell shook his head. It was the best he could do. “It was you,” he said.

“You saved my life.”

He shook his head again. “You.”

Mrs. White gave a small shrug. “Well … for everything else, then.”

“Every little thing.” He smiled broadly. For a single second he wanted to apologize—just for being male, probably—but the feeling passed. That was one thing he knew she didn’t need to hear. She had better stuff in her than that. She had decency—a big word—and an amazing capacity for devotion. He thought he remembered reading somewhere that God gave everyone a talent. That was hers. Maybe he should just say: Better luck next time, ma’am. You’ll make some fellow a wonderful wife.

“Well,” she said softly, “good fishing.”

“And good luck to you, Mrs. White,” he said.

“Joan,” she said. “Call me Joan.”

The children were already in the car when she returned. Mary was in the front seat, Junior in back. Mary sat still with her hands folded in her lap, but tears were coursing down her cheeks unceasingly. Junior’s eyes were dry, his face blank.

Joan got behind the wheel. She gave them both her best smile.

“Ready?” she said.

Mary nodded and sniffled. Junior said nothing.

Joan started the car and brought it out of the driveway. She headed down the street, the same old street, past the trees tinged with new color, same old trees, same old autumn starting over again.

She drove with her good arm, slowly, carefully. She did not look back. She thought of other things. Of the day her bandages would be removed, of getting a job, a place to live. Getting the kids into school again. There was plenty to think about—just enough. She thought about the route she would take to her mother’s.

Beside her, Mary continued to cry. She sniffed now and then, but otherwise made no noise. Behind her, Junior moved in his seat. His face still blank, his eyes vaguely curious, he took a long look back at the cottage as it disappeared around the bend.
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