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  Give Me Your Heart


  Dear Dr. K,


  Its been a long time, hasnt it! Twenty-three years, nine months, and eleven days.


  Since we last saw each other. Since you last saw, nude on your naked knees, me.


  Dr. K! The formal salutation isnt meant as flattery, still less as mockeryplease understand. I am not writing after so many years to beg an unreasonable favor of you (I
  hope), or to make demands, merely to inquire if, in your judgment, I should go through the formality, and the trouble, of applying to be the lucky recipient of your most precious organ, your heart.
  If I may expect to collect what is due to me, after so many years.


  Ive learned that you, the renowned Dr. K, are one who has generously signed a living will donating his organs to those in need. Not for Dr. K an old-fashioned,
  selfish funeral and burial in a cemetery, nor even cremation. Good for you, Dr. K! But I want only your heart, not your kidneys, liver, or eyes. These I will waive, that others more needy will benefit.


  Of course, I mean to make my application as others do, in medical situations similar to my own. I would not expect favoritism. The actual application would be made through my cardiologist.
  Caucasian female of youthful middle age, attractive, intelligent, optimistic though with a malfunctioning heart, otherwise in perfect health. No acknowledgment would be made of our old
  relationship, on my part at least. Though you, dear Dr. K, as the potential heart donor, could indicate your own preference, surely?


  All this would transpire when you die, Dr. K, I mean. Of course! Not a moment before.


  (I guess you might not be aware that youre destined to die soon? Within the year? In a tragic, freak accident, as it will be called? In an
  ironic, unspeakably ugly end to a brilliant career? Im sorry that I cant be more specific about time, place, means; even whether youll
  die alone, or with a family member or two. But thats the nature of accident, Dr. K. Its a surprise.)


  Dr. K, dont frown so! Youre a handsome man still, and still vain, despite your thinning gray hair, which, like other vain men with hair loss, youve taken to combing
  slantwise over the shiny dome of your head, imagining that since you cant see this ploy in the mirror, it cant be seen by others. But I can see.


  Fumbling, you turn to the last page of this letter to see my signatureAngeland youre forced to remember, suddenly . . . With a pang of guilt.


  Her! Shes still . . . alive?


  Thats right, Dr. K! More alive now than ever.


  Naturally youd come to imagine I had vanished. I had ceased to exist. Since youd long ago ceased to think of me.


  Youre frightened. Your heart, that guilty organ, has begun to pound. At a second-floor window of your house on Richmond Street (expensively restored Victorian, pale gray shingles with
  dark blue trim, quaint, dignified, among others of its type in the exclusive old residential neighborhood east of the Theological Seminary), you stare out anxiously
  atwhat?


  Not me, obviously. Im not there.


  At any rate, Im not in sight.


  Yet how the pale-glowering sky seems to throb with a sinister intensity! Like a great eye staring.


  Dr. K, I mean you no harm! Truly. This letter is in no way a demand for your (posthumous) heart, nor even a verbal threat. If you decide, foolishly, to show it to the
  police, they will assure you its harmless, it isnt illegal, its only a request for information: should I, the love of your life you have not seen in twenty-three
  years, apply to be the recipient of your heart? What are Angels chances?


  I only wish to collect whats mine. What was promised to me, so long ago. Ive been faithful to our love, Dr. K!


  You laugh, harshly. Incredulously. How can you reply to Angel, when Angel has included no last name, and no address? You will have to seek me. To save yourself, seek me.


  You crumple this letter in your fist, throw it onto the floor.


  You walk away, stumble away, you mean to forget, obviously you cant forget, the crumpled pages of my handwritten letter on the floor ofis it your study? on the second floor of the
  dignified old Victorian house at 119 Richmond Street?where someone might discover them, and pick them up to read what you wouldnt wish another living person to read, especially not
  someone close to you. (As if our families, especially our blood kin, are close to us as in the true intimacy of erotic love.) So naturally you return; with badly shaking
  fingers you pick up the scattered pages, smooth them out, and continue to read.


  Dear Dr. K! Please understand: I am not bitter, I dont harbor obsessions. That is not my nature. I have my own life, and I have even had a (moderately successful) career. I am a
  normal woman of my time and place. I am like the exquisite black-and-silver diamond-headed spider, the so-called happy spider, the sole subspecies of Araneidae that is said to be free to spin
  part-improvised webs, both oval and funnel, and to roam the world at will, equally at home in damp grasses and the dry, dark, protected interiors of manmade places; rejoicing in (relative) free
  will within the inevitable restrictions of Araneidae behavior; with a sharp venomous sting, sometimes lethal to human beings, especially to children.


  Like the diamond-head, I have many eyes. Like the diamond-head, I may be perceived as happy, joyous, exulting, in the eyes of others. For such is my
  role, my performance.


  Its true, for years I was stoically reconciled to my loss, in fact to my losses. (Not that I blame you for these losses, Dr. K. Though a neutral observer might conclude that my immune system has been damaged as a result of my physical and mental collapse following your abrupt dismissal of me from your life.) Then, last
  March, seeing your photograph in the paperDistinguished Theologian K to Head Seminaryand, a few weeks later, when you were named to the Presidents
  Commission on Religion and Bioethics, I reconsidered. The time of anonymity and silence is over, I thought. Why not try? Why not try to collect what he owes you?


  Do you remember Angels name now? That name that for twenty-three years, nine months, and eleven days you have not wished to utter?


  Seek my name in any telephone directory; you wont find it. For possibly my number is unlisted; possibly I dont have a telephone. Possibly my name has been changed. (Legally.)
  Possibly I live in a distant city in a distant region of the continent; or possibly, like the diamond-head spider (adult size approximately that of your right thumbnail, Dr. K), I dwell
  quietly within your roof, spinning my exquisite webs amid the shadowy beams of your basement, or in a niche between your handsome old mahogany desk and the wall, or, a delicious thought, in the
  airless cave beneath the four-poster brass antique bed you and the second Mrs. K share in the doldrums of late middle age.


  So close am I, yet invisible!


  Dear Dr. K! Once you marveled at my flawless Vermeer skin and spun-gold hair rippling down my back, which you stroked, and closed in your fist. Once I was your
  Angel, your beloved. I basked in your love, for I did not question it. I was young; I was virginal in spirit as well as body, and would not have questioned the word of a distinguished
  elder. And in the paroxysm of lovemaking, when you gave yourself up utterly to me, or so it seemed, how could you have . . . deceived?


  Dr. K of the Theological Seminary, biblical scholar and authority, protg of Reinhold Niebuhr, and author of brilliant, revolutionary exegeses of the Dead Sea
  Scrolls, among other esoteric subjects.


  But I had no idea, you are protesting. Id given her no reason to believe, to expect . . .


  (That I would believe your declarations of love? That I would take you at your word?)


  My darling, you have my heart. Always, forever. Your promise!


  These days, Dr. K, my skin is no longer flawless. It has become the frank, flawed skin of a middle-aged woman who makes no effort to disguise her age. My hair, once
  shimmering strawberry-blond, is now faded, dry and brittle as broom sage; I keep it trimmed short, like a mans, with scissors, scarcely glancing into a mirror as I snip! snip-snip!
  away. My face, though reasonably attractive, I suppose, is in fact a blur to most observers, including especially middle-aged American men; youve glanced at me, and through me, dear Dr.
  K, upon more than one recent occasion, no more recognizing your Angel than you would have recognized a plate heaped with food youd devoured twenty-three years ago with a zestful
  appetite, or an old, long-exhausted and dismissed sexual fantasy of adolescence.


  For the record: I was the woman in a plain, khaki-colored trench coat and matching hat who waited patiently at the university bookstore as a line of your admirers moved slowly forward for Dr.
  K to sign copies of The Ethical Life: Twenty-First-Century Challenges. (A slender theological treatise, not a mega-bestseller, of course, but a quite respectable bestseller, most
  popular in university and upscale suburban communities.) I knew your brilliant book would disappoint, yet I purchased it and eagerly read to discover (yet another time) the puzzling
  fact: you, Dr. K, the man, are not the individual who appears in your books; the books are clever pretenses, artificial structures youve created to inhabit temporarily, as a crippled,
  deformed individual might inhabit a structure of surpassing beauty, gazing out its windows, taking pride in posing as its owner, but only temporarily.


  Yes? Isnt this the clue to the renowned Dr. K?


  For the record: several Sundays ago, you and I passed closely by each other in the State Museum of Natural History; you were gripping the hand of your five-year-old granddaughter (Lisle, I
  believe?lovely name) and took no more notice of me than youd have taken of any stranger passing you on the steep marble steps, descending from the Hall of Dinosaurs on the gloomy
  fourth floor as you were ascending; youd stooped to speak smilingly to Lisle, and it was at that moment I noted the silly, touching ploy of your hair-combing (over the spreading bald spot),
  I saw Lisles sweet, startled face (for the child, unlike her myopic granddaddy, had seen me and knew me in a flash). I felt a thrill of triumph: for how easily I might have killed you then,
  I might have pushed you down those hard marble steps, my hands firm on your now rather rounded shoulders, the force of my rage overcoming any resistance you, a puffy, slack-bellied,
  two-hundred-pound man of late middle age, might have mustered; immediately youd have been thrown off-balance, fallen backward, with an expression of incredulous terror, and, still gripping
  your granddaughters hand, youd have dragged the innocent child backward with you, toppling down the marble steps with a scream: concussion, skull fracture, brain hemorrhage,
  death!


  Why not try, why not try to collect what he owes me.


  Of course, Dr. K, I didnt! Not that Sunday afternoon.


  Dear Dr. K! Are you surprised to learn that your lost love with the spun-gold hair and the soft-as-silk breasts managed to recover from your cruelty and by the
  age of twenty-nine had begun to do well in her career, in another part of the country? Never would I be as renowned in my field as you, Dr. K, are in yoursthat goes without sayingbut through diligence and industry, through self-deprivation and cunning, I made
  my way in a field traditionally dominated by men and achieved what might be called a minor, local success. That is, I have nothing to be ashamed of, and perhaps even something to be proud of, if I
  were capable of pride.


  I wont be more specific, Dr. K, but I will hint: my field is akin to yours, though not scholarly or intellectual. My salary is far less than yours, of course. I have no public
  identity, no reputation, and no great wish for such. Im in a field of service, Ive long known how to serve. Where the fantasies of others, primarily men, are involved,
  Ive grown quite adept at serving.


  Yes, Dr. K, its possible that Ive even served you. Indirectly, I mean. For instance: I might work in or even oversee a medical laboratory to which your physician sends blood
  samples, biopsy tissue samples, et cetera, and one day he sends our laboratory a specimen extracted from the body of the renowned Dr. K. Whose life may depend upon the accuracy and good faith of our laboratory findings.


  Just one example, Dr. K, among many!


  No, dear Dr. K, this letter is no threat. How, stating my position so openly, and therefore innocently, could I be a threat?


  Are you shocked to learn that a woman can be a professionalcan have a career thats fairly rewardingyet still dream of justice after twenty-three years? Are you shocked to
  learn that a woman might be married, or might have been married, yet remain haunted still by her cruel, deceitful first love, who ravaged not only her virginity but her faith in humankind?


  Youd like to imagine your cast-off Angel as a lonely embittered spinster, yes? Hiding away in the dark, spinning ugly sticky webs out of her own poisonous guts. Yet the truth is the
  reverse: just as there are happy spiders, observed by entomologists as exhibiting a capacity for (relative) freedom, spinning webs of some variety and originality, so too there are happy women who
  dream of justice and will make sure that they taste its sweetness one day. Soon.


  (Dr. K! How lucky you are to have a little granddaughter like Lisle! So delicate, so pretty, so . . . angelic. I have not had a daughter, I confess. I will not have a granddaughter. If
  things were otherwise between us, Jody, we might share Lisle.)


  Jodywhat a thrill it was for me, at the age of nineteen, to call you by that name! Where others addressed you formally, as Dr. K. That it was secret, illicit, taboolike calling ones own father by a lovers namewas part of the thrill, of course.


  Jody, I hope your first, anxious wife, E, never discovered certain bits of incriminating evidence in your trouser pockets, wallet, briefcase, where, daringly, I secreted them. Love notes,
  childlike in expression. Love love love my Jody. My BIG JODY.


  Youre not BIG JODY very often now, are you, Dr. K?


  Jody has faded with the years, Ive learned. With the thick wiry gypsy-black hair, those shrewd clear eyes and proud posture, and the capacity of your stubby penis to rejuvenate, reinvent
  itself with impressive frequency. (At the start of our affair, at least.) For any nineteen-year-old girl student to call you Jody now would be obscene, laughable.


  Now you most love being called Granddaddy! in Lisles voice.


  Yet in my dreams sometimes I hear my own shameless whisper: Jody, please dont stop loving me, please forgive me, I want only to die, I deserve to die if you dont love
  me, as in the warm bath blood-tendrils seeped from my clumsily lacerated forearms; but it was Dr. K, not Jody, who spoke brusquely on the phone, informing me, This is not the time.
  Goodbye.


  (You must have made inquiries, Dr. K. You must have learned that I was found there in the bloody bathwater, unconscious, nearing death, by a concerned woman friend whod tried to
  call me. You must have known but prudently kept your distance, Dr. K! These many years.)


  Dr. K, not only have you managed to erase me from your memory, but I would guess youve forgotten your anxious, first wife, E, Evie. The rich mans
  daughter. A woman two years older than you, lacking in self-confidence, rather plain, with no style. Loving me, you were concerned about making Evie suspicious, not because you cared for her but
  because you would have made the rich father suspicious too. And you were very beholden to the rich father, yes? Few members of the seminary faculty can afford to live near the seminary. In the
  elegant old East End of our university town. (So you boasted in your bemused way. As if contemplating an irony of fate, not a consequence of your own maneuvering. As, smiling, you kissed my
  mouth, and drew a forefinger along my breasts, across my shivery belly.)


  Poor Evie! Her hit-and-run accidental death, a mysterious vehicle swerving on a rain-lashed pavement, no witnesses . . . I would have helped you mourn, Dr. K, and been a
  loving step-mother to your children, but by then youd banished me from your life.


  Or so you believed.


  (For the record: I am not hinting that I had anything to do with the death of the first Mrs. K. Dont bother to read and reread these lines to determine if theres something
  between them. There isnt.)


  And then, Dr. K, a widower with two children, you went away, to Germany. A sabbatical year that stretched into two. I was left to mourn in your place. (Not luckless Evie, but you.) Your
  wifes death was spoken of as a tragedy in certain circles, but I preferred to think of it as purely an accident: a conjunction of time, place, opportunity. What is accident
  but a precision of timing?


  Dr. K, I would not accuse you of blatant hypocrisy (would I?), still less of deceit, but I cant comprehend why, in such craven terror of your first wifes family (to whom you felt so intellectually superior), you nonetheless remarried,
  within eighteen months, a woman much younger than you, nearly as young as I, which must have shocked and infuriated your former in-laws. Yes? (Or did you cease caring about what they thought? Had
  you siphoned enough money from the father-in-law by that time?)


  Your second wife, V, would be spared an accidental death, and will survive you by many years. I have never felt any rancor for voluptuousnow rather fattishViola, who came
  into your life after Id departed from it. Maybe, in a way, I felt some sympathy for the young woman, guessing that in time you would betray her too. (And havent you? Numberless
  times?)


  I have forgotten nothing, Dr. K. While you, to your fatal disadvantage, have forgotten almost everything.


  Dr. K, Jody shall I confess: I had secrets from you even then. Even when I seemed to you transparent, translucent. Deep in the marrow of my bones, a wish to bring our illicit love to an
  end. An end worthy of grand opera, not mere melodrama. When you sat me on your knees nakednude was your preferred termand gobbled me up with your
  eyesBeautiful! Arent you a little beauty!even then I exulted in my secret thoughts. You seemed at times drunk with lovelust?for me, kissing,
  tonguing, nuzzling, sucking . . . sucking nourishment from me like a vampire. (The stress of fatherhood and maintaining a dutiful-son-in-law pose as well as the renowned theologian
  were exhausting you, maddening you in your masculine vanity. Of course, in my naivet I had no idea.) Yet laying my hand on the hot-skinned nape of your neck I saw a razor blade clenched in
  my fingers, and the first astonished spurts of your blood, with such vividness that I can see it now. I began to faint, my eyes rolled back in my head, you caught me in your arms . . . and for the
  first time (I assume it was the first time) you perceived your spun-gold angel as something of a concern, a liability, a burden not unlike the burden of a neurotic, anxiety-prone wife. Darling,
  whats the matter with you? Are you playing, darling? Beautiful girl, it isnt amusing to frighten me when I adore you so.


  Gripping my chilled fingers in your hot, hard fingers and pressing my hand against your big powerfully beating heart.


  Why not? why not try? try to collect?that heart.


  Thats owed me.


  How inspired I am, composing this letter, Dr. K! Ive been writing feverishly, scarcely pausing to draw breath. Its as if an angel is guiding my hand. (One of those tall
  leathery-winged angels of wrath, with fierce medieval faces, you see in German woodcuts!) Ive reread certain of your published works, Dr. K, including the heavily footnoted treatise
  on the Dead Sea Scrolls that established your reputation as an ambitious young scholar in his early thirties. Yet it all seems so quaint and long ago, back in the twentieth century, when God and
  Satan were somehow more real to us, like household objects . . . Ive been reading of our primitive religious origins, how God-Satan were once conjoined but are now, in our Christian
  tradition, always separated. Fatally separated. For we Christians can believe no evil of our deity, we could not love him then.


  Dr. K, as I write this letter my malfunctioning heart with its mysterious murmur now speeds, now slows, now gives a lurch, in excited knowledge that you are reading these words with a
  mounting sense of their justice. A heavy rain has begun to fall, drumming against the roof and windows of the place in which I am living, the identical rain (is it?) that drums against the roof and
  windows of your house only a few (or is it many?) miles away; unless I live in a part of the country thousands of miles distant, and the rain is not identical. And yet I can come to you at any
  time. I am free to come, and to go; to appear, and to disappear. It may even be that Ive contemplated the charming facade of your precious granddaughters Busy Bee Nursery School,
  even as Ive shopped for shoes in the company of V, though the jowly-faced, heavily made-up woman with the size 10 feet was oblivious of my presence, of course.


  And just last Sunday I revisited the Museum of Natural History, knowing there was a possibility that you might return. For it had seemed to me possible that youd recognized me on the
  steps, and sent a signal to me with your eyes, without Lisle noticing; you were urging me to return to meet with you, alone. The deep erotic bond between us will never be broken, you know: you
  entered my virginal body, you took from me my innocence, my youth, my very soul. My angel! Forgive me, return to me, I will make up to you the suffering youve endured for my sake.


  I waited, but you failed to return.


  I waited, and my sense of mission did not subside but grew more certain.


  I found myself the sole visitor on the gloomy fourth floor, in the Hall of Dinosaurs. My footsteps echoed faintly on the worn marble floor. A white-haired museum guard with a paunch like yours
  regarded me through drooping eyelids; he sat on a canvas chair, hands on his knees. Like a wax dummy. Like one of those trompe loeil mannequins. You know: those uncanny, lifelike figures you
  see in contemporary art collections, except this slouching figure wasnt bandaged in white. Silently I passed by him as a ghost might pass. My (gloved) hand in my bag, and my fingers
  clutching a razor blade Ive learned by this time to wield with skill, and courage.


  Stealthily I circled the Hall of Dinosaurs looking for you, but in vain; stealthily I drew up behind the dozing guard, feeling my erratic heartbeat quicken with the thrill of the hunt . . . but
  of course I let the moment pass; it was no museum guard but the renowned Dr. K for whom the razor blade was intended. (Though I had not the slightest doubt that I could have wielded my weapon against the old man, simply out of frustration at not finding you, and out of female rage at centuries of mistreatment,
  exploitation; I might have slashed his carotid artery and quickly retreated without a single blood drop splashed onto my clothing; even as the old mans life bled out onto the worn marble
  floor, I would have descended to the near-deserted third floor of the museum, and to the second, to mingle unnoticed with Sunday visitors crowded into a new computer graphics exhibit. So easy!) I
  found myself adrift amid rubbery dinosaur replicas, some of them enormous as Tyrannosaurus rex, some the size of oxen, and others fairly small, human-sized; I admired the flying reptiles,
  with their long beaks and clawed wings; in a reflecting surface over which one of these prehistoric creatures soared, I admired my pale, hot-skinned face and floating ashy hair. My darling,
  you whispered, I will always adore you. That angelic smile!


  Dr. K, see? Im smiling still.


  Dr. K! Why are you standing there so stiffly, at an upstairs window of your house? Why are you cringing, overcome by a sickening fear? Nothing will happen to you that is not just. That
  you do not deserve.


  These pages in your shaking hand youd like to tear into shredsbut dont dare. Your heart pounds, in terror of being snatched from your chest! Desperately youre
  contemplatingbut will decide againstshowing my letter to the police. (Ashamed of what the letter reveals of the renowned Dr. K!) You are contemplatingbut will decide
  againstshowing my letter to your wife, for youve had exhausting sessions of soul-bearing, confession, exoneration with her, numerous times; youve seen the disgust in her eyes.
  No more! And you havent the stomach to contemplate yourself in the mirror, for youve had more than enough of your own face, those stricken guilty eyes. While I, the venomous
  diamond-head, contentedly spin my gossamer web amid the beams of your basement, or in the niche between your desk and the wall, or in the airless cave beneath your marital bed, ormost
  delicious prospect!inside the very mattress of the childs bed in which, when she visits her grandparents in the house on Richmond Street, beautiful little Lisle sleeps.


  Invisible by day as by night, spinning my web, out of my guts, tireless and faithfulhappy.


  

    
  


  Split/Brain


  In that instant of entering the house by the rear door when she sees, or thinks she sees, a fleeting movement like a shadow in the hallway beyond the kitchen and she hears a
  sharp intake of breath or panting, it is her decision not to retreat in panicked haste from her house but to step forward, sharply calling, Jeremy? Is that you? For shed seen her
  sister-in-laws car parked on the shoulder of the road some fifty feet before the driveway to her house, she is certain it must be Veronicas Toyota, which Jeremy often drives; it
  occurs to her now that shed expected to see Veronica at the clinic that morning but Veronica hadnt turned uplike buzzing hornets these thoughts rush at her even as she calls
  out more sharply, Is that you? Jeremy? For the boy shouldnt be here in this house at this time, uninvited; shed left the rear door unlocked, as frequently she did, driving into
  town to the clinic, returning, and later in the day driving back into town to the clinic, a distance of precisely 2.6 miles, of which she has memorized each intervening property, driveway,
  intersecting road and street, to be played, replayed, and run backward in her mind as she drives into town, to the rehab clinic, to see her husband, and returns to the house in preparation for
  driving back to the clinic, which is, she has come to realize, but the preparation for returning home. For much of this morning she has been at the clinic, tries to arrive precisely at 8 A.M., when
  the clinic opens its front doors to visitors, for she is an early riser, both she and Jim are early risers, rarely sleep past dawn even on bitter-cold sunless winter mornings. And at the clinic at
  her husbands bedside usually she will remain until 7 P.M., when, exhausted, she returns home for the remainder of the day. At Jims bedside she reads to him, checks e-mail on her
  laptop, and reads to Jim those messages, ever decreasing in frequency, that seem to her important for Jim to hear. With childlike logic she is thinking, If I am a good wife, if I am good, God
  will spare us, God will make him well again, and so far her prayer, which she understands is both craven and futile, has not been entirely scorned, for Jim has been transferred from the
  hospital to the clinic and there is the promise that one day soon he will be sent back home to recuperate and to recover his lost strength. Already he no longer needs to be fed through a tube,
  already the color is returning to his face, which had been deathly pale. Though still he tires easily, nods off in the midst of speaking, friends who come to visit have learned to disguise their
  shock and discomfort seeing Jim Gould so changed, poor Jim whod once been so vital, so energetic, smiling and good-natured and much loved, and now his body seems to have shrunken, he has
  lost more than fifty pounds, his hands are weak, legs useless, the once-powerful muscles atrophied, and now his legs are reduced to bones beneath thin hairless skin, terrible to see. And so she has
  learned not to see. And so she has learned to disguise her fear. And so she has learned to smile as nurses learn to smile. And when he asks her please to massage his legs, his legs hurt, she smiles
  and kneads the bone-hard legs, thin now as the legs of a young child; massaging these legs, she jokes with her husband, she loves him so, she would die for this man, she believes, and yet how
  fatigued she has grown in the past several weeks, how exasperated with her husbands demands. Jim has become unpredictable in his moods, quick to become angry. This morning, hurrying to get
  to the clinic, shed forgotten to bring with her the latest issue of a professional journal for which her husband has been an advisory editor; seeing shed forgotten it, Jim was visibly
  disappointed and sulky, and shed said, Darling, Ill drive back to get the journal, its no trouble, and immediately he said, No, it isnt necessary, you can
  bring it next time, and she insisted yes, of course she will drive back to get it for him, she has other errands in town that need to be done this morning. And anyway, Jim is scheduled for
  tests this morning. And she kisses his cheek, tells him she will return within the hour; in secret shes childishly relieved to be able to leave the clinic so soon after arriving, this dour
  dark dimly lighted place, the smells, dont think of the smells, the accumulated smells of decades. And the other patients, and the other visitors, who are mainly women her age and older,
  whom she has come to recognize at the clinic, as they have come to recognize her, and who dread the sight of one another outside the clinic. She is one of the few who takes pains with her
  appearance, not a vain woman but a woman well aware of her face, her body, how men regard her, or once regarded her, with more than ordinary interest. On this weekday she is wearing an attractive
  creamy pale yellow pantsuit that is flattering to her shapely body, she thinks, and around her throat a peach-colored Italian scarf; through her life she has been a big-boned beautiful girl yet
  never what one would call fatthe word fat is offensive to her ears, obscene. Her face is round, full-cheeked, her skin slightly flushed as if sunburned a classic brunette
  beauty, her husband has called herbut now, seeing herself in the rearview mirror of her car on the way home, she is shocked by her creased forehead, feathery white lines bracketing her eyes
  and at the corners of her mouth, the coral lipstick shed so carefully applied that morning eaten off. A little cry of distress escapes her: It is unfair! My face is wearing out, I
  am still young. For she is seven years younger than the stricken man in the rehab clinic. How many years shed been the youngest wife in their social circle. And in her heart she is the
  youngest still, and the one men glance at, gaze at with admiration. And turning into Constitution Hill, and onto Westerly Drive, she sees a familiar car parked at a crooked angle partly in the
  roadway, partly on the shoulder, her sister-in-laws black Toyota so oddly parked. This is a car her seventeen-year-old nephew, Jeremy, has been driving recently. She feels a tinge of
  disapproval; neither her brother nor her sister-in-law seems capable of disciplining Jeremy, who has been suspended from high school for drugs, threatening other students, threatening a teacher;
  she knows that Jeremy has a juvenile record for break-ins in his neighborhood near the university. Yet turning into her driveway she ceases thinking of her nephew. The driveway is a steep graveled
  lane bordered by a straggling evergreen hedge; with her husband so suddenly hospitalized, now in rehab, no one has tended to the property, she scarcely thinks of it, seeing that litter has been
  blown into the shrubbery, old newspapers and fliers scattered across the lawn, the only time she notices the condition of the property is when shes in the car, and as soon as she steps out
  of the car to enter the house, she will forget. Too many things to think ofits unfair. And now pushing the rear door that opens too readily to her touch, seeing that fleeting shadow
  against an inner wall. And she thinks with a rush of anger, He believes that I am with Jim, at the clinic and not here, he believes that no one is home. For it has been said of Trudy Gould
  that she is a saint, every day at the hospital and now at the rehab clinic, she is selfless, uncomplaining at her husbands bedside for months. She knows how people speak of her, she takes
  pride in being so spoken of, in fact she is terrified of the empty house, bitterly now she regrets having no children, yes but both she and her husband decided that the risk of adoption was too
  great, bringing a child of unknown parents into their orderly household. And now entering her kitchen with a deliberate clatter of her heels, expensive Italian leather shoe-boots with a two-inch
  heel, she feels a thrill of something like defiance, she will not be frightened of her own nephew, tall lanky sloe-eyed Jeremy, whom she has known since his birth. Aunt Trudy, the boy calls her, or
  called her until two years ago, when so much seemed to change in him. Still she thinks that Jeremy has always liked her; he would not hurt her. Entering the hallway now, calling in a
  scolding voice, Jeremy! I see you, and seeing now that the boys face is strangely flushed, he is panting and his eyes are dilated and damphe is on some drug, she
  thinksyet even now, advancing upon him sharp-tongued and scolding, Jeremy! What are you doing here! How dare you, as he springs at her panting like a dog, knocking her back against the
  wall, even now she is disbelievingHe would not hurt me, this is my houseand somehow they are in the kitchen, they are struggling together in the kitchen, a chair is overturned,
  in his hoarse raw boys voice Jeremy is crying, Shut up, shut up you old bag, old bitch, even as she screams at him to get away, to stop what he is doing, she slaps at him, blindly
  Jeremy has snatched up a knife from a kitchen counter, a small paring knife, yet sharp, blindly he is stabbing at her, his aunt whom he seems not to know, does not recognize, astonished Aunt Trudy
  he has known all his life, staring at her now with glassy eyes narrowed to slits. Helplessly she lifts her fleshy forearms against him, her outstretched hands, to shield herself from the terrible
  stabbing blows; she is not scolding now, her voice is faltering, pleading now, No no, Jeremy please no dont hurt me you dont want to hurt me, Jeremy no as the short sharp blade
  flies at her like a maddened bird of prey, striking her face, her throat, her breasts straining at the now-damp creamy pale yellow fabric of her jacket top, this furious stranger who resembles her
  seventeen-year-old nephew will back off from her to leave her sprawled on the sticky kitchen floor to suffocate in her own blood, her lungs have been punctured, her throat is filling up with blood,
  in something like elation he has thrown down the bloody paring knife, I told you! I told you! I told you Goddamn you leave me alone! he stumbles from the kitchen, runs upstairs though
  it has been years since he has been upstairs in his aunts house on Westerly Drive, wildly he rummages through bureau drawers, leaving bloody fingerprints, bloody footprints, as in an antic
  dance in the striking baroque design of his Nike soles, man is he high, flying high, this older girl hes crazy for, a girl with whom he shares his drugs, has sex and shares drugs, he will
  boast to her that he hadnt planned anything of what happened in the rich womans house, hed acted out of sheer instinct, hed told her he knows a house over in
  Constitution Hill, theres a woman who is gone all day at the hospital with her husband, he did not tell the girl that the woman was his aunt, boasting hed be safe roaming the house as
  long as he wanted looking for money and for things to take, over in Constitution Hill where the houses are so large, lots so large and set off from their neighbors, no one will see him and if
  theres trouble no one will hear it . . . In that instant of pushing open the door she sees all this, as a single lightning flash can illuminate a nighttime landscape of gnarled and
  unimaginable intricacy, so in that instant she sees, sheerly by instinct she retreats from the door that has swung open too readily to her touch, in the tight-fitting Italian leather shoe-boots she
  runs stumbling down the gravel driveway, of course shed seen her sister-in-laws black Toyota parked out of place by the road, shed recognized the Toyota by the pattern of dents
  on the rear bumper and by the first letters of the license plate, VER; no, she will not retreat, certainly she will not retreat. Instead she turns the car into the steep gravel driveway. At the
  rear of the house, which is the door she and Jim always use, she sees, or thinks she sees, that the door is just slightly ajar; still there is time to retreat, with a part of her brain she knows
  I must not go inside, Jim would not want me to go inside, for her responsibility is to her husband back at the clinic, waiting for her, but this is her house, in which she has lived with her
  husband, Jim Gould, for twenty-six years; no one has the right to keep her from entering this house, no one has the right to enter this house without her permission, even a relative, even her
  shy-sullen sloe-eyed nephew Jeremy, and so with an air of defiance she pushes into the kitchen, clatter of heels on the kitchen tile in that instant seeing a fleeting movement like a shadow in the
  hall beyond the kitchen, she hears a sharp intake of breath or panting, in that instant a rush of pure adrenaline flooding her veins, she refuses to run stumbling and screaming down the gravel
  drive to summon help, a fleshy woman in her early fifties, yet still girlish, in her manner and in her speech, she will not stagger next door where a Hispanic housekeeper will take her in, in this
  way save her, dialing 911 as Mrs. Gould collapses onto a kitchen chair, winded, panting like a terrified animal, that will not happen, she will not give in to fear, she will not flee from her own
  house, she will not be saved from suffocating in her own blood, it is her decision, she is Jim Goulds classic brunette beauty, she has never been a vain woman but she thinks well of herself,
  she is not a weak woman like her sister-in-law and so she will not retreat in undignified haste from her own house, instead she will step forward with a scolding clatter of her shoe-boot heels,
  sharply calling, Jeremy? Is that you?


  

    
  


  The First Husband


  1.


  It began innocently: he was searching for his wifes passport.


  The Chases were planning their first trip to Italy together. To celebrate their tenth anniversary.


  Leonards own much-worn passport was exactly where he always kept it, but Valeries less frequently used passport didnt appear to be with it, so Leonard looked through drawers
  designated as hers, bureau drawers, desk drawers, the single shallow drawer of the cherrywood table in a corner of their bedroom which Valerie sometimes used as a desk, and there, in a manila
  folder, with a facsimile of her birth certificate and other documents, he found the passport. And pushed to the back of the drawer, a packet of photographs held together with a frayed rubber
  band.


  Polaroids. Judging by their slightly faded colors, old Polaroids.


  Leonard shuffled through the photographs as if they were cards. He was staring at a young couple: Valerie and a man whom Leonard didnt recognize. Here was Valerie astonishingly young, and
  more beautiful than Leonard had ever known her. Her hair was coppery red and fell in a cascade to her bare shoulders; she was wearing a red bikini top, white shorts. The darkly handsome young man
  close beside her had slung a tanned arm around her shoulders in a playful intimate gesture, a gesture of blatant sexual possession. Very likely this man was Valeries first husband, whom
  Leonard had never met. The young lovers were photographed seated at a white wrought-iron table in an outdoor cafe, or on the balcony of a hotel room. In several photos you could see in the near
  distance a curving stretch of wide white sand, a glimpse of aqua water. Beyond the couple on the terrace were royal court palm trees, crimson bougainvillea like flame. The sky was a vivid tropical
  blue. The five or six photographs must have been taken by a third party, a waiter or hotel employee perhaps. Leonard stared, transfixed.


  The first husband. Here was the first husband. Yardman? Was that the name? Leonard felt a stab of sexual jealousy. Not wanting to think, And I am the second husband.


  On the reverse of one of the Polaroids, in Valeries handwriting, was Oliver & Val, Key West, December 1985.


  Oliver. This was Yardmans first name, Leonard vaguely remembered now. In 1985, Val had been twenty-two, nearly half her lifetime ago, and she hadnt yet married Oliver
  Yardman but would be marrying him in another year. At this time they were very possibly new lovers; this trip to Key West had been a kind of honeymoon. Such sensual, unabashed happiness in the
  lovers faces! Leonard was sure that Valerie had told him she hadnt kept any photographs of her first husband.


  The least we can do with our mistakes, Valerie had said, with a droll downturn of her mouth, is not keep a record of them.


  Leonard, whod met Valerie when she was thirty-one, several years after her divorce from Yardman, had been allowed to think that the first husband had been older than Valerie, not very
  attractive and not very interesting. Valerie claimed that shed married too young and that their divorce just five years later had been amicable, for they had no
  children and had not shared much of a past. Yardmans work had been with a family-owned business in a Denver suburb, dull, money-grubbing work. Valerie, whod grown up in
  Rye, Connecticut, had not liked Colorado and spoke of that part of the country, and of that early phase of her life, with an expression of disdain.


  Yet here was evidence that Valerie had been very happy with Oliver Yardman in December 1985. Clearly Yardman was no more than a few years older than Valerie and, far from being unattractive, was
  decidedly good-looking: dark, avid eyes, sharply defined features, something sulky and petulant about the mouth, the mouth of a spoiled child. In one of the more revealing Polaroids, Yardman had
  pulled Valerie toward him, a hand gripping her shoulder and the other hand beneath the table, very likely gripping her thigh. The mans hair was dark, thick. Faint stubble showed on his solid
  jaws. He wore a white T-shirt that fitted his muscled torso tightly, and tight swim trunks; his legs were covered in dark hairs. In a kind of infantile sensual delight, his bare toes curled
  upward.


  Leonard felt a thrill of physical revulsion, anger. So this was Oliver Yardman: the first husband.


  Not at all the man Valerie had suggested to Leonard.


  At the time hed thought it strange, though not disagreeably so, that Valerie hadnt asked Leonard about his past (by which is meant, invariably, a sexual past). Unlike any woman
  Leonard had ever met as an adult, Valerie hadnt even asked Leonard if he had ever been married.


  It had been a relief, to meet a woman so confident in herself that she seemed utterly lacking in sexual jealousy. Now Leonard saw that very likely Valerie hadnt wanted to be questioned
  about her own sexual/marital past.


  Leonard stared at the Polaroids, frowning. He should laugh, shove them back into the drawer as theyd been, taking care not to snap the frayed rubber band, for certainly he wasnt
  the kind of man to rifle through his wifes private things. Nor was he the kind of man who is prone to jealousy.


  Of all the ignoble emotions, jealousy had to be the worst! And envy.


  And yet: he took the photos closer to the window, where a faint November sun glowered behind banks of clouds above the Hudson River, seeing how the table at which the young couple sat was
  crowded with glasses, a bottle of (red, dark) wine that appeared to be nearly depleted, napkins crumpled onto dirtied plates like discarded clothing. A ring on Valeries left hand, silver
  studs glittering in her earlobes, which looked flushed, rosy. In several of the photos, Valerie was clutching at her energetic young lover as he was clutching at her, in playful possessiveness. You
  could see that Valerie was giddy from wine, and love. Here was an amorous couple whod wakened late after a night of love; this heavy lunch with wine would be their first meal of the day;
  very likely theyd return to bed, collapsing in one anothers arms for an afternoon siesta. In the most blatant photo, Valerie lay sprawled against Yardman, glossy hair spilling across
  his chest, one of her arms around his waist and the other part hidden beneath the table, her hand very likely in Yardmans lap. In Yardmans groin. Valerie, who now disliked vulgarity,
  who stiffened if Leonard swore and claimed to hate overly explicit films, had been provocatively touching Yardman in the very presence of the third party with the camera. Her
  little-girl mock-innocent expression was familiar to Leonard: Not me! Not me! Im not a naughty girl, not me!


  Leonard stared; his heart beat in resentment. Here was a Valerie he hadnt known: mouth swollen from being kissed and from kissing; young, full breasts straining against the red fabric of
  the bikini top, and in the crescent of shadowy flesh between her breasts something coin-sized gleaming like oily sweat; her skin suffused with a warm, sensual radiance. Leonard understood that this
  young woman must be contained within the other, the elder who was his wife: as a secret, rapturous memory, inaccessible to him, the merely second husband.


  Leonard was forty-five. Young for his age, but that age wasnt young.


  When hed been the age of Yardman in the photos, early or mid-twenties, he hadnt been young like Yardman, either. Painful to concede, but it was so.


  If he, Leonard Chase, had approached the young woman in the photos, if hed managed to enter Valeries life in 1985, Valerie would not have given him a second glance. Not as a man.
  Not as a sexual partner. He knew this.


  After lunch, the young couple would return to their hotel room and draw the blinds. Laughing and kissing, stumbling, like drunken dancers. They were naked together, beautiful smooth bodies
  coiled together, greedily kissing, caressing, thrusting together with the abandon of copulating animals. He saw them sprawled on the bed that would be a large jangly brass bed, and the room dimly
  lit, a fan turning indolently overhead, through slats in the blinds a glimpse of tropical sky, the graceful curve of a palm tree, a patch of bougainvillea moistly crimson as a womans mouth .
  . . Leonard felt an unwelcome sexual stirring in his groin.


  She lied. Thats the insult.


  Misrepresenting the first husband, the first marriage. Why?


  Leonard knew why: Yardman had been Valeries first serious love. Yardman was the standard of masculine sexuality in Valeries life. No love like your first. The cache of
  Polaroids was Valeries secret, a link to her private, erotic life.


  Hurriedly he replaced the Polaroids in the drawer. The frayed rubber band had snapped; Leonard took no notice. He went away shaken, devastated. He thought, Ive never existed for her.
  It has all been a farce.


   



  In Rockland County, New York. In Salthill Landing, on the western bank of the Hudson River. Twenty miles north of the George Washington Bridge.


  In one of the old stone houses overlooking the river: historic, landmark. Expensive.


  Early that evening, as Valerie was preparing one of her gourmet meals in the kitchen, there was Leonard leaning in the doorway, a drink in hand. Asking, Dyou ever hear of him, Val?
  What was his name, Yardman . . . , casually, as one who has only been struck by a wayward thought, and Valerie, frowning at a recipe, murmured no, but in so distracted a way Leonard
  wasnt sure that shed heard, so he asked again, Dyou ever hear of Yardman? Or from him? and now Valerie glanced over at Leonard with a faint, perplexed smile.
  Yardman? No. And Leonard said, Really? Never? In all these years? and Valerie said, In all these years, darling, no.


  Valerie was peering at a recipe in a large, sumptuously illustrated cookbook propped up on a counter, pages clipped open. The cookbook was Caribbean Kitchen: Valerie was preparing flank
  steak, to be marinated and stuffed with sausage, hard-boiled eggs, and vegetables, an ambitious meal that would involve an elaborate marinade and a yet more elaborate stuffing, and at this moment
  involved the almost surgical butterflying of the blood-oozing slab of meat. This was a meal Valerie hoped to prepare for a dinner party later in the month; she was determined to perfect it. A
  coincidence, Leonard thought, that only a few hours after hed discovered the secret cache of Polaroids, Valerie was preparing an exotic Caribbean meal of the kind she might have first
  sampled in Key West with the first husband twenty years ago, but Leonard, who was a reasonable man, a tax lawyer who specialized in litigation in federal appellate courts, knew it could only be a
  coincidence.


  Asking, in a tone of mild inquiry, What was Yardmans first name, Val? I dont think you ever mentioned it, and Valerie said, with an impatient little laugh, having
  taken up a steak knife to cut the meat horizontally, What does it matter what the name is? Leonard noted that though hed said was, Valerie had said is. The first
  husband was present to her; no time had passed. Leonard recalled an ominous remark of Freuds that in the unconscious all time is present tense, and so what has come to dwell most powerfully
  in the unconscious is felt to be immortal, unkillable. Valerie added, as if in rebuke, Of course Ive mentioned his name, Leonard. Only just not in a long time. She was having
  difficulty with the flank steak skidding about on the wooden block, so Leonard quickly set down his drink and held it secure, while Valerie, biting her lower lip, pursing her face like
  Caravaggios Judith sawing off the head of the wicked king Holofernes, managed to inset the sharp blade, make the necessary incisions, complete the cut so that the meat could now be opened
  like the pages of a book. As Leonard watched, fascinated, yet with a sensation of mild revulsion, Valerie then covered the meat with a strip of plastic wrap and pounded at it with a meat mallet,
  short deft blows to reduce it to a uniform quarter-inch thickness. Leonard winced a little with the blows. He said, Did heI mean Yardmanever remarry? and Valerie made an
  impatient gesture to signal that she didnt want to be distracted, not just now. This was important! This was to be their dinner! Carefully she slid the butterflied steak into a large,
  shallow dish and poured the marinade over it. Leonard saw that Valeries face had thickened since shed been Oliver Yardmans lover; her body had thickened, gravity was tugging at
  her breasts, thighs. At the corners of her eyes and mouth were fine white lines, and the coppery red hair had faded. Yet still Valerie was a striking woman, a rich mans daughter whose sense
  of her self-worth shone in her eyes, in her lustrous teeth, in her sharp dismissive laughter like the sheen of the expensive kitchen utensils hanging overhead. There was something sensual and
  languorous in Valeries face when she concentrated on food, an almost childlike bliss, an air of happy expectation. Leonard thought, Food is eros without the risk of heartbreak. Unlike a
  lover, food will never reject you.


  Leonard asked another time if Yardman had remarried and Valerie said, How would I know, darling? in a tone of faint exasperation. Leonard said, From mutual friends, you
  might have heard. Valerie carried the steak in a covered dish to the refrigerator, where it would marinate for two hours. They never ate before 8:30 P.M., and sometimes later; it was the
  custom of their lives together, for theyd never had children to necessitate early meals, the routines of a perfunctory American life. Valerie said, Mutual
  friends. She laughed sharply. We dont have any. Again Leonard noted the present tense: dont. And youve never kept in touch, he
  said, and Valerie said, You know we didnt. She was frowning, uneasy. Or maybe she was annoyed. To flare up in anger was a sign of weakness; Valerie hid such weaknesses. A sign
  of vulnerability, and Valerie was not vulnerable. Not any longer.


  Leonard said, Well. That seems rather sad, in a way.


  At the sink, which was designed to resemble a deep, old-fashioned kitchen sink of another era, Valerie vigorously washed her hands, stained with watery blood. She washed the ten-inch gleaming
  knife with the surgically sharpened blade, each of the utensils shed been using. It was something of a fetish for Valerie, to keep her beautiful kitchen as spotless as she could while
  working in it. As she took care to remove her jewelry to set aside as she worked.


  On her left hand, Valerie wore the diamond engagement ring and the matching wedding band Leonard had given her. On her right hand, Valerie wore a square-cut emerald in an antique setting that
  shed said shed inherited from her grandmother. Only now did Leonard wonder if the emerald ring was the engagement ring her first husband had given her, which shed shifted to
  her right hand after their marriage had ended.
 
  
  Sad for who, Leonard? Sad for me? For you?


  That night, in their bed. A vast tundra of a bed. As if shed sensed something in his manner, a subtle shift of tone, a quaver in his voice of withheld hurt, or anger,
  Valerie turned to him with a smile: Ive been missing you, darling. Her meaning might have been literal, for Leonard had been traveling for his firm lately, working with Atlanta
  lawyers in preparation for an appeal in the federal court there, but there was another meaning too. He thought, She wants to make amends. Their lovemaking was calm, measured, methodical,
  lasting perhaps eight minutes. It was their custom to make love at night, before sleep, the high-ceilinged bedroom lit by just a single lamp. There was a fragrance here of the lavender sachets
  Valerie kept in her bureau drawers. Except for the November wind overhead in the trees, it was very quiet. Still as the grave, Leonard thought. He sought his wifes smiling mouth with
  his mouth but could not find it. Shut his eyes, and there suddenly was the brazen coppery-haired girl in the red bikini top, waiting for him. Squirming in the darkly handsome young mans arms
  but glancing at him. Oh! she was a bad girl, look at the bad girl! Her mouth was hungry and sucking as a pikes mouth seeking the young mans mouth, her hand dropped beneath the
  tabletop to burrow in his lap. In his groin. Oh, the bad girl!


  Leonard had the idea that Valeries eyes were shut tight too. Valerie was seeing the young couple too.


  I found your passport, Valerie. I found these Polaroids too. Recognize them?


  Spreading them on the table. Better yet, across the bed.


  Only just curious, Val. Why you lied about him.


  She would stare, her smile fading. Her lips would go slack as if, taken wholly unaware, shed been slapped.


  . . . why you continue to lie. All these years.


  Of course, Leonard would be laughing. To indicate that he didnt take any of this seriouslywhy should he? It had happened so long ago, it was past.


  Except: maybe lie was too strong a word. The rich mans daughter wasnt accustomed to being spoken to in such a way, any more than Leonard was. Lie would
  have the force of a physical blow. Lie would cause Valerie to flinch as if shed been struck, and the rich mans daughter would file for divorce at once if she were
  struck.


  Maybe it wasnt a good idea, then. To confront her.


  A litigator is a strategist plotting moves. A skilled litigator always knows how his opponent will respond to a move. As in chess, you must foresee the opponents moves. Each blow can
  provoke a counterblow. If Leonard confronted her with the Polaroids, the gesture might backfire on him. She might detect in his voice a quaver of hurt, she might detect in his eyes a pang of male
  anguish. He was sometimes impotent, to his chagrin. He blamed distractions: the pressure of his work, which remained, even for those of his generation who had not been winnowed out by competition,
  competitive. The pressure of a mans expectations to perform. The (literal) pressure of his blood, for which he took blood-pressure pills twice daily. And his back, which ached
  sometimes mysteriously, hed attribute to tennis, golf. In fact, out of nowhere such phantom aches emerged. And so, in the vigorous act of love, Leonard might begin to lose his concentration,
  his erection. Like his lifes blood leaking out of his veins. And Valerie knewof course she knew, the terrible intimacy of the act precluded any secretsyet she never commented,
  never said a word, only held him, her husband of nine years, her middle-aged flabby-waisted panting and sweating second husband, held him as if to comfort him, as a mother might hold a stricken
  child, with sympathy, unless it was with pity.


  Darling, we wont speak of it. Our secret.


  Yet if Leonard confronted her over the Polaroids, which were her cherished sexual secret, she might turn upon him, cruelly. She had that power. She might laugh at him. She would chide him for
  looking through her thingswhat right had he to look through her things, what if she searched through his desk drawers, would she discover soft-core porn magazines, ridiculous videos with
  titles like Girls Night Out, Girls at Play, Sex Addict Holiday? She would expose him to their friends at the next Salthill Landing dinner party; dryly she would dissect him like an
  insect wriggling on a pin; at the very least she might slap the Polaroids out of his hand. How ridiculous he was being, over a trifle. How pitiable.


  Leonard shuddered. A rivulet of icy sweat ran down the side of his cheek like a tear.


  So, no. He would not confront her. Not just yet. For the fact was, Leonard had the advantage: he knew of Valeries secret attachment to the first husband, and Valerie had no idea he
  knew.


  Smiling to think: like a boa constrictor swallowing its living prey paralyzed by terror, his secret would encompass Valeries secret and would, in time, digest it.


  The anniversary trip to Italy, scheduled for March, was to be postponed.


  It isnt a practical time after all. My work . . .


  And this was true. The Atlanta case had swerved in an unforeseen and perilous direction. There were obligations in Valeries life too. . . . not a practical time. But later . .
  .


  He saw in her eyes regret, yet also relief.


  Doesnt want to be alone with me. Comparing me with him, isnt she!


   



  . . . a reservation for four, at LHeure Bleu. If we arrive by six, maybe a little before six, we wont have to leave until quarter to eight, Lincoln Center
  is just across the street. But if you and Harold prefer the Tokyo Pavilion, I know youve been wanting to check it out after the review in the Times, and Leonard and I have too . .
  .


  In fact, Leonard disliked Japanese food. Hated sushi, which was so much raw flesh, inedible.


  Where love has gone, he thought bitterly.


  Listening to Valeries maddeningly calm voice as she descended the stairs speaking on a cordless phone to a friend. It was nearly two weeks since hed discovered the Polaroids;
  hed vowed not to look at them again. Yet he was approaching the cherrywood table, pulling open the drawer that stuck a little, groping another time for the packet of Polaroids, which seemed
  to be in exactly the place hed left it, and he cursed his wife for being so careless, for not having taken time to hide her secret more securely.


  Oliver and Val, Key West, December 1985.


  With that childish pride, Valerie had felt the need to identify the lovers!


  At a window overlooking a snowy slope to the river and the glowering winter sky, he examined the photographs eagerly. He had seen them several times by now and had more or less memorized them,
  and so they were both familiar and yet retained an air of the exotic and treacherous. One of the less faded Polaroids he brought close to his face, that he might squint at the ring worn by the
  coppery-haired girlwas it the emerald? Valerie was wearing it on her right hand even then, which might only mean that though Oliver Yardman had given it to her, it hadnt yet acquired
  the status of an engagement ring. In another photo, Leonard discovered what hed somehow overlooked, the faintest suggestion of a bruise on Valeries neck, or a shadow that very much
  resembled a bruise. And Oliver Yardmans smooth-skinned face wasnt really so smooth; in fact it looked coarse in certain of the photos. And that smug, petulant mouth Leonard would have
  liked to smash with his fist. And there was Yardman wriggling his long toeswasnt there a correlation between the size of a mans toes and the size of . . .


  Hurriedly Leonard shoved the Polaroids into the drawer and fled the room.


  The time for children is past.


  Years ago. Should have known the woman hadnt loved him, if she had not wanted children with him.


  . . . a kind of madness has come over parents today. Not just the expense: private schools, private tutors, college. Therapists! But you must subordinate your life to your children. My
  husbandValeries voice dipped; this was a hypothetical, it was Leonard to whom she spoke so earnestlywould be working in the city five days a week and
  wouldnt be home until evening, and can you see me as a soccer mom, driving children towherever! Living through it all again and this time knowing whats to come? My God, it
  would be so raw.


  Valerie laughed; there was fear in her eyes.


  Leonard was astonished; this poised, beautiful woman was speaking so intimately to him! Of course he comforted her, gripping her cold hands. Kissed her hair where shed leaned toward him,
  trembling.


  Valerie, of course. I feel the same way.


  He did! In that instant, Leonard did.


  Theyd been introduced by mutual friends. Leonard was a highly paid litigator attached to the legal department of the most distinguished architectural firm in New York City, its
  headquarters in lower Manhattan on Rector Street. Leonards specialty was tax law, and within that specialty he prepared and argued cases in federal appeals courts. He was one of a team.
  There were enormous penalties for missteps, sometimes in the hundreds of millions of dollars. And there were enormous rewards when things went well.


  A litigator goes for the jugular.


  Valerie wasnt one to flatter, you could see. Her admiration was sincere.


  Leonard had laughed, blushing with pleasure. In his heart thinking he was one in a frantic swarm of piranha fish and not the swiftest, most deadly, or even, at thirty-four, as hed been at
  the time, among the youngest.


  The poised, beautiful young woman was Valerie Fairfax. Her maiden name: crisp, clear, Anglo, unambiguous. (Not a hint of Yardman.) At Citibank headquarters in Manhattan, Valerie had the title of
  vice president of human resources. How serious she was about her work! She wore Armani suits in subdued tones: oatmeal, powder gray, charcoal. She wore pencil-thin skirts and she wore trousers with
  sharp creases. She wore trim little jackets with slightly padded shoulders. Her hair was stylishly razor-cut to frame her face, to suggest delicacy where there was in fact solidity. Her fragrance
  was discreet, faintly astringent. Her handshake was firm and yet, in certain circumstances, yielding. She displayed little interest in speaking of the past, though she spoke animatedly on a variety
  of subjects. She thought well of herself and wished to think well of Leonard and so had a way of making Leonard more interesting to himself, more mysterious.


  The first full night they spent together, in the apartment on East 79th Street where Leonard was living at the time, a flush of excitement had come into Valeries face as, after several
  glasses of wine, she confessed how at Citibank she was the vice president of her department elected to fire people because she was so good at it.


  I never let sentiment interfere with my sense of justice. Its in my genes, I think.


   



  Now you didnt say fired. You said downsized.


  You might say dismissed, terminated. You might say, of vanished colleagues, gone.


  Leonard typed into his laptop a private message to himself:


  
    Not me. Not this season. They cant!

  


  Another time, in fact many times, hed typed Yardman into his computer. (At the office, not at home. He and Valerie shared a computer at home. Leonard knew that in
  cyberspace, nothing is ever erased, though it might be subsequently regretted, and so at home he never typed into the computer anything he might not wish his wife to discover in some ghost-remnant
  way.) Hundreds of citations for Yardman, but none for Oliver Yardman so far. He meant to keep looking.


  . . . first husband.


  Like an abscessed tooth secretly rotting in his jaw.


  In his office on the twenty-ninth floor at Rector Street. On the 7:10 A.M. Amtrak into Grand Central Station and on the 6:55 P.M. Amtrak out of Grand Central returning to Salthill Landing. In
  the interstices of his relations with others: colleagues, clients, fellow commuters, social acquaintances, friends. In the cracks of a densely scheduled life, the obsession with Oliver Yardman grew
  the way the hardiest weeds will flourish in soil scarcely hospitable to plant life.


  Sure he knows. Knows of me: second husband. What he must remember! Of her.


  Had to wonder how often Valerie glanced through the Polaroids in the desk drawer. How frequently, even when theyd been newly lovers, shed shut her eyes to summon back the first
  husband, the sulky spoiled mouth, the brazen hands, the hard stiff penis thrumming with blood that would never flag, even as she was breathless and panting in Leonards arms declaring she
  loved him.


  Since the discovery weeks ago in November, hed looked for other photos. Not in the photo album Valerie maintained with seeming sincerity and wifely pride but in Valeries drawers,
  closets. In the most remote regions of the large house, where things were stored away in boxes. Shrewdly thinking that because he hadnt found anything did not mean there was nothing to be
  found.


  Len Chase!


  A bright female voice, a Salthill Landing neighbor leaning over his seat. (Where was he? On the Amtrak? Headed home? Judging by the murky haze above the river, early evening, had to be headed
  home.) Leonards laptop was open before him and his fingers were poised over the flat keyboard, but hed been staring out the window for some minutes without moving. . . .
  thought that was you, Len, and how is Valerie? Havent seen you since, has it been Christmas, or . . .


  Leonard smiled politely at the woman. His open laptop, his document bag and overcoat on the seat beside himthese were clear signals he didnt want to be interrupted, which the woman
  surely knew, but she had come to an age when shed decided not to see such signals in cheerful denial of their meaning: Please leave me alone, you are not of interest to me, not as a
  woman, not as an individual, you are nothing but a minor annoyance. Melanie Roberts was Valeries age, and her frosted hair was razor-cut in Valeries style. Very likely Melanie was
  a rich mans daughter as well as a rich mans wife, but the advantage shed held as a younger woman had mysteriously faded, even so. Melanie seemed to think that her neighbor
  Leonard Chase might wish to know that shed had lunch with friends in the city and gone to see the Rauschenberg exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum and then shed dropped by to visit her
  niece at Barnard. Melanie was watching Leonard with sparkly expectant eyes in which dwelled some uneasiness, a fear of seeing in Leonards face exactly what he was thinking. He had to
  concede, he saw in Melanie Robertss face that he might still be perceived as an attractive man; in his seated position he appeared moderately tall, with a head of moderately thick hair,
  graying, but attractively graying; his skin tone was slightly sallow, but perhaps that was just the flickering Amtrak lighting; his face was dented in odd places, and loosely jowly in others; his
  nostrils looked enlarged, like pits opening into his skull; his eyes behind wire-rimmed bifocal glasses were shadowed and smudged; yet he would seem to this yearning woman more attractive than
  paunchy near-bald Sam Roberts, as others spouses invariably seem more attractive, since more mysterious, than our own. For intimacy is the enemy of romance. The dailiness of marriage is the
  enemy of immortality. Who would wish to be immortal if its a matter of reliving just the past week?


  Melanie Robertss smile was fading. Amid her chatter, Leonard must have interrupted. . . . hear you, Len? Its so noisy in this . . .


  The car was swaying drunkenly. The lights flickered. With a nervous laugh Melanie gripped the back of the seat to steady herself. Another eight minutes to Salthill Landingwhy was the
  woman hanging over his seat! He yearned to be touched, his numbed body caressed in love, so desperately he yearned for this touch that would be the awakening from a curse, but he shrank from
  intimacy with this woman who was his neighbor in Salthill Landing. On his open laptop screen was a column of e-mail messages he hadnt answered, in fact hadnt read, as he hadnt
  for most of that day returned phone messages, for a terrible gravity pulled his mind elsewhere. The first husband. You cannot be first. Melanie was saying brightly that she would call
  Valerie and maybe this weekend they could go out together to dinner, that new seafood restaurant in Nyack everyone has been talking about, and Leonard laughed, with a nod toward the window beside
  his seat where some distance below the oily dark sprawl of the Hudson River was lapsing into dusk: Ever think, Melanie, that river is like a gigantic boa constrictor? Its like time,
  eventually to swallow and digest us all?


  Melanie laughed sharply as if not hearing this, or hearing enough to know that she didnt really want to hear more of it. Promising shed tell Sam hello from him and shed call
  Valerie very soon, with a faint, forced smile lurching away somewhere behind Leonard Chase to her seat.


  He would track down the first husband, he would erase the man from consciousness. He would erase the mans memory, in which his own wife existed. Except he was a
  civilized human being, a decent human being, except he feared being apprehended and punished, that was what he would do.


  Early November when hed discovered the Key West photos. Late February when his CEO called him into his office in the tower.


  The meeting was brief. One or two others had been taken to lunch first, which had not been a good idea; Leonard was grateful to be spared lunch. Through a roaring in his ears he heard. Watched
  the mans piranha mouth. Steely eyes through bifocal glasses like his own.


  Downsized. Stock options. Severance pay. Any questions?


  He had no legal grounds to object. Possibly he had moral grounds, but he wouldnt contest it. He knew the companys financial situation. Since 9/11 theyd been in a tailspin.
  These were facts you might read in the Wall Street Journal. Then came the terrible blow, unexpectedat least, Leonard believed it to be unexpectedthe ruling in Atlanta: a
  federal court judge upheld a crushing $33 million award to a hotel-chain plaintiff plus $8 million in punitive damages. The architectural firm for which hed worked for the past seven years
  was hard hit. Conceding yes, he understood. Failure was a sickness that burned like fever in the eyes of the afflicted. No disguising that fever, like jaundice-yellow eyes.


  Soon to be forty-six. Burned out. The battlefield is strewn with burned-out litigators. His fingers shook, cold as a corpses, yet he would shake the CEOs hand in parting, he would
  meet the mans gaze with something like dignity.


  He had the use of his office for several more weeks. And the stock options and severance pay were generous. And Valerie wouldnt need to know exactly what had happened, possibly ever.


  . . . seem distracted lately, Leonard. I hope it isnt . . .


  They were undressing for bed. That night in their large, beautifully furnished bedroom. Gusts of wind rattled the windows, which were leaded windows, inset with wavy glass in mimicry of the old
  glass that had once been, when the original house had been built in 1791.


  . . . anything serious? Your health . . .


  From his corner of the room Leonard called over, in a voice meant to comfort, that of course he was fine, his health was fine. Of course.


  Damned wind! Its been like this all day.


  Valerie spoke fretfully, as if someone were to blame.


  Neither had brought up the subject of the trip to Italy in some time. Postponed to March, but no specific plans had been made. The tenth anniversary had come and gone.


  In her corner of their bedroom, an alcove with a built-in dresser and closets with mirrors affixed to their doors, Valerie was undressing as, in his corner of the bedroom, a smaller alcove with
  but a single mirrored door, Leonard was undressing. As if casually, Leonard called over to her, Did you ever love me, Valerie? When you first married me, I mean. In his mirror Leonard
  could see just a blurred glimmer of one of Valeries mirrors. She seemed not to have heard his question. The wind buffeting the house was so very loud. For a while? In the beginning?
  Was there a time? Not knowing if his voice was pleading or threatening. If, if this woman heard, like the frightened woman on the train she would laugh nervously and wish to escape him.


  Maybe I should murder us both, Valerie. Downsize. It could end very quickly.


  He didnt own a gun. Had no access to a gun. Rifle? Could you go into a sporting goods store and buy a rifle? A shotgun? Not a handgun; he knew that was more difficult in New York State.
  You had to apply for a license, there was a background check, paperwork. The thought made his head ache.


  . . . that sound, what is it? Im frightened.


  In her corner of the room Valerie stood very still. How like an avalanche the wind was sounding! There had been warnings over the years that the hundred-foot cliff above Salthill Landing might
  one day collapse after a heavy rainstorm, and there had been small landslides from time to time, and now it began to sound as if the cliff might be disintegrating, a slide of rock, rubble, uprooted
  trees rushing toward the house, about to collapse the roof . . . In his corner of the room Leonard stood as if transfixed, his shirt partly unbuttoned, in his stocking feet, waiting.


  They would die together, in the debris. How quickly, then, the end would come!


  No avalanche, only the wind. Valerie shut the door of her bathroom firmly behind her; Leonard continued undressing and climbed into bed. It was a vast tundra of a bed, with a hard mattress. By
  morning the terrible wind would subside. Another dawn! Mists on the river, a white wintry sun behind layers of cloud. Another day Leonard Chase would enter with dignity, he was certain.


  2.


  Dwayne Ducharme, eh? Welcome to Denver.


  There came Mitchell Oliver Yardman to shake Leonards hand in a crushing grip. He was Mitch Yardman, realtor and insurance agent, and he appeared to be the only person on
  duty at Yardman Realty & Insurance this afternoon.


  Not that this is Denver, eh? Makeville is what this is hereyou wouldnt call it a suburb of anyplace. Used to be a mining town, see. Probably you never heard of Makeville
  back east, and this kind of scenery, probly youre thinking aint what youd expect of the West, eh? Well, see, Dwayne Ducharme, like I warned you on the phone: this is
  east Colorado. High desert plain. The Rockies is in the other direction.


  Yardmans smile was wide and toothy yet somehow grudging, as if he resented the effort such a smile required. Here was a man whod been selling real estate for a long time, you could
  see. Even as he spoke in his grating mock-western drawl, Yardmans shrewd eyes were rapidly appraising his prospective client Dwayne Ducharme, whod made an appointment to see small
  ranch properties within commuting distance of Denver.


  So this was Oliver Yardman! Twenty-one years after the Key West idyll, the man had thickened, grown coarser, yet there was the unmistakable sexual swagger, the sulky spoiled-boy mouth.


  Yardman was shorter than Leonard had expected, burly and as solid-built as a fire hydrant. He had a rucked forehead and a fleshy nose riddled with small broken veins, and his breath was meaty,
  sour. He wore a leathery-looking cowboy hat, an expensive-looking rumpled suede jacket, a lime-green shirt with a black string tie looped around his neck, rumpled khakis, badly scuffed leather
  boots. He seemed impatient, edgy. His hands, which were busily gesticulating in twitchy swoops like the gestures of a deranged magician, were noticeably large, with stubby fingers, and on the
  smallest finger of his left hand he wore a showy gold signet ring with a heraldic crest.


  The first husband. Leonards heart kicked in his chest; he was in the presence of his enemy.


  In the office, which was hardly more than a storefront and smelled of stale cigarette smoke, Yardman showed Leonard photographs of ranch-type properties within easy
  commuting distance of downtown Denver. In his aggressive, mock-friendly yet grudging voice, Yardman kept up a continual banter, peppering Leonard with facts, figures, statistics, punctuating
  his words with Eh? It was a verbal tic that Yardman seemed unaware of or was helpless to control, and Leonard steeled himself waiting to hear it, dry-mouthed with apprehension that Yardman
  was suspicious of him, eyeing him so intimately.


  . . . tight schedule, eh? Goin back tomorrow, you said? Said your firms relocating? Some kinda computer parts, eh? Theres a lot of that in Denver, lectronics,
  chips, these are boom times for some, eh? Demographicsre movinwest, for sure. Population shift. Back east, billion-dollar companies goin down the toilet, you hear.
  Yardman laughed heartily, amused by the spectacle of companies going down a toilet.


  Leonard said, in Dwayne Ducharmes earnest voice, Mr. Yardman, Ive been very


  Mitch. Call me Mitch, eh?


  Mitch. Ive been very lucky to be transferred to our Denver branch. My company has been downsized, but


  Tell me about it, man! Downsize. Cut back. Aint that the story of these United States lately, eh? Yardman was suddenly vehement, incensed. His pronunciation was savage:
  Yoo-nited States.


  Leonard said, with an air of stubborn naivete, Mr. Yardman, my wife and I think of this as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. To relocate to the West from the crowded East. Were
  Methodist Evangelicals, and the church is flourishing in Colorado, and we have a twelve-year-old boy dying to raise horses, and my wife thinks


  That is so interesting, Dwayne, Yardman interrupted, with a rude smirk. You are one of a new pioneer breed relocating to our wide-open spaces and relaxed way of life and
  lower taxes. Seems to me I have just the property for you: six-acre ranch, four-bedroom house for the growin family, barn in good repair, creek runs through the property, fences, shade
  trees, aspens, in kinda a valley where theres deer and antelope to hunt. Just went on the market a few days ago. Dwayne Ducharme, this is serendipty, eh?


  Yardman locked up the office. Pulled down a sign on the front door: closed. When he wasnt facing Leonard, his sulky mouth retained its fixed smile.


  Outside, the men had a disagreement: Yardman wanted to drive his prospective client to the ranch, which was approximately sixteen miles away, and Leonard insisted on driving his rental car.
  Yardman said, Whyn hell we need two vehicles, eh? Save gas. Keep each other company. Its the usual procedure, see. Yardmans vehicle was a new-model Suburban with
  smoke-tinted windows, bumper stickers featuring the American flag, and a dented right rear door. It was both gleaming black and splattered with mud like coarse lace. Inside, a dog was barking
  excitedly, throwing itself against the window nearest Leonard and slobbering the glass. Thats Kaspar. Spelled with a K. Barks worse n his bite. Kaspar aint
  goin to bite you, Dwayne, I guarantee. Yardman slammed the flat of his hand against the window, commanding the dog to settle down. Kaspar was an Airedale, purebred,
  Yardman said. Damn good breed, but needs discipline. You buy this pretty lil property out at Mineral Springs for your family, youll want a dog. Mans best
  friend is no bullshit.


  But Leonard didnt want to ride with Yardman and Kaspar; Leonard would drive his own car. Yardman stared at him, baffled. Clearly, Yardman was a man not accustomed to being contradicted or
  thwarted in the smallest matters. He said, barely troubling to disguise his contempt, Well, Dwayne, you do that. You in your lil Volva, Volvo, Vulva, you do that. Kaspar and me will
  drive ahead, see you dont get lost.


  In a procession of two vehicles they drove through the small town of Makeville in the traffic of early Saturday afternoon, in late March. It was a windy day, tasting of snow. Overhead were
  massive clouds like galleons. What a relief, to be free of Yardmans overpowering personality! Leonard hadnt slept well the night before, nor the night before that; his nerves were
  strung tight. In his compact rental car he followed the military-looking black Suburban through blocks of undistinguished storefronts, stucco apartment buildings, taverns, X-rated video stores, and
  onto a state highway crowded with the usual fast-food restaurants, discount outlets, gas stations, strip malls. All that seemed to remain of Makevilles mining-town past were the Gold Strike
  Go-Go, Strike-It-Rich Lounge, Silver Lining Barbecue. Beyond the highway was a mesa landscape of small stunted trees, rocks. To get to Yardman Really & Insurance at 661 Main Street, Makeville,
  Leonard had had a forty-minute drive from the Denver airport through a dispiriting clog of traffic and air hazier than the air of Manhattan on most days.


  He thought, Can he guess? Any idea who I am?


  He was excited, edgy. No one knew where Leonard Chase was.


  Outside town, where the speed limit was fifty-five miles an hour, Yardman pushed the Suburban toward seventy leaving Leonard behind. It was to punish him, Leonard knew: Yardman allowed other
  vehicles to come between him and Leonard, then pulled off onto the shoulder of the road to allow Leonard to catch up. In a gesture of genial contempt, Yardman signaled to him and pulled out onto
  the highway before him, fast. In the rear window of the Suburban was an American flag. On the rear bumper were stickers: BUSH CHENEY USA; KEEP HONKING, IM RELOADING.


  Yardmans family must have been rich at one time. Yardman had been sent east to college. Though he played the yokel, it was clear that the man was shrewd, calculating. Something had
  happened in his personal life and in his professional life, possibly a succession of things. Hed had money, but not now. Valerie would never have married Yardman otherwise. Wouldnt
  have kept the lewd Polaroids for more than two decades.


  If he guessed. What?


  The Suburban was pulling away again, passing an eighteen-wheel rig. Leonard could turn off at any time, drive back to the airport and take a flight back to Chicago. Hed told Valerie that
  he would be in Chicago for a few days on business, and this was true: Leonard had a job interview with a Chicago firm needing a tax litigator with federal court experience. He hadnt told
  Valerie that hed been severed from the Rector Street firm and was sure that there could be no way she might know. Hed been commuting into the city five days a week, schedule
  unaltered. His CEO had seen to it. Hed been treated with courtesy: allowed the use of his office for several weeks while he searched for a new job. Except for one or two unfortunate
  episodes, he got along well with his old colleagues. Once or twice he showed up unshaven, disheveled; most of the time he seemed unchanged. White cotton shirt, striped tie, dark pinstripe suit. He
  continued to have his shoes shined in Grand Central Station. In his office, door shut, he stared out the window. Or clicked through the Internet. So few law firms were interested in him, at
  forty-six: down-sized. But hed tracked down Yardman in this way. And the interview in Chicago was genuine. Leonard Chases impressive resume, the strong,
  supportive recommendation his CEO had promised, were genuine.


  Valerie had ceased touching his arm, his cheek. Valerie had ceased asking in a concerned voice, Is anything wrong, darling?


  This faint excitement, edginess. Hed been in high-altitude terrain before. Beautiful Aspen, where theyd gone skiing just once. Also Santa Fe. Denver was a mile above sea level, and
  Leonards breath was coming quickly and shallowly in the wake of Yardmans vehicle. His pulse was fast; he was elated. He knew that after a day, the sensation of excitement would shift
  to a dull throbbing pain behind his eyes. But he hoped by then to be gone from Colorado.


  Mineral Springs. This part of the area certainly didnt look prosperous. Obviously there were wealthy Denver suburbs and outlying towns, but this wasnt one of them. The land
  continued flat and monotonous, and its predominant hue was the hue of dried manure. Leonard had expected mountains, at least. In the other direction, Yardman had said with a smirkbut where?
  The jagged skyline of Denver, behind Leonard, to his right, was lost in a soupy brown haze.


  The Suburban turned off onto a potholed road. United Church of Christ in a weathered wood-frame building, a mobile home park, small asphalt-sided houses set back in scrubby lots in sudden and
  unexpected proximity to Quail Ridge Acres, a custom-built, luxury home housing development sprawling out of sight. There began to be more open land, ranches with grazing
  cattle, horses close beside the road lifting their long heads as Leonard passed by. The sudden beauty of a horse can take your breath away; Leonard had forgotten. He felt a pang of loss that he had
  no son. No one to move west with him, raise horses in Colorado.


  Yardman was turning the Suburban onto a long bumpy lane. Here was the Flying S Ranch. A pair of badly worn steer horns hung crooked on the open front gate, in greeting. Leonard pulled up behind
  Yardman and parked. A sensation of acute loneliness and yearning swept over him. If we could live here! Begin over again! Except he needed to be younger, and Valerie needed to be a different
  woman.


  Yet here was a possible home: a long, flat-roofed wood-and-stucco ranch house with a slapdash charm, needing repair, repainting, new shutters, probably a new roof. You could see a womans
  touches: stone urns in the shape of swans flanking the front door, the remains of a rock garden in the front yard. Beyond the house were several outbuildings, a silo. In a shed, a left-behind
  tractor. Mounds of rotted hay, dried manure. Fences in varying stages of dereliction. Yet there was a striking view of a sweeping, sloping plain and a hilly terraina mesa?in the
  distance. Pierced with sunshine, the sky was beautiful, a hard glassy blue behind clouds like gigantic sculpted figures. Leonard saw that from the rear of the ranch house youd have a view of
  the hills, marred only by what looked like the start of a housing development far to the right. If you stared straight ahead, you might not notice the intrusion.


  As Leonard approached the Suburban, he saw that Yardman was leaning against the side of the vehicle, speaking tersely into a cell phone. His face was a knot of flesh. Kaspar the pure-bred
  Airedale was loose, trotting excitedly about, sniffing at the rock garden and lifting his leg. When he sighted Leonard, he rushed at him, barking frantically and baring his teeth. Yardman shouted,
  Back off, Kaspar! Damn dog, obey! When Leonard shrank back, shielding himself with his arms, Yardman scolded him too: Kaspar is all damn bark and no bite, dint I
  tell you? Eh? Cmon, boy. Fuckin sit. Now. With a show of reluctance, Kaspar obeyed his red-faced master. Leonard hadnt known that Airedales were so large. This
  one had a wiry, coarse tan-and-black coat, a grizzled snout of a muzzle, and moist dark vehement eyes like his master.


  Yardman shut up the cell phone and tried to arrange his face into a pleasant smile. As he unlocked the front door and led Leonard into the house, he said, in his salesmans genial blustery
  voice, Churches, eh? You seen em? On the way out here? This is strong Christian soil. Earliest settlers. Protsant stock. Theres a Mormon population too. Those folks are
  serious. Yardman sucked his fleshly lips, considering the Mormons. There was something to be acknowledged about those folks, maybe money.


  The ranch house looked as if it hadnt been occupied in some time. Leonard, glancing about with a vague, polite smile, as a prospective buyer might, halfway wondered if something, a small
  creature perhaps, had crawled beneath the house and died. Yardman forestalled any question from his client by telling a joke: . . . punishment for bigamy? Eh? Two wives. His laughter
  was loud and meant to be infectious.


  Leonard smiled at the thought of Valerie stepping into such a house. Not very likely! The womans sensitive soul would be bruised in proximity to what Yardman described as the
  remodeled kitchen with the fantastic view of the hills and, in the living room, an unexpected spectacle of left-behind furniture: a long, L-shaped sofa in a nubby
  butterscotch fabric, a large showy glass-topped coffee table with a spiderweb crack in the glass, deep-piled stained beige wall-to-wall carpeting. Two steps down into a family room with a large
  fireplace and another fantastic view of the hills and stamped-cardboard rock walls. Seeing the startled expression on Leonards face, Yardman said with a grim smile, Hey,
  sure, a new homeowner might wish to remodel here some. Renovate. They got their taste, you got yours. Like Einstein said, theres no free lunch in the universe.


  Yardman was standing close to Leonard, as if daring him to object. Leonard said, in a voice meant to be quizzical, No free lunch in the universe? I dont understand, Mr.
  Yardman.


  Means you get what you pay for, see. What you dont pay for, you dont get. Philosphy of life, eh? Yardman must have been drinking in the Suburban; his breath
  smelled of whiskey and his words were slightly slurred.


  As if to placate the realtor, Leonard said of course he understood: any new property he bought, hed likely have to put some money into. All our married lives its been my
  wifes and my dream to purchase some land, and this is our opportunity. My wife has just inherited a little moneynot much, but a littleDwayne Ducharmes voice
  quavered, in fear this might sound inadvertently boastfuland we would use this. Such naive enthusiasm drew from Yardman a wary predator smile. Leonard could almost hear the
  realtor thinking, Here is a fool, too good to be true. Yardman murmured, Wise, Dwayne. Very wise.


  Yardman led Leonard into the master bedroom, where a grotesque pink-toned mirror covered one of the walls, and in this mirror, garishly reflected, the men loomed overlarge, as if magnified.
  Yardman laughed as if taken by surprise, and Leonard looked quickly away, shocked that hed shaved so carelessly that morning: graying stubble showed on the left side of his face, and there
  was a moist red nick in the cleft of his chin. His eyes were set in hollows like ill-fitting sockets in a skull, and his clothesa tweed sport coat, a candy-striped shirtlooked rumpled
  and damp, as if hed been sleeping in them, as perhaps he had been, intermittently, on the long flight from New York to Chicago to Denver.


  Luckily, the master bedroom had a plate-glass sliding door that Yardman managed to open, and the men stepped quickly out into fresh air. Almost immediately there came rushing at Leonard the
  frantically barking Airedale, who would certainly have bitten him except Yardman intervened. This time he not only shouted at the dog but struck him on the snout, on the head, dragged him away from
  Leonard by his collar, cursed and kicked him until the dog cowered whimpering at his feet, its stubby tail wagging. Damn asshole. You blew it. Fuckin busted now. Every one of em in
  the fuckin family, aint it the same fuckin story. Flush-faced, deeply shamed by the dogs behavior, Yardman dragged the whimpering Airedale around the house to the
  driveway where the Suburban was parked. Leonard pressed his hands over his ears, not wanting to hear Yardmans furious cursing and the dogs broken-hearted whimpering as Yardman must
  have forced him back inside the vehicle, to lock him in. He thought, That dog is his only friend. He might kill that dog


  Leonard walked quickly away from the house, as if eager to look at the silo, which was partly collapsed in a sprawl of what looked like fossilized corncobs and mortar, and a barn the size of a
  three-car garage with a slumping roof and a strong odor of manure and rotted hay, pleasurable in his nostrils. In a manure pile a pitchfork was stuck upright, as if someone had abruptly decided
  that hed had enough of ranch life and had departed. Leonard felt a thrill of excitement, unless it was a thrill of dread. He had no clear idea why he was here, being shown the derelict
  Flying S Ranch in Mineral Springs, Colorado. Why hed sought out Mitch Yardman. The first husband, Oliver Yardman. If his middle-aged wife cherished erotic memories of this man as hed
  been twenty years before, what was that to Leonard? He was staring at his hands, lifted before him, palms up in a gesture of honest bewilderment. He wore gloves, which seemed to steady his hands.
  Hed been noticing lately, these past several months, that his hands sometimes shook.


  Just outside the barn, Yardman had paused to make another call on his cell phone. He was leaving a message, his voice low-pitched, threatening and yet seductive. Hey babe. S me.
  Where the fuck are ya, babe? Call me. Im here. He broke the connection, cursing under his breath.


  At the rear of the barn, looking out at the hills, Yardman caught up with Leonard. The late-afternoon sky was still vivid with light, massive clouds in oddly vertical sculpted columnar shapes.
  Leonard was staring at these shapes, flexing his fingers in his leather gloves. Yardman swatted at his shoulder as if they were new friends linked in a common enterprise; his breath smelled of
  fresh whiskey. Quite a place, eh? Makes a man dream, eh? Big sky country. Thats the West, see. I lived awhile in the East, fuckin hemmed in. No place for a man. Always wanted a
  nice lil ranch like this. Decent life for a man, raise horses, not damn rat-race real estate . . . Any questions for me, Dwayne? Like, is the list price negotiable? Or


  Did you always live in Makeville, Mr. YardmanMitch? Dwayne Ducharme had a way of speaking bluntly yet politely. Just curious!


  Yardman said, tilting his leathery cowboy hat to look his client frankly in the face, Hell, no. The Yardmans is all over at Littleton. Makeville is just me. And thats
  tempry.


  Yardman Realty & Insurance is a family business, is it?


  Well, sure. Used to be. Now just me, mostly.


  Yardman spoke with an air of vaguely shamed regret. Burned out, Leonard was thinking. Yardmans sulky mouth seemed about to admit more, then pursed shut.


  You said you lived in the East, Mitch . . .


  Not long.


  Ever travel to, wellFlorida? Key West?


  Yardman squinted at Leonard, as if trying to decide whether to be amused or annoyed by him. Yah, I guess. Long time ago. Whyre you askin, friend?


  Its just, you look familiar. Like someone I saw, might have seen once, I think it was Key West . . . Leonard was smiling; a roaring came up in his ears. As in court, he
  sometimes had to pause to get his bearings. Do you have a family? I mean, wife, children . . .


  Friend, I know what you mean, Yardman said grimly. Some of us got just as much family as we need, know what Im saying?


  Im afraid that


  Means my private life is off-limits, Dwayne. Yardman laughed. His face crinkled. Hey, man, just kidding. A wifes a wife, eh? Kids a kid? Been there, done that.
  Three fucking times, Dwayne. Three strikes, youre out.


  Hed been married three times? Divorced three times? Risky for naive Dwayne Ducharme to say, with a provocative smile, No love like your first. They say.


  No fuck like your first. But thats debatable.


  Leonard froze. Had Valerie been Yardmans first? One of the first, maybe. Leonard believed this must be so.


  Now Yardman meant to turn the conversation back to real estate: in his hand was a swath of fact sheets. Any questions? Mortgages, interest rates? Theres where Mitch Yardmans
  expertise kicks in.


  Yes. I have questions. Leonards voice quavered; his mouth had gone dry. For a moment his mind had gone blank. Then, pointing: Those hills over there? Is that area
  being . . . developed? On the way in I saw some bulldozers . . .


  Yardman scowled, shading his eyes. As if hed never seen such a sight before, he said, shrugging, Seems there might be something going on there, that ridge. But the rest of the
  valley through here, and your own sweet lil creek that your boy will be crazy for wading in, running through it, see?thats in pristine shape.


  Yardman swatted Leonards shoulder companionably as he turned to lead his credulous client back to the driveway. It was that touch, that suggestion of brotherly solicitude, that made
  Leonard recoil. A thrill of pure loathing, revulsion, hit him like adrenaline.


  Swiftly it happened: the pitchfork was in Leonards hands, leather gloves gripping tight. So this was why hed taken care to wear leather gloves! Without so much as grunting with the
  effort, Leonard had managed to wrench the heavy pronged implement out of the hardened manure pile, and in the next instant, as the garrulous man was about to step outside, Leonard came up behind
  him and shoved the prongs against his lower back, knocking him violently forward, off-balance; and as Yardman turned in astonishment, desperate to grab hold of the thrusting prongs, Leonard shoved
  the pitchfork a second time, and a third, at the mans unprotected throat.


  How quickly then what happened, happened. Afterward Leonard would have but a dazed and fragmented memory, as of a fever dream.


  Yardman on his knees, terror shining in his eyes, and perplexitywhat was happening to him? And why? Now fallen and flailing on the dirt floor, straw and bits of manure floating in swirls
  of dark blood. Leonard thought, Earth is dark, blood is darkit will soak in, it wont be noticed. As Leonard circled Yardman, striking at him with the pitchfork, the
  wounded man was fighting to live, bleeding from numerous wounds, now pleading for his life. Yet Leonard had no mercyhe hadnt come thousands of miles to exact mercy! With the
  unexpected strength of his shoulders, he drove the prongs into Yardmans bleeding chest, Yardmans forearms raised to protect his face. Several feet away the leather cowboy hat lay,
  thrown clear.


  Leonard stood over the dying man, panting. So strange that his fury hadnt abated but seemed to have burst from him into the very air: Laugh now! Make a joke now! Whats funny
  now? Yardman.


  The mans name was flung from his mouth, like spittle.


  Emerging then from the barn. Uncertain of his surroundings, and he was very tired, arms like lead. Where was this? Hed last sleptcouldnt remember; on the
  plane? Jolting and unsatisfying sleep. And when hed called home, the phone had rung in the empty house in Salthill Landing, and when hed called Valeries cell phone, there had
  been no answer, not even a ring.


  There in the driveway was the Suburban, parked where Yardman had left it. At the rear window the Airedale barked frantically. The heavy pitchfork was still in Leonards hands; hed
  seemed to know that there was more effort to be made. Once begun, such an effort was not easily stopped. Though his hands in the blood-splashed leather gloves ached as if the bones had cracked, he
  had no choice; Yardmans dog was a witness, could identify him. Slowly he approached the Suburban. The Airedale barked louder, slobbering against the window. Leonard cautiously opened one of
  the rear doors, speaking to the dog in Yardmans commanding/cajoling way, but the vehicle was built so high off the ground it was awkward for Leonard to lean inside, virtually impossible for
  him to maneuver the pitchfork, to stab at the dog. Leonard glanced down at himself and saw in horror that his trousers were splattered with dark liquid. The maddened dog was smelling blood. His
  masters blood. He knows.


  It was becoming increasingly difficult for Leonard to think clearly. A mist seemed to have pervaded his brain. Kaspar? Come here . . . But the panicked dog had leapt into the front
  seat of the SUV and so with a grunt Leonard managed to climb into the rear of the vehicle, again trying to maneuver the pitch-fork, to strike at the dog, but unable to get leverage, and in an
  instant, quick as an adders thrust, the Airedale managed to sink his teeth into Leonards exposed wrist, and Leonard cried out in surprise and pain and hastily climbed out of the
  vehicle, dragging the pitchfork behind him. For he must not surrender the pitchfork, he knew. Standing dazed in the driveway in this place he couldnt now clearly recall, which seemed to be
  tilting beneath him as in a mild earthquake. The flesh at his right wrist was torn, bleeding? A dog had attacked him? Why?


  He glanced around to see a dust-colored pickup approaching from the road. A male figure wearing a cowboy hat in the drivers seat, a female figure beside him, staring. Seeing the bloodied
  pitchfork in Leonards hands, they stared. There came a mans hoarse voice: Mister? You in need of help?
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