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“Your Dishonor!” A shout broke the judge’s train of thought while he was closing one case-file
and opening another.
Gavin Rylands, judge of the Court of Common Pleas, accustomed as he was to being
called “Your Honor,” couldn’t believe that somebody was shrieking at him in his own courtroom.
He looked directly at her.
“Do you see my face?” she demanded. “Do you think I did this to myself?”
It was Belinda Cross, the victim, whose husband he had just released from jail. Fifteen
minutes earlier she had been in the witness stand. Articulate, cool, speaking as an impartial
narrator, she seemed to be telling the tale of somebody else’s horror. It was a story the judge had
heard many times in his three years on the bench, of a husband discovering the narcotic
satisfaction of inflicting suffering on his wife -- psychological, of course, but better yet, physical.
While she was testifying Judge Rylands could see her only in a quarter view, which was
not much better than seeing her seated beside the “victim’s advocate” at a table several paces
away. So the judge asked a question. She turned to answer, and they looked into each other’s
eyes.
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Rylands was young for a judge, only thirty-seven, but he had seen plenty of the faces of
violence, of women beaten by physically stronger men. The left side of Belinda Cross’s face was
almost purple, misshapen by blows from a right-handed assailant. Her eyes were nearly swollen
shut, both eyes. That she had been assaulted on Saturday and now at noon on Monday was
narrating the experience with calm intelligence -- that she could speak at all -- excluded pity and
stirred his admiration.
Now -- amid her shouting -- the victim’s advocate stood up and tried to quiet her, even to
drag her back into her chair, but she was screaming:
“Your order isn’t worth the paper it’s written on. Do you think he’ll obey you? Are you
such a fool?”
And he thought, “She’s right.”
The sheriff’s deputy moved toward her but Judge Rylands called out sharply: “Let her
speak.”
She shouted: “You get your thrills playing tiddlywinks with people’s lives -- you’re a
child! Why not just give him a baseball bat?”
He could understand the fury, but the contempt stung.
She had more or less dragged the advocate, an elderly woman, with her and now they
stood in front of the bench. He could reach down and almost touch her. After looking up at him
as if he were a zoo animal she turned and limped away. The advocate embraced her around the
shoulders and they walked out together.
Drawing a breath Rylands said to the clerk: “Next case.” But he was not ready for the
next or any other case. He told himself it was just another case, that it was not his life. He had
slipped into a mistake, thinking of himself as a human being, a man. He had forgotten the role
he must play in this room, the role and identity of a judge.
The question before Judge Rylands had not been the guilt or innocence of the husband
but whether to release him -- his name was Jason Dexter -- after a weekend in jail. Rylands’ duty
was to “balance” the presumption of innocence against the safety of the community, that is to
say, of Belinda Cross. Should he keep a man who was presumed innocent in jail or let him out,
perhaps to beat her again? There was also the question whether Dexter would show up for his
next court date.
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Would he run away? The judge was compelled to examine his ties to the community, and
Dexter had deep and strong connections. He ran a fleet of heavy trucks delivering sand and
gravel to construction sites. He employed fifteen people, and he had a clean record. He stood
four-square before the bench in a blue business suit and maroon tie, and his chest and shoulders
filled the suit impressively. Rylands couldn’t help noticing it was a cheap suit. But you can’t
keep a man in jail for wearing a cheap suit. Rylands thought: “He’s a tough son of a bitch.”
Rylands released him but glanced toward balance by issuing a restraining order, keeping him
away from Belinda Cross by a margin of five hundred feet, and forbidding all communication.
Appealing to what he thought would be the ethos of a man like Jason Dexter he gave him one
hell of a lecture on cowardice, as exemplified by a man who would beat a woman. Her image
was in his mind, as the husband was in his eyes.
He could see the wife bending to cover her face, begging. He forgot he was a judge.
“Coward,” he said three times, referring to wife beaters if not to the one before him. He went
farther. He said such men were “scum.”
Dexter’s lawyer, the semi-famous Oscar Calhoun, sat shaking his head in mute
condemnation.
Not being a judge to take sass from a lawyer Gavin Rylands said: “Mr. Calhoun, are you
trying to tell me something?”
Calhoun rose with lethargic disrespect and said, “No, Your Honor.”
Rylands released Dexter on bail of one hundred thousand dollars with the parting
admonition: “Miss your trial date and the hundred thousand will be my latest gift to the county
treasury. Break the restraining order and I will throw you in jail where you belong.”
Judge Rylands then closed the file and turned to the next one. It was at this moment that
Belinda Cross screamed “Your Dishonor!”
It wasn’t exactly a scream. A yell? A cry? He could hear it in his memory for hours
afterward. In fact he heard it for the rest of his life. And besides the “cry,” his memory recorded
the moving picture of her limping along beside her advocate as they left the courtroom -- her
figure upright but her steps twisted by the limp -- an image he was unable to erase from the video
library in his brain.
+

+

+
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That evening Rylands fell into an argument with the majestically beautiful Marian Stannard, his
ex-wife, which was easy enough to do. Neither could fully separate from the other, and even
now, two years after their divorce, she remained his de facto chief of staff and he was the leading
man in their joint production. She was the director, he was the actor. She was the worker, he
was the showman. The Plan was unchanged: he was aiming for Congress, in fact for the US
Senate. The divorce had not been a severing, more like a renewal of the campaign. Marian still
regarded her career as linked to his, and he still found it impossible to stay away from her. When
Marian said “career” she still meant Gavin’s march toward the big goal. She was not aware that
to him this goal was receding into the not necessarily desirable future. He had seen a few good
men and women go to Washington and contract Potomac Fever. It was ugly, and it was
incurable.
But neither was he content with his job on the Court of Common Pleas. It was a grind.
Yet he thought the only way to do anything worth doing was at the level of individual lives. He
was aware of the contradiction between the ambition to be somebody in Washington and this
respect for humdrum work among real people. He was not suited to a life of grinding out one
small achievement after another. The one thing that still made sense was making love to Marian.
Marian Stannard and Gavin Rylands had married while both were still in law school and
had planned their lives along the axis of his ambition. He recognized that she was smarter but
never said so, knowing she would have to deny it. On her advice he had joined the Democratic
Party and created a web of contacts that came in handy when he ran for Common Pleas. He
won, and found victory more congenial than he expected. He was now one of the bright young
judges, and Marian was flourishing as a criminal defense lawyer with a practice spread over four
counties.
He had thought of asking Marian to take him back -- he thought she might -- but he knew
it wouldn’t work. She still took the Plan seriously. He believed that the higher you go the more
you compromise until there is nothing left worth selling. Marian denounced this as defeatism.
He said it was the foundation of a new and different plan. What plan? He was working on that.
In an unguarded moment he admitted that his preference was for no plan at all. Life and a plan -he sometimes thought -- excluded one another. He knew this was stupid but he liked the shape
of it. You can live a plan or a life. If the plan becomes your life, you’re finished.
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Tonight he made the mistake of groaning about his decision to release Jason Dexter. “I
should have found a way to keep the bastard in jail.”
“Assuming your story is true and complete --” she began -He cut her off: “Which it is.”
“ -- then your ruling was proper, correct and within the law.”
“That’s it! ‘Within the law.’ What has law got to do with it?”
“Everything,” she said. “You keep trying to define yourself as a king who can do
anything and takes responsibility for everything. You are a mere judge. You interpret and apply
the law. More than that you cannot and should not do.”
“A judge,” Gavin Rylands repeated as if in ridicule. “And so I apply the law and throw
common sense to the wind -- and set this monster free.”
“Gavin, control yourself. Of course you might be wrong and your decision might place
this woman in danger. But if the job were easy the bailiff wouldn’t shout ‘All rise!’ when you
enter the room in your long black robe.”
Said Rylands: “Marian, First Love, did it ever occur to you that our courts would be more
democratic if the judge presided in his underwear?”
“Excellent idea, Your Honor. I’ll write a journal article on it.”
Rylands said: “It’s a question of her personal safety. Her -- maybe her life. I don’t like
the look of the husband.”
“You set free a man you could not justify keeping in jail. Or, say, your could rule either
way. But you don’t know that he attacked her in the first place, only that the DA says he did.”
“Sorry. I do know it.”
“You must balance the safety of the community --”
“You mean the girl’s safety.”
“ -- against his presumed innocence, and the question whether he’ll show up for his next
court date. Who ever said it was simple?”
He said as if to himself: “I think I was wrong.”
“Gavin, is this drama necessary?”
“I know it by heart, I’m a hothead and I turn my anger against myself. There’s no need to
go over it all again.”
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“Dear dear old Past Love,” she addressed him, “whisper this in your sleep: ‘Presumed
innocent, presumed innocent.’”
“What sleep, First Love? When shall Macbeth know sleep?”
“For God’s sake, spare me the poetry and, if you don’t mind, the egotism. One more
drink and we’ll both sleep like lambs.”
“In separate beds?”
“That’s yet to be determined.”
“Anyway,” Gavin said, “the lamb in this case is that girl -- and if she is sacrificed it’ll be
my fault.”
“Stop this melodrama! She was in danger before you got the case and will be in danger
after you move on to other people’s calamities.”
“That’s it right there!” he cried. “They mess up their lives and somehow get the idea that
a court can fix it.”
“She made her choice and now she’s living with it,” Marian said passing judgment.
“If she lives.”
“Can we be rational? She’ll live, probably in holy matrimony with her tormenter, maybe
have a baby with him, which he’ll use as another lever of power over her, and she’ll seek
consolation in her darling baby, and its little life will be poisoned too. -- Does she have
children?”
“According to the file, no.”
“Thank God for that. Anyway, chances are you’ll see her in court again next month or
next year with her face smashed and her ribs broken --”
“Please stop.”
“ -- and you’ll write yet another restraining order -- and the year after that --”
“Marian, don’t be so quick to judge her by the stereotypes we both see every day. How
do you know she doesn’t genuinely want to get out of his clutches?”
“Maybe she does, but what --”
“And -- Marian -- did you see her? Did you see him?”
“I did not,” said Marian in that precise, clipped voice that served her so well in court.
“It’s not my case, it’s yours.”
Gavin Rylands said: “I saw her.” He did not add that he was seeing her still.
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Marian heard menace and condemnation in those three words, as if she -- who had never
seen “her” -- was unfit to appreciate her suffering.
“Your job,” she continued calmly, “is to see if the law can clean up the mess. Note well:
not whether you can clean it up. Can the law transform him into a decent human being? No.
Can the law instill in her the courage to run away? No. And you can’t find her a loving husband,
maybe because you don’t know what such a rare beast would look like.”
“Oh God, here we go.”
“Just don’t say you loved me. A true lover doesn’t dump his mistress.”
“I did love you, I love you to this day. But these are old and painful pathways. Let’s not
-- please --”
“Absolutely, let’s not torture one another with screwdrivers, choke wires and blowtorches
from the past. Shall we forget it? It never happened, OK? Six or eight weeks from now after his
trial you’ll get your chance to throw him in jail -- sooner if he violates your restraining order.”
“Marian, dearest, I’m happy we can meet from time to time so we can fight like a married
couple, and talk about politics and the law and your garden -- do you still have a garden?”
“No. The grocery store is so much easier.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
“Enough. You are happy with the scraps of a marriage, I am not. But I’ll take scraps till I
find a real man, a man who --”
“Yes, dearest girl, I --”
“Woman, if you please.”
He said: “I never planned on learning this much about humanity -- looking down from
the bench. I already know too much.”
“All right, fine! I never said you should spend your whole life in a courtroom. Your are
formed for different work in a different arena. As a congressman or senator you’d find a new --”
“Stop, not again, for god’s --”
“It’s true and you know it. Your present job is a stepping stone. Get out of this town,
break loose, go where you belong, in Washington. I’ve always said --”
“Too often.”
“Really? You don’t want it? Since when? The US House, the US Senate?”
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“Whether I want it is one thing, whether I want you to keep harping on it is another. So
please for god’s sake find a different obsession. Anyhow I think I’ll start a new career.”
“What! You’re struggling in some kind of net. Why not stick to the Plan and --”
“No, sorry, this is all decided.”
“What, then.”
“Mathematics,” he said cooly.
There was no rational response to this, and it took a second to see what he was doing.
She said, “Gavin, you can’t balance your checkbook, and you are a bit early for a midlife crisis.
You still love me, don’t you. Waste my love, waste your talents.”
“Of course I love you,” he said.
“All right then.”
To which he responded: “All right what?”
And they drifted along. The frame of her life was her nunlike devotion to the law as she
understood it, which was not the same as the law as it operated in Montgomery County. But for
her vocation -- fighting within a system that was more often wrong than right -- she might have
spent her time mooning over lost love. The frame of his life was -- not a quest or search, but the
recognition that he was neither questing nor searching. What interested him was the big stuff -such as: why are we here? Where is here? Why do we love life? -- all the stuff that doesn’t buy
groceries or gas or pay the rent.
There was a pause, then Rylands said:
“I just have this terrible feeling, this --”
“Feeling? About what? The way your take advantage of me, or what?”
“About this abuser, about his wife.”
“Stop! Mercy! So you let him out, so what? This is like a probable-cause hearing where
you assess the facts before you, aware that there is much you cannot know until there’s a trial.
But on the basis of those facts somebody has to make a decision today and that somebody is you.
Either let him out or keep him in jail until he cools off. You’d be justified either way. Who
cares! Don’t be such a whiner. You’re losing your nerve.”
“By which you mean courage, but he won’t attack me. He may go after the girl.”
“Girl? You said she was in her thirties -- and of course beautiful.”
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“I never said that.”
“Trembling, vulnerable -- or was she an especially delicious bimbo?”
“Please, Marian.”
“Saintly? Which is it, Gavin?”
“I am aware that you consider me a lecher.”
“True, yes, I do respond to the animal in you. And you treat me like an animal, a faithful
cocker spaniel. Woof woof, master” -- with a strange grin. Then a sob escaped her.
Gavin started to rise in fear and said, “I do not treat you as an animal, dearest girl, I --”
“Oh shut up! Sit down. And quit calling me ‘dearest girl.’ You are such a phony.”
He decided to come clean and said: “I haven’t told you the whole story.”
“Oh God, let’s hear it.”
And he told her about Belinda Cross’s outburst.
“Of course,” Rylands went on, “the restraining order is worthless if it’s necessary, and if
it’s not, it may work. Marian, I will see that ball-bat in my sleep. I know it’s crazy but I -- god
damn it,” he said as if choking, and his eyes swept from side to side as if searching for -- They
were prominent, not quite bulging large brown eyes.
Marian sat beside him on the couch and took his hand. She felt big, hard knuckles.
Gavin said: “I told him, I really blasted him, I said ‘If you ever again --’ I --”
“Told who?”
“The husband. He had a smirk on his face, as if to say, just like his wife, ‘Your
restraining order isn’t worth the paper it’s written on.’ A great joke, the loving couple agree on
one thing anyway.”
Having come to this dead-end they sat in silence for a while, looking at one another with
a guarded appreciation.
Marian fixed a light supper and refused his request for a third drink. He knew what that
meant. They showered together and Gavin waited in her bed reading a novel that he kept on her
night table. She appeared wearing black silk trousers and a golden Chinese jacket closed to the
throat by fasteners that required patience to undo.
She stood smiling into his eyes while he undressed her.
+

+

+
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The Presiding Judge in the Court of Common Pleas, better known as the Oldster or the Buzzard,
a man half Gavin’s weight and twice his age, recited a sentence from memory and asked Gavin if
he could identify it.
The sentence, a rather long one, was:
“A judge shall uphold and promote the independence, integrity, and impartiality of the
judiciary, and shall avoid impropriety and the appearance of impropriety.”
Gavin Rylands answered promptly: “Canon One of the Code of Judicial Conduct.”
“Correct,” said the Buzzard. “And upon what authority is that Code promulgated?”
“On the authority of the Supreme Court of Ohio.”
“Correct. And can you define ‘impartiality’ as used in the Code?”
“Yes sir. I can give you the sense of it if not the exact verbiage. It means objectivity,
fairness, the absence of favoritism.”
“What you call the exact verbiage,” said the Oldster bearing down on verbiage, “defines
impartiality as ‘absence of bias or prejudice in favor of or against particular parties and classes of
parties, as well as maintenance of an open mind in considering issues that may come before a
judge.’ Do you recognize this verbiage?”
“Yes sir,” said Gavin thinking: “Why listen to this broken-down bag of decades, this --”
Yet he felt a prickling on his face and a hollowing of his gut. Gavin hated to call anybody Sir,
and he said to himself at some level beneath language that he didn’t care; but the thought was too
vague to tell him what exactly it was he didn’t care about. He remembered how he had shocked
Marian (and himself) when he said he hated his job. So that must be it -- the job -reconstructing broken lives and applying laws designed to substitute cumbersome nonviolent
procedures for quick force.
In the seconds before the Oldster next spoke, surveying Gavin with eyes he might have
borrowed from a bird of prey, Gavin leapt from one opportunity to another -- run for re-election,
run for judge of the Court of Appeals, run for the US House -- or maybe the Senate! To be a US
senator -- even though ninety per cent of senators were clowns or scoundrels -- not computing
the percentage who were nonentities -- was a Big Deal. “Maybe I’d slip right into the role of
bigshot.”
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Gavin too was watching across the desk. He noted that the Oldster was wearing what the
lawyers called Tie Number Three, dark blue with little red pork chops. There was no Tie
Number Four. And suit Two. There was no Three.
“Now Judge Rylands,” the old man began -- yesterday at lunch Gavin had been Gavin,
now he was Judge Rylands -- “can you identify this language, or verbiage if you prefer: Here is a
judge addressing an individual from the bench, and you will observe that the judge throws the
man into a class.” He read from a transcript.
“Quote: (This is a judge to an individual.) Quote: Men like you are a menace. Men who
beat their wives are bullies, cowards, scum. There is only one place for men like you, and that’s
where I will put you if you give me half a chance. End of quote.”
Gavin sat silent, meeting the Oldster’s eyes, but first one had to find them amid the folds
of flabby red flesh.
The Boss took up the slack. “Here’s another quote: Conduct that compromises or appears
to compromise the independence, integrity and impartiality of a judge undermines public
confidence in the judiciary.’ Not a canon, but an official comment. In the Code. And in this
instance a man is also assigned to a class. A judge is taken to represent the entire judiciary.
Right?”
“Yes sir.”
“And in the previous quote?”
“The judge in that instance -- I -- was invidiously categorizing an individual by placing
him into a class of offenders.”
“Yes. ‘Men like you are scum’.”
Gavin was suspended between anger and respect.
“And now Judge Rylands, may I ask whether you regard men accused of domestic
violence as deserving of all the protections of the law.”
Gavin had to answer Yes. He was thinking that he might survive this encounter -- but for
the word scum. That might be the hook on which they hanged him. He wondered: “Who are
they?” He did not remember having said scum. Had the reporter made an error? Or had he
actually said it, as seemed quite possible? He had been carried away by -- passion, hatred? And
if so, was it all over, the whole Plan? -- gone in a burst of vituperation. “O.K.,” he thought, “start
a new life.”
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Sometimes Gavin Rylands guided his conduct by imagining that Marian was watching.
He said: “I did not intend to put him in a category.”
“Yet you repeat the phrase ‘men like you.’ What is that if not a categorization of an
individual?”
“I granted him all the protection of the law. I set reasonable bail considering his apparent
net worth, which is substantial, and I released him from jail.”
“And then dared him to give you a chance to throw him back in. -- Now, as to your
language, I received this letter --” holding it up -- “this morning from Mr. Oscar Calhoun. In
case you don’t recognize the name, he is counsel for Mr. Jason Dexter, the one you released.”
“I know Calhoun.”
“Dexter is the husband of Belinda Cross.”
“Of course. The victim.”
“Somebody’s victim.”
“Yes sir. Somebody’s.”
In his memory Gavin heard his own voice saying the poison word scum -- and he
approved. He’d say it again, it was the right word. What he remembered of his lecture to Dexter
was the ripping sensation of a dog breaking loose and racing toward his enemy. In other words,
he was the hothead his ex-wife claimed he was.
The Buzzard: “Mr. Calhoun writes: dot dot dot, quote: vituperative language, a display of
anger bordering on rage, fury, intemperate -- dot dot dot -- injudicious, a judgment of my client
based on emotion and the mere fact that he has been accused, an accusation as yet untested in
court. End of quotes. -- What say you, Judge Rylands? Is this the open mind of an impartial
judge?”
Gavin stood up. The old man looked incredulous and said, “I’m not finished.”
Gavin said, “I am” and walked to the door.
But the Oldster let out a bark that froze him. Reluctantly and feeling like a traitor he
turned.
The Boss: “Calhoun threatens to file an affidavit of bias and prejudice against you.”
“Let him file it.”
“Use your head, man. There are two issues here. Whether you will let Calhoun
intimidate you is one. The answer to that is pretty clear. But the other is, Is he right?”
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“You mean did I use the word scum.”
“Did you?”
“Possibly. Probably. Yes.”
How easy it was to say Yes. Gavin went on: “If it’s in the transcript I said it. If I said it I
will apologize and recuse myself. But I saw the woman’s face. I heard her scream.”
Gavin was thinking: “Not scream. I’m exaggerating this whole thing.”
The Boss pondered, turned in his chair, stared out the window; and turning back to Gavin
said: “The trial -- when is the trial?”
Gavin replied: “About two months. I’d have to see the docket.”
The Oldster reflected, as if conceding a point: “It is hard to look into their eyes -- yes --”
He closed his eyes. The wrinkles grew sharper. Looking somewhat upward at Gavin, who now
stood close to his desk, he said:
“You do not have a natural judicial temperament, Gavin, and perhaps you would be at
your best as an advocate. But you could develop into an excellent judge if you ever decided it
was worth the effort. You know your law books, you have an impressive person and voice. You
have the physiognomy of a judge -- and a grave and thoughtful manner on the bench. You are a
big man physically, that too is an advantage in this imperfect world. But you lose your temper.
You keep it hidden most of the time. Yet you are quick and concise -- you have youth and energy
and something more valuable than all these, which is sympathy.
“You judge people, perhaps too quickly. You see their lives in their faces. In this case
you have obviously passed judgment on both the man and the wife, the ‘scum‘ and his victim.
The last time I had to caution you it was the same problem -- your lack of professional
detachment. You must learn it, Gavin, or you will either stiffen or crack. Do you remember our
conversation?”
“Yes sir.”
“Your seeing the human person within is a great virtue. I will leave the decision on
recusal to you, and I will not forward Calhoun’s letter to the Disciplinary Counsel. But you must
understand that if Calhoun sends this letter to Columbus there will be an investigation and quite
possibly a certified complaint. At that point the process becomes public. Do you grasp the
implications?”
“Yes.”
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“Press, television, a public hearing. Possibly suspension or revocation of your law
license, which would entail dismissal from the bench.”
The old man stood, straightening an ancient spine carefully and perhaps painfully, and it
was remarkable how short he was in his round-shouldered blue suit. He said, “You are not a
minister or priest, not a therapist or social worker or friend. You are a judge. The
responsibilities are perhaps alien for a man of overactive sensibilities and conscience. Passion,
even anger, are not necessarily out of place, Gavin, but you must make your moves within the
law and the Code. The law is not only your vocation, it is your refuge.”
As he left the Boss’s office and started down the corridor, greeting and being greeted
among the crowd, he was hearing: “You have passed judgment on both the man and his wife.”
He thought: “Yes.” He saw her face. She was rising, shaking off her advocate’s grip,
glaring rage and defiance at him. She was magnificent. But courage wouldn’t protect her -- and
he had just proved that the law wouldn’t either.
+

+

+
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Dear Doctor Debbie -- I never had woman trouble in my life, didn’t even know the meaning of
the word, but now I’ve got this little wife doesn’t know the meaning of the word discipline. I’m
afraid I was too confident. I’m willing to be humble if you advise it. And maybe some of your
listeners will chime in, if anybody made the same mistake of marrying a super educated girl,
equals Bad Luck.
So here’s the deal. You could say I married above me but I think it’s that she married
below her, or that’s what she thinks. She was fascinated when she found out I got dirty at work.
I was some kind of dangerous animal, and she was smitten. I didn’t even know smite till she
taught me and now she’s smitten in more ways than one.
I was the combination of trucks, dirt, sand, gravel and MONEY. Not that she ever talked
about the money but it’d be hard to miss, I make oodles and she doesn’t pretend to try to live
within our means. Early on she said, you’re worth what? I kind of liked that. I started out
driving truck, now I own a f--- fleet and am an entrepreneur, and I can spell it too. If some guy
in a suit acts snotty I can either buy and sell him or flatten him, take your choice.
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So now she’s on the kitchen floor because she let the flies in. She knows I can’t stand
flies, they are dirty and they settle on you. But she doesn’t know what her deepest needs are. I
do. That’s the middle and both ends of it, Doctor.
Ever yours -Debating
P.S. -- She claims she wants a divorce and will run away but she knows I will never allow that.
How can we make her behave? Could you give a little speech on your show saying marriage is
the union of one man and one woman and is forever. You can’t go off on your own like the
Queen of Sheba. I told her all this after she confessed and she was all blubbering and trembling
(quite a show) so I said see what happens if you forget the union thing. You are mine and I’m
yours and she said yes yes Jason (that’s me) and I said so that means we’re married forever,
right? Yes yes yes Jason.
+

+

+
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Hon. Bennington Howell
Presiding Judge
Court of Common Pleas
Dear Judge Howell — I write to modify the impression I must have left in my letter of the 16th
instant about Judge Gavin Rylands’ verbal abuse of my client Jason Dexter. I stated and the
transcript shows that Judge Rylands called Mr. Dexter “scum.” I regard this word as a breach of
the Code of Judicial Conduct, but in sympathy for a promising and conscientious young judge let
me say -- at the risk of self-contradiction -- that I can understand where the word came from.
The victim was in the courtroom and she presented a truly shocking sight. I cannot blame Judge
Rylands for being overpowered by emotion. I myself could barely look at her.
But I believe the judge erred by directing a passionate and justified anger at the wrong
man. Whoever beat Ms. Cross, it was not Mr. Dexter.
My client is a successful businessman employing twenty-five people in his construction
and hauling company. That is twenty-five families depending on him. He is a frequent
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contributor to Rotary charities, to the Community Chest and Valley Hospital Foundation. He is
pursuing a degree at Balburge Community College. He is not “scum.”
In fairness to Judge Rylands I apologize to him and to you for misinterpreting his rough
speech. If my letter implied otherwise, I wish to inform you that I have no intention of filing an
affidavit of bias and prejudice against him or of forwarding a misconduct complaint to the
Disciplinary Counsel in Columbus. Nor do I ask that Judge Rylands recuse himself. He was
obviously shaken and distraught, as who would not be on seeing that young woman’s injuries. I
am confident that Judge Rylands can now maintain a detached and impartial attitude in presiding
over a trial that I fully expect will exonerate Mr. Dexter.
Oscar Calhoun, Esq.
cc:
Hon. Gavin Rylands
R.H. Heinemann, Esq., Assistant District Attorney

+

+
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Gem City Legal and Medical Overnight Transcripts
In the Court of Common Pleas,
Rylands J. presiding
State v. Dexter
Direct examination by Mr. Heinemann
MR HEINEMANN: Please identify yourself for the jury.
MS CROSS: My name is Belinda Cross.
MR HEINEMANN: Are you married, Ms. Cross?
MS CROSS: I am married to Jason Dexter.
MR HEINEMANN: And do you see your husband in court this morning and if so will you point
him out?
MS CROSS: [points to defendant]
MR HEINEMANN: Now Ms. Cross, do you know me?
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MS CROSS: Yes, you are Mr. Heinemann from the District Attorney’s office.
MR HEINEMANN: Have you and I ever conversed about the charge of domestic violence that
the District Attorney has brought against your husband?
MS CROSS: Yes. You interviewed me about it twice.
MR HEINEMANN: Can you summarize the events leading up to the filing of this charge?
MS CROSS: Well, the policewoman interviewed me in the hospital and I told her all I could.
Officer Jennifer Dudley.
MS HEINEMANN: Yes but would you be kind enough to describe this assault to the jury?
MR CALHOUN: Objection. He is assuming -JUDGE: Sustained. Mr. Heinemann, please don’t bury legal conclusions in your questions. The
court has before it stipulated documents describing injuries suffered by Ms. Cross. The question
of how she sustained these injuries is yet to be answered.
MR HEINEMANN: Yes but Judge this court issued a restraining order six weeks ago requiring
Mr. Dexter -JUDGE: I issued the restraining order after Ms. Cross sustained her injuries. The order has no
place in this proceeding. As you know, Mr. Heinemann, the standard of proof at the bail hearing
and when the court considered a restraining order was clear and convincing evidence. In this
trial the standard is far higher, proof beyond a reasonable doubt. I will instruct the jury on that
standard at the appropriate time. You may proceed.
MR HEINEMANN: Thank you, Your Honor. Ms. Cross, did anything in particular happen in
your home on the twenty-seventh of July of this year?
MR CALHOUN: Objection. “In particular” can mean anything or nothing.
JUDGE: Mr. Heinemann, please lay your foundation with a little more care. I suggest you ask
the witness, for example, if a police officer visited her home on that date.
MR HEINEMANN: Thank you, Your Honor. -- Ms. Cross, did a police officer -MS CROSS: Yes. Officer Dudley.
MR HEINEMANN: Please tell the jury what led up to the visit of Officer Dudley to your home.
MS CROSS: [chokes, covers face with hands]
JUDGE: Take your time, Ms. Cross.
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MS CROSS: I went to the grocery, to Dorothy Lane Market, and when -JUDGE: Ms. Cross, we don’t need to know what grocery store, just tell Mr. Heinemann why the
officer came.
MS CROSS: She came because I called Nine One One.
MR HEINEMANN: Why did you call Nine One One?
MS CROSS: Because I woke up on the floor and I had been beaten.
JUDGE: Mr. Heinemann, I suggest you navigate this subject with caution. I do not want to
admonish you again.
MR HEINEMANN: Thank you Your Honor. Ms. Cross, you were on the floor -- was it the
kitchen floor?
MS CROSS: Yes.
MR HEINEMANN: And how did you get there?
MS CROSS: I don’t know.
MR HEINEMANN: So there is a gap in your knowledge.
MS CROSS: My consciousness.
MR HEINEMANN: And on what we might call the near side of that gap you are awake and
know where you are. You’re lying on the floor and know it, a pretty remarkable thing. But as to
how you got there, as you cast your mind back, you draw a blank.
MS CROSS: That’s right.
MR HEINEMANN: OK, what’s the last thing you remember before the floor?
MR CALHOUN: Your Honor, this is getting pretty confusing. The District Attorney seems to be
trying to -JUDGE: It’s not confusing at all. She woke up on the floor and can’t remember how she got
there. Proceed, Mr. Heinemann.
MR HEINEMANN: Thank you, Your Honor. OK Ms. Cross, there you are on the floor. What is
the last thing you remember?
MS CROSS: We were fighting, Jason and I.
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MR HEINEMANN: By “fighting” do you mean a physical or a verbal altercation?
MS CROSS: Verbal. Arguing.
MR HEINEMANN: On what subject?
MS CROSS: Jason was furious because I let in a bunch of flies.
MR CALHOUN: Objection. She’s drawing a conclusion about Mr. Dexter’s state of mind.
JUDGE: Overruled. Proceed, Mr. Heinemann.
MS CROSS: I came home from the grocery store with -MR HEINEMANN: Wait. How did it happen that you let a lot of flies into the kitchen?
MS CROSS: I was carrying groceries in both hands. I used one finger to pull the screen door
open two inches and stuck my foot in and pulled it open. I went in but the door didn’t close itself
as it should have done, because the spring was broken.
MR HEINEMANN: Why was the spring broken?
MS CROSS: I don’t know, but Jason didn’t fix it.
MR CALHOUN: Your Honor I don’t see why she -JUDGE: Mr. Heinemann, ask her why she’s blaming her husband.
MR HEINEMANN: Ms. Cross, why -MS CROSS: It’s the husband’s job and he said he’d do it, but he didn’t. And he grabbed me by
the shoulders and shook me and said what kind of wife was I, letting the flies in? And I said one
with only two hands, and he blew up. And I said, “It doesn’t matter any more.” He said “What
doesn’t matter you dumb bitch.” I said, “What kind of wife I am.” He said, “What the F are
you” and I told him I was getting a divorce and he could leave or I would, it was all the same to
me. “You take care of the flies by yourself.”
MR HEINEMANN: Yes -- and?
MS CROSS: That’s all. I don’t remember anything else.

A Juror’s Notes from Day One
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Bruises on both temples above hairline (not visible until hair is parted) -- left eye swollen shut,
eye itself OK --jaw swollen -- bruising on left ribcage, breast and stomach -- rt. ankle sprained
and swollen -- complained of blurred vision and sudden jolting pain in head -- ER doc Miami
Valley
+

+

+

7
“Not a chance,” said Gavin Rylands.
“But you must. You really have no choice.”
“I tell you, Marian, I will not do it.”
“So you intend to try the case, yet you admit you hate the defendant.”
“I wouldn’t call it hate, but I can’t control it. And I will not turn this case over to
somebody else. I know how to run a fair trial.”
“Of course you do, but will you?”
“Yes. Anybody could handle this.”
“Then why not recuse yourself?” she asked in a light tone.
He knew she had scored a point but he just repeated: “I am keeping the case.”
“Well I agree you’d look silly writing a recusal letter on the grounds that you hate a
defendant who’s no worse -- in fact better -- than ninety-nine per cent of the dregs who slither
through your courtroom every day of the week. And so far he’s not broken the restraining order,
am I right?”
“Hmmm -- as a criminal defense lawyer, First Love, you must know all about dregs and
slithering.”
“So I do. Are you trying to say that defense lawyers are contemptible, or just that I am?”
“You’ve forbidden me to call you ‘dearest girl,’ but that’s what you are to me. I myself
could never do the work you do, but I respect your right to do it.”
“You respect the right of a defense attorney to mount a vigorous defense of those accused
by the police and DA. My my! How liberal and open-minded.”
“Please, Marian, I -- you must know that I still have a terribly strong feeling --”
“For me? Your feeling is so strong that you confess under pressure that what I do for a
living -- or let’s say for the rule of law -- is not pure evil. Gavin, let me make an honest
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statement to clear away the fog in our relationship. You come to me for advice and sex, and I
give you both.”
“Advice?” he asked at a sudden stop. “I thought we were sharing observations and
opinions, a well-known leisure activity that perhaps distinguishes us from the brutes.”
“What I should have said,” Marian took up new ground, “is that I am in danger of pitying
myself -- because you hate that man.”
“Marian, I don’t understand.”
“It’s simple. You all but confess that you hate this defendant, and why? Because he is
tormenting the supreme embodiment of helpless femininity, Ms. Belinda Cross. Since you are
mad about this wounded woman who has called you an idiot and invited you to beat her with a
baseball bat, you hate Mr. Jason Dexter for doing something like the same thing. Simple
enough?”
“I am not mad about the woman. I’ve never seen her except --”
“Except when she was helplessly appealing. Anyway, surely you mean girl. OK, my
dear, you said you didn’t understand. But you said: ‘I can’t control it.’ One reason presents itself
to my cooly objective intellect -- and the reason is that you’ve heard her tortured voice, seen her
wounds and her limp as she stormed out of your courtroom. And you’ve seen her mystical eyes
-- strong features and eyes, eyes, eyes and all that sort of -- whatever! -- I could almost fall for
her myself.”
“How in hell would you know she’s such a great beauty?”
“Who said she was a beauty? Anyway, old fellow, I looked at her.”
Stunned again, Gavin said with forced calm: “Explain that.”
“I was in the corridor outside your courtroom this morning --”
“By pure coincidence, of course.”
“Of course. The parties were arriving. The victim’s advocate, one Abbie MacDonald,
well known to me as a partisan whose clients are, every single one of them, pure as falling snow
regardless of how many disasters have hit them, as if nothing that ever happens is their own
fault. She was escorting your enchantress Belinda Cross. Alongside came the lumbering huge
pathetic Heinemann, a new hire on the DA’s staff who couldn’t make a living in private practice.
Anyway the woman was arriving at the right moment at the right courtroom, and so I am certain
I saw her, and having seen her I know what has happened to you. You took one look and your
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insides turned to jelly, exactly the same as when you first saw me. Ah, the days of bliss and
madness.
“You see, Gavin, like you ‘I can’t control it.’ You are in the current of an irresistible
passion and so am I. You love this -- I admit -- this exquisitely tenderly sensually softly
compliant epitome of the female sex -- the giving kind, the generous and devoted one who was
crazy for the wrong man, Mr. Dumptrucks. And who can save her? Who but --”
“Where did you get the ‘dumptrucks’ thing?”
“Obviously I read the file.”
“By what right?”
“Are you asking by what right I open a public document?”
“And probe into my personal life.”
“If it’s personal you must recuse yourself. Since you won’t and since Calhoun thinks he’s
got you cornered by reason of your silly outburst a few weeks ago at the bail hearing, then this
all -- drives me out of my mind. My great Gavin, my life, my once and future mate acting like a
‘Teenager in Love.’ Do you know the song? Shall I sing it?
“You devious dishonest bastard, I simply had to see her flouncing her adorable little
fanny -- oh but you poor suffering dear, you haven’t -- you’ve only seen her on the witness stand
so you can’t fully appreciate her figure! Gads, wait till you can! No, I’m wrong, you saw her
stalk out, limp out -- oh you must be torn to pieces, you puppy-dog. Is the limp something like a
lurching dance? Does she make an art out of deformity?
“Well she doesn’t limp now. She walks bold as brass, and strong, angry. She’s been
cheated, she wants her life back. And she’ll get it. Mr. Dumptrucks’ll be no match for her. God,
you’re done for, Your Honor. Give up and fall at her feet.”
“Marian, please, I’m sorry you are in such discomfort but I promise you, I’m not in love,
as you claim -- where did that come from?”
“Don’t promise me, you’ve already shown what your promise is worth.”
“That doesn’t mean you’re right.”
“No. I’m right because I’m right. You’re ashamed to admit you’ve fallen for a woman
you don’t really know. I at least am honest with you, you ugly brute. Why should I deny it when
I know you know it and toss it around like a rubber ball. I am yours if you want me. When we
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divorced, you said we loved each other but that love was not enough. Maybe for you, but for me
it’s -- damn you, I don’t want to live in a world where love is not enough.”
“God, you make it impossible.”
“It’s you who are impossible. I am truthful. I love you still and want you, but I must
have the whole man. I won’t wait forever. I will accept nothing less than the whole man.”
Later she was lying under him throwing her head side to side and crying, “Give me the
whole man!” -- laughing, slapping him, grabbing his hair and pulling his mouth down and
kissing, laughing. He saw that it was time to drive the laughter out of her, and he did .
+

+

+
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Gem City Legal and Medical Overnight Transcripts
State v. Dexter
In Judge Rylands’ Chambers
JUDGE: Let the record show that the jury is in recess and that I am meeting in chambers with
Mr. Calhoun, counsel for Mr. Dexter, and Mr. Heinemann, assistant to the District Attorney. For
the record, the victim’s advocate Ms. Abbie MacDonald asked to be present at this conference
and I refused her request. We are here to resolve a technical question and Ms. MacDonald is not
a lawyer.
Gentlemen, I have read the papers relevant to Mr. Calhoun’s pretrial motion. As you no
doubt recall I deferred action until the trial had proceeded towards a certain clarity. I am now
ready to render a decision. Mr. Calhoun, here is your chance to sum up. But please don’t repeat
yourself.
MR CALHOUN: Thank you, Your Honor. I don’t feel any need to repeat the language of my
motion, only to put, as it were, a sharper point on my argument.
JUDGE: Briefly. The jury is waiting.
MR CALHOUN: In a few words, then, if you allow the District Attorney to elicit this testimony
-- testimony to which I strongly object -- if you allow this woman to say what the DA is trying to
make her say -- in the presence of the jury -- then the jury will be contaminated and a verdict of
guilty against my client will be a foregone conclusion.
JUDGE: Why so?
MR CALHOUN: Because her testimony would inflame the passions of the jury which happens
to be composed of eight women and four men.
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JUDGE: And women are less rational than men? -- And by the way, didn’t you exercise all your
prerogatives during jury selection?
MR CALHOUN: But my powers over jury selection are limited. No, women are rational,
certainly, bless their little hearts.
MR HEINEMANN: Your Honor, we don’t need lessons in sexual bigotry.
JUDGE: The limits on your power over the voire dire, Mr. Calhoun, are imposed by law and
precedent, including decisions of the Supreme Court of Ohio. What about my question? The
District Attorney wants me to allow Ms. Cross to testify that her husband beat her unconscious
twice before the assault charged in this case. Why would your client’s guilt be a foregone
conclusion if Ms. Cross were to testify to that? -- two incidents that she remembers -- and the
third time --”
MR CALHOUN: Allegedly, allegedly.
JUDGE: That goes without saying. And the third time, which she cannot remember. Memory
loss is a well-known concomitant of head injury, as stated by the expert witness called by the
District Attorney.
MR CALHOUN: Of course it is, Your Honor, but there is no evidence in the record, and I bet the
DA cannot adduce an atom or a scintilla of evidence that my client was even in the house or
within five miles of the house when Ms. Cross was beaten. Even if he had a motive, which he
did not, or the means to inflict these injuries on her, the DA cannot show that he had the
opportunity at that time and place, which I will prove by Mr. Dexter’s testimony. He was in his
office at his place of business -- he will so testify. They argued about the flies, he left the house
and went to his office. Anyway Ms. Cross may be lying.
JUDGE: And so may your client. You seem to be claiming that if the DA were to show a pattern
and practice of spousal abuse the jury would return a verdict of guilty forthwith. Therefore you
ask me to suppress her testimony.
MR CALHOUN: That’s exactly what I am asking. A) She could be lying. In that case there is
no pattern or practice of abuse. B) She’s telling the truth, or thinks she is, but whatever the truth
is, she doesn’t know it. Her testimony is valued at precisely zero. What if some lover or the
milkman came along and beat her?
JUDGE: What if, indeed. -- Mr. Heinemann?
MR HEINEMANN: Your Honor, this defendant is a habitual abuser. My client is entitled to
describe her experience to the jury.
JUDGE: But it’s only an assertion from a woman with a powerful interest in planting that idea
with the jury. And the husband’s record is clean.
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MR HEINEMANN: Yes, Your Honor, but I think the jury will believe Ms. Cross.
JUDGE: Why?
MR HEINEMANN: Because she -- because she has honesty and truth written all over her face.
MR CALHOUN: Your Honor, ask him if there’s any evidence of -JUDGE: What about it, Mr. Heinemann? Is there any atom or molecule, as Mr. Calhoun might
say, of hard evidence to support her claim of previous abuse if I allow her to testify on that point?
Any medical record, any police report or witness testimony? Did anybody see her going around
with a black eye?
MR HEINEMANN: No, Your Honor, for good reason. She kept it secret because she was trying
to save her marriage.
MR CALHOUN: If hubby’s such a demon why save the marriage?
JUDGE: [Aims a finger at Mr. Calhoun.]
MR HEINEMANN: Your Honor it’s well known that abused woman sometimes endure pure
hell, even for years, before they see the light.
JUDGE: See what light?
MR HEINEMANN: That he’s not the man she thought he was. That he’s incurably sick,
addicted to control and the thrill of inflicting pain.
MR CALHOUN: You see, Your Honor, this fits right in with the prosecutor’s plan. He wants to
put Mr. Dexter on trial as a member of a pathological and despised population, to try him for a
pattern and practice, anything but the single incident he’s been charged with, namely that on such
and such a day last July, at her home, in her kitchen, he beat this woman. Since Mr. Heinemann
can’t prove that charge he’s trying to prove something much more vague and amorphous. The
charge against Mr. Dexter isn’t that some men in this imperfect world beat their wives but that -JUDGE: OK, OK, Mr. Calhoun. Give it a rest.
MR HEINEMANN: Your Honor, he’s misrepresenting my argument. I want her to testify to the
pattern and practice because it will help the jury evaluate the evidence. If the jurors believe she’s
telling the truth about the two previous assaults that she does remember, they’ll believe her story
about the assault specified in the charge, and they’ll draw the right conclusion.
MR CALHOUN: They’re not supposed to draw conclusions, which is to say extrapolate from the
evidence. They’re supposed to base their verdict directly on the evidence before them.
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JUDGE: You mean they’re not supposed to think?
MR CALHOUN: I mean, Your Honor, that the state simply has no evidence that Mr. Dexter was
anywhere near her.
JUDGE: Is he right, Mr. Heinemann?
MR HEINEMANN: I have no direct evidence but the conclusion is unescapable. It’s her word
against his. He’s a vicious bully and she’s trying desperately to slip out of his power. I say that
if you let me elicit her testimony they’ll believe her.
JUDGE: Because she’s such a convincing witness to her own suffering?
MR HEINEMANN: Yes sir.
MR CALHOUN: Your Honor, the city is overpopulated with convincing liars.
JUDGE: Neither of you has attempted to show me how her loss of memory bears on my decision
on the defense motion to suppress her testimony about prior abuse. I find that odd. How would
you have me weigh the effect of her blackout on her right to testify as to previous assaults?
Never mind; I want to wrap this up.
But one does wonder -- is there a reason to invent the blackout? If I didn’t believe in it I
might think it was a stratagem designed to influence me toward allowing her to speak freely
about matters not specifically mentioned in the DA’s charge. What say you, Mr. Heinemann?
MR HEINEMANN: God no!
MR CALHOUN: I can think -- now that you bring it up -- of one scenario -JUDGE: Enough. Mr. Heinemann, you may ask Ms. Cross whether her husband has ever beaten
or otherwise abused her prior to the date of this charge. Mr. Calhoun, you may place your
motion for a mistrial in the record. Let’s go to work.
+

+

+
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In Judge Rylands’ Court
Cross-examination by Mr. Calhoun
MR CALHOUN: Ms. Cross, you have just testified that your husband has twice beaten you
unconscious.
MS CROSS: Three times.
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MR CALHOUN: Two that you remember and one that you don’t. And it happens that the one
you can’t remember is the one that’s the reason we find ourselves in court today. Right?
MS CROSS: I told you I can’t remember.
MR CALHOUN: Exactly. You can’t remember who beat you.
MS CROSS: It was Jason.
MR CALHOUN: So then you do remember?
MS CROSS: No.
MR CALHOUN: OK, then, if some other man beat you would you remember that?
MS CROSS: I’ve told you I can’t remember.
MR CALHOUN: Ms. Cross, this all happened on a Saturday afternoon. And isn’t it true that
your husband always goes to his office after lunch on Saturday?
MS CROSS: Except when there’s a football game on television.
MR CALHOUN: OK, no football in July. So it’s more or less predictable that he’s absent from
home on Saturday afternoons.
MS CROSS: He usually goes to his office, yes.
MR CALHOUN: And that office is in a trailer at the South Hills gravel pit five miles from your
home.
MS CROSS: I don’t know how many miles.
MR CALHOUN: Now if some other man visited your house -- knowing your husband was at the
office -- would you remember that?
MS CROSS: There wasn’t any other man. I’ve told you, Jason knocked me out.
MR CALHOUN: On the contrary, you’ve told me, told the jury, that you don’t remember being
knocked out. -- Do you recognize the name of Danny Treadwell?
MS CROSS: No.
MR CALHOUN: A young man about twenty-two, trim and strong, in fact a truck driver for your
husband -- or he used to be, not any more.
MS CROSS: Oh, Danny. I know a driver named Danny but don’t know his last name.
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MR CALHOUN: So you’re on a first-name basis with him.
MS CROSS: Yes. What’s wrong with that?
MR CALHOUN: Did you know that your husband fired him and that nobody knows where he
went?
MS CROSS: No.
MR CALHOUN: And was Danny Treadwell teaching you how to drive a truck?
MS CROSS: He gave me a lesson. Two lessons. I asked him to teach me to drive. It’s
complicated, eighteen speeds, a ranger and a splitter and double-clutching, I couldn’t keep it all
straight. I still don’t understand what the ranger and splitter actually do for the truck.
MR CALHOUN: Well seeing that your husband owns about a dozen trucks, why didn’t you ask
him? Did you tell him you were taking -- let’s call them lessons?
MS CROSS: I wanted to surprise him.
MR CALHOUN: And you didn’t tell him.
MS CROSS: No.
MR CALHOUN: You thought he’d be delighted to learn that you’d been joyriding around town
with a good-looking man ten years your junior.
MS CROSS: I told you I wanted to surprise him.
MR CALHOUN: A kind of gift to your husband. “Sweetheart, I’ve been joyriding with --”
MR HEINEMANN: Objection, Your Honor.
JUDGE: Clean it up, Mr. Calhoun.
MR CALHOUN: So you did it behind his back, but you have also testified that you intended to
divorce him. Yet you ask us to believe that your rides with this young man were an act of
affection for your husband. Quote: I wanted to surprise him. But also Quote: I want a divorce.
MS CROSS: I told you I wanted to save our marriage -- then.
MR CALHOUN: And to divorce your husband.
MS CROSS: Our marriage was -- I knew he loved me but he -- beat me! [sobs] I wanted to tell
him, “Look, I can drive, why can’t I work for you -- and I’m pregnant!” [sobbing]
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MR HEINEMANN: Your Honor, may we have a recess to give Ms. Cross a moment to recover?
[A fifteen-minute recess]
MR CALHOUN: If you were pregnant why didn’t it show up in the medical record?
MS CROSS: I miscarried on the kitchen floor. Nobody at the hospital asked me so why should I
say anything? It was like I had my period. They X-rayed my ankle, they were concerned about a
head injury. I just didn’t mention it.
MR CALHOUN: Ms. Cross, you seem to be forgetting that you told your husband you wanted a
divorce before, as you claim, he beat you.
MS CROSS: Wrong. He went crazy about the flies, he shook me, I had strange thoughts about
“shaken baby syndrome,” I saw the mad look in his eyes and I knew what was coming. I didn’t
want my baby to grow up seeing that kind of thing happening and anyway I couldn’t take any
more. So yes, I told him -- you leave or I will.
Redirect by Mr. Heinemann
MR HEINEMANN: Ms. Cross, did you ever tell me that you were pregnant?
MS CROSS: No.
MR HEINEMANN: Why not? You gave me a complete and truthful account of the beating -alleged beating -- why not the pregnancy?
MS CROSS: I -- [silence]
MR HEINEMANN: Did you seek medical attention after the miscarriage?
MS CROSS: I went into the bathroom and cleaned up. I cleaned the floor.
MR HEINEMANN: But did you seek medical care?
MS CROSS: Only what they did at the hospital.
MR HEINEMANN: You mean the examination and care you received about the injuries inflicted
on you? But not for the miscarriage?
MS CROSS: Yes. I didn’t want any care, any person touching -- in my womb -- where my baby
had lived. After I cleaned myself I couldn’t stand it any more. I -- [turning to the Judge] -- I
wanted to be alone with -- [Silence]
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Abbie MacDonald, an old woman, too old for this job of “victim’s advocate,” felt the waves
passing from the girl’s body into her own: -- impulses of fear, sorrow, despair -Abbie had known death, in her mind, as a presence all her adult life. But now as she
marched, the horizon did not recede. It approached as if it had come alive. What frightened her
even more was the belief that her life had been wasted. This made death seem more menacing.
The years of social work and now this volunteering to help girls and women through the legal
maze to a feeble resolution of an insoluble problem of what to do with or without a man who
hits, sneers, complains, shouts, throws objects across the room, wants, demands, never forgives
but begs and demands forgiveness -- what to do? “Break away!” But is that any better? Hasn’t
the damage already been done? “Whatever the jury decides,” she thought, “he has destroyed her
spirit.”
She was thinking (amid the waves from this slender, youthful body pressed so close to
her own) -- thinking: “I know there is no justice. But she must not give up. You claim your
rights and human dignity. That’s all I can do, is help her see her own dignity! By God it’s not
pointless.”
And so she pressed the slender body more closely, the promise of youth against the
cynicism of age -- and this girl — for the moment at least, was her life. The girl would salvage
something out of this horror or she would not, she would rise a little or fall farther, “and there’s
not much I can do about it.”
The girl’s supple body throbbed, her breathing went faster and her tears wet Abbie’s
cheeks. Abbie felt justified. Yes! Hold her, take in her odor, her sounds, her form.
She pressed the young body against her own. To what end? Was she as helpless in her
own do-good stereotype as the batterers were in theirs? “But don’t say they are helpless.” A
theme of evil sounds in the curves of the world and the wicked are playing that theme. They
choose the ugly life of riding and whipping the one in their power. And the baby, had it been
born, would fall under the influence of this man. Abbie’s mind flashed an image of a teenage boy
taught from childhood to hold his mother’s “weakness” in contempt and to treat her more or less
as his father did.
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But Abbie was piling thought upon thought. Teach her to break free and dodge him -show the difference between the good and the diseased -- that her life is not over -- that when she
does have a baby the father will be a man who loves both her and the child -- “Teach what I don’t
know.”
Abbie heard herself saying what some instinct told her must be said: “You will have a
baby. You will pour your love into that lucky baby’s life. Gather your strength, get clear of this
deranged man, search for a new life.”
But what if hope is a lie?
The throbs were subsiding. Abbie led her to a couch in the women’s lounge and they sat
side by side, till Abbie said: “Let’s go walk in the fresh air. The sun may be shining outside.”
They got up and went to the elevator.
+
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Marian Stannard would have attended closing arguments in State v. Dexter whether Gavin
objected or not, except for one fact: Calhoun would recognize her. They were comrades in the
fellowship of criminal defense lawyers. But Calhoun was a creep. So she went instead to the
clerk’s office the next morning and read the transcript of the closing arguments while the jury
was still deliberating. At that point they’d had the case for twelve hours.
Scanning, Marian’s quick eye settled on:
MR CALHOUN: -- according to her this man has twice knocked her unconscious. Yet she never
told anyone -- no family, no friends, nobody has seen her bruises, nobody has noticed she’s
missing work or sobbing into her handkerchief -- absolutely nobody. Why this silence?
Because, Quote: I was saving my marriage.
Ask yourselves whether you would want to save your marriage to a man who beats you
unconscious. Because if you can maintain a reasonable doubt about that, then the State’s case
falls apart and you must acquit Mr. Dexter -It is remarkable and utterly astounding that she claims she was twice beaten unconscious
but nobody knows it. She claims she was pregnant and miscarried but nobody knows it. She
claims she was beaten a third time but nobody knows that either, not even Ms. Cross herself.

32
-- What can Ms. Cross gain if her husband is acquitted? Answer: Nothing. What if he’s
convicted? Answer: Plenty, maybe a juicy settlement, like half his fleet of trucks, eleven vehicles
worth eighty to a hundred seventy thousand dollars each, or half the revenue from his business.
We have here a woman who, if she were living alone and working as a graphic artist
would be struggling from paycheck to paycheck. But after a divorce settlement coming in the
wake of this case this same woman could be sitting pretty.
You the jurors can destroy this man if you aren’t careful. Was he in that kitchen? I
submit to you that nobody but Ms. Cross and Mr. Dexter knows the answer. For us it’s a
question of belief. The law comes to the assistance of belief with the very useful concept of
proof beyond a reasonable doubt. It is pretty obvious that somebody beat Ms. Cross. But you
are not obliged to form a surmise or even a guess as to who did it. Your only obligation and
indeed your solemn duty is to decide whether you are convinced beyond a reasonable doubt that
Mr. Dexter did. -One of his phone calls was to his own home. That call went unanswered. Either his wife
was lying unconscious on the floor or she was engaged in a more interesting activity with some
other man.
And so, ladies and gentleman, to sum up -Marian stopped reading. She flipped through the file, found Ms. Cross’s address, and
wrote it in her notebook.
+

+

+
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Word came that the jurors would break for dinner. Belinda Cross and Abbie MacDonald were on
the point of going out when Mr. Heinemann asked Belinda for a few minutes. Abbie spun off for
the Ladies’. Belinda Cross and the assistant DA went into a conference room.
Mr. Heinemann drew out a chair for Belinda. He then removed his suitcoat, pushed his
briefcase to one side, and sat down opposite and spread his massive white-sleeved arms on the
table in a broad V. Leaning close he asked:
“Ms. Cross, why didn’t you tell me?”
“Tell you what?” Belinda asked.
“That you were pregnant.”
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“I didn’t want to talk about it.”
“But as the prosecutor on the case I need to know everything.”
“I don’t see why you’d need to know if I was pregnant.”
“The reason you don’t see it is that you don’t know the law. You must leave questions of
the law to me.”
“How was I supposed to know there was any question of the law? Anyway you didn’t
ask.”
“How could I ask? If you never said.”
“All right Mr. Heinemann. What’s the problem?”
“The problem is Chapter Thirty-nine, Ohio Revised Code, where you’ll find two distinct
kinds of felonious assault. The first kind is, so to speak, Man Strikes Somebody. Punishable by
two to eight. But the next kind is Man Strikes Woman and Her Unborn. That gets you a year or
two more in the big house.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Exactly what I just said.”
“And I just said why didn’t you ask, but it makes no difference because I don’t want him
to serve even a day in prison much less an extra year. All I want is to get away from him.”
“Look, Ms. Cross, the District Attorney’s office has a duty to pursue malefactors to the
limit of the law. We can’t just let these cretins go around bashing pregnant women. As for the
sentence, we are past the point where you have any influence. That’s up to the judge.”
“I wish I had never called the police.”
“You’d rather face that so-called husband alone? What you need is freedom to live.”
“Right, right! That’s why I say just give me a divorce.”
“I can’t do that, that’s a civil matter.”
“Yes but I’m saying I don’t want revenge, just my freedom. Can’t you see, I --”
“See what?” the assistant DA interrupted. “The best freedom for you is we put this ape in
prison. And you have an obligation as a citizen to other women. -- When he uses you up he’ll go
right on to the next victim because he’s so handsome and kindhearted and knows what a woman
wants, and it’ll be partly your fault if you don’t cooperate.”
“I am cooperating. I called the police, I --”
“The third time.”

34
“Don’t you see, he’ll never forget. He’s smarter than he looks, smarter than I am.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Mr. Heinemann, please, give me a divorce and let’s call it quits. I called the police when
it became obvious that my other choice was hell.”
She was beginning to think that Heinemann was a good man. “He’s trying to help me.”
She said: “Whether I was pregnant makes no difference. He would have beaten me in any case.
Anyway he didn’t know.”
“Now, now, hold’r a minute. ‘He didn’t know.’ Stop. Strike that. There may still be a
way to prosecute him on that. I’ll ask the boss. But don’t go any deeper into denial here, OK?”
“Strike it? I already said it. He didn’t know.”
“Maybe you mean that you never actually said, ‘Honey, we’re having a baby, we need
another room,’ or words to that effect. But let me ask how far along you were.”
“About three months.”
“OK, that’s definitely pregnant. Excellent. So you missed maybe three periods?”
“I am not going to discuss this with you, Mr. Heinemann.”
“Call me Roy. If my wife missed three periods I’d sure as blazes know it. So I’d say he
did know, couldn’t not know. And maybe you were sick in the morning or had unusual appetites
for ice cream at midnight. Was it an easy pregnancy?”
“I -- no.”
“So, sickness, personality changes?”
“I was having trouble and I wanted to wait till I was certain.”
“Trouble, pains, spotting?”
She was seated at this table across from a stranger and yet suddenly she saw blood
spreading over the floor and she was searching for a tiny human form in the red mass. She said:
“I might have miscarried anyway.”
“By ‘anyway’ you mean without the assault.”
“Yes.”
“Why do you think that?”
“I’m not going to say any more about this.”
“OK so it was a troubled pregnancy. I know all about that. But why are you protecting
this man from the consequences of his freely chosen actions?”
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“I’m trying to protect myself from your prying questions. If I was pregnant it was my
business.”
“The law is the law for all of us.”
“Mr. Heinemann -- you’re giving me a headache.”
Heinemann saw changes in her features; suddenly the color was gone, the symmetry and
intelligence, the awareness. She was gray turning white, tilting forward. He caught her, holding
the small square shoulders trembling in his grip.
Belinda quailed under a menacing rush, knowing what was happening, then came the
spike penetrating her brain, a burning of her eyes, a hard stiffness in her jaw, and the spike
twisting.
She pressed her palms against her temples and began rocking, and Heinemann thought:
“What the hell?”
She let out a shrill cry, closed her eyes and bent down moaning. All he could see was the
top of her head where she had parted the pure black hair. He heard moans of surrender to a pain
that was more than she could bear. He stood helpless and stupid, then ran out looking for Abbie
MacDonald. Not finding her, and seeing no way to roust her out of the ladies’ room, he went
back toward the conference room, passing some people who stared at him -- then remembered
there was a nurse on the third floor.
He took the elevator down, found the nurse and urged her to follow. “Quick, a woman is
having a stroke or something.” Re-entering the conference room he saw Belinda and Abbie
MacDonald leaning close together. Belinda looked tortured; Abbie was holding her hands in
both her own. Belinda turned her head and retched but nothing came.
As the nurse took her place beside Belinda, Abbie MacDonald pulled Heinemann aside
and said in a whisper:
“She had a pain in her head.”
Heinemann heard retching.
“She says it’s not so bad now. She wants you to put her on the witness stand and ask if
she was pregnant when he beat her.”
Heinemann, with a sense of disorientation, looked at Abbie MacDonald as if his gaze
could unscrew some secret box in her brain.
He said: “But she already testified to that.”
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“I said to her, ‘Belinda dear, you already told the jury you were pregnant. And that you
miscarried lying on the floor. Don’t you remember?’ And she said, ‘No, but I --’ and she looked
puzzled and said, ‘Did I?’”
+

+

+

13
The law empowers the judge in a case like Dexter to impose a sentence of two to eight years.
Had Rylands not seen Belinda Cross’s face when she turned to him -- had he not heard
her scream “Your Dishonor!” -- had he not heard a hundred times in his mind “Why not just give
him a baseball bat?” -- he might have considered a sentence of four to six years.
He did not consider such a sentence. He placed the lightest possible weight on the fact -preached by Oscar Calhoun -- that Dexter’s record was clean and that he had complied fully with
the restraining order. He knew it, he didn’t forget or dismiss it, he didn’t care. Rather than study
the defendant as if his character and history were relevant he plunged into his own imagination
and studied the wife’s injuries -- her face. What kind of blows had Dexter thrown, with what
force and thrust, to distort and discolor her face? What power would be necessary to accomplish
what he had accomplished? What pain and shock, what terror and disbelief had she
experienced? If Rylands asked why she had married the man in the first place he found himself
witnessing a pathetic and doomed seduction, of a woman who couldn’t give up her dream of
mutual love, to whom “happiness” was not a joke-word but an inspiring dream.
When, from time to time, Rylands admitted he knew next to nothing about her he
reverted to what he did know, to “Your dishonor” and “Why don’t you give him a baseball bat?”
The thing to do was to rip off the robe, climb down and beat Dexter till his face looked like hers.
That would be justice. He barely glanced at the presentence report, which took note of two
salient facts, Dexter’s “clean” record and his wife’s rapid recovery from her injuries. The
investigators wrote: “We have interviewed Ms. Cross, and she avows that she has sustained no
long-term medical effects from the assaults.” Rylands saw in his mind what a baseball bat could
do. He tried to fathom the mind of Jason Dexter. Eight years would ruin the man, but Rylands
said, “He’s already ruined.” True, he had not swung a baseball bat. He had no need.
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So Dexter got his eight years, and Rylands began serving a sentence of his own -- several
months or a year during which the case was pending before the Court of Appeals, and he was
forbidden all contact with the parties, including witnesses, including, therefore, Belinda Cross.
There was a way of seeming to be in her presence, by thinking, by seeming to see her face
healed, and to hear her low voice. But he issued a restraining order to himself. He did not
communicate with her and did his best to forget her.
On the day Dexter was marched off to a miserable life Rylands decided that he would
never reduce the sentence, no matter what the higher court ruled. The court would examine the
conduct of the trial as well as the sentence, and there was a chance it would remand the sentence
for “reconsideration.” Rylands’ decision was made: he would not reduce the sentence by a year,
a month, a day or a minute.
“I won’t play a game with this woman’s life. Wait. Being a judge is a kind of game.
There are rules and you abide by them. It can’t be otherwise. O.K. God damn it -- I can’t see
her!” And he found after a few days that he wasn’t as solitary as he expected -- thanks to
Marian.
He buried himself in work. There was a steady flow of it and he was the fastest judge in
Common Pleas. A colleague told him to slow down, that each case was an onion, with layers
under layers of meaning and choice. Rylands cut right through the layers and churned out his
cases. Sometimes he came up for air, as on a night when his doorbell rang. He knew who it was.
She had a key, but if she saw that his study window was lit she always rang. In the few steps
between his study and the door he saw his dilemma in stark outline. To go on seeing her -Marian Stannard -- -- while he hoped someday to see Belinda Cross -- was to use her; but to
dismiss her was to wound her. “Wait. She’s using me too.” The difference was -- he knew this
-- that she still loved him. While he -- did he love anybody? So far as this his thinking was
disinterested, even honorable. But before he reached the door, before he opened it and saw how
lovely and alive she was, his former or his real wife, he realized that he needed something, and if
Belinda was far away, Marian was here, lifting her face to be kissed. Her warmth, her scent, her
breath, her smile shifted his thinking away from “Am I using her?” to a different question: “Do I
love her?” She was in his arms, and the answer was Yes.
So he began thinking like a politician, in the long term and the short term. He hoped for
a future with Belinda Cross, the unknown woman whom he must know, and would know, in a
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few more weeks; but in the short term, meaning now, the physical presence of Marian, and the
memory of their early love, exerted more power over him than his conscience did. Evidently
there was a law against a judge approaching a witness but none against his turning a human
being into a useful object.
And Marian was a woman with brains and power. She knew his mind as well as he did,
and she wanted what he wanted.
He knew her mind too. He saw her hunger for love and saw in her eyes her willingness
to compromise. She wanted him back. He saw no reason to deny her the chance to try.
Over the weeks their meetings became more frequent. When Marian proposed they go
out to dinner at the King’s Table Gavin agreed. They were a very public couple, and Gavin
understood that Marian wanted to be seen with him. She was gorgeous in a dress that was just a
bit too grand for the King’s Table; he was a judge in a conservative suit and dark tie, but he was
having a good time. Departing, they stopped at two tables to chat with friends. She was a real
stunner.
That night at the restaurant she got the exposure she wanted, and later in her apartment
they both got what they both wanted.
If she wanted to be with him part of the time, married or not, why should he oppose her?
If she believed that lying with a man did not mean that she was giving herself, why should he act
as if he knew better?
But there was a problem. To use Marian as his mistress, having no intention of marrying
her again, was not only a crime against her, it also made him a lesser man. He asked whether he
would use Belinda Cross in the same rough way -- a woman he admitted he scarcely knew -- so
call her a stranger -- Would he use a stranger as he was using Marian, who loved him?
But he was in some sense giving Marian what she wanted. Maybe he was the bridge
between their past and her future. Maybe some other man would come along -- maybe this was
exactly what she had in mind -- companionship and old love until a new chance presented itself.
“So -- it’s OK?”
“It is not OK. It is cruel.”
In the midst, he kept seeing Belinda Cross turning her eyes toward him, saying she did
not want anybody to meddle with the place where her baby had been. And he heard: “Why not
give him a ball bat?”
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And he kept seeing the incident in the sentencing session when Heinemann put her on the
witness stand, and asked her some question -- and her voice failed her. The most she could say
was, “I can’t.” The bailiff steadied her as she stepped down, and helped her to the advocate’s
table, where Abbie MacDonald lowered her into a chair. She looked up at Rylands, and this was
“the face”, these were “the eyes.”
+

+

+
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“Enough!” Abbie MacDonald brought her hands down on her desk with a slap, yelled in pain and
clutched her hand, crying, “See what you made me do?”
“I made you do what?” Belinda said in protest. “Are you all right?”
“No!” Abbie still held her hand, rocking back and forth, and finally said, “Come with
me.” She walked across the room to an old three-decker file cabinet.
Belinda followed, not exactly meekly but feeling that she hadn’t made Abbie do
anything.
Abbie pulled with her good hand on the top drawer and, failing to dislodge it, she stepped
aside and looked at Belinda as if she would know what to do.
Belinda opened the drawer. Under Abbie’s orders she took out four files.
Abbie made a strange movement downward, halted abruptly, and said, “Please open the
bottom drawer.”
Feeling a little guilty at being so agile, Belinda did a deep knee-bend, sat on her heels and
opened the drawer. Abbie MacDonald named three other files and Belinda took them out.
The two women returned to Abbie’s desk. Opening the top file Abbie removed four
black-and-white photographs which she spread out on the desk before her guest.
Something frightening, terrible, invaded Belinda’s mind, like the sound of Jason’s key
entering the back-door lock. She was looking at the face of a young black woman -- gaunt and
expressionless. Her eyes were closed by swelling. In the photograph the swollen areas looked
gray.
Abbie asked: “What could you say to this woman?”
“I don’t know,” Belinda replied taking a breath. She might take her hand; she would not
say anything.
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Abbie scooped up the photos and slipped them back into their file. She spread out a fresh
set of photos. This girl’s face betrayed a lingering terror. She was young, pale, misshapen.
“What would you say to this child?”
Again Belinda said she didn’t know. “Would you say, ‘Understand, forgive?‘ Abbie
demanded.
Said Belinda: “I wouldn’t have the right.”
“No, you wouldn’t.”
With a quick, challenging glance Abbie spread out another set of pictures, the worst of
all. One was an X-ray of a cracked eye socket. In another the eye itself was smothered and the
jaw was lumpy on one side.
“What would you say? Would you counsel forgiveness, reconciliation, two of your
favorite words?” -Laying out another set Abbie gave some counsel of her own. “Reject him. Reject
his whining excuses and predictable promises and his loathsome presents. Or would you say to
this girl, ‘How lucky, you’ve been beaten, so you’re free to beat your children. Tell them they
must understand that since you’ve been beaten you have the right to beat them. Your daddy
beats me so I can beat you. The reason he beats me is that somebody beat him. All you can do is
understand. So quit crying and take it like a man.’ Tell them that knowledge brings forgiveness,
so forgive us all. Forgiveness is good, anger and rejection are bad. Go on. Tell the kids.”
Belinda thought: “Don’t, dear old woman, don’t.”
Scooping up this set Abbie said: “So you’ve been reading his letters about his childhood.
It was probably terrible. But if you think that gives him the right --”
“I never said --”
“Yes you did. You are aching to understand. You explain his conduct away with a
horror story from his childhood, but please, who cares? He tricked you. Reject him because he
rejects you. To him you are not even human. You’re a dog, he teases you with a piece of meat,
you wag your tail and reach out, then he whips you.”
She threw a photo on the table as a card-player would throw his winning hand. “If your
beloved Jason has the right to beat you --”
“He does not!”
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“ -- then you have the right to beat your future children. Your little four-year-old boy,
when he exasperates you. Take it out on him! Spank him with a belt, slap his face till it turns
purple. Terrify him! Scold him, lock him in a closet. It’s all justified by your past suffering. If
it’s O.K. for Jason it’s --”
“Stop!”
“He tricked you, pretending he loved you.”
“He did love me.”
“Think of him as a rabid dog. He will bite.”
“He wants to change, to be a better man, he writes --”
“If he is ever to change he must do it himself. Understanding and forgiveness will only
make it harder. You, his victim, are now saying ‘It’s O.K., I love you, you love me.’ No, dear
girl, if you really understand you’ll never forgive. -- Do you want children?”
“You know I do.”
“Say it, say ‘I want children.’”
“I do, I want children.”
“Do you want those children to see you beaten and abused, called a weakling, ordered
around like a slave?”
“No, Abbie, I do not. Please stop.”
“You are either the first or only the most recent in a long line of women to suffer at his
hands. If you respect the others you’ll raise your voice against him. You think forgiveness is
noble and generous; no; it is collaboration. Look at this --”
Another picture flung on the desk.
“I can’t stand this,” said Abbie suddenly, gathering the last pictures and ignoring Belinda
as she shuffled them into their files.
She slumped into her chair and stared across the desk at Belinda, who watched Abbie’s
eyes, expecting her to sob.
Lifting the stack of photos Abbie said, “They are not strangers, they are your sisters.”
“Yes,” said Belinda.
“Now please talk sense to me. What is it that binds you in sisterhood to these women?”
“Suffering,” Belinda replied.
“It’s more specific than suffering.”
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“The way they suffered.”
“Yes, the way. And in what way did their suffering come about?”
“They were beaten.”
“They are your sisters for that reason. What about you? Are you their sister too?”
“Yes.”
“Why were you so reluctant to admit that?”
“I wasn’t reluctant, I just admitted it, I am their sister.”
“And you were ashamed to admit it.”
“I was not.”
“It took a push from me.”
“Abbie, why are you doing this?”
“To get to the bottom.”
“We got there a long time ago.”
“Did we? You know there’s no shame in your being attacked by Jason whom you say
you love. But I suggest to you that half the horror you feel on seeing these pictures is the
degradation of these women. And I also suggest that they are not degraded. And if they are not,
you are not. There is only one way, escape, freedom.”
Belinda sat in silence.
“What’s shameful is to join in the evil, and the way to do that is to say ‘I still love him
and he still loves me.’ You do not and he does not. You can’t erase history. Your Jason is evil
through and through.”
“They are prisoners, Abbie, those women, especially the ones with children. You have
told me so yourself.”
“True, but prisoners must escape, at whatever cost.”
“The cost to the children?”
“Which is a greater evil, to risk escape or to acquiesce?”
“I’ve often thanked God I didn’t have children. Jason would use the children to chain
me.”
“How poetic. Exactly. Chain.”
“Yes but you’re telling me to deny that he has been through hell, and that by forgiving
him I could maybe help him to --”
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“Oh good God, stop it! His surviving hell does not give him license to --”
“Of course it doesn’t but I --”
“What can you possibly say to justify forgiving a man who lashes and tortures you as this
man does?”
“If I forgive --” Belinda hesitated -- “then I don’t live with a heart poisoned by hate.”
“Aha. So you forgive in order to find peace. In order to feel more comfortable in your
captivity.”
“I hope that after he gets out of prison we’ll be able to reconcile, to rediscover the --”
“God help you. Go for freedom. Break out. Some day you’ll meet a good man, one who
really does love you and will love your children, there are such men. Find a companion worthy
of you.”
“I don’t want a companion, I want a lover.”
“Bravely said, my dear. May you get what you want, but unless you kick Jason down the
stairs you never will. His evil contaminates all he touches, including you.”
“He’s already out of my life for eight years.”
“You read his letters. Why?”
“For the sake of the early days.”
“I put a question to you. If you had a four-year-old son and a two-year-old daughter,
would you live with Jason?”
“Never.”
“The idea appalls you.”
“Yes.”
“Belinda, my dear, as this man is now, so he will be, all his life.”
Leaving Abbie’s office she thought: “The world can’t be that cruel.” She vowed she
would never line up on the side of cruelty.
+

+

+
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Agitated, waving the letter, the Oldster said: “Gavin, this is quite unnecessary.” He handed it
back saying: “Tear it up. It’s nothing but an extravagant gesture and unworthy of you.”
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Keeping his voice under control Gavin Rylands said: “It is not a gesture, sir. It is what I
must do.”
The Old Buzzard, casting about for a lever of persuasion, said: “I will assign the case to
another judge.”
“After I leave.”
“Don’t leave. You are part of the core, the heart of this court. It is men like you, women
too of course, who show that the bench can still draw from among the best. Old Judge Matthews
used to say that a seat on the court was the crown of a lawyer’s career, and you have it while still
young -- you could zoom ahead of all the rest of us, Gavin, don’t, for God’s sake don’t yield to
an irrational anger over this thing. They haven’t reversed you, only asked that you reconsider the
sentence.”
“They don’t ask, they order.”
“All right, order, that’s a formality. Go ahead, reconsider the sentence, order another presentence investigation, and just tell the Appeals panel, ‘On reconsideration I find the sentence of
eight years was justified and proper.’ They’ll be irked, and they may slam you but, hell, son, you
might win.
“Don’t quit, that’s what I’m telling you. Our jurisdiction is small but the quality of our
work has a huge impact on the lives of the people in this county. What could you do that’d be
more important with your life?”
“I pronounced sentence on that man after careful thought, and I will not deviate from that
sentence. The Court of Appeals thinks I was too severe. I think the law is too lenient.”
“Eight years? Of which he has already been locked up for fourteen months? He’s a
human being, Gavin. And the Appeals Court pointed out that his record is clean -- except for --”
“Yes.”
“And their order says that several other judges have been content to impose lesser
sentences in similar cases.”
“There are no similar cases.” Saying this he was again in danger of letting the dog off the
chain.
“Gavin, those other judges, some at least, are as conscientious as you and perhaps as fully
committed to doing what’s right, ‘as God gives us to see the right.’”
“I must make my own decisions.”
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“But you are not alone. We are part of the judicial system, and allow me to say that if we
had in this building a perfect judge, he or she would still be reversed from time to time by the
imperfect but human judges on the Court of Appeals. And you don’t seem to have noticed that
they have not reversed you, only asked you to reconsider your sentence.”
“I value your friendship, your comradeship, but I cannot obey that order.”
“Because, as you say, you make your own decisions. I suggest that we are and must be a
team. When you refuse to play your part in a team effort, could it be that you, rather than the
Appellate panel, are the problem?”
“Undoubtedly I am,” said Gavin as if it didn’t matter, which it didn’t. What he didn’t say
was, “I am sick of this game.” If this was true, Get Out.
The Oldster said, “They ask you on a question of equity to bring the sentence more nearly
into line. They don’t impugn your integrity or fault your conduct of the trial.”
“Sir -- I imposed a punishment commensurate with the crime. The Court of Appeals
writes that the injuries this man inflicted on his wife were not life-threatening. I never said they
were. But the beating he gave her was cruel, it was savage, it was merciless, and he left her lying
on the floor without knowing whether she were alive or dead.”
“My God, son, eight years?”
“When those years have passed, or three or four if somebody reduces the sentence, this
woman will still be reliving that attack every day of her life, and her abuser will go off in search
of his next victim -- of another woman who dreams of love and gets a beating instead.”
“Gavin -- this is remarkable but take careful note -- she joined Calhoun in his appeal. It’s
in here somewhere” -- shifting papers -- “I can’t find it, but she signed her name to the -- where
the hell is it?”
“She signed a statement that the sentence was unduly harsh,” said Gavin -- not as a man
would confess a flaw in his argument, but as if this too didn’t matter.
The Boss: “Well my God, son, my God. The Court of Appeals was impressed.”
“I see her signature as a sign that she has been deeply wounded and cannot think clearly.
You call this man human being, but --”
“Scum? That’s a better term?” the Oldster inquired gently.
They were both silent for a moment, Gavin watching the old man’s patient expression.
“You said,” Gavin began, “that maybe I am not the right man for this job, and I --”
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“Stop. Keep the job. You are the best judge I’ve got. You must know that. If you wish,
I’ll assign another judge to review the sentence.”
Gavin slid the letter across the desk. He started toward the door but the Oldster cried:
“Wait! Face me!”
Gavin saw the rounded shoulders of the little gnome of a man whose spirit equalled his
own, or perhaps overcame it. He thought that opposing this man could not be wise or creditable,
only “hotheaded” -- but he was thinking that for fourteen months -- since State v. Dexter -- he
had held himself in check -- suppressed his most powerful impulse and the best part of his life.
He could suppress it no longer. If Belinda Cross had been standing, watching, her presence
could not have been stronger.
The Boss said, “This --” lifting and shaking the letter -- “will be seen as arrogance.”
“I don’t care how it is seen.”
“You alone are smarter than the Court of Appeals, you alone can tell them to go to hell,
you value your judgment over the judgment of a court established by law and elected by the
people to review the actions of the Court of Common Pleas. You serve on our court knowing it
is and must be subordinate to a reviewing authority. You took an oath. You --”
Gavin cut in: “And to go through the farce of pretending to reconsider when I have no
intention of doing so would be to violate that oath.”
“Ah! Damn! You’ve scored a debating point. Because, as you claim, you make your
own decisions. But you do not. By yourself you are nothing; as a judge you are the voice of this
court, which existed before you were born and will continue after you die.”
Gavin couldn’t play his ace card -- that he alone had looked into the eyes of Belinda
Cross -- twice -- once when she denounced him and once when, on the witness stand, she turned
to him and said, “I wanted to be alone with --” And the unsaid part was, “with my baby.” And
when she returned to the advocate’s table at the sentencing session, she turned and looked at him.
Three times.
The Oldster was gesticulating with the letter saying: “This could destroy you. Calhoun is
no fool. He plays rough.”
Gavin said: “Sir, I will not reduce the sentence.” And he walked out -- shaking, but he
did walk out.
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He progressed down a corridor that was a living image of his professional life, greeting and
being greeted, being “somebody” for perhaps the last time, but readying himself for the step he
had postponed since the trial. He stopped at his office and told his secretary he would come back
tomorrow for his personal effects. She was a good-souled woman. She began to weep, and he
embraced her.
In a sharp wind on Perry Street he stopped at a mail box and dropped in an envelope
addressed to Abbie MacDonald at the Defense League of Ohio Women.
The envelope contained a note:
“Dear Ms. MacDonald: Would you be kind enough to forward the enclosed letter to Ms.
Belinda Cross. You may read the letter. I want you to see it so you can determine if there’s any
harm in it. I do not believe there is. I resigned today from the court. -- Gavin Rylands”
The enclosed letter read as follows:
“Dear Ms. Cross: I resigned today from the court. I have for quite some time been
hoping there might be a chance for us to know one another better. I do not have and will not
attempt to learn your address or phone number. If you would let me buy you a cup of coffee I
would be very happy. I will be in the Starbuck’s at Sinclair College at 10 a.m. this Saturday and
each Saturday for the rest of the month. -- Gavin Rylands”

The Oldster’s voice repeated in Gavin’s mind: “By yourself you are nothing.” But while
wandering through his apartment he felt free and renewed. He saw that by moving his desk three
or four feet toward one wall he could make space for another against the opposite wall.
He imagined an electrician rewiring the room, and now there were two desks, each
equipped with a phone, computer and lamp, plus a fax machine in the space between.
In the bedroom he glanced at, then fixed for several seconds, on the bed where Marian
sometimes visited him. He saw the drawer where Marian kept some clothing, and he saw in his
mind the toothbrush she kept in the bathroom.
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A new fantasy commenced but he tried to reject it, believing that it was wrong to assign
anybody to a fantasy role without consent. His attempt to drive it out strengthened the scene.
For some minutes he couldn’t move.
The kitchen didn’t offer much, but the living room was an austere place for a bachelor; it
had plenty of possibilities. “By yourself you are nothing.” Not quite what the Oldster had
intended. Gavin was alone but not lonely. The quiet in the apartment was now deeper, the street
sounds more distant. What she -- “she” -- would want to change in the living room he had no
idea.
He turned on the ten o’clock news and immediately regretted it. The advertising brought
him down to its level. He shut it off. Is the culture of materialism any better than living under
commissars or priests? Priest and commissar pretend to a nobility of purpose. They deliver
tyranny. Materialism offers no myth or pretense. Quite the contrary. But the absence of the
noble lie is perhaps a beginning. You are the only one who can carry your life forward.
Materialism won’t squash you, as a commissar would, or tempt you to deny the truth, as a priest
would -- so, yes, it could be a beginning. By showing its naked self it could set the mind free to
aspire to something better.
He lay down, turned off the light and thought: “I can think about her.” Waiting for sleep
to envelope the mind was a dance, a conversation, a mystery.
+

+

+
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Jason Dexter to Alona: -- I call you that because Ruthie is boring -- and I think of you ALONE -good news -- wait, first to be 100% honest here goes -- maybe your first visit will be your last,
hey I could handle it, so if you fly away like a little bird there she goes -- Number 1, you may be
the kind of woman who wants a man in captivity and her fantasies are all about he’s chained, I
can feast my eyes but YOU CANT BE TOUCHED. There are such women. He’s your bulldog
on a chain. Or Number 2 you really are all heart, you lie alone at night writhing with hunger, but
your hunger must await my release, you sacrifice your youth, you say No to other desperadoes,
the one you truly love is incarcerated behind these cold gray prison walls to quote Johnny Cash.
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When I am sprung you’ll be waiting in your car which I have bought for you and I’ll be
running toward you, we embrace, we kiss, we say Now we are one -- Jesus! -- lovers in a hotel -because believe me Alona I’ve got nobody else, cast into prison in solitude -- I’m taking the
Great Books course, trying to get my hands on Crime and Punishment -- har har -- my wife I
discovered after many months wanted something undreamed of and perverse, so I gave what I
could and she summons the police and here I am.
OK my news. My lawyer Mr. H. H. H. big voice big belly big fees Oscar Calhoun, tells
me the court of Appeals has slapped down the trial judge our Honorable Gavin Rylands and told
him to reduce my sentence because I don’t deserve the max. Hey wow! REMANDED. The
first but maybe not the last lesson for His Dishonor.
OK so that changes my plan. Outa here! Soon! Actually I don’t know when but sooner
than we thought, you and me, you faithful sex-hungry stripper. Watch out, I’ll be on your body
like -- The change of plan. I am firing that stupid manager who has wrecked my business and
I’ve told Calhoun to sell it off, liquidate it, raise CASH.
Now you ask how much is a wrecked business worth? Oodles my girl. Eleven heavy
dumptrucks, one heavy loader, a medium-size trailer (my office), a fully equipped tool kit in one
of those big red trolleys, a desk, and one brass spittoon that belonged to my quick-tempered
grandpa, who incidentally was a horse’s ass but he spoke three languages. Another story. Two
of the trucks are practically new, three or four are in perfect condition and the worst couple are
still worth $75K each. And tell me if you can what the best are worth? Come on, guess. -$175K!!!! Per Each!!! Sure I owe the pit owner, the bank and fuel dealer and such, but I bet my
equity is near a million. That’s US dollars. Of course the government is destroying the dollar
but for now a million or even half a mil is a nice little cushion.
So what’s the plan? Either I (we) blow it on cars and hotels and casinos enriching our red
brothers or we put aside say 80 per cent to start the new business. What new business? Fucked
if I know. Little did you dream when you entered this stone castle that you were throwing
yourself at the feet of a rich man! You loved me for myself alone and not my gold. And now I’ll
give you your just reward. If they sell pants for a thousand dollars I’ll be buying you thousand
dollar pants. We’ll be alive, Baby, bouncing around this state or speeding off to the Golden west.
Calhoun says he doesn’t know how long the sentencing decision will take, or how much
it’ll be reduced. All is not perfect yet. He has dropped the word Mistrial but I don’t know what
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the chances are. But I’ll soon be mounting you my little pony and you can whinny and shake the
trees. Calhoun says he can’t rush the courts. Legal procedures proceed at least as fast as a
glacier in the north pole, says Mr. C.
Speaking of assets I have glimpsed yours behind your supertight red silk blouse and I
have seen you walk away -- and you looked over your shoulder and you were like saying, Do
you like this? Answer Yes. And I know what a woman wants, and it isn’t Great Books. Soon
as I get out I pay one little debt that can’t be erased with cash -- then away we go -- Jason
+

+

+
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In his long stringy neck you could almost see the basketball star that George Williams had been
thirty years ago. All his natural energy had gone vertical, while from side to side he was
unimpressive. But if you looked at his hands you saw members like shovels with thick fingers
attached. His feet were shod in custom-made brown leather constructs like canoes. His mind
was invisible; he seldom let his features get out of their default position of “Nothing here.” That
was the ex-cop in him -- twenty-one years. But his thinking was quick and cynical as it should
be, considering his profession. After his jolly life on the street he had served fifteen years as an
investigator for the DA and was now free-lancing, Big Oscar Calhoun being a major client.
“Only three reasons,” Williams said, assuming Calhoun would know what they were.
Said Calhoun: “Money, women and what else?”
“Pride,” Williams said, “money, women, pride.”
The question under examination was why Gavin Rylands had resigned at this interesting
juncture.
“He’s a class act,” said George Williams. “Court of Appeals, Attorney General,
Congressman, all possible for the young lad. So we should ask, Did he quit to set him up for
something better?”
“Maybe,” Calhoun mused. He was gazing out his west window. He had a corner office
with views north and west. The north was a jumble but looking west he could see why the place
was called a valley. He could trace the west ridge for several miles. Closer in he could see the
West Side of the city (not a pretty sight) the twisting river and the north-south highway.
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Thinking of the remand from the Court of Appeals and of Judge Rylands’ reaction, Oscar
Calhoun Esq. murmured: “Pride.”
George Williams took it up. “Strong but not enough. He must have been reversed before
this.”
“Oh sure, a few times.”
“And he didn’t quit in a tantrum,” Williams observed.
“No,” Calhoun recalled, “he just let the world know that the Court of Appeals was a little
moron club.”
“And the world agreed?”
“More or less. Everybody gets reversed so why wouldn’t they?”
“OK then, timing,” Williams threw in.
“Right. The very day the order came down,” Oscar Calhoun declared as if pounding a
nail in Gavin Rylands’ career. “Like he was waiting for it.”
“Let’s not lose track of Pride, and what else can we add to it?”
“Not money,” Calhoun opined.
“How can you be sure?”
“I can’t, but I doubt it. His ex is out for money but I don’t think this guy is that simple.”
The word women circled in both minds till Calhoun said:
“George Williams, I am Oscar Calhoun and we are thinking the same thing.”
“Right sir.”
“And I am thinking that a man like you could clear away the cobwebs of uncertainty.”
Williams assented, “Probably. It’d be expensive.”
“My client’ll be a rich man when he’s sprung. He’s the dumptruck king.”
“Oh yeah,” said Williams recalling the case. “Beat his wife. Felony Two. Where’s she
now?”
“She’s around.
“Any other women in the picture?” Williams queried.
“Maybe,” said Calhoun. “Rylands is divorced in the legal sense of the word only. The
jungle drums have him and his old lady sheltering one another in this wind-blown world. I’d
shelter the lady myself if the fates arranged it. Just looking at her walking in the corridor of the
palace of justice stuns me -- especially from behind. Oh why does nature do this to us males?”
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“That’d be Marian Stannard. If I was twenty years younger and as handsome as you I’d
take an interest.”
“That’d be all you’d take, is my guess.”
“OK then Mr. Calhoun,” said George Williams getting down to business, “describe the
victim for me.”
“Mid-thirties, slender except in the ass and chest, headstrong, hot-tempered, impulsive --”
“Sounds like dynamite.”
“Yeah. She gave an Academy Award performance on the stand -- I’d add fearless, fiery
and flip. She called our boy ‘Your Dishonor’ and got away with it.”
“Hair please, eye color, height and weight. Style of dress. The superficial stuff if you
aren’t lost in the depths of her personality.”
Calhoun gave the requested information and Williams wrote it all in his notebook.
“Now,” George Williams private dick ventured, “is there any reason to explore the
question of whether this victim -- what’s her name?”
“Belinda Cross.”
“Occupation if any?”
“She’s a graphic designer. Don’t ask me what that means.”
“That’s an artist who works on a computer,” Williams enlightened him. “So speak,
Oscar, any reason to believe or suspect?”
“In fact yes. I suspect even if I don’t quite believe.”
“Why suspect?”
Calhoun did not pull down fingers. He had noticed a long time ago that pulling fingers
made your listener look at your hands instead of your eyes. If you didn’t pull fingers and the
listener evaded your piercing gaze you’d see it right away. So Calhoun, staring into the dull gray
eyes of George Williams, private eye, said:
“The way His Honor looked at her when she testified. She’s describing not the beating
but what led up to it. I could see him eating up every word and sob. How she bled out her fetus
on the floor. I could see his eyes, his mind. He wasn’t the judge any more, he was the lawyer for
the prosecution, he was more than that. He was worshipping her and believing every word.
Then there’s the fact that he gives Dexter the max of the max, a highly unusual sentence
considering all the other similar cases in this county, when all it boils down to is just a routine
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squabble between loving spouses. No serious injury involved. Why the sentence? Yeah it’s
within the legal limit but what I see is -- unusual, maybe vindictive.”
“OK,” George Williams said in a cautionary tone, “but is she the human equivalent of a
lady mantis?”
“I wouldn’t know about that.”
“I’m talking about whether she breathes desire and ‘I’m yours’ and next thing you know
you’re looking at eight years.”
“Well, it’s more like -- ‘I know what you want and you may not get it.’ But if they were
in communication --” Calhoun speculated, “judge and lady --”
Williams finished his sentence: “Then the last thing Rylands wants is to see the sentence
reduced.”
Oscar Calhoun said: “Maybe but suppose he’s smitten and he just can’t stand it. Can’t be
seen with her in a restaurant or at a party. Suppose he’s freeing himself so they can go public,
and that’s all there is to it.”
“But if,” Williams began, “he’s sweet on her now, he could have been sweet on her at
trial.”
“Bias and prejudice,” Calhoun spoke the poetic words. “Say, this is a tangent,” Calhoun
warned Williams, “but do you know Marian Stannard pretty well?”
“Only that she’s your coworker in the project to subvert justice, and you just said she
knows the value of a dollar, but who doesn’t, and according to you she and the judge have signed
a nonaggression treaty.”
“Mr. Williams, you are only a private dick but you sound like a scholar. And you
appreciate all Ms. Stannard’s attributes.”
“Yeah, who doesn’t?”
“Well she might try to protect Rylands. I’m just saying if you talk to her she might not be
totally candid, you know?”
“Who is totally candid except you and me?”
“Because,” Calhoun proceeded, “since these two are not totally divorced, as I said, life
gets a little complicated for the judge. I mean can you cheat on somebody you aren’t legally
married to? A complicated life is supposed to be the best kind, I wouldn’t know.”
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George Williams private dick asked a clarifying question: “But if you asked me to stick to
the main idea, what would it be?”
“Bias and prejudice,” Oscar Calhoun said succinctly. “If you could establish a
relationship --”
“Sure, I see where this might go. But it won’t be cheap, surveillance and pictures and my
assistant sitting in her car all day with no place to take a leak.”
George Williams worked out an estimate and Calhoun wrote it down. Only that morning
Calhoun had talked to the auctioneer and now he was putting together a pretty fair idea of the net
worth of Mr. Dumptrucks. So the figure Williams asked didn’t seem too terrible to Calhoun.
“Start today,” the lawyer said. “Can you?”
“I can start tomorrow,” Williams said.
“O.K., tomorrow and call me in a week.”
+

+

+
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Marian picked up the phone -- but No. Why set herself up for rejection? Obviously the last
thing he wanted was to be challenged on his decision. She drove to his place thinking:
“Do not scold. Do not demand justification. Do not say, ‘How do you intend to make a
living now?’ Do not say, ‘Look what you’ve thrown away.’ Do not say, ‘Why didn’t you call
me?’ And don’t whine.” She stopped this train with a screech asking: “Why did I come here?”
She was already parked in front of his building. The lights were on in his apartment.
Several seconds went by before any language made itself known on the question “What am I
doing?” There were nudges and wavelets of fear that she tried to deny, but eventually she heard
the essential sentence: “Do not say ‘I love you.’ It would make no difference.”
You can’t force love and anyway -- He was destroying himself. She was fighting a
supernatural force. His temper, anger, or some other irrational passion had seized control. What
if he was going off the rails by pursuing the Suffering One in clear contravention of the Code of
Judicial Conduct -- communicating with a witness, showing signs of a prejudice that cast its
shadow back onto the trial and the sentence. What an opening for Calhoun!
Had her beloved hothead controlled his impulses for a whole year? Impossible. Had he
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conducted a clandestine affair with a witness while the appeal was pending? Impossible. “And
he loves me,” she said confidently. “He must have me. He calls me goddess. He loses his mind
in my body. He slips from silent adoration to frenzy and I am mistress of every phase from the
first kiss to the waterfall. Out of his mind he calls me ‘Goddess, Queen, Idol.’ That’s actually
when he is in his right mind, when he is mine.”
She slammed the car door and marched up the walk, clarifying what she was trying to do,
assuring herself that he needed the kind of guidance only she could give. She’d start with an
innocent question: Why come down so hard on this particular offender? She opened the outer
door and buzzed “Apt 2A,” and she walked up the stairs. She knocked and there he was. He
stepped aside. She took two steps across his threshold and stopped to remove her raincoat, and
felt it being lifted off her shoulders.
She wasn’t scared of him but the complete, frantic emptiness in her mind as to what to
say put her on the defensive. Her one hope was the historical fact that in a crisis his love always
intensified.
She accepted a glass of wine then asked what he was drinking. He said water -- his drink
of choice when he was feeling his way. He seemed neither surprised nor angry at her visit.
They sat in the rickety wooden chairs at the kitchen table, a used set they had bought
before they married. A fluorescent tube burned with a blue light over the clock on the stove.
Marian moved the lamp on the table to one side and gazed on the beloved face. She said, “I
don’t know what’s happening to you.”
“Nothing is happening to me.”
“I didn’t mean to imply that you are powerless. On the contrary, you hold in your hands
the ability to wreck your life and you seem to be exercising it.”
“Wreck my life? I have put an end to one career for good reason and now I’ll find
another. People do it all the time.”
“A rational actor does not do what you have done.”
“I have not been guided by rationality.”
“By what then?”
“Call it hope.”
“Of course, certainly, you are hoping for what I couldn’t give you.”
“This has nothing to do with you, Marian. Please.”
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He had a strong face, large features, a prematurely furrowed forehead and stark brown
eyes. His expressive features, their suggestion of confidence and certitude, added up to a natural
advantage for a lawyer, a judge or anybody else. She felt her influence if any slipping away. It
was how she had felt when he announced the divorce, even though he still loved her, or said he
did.
Marian asked: “Did you talk to the Oldster about this?”
“Yes, of course.”
“And did he acquiesce?”
“What else could he do?”
She pondered, hating an argument, then said, “Did you tell him what you just told me?”
“What, that there’s more in life than reason?”
“That you are being guided by some irrational force, which is to say you are confused.”
“I am not confused.”
“It doesn’t seem sane to me.”
“Oh, I think it would if you understood it. In your own life reason competes with
stronger forces and doesn’t always win. You’re the most irrational woman I know.”
Blundering forward she said, “With love.”
“That’d be one cause among many. In my case, if you call it a case, another might be that
maybe I had too much of what everybody seems to want, power.”
“Is that why your resigned? The burden of power?”
“No.”
“Why then?”
“I am taking a chance. Well it’s rational in that I had no choice, or thought I didn’t when
I weighed all the factors and possible scenarios and whatnot -- sounds pretty rational, doesn’t it?
And I didn’t really want to quit. It gets complicated or maybe just muddled. Maybe I have just
screwed the whole thing up.”
“You have never screwed anything up except our marriage.”
He withheld comment, looking at her with something like patient affection.
“So,” Marian proceeded carefully, “you didn’t want to quit -- you had no choice -- and
you’re taking a big chance -- and some non-rational -- what you call force -- is pushing you
down a glassy slope.”
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“Yes. Non-rational is not necessarily irrational. Rational thinking is overrated, don’t you
think -- rationally?”
He watched her in amusement till she said,
“And you don’t want to explain it to me.” She paused. She was in a flow, a river moving
toward a rapids -- there was no path around the obvious conclusion. She said: “You love
somebody and you can’t love her so long as you’re a judge of the Court of Common Pleas. You
resigned not because you refuse to reduce the sentence you imposed on Jason Dexter but because
you love his wife.”
“No.”
“Why then?”
“I don’t love her because I scarcely know her, as you keep reminding me.”
“Why then? Again, why?”
“There is a pull, a magnetic -- I feel a --”
“Spare me! For god’s sake don’t start mooning about magnetic and uncanny and -- god,
why did you resign?”
“The Court of Appeals wants me to reduce the sentence. Why else would they uphold the
verdict and the trial itself, but remand for reconsideration of the sentence? My sentence was
within the law, and when I hear myself talking to myself I hear: ‘I will not reduce the sentence by
a year, a month, a week, a day or a minute.’ I will not change my decision merely because other
judges in other cases gave lighter sentences.”
“And your magnetic feelings about the woman of course played no role in that sentence.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Tell me, and be careful.”
“I saw her face, her limp. I heard her describe what happened. How he had beaten her
before. I saw that she could not remember the beating in the kitchen. Yes, I have feelings.
Wouldn’t you?”
“And one of those feelings is what you call magnetism. Is there another word for that?”
“That’s as good as any.”
“Gavin for god’s sake please don’t tell me you’ve been seeing this woman in secret while
the case was pending in the Appeals court.”
“I have not. Your question insults me.”
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“So what you feel about her is -- I’ll call it human empathy.”
“Neither more nor less. I have not laid eyes on her since the trial.”
“You mean she doesn’t know you’re smitten?”
“I am not smitten. I am interested.”
“So interested that you threw your career away. Does she know you resigned?”
“I suppose she could.”
“A woman you haven’t seen or spoken with for a year --”
“I never spoke to her except ten words from the bench. I wrote a note to her proposing
that we meet, and she did not show up.”
Marian said, “Maybe one of you has a grain of sense.”
She was leaning both elbows on the table, meeting his eyes. She saw how strange her
love was. The lecture she gave herself in the car was forgotten. The arguments about divorce
still saturated her brain.
She surprised herself by demanding: “Were you involved with another woman during our
marriage? I have a right to know that.”
Gavin said, “No. You already knew it.”
“And the big chance is that maybe she doesn’t love you.”
“She doesn’t love me. How could she?”
“And therefore it’s perfectly all right for you to -- please God don’t let me say fuck -- for
you to --”
“Marian, stop.”
“Or maybe it’s just a fantasy. My God, have you been seeing her in secret -- while
Calhoun’s appeal was pending? Gavin, you are more reckless than --”
“Not at all. Calm yourself, First Love.”
“Well then what the --”
“I have not seen her since the sentencing hearing.”
“You mean she doesn’t know?”
“Know what? There is nothing for her to know or not know.”
“Your state of mind,” Marian said with vehemence. “You are moonstruck. -- Does she
know you have resigned?”
“She could know. I assume she does.”
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“You assume. My God you bowed in silent worship -- for a year. You are a fool but -- I
admit I didn’t think so when you went mad for me.”
“I did go mad over you, I still am half mad.”
“The difference is that I gave and gave and am still giving. But she is just a clay idol that
you’ve slapped together in your weird brain and it really makes me wonder --”
“We have to stop,” he said.
“We’ve only just started.”
“I mean stop seeing one another.”
“Oh sure, stop now that you’ve got yourself another squeeze, but I warn you, Gavin,
you’d better keep me in reserve. You can’t trust yourself or her. Kick me out tonight and you
might find yourself all alone next week. We were partners before we were man and wife -- make
that husband and wife -- and we got off to a grand start. Throw it away! Who cares!”
“I do not think it’s fair,” he said with a judicial gravity that made her laugh, “for us to
keep going on the old terms.”
“Ah! A morally sensitive man, one of the few. No it’s not fair and it hasn’t been fair
since we divorced. I give everything and you take it all, but you did love me once, didn’t you?
Didn’t you!”
“I still do.”
“God have you no shame? Worse, are you stupid? You know nothing about this woman.
Why did she stay with a man you called a monster? She tolerated and for all we know prolonged
the abuse. Is that the kind of freak you’re in love with? Or did you leave that out when you
dreamed up a personality for her? ‘I have never exchanged a word with her.’ Better not, Gavin,
you may not like what you hear.”
She stumbled on. “Like all men you can fuck without loving. I hate that word. If I lie
with a man it means one thing, that I love him. I do not lie with anybody but you -- or -- we can
talk about that later -- because I don’t love anybody but you, but you! You’ve got a pretty good
deal, haven’t you. I give myself because you still insist despite the evidence that you love me.
I’m wretched enough to believe that. Or I wouldn’t be here pleading. Quit the bench! I don’t
care. Just give me our life back. Get a job. Run for Congress. That’s it!”
He cut her off, saying, “For Christ’s sake leave it alone,”
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But she pressed on with: “The old clown will retire next year for sure -- thirty-two years
he’s held that seat, to what end? At last, an open seat in this District -- and -- you could start
fundraising and discreet campaigning right now and everybody would see that as the reason you
quit. There’ll be a dozen mediocrities piling into the Democratic primary and one real leader -you! The others will split the vote and you’ll win the primary hands down. Then you thrash the
Republican in the fall, and off we go to Washington.”
“Stop,” Gavin pleaded. “We’ve been over this a hundred times.”
“Wait, no! I stay here making money while you make waves in D.C. and we meet on
weekends. You won’t be bored, seeing me two days a week, and we’ll make love like two
monkeys, then I drag your semiconscious body to the airport on Monday morning and count the
days till the next weekend. By Wednesday you’re getting desperate, I meet you Thursday or
Friday and once again you learn the meaning of life.”
She rushed on: “Ha! Can’t you laugh a little? One little crack of a smile? Or are you
playing the philosopher? ‘Humm humm, it is dishonorable to screw you while I sniff the trail of
this other -- this suffering saint -- so just wait, Marian First Love, till I get everything in working
order with Miss Battered Face. I’ll let you know when I need your services. Just wait a bit
longer.’ You repulsive, worthless, pompous -- fraud! What did she call you? Yes. Your
Dishonor! She got it right.”
He was getting up. She saw his chair scrape back and hit the kitchen counter. Looking
up at his face in dread she cried out and held up her hands to fend him off.
He lifted and embraced her, called her “Dear Marian, First Love,” absorbed her sobs into
his own body, and rocked her back and forth saying “Dearest Marian.”
She choked out: “Take me, Gavin, please, please.”
He said, “Yes, Dearest, don’t cry. Yes, of course.”
+

+

+

19
Deep into an experiment in the impossible, Belinda Cross was not aware that she was happy.
Take a color painting and copy it in charcoal. The outlines, shapes and lights of the
original may survive but does the beauty? She couldn’t hope to “succeed.” Yet her effort was
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driven by desire. She wanted to test her skill with a stick of charcoal. She couldn’t suppress a
desire to gaze at the lovely nude of Modigliani. She sensed the color and texture of the woman’s
skin. Her desire guided her eye -- to see how the picture created such emotion. It guided her
hand -- to try to imitate the original and in some small measure to create in her sketchbook a
sister to the lovely nude.
“I am her sister.” She didn’t give voice to this but she felt in her mind and breast -- in her
body where emotions exist -- felt the affinity that this sentence would ignite. It was part of her
happiness that she sensed the woman’s vulnerability without danger.
The woman’s thighs were thick and of a different shade from her body, her waist
unrealistically slender above the rounded hips, her arms limber but not strong, her face
intelligent and gentle.
It’s been reported that Modigliani sometimes made love to his models before painting and
sometimes after. Belinda saw a patient desire in the model’s expression, stronger than mere
willingness.
And Belinda dwelt in her own desire. She knew that to “see” how the painter had created
a picture that released emotion in the viewer, herself, was impossible. But the desire to see it
was elevating. She worked at her sketch, glancing frequently at the original in an open book that
lay on the table by her sketchbook. Working with her stick, her thumb and thumb nail she
created a suggestive picture. She could mentally superimpose it on the original, blur it into the
colors and contours that so fascinated her, and go even farther into the thought-field of her task.
She did not work for perfection but for a stronger suggestion. The strength seemed to proceed
inversely to the level of detail. If she blurred a line with her thumb she seemed to move closer to
her sister, if the blurring was good. If it was clumsy she felt a loss of intimacy. But there was no
formula. Sometimes a sharpening of focus pleased her, sometimes a softening did the same.
She would look over the whole sketch, from side to side and from eyes to thighs, and see a need,
which she would try to address, and it either moved her closer in intimacy with the woman or
pushed her away. So Belinda studied the sketch, followed her instincts and, over time, saw a
nearer superimposition of the two images, saw the colors through a screen of black and gray that
weakened them into a more subtle modulation. By weakening the contrasts and saturation of the
colors in the picture she aroused a new, gentler emotion in herself.
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As this effort carried her forward she began to understand what “forward” meant. It was
a closer intimacy with her sister, a more robust feeling that danger was absent, or at bay. Her
sister was not afraid; she was happy. The woman in the painting, the model, Belinda -- all three
enjoyed a perfect compatibility. Belinda entered into the happiness of the nude.
+

+

+
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Dear Doctor Debbie -I am cleaning up my language since I heard some slob scattering obscenities around the mess
hall and realized I talk just like him. I’m reforming across the board. I don’t have anything
better to do. Being a good fella and body building is about it. Well I also fantasize about my
dear wife. I see myself, nay, to quote the knights of old, nay, I get the old thrill just as if -- well
almost -- it was happening again -- I see her -- paying -- the debt she owes.
What do I do with my time? I lift weights, read Great Books, and think of that debt.
We’re in Plato and I guess Socrates was the smartest guy ever but I think Mr. Plato stacks the
deck by calling in morons to argue with the resident genius. How well he’d do against a real
debater I’m not so sure but I myself could shut him up pretty quick and what am I but a lowly
prisoner on Paradise Island? So maybe The Perfect Spouse was right when she said soon after
we met (too soon) that I was smarter than anybody she knew in college.
Why do I write? To set down in ink the account of my visit to the Chatroom with Ms.
Alona my companion in misery.
There’s a poster: “Use of this room is a privilege. Abuse will result in withdrawal of the
same.” Can you picture the creep who talks like that? Then -- “Prohibited -- displays of
affection beyond handholding and light kissing -- respect the children.” Must mean it’s
prohibited to respect the children. But I like that “light kissing.” Eat fillings, No. Light her fire,
OK.
Anyway I assured Ms. Alona that I plan someday on laying her and she’s right into the
program. “When you Delicious Dexter when oh when??!!!!!” So I tell her as soon as the new
judge knocks my time down to near zero and maybe if somebody says “mistrial” the DA will say
“time served” and we’re breaking the springs in some motel day after tomorrow. Then Alona
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you won’t be alone any more and I won’t be seeing the world through a gray haze. And before
you die of exhaustion I’ll take you out for a chocolate smoothie.
The day I’m OUTA HERE is the same day I call in the debt. I reclaim what’s mine and
I’m not talking dump trucks. I’ve told Calhoun to find me an honest broker who can handle half
a million OR MORE so I won’t miss out on this up market. But to collect my debt I’ll need a
helper and that’s where Ms. Alona my mattress comes in. May want a driver or lookout or some
innocent young lass to ring somebody’s doorbell. THEREFORE Alona’s got to know a part but
not the whole. She’ll think the idea is to collect some money from the Mrs.
Have you noticed, Doctor Debbie that she still hasn’t filed for divorce? Have you figured
out that she’s scared out of her mind -- which I see behind one simple fact, that she signed
Calhoun’s appeal. How pathetic, how predictable. OK so Alona’s my sweetheart and coconspirator till I collect my wayward prisoner and inflict a just punishment, no more nor less
than the judicial guidelines require.
So a month, two, three months and I breathe the air of freedom. I leave behind me the
collection of lowlife baboons I live with today, which I can’t stand it much longer.
So Doctor Debbie I need an audience and there’s nobody else but like God if we didn’t
have her we’d invent her. Ah the human race, what a mass meeting of nitwits. Give me a choice
between a woman and a truck and I’ll take a Kenworth 18-speed any day.
But there’s one thing you need a woman for -- make that two. And I think I want both.
Yours truly, Jason Dexter J.D. (not juris doctor)
+

+

+

21
Gavin lifted Marian’s nightgown from its drawer. Blue -- folded -- weightless -- and he held it
tentatively then placed it in the bottom of an open box. The blue settled in the box. He could see
Marian. With care and studied slowness he took her undergarments from the drawer and put
them on top of the nightgown, then the rest, the athletic sox, the knee-highs, and the low-cut
leather slippers. In the bathroom he retrieved her toothbrush and two white jars that she kept on
the shelf. Then he took her terrycloth robe off the hook on the door, and realized it was too thick.
He hesitated, as if with a little more effort he could make it fit. Or find a bigger box. He put the
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robe back on its hook. As if with blistered fingers he folded the flaps closed and taped the box.
Still with clumsy, stiff fingers he wrote Marian’s address on a Postal Service label and stuck it to
the cardboard, then rubbed it in with his thumb.
When Marian said, “You’d better keep me in reserve” she must have been speaking to a
selfish, calculating egotist, the man within. Or the man she pretended dwelt within. She, better
than anybody, would know if that man existed.
Later he sat in his reading chair looking at two books he had bought that afternoon, The
Third Reich by Michael Burleigh and a volume of Melville containing Billy Budd.
“Am I?” he asked, am I a calculating egotist? Is Marian? “I claim I still love her. Do I?”
Yes -- but with a low-flaming love, different in kind from passion. The idea of lying beside
Belinda Cross, of seeing her turn toward him -- of seeing -It wasn’t till he was making his dinner of ham and eggs, celery, toast and beer that he
noticed the two books explored the same theme, the rule of law, which the Nazis had destroyed
while Captain Vere, Billy Budd’s commanding officer, carried it to the extreme of murder. “If I
live alone I’ll have time to explore things like that,” he thought. “That’s not the life I want but I
can live it if I must.” Much better to live with Belinda -- wake and ask her, “How was your
sleep? Shall we go out tonight?”
What he couldn’t do was keep Marian in reserve. Whether Belinda met him tomorrow in
Starbucks or not, he couldn’t destroy Marian. You cannot use a person, if to use somebody
means to make her an instrument. An instrument is a thing. Human beings are not things. But
it was bitter to see that he must let Marian alone.
He could see Belinda shouting “Your Dishonor” and later turning towards him from the
witness stand. Then he entered into a fantasy. While they ordered coffee she’d be explaining
that she couldn’t come last Saturday but didn’t know how to notify him. She would understand
that meeting him was not a commitment -- but she was worrying that by meeting him she might
be saying more than she intended. Gavin followed her debate step by step.
Marian was right: He didn’t know a woman named Belinda Cross. He had created a
fictional character out of a few fragments and out of his -- admiration. When Calhoun
commented on Belinda’s relationship with a truck driver: “So you were on a first-name basis,”
and she retorted: “Yes, what’s wrong with that?” -- he thought: “Bravo.”
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“And yet I do know her,” he said. Turning her injured, appealing eyes to him when she
explained that she didn’t want anyone meddling with her womb, she seemed to Gavin to be a
self-forgetting, heroic woman, saying this in public simply because it was the truth.
He believed that an honest friend would advise him to get ready to live a solitary life -“because the life you are planning will never happen.” But he was sticking to the promise he’d
made in his note to be at Starbucks at ten every Saturday morning this month.
He rose early enough to drop the package at a post office on his way downtown. By
mailing it he carried the divorce from Marian all the way. He acted mechanically, doing what he
had decided to do without remembering why. Leaving the post office he ran his reasoning
through all the tunnels and over all the bridges, and it came out as before -- that to keep Marian
“in reserve” would be dishonest and cruel. So it was best this way. Now he’d find out -- having
jumped off a cliff in the dark -- whether there was water below or rocks.

His first impression was strong but mixed. The cafe was jammed, and he saw her through an
opening in the crowd. She sat at a table reading a paperback book. She was not the beauty he
remembered and Marian raved about. But half-consciously and perhaps half deliberately he
adjusted his idea of beauty to fit the woman he saw.
In half a second he “saw” that she was uniquely alluring. He worked his way closer.
Auburn or black hair combed neatly away from a part on the left side, along a line that crept
toward the crown of her head. Dark eyebrows, blue eyes whose rich color he remembered. She
looked up as he approached. She extended her hand and smiled. Here were the eyes that had
knocked him off the bench. He saw trim, squared, small shoulders and felt a firm grip. The
smile relieved him. At the same time he admitted almost in language that other men might not
find her attractive. So what! She was even more lovely, feminine, gentle and self-assured than
his out-of-control mind had recorded in memory.
An inner voice told him to calm down. He heard and ignored this voice which was like
Marian’s. They fell into a vigorous, meandering conversation about nothing much till he said,
“Would you like some coffee?”
She left her book and sweater as a claim on the table. They were in the midst of a mob of
weekenders. At the coffee bar they got into line, and faced each other -- and although Gavin was
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unable later to remember what they talked about he knew it had been a swift-flowing stream and
that he thought something like, “A good start.”
He soon identified what was different -- she looked sleep-deprived. The word “drawn”
came to mind -- about her face. He was very close -- they were pressed together by the crowd,
and the noise gave him good cause to lean forward.
He offered: “Would you like to go back to your book while I wait in line?”
She would not. “I’m just fine, thank you.”
She ordered coffee and he urged her to get a danish, which she did, confessing: “I have to
cut down on sugar.” He thought what a joke that was and very nearly told her that with a figure
like hers she could eat pie all day long. His eyes kept colliding with hers. These were the eyes
she had turned to him while testifying. There was a great clamor in his head competing with the
crowd noise, a clamor that a rational person would interpret as a warning -- he was now a free
man. “Be careful what you do with your freedom.” The interior orchestra sawed away on two
themes: that she was a stranger to him and that he was a stranger to himself.
Over coffee he asked what a graphic designer did. She launched into a series of examples
such as advertisements, book covers, maps, graphs, diagrams and her specialty, architectural
renderings. He asked how much of this work was done by hand and how much by computer.
Describing how she integrated computer work with drawing and painting she lost him, but he
took away an impression that in a rendering she would try to create something beautiful that was
faithful to the architect’s technical drawings.
Her responses on the computer part left him more baffled than informed. She sensed this
and shifted the conversation to his decision to quit the bench.
This caused the first stumble in the flow of their talk.
“I was ordered by the Appeals Court to do something I refused to do,” he said.
“What?”
“They wanted me to review one of my decisions.”
“I know which one,” she said, but perhaps sensing that this was a tender subject she
swung abruptly to: “What will you do for a living now?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll practice law but in what field, and whether in a solo practice or with an
existing firm I don’t know yet. I need time to get my bearings.”
“But,” she said, “isn’t the law a highly specialized profession?”
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“Yes, too much so.”
“Do you have a specialty, or did you, before you became a judge?”
“Yes, corporate law.”
“Did you like it?” She was concentrating rather intensely on him.
“Not especially. No, after the first three or four years I did not like it.”
“Well did you like being a judge?”
He recklessly made a wisecrack: “I certainly enjoyed playing tiddlywinks with people’s
lives.”
A mistake. A stupid blunder.
Looking dark, she turned away.
He tried to explain: “You were right, of course, or at least half right. Judges do make
decisions that have the effect of manipulating people’s lives. If that’s what you meant -- or let
me say not manipulating but certainly changing --”
“Right the first time,” she declared sharply.
The color had risen in her face. He thought: “Not sure I want to argue with this woman.”
Belinda Cross said: “The Appeals Court ordered you to reconsider my husband’s
sentence.”
He should have said, “Surely you don’t think of him as your husband.” He didn’t. He
said: “That was the order and I will not obey it. I hope you can see why.”
“Why should you expect that?”
“Because you know the facts of the case.”
“I have the right to say that nobody knows the facts better than I do.”
“Yes, and therefore the severity of the offenses.”
“And I know something else,” she said, “that what you call a trial is a show performed by
actors, none of whom is a complete human being.”
“Or all of them are -- ‘all too human.’”
“Please don’t fall back on that.”
Gavin was learning how quick and tough she was. Gathering his thoughts, recognizing
he had stumbled into a conflict, he said carefully: “The participants in a trial each have a role.
Maybe that’s what you mean, that they cannot act in their full humanity because the discipline of
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the trial demands they play their roles. If they step out of their roles the trial cannot be valid or
fair.”
“Do you think Jason’s trial was fair?”
“Yes I do.”
“A trial can be fair in itself but what’s the good if it leads to an unfair sentence?”
“It would of course be no good at all but that’s not what happened in Dexter’s case.” He
was trying not to sound complacent or condescending. He knew how he shouldn’t sound but not
how he should.
Belinda Cross asked: “Do you know Jason?”
“No,” he said, and suppressed: “Do you?” And he thought: “Not the same woman I saw
at the trial, completely different.”
“Then how can you impose what you call a fair sentence if you admit you don’t know
whose life you are smashing?” She spoke with quiet severity. “And please don’t lecture me on
technicalities.”
He almost heard how stupid he would sound arguing that “technicalities” were developed
over centuries in part to assure that accused persons don’t stand alone against the prosecutor and
police. He watched her with a kind of professional patience, in silence. Gavin was a man who
choked up at funerals and sometimes at weddings. Now he faced her like a wall on a New
England farm -- made of heavy stones, which could stand for centuries or be broken open by a
strong man in ten minutes.
“I can’t know him in the sense that you mean,” Gavin acknowledged, “but there is a
summary in the pre-sentence investigation of all the --”
“Absurd! A bureaucrat who doesn’t know him writes a story intended for somebody as
ignorant as he is, and you call it by a fancy name and slam your gavel, ‘Eight years’ and there
goes his life.”
Gavin was losing the awareness that he had for a year looked forward with “interest” to
meeting this woman. “You seem to be referring,” he said fearing that he sounded like a judge, “to
his troubled childhood --”
“Of course I am referring to his troubled childhood,” she cried in mockery.
People at nearby tables had begun to look but Gavin didn’t notice.
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He knew how it sounded but he went ahead and said: “At some point a man becomes
responsible for --”
“And at some point,” again mocking his language, “a judge should learn humility. Do
you know The Merchant of Venice? Forget it.”
Next he heard: “Did you really think you could be my friend after what you did to
Jason?”
He needed a pause to recover from this. He said: “I imposed a fair and just sentence
within the guidelines of the law.” He felt strangely detached, as if he were defending somebody
else’s action, but defend it he must.
She looked directly at him and said: “Eight years in prison would ruin him.”
“It is a severe sentence for a severe crime.”
“Don’t tell me how severe. I am better qualified than you to understand that.”
“True. But you were not the judge at his trial.”
“And being a judge you had to be heartless? When he gets out he’ll be a wreck. Any
hope of living a happy life, of loving anyone or having children, will be gone.”
“I hope not.”
“Don’t tell me you think eight years in prison can help a man to find his better self.”
“I think some men --”
“Not some men. Jason.”
Gavin was silent. He would defend his decision because he had to, and because it was
right, even if he lost everything. His perspective shifted. “O.K.,” in his mind, “I’ve lost what I
never possessed.”
“I came,” she said, “to ask you to write a letter to the new judge telling him to reduce
Jason’s sentence to the time he’s already spent in jail.”
“Is that Calhoun’s idea?”
“Who cares whose idea it is? No. I suggested it when Calhoun and I were discussing the
note you sent me.”
“You showed my note to Calhoun?”
“No but I told him you sent me a note.”
“And what did he say?”
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“If you were playing your role correctly you wouldn’t ask that question. It’s none of your
business.”
“I’m playing the role of a complete human being.”
“Since the note was written to me I can show it to anybody I choose, including the
Disciplinary Counsel.”
“So you know about the Disciplinary Counsel.”
“Calhoun told me, and I know about the ethics committee of the bar association.
Calhoun said that if you contacted me you’d be in violation of the judicial code.”
“While the case was pending in my court, quite true. You were a witness.”
“And he asked me to give him the note, which I did not do.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t like him.”
She reached back, took her sweater and spread it over her shoulders and picked up her
book. She said: “Will you write to the new judge?”
“Ms. Cross,” Gavin said, “you sound as if you forgive him, and since you forgive him the
law should do the same, and let him off.”
“I forgave him a dozen times,” she said, “and for my pains I got more beatings.”
“Then why --”
“I will not be among those who would destroy him. It is almost murder. I tell you I
know him and that after eight years in prison whatever is good and decent in him will be starved
to death. What survives will be poisoned and cruel. And much of the cruelty will be directed
inward. No I do not forgive him but I will not kill him either. Now please answer my question.
Will you write that letter?”
“No.”
She stood and waited, giving him a few more seconds. When he met her eyes with a
defiance equal to her own, she waited for two or three more heartbeats then strode off into the
crowd.
The suppleness, the flexibility of her form were very much in evidence to Gavin Rylands
before she disappeared. She was not limping any more.
He drank his coffee which was still warm and left the cafe thinking: “Good thing I held
that note till I resigned.”
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Because the fact was he had been tempted while still on the bench to approach her. But
he had been giving her time to get a divorce and to get over her trauma, so he didn’t speak. It
took will power, but a new life seemed to be in the offing. He endured the year in limbo, living
on fantasies and hopes, and Marian. He had thought time was on his side, but evidently the
passing of a year made no difference.

Walking fast, stopping only once against his will when a lawyer accosted him and said the whole
bar regretted his resignation, Gavin reached a fixed state of mind. By the time he unlocked his
car he was saying: “I’d do it again. I would not change anything.” Because he had been aiming
at a miracle. Living from day to day in a world where miracles didn’t happen, he felt driven to
affirm that something like this -- that she might smile on him -- was actually possible. The year’s
endurance, the sending of the note, he called a “decision,” a gamble. He was not fool enough to
call it love. But when his decision was firmly settled, when he saw that Marian’s need, so far
from weakening, was growing more desperate, when the Court of Appeals acted, he broke free.
But he regretted, he grieved for Marian, because he did love her.
He never said that he loved Belinda Cross. He held the word in reserve against the day
when he might need it. Gavin was not married and so far as he was concerned neither was
Belinda Cross. They were of the same age and free. But it was true they didn’t know one
another. So he held the word in reserve.
He drove to a bookstore and consulted a clerk he knew well, a woman in her fifties, and
asked if she had anything by Jean Rhys. This was a writer he didn’t know, but Marian have been
reading one of her books.
Said the clerk: “Jean Rhys writes about women hopelessly in love with the wrong men.”
“Do you have any books,” Gavin asked, “about men who love the wrong woman?”
“I’m sure we should, but I don’t know any.”
“O.K.,” said Gavin, “order me one by Jean Rhys.”
“I recommend this one,” the clerk said pointing on her computer screen to After Leaving
Mr. Mackenzie.”
“Fine,” Gavin agreed, recognizing the title. “Get me that one.”
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22
Looking across his desk at George Williams, private dick, Oscar Calhoun, Esquire, made a
request: “Mr. Williams, please elucidate the genesis of these masterpieces.”
“The what?”
“Where did these photos come from? Or did they materialize out of the ether?”
“Wasn’t easy I can tell you that,” Williams allowed, “as you’ll see when you get the bill.”
“No matter, they’re worth their weight in gold. But as the Honorable Gavin X. Y. Z.
Rylands would say from his seat of superiority, ‘You may proceed.’”
“O.K., one man alone couldn’t do it.”
“I should think not,” said Calhoun reassuringly.
“I had a woman with me like they say in documents ‘for reasons which will appear.’ A
woman, no longer a girl. She’s seen better days but she’s still a child compared to me.”
“Most women are, I’m sure, but from what I hear on the jungle drums you are still in
demand among the generation that pioneered women’s lib.”
George Williams expounded, “Girls like a detective. Course I could do better if I was a
cop. Don’t ask me why.”
Oscar Calhoun explained: “It’s the uniform with the badge placed to give pain during an
embrace, not to mention the gun and black leather belt. Black leather will take a man a long
way. I have often considered whether to buy some but I thought, on the whole, I’d be stepping
out of character. -- So you have a female partner.”
“Yeah. You remember the lady DA who was caught snuggling in the back seat of a
cruiser with a cop? Four, five years ago?”
“How could I forget? The DA fired her like a cannon, quite unjustly I thought.”
“Well my Jill is her soul sister. Can’t resist a cop, and on a slow night she’ll settle for a
private dick, pardon the expression. Anyway, we are following His Honor, me and Jill, and he
drives into the garage on Wilkinson. Only one entrance. I drop Jill and follow His Honor up the
spiral till he takes a parking place, then I hustle up and find one myself, then I walk back down to
the entrance but no Jill, she’s off tailing the judge, as our black brothers would say, footin it.
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There’s a crumpled cigarette pack on the sidewalk, so that’s my direction for the good Jill. No
she does not smoke.
“I call her on the cell and pretty soon I say, ‘OK Missus, I see you throwing yourself into
your work.’ I can’t see His Honor but she can. I catch up, side by side with the well-packed Jill
while our quarry disappears into Sinclair College -- do you know how spread-out that place is?
So we had to hustle, we could lose him yet. Me and Jill like two bird dogs,”
“Better make it sight hounds,” Calhoun advised.
“Whatever. So I say, ‘Get closer but not too close and stick with him, I’ll keep you in
sight.’ If I was a Navy Seal I’d be the hero of a grateful nation, doing this stuff. She scurries off
in hot pursuit and I stay back. He wouldn’t recognize me but he’d see this big-nose camera. I
work my way around the edge of the crowd, which in Starbucks is a big problem, the place is
choked with saps paying two fifty for a ten-cent cup of coffee.
“Our plan was that when she settles into a position it means the quarry’s on a straight
light between her and me. Crowd tactics. Pretty soon she’s staying put, and I move closer into
the mob. Which opens a crack and there sits our boy with this babe, gabbing. I signed to Jill to
come hither. She swings a big arc and reaches me while I’ve got the happy couple in sight. She
pinches me in the ass and I look at their table and it’s empty and I damn near scream but I see the
girl’s sweater, so they’re coming back. Sure enough here they are all jolly and yakking away,
taking their seats, so I line up and put Jill in position.
“She pulls out this silly red hat and clamps it to one side and poses and I get a chance, an
opening, and I shoot the lovebirds, shooting past Jill. I get another opening and do it again, Jill
pulling the hat and mugging for the camera. So I get a bunch of good shots the best of which are
lying in front of your face. -- The lady is -- who is she?”
“Mr. George Williams, private eye,” said Calhoun, “she is You Know Who.”
Calhoun devoured the photographs as a high school boy with acne would devour an
anthology of Playboy centerfolds.
Williams passed his bill. Calhoun gave it a cursory glance and turned his swivel chair.
He took a blue folder from a shelf and extracted a checkbook, writing, giving the check to
Williams. Calhoun was fortified by the phone conversation he had that morning with the
auctioneer, who reported that Dexter’s property had sold for 2.4 million. Calhoun estimated that
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about half was Dexter’s equity and he was already calculating how much of Dexter’s would soon
be his own.
He addressed Williams: “Don’t stop, man. Let’s say Friday evenings to Sunday
midnight. Same rates?”
Williams assented.
“Mr. Williams,” said Calhoun, “you are more than a superannuated basketball star with
big feet. You are a driver wheel in the machinery of justice. Of course I am not free to disclose
what use I will make of these artistic exhibits because any communication with the Disciplinary
Counsel must be confidential. Even complainants are urged to keep quiet. Woops. What have I
done? Strike it, sir, expunge it from the record.”
“Sure.”
“Keep up the good work, Mr. Williams, and you’ll be sending your grandchildren of both
sexes to law school. -- Now I have a few supplementary questions about this tryst.”

That same afternoon Calhoun pounded out a rough draft and made a printout on his firm’s
letterhead.
from: Oscar Calhoun, Esq.
to: Hector Cunningham
Disciplinary Counsel, the Supreme Court of the State of Ohio
Dear Mr. Cunningham:
I write in a spirit of caution, believing that to take a step that might lead to disciplinary action
against a respected and popular lawyer, who also happens to be a former judge, is a serious
matter indeed. I proceed with extra caution because it is not inconceivable that this letter could
set in motion a relentless process that could bring to an end a distinguished career.
Therefore I frame my letter not as a complaint, much less a grievance, but as a citizen’s
conscientious attempt to place the matter to your capable hands. I address myself to you rather
than to the local Ethics Committee of the Bar because the bonds of affection and friendship a
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certain lawyer enjoys in this community are so intimate and pervasive that an investigation by
the bar would be difficult and painful.
I refer you to State v. Dexter.
Point 1: Gavin Rylands while a judge of Common Pleas imposed the maximum sentence of eight
years on Mr. Dexter even though Mr. Dexter’s record was clean, he had deep ties to the local
economy, and he did not inflict any major injury on his wife.
Point 2: The Court of Appeals remanded the case to Judge Rylands, ordering him to reconsider
the sentence on the ground that it was far more severe than sentences imposed by other judges in
similar cases.
Point 3: Mr. Dexter’s wife, Belinda Cross, joined me in appealing the sentence, agreeing that it
was unduly severe. Mr. Dexter has been incarcerated for over a year but Ms. Cross has never
sued for divorce.
Point 4: Gavin Rylands resigned his post on the Court of Common Pleas on the very day the
Court of Appeals remanded the case. It may be worth noting that Mr. Rylands had on several
prior occasions complied with similar orders from the same court. Why did he quit the bench
rather than comply this time?
Point 5: There is evidence suggesting that Mr. Rylands has formed a personal attachment to Ms.
Cross. In fact it is the uncovering of this evidence only today that compelled me to write this
letter.
Certain questions can be identified for investigation. What is the tone and tenor of Mr. Rylands’s
relation with Ms. Cross? Has some change in her thinking come about since she associated
herself with my appeal? When exactly did Mr. Rylands (then a Judge) form an attachment to Ms.
Cross? What influence if any did that attachment have on the judge’s conduct of the trial and on
his sentencing decision?

76
The Court of Appeals did not disturb the finding at trial and I do not presume at this time to
challenge it. But if the sentence were imposed by a man developing a passion for Ms. Cross,
whether or not she reciprocated, then a serious violation of the Code of Judicial Conduct has
occurred and a mistrial may be the only remedy.
Mr. Rylands in removing himself from the bench may believe he has entered a zone of immunity.
But lawyers work under an ethics code too. The obligation is essentially the same, to adhere and
to be seen adhering to the code of ethics. The rule of law rests on the foundation of public
respect for its practitioners. Absent that respect we would descend into a rule of force and/or
corruption.
Should you decide to investigate this matter I stand ready to show you the evidence I refer to in
Point 5 above. This evidence is not dispositive, but it plays a central role in explaining the whole
of Mr. Rylands’ actions. It shows a man who was only recently a judge meeting and conversing
with the woman who was the key witness in a case that sniffs of a secret bias working to destroy
my client.
Sincerely, Oscar Calhoun, Esquire
Just in case the scales of justice should ever be so finely balanced that a nudge would tip
them, Calhoun held back four little letters: S.C.U.M.
It was unlikely that the Disciplinary Counsel would simply ignore the letter. At a
minimum he would make a few phone calls or send an assistant down from Columbus to inquire
discreetly into the case. And Calhoun knew the psychology of a lawyer, any lawyer, being
questioned about the conduct of a judge or another lawyer. He’d praise the man as a paragon of
civic virtue but it’d be hard to resist the temptation to drop a hint at the Bicycle Club that the
Disciplinary Counsel had consulted him. Many would resist the temptation; some might not.
And so an ex-judge who was a hot commodity on the job market today might be spoiled goods
tomorrow, after an assistant DC had spent a day or two in town working ever so discreetly.
Calhoun was aware that he had exactly nothing on Rylands. But Rylands was a selfrighteous prig with a short fuze. Combine hot temper and cool superiority and you get a cloud of
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steam and eventually a burst blood vessel. Calhoun had witnessed both of Rylands’ modes while
on the bench, the suppression and the release of his emotions. There was no telling what he’d
say if somebody questioned his integrity.
After making a few pen-and-ink corrections Calhoun printed the letter but couldn’t bear
to seal it right away. He read it five times and could find nothing to improve. He sealed and
addressed it. When writing he was both reader and writer, audience and performer. As reader he
observed every felicitous stroke, he sometimes marveled; as writer he tossed off phrases with gay
abandon. He reflected on the satisfaction bestowed by the process of writing.
Calhoun had sedulously avoided military service, especially in the Vietnam War, but he
knew how a soldier would feel when he pulled the pin and threw a grenade. He put the letter in
his Out box.
+

+

+

23
Belinda Cross: “When they let him out he’ll come for me.” She couldn’t draw a straight line; she
couldn’t even place her straightedge properly. She stopped to breathe.
She was trying to render several views of a new wing for a suburban library. It had a
glass north wall and she had set her computer to show the inflow of light at noon on the winter
solstice. She lay the straightedge again, gently, without pressure, and placed her pencil -- but it
wiggled. She focused on her knees, which seemed steady enough, on her lungs, which were
doing faithful service, on her feet, which were sentient and still. Then she held the pencil more
lightly and tried again. It eventually settled on the junction between the straightedge and the
page.
She heard: “Lie still, bitch.” She opened her mouth to scream but no sound came out.
Then a silence in the mind, gentle pressure in all directions, pressures balancing pressures. A full
awareness of the body which in its complexity was like a space-ship in a scifi movie, with a
miles-long perimeter enclosing infrasystems regulating infrasystems. Amazing it had lasted for
thirty-three years -- the heart especially, beating and throbbing endlessly with nobody to tell it
what to do. Amazing -- life.
She planned to sketch a mother helping her child select a book -- mother and child
standing in the northern light -- children’s books explaining the world in parables of truth,
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danger, triumph. She would like to read a child’s book about a serious illness, the writer
exploring the mind of the child conscious of suffering but not understanding that we must suffer.
Then there was The Little Engine that Could. Little red locomotive puffing up a hill
pulling a train of freight cars. Can he make it? “I think I can, I think I can.”
Eight years, with six and three-quarters remaining, and if the new judge reduced it to time
served he could be free tomorrow. “Then he’ll come out of his prison to throw me back into
mine.”
Shifting to the computer she rearranged the flow of light by setting the time for 4 pm,
lowering the sun, lengthening the shadows. She was working on three interiors to be printed on
laminated paper to supplement her exteriors. Her job was to produce something striking, the
rendering in pictures of the architects’s technical plans, to present to the library board. Her
client’s wife had delivered their third child, he needed this job. An easy man to work for,
sensitive and intelligent, he’d been a true friend in her crisis and trial, now he needed work.
“Unfair,” she thought. “Worse yet, dumb.” She meant unfair to the judge, who was
trying to protect her, she could see that, and dumb in the way she was dumb in phases, in shifts
and changes. Calhoun had assured her in all charity that he knew how to cut the ex-judge down
to size. Why behave so abominably to a man who was trying to help her? -- or, at worst, to strike
up some kind of relationship, which was no crime.
She couldn’t do a sketch of the mother and child. Not so long ago she had done the nude
in charcoal, but she doubted she could do it now.
Lay the straightedge. Allow a calming influence to stream down from the shoulders to
settle in the hands, then concentrate on the right hand. “I think I can.”
Her work on the presentation portfolio was half done. She had been making good
progress till the most recent stab. Her head was still sore two days later -- a stick, a shaft, an
arrow in the brain, hurting eyes, sobs that she couldn’t stop, sometimes a -- jerk -- of reality
when she would skip from one moment of awareness to another with nothing in between. She
felt as if she had tired herself by running or gymnastics, but it wasn’t a pleasant fatigue -- not at
all.
There was one good thing, if truth is good. In the depth of the pain she had seen her
mistake when she said, “He’ll come for me and throw me into prison.” Thinking inside the pain
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ought to be impossible but she had this flash of clarity: she was in prison already. So long as she
could say, “He’ll come for me,” for exactly that duration she was his prisoner.
She followed a path within pain. She had testified, “He loves me -- but he beats me,” and
she sobbed. “He loves me so that he can beat somebody who has value. There is little point in
beating a stranger.” So he invested her body and soul with love. By beating and terrifying her
Jason did what was worth doing. To beat a beloved woman was to bathe in the ecstasy and rip
open the membrane of his mind.
For months she had groped along this path, knowing where it led. He cannot be
appeased. So stop trying. He has no mercy. His love is self-love, beating her is his narcotic.
She kept thinking of the judge, pondering: “At some point a man has to take
responsibility.” This could only mean that explanations lose their truth-value. At some point it
doesn’t matter what his childhood did to him. “Or mine to me,” she whispered. “I love him.”
She said this to test it and found it was still true. “No, don’t lie, terror is not love.” She admitted
she was still terrified and said, “This is no time for terror.” She repeated what seemed the prime
idea, that he had no real love.
Thinking of the judge she sought the center, the origin of his intentions Maybe he was:
“One more stalker.” Would he ever say “Lie still, bitch”?
She tapped the straightedge. Her pencil shook. She visualized the Modigliani nude, who
shone colorful and serene in her mind.
+

+

+

24
Marian Stannard welcomed her visitor with a certain shy formality. She said: “Mr. Williams,
your reputation precedes you.”
“Uh -- does that mean turn around?” He was stooped over the chair Marian had
indicated.
“No sir. Sit right down and tell me what brings you here.”
Seating his carefully balanced skeleton with a few moans and whimpers the private dick
began: “I happen to come across some information which I’m not supposed to pass along to just
anybody.”
“Confidential information,” Marian surmised. “The kind I like best.”
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“Top secret.”
Marian perceived that the old rogue was giving a theatrical emphasis to his age and the
precarious state of his mortal coil.
Said Marian: “You ‘happened to come across’ this information.”
“By accident more or less.”
“But isn’t confidential information the sum and substance of your profession, ‘more or
less’?”
“Well it occurred to me that you in particular would find it interesting more or less. But I
don’t know. You might not like it.”
“I’d be happier if you didn’t disclose it to me?”
“Maybe.”
“And yet you called and asked if you could stop by.”
“Righto.”
“You’d rather see me miserable than happy.”
“Oh no Miss Stannard. I’m one of your crowd of admirers. But it’s true I had to think
for a long time before I called you. I’m still not certain. Maybe I better go.”
“But here you are,” Marian declared the self-evident.
“It seems I am here,” and George Williams looked around the office admiring the Old
Bailey prints.
Marian waited, watching his rheumy eyes dart left and right as if checking for a listening
device.
Williams said: “I feel sort of burdened. If you come into possession of this info maybe
your life and some other lives’ll change.”
“Change for the better?”
“Depends how much you revere the truth.”
“Mr. Williams, how profound.”
“Yeah. Swimming in the sewers of our Gem City can do that to you.”
Marian directed her gaze to a big manila envelope Williams was holding conspicuously
on his knees.
Marian said, “I’ll take my chances.”
Williams passed the envelope.
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Inside she found a waxed-paper slipcase from which she withdrew a sheaf of black-andwhite photographs. First glancing at Williams, she gave her attention to the pictures.
Here sat the Beloved One leaning as if pleadingly towards The Suffering Angel. They
were at a table in a restaurant or cafe and Gavin was devouring “the girl” with his eyes, while she
seemed, by the tilt of her body, to be maintaining a distance between them. Their faces were in
profile and quite sharply defined against the background of a crowd.
Marian felt her face grow red hot with shame -- for Gavin. She knew how he looked
when he was smitten. She had cradled that face in her hands and gloried in the passion in his
eyes.
In the next picture Belinda Cross was turned a quarter toward the camera giving Marian a
more detailed, fuller image that seemed to be only an arm’s length away. Marian’s mind was in a
scrimmage of conflicting thoughts -- that “she” was not a girl but a woman, that she was not even
beautiful but rather ordinary-looking, (whereas everybody had been telling Marian since
childhood how beautiful she was) -- but in the midst of this jumble came a shock: the “girl”
looked depleted, pale. “Sick,” thought Marian.
She shuffled the deck but none of the pictures gave her a better view of Belinda’s face.
“Jesus!” she cried in her mind, “I’m calling her Belinda.”
Going back to the quarter view she thought that maybe the woman was just tired; maybe
a color shot would show a ruddy, healthy complexion. There was no smile -- but no, Marian
shuffled the deck again and here was the trace of a suggestive smile, and it was -- admit it, for
God’s sake -- very charming. “Also fake,” Marian decided.
In the last picture the faker was walking into the crowd and Gavin was watching her go.
Marian slid the pictures into the waxed-paper slipcase, then the case into the big
envelope, and pushed it across to Williams.
“Sorry,” quoth the private detective.
“Oh don’t apologize.”
“They’re yours,” he offered.
“No thank you,” said Marian and folded her hands to steady them. She did not say, “Get
out of my sight.” She did not say anything.
“Two more things, Miss Stannard. Number One, your --”
“Is this really necessary?”
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“That’s for you to decide.”
“But I can’t decide until you uncork the two more things.”
“That’s about the shape of it. So Number One,” he resumed, “a friend of mine ran an
auction coupla days ago and sold a buncha trucks and stuff belonged to this lady’s husband,
incarcerated. Grossed about two million. She’s his wife is the point. Don’t ask me the net but it
could be real money. And you know about the remand.”
“Yes.”
“O.K. and an attorney you must know, Oscar Calhoun, who paid for all this -- which
means hubby in jail did -- is gonna sic the Disciplinary Counsel on your husband.”
“My ex,” she interjected.
“He’s filing a grievance in Columbus. Tell you what, Miss Stannard, Calhoun is going
after the Judge’s law license. He’d be happy to see the youngster in a breadline, which things
being what they are in this country we’ll be seeing Depression-style breadlines pretty soon -whether or not, Calhoun’s no friend of the judge.”
“What’s his beef?” asked Marian.
“No beef. Wants to be a giant-killer. Good for business if he was known throughout the
land or at least in the courthouse as the guy who cut the judge off at the knees after he sent his
client up for the max.”
“Gavin is not a judge any more.”
“But he’s a lawyer and everybody knows he’s an ambitious young man, and Calhoun
could wreck him. Right? ‘The lift of a driving dream.’ Poof.”
Marian shrugged nonchalantly but there was nothing nonchalant in the eyes she directed
at George Willliams, who fell silent. Marian did her thinking while staring at his large lumpy
geezer face.
At length she said: “These pictures must have cost you time and money. Let me --”
“Courtesy of Mr. Calhoun.”
“He knows you’re here!”
“God no. I’m definitely in violation being here.” He pushed the envelope back, and
Marian let it stay where it came to rest.
“I don’t understand why you’re here,” Marian confessed.
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“Don’t take this the wrong way, Miss Stannard, but I’ve seen you in court a few times
and I like you. Working like I do with everybody that’s out for himself, and I always say,
‘Maybe Miss Stannard’ll be there today, pacing in front of the jury and all the men goggleeyed.’”
“Mr. Williams, you are incorrigible.”
“I’m old enough to be your father, and if I was younger I couldn’t do this, you’d tell me
to scram. I just thought: ‘If she was my daughter I’d want her to know what the game was.’”
Marian repeated: “I am not married to Gavin Rylands any more.”
“Oh yeah I know that.”
She wanted to say, “In fact he just did me a favor. He returned my nightgown.”
Williams smiled with his big old teeth and stood. Marian extended her hand.
As she opened the envelope again and slid out the pictures she was reminded of opening
the box, seeing what was inside. This change of consciousness slowed her down, but she went
back to the pictures. She had a sick need to look at the girl.
+

+

+

25
Gavin Rylands in his mind: “If I said, ‘Give me a book about men loving the wrong women’ I
must have meant I was getting ready to write her off. Marian thinks she’s a freak. God help me
if I’m so easily turned away. So quickly converted from admiration to pity. ‘Battered woman
syndrome.’ She is not a syndrome but a woman still clinging to the idea that this man she once
loved will convert. Careful. She still loves him, or thinks she does.
“But everything I know about these cases tells me the men don’t change. Wish I could
talk to Abbie MacDonald. Women do escape, they do convert, usually to protect their children.
The instinct to nurture the child overpowers the attachment to the beater, the child is a source of
hope, or they fall in love with another man who is good at heart, and free themselves. This girl
could do it. If she sees that I revere her, or just say respect her, that could trip an upwelling of -what? -- pride, the glimpse of happiness. She could break out of her cage.
“It was self-pity by god. Disgusting! ‘Wah wah, gimme a book about loving the wrong
woman.’ No, damn it, I’ll read Jean Rhys just because Marian is reading her. I don’t have to cut
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off all ties to her. What’s wrong with friendship?” But his mind lurched back to Belinda Cross.
— “You’re Dishonor!”
“What if I love her because I don’t know her! Does she listen to junk music? Is she a
compulsive talker? Does she have a favorite subject, herself? Does she snore! Anyway for
god’s sake I don’t love her! She’s a blur and I’m filling in the details. This is crazy but what a
woman! Anyway if the evidence starts to pile up and it’s all negative I can run like hell. But
love at first sight is often right, somebody said. I’m way beyond first sight, I have seen her
passing through -- no, struggling -- in an ordeal. I’ve seen the truth-telling woman -- now all she
has to do is learn to tell the truth to herself. She fell for an abuser and can’t believe she was so
wrong. There’s pride in there somewhere.
“Yes, he charmed her, and -- well -- damn! mastered her. Don’t like that. God damn it.
Hold it there. Christ it’s -- how do I handle this part? Master and slave. God damn, god damn.”
Rylands was walking in deep darkness, walking too fast, and he tripped over a ripple in
the asphalt, which sent a blanket of prickles all over his face and a catch in his breath. A warm
breeze chilled the sweat in his shirt and hair, it was as if someone had poured cold water on his
head. The stream of his thinking, which had been steady and deep, broke into a rapids swirling
over and around boulders -- and if there had ever been a direction or a logic to it, it was lost. He
felt a cavity opening in his chest. A word, two words, obtruded: “master and slave.” He wanted
to say “Impossible!” -- to shout it, but he couldn’t.
Depression, fear, and guilt overwhelmed the forces of reason -- because reason could go
no farther than: “You don’t know her.”
Then: “Right! Right! Right!” She had fought “the Battle of the Flies” and won the
moral victory. Of course the brute could beat her but it was she who said, “Clean it up yourself,”
or something like that.
Now the slope was dropping and Rylands was headed down Stonebridge Road, to the
little decorative bridge that the city built to replace the real bridge that had spanned a creek here
when Rylands was young. The creek had been replaced by a buried storm sewer, and the real
bridge by a Disney replica. He crossed, turning right to climb Big Hill Road. Doing so he
entered a woods and the dark deepened.
“Assume he was destroyed as a human being in his childhood -- and for all I know she
was too -- injured somehow -- when she was a little girl -- some day she’ll tell me. She may
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have learned to cope by retreat, appeasement. But by the time she met Dexter she was a
flourishing designer, independent, successful, wish I knew what she designs -- anyway she meets
this blue-collar romeo with a quick, natural, shrewd mind, buckets of money, super masculine
head, face and shoulders -- a hunk -- and the big thing is, he’s not a college man. He’s real!”
Something she had said at Starbucks came back to sting him: “What made you think you
could be my friend after what you did to Jason?” He should have said, “I made you safe, the rest
is up to you.” But he didn’t and couldn’t. She was up and leaving, and all he could do was
watch.
For two days he was stiff with defeat. Then for no good reason -- except maybe that he
wasn’t a loser -- his agile, self-justifying brain upended the applecart and he “realized” that he
actually loved her.
“You do not love her, you are merely fascinated.” It was partly sex -- when he saw her
flouncing away into the crowd -- but beyond animal lust -- “I do not, cannot love her. Wake up!”
He stopped. She was tough. And if she was a flirt, then asking whether he had read The
Merchant of Venice was a fine thrust. Are you so smart?
But the master-slave thing came rushing back into his head, spilling over into his chest
and shortening his breath. He was climbing the upgrade, also descending into a pit.
“Is she strong?” If not, she had succumbed in those three beatings and who knew how
many others, plus the psychological assault -- he was getting muddled. He started this string
over. “If she is strong she can save herself. The strength, which is part physical and part
spiritual, would re-create the whole woman. Wounded yes, destroyed no.”
She will see that she has given all that her initial love required. It was he, Dexter, who
gave nothing. Still seeking the guidance of reason Gavin Rylands pressed deeper. Seeing that it
wasn’t working, despite her suffering -- no, her endurance -- she would know why: that this
masterful Jason was out somewhere on a different plane. She presses her love on him but that’s
not what he wants. The thrill and ecstasy for him is to see fear in her eyes, to strike her down, to
reject love and to extort the last moan or cry from her bleeding lips.
Rylands shuddered and a sob rose in his throat. This always infuriated him, the way he
would lose control of his emotions -- or the emotions would seize control of him, but anger only
made it worse. He walked on cursing and rubbing his throat.
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He realized that a thin rain was coming down. “The quality of mercy is not strained. It
droppeth as a gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath.” To walk through rain was better
than simply walking. “It is twice blessed. It blesses him that gives and him that takes.” Mercy.
A gentle rain from heaven. They were lying facing each other, loving and offering with the eyes.
What passed between them was love. Then, as they gave, and still gave, there was no space
between. They were one.

For several days he turned to practical matters. It was while he was inspecting an office for rent
that something unexpected happened.
The office was small but would do for a starter if he opened his own shop. The carpet
was spotted. Gavin rather conspicuously looked at it thinking the lawyer offering the place
might add new carpet. The book cases were empty. There was one window giving on the solid
brick wall of the adjacent building.
Gavin asked if the firm had a library.
“No,” said the partner who was showing him around. “We use the Internet, but the
county law library is -- you know where it is.”
“Yes I know.”
The man showing the place was a lawyer well known to Gavin, not a bad one either, but
he had taken on too much space and was looking to turn a dollar.
Gavin asked how much. The man named a reasonable sum, and the firm would install
new carpet.
Looking at the bricks through the slats of a venetian blind Gavin pulled a string and lifted
the blind. More bricks, no sun.
He lost his nerve. He saw himself in this solitary space, bent over a computer, waiting
for the phone to ring. He thanked his host and headed for the door. Surprised, he noticed that
the man was offering to shake hands. “Wake up!” he told himself, and gave the handshake of
somebody who knows exactly what he’s about.
In the street --: “Either the sidewalk is spongy or I’m going nuts.” He began to speak to
himself in careful English: “She’s too damaged. She is inaccessible. I can’t reach her. Nobody
can except her master in his own unique way.”
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Had somebody been listening in on his mind and deciphering his thoughts he or she
might have guessed: “She’s not a lover but a project.”
Somewhere else, on some other playing field, Gavin knew he had to earn a living. Pay
the rent and the receptionist, a phone and the Internet, another hundred for his cell phone, all this
on top of his apartment rent, groceries, insurance -- he didn’t even try to add it up. He still had
fifty thousand in his brokerage account, so there was no emergency.
He had time to figure it all out.
“US Senate? My god have you ever heard one of those cretins utter an honest sentence?
And you wanted to be one? I’d rather sell used cars. ‘This machine, sir, is a piece of junk.
Don’t be fooled by the shiny black paint on the tires. But hey, look at the price. Not so bad
really. And we’ll guarantee it for a day or two. What a deal!’”
Running underneath like a stream diverted from its natural course was Belinda’s
question: “Did you really think you could be my friend?”
+

+

+

26
Calhoun called and invited Belinda Cross to lunch.
She said: “I’m working against a deadline. Is it something we could handle on the
phone?”
“I’d rather not,” said the lawyer. “It’s a matter of some importance involving your
husband’s case.”
“What matter?” Belinda asked.
“What?”
“What is this ‘matter of some importance’?”
“Well it’s pretty awkward, that’s why I’d prefer to meet face to face.”
“In other words you’re still asking for the note the judge sent me.”
“Well that’s one thing. There are other related subjects I’d like to discuss.”
“About Jason.”
“Yes of course. I’m Jason’s lawyer and as such I am obliged to represent him and his
interests to the best of my ability.”
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“The best of your ability, not mine.”
“Mrs. Dexter I --”
“Ms. Cross, sir, if you please.”
“Ms. Cross, you joined me in appealing your husband’s sentence. You must still share
my belief that it was unduly harsh, even excessive, even charged with personal animosity.”
“Not all that, no.”
“Excessive then certainly.”
“O.K., excessive. I told you he doesn’t deserve eight years.”
“Now then Ms. Cross please find fifteen minutes in your busy schedule to meet with me
in the interest of justice for your husband. In testifying as to the abuse you suffered you were
seeking justice for yourself. Now you have a chance to rectify an injustice leveled against your
husband. He has been severely wronged by a mean-spirited judge, and you could help in my
effort to right that wrong.”
Belinda was thinking: “Why do I despise this man?” If the truth and Jason’s interests
were in conflict that wasn’t Calhoun’s fault. He was Jason’s lawyer. He had a job to do. She
asked silently: “Why not get a different job?”
Aloud she said: “I don’t want Jason to spend eight years in prison. It would ruin him.”
Each time she said this it carried a deeper conviction.
“It would ruin you or me,” Calhoun declared, “or anybody else.”
“All right, where and when?”
“My office?”
“O.K.”
“Four o’clock?”
“Four o’clock today?”
“Yes.”
“Sorry.”
“Tomorrow ten a.m.?”
“I’ll be there but I will not give you the note.”
“Your privilege, Ms. Cross, but ask yourself why not.”
“Because I don’t trust you.”
“You can trust me to represent your husband’s interests, Ms. Cross.”
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“I suppose that’s what you were doing when you called me a liar on the witness stand.”
“Read the transcript. I did not call you a liar, I attempted to point out to the jury that
some of your statements --”
“Fine. I’ll forget it if you will. See you at ten tomorrow.”
Hanging up, she felt she’d been bested but she must stop them from bleeding Jason
white.
Next morning, throwing her car keys, her wallet and her pills into her purse, she left the
Rylands note where it had been for the last three weeks, in the drawer of her night table. She
entered Calhoun’s office at precisely ten a.m.
He placed her in a comfortable chair next to a drum-top table and offered what he called
an excellent cup of coffee, which she politely declined.
Calhoun launched his agenda: “Ms. Cross, we must distinguish between Problem One
and Problem Two. The first has a solution. I am confident I can persuade the new judge that
Judge Rylands dealt a needlessly cruel blow to your husband. Since I will be arguing what is the
underlying thesis of the decision of the Court of Appeals, I believe we can reasonably expect a
reduction in the sentence.”
“How much?”
“Aye, there’s the rub. Suppose the new judge pulls a number out of the air and cuts it to
five years.”
“Almost as bad as eight.”
“In terms of his survivability as a decent human being, yes.”
“If he were a decent human being he wouldn’t be where he is.”
“Ow! Too severe. -- My point is the new judge may study other sentences and conclude
that five years is about average. That’s -- maybe that’s the number floating around the
atmosphere.”
“I don’t want Jason to spend five years in prison.”
“Of course you don’t. You aren’t a vindictive person.”
“Maybe I am,” Belinda said as if to confound him. This was the first crack in the
keystone of her new life. She was working on forgiveness and self-examination; it was not easy.
Having said these three words to Calhoun she fell into doubt. “He would be damaged,” she
asserted, “hardened.” She had lost track of her conviction that Calhoun was despicable. She
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began to think of him as Jason’s only hope. This style of thinking seemed to imply that Jason
could be saved. Maybe she had been too angry or cruel when she began to organize all her
thinking about life and the future around her conviction that he could not. “What if he can be
saved,” she began -- but total confusion lay in that direction. He can’t be saved by somebody
else, not even a wife, and can’t save himself. She pulled her mind back to this man and his fancy
office; she asked: “What’s the other part?”
“The other possibility, Number Two, is that we get him out much sooner.”
“How much sooner?”
“Soon. One or two months.”
A person who is kicked in the belly by a horse would experience what this woman did
now.
“Here’s how that could work,” Calhoun went on. “Up to now the trial itself, as distinct
from the sentence, has escaped rigorous scrutiny. -- Are you OK?”
“Perfectly,” said Belinda.
“So, as far as the trial, nobody has seen anything amiss, nobody I should say but me.”
Calhoun paused and waited but Belinda sat in silence, thinking: “No,” picturing the note,
whose every word she could recite. She sat severely erect, looking with revulsion at Calhoun’s
face.
Calhoun: “If I could establish that in his sentencing decision Judge Rylands was
motivated in part by bias and prejudice, animosity, jealousy, revenge, a desire to eliminate a rival
-- any or all of these passions -- then his careful work in conducting a fair trial would be exposed
as a sham, a smokescreen meant to conceal the bias that only came into the open after the trial, in
the sentencing.
“All right,” he went on, “you see my strategy. Eight years should be imposed only on the
worst offenders. On that basis, we go for a mistrial, and the whole business is thrown out. We
seek immediate release, down from eight years to time served. He walks.”
Belinda Cross declared as if in response to a question he had not asked: “I never
exchanged a word with Mr. Rylands while he was a judge. There was no bias or prejudice.”
“Maybe there was and you’d be the last to see it. Nobody is accusing you of misconduct
of any kind. ‘Bias and prejudice’ describes a state of mind in the judge. If he were a lunatic, a
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stalker, who gets his jollies watching you wheel your grocery cart, totally unknown to you, the
offense would be the same.”
“Are you saying he’s stalking me?”
“Heavens no. But if you could let me see the note, then maybe I could --”
“No you couldn’t. There is nothing remarkable in it, I can assure you.”
“The way to assure me would be to let me copy it. There’s a copy machine in the next
room.”
“I don’t have it with me.”
“But you do have it? I mean, you saved it?” He let his eyes grow larger.
“I still have it.”
“Why?”
“Why not, Mr. Calhoun? It’s still in the envelope it came in, which has the address and
phone number of the person who sent it to me, who was not Mr. Rylands.”
“Notes from Rylands delivered by a go-between.”
Feeling her heat rise Belinda said: “Mr. Calhoun, it appears that every time you and I are
in the same room you take the opportunity to cross-examine me. It must be my name.”
“Forgive me. Sometimes I jump too deep into my job. The note may, as you say, be
unremarkable. The fact that he sent it is not. Or may not be. I’m getting ahead of myself
because you seem to be supersensitive about it.”
“In other words you suspect me of having something to hide.”
“No, but I wish you wouldn’t withhold something, anything, from your husband’s
attorney when the stakes are so high. And there is one other element here,” Calhoun added as if
he had just remembered.
Belinda waited. She was growing uncomfortable in her clothes. The skirt was perhaps
too short; she couldn’t cross her legs with him watching, but she felt like a schoolgirl clamping
her knees together. On an impulse she stood up and took her purse from the table.
Jumping up Calhoun came running around his desk which was as big as a battleship. He
was saying: “The other thing is that the Disciplinary Counsel, the office that polices professional
conduct among lawyers and judges --”
“Yes, you told me.”

92
“Right. Well I have reason to believe the DC’s office may send a man down from
Columbus to check out this question of bias and prejudice.”
“That can’t possibly concern me.”
“Actually it does.”
“Mr. Calhoun, I don’t want anybody to be hurt, not Jason and not Mr. Rylands who as far
as I know acted in good faith.”
“Well Ms. Cross the DC has subpoena power, I just thought you should know. Don’t
destroy anything, please, for your own good. And look at it this way. If they do send a man he’ll
find out that Rylands sent you a note and he’ll want to see it.”
“He’ll find out because you’ll tell him.”
“As a matter of fact, yes. It’ll be my duty to cooperate with the investigation. If the
note’s harmless, O.K. If somebody says to him, ‘It was so harmless I destroyed it,’ imagine what
goes on in his mind. Honesty is always the best policy. And if the DC finds bias and prejudice
by Rylands, then our distinguished ex-judge could soon be looking for a job reading meters for
the gas company.”
While she was driving home the pain came like an arrow. She had to pull over. It was a
battle between her courage and the drilling and rotating of the arrow. She swallowed a pill but it
had no effect. She tried to suppress and then to control the sobs but she could not. She
surrendered to the force of the pain. It was too much for her. She did not fight it; she didn’t have
the strength.
+

+

+
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“Dear Mr. Dexter:
“I have asked the court of Appeals to fast-track your case on humanitarian grounds but have not
yet received a response. Try to be patient. The wheels of justice turn with majestic slowness but
they do turn. Every day of incarceration is a day subtracted from the life to which you are
entitled, but I dare not antagonize the new judge or his bailiff by making a nuisance of myself. I
will take the first good opportunity to remind the bailiff of your predicament -- that of a man
whose sentence has already been called into question by the Court of Appeals but who has as yet
received no relief.
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“Obey every rule no matter how picayune, display a positive attitude, and in the end all
will be well.
“I hope to reconcile your accounts within a month or two -- to pay outstanding debts,
rents and fees, etc. -- to deduct the liquidator’s fee and my own, and to open a brokerage account
in your name, as we discussed, on the ‘balanced’ model. Again I urge you to retain one of the
divorce lawyers whose names I gave you, to protect your assets. My opinion is that Ms. Belinda
Cross has been waiting to sue for divorce until the account is opened. She will then use the
account to incentivize a high-powered divorce lawyer to obtain for her the maximum possible
share of your assets. She has so far played her hand with coolness and skill.
“You let fall in our last conversation that you still ‘love’ her. As your lawyer let me once
again caution you against your oversensitive conscience. You are dealing with a calculating
adversary whose true feelings toward you were displayed in the courtroom. This woman knows
the value of a dollar.
“I notice that in our phone conversations you often speak of the future and the business
enterprise you hope to establish. I invite your attention to the hard fact that you stand convicted
of a violent crime. This may make a negative impression on any banker you approach for a
startup loan. Therefore be on your guard. Imagine that the Parole Board is looking over your
shoulder every minute of every day. One false move, one fist-fight or outburst of profanity could
follow you for the rest of your life. It could even make a business career impossible. What
would you do then? Drive one of the trucks you once owned?
“As to the motion for a mistrial, which if granted could leave you with a clean record, the
time will be ripe when we see how the wind blows in Columbus. I have been in contact with the
Disciplinary Counsel. If his office is investigating ex-Judge Rylands for bias and prejudice,
better yet if the Supreme Court of Ohio sanctions him, our motion will surely receive a
sympathetic reception and your life will change for the better.
“Looking forward to the day when I can argue your sentence before a fair and impartial
judge -“I remain yours truly
“Oscar Calhoun, Esquire”
+

+

+
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Marian Stannard awoke in the night realizing she still had a chance to get him back. A strategy
was assembling itself in her mind. The guiding idea was: let his passion run its course. Every
impulse had been pushing her to stand in his way. Now she saw that she must push the lovers
together. “Let him get to know her and I’ll take my chances. No woman but me has ever
pleased him for more than a month.” The beauties, the bimbos, the intellectuals, poets and party
girls wore him out so fast they must have wondered, “What did I do wrong?” Answer: Nothing.
“He wants you until he discovers he doesn’t want you.”
Her thinking ran along like a speedboat topping successive waves. “His old pattern will
assert itself and then he’ll decide I wasn’t such a bad deal. I’ll be there to press the poor boy to
my bosom. He’ll be grateful. How much of this victim melodrama can he take? The Suffering
Saint lies bleeding on the floor of her ticky-tacky kitchen, getting knocked silly every Saturday
night as the price of mating with a lower-class muscle man. Never before has my Gavin fallen
for a professional victim. This too will pass. She’s a cluster of pathologies, she’s not sustainable
even as -- as what they call steady nookie. Men. God do I really need all this?”
Marian knew all about Gavin’s fantasy life and its power over his brain. How could he
have fallen for somebody as plain as the Saint? He favored beauties, but beauty wasn’t enough.
“His passion for me died years ago.” She faced this fact fearlessly and let it ring in her
head like a bell. “True, but passion is a fever. The cure is love. He runs from one infatuation to
another because he gets his thrills in the opening stages. Then the inevitable boredom descends.”
Marian claimed that she was the only woman who had never bored him.
“He divorced you!”
“But he needs a woman, and she must be his equal in brains, vitality, invention, creation,
sparkle. In short, she must be me.”
As to his newest fever, it was different only because his case was new. He had quit the
bench and he might be in the kind of hot water they boil in Columbus. “He’ll soon be short of
money too.”
This was a new engine in the works, money. If George Williams was right the “girl”
would soon be rich, or at least not poor, in possession of a slug of money which if shrewdly
invested could set her up for life. The danger was that her husband’s lawyers and brokers would
deplete it before she could lay hold of her share.
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Here was the action item in Marian’s strategy. Even half of half a million would seem
big to the beaten one, so spur her on. See that she gets her mitts on the jailbird’s assets, so she
won’t be desperate for a man. Then an out-of-work lawyer who is congenitally indifferent to
money will not seem like a prize. Rather a loser and a bore in his own right. Ha! “This all
hangs together so neatly.” And money was the key. Funny, since he never gave it a thought.
But he must move from Act One to Act Two, from mad passion to the let-down. He was
crazy for her, but what if he began to wonder why she stayed so long with Mr. Dumptrucks?
What if it occurred to him -- now that we see the brute had money -- that she was hanging on for
just that reason? A Suffering Saint -- or a whore willing to take any amount of abuse for her pot
of gold? And if the besotted one couldn’t see it, maybe somebody could point it out. “Of course
he’d think I was jealous, but the idea would be planted.”
Here came an irrelevant note. Gavin had never dismissed the vague hope of running for
Congress as a substitute for a real job. This intelligence Marian kept in her brain files.
But, continuing with the present agenda, she saw a factoid: that the little moppet had
delayed suing for divorce until she had a case that might attract a lawyer with no time to waste
on trifles. Call it a million or a little less -- it wouldn’t stun Wall Street but it meant she could
pass up Legal Aid for top local talent. The girl Gavin idealized as the heroine of a Poe story had
a little counting house inside her head.
Over a sandwich and Coke in her office next day Marian indulged her addiction by
gazing for minutes on end at the photographs of the happy couple. She was sure that Belinda
Cross was seated erect and severe, keeping her distance, while the Beloved was leaning forward
like a besotted teenager. “Have you no pride?” she demanded. “Have you no dignity?”
She had to admit that “the girl” was not so plain after all. “She’s growing on me -- she’s
really not that bad.” This concession set a hot globe spinning in her head like a planet. “If these
pictures were in color I’d get a better idea of -- color would bring out the -“She has something I lack. What is it? In her face there’s a -- oh god what? -intelligence like a kind of poetry. I know, it’s in me, not her; it’s in my knowledge of her
troubles, I project it into her eyes. Everybody says I’m beautiful but if everybody says it then it’s
merely conventional. But this woman is -- I’ve never seen anybody like her. Hey let’s not go
overboard! Anyway beauty isn’t important. Gavin always said my beauty was the last thing he
noticed about me. -- And he’s so truthful!”
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The Disciplinary Counsel had a multitude of enemies and only one fear, of the inevitable day
when the Chief Justice would drop by to suggest that he retire to Florida for a well-earned rest.
The DC had been chopping away at the rotten wood in eighty-eight counties until he could do
the job by smell alone. With an ax in one hand and the lawyers’ and judges’ codes of conduct in
the other he flailed away. Having served twenty years on the bench he was especially keen on
the Code of Judicial Conduct and its thesis that the rule of law must rest on the foundation of
public confidence in the bench and bar. He had too often seen a virulent cynicism spread itself in
counties where one or two malefactors had gone unpunished long enough to precipitate a crisis.
He was a cynic himself -- and a zealot; a scoffer and a believer, the good cop and the bad cop,
and withal a man of faith in democracy.
The DC and one his assistants, Dave Simms, were going over the file on Gavin Rylands.
The DC was impatient to move on, so it was with some reluctance that he went off on a tangent
and said:
“Dave, just now you called this man Rylands stupid. Justify that.”
“Well sir I --”
“Never start a sentence with ‘well.’”
“No sir. Stupid because he was acting as the prosecutor in his own case.”
“He uttered what we would call a statement against interest.”
“Yes sir. If I were the subject of a letter like this” -- waving Calhoun’s letter -- “I’d fight
for my rights every inch of the way.”
“You think he’s not fighting for his rights?”
“He admitted Calhoun’s charge.”
“Did he really? I don’t read the transcript that way.”
Dave Simms opened the transcript of his interview with Rylands, marked a quote with his
pencil and turned it to the DC, who read it and said:
“You maneuvered him into saying he has a ‘special feeling’ for this victim -- what’s her
name?”
“Belinda Cross.”
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“And I ask, so what?”
“Take it in context,” said Simms, “and it means he’s sweet on her. The Code of Judicial
Conduct prohibits not just impropriety but the appearance of impropriety, of bias and prejudice.”
“Sure but look more carefully,” said the DC. “What’s actually prohibited is not a state of
mind but conduct. Quote: The Code is intended to provide guidance in maintaining standards of
conduct. End quote, abridged.”
“And Quote,” Simms jumped in, “to provide guidance for disciplinary agencies. End
quote. That’s us.”
“I quite agree. And I think we could get him. We can’t allow a judge to throw somebody
in jail when he loves somebody’s wife. But we’ve got two problems. What is love? When did
he start loving her? You quote both the judge and the woman, Ms. Cross, that they did not
exchange a word and did not lay eyes on each other from the trial and sentencing till after
Rylands had quit the bench.”
“What if he had that ‘special feeling’ when he imposed the maximum sentence?” Simms
suggested.
“Your interview doesn’t show that. You say he’s hanged himself by being stupidly honest
but I don’t see it in this transcript. Prove that he loved her then prove that his love interfered
with his judgment and he therefore acted in a certain way. Acted, not felt. As to the appearance,
you can’t have an appearance of impropriety if there is no appearance of anything at all. Nobody
knew his state of mind, maybe not even the judge himself. And the CJC is clear. You may only
discipline a judge for breaking a rule. Show me the rule. -- Davy, don’t you admit to a tiny little
grain of admiration for this man?”
“No sir. He should have recused himself.”
“Yes, maybe we can get him on that, but you’ll still have to establish a time line.”
Simms pressed his argument. “We’ve got ‘special feeling,’ we’ve got a resignation to
avoid cutting the sentence, we’ve got photographs. It all adds up to bias and prejudice.”
“Does it? He released the defendant from jail when the victim begged him not to, then
she screamed that he was an idiot and dared him to beat her with a baseball bat.”
“Those facts are not directly relevant,” said Dave Simms stubbornly. “And we’ve got an
excessive sentence.”
“So says the Appeals Court, but not the law. The sentence is within statutory limits.”
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Dave Simms plowed on: “And when you let yourself indulge a ‘special feeling’ in this
context impartiality goes out the window, and the Code insists on impartiality.”
The DC closed the file and returned it to Simms saying:
“Whether he broke a rule I don’t yet see, but you are dealing here with an honest man.
He refused, perhaps at great cost to his livelihood, to disavow the woman. Some people would
call that integrity.”
“If he had integrity,” said Dave Simms, “he would have withdrawn from the case.”
“Prove it, Dave. -- But getting back to the beginning, if I’m trying a rape case, which
thank God I will never do again, and I become convinced the defendant is guilty, my ‘special
feeling’ about all rapists may extend to the defendant before me. And upon seeing the victim,
learning of her suffering, I may also have a special feeling of sympathy for her. The Code only
cares about one thing: What do I do?”
While Simms was stuffing papers back into the Rylands folder the DC added:
“You must consider the possibility that this man values honesty for its own sake. Some
people do.”
Said Dave Simms: “He has given us the rope to hang him.”
“We may do just that, but if we do, for the sake of our own virtue, we should do it
reluctantly and with regret.”

Gavin Rylands, ex-judge, tore open a thick manila envelope.
First was a note from Simms: “Mr. Rylands: Enclosed please find the transcript of our
interview of the 12th instant. I will keep you apprised of the progress of our inquiry. -- David
Simms, Assistant Disciplinary Counsel, the Supreme Court of Ohio.”
Then the transcript. Had it been a blueprint of his life, a map of his future, Gavin
Rylands could not have turned to it with a more intense fascination. Before the interview he had
tried to teach himself to accept his loss. He redefined it as no loss at all. You cannot lose what
you never possessed, unless it’s a fantasy. During the interview Dave Simms did him a good
turn by asking: “Do you love her?” An audacious question, to which he gave the only right
answer, that he didn’t know her. It was perhaps a little weird but he could have confused Simms
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and himself by adding, “I hope I love her, or I hope that some day I will love her.” So “hope”
was an emotion loaded with information -- if she so much as smiled he’d fall off a cliff.
In brooding over the interview for the past ten days Rylands had realized that going into
it and coming out he was two different men. Simms and his questions made him understand who
he was and must be. It was a relief and a triumph. He began reading at a point where the
process gained momentum.
SIMMS: Can you estimate the number of felonious assault cases you presided over.
RYLANDS: About thirty.
SIMMS: Of the thirty, how many involved domestic violence?
RYLANDS: About fifteen.
SIMMS: And of the fifteen, in how many did you impose the maximum sentence of eight
years?
RYLANDS: I’d have to research that, but I can think of three.
SIMMS: Three out of thirty?
RYLANDS: Yes.
SIMMS: And do you recall if the victims in these three cases sustained serious or
permanent injury?
RYLANDS: One was a broken pelvis, one was a lost eye -- blinded in one eye -- the third
had severe burns to her breast and forearms.
SIMMS: And now turning to the Dexter case, was the victim Belinda Cross severely or
permanently injured?
RYLANDS: Physically no.
SIMMS: What severe or permanent injuries other than physical did she suffer?
RYLANDS: Time will tell. She was tense, high-strung, terrified.
SIMMS: “Time will tell.” Meaning you could not tell?
RYLANDS: Not with any precision.
SIMMS: Isn’t it true that many if not most DV victims are tense and fearful?
RYLANDS: Yes, many. Ms. Cross had lived through -- as I recall the record -- about
three months of intense psychological and physical abuse. The word torture would not overstate
it.
SIMMS: Worse, you think, than hundreds of others?

100
RYLANDS: Her case was among the worst I ever saw. Her fear and despair were
especially severe.
SIMMS: How do you calibrate fear?
RYLANDS: A judge who thinks he can do that is a very arrogant human being.
SIMMS: But didn’t you do just that in comparing her case to others?
RYLANDS: No. It was evident to me that she was deeply wounded. And, Mr. Simms,
please note that she miscarried while unconscious from her last beating.
SIMMS: I have noted that, sir, but the record also reminds us that her pregnancy had been
troubled, and no causal relation has been shown between the abuse and the miscarriage.
RYLANDS: You’re right. And the state did not charge assault on the unborn child.
SIMMS: Then why do you mention the miscarriage?
RYLANDS: Because in determining the sentence I considered the psychological as well
as the physical effect of the assaults.
SIMMS: But you just admitted that the state did not invoke the statute on assault of the
unborn.
RYLANDS: True. But surely there is in the victim’s mind a prevailing association of the
last assault and the miscarriage.
SIMMS: What if he didn’t know she was pregnant?
RYLANDS: Irrelevant. In the case I mentioned of the blinded woman the assailant
couldn’t plead that he had no intention of blinding his victim. The blinding was specifically
unpredictable; serious injury was generally predictable. Incidentally all that’s in the record is
that Ms. Cross says she did not tell her husband she was pregnant. Whether he knew it nobody
knows but him. And it doesn’t matter. It was her third thrashing. Something terrible was bound
to happen. And Mr. Simms, you’ll see in the record that Ms. Cross turned to me, weeping,
addressing me directly, mourning the loss of her baby. Dexter assaulted her and she miscarried.
Two elements of a single event.
SIMMS: Is this disciplined legal reasoning?
RYLANDS: In becoming a judge I did not cease to be a man.
SIMMS: We believe that a judge must exercise his powers and fulfill his humanity within
the law.
RYLANDS: I concur. But who is “we”?
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SIMMS: The office of the Disciplinary Counsel.
RYLANDS: Tell me what you’re driving at, Mr. Simms.
SIMMS: I’m trying to discover whether there was anything special, out of the ordinary, in
your treatment of Jason Dexter, as compared with others convicted of felonious assault.
RYLANDS: In one sense every case is special, or should be.
SIMMS: But you have said Ms. Cross was tense, nervous -RYLANDS: Despairing, shattered.
SIMMS: And I suggested this was common in domestic violence cases. Yet you only
imposed the maximum sentence in three out of thirty cases before Mr. Dexter appeared in your
courtroom. And in all three the victim presented serious or permanent injury. But Dexter’s wife
did not. And Dexter got the works.
RYLANDS: And?
SIMMS: And I wonder what lies behind this unique severity to Mr. Dexter.
RYLANDS: What lies behind it is my belief that injuries to the mind, the psyche, to the
hope and love in the soul, are serious too.
SIMMS: By that reasoning wouldn’t you impose the maximum penalty in most if not all
domestic violence cases?
RYLANDS: No.
SIMMS: No? Would you care to elaborate?
RYLANDS: No.
SIMMS: Mr. Rylands, the aspect of this case that makes it unique is your extraordinary
empathy with Ms. Belinda Cross.
RYLANDS: Whether it’s unique lies in the mind of the observer. Without empathy for
the victim no sentencing decision is worth a damn.
SIMMS: Mr. Rylands, have you ever associated with Ms. Belinda Cross in a personal, not
professional, manner?
RYLANDS: You mean did I ever see her outside the courtroom? Yes, once.
SIMMS: When and where did this meeting occur?
RYLANDS: A week after I resigned, at the Starbucks cafe on the Sinclair campus.
SIMMS: That would be about fourteen months after State v. Dexter. Can you tell me
why you two met? What was the occasion?
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RYLANDS: I asked her to join me in a cup of coffee.
SIMMS: Had you and she been in contact in the interval between the trial and the
meeting?
RYLANDS: No.
SIMMS: No phone calls, no emails?
RYLANDS: No.
SIMMS: How did it come about that you asked her to meet you?
RYLANDS: Do you mean why did I ask for a meeting?
SIMMS: If you want to put it that way, yes.
RYLANDS: I have a special feeling for Ms. Cross, beginning with the bail hearing and
extending to this day.
SIMMS: Do you mean you love her?
RYLANDS: No. I don’t know her well enough.
SIMMS: Affection? Obsession?
RYLANDS: Chiefly admiration. I am not obsessed.
SIMMS: But does “special” have a sexual connotation?
RYLANDS: I use the word precisely because my feeling for the woman is impossible to
define.
SIMMS: And you carried this feeling through the trial and into the sentencing decision.
RYLANDS: Just as I carried the presumption of Dexter’s innocence until he was found
guilty.
SIMMS: But Mr. Rylands, doesn’t this elastic word “special” and the equally elastic
“admiration” suggest a prejudice during sentencing in Ms. Cross’s favor?
RYLANDS: Sentencing is not an adversary proceeding or a zero-sum game of victim
against assailant. What you should be asking me is whether I harbored prejudice against Jason
Dexter.
SIMMS: Tell me.
RYLANDS: If you define prejudice as a sense of antipathy against him, yes. But
prejudice doesn’t mean that. It means a conclusion reached before thought, before reasonable
consideration. My antipathy toward Dexter grew out of careful observation, sharpened by my
obligation to presume him innocent. I conducted a fair trial in obedience to that presumption and
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all it implies about procedure. During that trial the presumption became increasingly untenable
while remaining obligatory as a guide to procedure. I observed, I paid close attention. By the
time we reached sentencing Dexter had shown no sign of understanding his offense or himself. I
had concluded that he was a wicked, dangerous man.
SIMMS: But if admiration of the victim slips into passion, then the mind of the
sentencing judge could be unduly prejudiced against the guilty party.
RYLANDS: I wouldn’t call it passion. And if you propose to staff the judiciary with
judges who are incapable of empathy and admiration for a courageous victim of a merciless
criminal you will destroy the justice system. There can be no justice without empathy. I did not
speak one word to Ms. Cross from the sentencing until we had coffee at Starbucks. At that
meeting she asked me to contact the new judge, who had not yet been appointed, and recommend
a lesser sentence for Dexter. I refused, and she walked out.
[silence]
SIMMS: Have you spoken with her since?
RYLANDS: No. But I will.
SIMMS: Because?
RYLANDS: Because I have a special feeling for her.
Tossing the transcript aside Gavin jerked to his feet and began pacing -- fast -- clenching
his fists, seeing nothing except the walls around him. But with a kind of seeing that is not of the
eyes he saw a new life awaiting. He felt his spirit rising. As he reached the end of the hallway
he turned and retraced his steps to the living room, where parts of the transcript lay on the floor.
A rush of expanding fear passed through his body. Events had lined her up against him. This
was pure accident, “But can I change it? Will she listen to me?”
He began to gather up the pages. With a sudden movement he stood straight up: “Yes!”
he cried. “Thank you, Mr. Simms.”
+

+

+
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Jason’s really up today. He says we’ll soon be free and happy, happy and free. It’s always “we.”
He’s never asked me to marry him and I don’t really even hope for that. He’s just been through
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hell with his so-called wife, the bitch who threw him in here, and they’re still legally married but
she hasn’t visited him once. I’d say to her, “Hey Smarty, what ever happened to forgiveness and
charity?” Jason says “we” will be four personalities when he’s released, and I said, “What?” -He says, “Yeah, the four of us, you, me, and your boobs.”
“Oh Jason, what is it with you and breasts?”
“Hey, really, what? They just take up space, eh?”
We’re talking through a screen now because they kicked us out of the chatroom when
Jason threw a major rant. So we’re in this kind of corridor with a guard at the end letting his
belly sag out into the right of way, but it’s better, more private. The chatroom was always filled
with screaming brats and sobbing females. I’ll be a sobbing female myself if I don’t change this
guy. I can see where he’s headed. I understand life better than he does, he’s so smart but a
danger to himself.”
Like all his talk about the “debt.”
“These people wrecked my life, stole it, and never paid for it, and here’s what -- just
listen -- I will make them pay.”
What can this mean but vengeance? And so I said to him last time, “Vengeance recoils
on the avenger.” He said to not preach to him, he hates preachers and it’ll be curtains for “us” if
I ever mistake myself for his guardian angel, but I’m afraid that’s exactly what he needs and if I
don’t save him who will? So I’m going to have another go. OK now I’m in, and waiting. He’ll
be here in a minute.
First I’ll critique his last presentation -- he’s very good but not the star, that honor’s
reserved for this charismatic black preacher who has been in my classes for a long time. But
Jason loves to watch himself on the video, and could eat me alive when I praise him, and I do
praise him because he is good. That’s what I do here, I’m a volunteer instructor in persuasive
speech, to prepare these guys for job interviews and such, and the world of business. My degree
is in drama, I wanted to be an actress or playwright, but you know, if you’re as large as I am and
not especially attractive to the male sex it’s all uphill.
The first time we met he comes in and says, “They told me I had a visitor. I thought it
must be my wife. Who are you?”
I could see in his face, “Not much to look at.”
I said, “Just wanted to meet you.”
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“So you’re into prisoners? That’s sick.”
“It would be but I’m not. I teach rhetoric and you get brownie points for taking courses,
so I wanted to pitch you. Do you know what a thesis is?”
“Sure. What’s rhetoric?”
“The art of persuasion. But can you define thesis?
“You tell me.”
“OK your thesis statement is the boiled-down edition of what you want to get across.
Your argument -- do you know what that is?”
“Sure, but tell me, why don’t you.”
“Your argument supports your thesis. Thesis: My trucking company offers the best sand
and gravel service in the county.”
“Hey, you’ve been looking into my life’s story.”
“And your argument is the facts and the reasoning to prove the thesis.”
“OK Professor. I think I’m already an expert persuader if you look at my record in
business and women.”
See, life can be happy if you have a good partner, a lively one. So when he told me about
his money and pledged me to secrecy, because he fears a protection racket, I shot an idea at him.
Get out of jail, take your money up to Wisconsin and open a sand mine, and use your own trucks
to ship the stuff to Pennsylvania and Ohio where they’re fracking gas.
“Don’t let anybody else do the shipping. Get some more trucks and do it yourself so
you’re in two businesses at once, selling sand and shipping. You’ll rake it in. I’ll be your
business manager and keep the books, you are the rain maker.”
“You know bookkeeping?”
“No but I can learn and you’re a natural salesman. And you’ve got the capital to get us
started.”
That was when he started using “we” and “us.” He said, “Get us started? You and me?
We’re partners already? Tell you why I trust you, Alona.”
He calls me that because I live alone but I admonish him, “You are more alone in this
crowd of losers than I am on the outside.”
Anyway he said, why he trusts me, because I said I Love You before he sold the
machinery or I knew he had any to sell.
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“You’re not after my money.”
I said, “I certainly am not, I’m after you, big boy!’ He liked that.
Anyhow in he came and I got rolling right off the reel. I said:
“Jason, you’re the kind of man that’d hit his thumb with a hammer and blame the laws of
physics.”
“Hell I am. What’s this shit?”
I made a few comments about his grammar and diction and how he’s got to present
himself as self-educated and self-made, and he listened so carefully it sort of tugged my heart
strings, then I wheel out the Big Subject.
“Do you remember what I tried to tell you last time?”
“About diction? Like don’t say “What it is, is’? When you call somebody on the phone
and tell’m why you called?”
“No. I have changed the subject and will you listen? Vengeance recoils on the avenger.”
“Sure I remember. That was the start of a sermon and that’s where I quit listening and
stared at your garbonzos.”
“Jason, that’s for later. Right now I’m your lifeline to reality. You’re watching some
gangster movie in your brain about getting even with your wife and I’m telling you that’ll get
you a return ticket to this college of criminal knowledge. You call it hell. Do you want twenty
more years -- for what?”
“It’s a debt. I told you.”
“And I’m telling you to face reality. Collect that debt and you’ll call this place home.”
“Well then you could visit me. We’d get married and maybe they’d give us conjugal
privileges.”
“How witty. Please, please think. The worst thing that could happen would be your
lawyer gets you a mistrial, then we could be happy together. Instead you go back and find her
and I don’t know what.”
“Alona, let’s talk about my presentation technique. What do I do with my hands? I never
even knew I had hands till I stood up in front of the class and the camera and started moving my
jaw. I think, ‘Jeez Louise,’ fuckin hands.
“Hey, what am I here for? Most countries in the world it’s not even a crime, it’s more or
less your duty as a man. But here, no, you’ve been a very bad boy, giving the bitch what she
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asked for, so now a judge -- equals an egomaniac in a black rob jerking off behind his desk -says ‘Eight years’ and the bitch screeches ‘Praise be,’ the deputy collars you and you don’t exist
as a human being, you eat trash food and thank the taxpayers for keeping the rain off your head.
Everything’s fine if you don’t go anywhere. That’s your whole function right there. ‘We have
decided you’ll be just fine and more than happy enough right here, so shut up. Don’t think about
getting your life back and most of all don’t get even. That’ll recoil on you.’
“Alona, I notice your head is about the size of a grapefruit, maybe bigger. And all I can
think of is, with two hands that are looking for something to do I could lift a cement block and
make me some grapefruit juice. Good idea?”
“Jason, dear, dear man, please.”
“Look, don’t come back, OK? I saw a cornfield from the bus so why don’t you preach
out there? Corn has ears. Ha ha. As for reality, the reality is you’re fat. Did I ever mention
that? You’ve got no boyfriend so you come in here with your classes and your sermon on recoil,
and guys get behavior points for listening to your drivel and the reality is you are a lonely, fat,
pathetic sicko looking for guys who can’t run away screaming. So don’t come back, OK?”
+

+

+

31
In Gavin Rylands’ inner theater: “I know what she wants me to do, and I won’t do it, so why am I
in this car?”
He kept on driving. He parked on Wilkinson and walked toward Starbucks.
It was a new experience, being the one who cared too much, the one who, for that reason,
had said Yes when he should have said, “If this is about your husband’s sentence my answer is
still No.” She proposed they meet for coffee, without giving a reason, and he agreed instantly.
He could say -- he almost did say -- “Just to look at you again, just to hear your voice” -- but he
wasn’t that far gone, thank god. So this little stretch of his future unscrolled in his mind: they
stand in line -- awkward silence -- they sip coffee, she leads up to the subject with hints on crime
and punishment, and she gently informs him that Jason isn’t as terrible as he looks to an outsider
-- meaning anybody who isn’t married to him -- meaning only she, his wife, can judge him -- the
whole rigamarole proving only one thing, that she is still his.
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The woman he believed in, the one who raged at him at the bail hearing, who turned to
him from the witness stand saying she wouldn’t let anyone disturb her womb, where her baby
had lived, this woman of the tear-streaked, tortured face was bolted into his memory with bolts
of iron.
“Maybe she’s a little insane,” he said. But he believed in her as a mendicant believes in
the image of a saint. Then he snorted: “A plaster saint.” A gust of laughter broke from him.
Then he sobered up. He saw the actual woman through an opening in the crowd. She was seated
at a table near the one they occupied at their first meeting. This time she wasn’t reading, but
sitting at an angle with the table to her left, with one thigh crossed over the other, the foot
swinging rhythmically, while she stared ahead with a fierce concentration.
He approached and said, “Hello, Ms. Cross,” in what he hoped was an easy tone.
She rose smiling and said, “Hello Mr. Rylands,” and held out her hand.
He thought: “A smile for a sucker.”
They sat and she pushed a coffee cup across the table, meantime removing the top from a
similar cup on her side.
“I got you plain black, which is what you ordered last time.” Touching her lips to her
own coffee said pronounced: “Still warm.”
Rylands thought: “God, don’t let her be ruined by that swine.” He forgot to thank her for
the coffee.
She was saying, “I was afraid if we stood in the line we’d be struck silent, both of us, and
I’d start jabbering about the weather.”
He was tempted to say something stupid like “I can’t imagine you jabbering” but he held
his tongue.
His silence drew this from her: “Are you wondering why I called you?”
“I think I know.”
“You mean you guess.”
“All right, I guess.”
“You think I’m going to pester you on Jason’s sentence.”
Rylands wondered if there might be a mischievous look in her eyes. “The thought did
occur to me.”
Belinda Cross: “No. I do have a reason but that’s not it.”
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“I’m glad, because my position is unchanged.”
“Of course, but mine is changing.”
“Tell me how.” He spoke carefully, making no assumptions.
She began: “I still believe eight years would destroy him.”
Rylands was thinking there was nothing in Dexter worth destroying that could be
destroyed in or out of prison.
Belinda continued: “But I’ve come around to the view that you did what you thought was
right. I wanted to say that.”
He was watching her eyes, which held his.
She said: “You’ll say I’m not qualified to judge legal questions. But I can’t help passing
judgment from my own point of view.”
Said Rylands: “Of course you’d pass judgment on the man who sent your husband to
prison. We must judge at every step in life. To me ‘judgmental’ is not a curse word. If you think
I acted in good faith I can only say that I’m grateful.”
“Yes. I’ve probed as deeply as I know how. One thing that strikes me is that Calhoun
and that little creep Simms are out to get you. I thought a man who attracts enemies like those
two must be a pretty decent person.”
“Not necessarily.”
“No, not necessarily, but possibly!” she laughed, and he joined in her laughter, saying:
“It’s possible I’m a decent person.”
“And this godawful system is chewing its way through my life,” said Belinda, “with the
Appeals Court bucking the thing back, so why not let it do its job. But, too, I thought of other
women with other abusers. You don’t want to treat it lightly. Better be severe. And my life is
changing and I have to change with it. I’m forced to start a new life and there’s no room in it for
getting knocked on the head, that’s for certain.”
Absorbing this tremendous declaration Rylands said: “Changing how?”
She spoke but perhaps not in direct response: “My emotions are in such a storm, I never
know what’s rational and what’s some kind of eruption. I still think eight years would destroy
him, I’ll say that again -- I walked out on you last time and maybe I --”
Rylands saw a tremor and hastened to say,
“Ms. Cross, it’s natural that your emotions are running high, how could it be otherwise?”
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“What, after a year? I mean does a person ever get over certain things? And then there’s
something else. You’ll understand because you’re human. I’m afraid Jason is not.”
“I’ll understand what?” he asked cautiously.
“This whole new --” She stopped as if to think or gather strength. She shrugged and
smiled.
Rylands suggested, “Let’s go back to something less emotional, shall we?”
“Sure, the less the better.”
“It’s about Simms,” Rylands said. “You may be too hard on him. He’s inexperienced and
he’s got a sensitive job.”
“He’s not sensitive. He’s too interested in the note you sent me. I get a note from you,
therefore I’m a slut or you’re a predator.”
“He called you a slut?”
“He never went that far but he didn’t try to conceal it. If somebody calls a woman a slut
I’m on her side, believe me. Here, it’s yours,” and she took the note out of her purse and laid it
on the table.
“In that note,” Rylands said, “there is absolutely zero evidence of wrongdoing.”
“You should tell Mr. Simms.”
“I’ll send it to him. Did he ask you for it?”
“Six or a dozen times. I told him my mail was none of his business.”
“True and not true,” said Rylands. “Anyway thank you. I’m glad you have promoted me
from ogre to possible human being.”
“We could make it probable,” she proposed with a light touch.
“Thank you, Ms. Cross.”
“Let’s call each other Gavin and Belinda, or Beelie.”
“Agreed. But about Calhoun. He’s a reasonably capable advocate. Simms will grow
with experience.”
“You still have the judicial temperament, don’t you? Be fair to everybody.”
“Be fair, but hard, where hardness is appropriate.”
“So,” she ventured, “somebody’s coming down hard on you? You’re in trouble?”
“Some people would call it that.”
“Calhoun wants your license to practice law?”
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“Calhoun wrote the Disciplinary Counsel an eloquent letter starring you and me as illicit
lovers. They’re looking into it. Have you seen the letter?”
Rylands reached into the inner pocket of his sport coat, took out his copy and gave it to
her. He watched while she bent over it. First she took her glasses from her purse -- unfolded the
letter -- with Rylands watching every smallest movement of her hands, their color and dexterity
as she smoothed the paper, then adjusted her glasses.
Reading, she looked down, giving him a risk-free view of her head and shoulders -- but
when she turned her face up he was still looking, and their eyes met. He felt no guilt at being
caught. She gazed at him for a moment as if pondering the letter -- or deciding whether to give
him a lecture on staring -- then she took off her glasses and returned them to her purse.
Handing over the letter she said, “If this were true, what interesting lives we’d be living.”
“Ms. Cross --”
“Beelie, please.”
“Beelie, let’s hope your life is never again as interesting as it was.”
“Don’t worry about that.”
“You mean it won’t be?”
“That’s exactly what I mean.”
He thought he could ask her, now, what she meant when she said he’d understand
something because he was human.
He saw that her left hand was moving toward the note, which lay between the two cups of
coffee. Was she going to read it again? Then her hand withdrew and lay still for a second. Then
it moved toward the note -- jerked -- drew back, and moved again, jerking.
With cold horror in his insides he watched this happen again -- the slide, the jerk. Then
her hand and her whole left arm began shaking violently. He saw that she was staring, not at her
hand, nor at him, but nowhere. Her arm swept across the table, scattering coffee, her body
pitched forward and she fell twisting away from the table. He lost sight of her for a second. She
was too low for him to see whether her head struck the floor or had been saved from direct
impact by her right arm. He saw or thought he saw her arm fly upward.
He dropped down and found himself on his knees cradling her head in his lap. He knew
he must protect her head but didn’t know anything else. He cradled her amid the convulsions -surprised at how hot she was -- and then heard an ominous sound in her throat. A woman knelt
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beside him and said, “On her side, in case she vomits, quick.” Gavin and the woman rolled
Belinda on her right side and steadied her. The woman, whose name he later learned was Jill,
spoke over her shoulder, “Call an ambulance.” Then a few seconds later, to Gavin, “Please sir
move that chair. I’ll take her head.” Looking toward Belinda’s feet he saw that she was kicking
with both legs, and hitting the legs of a metal chair. Without rising, he slid down her body on his
knees, shoved the chair away, and asked Jill -- he noticed that he had yielded leadership to this
self-confident woman -- asked her: “Should I hold her legs down?” And Jill said, “No, let her
kick.” Gavin then scooted up, and Jill made room for him to hold Belinda’s head again -- and
again, cradling her, from behind, his palms covering her ears, his fingertips reaching her neck -holding this hot, pulsing, throbbing body -- his own senses throbbing too -- seeing her face
changing color, to a deeper red -- and later, thinking of this moment, when, by reason of this
upside-down view of her face, he couldn’t recognize her in any normal way, thinking that a face
seen from this reverse perspective was a face not really seen -And he looked very close, leaning, seeing her eyelids quiver, watching a white foam
gather on her lips -- then Jill wiped the lips with a tissue, and spoke to somebody Gavin did not
see, somebody named George. She asked, “Can you get two or three napkins?”
The face Gavin held in his hands was hot and moist. Her breath came unevenly but
Gavin could tell that she was indeed breathing -- but reaching this conclusion -- that she was
breathing -- was no simple matter -- he lowered his ear till it almost touched her mouth -- and
there it was! -- the sound he hoped to hear. Gavin was staring at her face from a side angle, now
that she was on her side. The eyes and mouth were open, but his view was still upside down and
he couldn’t read her expression. He steadied her head, taking most of the weight in his left
forearm, while keeping a firm grip with his hands.
Jill bent close to the girl’s face and said, “We are friends, we’ll stay with you, you can
relax, we will not leave you.” There was no response from Belinda.
Gavin saw something, a hand moving down from above, it was a man’s hand and it held a
cluster of paper napkins. Gavin heard a scratchy man’s voice: “Hey Jill.”
Looking up Jill said calmly, “Thank you George,” accepted the napkins and gently wiped
Belinda’s lips and chin.
Jill bent down again and said quietly, “You’ll be O.K. This won’t last long. Just wait it
out. We won’t leave you.”
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Addressing the hovering man Jill asked: “Did you call an ambulance?”
And a woman in the crowd said, “They’re on the way.”
Noticing the crowd, addressing the man as “George,” Jill asked him to move them back.
Jill said, “Tell them that if she sees them it might make her uncomfortable.” So -- apparently -George carried out the order, because the next time Gavin looked up he saw more open space.
George leaned down and asked, “Do you want a spoon to help with the tongue?”
Jill responded: “That’s old, real old. I’m doing it the new way.”
To which George answered with grave concern: “What if she swallows her tongue.”
“That’ll never happen, George. I’m following protocol, is all I know. Nothing in the
mouth.”
Belinda screamed and shook violently in all four limbs. It was a scream that seemed to
emanate from an animal or person to whom speech was unknown. Jill wiped her lips again and
bent lower. She spoke softly, not loud enough for Gavin to understand. Belinda calmed, her
breathing became more regular. Gavin realized that for some time he had not heard breathing at
all.
Now Belinda began something like a keening appeal, and Jill whispered: “She’s in pain.”
She cried out again, a long, piercing shriek, and then her breath came stronger, in short
agonized jerks. Gavin was desperate to do something, and he glanced at Jill with a question in
his eyes, but she said, “Just hold her.” He found a more secure grip and a way to rest her head in
the narrow valley between his two forearms. Then he observed that Belinda was keening but not
convulsing
Jill said, “Tip her more, she’s got too much spit,” and at the same moment Belinda gave
out a rattling cough -- and seemed to breathe more freely and regularly. Jill smiled and said,
“Just hold her.” She wiped the lips again. She leaned down and did what Gavin could not do,
placed a soft kiss on her cheek. Belinda smiled weakly. She did not open her eyes.
+

+

+

32
Marian Stannard pressed the doorbell once, then again, then slid her key into the lock and turned
it. Darkness, mitigated by pale light from the street. She knew every square inch and she
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walked to the end-table by the couch and switched the lamp on. Checking her watch: nine
o’clock. “Where is he?”
“None of your business.”
That’d be his answer. At least he hasn’t changed the lock; that would be mean, and he
was not mean except with the cruelty of indifference.
She threw her coat on the couch and went to the kitchen. Changing her mind she walked
into the bathroom and swung the door. Her bathrobe was hanging in its usual place. “So he sent
my undies and nightgown but not the robe.”
Back in the kitchen she opened a bottle of white wine and poured a third of a glass. The
wine was no good but it had a gentle effect. Marian was a light drinker and a full glass would set
her abuzz.
“Maybe I’ll turn out the lights and lie in bed naked -- and wait.”
With this ingenious plan pending she wandered into the room that had been their guest
room and was now Gavin’s study. How masculine, how austere. There was a leather chair she
had never seen before, and a crude wooden box for files. The box was painted in blue letters:
“Groby’s Fruit Farm.” There was a metal desk with a plastic chair, an assemble-it-yourself table
of a kind she had seen on the internet, and two pretty good lamps, on the desk and by the leather
chair. On the floor next to the desk stood a stack of books that Marian identified as his to-read
stack. She knew because The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire in three
volumes was the foundation of the whole pile, and she would bet they’d be in the same position
ten years on. The room had been swept clean of any trace of a wife, of her.
The bedroom was a different case. It was still their love room. A soft chair they had
bought as newlyweds was still here -- she used to sit in it to draw on her stockings. The bed was
the old one, but the coverings were new. Her room, their room, where they had made love,
when love surpassed sex. “Now I’m desperate and he is kind. I don’t want kindness.”
Sitting on the bed in the lamplight, seeing him lie down here alone to read and sleep
alone, evidently content to belong to nobody, she tried to suppress a stream of anger. Her
heartbeat speeded. “What’s left is work. And the lesson they keep pounding in is that work
gives meaning to life. I despise the lie.”

115
Looking around and seeing the brass knob on the closet door it seemed to be a beam of
light into the past. Gone. She could not have stayed in this apartment after Gavin broke things
up. He stayed, indifferent. A place, not a home, just as her own apartment was now.
She walked around for a long time, caught between self-pity and anger, resisting both,
knowing both, as one knows an inveterate enemy. On the surface her intellect was explaining
what “past” means for the present. If she were helping a friend through a death or divorce she
would know what to say. It would all be sensible and useless.
“If I had someone else --”
When she gave herself to any man but Gavin there was something disgusting about it.
They always wanted more, and sometimes she tried, because they were not all deadbeats, but she
was a deadbeat with them. So she sent them away, and they acted as if they had a right to more,
because she had given less.
She lay down on the couch in the living room, fully clothed except for her shoes, and
closed her eyes. The light was subdued and soon the spirit of sleep subdued her ever-active
brain. She was aware that the stresses had abated when she realized she was dreaming about a
cell phone that wouldn’t work. She heard Gavin close the refrigerator door and saw him
approaching with a glass in each hand. At first this was a dream, then she awoke and accepted a
glass. More of the white wine. She took one sip.

She was counting on bitter restraint to see her through, because when she gave way she hated
herself and knew she made herself hateful to Gavin. But it broke like a rotting dam and she said:
“Eleven o’clock. Where have you been?”
His response, which came only after a long silence, was: “Why are you here, Marian?”
“To see you, to hear your voice, to talk with you.”
“We have said all there is to say a hundred times over.”
“That’s why I came.”
“You’re confusing me.”
“I think you understand,” she said but she couldn’t trust her voice.
He fell silent again, and his expression seemed to predict silence for the rest of their lives.
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“Do you always stay out late now that you’re alone?” she asked. “For someone who has
such trouble sleeping I should think you’d try to get some sleep before midnight, then --”
“I usually aim for ten-thirty or eleven,” he said and she heard the maddening kindness in
his voice, or the stuff he intended as kindness.
“But tonight is different?”
“Yes,” without elaboration.
“So where have you been? Why can’t you tell me?”
“I could tell you but I’d rather not.”
“You’ve been courting Little Miss Whipped.”
Again he paused like the skilled debater he was, and finally said: “There’s no need for
that, Marian.”
“But how selfish. If you’re monopolizing her time, how will she ever find another man to
knock her silly?”
He didn’t speak or even look at her. He was leaning with his right elbow on the arm of a
chair and staring into his wine, expressionless.
Next thing she knew he was launched on some rambling story about driving downtown
and going to Starbucks under the Sinclair College campus -- with a description of the layout of
the place, next to the bookstore, etc. etc., and Marian thought:
“Where’s this going?”
Then somehow he had joined up with Miss Whipped who had bought him coffee of just
the kind he wanted, so apparently this was not their first tryst -- and Marian found herself asking
whether “tryst” and “first” were a rhyme or an assonance, and she half-remembered a poem she
had written in the eighth grade about bumblebees -- but she slipped right into contempt, a
vehement denunciation of the “girl” for putting herself out for Gavin.
“So you’ve met before -- for coffee only, of course?”
“Once,” he said and that was all.
He continued with his pointless narrative, unless the point was to turn the knife. Then he
said, “I saw her hand moving toward the note.”
This must have been some note he wrote to her. Marian had missed something along the
way. Then he was saying that the hand withdrew. Marian focused.
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The girl’s hand stops, withdraws, trembles, withdraws and moves again. Marian felt a
chill in her chest. She began to see that the point was this hand’s movements. She listened in
suspense and almost fear as each new detail gripped her.
The sweep of the arm, the scattering of the coffee, the girl’s twisting fall, Gavin’s fear
that her head had struck the floor directly, his hope that her arm had absorbed the blow.
Next Marian saw Gavin kneeling, cradling the head of the convulsing girl; she heard the
screams, saw a strange woman kneeling beside Gavin as they rolled the victim to her side -- saw
the girl kicking and shaking in all four limbs -And whether Gavin reported this or she dreamed it Marian seemed to see the girl lift her
head and roll her eyes till the pupils all but disappeared. She heard high-pitched cries of agony.
Through it all Gavin spoke in measured sentences and seemed to leave it up to Marian
whether she was interested in learning that the girl had again been “knocked silly,” this time
from within.
“You were at the hospital?” Marian asked.
“Yes.”
“How is she?”
“She was conscious and coherent. Beyond that I don’t know. She was sleeping when I
left.”
Marian was thinking: “She’ll be ga-ga at fifty.” She asked: “Did anything like this ever
happen before she was beaten?”
“I asked that. She says no. Since the beatings she has occasionally stared blankly for a
few seconds. Nothing worse, nothing as violent as this. But when she looks back, there are
empty spaces.”
“How is her memory?”
“I don’t know. She’ll see a specialist on Monday.”
Marian was trembling with cold. Gavin left the room and came back with a blanket
which he spread over her. She tucked it tightly around her calves and feet, and looked up to see a
pained, grave expression in his eyes.
She asked: “What can I do?”
“I doubt there’s anything. Her sister is coming tomorrow and I’ll meet her at the bus
station.”
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“She’s coming by bus?”
“From Columbus, yes.”
Said Marian: “There must be something I can do.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, but -- anything.”
He offered his bed and said he would sleep on the couch.
Marian said, “I’ll stay here. Go. Go to bed.”
So each lay down, alone.
+

+

+
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The nurse had raised the upper portion of the bed and brought in two big pillows, so that Belinda
rested comfortably and could face Gavin, who sat in a chair by her bedside. She had been
sedated the previous day and had slept through the evening and night. Now her voice was hoarse
-- and when he traced the hoarseness to its source in her screams, and when he saw the strong
blue of her eyes, something swept through him -- an irrational joy.
He was talking on his cell phone with her sister Sylvia in Columbus. He said, “Fine, two
p.m. at the bus station.” He handed the phone to Belinda.
In a low, throaty voice she said, “Syl, this is so good of you. Can Mom handle the kids?
I’m dying to see you. How’s Grumpy? -- Good. -- You’re sure Mom is --”
Their mother would stay at Sylvia’s and look after her kids.
“See you this afternoon. I love you, Syl, you’re my baby sister.”
Handing the phone to Rylands she said, “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,
Gavin.”
Hearing her speak his name meant -- perhaps nothing, but -She said, “I haven’t told you why I wanted us to meet for coffee. I was starting to see
that I was partly responsible.”
“Responsible for what?”
“Calhoun pressured me and Simms grilled me, and I realized they were going after your
law license on the theory that you were biased.”
“You are not responsible for that.”
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“But I wanted to find out how serious it was.”
“Not very. They have to look into it, but I can’t see any great risk.”
“I hope not. Are you planning to practice law?”
He looked at her quickly, carefully, and decided not to remark that they had discussed this
at their first meeting. This was what he feared: not knowing a common oversight from a
symptom of the uncommon.
He said: “I haven’t decided. I’ve talked to some people but the sky over Columbus will
have to clear before I can make any progress.”
“I was afraid of that. I know what it’s like looking for a job. But did you resign because
of me?”
“No, Beelie, not at all.”
She continued: “Because if you thought I would regard you as a traitor if you reduced the
sentence, that you had turned against me --”
“I was never for you, so I couldn’t turn against you.”
“Yes of course, you were impartial, but some people don’t see it that way.”
“Beelie,” he said, realizing that he was making pretty frequent use of her name, “I
resigned because I am bull-headed and proud.”
“Charming,” she said smiling.
“Not everyone would agree with you on that. When you said your life was changing,
changing how?”
She lifted both hands gesturing toward the tubes and monitors all around her.
“So,” said Rylands, “this wasn’t your first seizure.”
“It was the third, I think. The other two were simple stares and I was conscious through
both. It’s pretty queer to sit and stare, and know you’re doing it. Your mind seems to say, ‘You
are sitting glassy-eyed. Better reboot.’ But I’m not certain. I can’t always trust my memory.”
“And that uncertainty changes your life -- how?”
“You can guess most of it, but there are some surprises. For one, I’m less inclined to
forgive.”
“Jason?”
“I had better say that I am ready to forgive, but now I feel remote from him because I am
closer to myself in a strange way. I’m in survival mode. Not that I’m about to die, but there’s
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the danger I might lose track of who I am. With Jason I was afraid of losing him. Now I’m
afraid of losing myself. He was addicted and I began to see it couldn’t go on, that some day I’d
be really hurt, that my begging, my love, would become pointless. So now I’m in danger of -“Remember how I walked out on you? I did not plan that, I did not intend it, I just did it,
walking away thinking ‘What the heck, I’m leaving this man who I wanted to see.’ I wasn’t in
control and it was like I had never met myself. Before, I was the wife of this disturbed, hostile
man who I loved and I was trying to save him from himself, I had to help him be normal, and I
knew what normal meant with him, in the beginning, before we were married, and that man was
the man I wanted to save because he was the man I loved, or thought I did. No, I did.
“It was love, it still is. But he wasn’t that man, he fooled me. That was where you came
in. I saw you in court and after some pondering and weeping I saw that you understood him
better than I did. You and Abbie MacDonald. I was too quick to fall in love. I was out of my
head -- his looks, muscles, his quick mind and the way he ran his business -- his voice. I knew
there’d be a huge territory where we could never meet but that was the price I’d pay for the thrill
of being his. -- Do you mind if I say things like this?”
Gavin lied and said he wanted to hear it all.
“To be married to him. I was already thirty-two with two long-termers behind me. He
was so strong and we were each of us a match for the other in arguments and conflicts. Once he
hit a man who came on to me at a party. I was shocked but it was a terrific thrill. I thought,
‘They can have their lawyers and stock brokers, I’ve got a man.’ You see? I was a fool.”
Rylands was thinking: “She’s not gone. It could work.” He said: “We can’t control love.
If we choose the loved one rationally it’ll fall apart.” Thinking: “Careful.” But the conviction
that she was not destroyed was gaining on him.
He tried to put his thoughts in order. There was something he wanted to say, some idea
she had awakened, but he couldn’t reach it.
Belinda was saying: “I don’t really mean I love him now, that was a mistake. I feel
indebted to him for the happiness he gave me before he let the fiend out of its cage. That doesn’t
make him a fiend himself, he is Jason, but he is possessed.”
“Therefore,” said Rylands, “since the fiend possessed him, you had to live with both.”
“I’ll put it like this -- he gave way.”
“So it was a living arrangement with two parties, you and the possessed one.”
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“Except on the days when he loved me. He usually controls himself and tries to control
those around him. But when he loved me his passion carried him away. Those were beautiful
moments.”
“Beautiful, maybe, but it’s an established pattern. It plays to the woman’s capacity for
love and forgiveness. And hope.”
“Yes. I was sure that love would heal us.”
“Heal him. You didn’t need healing.”
“Please don’t say what you can’t possibly know.”
He took this as a body blow. His respect notched up. “You’ve got me there,” he said.
“I suppose I have no grounds for that, but to me you seem --” He stopped. He realized that if he
spoke candidly she would mistake it for an advance.
“You don’t know me,” Belinda said.
“I was about to say,” Rylands proceeded, “that to me you seem genuine, that’s all.”
“Thank you, but I was egotistical and stubborn. I couldn’t believe it was happening to
me, it was something that happened to another kind of woman. And I underestimated Jason. I
kept thinking he’d wake up and realize what a catch I was. What a favor I did him by saying
Yes. He came home from work dirty! And I condescended to marry him! No wonder he
slapped me around. I keep thinking, although it’s too late, that if I had walked out at the first
blow he wouldn’t be in prison now.”
“So it’s your fault?”
“We share the blame and he’s paying the price.”
“And you’re not paying?” Rylands asked.
Belinda was silent, staring at him intently. For half a second he thought it was another
staring seizure.
At length she asked: “Do you know how I got those bruises on my legs?”
He said he didn’t know she had any such bruises.
“Yes, big ugly purple ones,” she informed him proudly. “War wounds.”
“Must be from kicking a chair. I moved it out of the way.”
“Who is Jill ? A friend of yours?”
“Just a woman who came forward.”
“So I had two Good Samaritans. Could it be that there’s real sympathy in the world?”
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“It appears there might be,” said Gavin. “Astounding. Jill and I both went with you
when they wheeled your gurney to the ambulance, then she disappeared. I didn’t see any bruises
because you were wearing slacks.”
She said thoughtfully: “I keep seeing people who make me look pretty lucky. When I
woke up I saw an old man crouched on an examining table in the emergency room. A body worn
down, very slender muscles kind of disappearing, and he was moaning. Rocking back and forth.
Did you hear him?”
“No,”
“Why does it have to be that way?”
“I think about that from time to time,” said Rylands. “In a courtroom you see suffering
that seems to demand an explanation. I doubt one exists. It all comes with our mortality.”
“So why can’t we live forever!” she laughed, and he joined in the laughter.
She added: “You’re the philosopher. Explain it!”
Watching the mirth spread over her face Rylands said, “If I were a philosopher or a
theologian I’d give it a try.”
“So,” Belinda said, “when the arrow does its little dance I’ll just say, ‘The judge will tell
me why.’”
“Me?”
“What about it, Judge?”
“What arrow?” he asked. He felt a smile spreading across his face to match hers.
“The pain in my head. A stab in the gray matter, wiggling its way into one of those
grotesque little folds. A little squiggly arrow diving into a dark gap. Did you ever look at a
picture of a brain? Good Lord!”
“Yes,” he said almost eagerly, “or a spine. You look at a skeleton and think,
‘Impossible.’”
“Utterly. And audacious,” Belinda chimed in.
Rylands said, “If you’re in pain now I could call a nurse.”
“I’m feeling pretty chipper now, thanks.”
“I’m glad of it.”
“Me too. I count the days between arrows. But do you think I’ll ever be normal?”
“I hope not. I’d rather you were healthy.”
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“You don’t think I’m wrecked forever?”
“From what I know about the head injuries to professional football players, which is all I
do know, the symptoms are all over the lot. A few men are badly damaged but most are all right.
The seriously impaired ones seem to be those who sustained dozens or scores of minor
concussions, a very different case from yours.”
“But I am a case, apparently.”
“Beelie, it’s pretty typical for the symptoms to disappear over time. Disappear
completely. Let’s see what the doctor says.”
“Yes,” Belinda said with some passion. “Monday”
Rylands asked, “Will you let me take you?”
“Sylvia will drive me in my car. But thank you, Gavin.”
Thinking “Right, no pressure,” he said: “You know, if you had walked out at the first
blow you’d never forgive yourself. You’d think of the good times before you married and you’d
pass a harsh judgment on yourself, I’m sure of it.”
“You’re right.”
“So,” he continued, “the idea is quicksand.”
“I am not stuck in quicksand.”
“Don’t let it lure you.”
“I won’t,” she shot back impatiently.
But he went ahead with: “And Ms. Cross --”
“Ms. Cross again, Mr. Rylands!”
“As long as I’m lecturing you, you know what Abbie MacDonald would say, don’t you?”
“She’s already said it.”
“What? Tell me.”
“No one deserves to be beaten,” she recited. “Kick him downstairs.”
“Right.”
“But Gavin, what will happen to him now?”
“Like the rest of us he’ll live out his destiny, and it won’t be your responsibility.”
“Wow, destiny. You are a real heavyweight.”
He denied it but he thought he could see his destiny assembling itself before his eyes. He
said, “I’ll meet Sylvia at the bus station.”
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“Thank you, Mr. Heavyweight.”
He left her room thinking: “Does she live in fear?” He turned around. She lay on the
pillows with her eyes closed. He thought of convulsing limbs, foaming lips, and an inarticulate
cry.
+

+

+
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“Hello Mr. Williams, it’s Marian Stannard.”
“Miss Stannard, I been thinking maybe I’d call you.”
“I’m glad I caught you in your office, but why would you call me?”
“Same reason as I talked to you last time, about the photos, cause you might want to
know.”
“Yes of course I do.”
George Williams, private eye, said: “This whole year I don’t think I did any pro bono
work. Now here comes a chance maybe.”
“Pro bono on whose behalf?” Marian asked.
“Yours. It’s like I said before, if you were my daughter I’d want you to know what was
up. But you might be happier if I didn’t tell you.”
“Out with it, Mr. Williams”
“O.K. In the course of normal business me and my helper sort of stumbled on a
situation.”
Said Marian: “I wonder if I can guess who was in the situation.”
“The same two parties,” Williams said. “And I thought, ‘Here’s trouble of a different
kind.’”
Thinking she knew already what this trouble might be, Marian hesitated.
“Jill and me were on the same assignment as before,” Williams began, and Marian noted
the name Jill. Her interest deepened.
“We thought maybe you could help,” said Williams, “but maybe you’d rather not.”
“Why so?”
“Well I mean it involves your rival for the judge’s affections.”
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“I have no rival, Mr. Williams. I had my innings with the judge and now I shift the
burden onto other shoulders.”
“You don’t care any more?”
“I do not. The photos you gave me were all the proof I needed that the past is over and
done with.”
“So he was a burden?”
“A heavy load, and I grew tired of lifting it every morning and struggling with it every
night month after month. Of course as everybody knows he’s a handsome gifted striking
appealing sexual intellectual two-legged mammal, but I am a free woman breathing fresh air and
surveying other possibilities. Of which I have not found any but it’s early days. Do you realize
Mr. Willliams that you make me talk like an inspired poet?”
“I’m glad if it’s true.”
“Now you ask why I’d want to help my rival. To me she is a human being whose
suffering has been brought to my attention by the ever-considerate ex-judge. It occurred to me
that you, if you were still on the case, might have witnessed a misfortune that befell Her
Loveliness at Starbucks on Saturday. The Starbucks at Sinclair.”
“I did, me and my helper.”
“May I offer you and your helper lunch at the Pine Club?”

They were in a booth with Marian on one side and George Williams Private Dick on the other
with Jill. Williams said:
“I thought you knew.”
“I had no idea,” Marian enlightened him. “Gavin said a woman named Jill rolled her on
her side, but I --”
“Yeah, here she is, Jill Herself, Lifesaver.”
“I knew what to do, is all,” said Jill minimizing her role. “The judge was there first and
he protected her head, the most important thing. He didn’t know me, I don’t think he’d ever seen
me before, and he never looked up at George cause he was busy. You don’t really see the world
when you’re in a situation, you -- if you’re trained -- you work automatically. If you’re not,
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you’re kinda frantic. If everybody’s lucky then the right things happen without anybody thinking
a single thought. The judge did the right thing, is all.”
“So did Jill herself,” Williams interjected. “We are in the company of a hero, Miss
Stannard.”
Jill said reflectively, “When I’m on a scene I see what’s right in front of my face. I feel
like there’s no distance between me and it.”
Marian smiled what she thought was a brilliant smile and reached across to take Jill ’s
hand. She was acting, but she was a trial lawyer and could never take all the sincerity out of her
act, or the act out of her sincerity.
She asked Jill : “Is it difficult? Does it scare you?”
“I used to be an EMT and I just go into overdrive. EMT is a little less educated than
paramedic.”
“But what a gift,” said Marian, “to be able to help people.”
“Makes me feel useful sometimes. I stopped at a crash scene once and was doing all the
right things for this guy who was really messed up. Then along came the Rescue Squad,
paramedics, and they did all the wrong things. We used to say paramedics save lives, EMTs save
paramedics.”
“She’s a hero in my book,” said Williams. “Useful is one thing, but useful in an
emergency is something else. This is one talented young lady, Ms. Stannard, my Jill.”
“Now George,” Jill admonished him.
Lunch arrived and they ate in silence while Marian thought of the one she used to call
Little Miss Whipped. “Maybe she wasn’t so angelic at that moment. Maybe -- grotesque.” The
whole scene -- the trembling and shaking -- sent a wave or horror through Marian’s chest and
bowels. She seemed to enter Gavin’s mind, seeing the girl in her helplessness, when her body
and mind were subjected to some unfathomable laws of chemistry of which she was
unconscious. Does a person in the grip these laws lose all her humanity? If so, can she regain it?
Marian said: “George, I want to ask your help.”
“Ask away and we’ll see.”
“If you could give me the benefit of your perspective on certain matters --”
“Like?”
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“I want to do what I can to make sure the girl doesn’t suffer any further abuse by her
husband or her husband’s lawyer.”
Marian felt a little pinch of guilt. What she said was true, but it was part of a strategy to
help “Little Miss Whipped” return to normal, because normal always bored Gavin. Her
confidence in this strategy was wavering, but she had no other. She was beginning to see or to
imagine, in the chinks and crannies of her own psyche, something ugly.
Now George Williams asked in all innocence, “Why would you suspect a trusted barrister
like Mr. Calhoun of anything nefarious?”
“Ah George, you are a cautious man. But you told me there’s a pot of money waiting to
be pillaged.”
Jill broke in rather boldly: “She stayed with her abuser. That tells me --”
“Wait a minute,” Williams protested. “She called the cops and she prosecuted.”
“Yeah,” Jill conceded, “but she stayed so long that I think she’s a gentle, forgiving soul
who doesn’t know how to stand up for her rights. Calhoun could gyp her.”
Williams explained to Marian: “Jill and me have been analyzing this whole thing.”
“So Jill,” Marian asked, “are you saying that she might not fight for her share of the
money?”
“Yeah, and George says Calhoun is always pointing out that they were married less than a
year. So according to him she’s not entitled to a dime.”
Williams Private Dick: “We figure Calhoun’ll maybe offer her a package, divorce and
cash, all of it pro bono, and he’ll tell her ‘I’ll keep Dexter away from you, I’ll scare the pants off
him with another ten years if he tries anything, and I’ll get you your divorce and fifty or seventyfive thousand US dollars’ -- more money of her own is my guess than she ever saw before. And
he’ll scare her with the chance that Dexter’ll hire some other unscrupulous lawyer who’ll really
screw her, maybe down to zero, if she knows diddly squat about divorce law.”
“And maybe it’ll work,” said Jill, “because she’s shattered. Calhoun’s a reptile and
Belinda -- I don’t know her but what if she’s dying to get it over with?”
“One way or another,” Williams said, “Calhoun’ll go for that money.”
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That same afternoon Marian called Abbie MacDonald, the victim’s advocate, and asked for a
meeting. Abbie suggested a date two weeks out but Marian said, “Please, what about tonight?
Let me take you to dinner at the King’s Table.” Abbie consented, and Marian’s brain began
spitting bullet points.
First she’d confront the question of her motive. Was she acting for herself or as a whollyowned subsidiary of Gavin Rylands Inc.? She would emphasize that their marriage had ended
two years ago and that with the end of the marriage all ties were severed, except a distant, cool
friendship.
She would acknowledge that it was through this relation that she had learned of Belinda
Cross’s illness -- which she would then describe. She would tell Abbie MacDonald that she
couldn’t predict the course of the illness but that at best Belinda was likely to need medical care
for many years and perhaps for life.
Next Marian would tell what she knew about the money.
At this point Marian would assure Abbie MacDonald that she, Marian, intended to play
no role whatsoever in Belinda Cross’s legal proceedings. Her sole purpose in speaking to Abbie
was to persuade her to arrange a meeting with Belinda -- preferably a meeting of all three
women.
She would speak to Abbie MacDonald along these lines: “I will not be her lawyer and
will not refer her to any lawyer. I have no professional or pecuniary interest in her affairs. But if
we meet I will attempt to convince her that if she intends to divorce Dexter she should start
immediately, while the proceeds of the auction are still more or less intact.”
Legal and brokerage fees alone could significantly diminish the assets; much larger sums
had been known to vanish while in the custody of certified professionals.
Completing her mental outline -- none of which she committed to paper, it was all
logically arranged in her mind -- she would assure both Abbie and Belinda that she was taking
the initiative because of her fear that delay could be costly. She had not discussed her proposal
with Gavin or anybody else.
Viewing the whole argument Marian defined success as Abbie’s agreeing to propose a
meeting of the three.
The dinner conversation between Marian and Abbie was desultory and awkward until the
last ten minutes, when Marian launched her argument. She concluded thus:
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“Please, Abbie, try to convince her that I do not see her as a rival, but only as someone I
believe I can help by alerting her to the complexity and urgency of her situation. I know nothing
about her relationship with Gavin and don’t want to know. I apologize for stepping uninvited
into her affairs, but as one who knows Gavin thoroughly I can say that to me it seems possible he
would hesitate to advise her, and she might not see the need for speedy action -- always
assuming that she does plan to divorce Dexter.
“Until the Court of Appeals acted it must have seemed to her that she could put off the
divorce decision indefinitely. Divorce is painful in the best of cases. But now time is short, and
medical care is expensive.” In bed that night, hoping for sleep to begin playing its tricks in her
mind, Marian thought: “No I am not her rival. I’m not even in the game. Damn him.”
+

+

+
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Rylands thought he heard an unusual gentleness in Marian’s voice, and saw tenderness in her
eyes as she spoke:
“You know there’s no cure, don’t you?”
He responded: “The docs say treatment can have a powerful effect. They don’t promise
a cure, but with medicine and a healthy life style and so forth -- it can be -- and there are patients
who suffer several seizures and it all goes away. They live a normal life.”
He could see in her eyes -- those brown-to-amber eyes in that lovely face so closely
associated in his memory with past happiness -- that she was proceeding with care and
consideration. Maybe she feared she might offend him and possibly lose him -- or his friendship
-- lose what little remained of love. That was his guess, looking into her eyes. He stayed quiet,
hoping she’d change the subject.
She said: “Of course you’ll take this as an insult, but I intend it as a tribute of sorts,
because I know you, that you won’t see her affliction from your own point of view but only from
hers. Your sole concern will be her welfare and it would never cross your mind to say, ‘Once I
wanted to be a US Senator, now I’m going to be head nurse to a hopeless invalid.’ I know you
wouldn’t think that way.”
“You are wrong,” he said. “I may be ahead of you in this line of thought.”
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“O.K. then, I’ll go on.”
“Go ahead.”
“Neither of us knows, she doesn’t know and her doctors don’t know what kind of loss
she’ll sustain over the next, say, ten years, of memory, cognition, concentration. This seizure
could be her last, and off she goes into a healthy future, marriage, children, a flourishing
professional life. Possible. Agreed?”
“Optimistic but possible.” Gavin thought he knew where she was going. He waited to
see if he was right. He credited her with a perfect sincerity. She was putting his welfare ahead
of Belinda’s. He believed she had a right to do so, and that he had no cause to condemn her.
“Up to now,” Marian continued, “you have given her first aid, you have kept her
company when she woke up in the hospital the next day -- in short you’ve been helpful. But let
me ask: How much time have you actually spent in her presence?”
“Excluding court time, three hours, I suppose.”
“Three hours. You see my point?”
“It probably is that I don’t know her.”
“That, and commitment. You have done more than a short acquaintance requires, and of
course it’s too soon for either of you to know the other, for you to understand who she is. If you
now gave the sister a ride back to the bus station it’d be enough, because there is no grounds for
commitment. Right?”
“I’ve gone over all this in my mind a dozen times, Marian. After I helped her at
Starbucks I had no further obligation except maybe to check on her the next day and wish her
well.”
“Have you also gone over this, that a few more hours of this kind of assistance could
change everything.”
“Yes.”
“You say yes, but are you sane, or are you under the influence of a passion you are
making no attempt to control?”
“I am sane.”
“I hope you still are.”
“Marian, where are you going with this?”
“To the next logical step, the fact that this girl may be frightened, not just worried but
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terrified. And that if she sees you riding to her rescue it will seem too good to be true. Your
kindness may be transformed in her heart by a gratitude so powerful and a feeling of safety so
comforting that she --”
“I can’t make her safe and she must know that.”
“But your very presence at her side is a lifeline. You can’t make her safe but maybe
without fully intending it you make her feel safe, or at least cared for. You are a powerful
presence, Gavin, in a courtroom, over a cup of coffee, or in bed. Don’t underestimate your
power to bedazzle a woman, even a strong one like me. This girl may be strong, for all we know,
but she’s in terrible trouble. She’s just escaped, temporarily at least, from a predator. Imagine
her state of mind now that she is menaced by an enemy that could --”
“Yes, yes, you needn’t --”
“Beset by two enemies, internal and external. Think about it.”
“I am thinking. First, on my supposedly supermasculine power over women, I never had
such an advantage over you.”
“Gavin, please. Is your understanding of yourself and me so weak?”
“Let me think,” and he turned his vision to the wall as if he wanted to bore a hole in it.
“Then think about this,” Marian pressed on. “Why did she stay with that abuser through
three and for all we know more severe beatings? Why marry such a man in the first place?”
“Because she isn’t bound by convention and middle-class expectations.”
“You talk as if you knew her very well.”
He went right on: “Because it is a catastrophe to break up a marriage. As to why she
married him, you’re the woman, you figure it out. From what I see he’s muscular, deep-voiced,
cocky, strutting, self-confident, successful in his business, and then my guess is she looked across
the class line and it thrilled her to leap the barrier and throw herself at his feet.”
“And that appeals to you?”
“In itself, no. You think I’m blinded by passion but there may be other elements of her
character that -- she has a kind of glory about her.”
“God! You’re in a muddle. But I understand even if you don’t.”
“You’ve got me all figured out?”
“Yes, in fact, First Love.”
“All right, enlighten me.”
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“Did you hear what you just said? Glory?”
In Gavin’s mind: “She thinks I want a woman I can subdue, since I never subdued her. I
didn’t try but she doesn’t understand that.” There was pain in this thought. He believed she had
concluded he never loved her, that when he said he loved, he was only trying to save her pain.
He said: “I think she stayed too long with that man because she wanted to save him.”
Marian said: “Conceivable, also foolish.”
“But not morally wrong. Remember they had no children.”
“I think it was morally wrong. It deepened his pathology and landed him in prison. This
woman married once for the wrong reason and --”
“You don’t know why she married him.”
“I know it was a horrible mistake. She chose unwisely once and may do so again for
different reasons.”
“Marian, who ever mentioned marriage?”
“You are creating dependency in her, and if you haven’t already thought of it, she soon
will. She is a victim twice over and touching in her need. You are already touched deeper than
you know. And like all your girlfriends before me she is beautiful, but hers is a unique, almost
strange beauty. And do you remember that all these beauties sent you leaping over fences to get
clear, in a matter of days or weeks? Beauty isn’t enough and misfortune on her scale is a twoedged sword. She thought she could tame the wild beast but he proved stronger and more lethal.
How smart can she be, to get pregnant with such a husband?”
“Is this about character or brains?”
“Both. It was reckless bordering on madness to stay with him, and careless bordering on
immorality to get herself pregnant.”
“Let us hope that if there’s ever to be a Judgment Day neither of us stands before a judge
like you, my First Love.”
“Gavin, why did all those girls bore you? Because you need a certain blend of brains,
sexual vitality and independence in your partner. Does this girl meet that standard? You have a
woeful record of falling like a ton of bricks for some new female and in short order running like
a scared rabbit. And what about the girl? She’ll be left to sob and choke and curse you. On that
day mercy and pity will not save her or justify you. If our beloved Victim turns out to be the
remarkable woman you need --”
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“Like you.”
“Yes, but the chances are infinitesimal. You are trifling with her. And here’s the crux of
it: You’ll need weeks or months, maybe years, to get to the bottom of her character. In
associating with her in sickness and in health long enough to know her you will necessarily build
up in her mind -- her fearful, troubled, perhaps impaired mind -- a presumption that you, being
an honorable man, are already committed.
“There is only one person who knows that you’re not quite as honorable as you seem, and
that person is talking to you right now. When you have inadvertently built that conviction in her
mind you will be trapped. How could you desert her then? She will need you. Will you be
strong and selfish enough to leave her to her fate?”
While following every step of her argument he had been letting his mind roam along a
parallel track. He said:
“I have been unjust to you, Marian, but the alternative was worse.”
“When, what alternative?”
“When we divorced.”
“You mean when you divorced me.”
“Yes.”
“What alternative could have been worse?”
“Our staying together and trying to reconcile the irreconcilable.”
“Our visions of the future,” she surmised.
“Yes.”
“And by worse you mean in two ways,” Marian proceeded, “worse injustice and worse
misery. But I was not miserable. I was happy. What you mean simply is that you did exactly
what you wanted.”
“Damn, I should never have opened this box of scorpions.”
“No, you were right. We’ve never settled anything. So you were unjust. Astounding!
What a confession! But Gavin, listen. I see hell for you and worse for her. She is playing to all
your weaknesses.”
“She’s not playing, you’re unfair to her.”
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“Yes yes yes, don’t veer off the subject. She’s not plotting or scheming or probing for
weaknesses. That’s not what I mean. But by nature she is exactly the kind of gallant, suffering,
sexual-spiritual woman to unman you.”
“Stop this, Marian.”
“Oh I know. You cannot be unmanned. You are too ruggedly masculine and calmly
forceful etc., etc. Just remember, so was Samson.”
+

+

+
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“You’re smart. You’ll do a great job, just don’t get caught. They catch you and I whip your ass.”
“No you won’t, Jason, I won’t let you. I’m not a whipping girl like some others. Get that
through your head or the whole thing’s off.”
“If this part’s off, you and me are off, clear?”
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it. I’m just saying --”
“Yeah yeah, I can’t stand it when you go into repeat mode. I’m saying if you go down
there and somebody notices, and god forbid identifies you, then the cops swarm me for
conspiracy and aggravated menacing. I’ll never get outa here. You want me out?”
“You know how bad I do.”
“Then do the job. Sooner we get this project outa the way, sooner we shake the walls of
every Holiday Inn between here and California. I throttle your ass till you scream for a night’s
rest. ‘A woman’s gotta recover.’ And we got money, Baby. Slobs work at jobs, I manage my
investments. I like the sound of that. Do you like it?”
“Yes dear.”
“It’ll be yours too, I’m no male chauvinist pig, I’ll treat you like a lady. Just don’t gain
any more weight.”
“Jason, I’m trying, it’s not easy, my body has settled on a new basic weight, this is my
new normal.”
“I’d call it abnormal.”
“Yes dear, but give me six months.”
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“Jesus! I could be outa here next week according to that crook Calhoun. The new judge
heard arguments and now he’s studying and so forth. ‘Time served’ is what Calhoun’s banking
on.”
“Oh Jason, that’d be heaven.”
“Freedom, money and who knows, maybe, possibly, a bay bay, baby!”
“Oh Jason, oh --”
“So take two or three days down there in the Gem City. Give me a complete report, we’ll
be partners. Fuck it up and I put the wood to your chubby cheeks.”
“Please don’t threaten me. I’ll do it.”
“Make me proud.”
“I will, Honey.”
He stared at her through the wire mesh and turned it on, the eye fuck, and she started
melting. Misty eyes, slurring voice, love, love, love. “God don’t make a mess on the floor,” he
thought. She opened her mouth and kind of sagged, and for a second he thought she’d be a
pretty good piece. So fucking helpless. Or just say, “Fatso” and walk away, like before. He
almost did but he shut his mouth and thought, “Can’t I do better than this?” But it was a
handicap, being inside.
She was asking about the address.
“I told you I’m not sure. That’s the address I use and she never answers, so how do I
know? That’s part of the job, find out her address. Phone number, boyfriend if any, girlfriends,
job, color and make of her car, the whole shebang. And if there’s a boyfriend I want his name
and address and anything else you can find out. Same with a girlfriend that she sees all the time,
if there is one, the whole encyclopedia on this bitch. You’re my own little FBI. Then when I get
out she’s the first order of business. Then we settle down. Business, money, house in the burbs,
rugrats. Do you really want a baby? Huh?”
“Oh Jason you know I do.”
“So think of this as the only way to make it all happen, domestic bliss, the new life, new
tax-paying legitimate business, new baby. Gurgle gurgle. We wake up and first I suck your tits
then turn you over to Mr. Jumbo.”
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He blew a kiss. Her chin trembled and wrinkled. She murmured and panted and wiped
her face with the back of her hand. Pathetic, hopeless, sloppy. The State of Ohio could never
order him to fuck this girl, it’d violate the law against cruel and unusual punishment.
“Don’t forget the library,” he said. “She goes to libraries to get picture books that cost
too much to buy. Library, supermarket, office, places where we can pick up the trail. Now
scram. Report in a week. Make me proud.”

He went to the weight room. Two blacks were using the stuff he wanted. He had to settle for
lighter weights, so he filled in with tendon stretches, pushups and balance. He was losing ground
on the balance routine because he’d been flat on his back for three weeks with flu. Did the
Institution palm off some inferior medicine on him? Three frigging weeks! He looked good
enough in the mirror but inside he hadn’t fully recovered. He cheated the mirror by standing
under a ceiling light. Not bad this way. The definition of his abs was actually pretty good but
that was because he’d lost fat. He wondered how he looked from the side. He was tired of the
straight-on look, especially his face. “To tell the truth I am an ugly bastard.” He never
understood why Belinda fell for him, unless it was the trucks. Maybe greed. She was sure as
hell a narcissist. He could tell by the way she undressed, how she loved letting him see her body.
“Jason, you are real.” And he had answered, “Let me show you how real.”
He stood on his right foot but had to cheat after fifteen seconds. He tried the left: thirty
seconds. He’d get it back, but what a bore. Everything bored him except the Plan.
+

+

+
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In Belinda’s mind:
So this is his ex. A pleasure to meet you, Ex-Mrs. Rylands. Here I stand on the edge of
inferiority. She’s a performance personality. I always suspect such women of compensating but
not this lady. Start with the body. I hope I’m not staring. Make that, I am staring but hope she
doesn’t notice.
Look at that dress, it’s a statement: “You have never seen a woman like this.” The wrist
is thick, strong, the arm suntanned -- stronger than I am for certain, almost a different animal.
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Large light-brown eyes that jump in when they’re sliding past you, very feminine even if she is
on the large side, wide shoulders, large breasts, wish I had a pair like that. No mystery about
why he fell for her, but why the divorce? Was she strong or was Gavin the stronger? Wow just
look at her. Nobody will ever beat her. If I ever needed a lawyer I’d hire her. She has no
“pecuniary interest” in my case. I believe her, she’s so detached. She sends a message, “Sit
down, I’ll tell you how to live your life.” I wonder what she’d say about me and Jason.
Probably simple, maybe too simple.
Why don’t I hate him when he hates me? Why does he hate me? You’d think that if
manhood oriented his whole life -- that he wouldn’t -- I don’t know. What if I had her for a
friend, in the middle of it, and I said My husband beats me, probably I wouldn’t say it, I’d hide it
of course, but she’d say -- like it was easy.
I think about him and never about myself -- because I’m afraid to? His brain, heated, so
cold, so ingenious in denial. Cold cruelty, hot for rape. If he’s sick don’t forget you chose him.
He appealed to the woman in me.
Can’t take my eyes off her. Men must be floored by her beauty but it’s beyond that, it’s
another quality, one I don’t really want for myself. I might envy it, but if that’s her real self how
does she manage it? Can a star be fully human? To live in the ordinary world and have friends?
Yes I do envy her and maybe I’m jealous even if I don’t want him. What would I do with him?
If I didn’t have to work I’d spend all day drawing, moving up to painting. Can I go on
indefinitely without a man? I’m a sexual person, I found that out. I think sexuality must make
for a greater life. I think I’d do some studies of myself in charcoal unless I found out it was
changing me -- egotism. Yet if I had photographs from all angles and used them as the basis of a
painting or a whole set of charcoal sketches, I might -- well -- nude of course.
But this ex of Gavin’s, her beauty, is too contrasting and strongly marked. Like her eyes,
too large and bold. That dress again. She shouldn’t use lipstick, her lips are too strong already.
Look at those shoulders. Gads men must go berserk over those breasts. I wonder if that means
Gavin is mad for breasts, and if he is, what’s he going to make of mine? I shouldn’t call him by
name, I don’t intend to go into that. Love the way her behind sticks out. Jason always admired
mine. I’m not good enough yet with the charcoal, let alone paint. I have to work work work.
Capture the power enfolded in her femininity, my nude. A little skillful exaggeration, a
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suggestion of the untrue to accentuate the truth. Definitely a contralto. I bet it carries across a
courtroom.
Woops, what’s she saying now?
“Ms. Cross,” as if for the third or fourth time.
“Yes Ms. Stannard?”
“I asked you a question.”
“Sorry, what did you ask?”
“Does your husband have any substantial debts?”
“Husband? Oh, Jason, I have no idea. I know he borrowed before we met, to buy some
equipment.”
“How much?”
“He said it was a quarter of a million but you can’t trust him. He is prone to tell little
white lies.”
I’d like to ask Gavin why they split. Was she too much for him? I’ve got to find out, is
he a football player or a philosopher? She wanted an attack tiger and he’s so analytical. She
must make oodles defending the indefensible, sell your soul but not for peanuts.
“Was he making regular payments?”
She must mean payments on some loan. “I paid no attention to his business. He would
take me for rides and I was --”
“Learning to drive a big truck.”
“Yes. He did well enough. He carried wads of money in his pockets.”
“Are you aware that the auction grossed nearly two million?”
“So Abbie told me.”
“You are entitled to a big piece of that.”
“Calhoun says no, since we were married less than a year.”
“Calhoun is leading you down the primrose path.”
“For certain.”
Marian Stannard and Abbie MacDonald started talking between themselves and Belinda
let her mind drift. She knew they were saying she had to divorce him.
Why do I give people the impression that I need somebody to run my life? It’s true
everything changed when the new judge cut the sentence to five years, but that still leaves me
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two or three years. What’s the rush? If I think about living with him again I get butterflies and
my mouth dries up. Well give him credit, he works hard. Pull the sheet down, let him guide and
control. A touch of his hand against a knee and I spread my legs. Yes Jason. He has destroyed
it. It’s all destroyed. Even if I still loved him which I do not it’d be irrelevant. I see that now.
The only question is whether my brain-symphony survives or is it just squeaks and groans.
Squeaks without a melody.
Men are obsessed with breasts, buttocks, legs. If the body is sexy they don’t seem to care
much about the face. Strange. I myself go for the face. Jason isn’t tall but he has that barking
voice, those sharp snappy eyes, regular teeth, a big chin, and he looks shrewd, not intellectual,
thank god, tough, quick and impulsive, the opposite of analytical. But I like Gavin --he’s still got
the face of a judge, thinks, then boom, things happen, just because he says so. Would he rather
think about it than use it? Jason was uncontrollable, that was part of it. You never knew with
Jason -- until it was too late. He thrilled me. All in the past tense I notice. When we finally got
into bed -- I mean made love, it wasn’t in a bed but in tall grass near a river, and he was gentle
and generous, his whole concern was my satisfaction -- in the dark, a fire nearby, some friends of
his drinking beer, talking around the fire --- he was so inventive. He never asked, he seemed to
know, he did know, and it was lovely. I wanted to return the favor but he was too busy making
me happy. Once I fell for him there was no turning back. I had misgivings but I silenced them -as I told Gavin, I had a real man. I was slow to catch on. She’s harping on the money again.
“Even if you were in perfect health, Belinda --”
First time she’s called me that.
“ -- you’d be entitled to a share. And if your seizures persist you might not be able to get
health insurance. Where would you be then?”
“In a jam, but I don’t want his money.”
Abbie said, “Belinda, dear, if you are sick it’s his fault.”
“I don’t think I am really sick.”
“That’s unknown,” said Marian Stannard. “Whatever money you have could be gone in a
year if you need major medical care. And poverty is a crippling condition.”
“I cannot live my life in fear.” Brave talk from a coward.

140
“You can equip yourself now,” said Marian Stannard, “while you have a chance, to face
the worst. That’s not fear, it’s prudence. If you have a healthy future the money will not hurt
you. If you are sick it will be your defense against attacks that could potentially --”
“Scramble my brains.”
“I can’t predict your future,” said Marian ignoring that, “so I urge you to prepare for the
worst. You are legally and morally entitled to a share of that money, and you would be even if he
was a stranger who attacked you on the street.”
“You are overdramatizing, Ms. Stannard -- Marian. I have always worked and I will
continue to work.”
Abbie MacDonald reached for Belinda’s hand and said, “Dear Belinda, we just don’t
know.”
“I feel fine,” said Belinda. “I am not crippled or crazy. My mind is as good as ever, I feel
the same. -- Marian, would you pose for me?”
“What?” Marian said surprised and suspicious.
“I want to draw or paint you. Maybe start with some charcoal sketches, save the painting
for later. There is something about you that I want to draw. I doubt if I can make it work but I’d
like to try. Will you?”
Marian looked deep into Belinda’s eyes, and Belinda felt the thing she wanted to capture
in charcoal, the power of that character. But it was obvious Marian was treating the question as
something surreal.
Marian said after a long hesitation: “Yes, if you like.”
Said Belinda, “You’re thinking I’m crazy, but I have decided my life is worth something.
That makes me bold. I have to speak out.” She paused, looking with increased desire at Marian’s
face, realizing she had blundered. Getting back to business Belinda said: “I’m all right. I want a
divorce but I don’t want his money. I can take care of myself.”

The September sun was dropping low in the sky, the air was no longer summer air -- not yet
autumn -- gentle on the face. They paused by Marian’s car and Belinda thanked her. Marian
took out her keys.
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“Listen, Ms. Cross -- Belinda,” Marian Stannard said. “If Abbie can’t find a divorce
lawyer call me. I know some young ones who’ll work for almost nothing.”
Belinda was thinking: “What if I drew some good sketches and wanted to show them to
Gavin. But -- I may never see him again.” She spoke:
“Forget what I said about posing. I need more practice.” Thinking: “I could never
capture it.”
Marian didn’t respond at once and Belinda Cross added hastily:
“I am trying to be a new woman since my experience with my husband. Please forgive
me.”
“I have nothing to forgive,” said Marian. “But perhaps it’s best if you draw some other
model. Good luck, Belinda. You deserve it.”
“One question,” said Belinda, detaining her.
“I think I know what you’re going to ask,” Marian said.
“What do you think it is?”
Marian surmised: “How did I learn that you had suffered a seizure.”
“Well -- how?”
“Gavin told me.”
“I suspected. But why would he tell you?”
“I didn’t ask him that,” said Marian. “But I think he must have thought you needed legal
advice.”
“But Gavin’s a lawyer, he could advise me.”
“Of course,” Marian assented, “but I think he felt -- reluctant.”
“Why?”
“Knowing him as I do -- not that anybody knows him down to the ground -- he might
have thought, since there was money and divorce involved, that he should stand aside -- rather
than appear to be trying to influence you.”
“A very careful man?”
“Just the opposite, I’d say. But he sees that you are vulnerable, he doesn’t want to take
advantage.”
“He’s wrong then,” said Belinda. “I am not vulnerable.”
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Belinda walked slowly to her car. She put the sun behind her and watched its filtered
light play on a row of windblown maples that were still green. Without the simplifications of
language she realized she was in the universe, yet she was a physical alien in a place where she
belonged but could not survive. This idea -- that people cannot survive -- drove her down into
the realm of the individual life as the only one she could understand. Down here -- where things
made sense -- she decided to sketch a woman, an imagined beauty. And if she succeeded she
would then inflict a wound and a hint of fear in the eyes. This would be difficult, because she did
not intend to damage the face.
And so a tension would agitate Belinda the artist. An injury with longlasting effects, a
malign force in the brain, was trying to destroy the personality of the artist, Belinda. It was a
battle not for her life but for continuity, which she believed was the same thing.
+

+

+
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Marian Stannard watched the girl walking away.

In the same view she seemed to see Gavin

kneeling and cradling her head as she convulsed. It is only pity, she insisted. Pity is not love;
love is four fifths respect.
Marian didn’t trust herself. It was already clear that she had reduced her so-called
strategy to a shambles by jumping in to warn Gavin about creating dependency in the girl. I
dangled money and what did she say? No thank you. But she does want a divorce. In a year she
could be poor, lonely, needy and free. He’s doomed. I’ll lose him if he pities her, I’ll lose him if
he respects her, I’ll lose him if she is struck down again, and I’ll lose him if her health comes
back and she rises up like a goddess.
What’s the experience like, in that hurricane? If you are awake and know your body is
possessed -- Is it like the Bible, “possessed by demons”? No wonder the poor boy is infatuated.
Holding her, protecting her head, looking down at her unconscious face.
God! Struck and miscarried on the floor. Wish I had never read that transcript. He loved
me for my strength and he’ll love her for her bravery -- till she collapses, then he’ll love her for
her suffering.
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So this is the first night of the rest of my life. There’s music, fiction, travel, swimming -hey! Swim thirty laps crawl, thirty back-crawl, a light supper, watch the news, read Tolstoy or
Jane Austen, lights out at ten-thirty. That’s a life, or should I say that’s a life?
And of course there’s work. It actually has a purpose. How many can say that? I have a
purpose. I make the bastards prove it, and it’s a living.
So -- do as the men do, find sex without commitment, with or without love or even much
feeling. Physical response. Great!
Like procreation, a pointless circle. Not so long ago, with my clock running, I started
wanting a baby. Just after he divorced me, no sooner did it appear I might never have a baby -and exactly then I felt oh god I’m going to cry, give me a baby. For me to love. At last!
Meaning in my life. Why should I have a baby? Because I exist? You exist, therefore replicate
yourself?
A perfect circle. You want to create another human, of whom there are already too many.
You want meaning. Why not find it in your own life? If reproduction is an end in itself then the
whole enterprise is circular. I am a woman and women are designed to make babies. I will
never fulfill the destiny that is created into my body. I have organs, and they have their own
uses. Pleasure, sometimes ecstasy, which is the standing aside and watching yourself in a special
state -- maybe a state of acute consciousness. Of what am I conscious in ecstasy? I am living.
That’s all I have, but it is so piercing, so wild. So take him, Belinda Cross, you were made for
each other. Have a baby or three, do your part in the great human project, creating hungry
mouths and consumers for the economy. Just don’t ask why. Aaa, stop! I want Gavin in me!
She fled the parking lot as if it were a ship under quarantine. At home she rustled up a
light supper and showered while it was simmering -- not that she needed food or a shower.
Wearing a light silk robe she wandered barefoot, testing her loneliness.
Pointlessness is nothing to fear. Some people say even death is not a “proper object of
fear.” One must recognize that it is the ultimate.

Pointlessness. Between here and there lies

our arena of life.
Realizing she was cold she went to her bedroom and dressed more warmly, pulling on a
pair of knee sox that Gavin had given her early on. One of his first gifts. We were going to a
football game. Of course football is pointless.
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We are animals. This does not degrade me half so much as a passion for religion or
politics would. Or a fixation on Gavin’s career. Does it destroy me if I recognize that nobody
would miss me downtown, in the courthouse, if I died tomorrow? I was born a human animal. I
have a mind. That is a blessing. I enjoy music and books. I am quick and resourceful in the
courtroom and I like that. I see that there are things in my life that please me. I want Gavin, to
talk to him, to lie by his side as we sleep, to give my body to him.
I will live in order to live, there’s the main point. This reasoning is not a circle and I fear
it’s not even reasoning. To live in order to live is a purpose, a discovery. Life is a gift and I am
going to make the most of it. Where it came from I do not know, and nobody can tell me.
+

+

+
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Jason Dexter to his wife.
O.K. listen. See I didn’t say listen BITCH. I wrote you ten or fifteen letters in all these
months of our life and you have not answered one. I picture you burning these letters maybe not
even reading them, saying “Jail jail jail forever -- Return to sender.” Never an answer. In these
letters I beg forgiveness, I confess I’ve done wrong, cruel, violent, mad as hell, dishonest. What
do you want? What more can I do since you won’t visit me? What can I do in this place except
promise and confess? And I have promised ten times to be gentle and take us back to the
beginning when you loved me and I was a better lover and husband. Before I went off the deep
end. For which you never showed the least understanding I might add. You have sympathy for
dogs and cats but not for me. You scorn my pleas or you haven’t even read them I don’t know
which. Or are you afraid to answer for fear I will strike out against you again? I won’t. I tell
you I have changed. You don’t know what this place is like, depravity, threats and force, not a
good man in a hundred.
The only good is in your own mind and that’s my refuge, my searching place. What I
find now is how terrible I was and the vow to make it up to you. So what can I do in here? Be
one of the scum (recognize the word?) or try by solitary searching to judge my faults and steep
my mind in regret that I took a lovely creature who cared for me and reduced her to a quivering
bleeding sobbing crybaby. Do you think I don’t know that? What can I do in this hole but think.
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And write letters you don’t answer. I read great writers who know human nature and see that I
was among the worst, because even Raskolnikov never did what I did. And he is trying. He’s in
Siberia to examine his mind. Why can’t you believe that’s where I am now?
I’ll tell you this. We were in it together and we should beg each other for forgiveness.
Do you think I don’t know what you were up to? When you ducked and screamed before I ever
touched you? Your begging eyes. Begging for it! What you did in the days before me I’ll never
know but you are oppressed by guilt and you begged, in your eyes and your ducking, better than
words. I gave you what you needed. So let’s not tell any more lies. Now that you’ve got what
you wanted.
I’m slammed in this cesspool called a correctional institution. For punishing you I get
punished. OK here’s the only thing that matters. I am ready to forgive you. We start over. Ask
and it shall be given you. But if you don’t ask, god help you. -- Your husband.

Having written this he went down to meet Alona. She was late so he had to hang around in the
holding room. He was itching to see her, she was due to report. But when she came she started
preaching instead and he just sat there while it rolled off him like water off a duck.
After a while he said, “Are you finished?”
“No Jason I am not.”
“Blabber blabber blabber hoot.”
“Jason I am worried about you because I’ve never seen you so down.”
“Maybe you beat me down with your sermons.”
“I should think you’d be one bit happy, since the new judge reduced the sentence.”
“Oh sure. Gee-wow. Happy me. Only five years.”
“You’ve served a year and nine months, so with good time maybe they’ll take off a year
and --”
“Leaves me just two or three years to mold in the mushroom cellar. Hot dog! And listen,
Chubby Cheeks, Calhoun went for time served, and the judge said no, then he went to the
Appeals Court and they -- guess what.”
“Oh -- Oh Jason. I didn’t realize.”
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“Because you talk so much. They didn’t even say why, they just sent it back by carrier
pigeon. Leaves me two and a half even with good time, and I ain’t kissing anybody’s ass just to
get good time.”
“Ah well -- uh --”
“Yeah, ah well.”
“But we’ll be -- you and me, we’ll --” She began hopefully.
“Some day. Yeah. I feel married already.”
“Yeah Jason, I do too. I really do.”
“But I can’t fuck you through this screen.”
“I wish you could.”
“Is anybody else doing my job?”
“No no no. That’s a terrible thing to ask me.”
“What kills me, Baby, poison, bullets, knives and sabers in my guts, is that fucking judge,
he coulda said five. The new judge cut it to five because it’s the norm. So why couldn’t fuckface
have said five, then the new guy cuts from five to one or two, or time served, and we’re outa
here.”
“Yes, free!”
“And she’s not even hurt. The bitch. Why eight? Eight, eight, eight -- aaah my god,
eight fucking years!”
“Jason sweetheart, calm yourself. I know how it hurts cause it hurts me too, my beloved
man, my own dear precious darling. I wish I could hold you in my arms and kiss your dear eyes
and dry these salt tears. Please please look at me, raise your eyes in love and see how I love you,
how I’ll be yours forever.”
“Naaa, you’re just one of those freaks who gets off on a guy because he’s wearing
invisible chains, you’re just a perverted man-eating --”
“No! No! Week after week and month after month I come here to pour out my love. My
whole life’s built around the visiting schedule, you must know that. I go to sleep in your arms in
my dreams and wake beside you. God don’t you believe me? Is it possible you don’t?”
“Aaah -- maybe -- but how can you?”
“How can I not? You are so dear to my heart.”
Time to shift gears. “So when I’m free you’ll still ---?”
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“Yes! The flame, the breath, the ecstasy.”
Wow the flame, the breath, gee-whiz! Time for a teaspoon of sweetness.
“We’ll go for a stroll in the park, hand in hand, because -- free! And I’ll throw you over
the falls.”
“Oh! Yes, the ecstasy, the falls, the falls!”
“OK, Christ, enough. And we’ll collect my debts. And lead us not into the prison, but
deliver us from our debtors, forever and ever amen.”
“Oh honey, don’t blaspheme.”
“Blast who?”
“How can we hope for happiness if we mock our Father in Heaven? Wouldn’t it be wiser
to pray meekly for an end to this unbearable separation?”
“And for payment in full. Eh? Now fuckin report. What have you got this time?”
“Well --” kind of breathless -- “I confirmed her address, it’s the same as you gave me,
where she moved after you --”
“After the cops came into my life.”
“Yes, and her old phone has been disconnected, and I don’t have a current number.”
“No matter.”
“But, do I really have to tell the part you won’t like? What’s the point, if you’re in here
for two or three more years? What can you do about it?”
“About what?’
“Honey, quit shaking the screen.”
“Tell, Bitch!”
“Well what’s the difference, if you care about me?”
Seethe, whisper. “I care about you, Baby. Now tell me or I swear when I get out I’ll --”
“O.K., I’m on your side, for heaven’s sake. Well I think she’s seeing somebody.”
“Go ahead.” Fuck I knew it.
“I could be wrong, I’m just guessing.”
“Speak god damn it.”
“The same man has pulled up at her place three times now.”
“Go on.” Fuckin spit squeeze slap, fist next time.
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“First he had a woman with him and they went in, they all three came out and went to
Vito’s for dinner. The next two times he was alone, he picked her up and they went out for
dinner, came back kind of early, he walked her to her door about nine or nine-thirty. I was down
there four days and he showed up three times. They take pretty long over dinner so it looks like
companionship.”
“Companionship. Good clean fun.”
“He walks her to the door but doesn’t go in.”
“Stop right there. Door to a house or building?”
“Building. Two stories, maybe eight apartments.”
“So the door, you mean there’s a kind of vestibule inside an outer door?”
“Yes.”
“Mailboxes and doorbells?”
“Yes, one with her name, her maiden name.”
“She never did take my name.” Going back to the very start, even then.
“I would, in a flash.”
“You would?”
“Jason, you know it.”
“Hmm, you’re a different kind of woman, are you?”
“Yes.” More a breath than a word.
That fucking Danny Treadwell -- built close to the ground. “How tall is this guy?”
“Six feet, six two or three. Walks upright, proud, there’s no flies on him.”
OK, not Danny Treadwell. “What kind of coat.”
“Well it was cold. It was a topcoat, made to go over a suit.”
“Rich.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“How old?”
“Mid-thirties, maybe forty. Short curly black hair. He looked toward me once, I almost
fainted. I had my dog with me. She’s my cover.”
“You walk up and down with a dog?”
“Mostly I sit in my car. When I have to get close I walk the dog.”
“You’ll be noticed. Better leave the dog at home.”
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“O.K.,” she agreed, “but a kennel costs money.”
“Yeah, so what. But you don’t know who he is?”
“How would I?” she asked.
“Easy. Get his license number. Phone it to me, or bring it. I’ll have his name and
address in half an hour. My friend Harry the Hacker, fifty bucks.”
“Jason, you know, I’m missing work, and motels cost.”
“Send you a money order, O.K.? Five hundred?”
“Sure. Thanks. But Jason, this whole thing of what she owes you, why not just have
your lawyer collect it?”
What you call innocent. Not just out of the loop, she doesn’t know there is a fuckin loop.
Call your lawyer! JM and J.
“Jesus, why didn’t I think of that? Duhhh. How could I be so stupid?”
Much too big, no getting around it, but if she was on top dragging those immendaboobs
across my face -- not bad -- Who is this son of a bitch? Who’s he think he’s fuckin with? Who
in the -- Let me outa here before I go bananas. This isn’t natural, it’s not human. I am human!
Let me out!

The question of how slow or fast time goes is stupid. It goes at its own pace, whirling earth
planet, and will keep going that fast/slow after you’re dead. Time. Everything’ll be the same as
it was before your unlucky mother spread her legs and let the little fishie in, gave it a nice warm
home, then opened again to let the brat out, gave it no home.
Came a day when Jason Dexter, who could reflect on his own mind, was sitting on his
cot, thinking about some well-stacked fourteen-year-old bimbo strolling the halls of Worthington
High School, an institution of advanced learning, displaying her anatomy to gaping boys,
including the youthful John Jacob Jingleheimer Dexter.
Hadn’t seen Alona for a long time. She wrote a letter claiming she was in Detroit visiting
relatives, but how many white people live in Detroit? OK she’s lying. I give a shit. So take this
big manilla envelope, turn it upside down and shake it, out come the papers and -- and -- and! -it’s from the chief sanitary-sewer brain of the state of Ohio, Oscar Calhoun Esquire, so naturally
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what comes out is vile. Some papers and six black-and-white photographs. Poison pictures
tumbling into my lap.
True? Hallucination?
He shuffled the deck, looked at his shoes because they’re so common and real, than said
in English “Emergency Exit at Rear of Car.” Nice clean statement. From the real world.
So look again. Stare, scan with eyes, see it, see what it is.
Here’s his wife sipping tea with a man he thought maybe he knew but couldn’t place. In
what place does this man belong? In his wife’s lap? He could be the tall dude that Alona saw
sniffing around wifey’s skirts. Wifey living the good life in a free country. Making friends with
strangers and meets tall dudes in a coffee shop. Sips warm beverages of tropical bouquet and
chats about trifles with these same agreeable companions. I’ll take coffee with cream and a
crumpet. What’s a crumpet? A crowd, Sunday brunch. Tell me Mr. Dude what books or
paintings shall us college graduates discuss today? Mr. -- ah -- what? I didn’t catch the name.
Aaargh! It’s the fucking judge!
Sometimes we’re up, sometimes we’re down, what are we now? Dreams of childhood,
the dandy days before one assumes adult responsibilities. Such as -- justice! For both of these
coffee-sippers. Christ I thought she still loved me. She even said she did, “I love you Jason,
please, please.” This cunt judge who said it so easy, eight years, it coulda been two you scum.
You are the scum! Two would be heavy, then the remand judge’d cut it to time served, next
week, tomorrow! Free tomorrow.
Walk around -- can’t even walk around, no space, how human is this? Kick the fucking
papers, crumple the pictures -- no, keep the -- keep the pictures, because she loved me! What is
this god damn letter?
Six month old, from Calhoun to Mr. Disciplinary Counsel. I know who that fucker is.
He could snip the judge’s balls if he wanted.
Here’s Calhoun, date, two days ago.
“Dear Mr. Dexter: I enclose my letter requesting the Disciplinary Counsel to investigate
the question of bias and prejudice on the part of Judge Rylands in your case. My letter will
explain my request -- refused to lodge a formal complaint” -- OK no mistrial, terrific “-- no
evidence that the judge acted under bias or prejudice -- current relationship irrelevant --” Yakyak-yak. “A state of mind, even if proved, would not be an act. No evidence that any action --
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-- felt compelled at this time to pass this material to you so you could utilize these facts in the
action for divorce --”
What fuckin divorce?
What’s all this raft of numbers and dollar signs? What happened to two million? What’s
going on?
Is there anybody out there who’s not fucking me? Waaah! I want my mommie.
Some people are gonna need their mommie. Some people are gonna squeal. Some
people are gonna plead. Boot in the face. Fist, fist. Crackers. Whammy.
God damn, what’s happening? Where’s my mind? Am I the same guy? The same as
what?
+

+

+
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Gavin received an envelope addressed in an unknown hand and posted in Columbus.
Dear Gavin -It was such a pleasure meeting you. Beelie is lucky to have you for a friend. I wouldn’t
butt into your business except that I love my sister. When our family exploded I was only seven
and she took me by the hand. It is only because of her that I am able to say I’m a normal woman
with no visible weirdnesses. I have my husband Jeff, also known as Grumpy, and our three kids.
I sometimes think the whole thing would fly apart if I didn’t put my arms around it. I am
deluded of course. But if you only knew how I love her you’d understand why I am writing this.
I believe you are a decent man. Belinda has a magnetic power of attraction to those who are not.
And she is too kind and compassionate to see the difference. Maybe this latest lesson will be
useful.
I wouldn’t dream of asking you to back off, or to give her time. That’s not for me to say.
But she is in a crisis and may not be able to see her own good. I am not making accusations, just
throwing out a humble word of caution. I have found that honesty is not always simple, so it
may help to seek guidance from above, if you ever do such a thing, as I do.
She has told me that you two hardly know each other. How could she know anybody in
this crisis if she is under such inhuman pressure? How can she make decisions? I remember that
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when I was in high school I admired an Olympic athlete who was also a lay preacher. She said
she never prayed to win, only to be the best she could be. I like the sound of that, trying to be the
best you can be. I only ask, be honest with my sister. -- Sylvia

That night they ate in a Chinese restaurant, and Gavin showed Belinda the letter.
After reading it she looked up and smiled.
“If I were to speak honestly,” he said, “I might scare you.”
“Try it and see.”
“O.K. I’ve been trying to conceal my -- not only my feelings but my intentions.”
“Oh gosh, we’re talking intentions?”
“Much too soon, yes. But maybe Sylvia is right, I should be honest. I don’t like games.
I can’t pretend that I don’t want to know if you are still married to Dexter, and if so, have you
filed for divorce. I call it an honest question because it tells you I am interested.”
“Did you think I hadn’t noticed?”
“Well then -- are you still married?”
“Gavin, don’t you talk to your ex from time to time?”
“Seldom.”
“She has persuaded me to file for divorce and put me in contact with a lawyer.”
“I didn’t know,” Gavin said sounding calmer than he was. “How did you happen to meet
Marian?”
“Abbie MacDonald arranged it. I thought it was odd, but I wanted to see what she looked
like. And I was captivated.”
“Of course,” Gavin said smiling.
“She’s so striking, her physical presence, her confidence and directness.”
“All that and more,” Gavin agreed.
Belinda asked: “How could you let such a gem slip through your hands?”
“She’s captivating, yes. A flourishing woman in every respect. But she’s not for me.
Didn’t you think it was, let’s say bold, for her to seek you out?”
“I did, but I think she really wants to help. And I saw that she was right, I had to act now.
My time was running out.”
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“Time free of Dexter.”
“Yes. When he’s on the loose my life will change.”
“I hope you don’t mean you’d consider --”
“I would not. Please have a little more faith.”
Once again she had reprimanded him, as she had in her hospital room when he told her
not to be lured by the idea that she should have walked out at the first blow. He had called that
idea “quicksand.” She had replied angrily. That flash of anger left an impression.
Now, believing he owed it to Marian, he said: “The unexpected thing about Marian is that
such a richly gifted woman should be good at heart. She’s aware of her own interests at all
times, but capable of generosity and sympathy.”
“All right then, Mr. Honesty, I have a question for you, just as revealing as yours.”
“Go ahead.”
“Are you and she truly divorced, beyond any chance of reconciliation?”
Thinking of the box he had mailed what seemed a long time ago he said: “Yes. Marian
had ambitions for me and my career that she pressed relentlessly. I was trying to figure out what
life is for. She already knew. I saw a gap widening between us. We began to argue like two
bull-headed antagonists.”
“And the antagonism destroyed your love for one another?”
“Something did.”
“And did you discover what life is for?”
“Not yet,” he said. But this was not entirely true. His smile was true enough.
Belinda stared at her food, pushed it around with her chopsticks, then looked up, but not
at him. Her eyes did not appear to reflect consciousness, and Gavin feared that she had left him.
Then she focused and said:
“How is it, Mr. Heavyweight, that you have never kissed me, or even tried?”
“I don’t believe a man should try to kiss a woman.”
“It might not require any great effort.”
“He should see in her eyes a desire to be kissed. That’s the time to kiss her.”
“Are you afraid that if you kissed me, it’d take me back to Jason? That I’d be thinking,
‘Jason my beloved, I give you’ --”
“That never entered my mind.”
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“I’d shiver with fear -- here comes a blow, here comes rape, here comes ‘Make my
dinner, Bitch, back in an hour -- one hour, Bitch -- roast beef and the works.’ -- Do you think I
could make a roast beef dinner in an hour?”
“Belinda, I do brood on your past, I can’t help it. I would banish those pictures from my
head if I could.” He took her hand and said, “If we kissed, it would be my lips on yours and no
others.”
“But if I’m ruined,” she said -- and her hand made no response to his, “it could happen
that way, your kiss would open all the old pathways because I am reduced to pavlovian
responses, I have no identity left to me, my nerves are haywire, I’m all wound up in trauma and
terror, don’t you see?”
He kissed her hand, which did not respond, and said, “I do not believe you are ruined.
When I look at you I see a brave, noble --”
“Stop. That’s just another way of saying I’m a wreck, by defining me as a fish struggling
in a net. Please don’t try to make me a victim, as if I am nothing else. And don’t for God’s sake
ever ask me again if I’d consider going back to him.”
He said “Sorry,” and hesitated -“Don’t define me by what you saw in your courtroom. Don’t speak dishonestly to
reassure me.”
“I am not defining you or reassuring you,” he said, “and you must not define me as one
who speaks dishonestly -- as one who lies to you. If I see something admirable in you, I see it
because it’s there.”
“Unless,” she said taking her hand away, “you see it because you’re on the rebound from
your divorce.”
“The divorce was two years ago.”
“A flicker of time for one who loves. Do you still love her?”
“Yes, but not as a wife.”
“As a mistress then? Would that be good enough?”
“Once maybe, not any longer.”
“Recently perhaps?”
“Not now.”
She said, “What’s so different about now?”
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And he said, “You. Your sister told me to be honest and I am doing just that.”
“You know how to win an argument at least. You’re a good lawyer.”
“Thank you.”
She said, “Sylvia also wrote that I said we don’t know each other. And we don’t. That’s
why we haven’t kissed. Because a kiss can be -- has a kiss ever changed your life, one kiss?”
“Yes, and you?”
“Yes. It seemed like a miracle until it started to feel like hell.”
“So -- you must be careful who you kiss,” Gavin surmised.
“So must you, and only kiss somebody you know completely.”
“In that case,” said Gavin feeling a smile spread over his lips, “I’d live my life alone.”
He saw a smile trying to transform her face as she said: “Therefore -- take a chance?”
“That may be the only way.” He felt suddenly bold.
Belinda asked, “Do you see my face, Gavin?”
“Yes.”
“What do you see?”
He looked, and prolonged the look till he said, “Desire? Yes, I see desire.”
And she said, “Well then.”
If there was a beginning, or the start of a new phase after the acquaintance that began
when he protected her head, the beginning was now. He no longer dwelt on “We don’t know
each other.” The kiss was the revelation that opened her life to him. In seeking her taste, her
texture, her odor, the physical woman, he made contact with the personality she believed she had
lost.

“I have an agenda,” Belinda said. “You may not like it.”
“Sounds serious,” Gavin ventured.
“But necessary.”
They were walking in Sherman Park on a Sunday afternoon. The weather was blustery
and the skies overcast. They came to a crest where the west wind buffeted their bodies. They
both bent to the wind, till they passed out of the squall and descended a low hill.
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She began: “If a woman is abused, half the world thinks she asked for it. The other half
says, ‘Why doesn’t she just leave him?’”
“I don’t think that way,” Gavin informed her. “I’ve seen too many cases.”
“Gavin I have to prove that I’m not a freak. Maybe being normal is a bore but believe
me, that is exactly what I want to be, and I want you to know it.”
He did not respond, and she continued:
“I’ve got to be honest, I loved Jason at first. You know how he destroyed that love in less
than a year. When I say I loved him it’s like confessing I was stupid, plus selfish, self-centered,
because he played on my ego and I was a princess, a statue, there was never a vision such as I
was. This was all music to my ears and it’s disgusting.”
“Hey, slow down.”
“So Gavin you must know, I loved two other men besides Jason, and of both I can say
they loved me generously, sincerely, and both would have died before lifting a hand against me.”
She suddenly stopped, turned to him, stretched upward and placed a soft kiss on his lips.
“I want you to know this, please, Gavin.”
“Go on.”
“Will you be jealous?”
“We’ll see if I can handle it.”
“I need to tell you about my life before Jason. It’s the only way I can deal with the
shadow -- what I call the shadow that fell across my life -- which is where I was when you first
saw me --a screaming, terrified chimp. She was myself but also the result of her situation. I
swear I never asked for it, I never encouraged him, I was under constant threat, and to break out
meant to forfeit any chance of our marriage working. I had to keep hope alive in my heart. I
wanted marriage and I wanted Jason, I --”
“I understand, Belinda. There is no need to explain.”
“I’m not a weakling or a pervert. I am stubborn. He said I was selfish and I was. He
wasn’t always wrong. I held on to my early love for him, as if I knew I was wrong but being
wrong was the price of being married. To him! Oh god Gavin I have no excuse but this is how it
happened. I couldn’t believe the abuser was the man I married. In moments when I thought so,
it tortured me. It was the real Jason, punishing me. That was his word. I kept pleading and
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trying, I couldn’t learn from experience, all I had was the dream. I thought he was good at heart
but that he’d been thrown off balance by his early experience. Can you understand?”
“Belinda, I understand. I know who you are, and I respect you. I feel I can see into you.
I’m filled with admiration, that you took such risks to save it. If you --”
He stopped himself and Belinda said:
“Until he came out, in the open,” in a low voice, “and I saw that he might kill me.”
Gavin thought back over some cases of spousal murder, he could see the defendants, hear
their lies or abject pleas, listen to the twists and curves of their lawyers’ arguments. “The old
geezer was right,” he thought. “I wasn’t cut out to be a judge.”
Belinda was saying: “For both -- no, for all three I felt a passion I couldn’t control and
did not want to control. I abandoned myself to the passion. So I’m warning you that in that
respect I’m not to be trusted, and don’t trust myself -- because with Gerald, my first, we moved
in together three weeks after we met. I was insane with love and I think, I know he was too.
“When I say insane I mean he took me to a football game and I sat there holding his
hand, looking around, seeing a crowd, a field with white stripes and guys bashing one another
and I thought, ‘How interesting, what are they doing?’
“He was crazy too. Once he said, ‘Who cares about all this?’ Meaning science. He was
an engineer! Who cares about science! Not Gerald, no sir. He asked how I could read literature
and look at art, and I said, ‘Kiss me.’ Then we’d wrestle and lunge and pretty soon --”
“Enough.”
“We had one thought, to be together. We went riding in his car, and I saw cows in a field
and I thought, ‘Of course, cows still exist, but how odd.’ Somehow I knew the cows were
perfectly sane and I was the nut-case. Gerald was my only possession and I was his possession.
We thought we were being quite moderate by making love only four or five times a week, and
we --”
“Enough.”
“Sorry. I’m only trying to show that I am not a freak.”
“I know. The cows are the freaks.”
“Am I really hurting you? It’s all over, you know, just like your marriage.” She put
special emphasis on that last part.
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Gavin let down a barrier and asked what kind of engineer Gerald was, thinking: “Who
cares?”
She said she didn’t know. It was all one to her. “But he studied the science beneath the
engineering too, he said he had to see it justified. I thought that was brilliant. -- Should I stop?”
“No, go on. It’ll all come out eventually so we might as well get started.”
“Certainly we have to tell each other,” she said glancing sideways at him and taking his
arm.
He told her to go ahead.
“We thought it would be crude to make love twenty times a week, not to mention he had
his limit, so did I, but we said that simply being together was lovemaking. We showered
together and I became familiar with his body by washing him, and he washed me. We agreed
we’d search for the spiritual through the physical.”
“I see there’s a philosopher hiding in you,” Gavin interrupted, “you can’t razz me about
that any more.”
“Yes! I asked Gerald, ‘Are you sure you’re an engineer? I thought they had mechanical
brains and no artistic awareness.’ And he told me that until he met me he was a simple
mechanic. Now, he was a lover.”
The ex-judge walked in his identity, conscious that he was no engineer, nor a judge, nor a
philosopher -- yet he felt as if his life were clearly directed.
His thinking was interrupted by seeing on the right a picnic shelter where his mother had
taken him at the age of six or seven for a school event. He suggested they go to the picnic
ground, which was vacant and withered by autumn. They turned toward it, and Gavin began
thinking on what Belinda had said about passion -- a kind of energy that was internal but out of
control, which you do not wish to control. They paused to look at the shelter, both silent. He
thought: “Was that boy the same person as I am now?” Gavin told Belinda about his mother -how she had loved her sons even as the passion that had impelled her marriage had proved
wrong. When Gavin was thirty she had confessed that his father did not love her. She did not
weep; she never wept. Gavin reaffirmed his belief that passion knows us better than we know
ourselves. He dismissed the question of consistency.
His passion for Belinda had been gathering power. He first denied it existed; then he
waited for it to die; and now he stood on the edge of a knife. When he spoke about his mother
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his voice must have betrayed him, because Belinda took his hand, passed it behind her body and
clasped it against her side.
She asked if his mother were still alive.
“She died of breast cancer, or of a cancer originating in her breast, at the age of sixty-six.
She lived for me and my brothers. There was no point in living for my father.”
Belinda pressed him closer and made no comment.
They followed a foot-path into a woods; it was just wide enough for them to walk side by
side, hand in hand.
Gavin said: “My mother followed her passion in marrying and it proved a mistake. But
when you tell me you had a passion for Gerald the Engineer I can’t help but say, ‘Right. Do it,
assuming he has a passion too.’”
Belinda said: “He did. I’d do it again. I can’t make sense of my life if I take Gerald out
of the picture.”
“You are --” Gavin spoke slowly. “You are and will always be the woman who loved
Gerald.”
“Yes, but the question is, how many times can you do it? I had an aunt who married five
times and had god knows how many lovers. She was a dancer. She must have been a striking
woman when she was young. Later she ran a dance school. Can I say she was right, or was her
passion, her passions, were they just an addiction of some kind? For men. Did she love the first,
the last, or the in-betweens? -- And I hurt Gerald, badly, unforgivably.”
Gavin: “How many did you love before Jason?”
“Just two.”
“Gerald and one other.”
“Yes.”
“And none after Jason?”
“I think I told you, two besides Jason.”
Gavin didn’t think she had actually made that clear -- and he saw that dialogue with this
woman could be rough. He said: “It’s irrational, but I think our passions know us better than we
know ourselves. So with a record like yours I think you can still trust yourself.”
“You must be saying I can trust my passions, but I fell for Jason’s line.”
“But you know yourself, I think. It was Jason you didn’t know.”
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“So how can I trust myself?”
“Just be careful about the company you keep.”
Stopping, and thereby bringing him to a stop too, she looked up and said with feeling:
“I am enjoying our walk, Gavin. And sometime please tell me more about your mother.”
“I will,” he said. “What happened between you and Gerald?”
They were still in the woods, where the wind was separated into gentle streams and gusts
of mild air, and the gray canopy was broken by a skein of branches and twigs with some leaves
still clinging to the maples.
“I failed him,” she said. “My love failed. I hate to confess it especially to you but the
passion that you trust so deeply faded and died. It wasn’t his fault, maybe not even mine. But -you said I know myself: maybe I don’t. I still love him but not enough for him or me. It’s
terrible. I can’t face it.”
Gavin said, “I think you are facing it now.”
As if he hadn’t spoken she said: “Gerald gave me the greatest gift. He said he wanted to
go to a ball game in Chicago and would I like to come along -- because he knew I always wanted
to see the Art Institute. I had been raving to him about some paintings in a library book. I saw
two that shocked me, they woke me up, as if I had never had a serious thought before.
“One was Ivan Albright’s painting of a hag -- there’s no other word -- a woman in her
fifties with purple blotches and swollen legs, sagging breasts, blasted face -- sitting at her vanity
and looking at herself in a hand mirror and no doubt asking what had happened to her. Albright
gave it a title: ‘Into the world came a soul called Ida.’ And this is what that soul became.
“So next -- this was a kind of progress for me -- I found another Albright picture with a
great title, ‘That which I should have done I did not do.’ It was a picture of a closed door, with a
wreath, funeral or wedding, decaying on the door and dropping petals on the floor. The door was
warped in its frame, decorative squares and blossoms were peeling off -- and a hand was trying
to open it, but could not find the knob. The door is in the Institute in Chicago but not the Ida. To
me that door is chance or opportunity. The hand reaching for the knob is mine. I thought of
these two pictures as a life lesson. I was going to see the door! I threw my arms around Gerald
and said ‘Yes! Yes!’
“So we drove to Chicago. I had nearly two days to spend with the pictures and I
exhausted myself walking, thinking, staring. I saw several of the greatest paintings. I was first
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stunned and then went into a rapture with each new painting, as if the effect of the previous one
flowed into my fascination with the next. I would pick out one and stare, meditate, open myself
to its beauty or drama.
“On the second day I noticed that first I would study one that was beautiful, like
Rembrandt’s girl leaning over a half-door, and next, I thought ‘God am I sick?’ -- next I would
find myself staring at a scene of mad violence, like the Crucifixion by Lucas Cranach the Elder -sixteenth century -- a mob surrounding the three crosses.
“The thief on the right has a pot belly that must have made the pain in his hands and feet
unbearable. The weight of it. There was Mary fainting with grief -- her Son is hanging from the
middle cross -- you can hear the hubbub of the crowd, see two soldiers on magnificent war
horses looking up at Jesus -- with sympathy? I don’t think so. Just looking, gaping. -- There are
pikes and spears sticking up out of the mob -- there’s a woman in black howling.
“Next I found myself gaping at Mrs. Swinton, by John Singer Sergeant, American,
eighteen-nineties -- in a lovely dress wrapping a lovely body, sending the message that her
husband is rich, she is the rich man’s woman.
“But Gavin, do you know the Bible story of Judith and Holofernes?”
He said he did not. He wanted to take her in his arms and look into her eyes for the
courage, the eagerness.
She explained: “Holofernes is the general of an army trying to conquer the Jews. He has
summoned Judith, a Jewish widow, to his tent with an obvious intention to rape her. She
conceals a sword in her gown. When he is dazed with drink she beheads him. In the picture by
Hemessen-- sixteenth century again -- she is magnificent in her nudity, looking over her shoulder,
holding the sword in her right hand and a pursed bag in her left, to contain the head. Her
expression is calm but severe, her eyes are large and very dark, she radiates intelligence and
resolution, perhaps victory.
“I looked again at the face of the rapist, or would-be rapist. Ugly and shadowed. I
imagined how she had whirled on him, swung the sword, shocked him and then cut off his head,
how she would drop it into the bag. I looked closely at her body, too big by today’s standards,
but so feminine and strong, made for love and childbirth. I was seeing beauty and murder in a
single painting.”
“Not murder,” Gavin contradicted, thinking as a lawyer. “Not if he raped her.”

162
“You mean it was -- what? -- justice?”
“I mean she might fear that he’d try again.”
“So she’s entitled to kill him? That’s justice, not murder?”
“It’s an ugly thought, but she has justice on her side. Imagine her life if she let him live
and take control of her.”
“I don’t have to imagine that,” Belinda said.
+

+

+

41
Gavin wasn’t ready for it, but he couldn’t skip over it. He was skimming the sports pages of the
Times. He saw a color illustration of some kind, and before he knew what it was he understood
what it was -- a display of brain sections, slices from inside several different brains. There were
four horizontal rows with four images each. In the top right corner was a section from a normal
brain. By the time his eye reached the bottom right corner he was looking at a darkened,
bunched, branched, shrunken brain belonging to a man suffering from what the researchers
called chronic traumatic encephalopathy or CTE.
He read a list of symptoms; the longer he read the sharper his anxiety. The subjects of the
research reported in this article and illustrated by the sections had been professional football
players whose heads sustained “routine hits.”
Gavin’s mind ran ahead of itself, arguing that Belinda had not been hit “routinely,” that
she had been married to Dexter less than a year -- whereas a normal football career including
college and professional play would stretch over twelve or more years.
He read the article and found that CTE was “degenerative and incurable,” that it
compromised memory and “executive functions” such as planning -- and a whole lot else. None
of which pertained to Belinda.
His eyes devoured the images. The section of normal brain was grotesque enough. It
could have been a view from the moon of an island off Norway, with fjords cutting into the
coastline. The general shape was an upright oval tilting left.
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The four images of Stage 1 CTE also had a vague leftward tilt, with indentations shaping
the main body of the image in no particular pattern, except that the fjords went deeper and
cleaned out more empty space. The color was paler than the weak yellow of the healthy brain.
Stage 2 was characterized in its accompanying text by more severe symptoms, and the
image was paler and marked by dark red dots scattered at random. These were “indicative of
damage to the superior frontal cortex.” Gavin read the symptoms with a mounting emotion that
he hesitated to recognize as fear. The symptoms listed in Stage 2 included, but were not limited
to, short-term memory loss, headaches and “explosivity.” To which he responded as to an
accuser: “She does not ‘explode,’ for Christ’s sake.”
Stage 3 presented for the first time a detachment of one segment from the rest. It showed
more red dots and a plainer tilt to the left. Its darker areas, the darkest yet, “suggested substantial
damage to the frontal cortex -- contributing to problems with judgment.” And one of the
damaged areas was “important to emotional control.” Said Gavin in his mind, “Her emotions are
perfectly appropriate, considering her history.” He scarcely recognized the objective tone of his
own voice.
Then Stage 4: Gavin was reminded of a medieval map on which the cartographer had
filled empty space with “Here be dragons.”
Here in Stage 4 were dragons for sure. Stretching, elongation, deeper indentation, greater
emptiness and a color so dark it could only be called brown. “ ... profound loss of attention and
concentration, language difficulties, aggressive tendencies and paranoia.” Staring at Stage 4 as at
a house afire Gavin’s own brain branched, bundled, shrank and darkened.
He saw that the images as a whole, from top to bottom, displayed a degeneration from
marginally afflicted to post-human. This phrase sprang to his lips. Then he asked if a human
being could ever be “post-human.” His eye passed over “a degenerative and incurable disease.”
Again: “Not her.”
“This doesn’t threaten her, it makes her safe by describing what she is not.” And safety
placed her in his embrace. He was holding her against his chest and saying that she was safe,
and she responded: “I am with you, Gavin,” in her calm low voice, the undisturbed voice that he
loved and believed, which sounded in his mind day and night.
Then his own voice, the silent one, acknowledged that she could be concealing other
beatings than the three she had confessed. “She probably is, but that’s a long way from ‘routine

164
hits’ and multiple untreated concussions. What she has is a seizure disorder, no denying it -caused by a small number of severe blows.” So he was not kidding himself; no, he was reading
the article honestly.
“And she’s had only one major seizure.” He didn’t use the term grand mal because he
regarded it as a term of art for medical professionals. True, her doctor had used it. Gavin was
aware of that. He could say only this --: three stares and one seizure producing unconsciousness
and convulsions. And the doctor was optimistic, or said he was.
“And,” Gavin said aloud, “nothing since Starbucks, nothing in almost two months.”
He shook open the page of brain sections again. He felt the eerie illusion that he could
see into a brain, then that he could see into Belinda’s brain (if not her mind). That a section of
her brain looked like a serving of scrambled eggs was too absurd to hurt. Yet as he gazed at the
images, especially of the more advanced cases, where the blotches were more scattered as if
thrown against a pane of glass, they did hurt him. He imagined the fear and confusion of the
sufferers, men who had descended from strength and glory, from the cheering of multitudes to a
fearful isolation where identity itself was denied them.
He went out into the cold and the wind, without pausing to take a coat. Driving to her
house he felt the cold circling his arms and chest, and his hands stiffened on the wheel. Are a
few severe blows equal to a large number of “routine hits”? To a year’s or ten years’ worth?
His teeth were chattering and he hummed “I been workin on the railroad” -- from his boyhood -in tune with the chattering. He didn’t remember closing the door of his apartment. Undoubtedly
he had done so because he always did it.
He looked up at her window and saw its light. He said “Thank god.”
He buzzed her apartment, then her voice came over the speaker:
“Hello?”
“Beelie, it’s Gavin.”
The lock buzzed and he mounted the stairs two at a time.
She met him at her door, wearing a robe and slippers. Seeing that he was coatless her
expression of uncertainty changed to concern and she said: “Are you OK?”
“I had to see you,” he said.
She stepped back. He heard music and felt the warmth of the room as he entered. He
apologized, knowing he was a fool, but he saw love in her eyes.
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“I’m sorry,” he said, but she shook her head in a negative.
She approached, looking up and resting her hands on his shoulders. He embraced her,
and she entered his embrace gently.
“Gavin,” she said, “I’m perfectly safe.”
+

+

+
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In Dexter’s mind:
How come he never talks? Is he a mute? Or just a mutation. A genetic abortion, shoulders like
the Rocky Mountains and a brain like shredded wheat. To talk is to communicate and why talk
to mere humans? Course in this joint how many humans are there anyway? He’s got his
mouthpiece, that shrimp Lumpy:
“GL say you a whitebread chauvinistic.”
Yeah I’m white. Too bad you ain’t.
GL’s eyes, more red than white, little brown saucers and empty, nothing, spider veins,
yeah, but as far as expression, total nada. Once I thought they were stupid eyes but not any
more. He be below that. (Dexter always talked black when in the presence. To himself in
silence of course.)
This train was interrupted by the sight of GL himself. Dexter was in the doorway looking
into the weight room; he stopped; better size this up. Any white guys in there?
Three white guys that he didn’t know, and GL and Lumpy. Everybody working out,
nobody paying any attention to nobody. OK, go in. Let there be peace in the valley.
He threw his bag on a bench, slipped his sweatshirt over his head and stood there like he
was waiting for a bus. And why not? The sign said: “All residents may use this facility during
good behavior.” He thought: “Not a prisoner, I be a resident.”
He pulled a pair of fifties off the dumbbell rails, lay himself flat on a bench and started
doing wingflaps, fifty pounds in each hand, to impress the working class. Fifty was a little too
heavy but it’d make a good impression.
Finishing this he stood up and glanced casually toward GL and what did he see? The
motherfucker was bench-pressing three hundred by the look of it. Three, four, five, six, six times
with no strain. Holy bedbugs, lemme outa here.
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The big ape was on his feet now, staring at Dexter, who had stared at him too long.
Heaven protect me what have I done. He started loading a bar, thinking that if GL weighed
about two twenty, and was pressing three hundred, he was pressing eighty pounds over body
weight, call it a hundred thirty or forty per cent of body weight. Doing these calculations Dexter
harked back to the days of freedom and prosperity when he’d figure weight percentages for
various customers on a single load. Anyhow, he thought, “If I weigh one eighty I’d have to
bench-press -- clickety click click -- sixty or seventy more than my weight, or call it sixty -- no
call it fifty, so I’ll put two thirty on this bar and hope I don’t drop it on my face.”
One thing he didn’t do was look over at GL and his midget. So he hefted the bar into the
U-shaped brackets, chalked his hands, slipped under the bar, lifted his ass to get everything
aligned, and grabbed the bar. Just lift. They’ll get tired of shooting eyeballs across the room.
Anyway I be in-cent.
Suddenly he had a flash of “Alona of the Mind.” Made him feel good. The girl loved
him, she’d give herself. She’ll be good, she’ll yield, and she’ll do anything and if she doesn’t
know how, I’ll teach her. She’ll be a good pupil, unlike the bitch.
Thinking of the bitch raised his temper. What if living in this Correctional Institution
without a woman led to atrophy of the glands and gizmos? Wasted it all on the bitch. She’s
mine! By god nobody touch her! Nobody! Jesus this is heavier than I thought. Christ don’t
drop it.
He got it safely on the U standards but it was sure trembly when he let it down. Got to
build up to that. The fucking bitch. Too good for me, spoiled, smart-ass college queen.
He grabbed the bar again angrily, thinking of how much weight it carried, lifted it off the
brackets and maneuvered it down his body. Felt his face heat up, took in air, tried to control the
damn bar, and moved it up-body past his head and dropped it back in the brackets. Defeat. Nick
of time. What if it landed on his face. Breathing, he thought: She was my power source, nobody
else like her, just to look at her, especially when she’d laugh -- my dynamo, lemme plug in
Sweetheart. There had been two or three who were prettier or had bigger tits, but nobody lit him
up like Belinda -- only Belinda -- My wife.
He saw movement on his periphery and said, “It’s the little shit,” Lumpy -- leaning over
him.
He sat up quickly and looked over toward GL. He was watching.
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Lumpy delivered his message: “GL say you leavin.”
Dexter answered automatically like a tough guy, “I just got here.”
Lumpy: “You leavin.”
Dexter: “Screw you.” He could hardly believe what he’d said. He didn’t feel brave; he
felt like he’d made a little mistake.
Lumpy had the look of a dog trying to learn a new trick. He turned around and went back
to headquarters.
The other white guys started gathering up their gear. Dexter watched as they went toward
the door, not fast, but not slowly, looking sideways at him like he was a leper. Here was Lumpy
again, saying in his baby-talk way, “GL say lass chance.” He put a “t” at the end of chance:
chants.
Dexter: “There’s room for everybody.” Like a kid saying to the school bully, “You can’t
scare me,” already feeling the pee running down his leg. Surprise: warm.
Lumpy looked toward his Maximum, and Maximum began walking toward the scene of
the crime. “He won’t do anything, he’d loose good time. He won’t.” Dexter could say it in his
head but didn’t believe it.
Dexter said, “Hi there GL.”
GL he don’t say nothing. He never do. How do these dudes get so big on food stamps?
Lumpy said, “You a whitebread chauvinistic.”
Dexter looked at him like he was a moron, which he was. He thought: “I’d rather be
chauvinistic than be you,” but it didn’t do any good. He knew he shouldn’t look scared or
cringing, or hostile, or tough. There was no acceptable way to look. And there was no point in
tangling eyeballs with Lumpy, so he directed a bold gaze, a very bold gaze, at GL, and of course
he saw -- nothing. GL acted like he didn’t even see him. He, Dexter, however, could hardly act
like he didn’t see GL. He asked himself what “GL” meant and he hazarded: “God’s love?” He
had heard all about that in childhood but at this moment the phrase didn’t carry much meaning.
He noticed that even after bench-pressing 300 pounds GL was neither sweating nor puffing.
GL mumbled a long-form effort at speech to his factotum, who said to Dexter:
“You got a fat girl.”
“She’s not so fat, she’s pretty good.”
“You hurt’r.”
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“Like hell I do.”
“GL done see her bawlin.”
“That’s her business. I can’t abuse a woman through a wire net.”
“GL say, You leave’r alone. You don’t preshate fat girls.”
“Yeah, so what?” He kept telling himself to shut up. But it’s hard to knuckle under to a
gorilla.
More mumbling, then:
“GL like a fat girl. He say you gonna stay away, or he beat the white off yo ass.”
“Fuck him,” came out of Dexter’s mouth.
Then he ducked a roundabout swing from the big fist of GL, whose eyes finally showed
some intention. Dexter felt the wind of the swing and then something came along that he didn’t
understand, in the back of his head, made him understand what a skull is, then he was in a sort of
forest of falling logs, it was noisy and wild, then he was nowhere in particular, just that he was
where the noise was. He must have been on his back, there was a crash in his belly, a shoe,
driven by a big leg, more noise, and the next thing he knew he was being dragged across the
floor with one dude on either foot and the mumbling still going on, and his head was killing him,
his right hand was an agony, his balls were in the ballooning phase of testicular shock -- and he
thought: “What?” The worst part was his head, his shock chamber, then somebody stepped on
his hand -- gods, that was painful.
He heard somebody hollering, and it was himself. Sliding across the floor, down one step
with a thump on his head, toward the door.
One foot dropped, and Lumpy opened the door. Dexter felt himself rising up, his head
bobbed to one side, he was flying through the air and, what was more remarkable, he knew it.
He landed in the cement corridor and cracked his elbow. The door slammed, but Lumpy was
breathing rotten onions in his face and saying,
“My place at noon and GL tell you what you gonna do.”
Sucking desperate breaths, snotting on the floor, Dexter crawled down the hall holding up
his poor right paw. If he took a breath that was too deep his ribs screamed “Busted,” and when
he moved, his knees screamed “Pain.” He saw a crack in the cement and it seemed to wiggle
like a snake. He stared, and snotted and wept. He knew his future had just changed. He got to
his feet slowly, reeling, but spun and fell somewhere, lay still and breathed, then up again. He
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was walking toward his “place” as a man might walk who had a place to go. He passed the
guard station but the guard looked the other way. He kept walking, lurching, losing his balance,
falling, walking with no place to go except his place in this Correctional Institution.
At noon Lumpy told him what he was going to do and he refused. They beat him
everywhere but in the face, and GL kneed him in the balls, and they made him do it. After that
his conscious and unconscious life was guided by hate of GL and of himself.
He was still perceptive, intelligent, truthful. He knew that he hated himself more than he
hated GL, and he knew why. GL was only an ape but he was a man. You can’t hate a dog or
rodent like you can hate a man, even if he is you.

The next time she came he told the guard he didn’t want to see her. Couldn’t stand the fat. It
occurred to him that he was unintentionally obeying GL’s orders. So the next time he found
himself looking at her through the steel screen and she was saying:
“Sweetie, are you sick?”
“Yeah.”
“Is that why you wouldn’t see me last time?”
“Yeah.”
“You shoulda told me. Are they taking good care of you?”
“Oh yeah, you bet.”
“Sweetie, you look so down. Your color’s all wrong and your eyes are saggy. Sweetie,
why?”
“Why what?”
“Talk to me. All we’ve got is each other. I’m the one who loves you. When you sat
down I saw you wince.”
He said, “So you’re the one who loves me,” thinking: “The bitch sure doesn’t.” He said,
“Sure you love me, I know, and I love you, Chubby Cheeks, you’re my whole life,” thinking: “I
like fat girls.”

170
He was starting to focus on her. Up to now he’d been pretty much enclosed. A kind of
pretty face; look at that, not the body. Her voice too was pretty and feminine. Hey those pillow
boobs, that’d be a thrill. He asked for a report and she said,
“Nothing I want to tell you.”
“Hey hold on there. Tell.” Obviously she was dying to tell him. This whole business
was turning into all the bad stuff she could scrape together about the bitch.
Acting reluctant she said, “Well, uh,” with a guilty look.
She had large good-looking eyes. Hair, eyes, lips, all of it pretty damn good.
“Out with it, god damn it!” He grabbed the screen and she recoiled in fear.
“Don’t! They’ll send you back and throw me out. It’ll cut your good time. Control
yourself.”
So now she’s lecturing him on good time and trashing the bitch, as if she’s some
Hollywood beauty competing with -- Belinda -- ha! He took control and said quietly, “I want the
truth. By the way I love your breasts.”
“Well are you sure? I mean -- thank you, they’re yours.”
“Gobble gobble. Now let’s have it.”
So she said, “This last time, which was last week, I stayed till midnight and his car never
moved.”
“Balls! --” Head’s getting crowded, can’t keep the walls up. Taking hold again he asked
if she checked the place in the morning. Answer: Yes. Car still there.
“God help that son of a bitch” -- in silence. “God and the devil help him. God help the
bitch. You thought it was bad before, just wait, Bitch.”
“Then I went for an Egg-McMuffin and came back about ten and it was gone. Her car
was where it always is, in the parking lot behind the building.”
“Great job, Baby. What else?”
“Nothing really. She went grocery shopping and bumped into some lady, they said hi sort
of surprised, then yak-yak for five minutes, I don’t know what they said, I couldn’t just stop in
the aisle, could I?”
“Of course not. Who was this lady?”
“Don’t know.”
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“Didn’t you get her license number?”
“No, I stayed with your -- damned -- wife. Can’t you just divorce her and we’ll get on
with our life?”
“I am divorcing her.”
“Oh good! Oh that’s wonderful! You’ll be free, we’ll be free, I mean free of her. She
sure doesn’t love you, don’t kid yourself.”
“You’re right, Baby. Anyway I don’t want her, I want you.” Thinking, “Lets the judge
fuck her. My fucking judge. Talking, laughing about me being in here. Fuckin whore, slut.”
“Sweetheart, can’t you just forget her? She’s not worth a nickel. We’ve got the future.”
“We sure don’t have the present.” He had that menace over him, he was in a stranglehold. The present was now and here, here and now was the menace, the chokehold from behind,
the smelly arms around his chest and the big head behind and above, panting, mumbling. A
slave, he owns me.
Alona: “Yes but Sweetheart we are the lucky ones. We have each other and we’ll start a
legal business, and you’re such a smart businessman, we’ll start out humble but pretty soon we’ll
be comfortable, maybe not rich, but we’ll have the baby, you, me and the baby, oh God,
Sweetheart, it’ll be such a life! Nobody can keep it from us, and we can’t let the terrible present
spoil our spirit, we need our spirit for the future. I’ll make you happy, I’ll surrender my body to
your loving hands, you, my love, think of it!”
“Yeah, you bet.”
“Don’t let yourself think about what they do. They don’t matter. If they do it, she’s
nothing but dog shit.”
He thought: “What do you mean, if they do it?” His brain made a sweeping, thrusting
motion, as if it had a pair of arms to swing. He said: “Me? Think about what they do? Not a
chance.” He thought of that goon Lumpy saying “chanst.” He had an impulse to tear the screen
down and strangle Chubby Cheeks. He imagined her eyes bulging. He went back to his place
thinking: “Crazy is no good. What you need is control.”
And she, his wife, lay on her back spreading her legs for the fucking judge. He thought:
“That’s control for you. I don’t have to look” -- looking at them insatiably -- “I can stop any
time. Stop, stop.”
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Gavin was thinking about the third man, the one she never mentioned. He stood on the far edge
of a half-dark room where Gerald the engineer and Dexter the abuser were more or less visible.
“Insane with love for Gerald.” But her passion died a quick death. “Jason destroyed our love” -But would she still love him if he were a decent man? And the third man. Who was he? Why
the silence? She had lived with two men, maybe three. She and Gavin both said that passion
rules. And over there somewhere in the shadow stands the unnamed third man, the darling of
her passion, maybe, once, or even now. Or maybe not.
Gavin was holding back. The preeminent reason was that he feared she would shatter if
he pressed her -- he believed she was delicate.
But did she have something to hide? Does she still love him? Did she wound him
unforgivably by going to Jason? Gavin concocted a scenario in which she betrays the third man
for Jason, discovers her mistake, begs to be taken back and is refused.
“Stop this. She is not wicked, and she will not shatter. She is strong.”
On his next visit, while they were fixing a light supper at her apartment, and Gavin was
rummaging in the refrigerator, he heard a little cry, almost like the yelp of a puppy. He turned
and saw her bending over the sink. She cried out again and Gavin went to her side, supported
her, and led her to a chair. She said quite clearly, “It’s only pain.”
Then her face showed pain and shock, she cried out again, shut her eyes and reached for
his hand and said, “I’m sorry. It’s only pain.” She seemed to drop down and he tried to stop her,
thinking she was fainting, but she said, “I want to lie down please.” He controlled what might
have otherwise have been a fall, and she stretched out on the floor and seemed to be waiting,
staring upward. He went to the living room and returned with a cushion which he placed under
her head. She thanked him and said, “I am such a nuisance,” for which he kissed her -- and they
both waited.
He could almost see the shock pass through her when the next strike came. She twisted
her body, her face paled, her hand clutched his. She said, “Medicine. In my purse, please.” He
searched the living room, found no purse, then went to her bedroom and got it. He filled a glass
of water at the kitchen sink and crouched beside her, feeling around in the depths of the purse till
his fingers encountered a cylinder. Holding it before her eyes he asked, “Is this it?” She nodded
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and her features stiffened with expectation, waiting. A few seconds, maybe five breaths later, the
shock came again, and again she twisted her torso and squinted her eyes. Tears flowed down her
face and she said again, “I am so sorry.”
“How many pills?” Gavin asked.
She said two, and he shook two out. “Open,” he said, and she obeyed; he placed the pills
on her tongue and held the glass to her lips, and she drank.
A thought, a message, went from his mind into his heart. It was the knowledge that he
would love her all his life. Without thinking of Marian he nevertheless recognized something
familiar about this “message,” but as he watched her face recovering composure he knew this
love enclosed an adoration he had never felt before. When she winced he experienced a torturing
helplessness. When she smiled in spite of her tears he soared with joy. She was gazing at him
with large, patient, suffering blue eyes. She tried to sit up, and he helped her, but in a moment
she said, “Back down please,” and he supported her as she lay flat again.
He wiped her tears and kissed her eyes. She smiled more broadly and squeezed his hand,
and lifted it to her lips. He saw how by lying down she had changed her features, and it did not
escape his notice that he was seeing her in the posture of love, looking up at him. Her face was
more serene, her neck more graceful, her eyes softer, more blue.
Then he could see again the menace and the distortion; she cried out again, twisted her
body and shut her eyes, and held her ground. Features stiff and unforgiving, she waited it out,
then slowly relaxed, breathing deeper through her mouth and smiling.
He went into her bedroom, picked up a blanket and pillow and brought them back. He
replaced the cushion with the thicker pillow and spread the blanket over her body. Noticing
again that she was looking straight up he realized there was a bright light in the ceiling. He
turned it off and lit the dimmer light at the sink. Thus he darkened the room -- and realized he
had been watching her limbs and hands for signs of convulsion. He could not be sure, so he held
both hands. She cried out, a soft yelp, and her eyes seemed to glare at him in fury. He kissed her
forehead. They waited.
Five minutes had passed without a strike and Gavin asked: “Should I call your sister?”
She said, “She’d want to come, and there is no need. This’ll soon be over.”
He said, “I think it’s over now.”
She closed her eyes and waited.
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She said, “Gavin, you shouldn’t fall in love with my problem.” Opening her eyes she
continued: “I’ll be OK some day. I’ll be normal, and not half so interesting, so don’t let me -don’t let my drama pull you in.”
She smiled with tears overflowing the reddened rims of her eyes. He kissed her lips -tasted salt and felt, almost, burned by the moisture and warmth.
The series was not quite finished, and she had to endure three more flashes before Gavin
suggested she move to her bed. He guided her down the hall, seated her on the bed and took off
her shoes. Returning to the kitchen to get the blanket and pillow he saw that the refrigerator door
was still open. He closed it, noting with surprise that he was not hungry. When he returned to
the bedroom he found her under a sheet, shivering.
She told him where the extra blankets were, and he fetched them, thinking of Marian’s
prediction that he could become chief nurse to an invalid.
Belinda said, “Forgive me for this, but I love you.”
Gavin said that he loved her, that she gave him joy, that he would never fall in love with a
“problem.”
He checked his watch: twenty minutes had passed since the last stab. He listened to her
breathing, it was deep and steady.
The language formed in his mind: “I will love her all my life.” It was not something he
said, rather something that was said to him, in a place where falsehood and error did not exist.
+

+

+

44
Belinda awoke sore and groggy. She wandered into the living room hoping to find Gavin. He
had left his imprint on the couch but no note. Walking slowly to the kitchen, holding her head
with both hands, she saw the clock with disbelief. It said noon. She must now fight her way to
full awareness. Last night she had reached a decision in the intervals of pain -- it arose out of the
pain. If she could form this resolution while under attack then it must be right and necessary.
She must act.
She had to call Walter Tedrow, the architect in the library project, and get his consent for
a meeting. She didn’t feel able to bring it off but able or not she must do it, and wanted to do it.
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She brewed coffee and when it was gurgling she dropped two pieces of bread in the
toaster, thinking, “There you go, Walter, toast.” It would sound cruel to one listening to her
thoughts, but if her mind -- which was, she supposed, physically located in her brain -- which
organ had seen better days -- if her brain shot little jokey darts like this one in the midst of its
agony, then -- “Go ahead.”
She stopped. “Agony” was too strong. She remembered “It’s only pain.” Which was
certainly a less ominous message than shaking limbs and foaming lips. She didn’t actually
remember foam on her lips but then neither did she remember anything else. She knew what she
had been told. Whether true or not, she saw foaming lips. As to the stabbing last night, she
remembered every thrust.
She held the phone for a moment, sensing its smooth plastic surface, noting how light it
was. She could remember heavier phones from childhood. She punched out Walter Tedrow’s
number.
She heard: “Walter Tedrow.”
She said, “Walter, it’s Beelie.”
“About time, Wench.” He always called her that and she had given up complaining.
“I’d like to come over and show you my renderings and some extra sketches.” What she
meant was she would dump it on him and walk out -- tactfully, even gently, but out. Her feeling
for him was still there, or its ghost was, and this was difficult, in fact it hurt, but she knew it hurt
her more than him. She was to him what men called something on the side.
She had spoken truly when she told Gavin that she loved him, therefore she could be
nothing to Walter Tedrow. Nor was he anything to her. Thus she could feel the forming of her
destiny, in her body, and assent to it in her mind. This thrilled her. It was beyond commitment,
this truth; it was the expression of an all-encompassing desire. She was afraid, almost deathly
afraid, but: “I love him.” Her body, mind, personality, hopes, spirit all swung toward a new
vision of the future. What Jason wouldn’t give and Walter couldn’t give, she felt certain lay
within Gavin’s power to give -- if he so decided.
Walter Tedrow was untenable. She had known that from the start. She must confess it all
to Gavin, since he was under a false impression. He had said he loved her but he couldn’t. Or,
say, he loved somebody who did not exist. She must dispel the falsehood, and let the truth
displace it -- the truth about herself. It was almost too late but, she hoped, not quite.
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She dreaded the meeting with Walter. She hadn’t seen him for weeks, and he’d begun to
badger her for the new renderings. She looked to her confession to Gavin as a moment of
salvation. If his love was strong, her confession would be the beginning, not the end. She had
not intentionally waited until Gavin avowed his love -- had not delayed her confession until it
could be spoken to a man who had already fallen in love. She had not played that trick although
she had given it some consideration. She acquitted herself of this crime. They had fallen in love
more or less together, in a dance. She hadn’t been sure she loved him until last night. If Gavin
could forgive her, they would live the new life. If he could take her in his arms and say, “The
past is past,” the past would be at least manageable if not exactly past. It all lay with Gavin.
And if she was not innocent before Walter, and especially his wife, she was, before Gavin,
truthful.
Walter proposed lunch but she lied here way out of it. They agreed on three o’clock at
his office.
She ate an apple, boiled an egg, spread heaps of butter and jam on the toast and found
herself satisfied. She took her time over the coffee, but did not exceed her limit of two cups. In
the shower she confirmed that her head was improving, and in fact was sore rather than painful.
Her limbs were still shaky but she was able to congratulate herself on two pieces of good fortune,
that this stabbing episode had been milder than its predecessors and that the interval of six weeks
was the longest ever. She dared not say it, but she couldn’t stop herself pretending not to notice
that the future was full of promise.
The present too was good. She could recall no fits of irrational temper for at least three
weeks, unless her love were irrational. But she saw Gavin as hard, firm, stable, brainy, muscular,
cheerful, patient -- She stopped. Yes, patient. He was not pressing his “rights.” He had sensed
that she was not ready. In fact she was afraid. If he insisted she would have to tell him she was
afraid. She believed that rightly or wrongly he respected her courage. So confessing her fear
might reduce her luster.
She feared that confessing would degrade her in his estimation. He was convinced she
was a heroine of suffering. He didn’t know half as much as he assumed about her. “I have to tell
him about Walter.” Which meant tell him about herself. She did not exaggerate; she knew some
men would dismiss her sins as venial, but perhaps not Gavin.
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She had a very high estimation of “the Judge.” Here was a man who stood for justice.
But if justice meant getting what you deserve -- what else could it mean? -- then the love she was
allowing to possess her, and the hopes she could not fully suppress -- were doomed. But this
much was beyond doubt -- that loving Gavin -- unlike loving Jason or Walter -- was not
irrational. Gavin the man was viable. This love was one step short of passion, and she knew that
at the slightest hint from him it would break free and run wild -- but it was also reasonable —
because he was steady.
Drying her hair, regarding her body and approving of what she saw, an idea thrust its way
into consciousness. The idea was that she would come through the storm fully alive. Her brain
would be all right in a few weeks. Her conscience would be free to declare an amnesty if Gavin
did. Her spirit of autonomy and optimism would be restored to its pre-Jason vigor. Her
confidence in the power of love would be reborn. She didn’t feel she had “dodged a bullet,”
rather that she had been hit, but not fatally.
Approaching the mirror, she looked closely into her eyes, thinking: “She looks OK. But
is that possible?” If she thought about her head, concentrated, she had to admit it still hurt. Best
to ignore it. She dressed, then gathered up her sketches and renderings, closed her computer and
declared herself ready kick Walter out. She had time for a walk in the fresh air, in the breezes
and sunshine.
She left a voice message for Gavin. “Dearest Man -- Thank you for last night. Maybe I
could survive without you but who wants to! I love you. That’s the second time I’ve said it. I
plan to keep on saying it as long as you will listen.”

How does a man who does no physical labor grow such big hands? Belinda used to stare at
those hands with their long thick fingers and thick palms, their trimmed nails and red color and
their lumberjack width. Now they rose slowly and took her face between them softly. She had
known he’d be gentle, physically. She also knew he’d fight when she said what she had come to
say. He kissed her lips, which she had not moistened, and although she didn’t dodge, neither did
she respond.
Stepping back but looking with eyes that seemed to move in, he said, “Why the chill?”
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She said, “No chill. I just wanted to give you these --” the renderings and smaller
sketches that lay spread on his drawing board.
“They are well done,” said Walter.
“Thank you, but you have hardly glanced at them.”
“I see the quality you always bring to your work. You evoke the spirit of my designs,
while others too often miss it entirely.”
“Thank you, Walter. I’m leaving now and I won’t be back.” She placed an envelope on
the drawing board, saw him glance at it. It contained her bill.
He took her by the wrist and said: “What do you mean, ‘won’t be back’?”
She slowly turned her wrist within his grip, and he allowed her to free herself. She
thought: “Why do men think they can intimidate me?”
She said: “This time I mean it.”
“Mean what? OK you mean it this time, but mean what, mystery woman?”
“Walter, please don’t make this difficult.”
“Oh! It’s not difficult then? It’s easy as pie? Three, going on four years and it’s easy?”
“It’s necessary. In those years I have --”
“Not the whole time. You’re going to tell me how much you’ve suffered, I can see it
coming, but please don’t say four years of saintly suffering.”
“I did not say that.”
“And another thing you didn’t say was what’s changed. Why all of a sudden? Have you
found somebody else to knock you around?”
“I have been lucky enough to meet a man who is at least possible.” It was unpleasant to
speak of Gavin as “possible” when she meant he was so much more.
“And I’m not? Four years and I’m suddenly impossible?”
“You were impossible from the beginning. I was slow in understanding, but you know
it’s true. We told lies that we came to believe.”
“How many times have I told you I’d divorce her? Another lie?”
“And you’d divorce your children too? Three children including a baby six months old.”
“I’m keenly aware of all that,” he said fiercely. “I begged you to marry me. People do it,
you know. They get divorces and share custody and that way the new couple at least has a
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chance at happiness. Elaine as I’ve told you is not capable of being happy or even satisfied with
or without me in the house. She despises me. To her it’s just an arrangement.”
“I doubt she despises you. You’ve often said --”
“Doesn’t love me the way you do, or did.”
“Did.”
“So you’ve found yourself a new man to be the eternal object of your everlasting passion.
Lucky him. How long till you devour him and start searching for another morsel to clamp
between your tigress jaws?”
“I --”
“Shut up. I know what you’re going to say. ‘I love this man.’ What you say doesn’t
matter. You’re like a candidate for president, one can completely ignore what they say for the
simple reason that they’ll say any damn thing. I couldn’t count how many times you said you
loved me. And now with two weeks till the library board chooses a design you dump your stuff
on my desk and walk out the door, when I need a complete new set of renderings, since they’ve
shifted the ground under me and have refused my request for an extension, and that suits the
other applicants just fine because they have whole staffs of flunkeys but I need -- you! Belinda, I
must get this commission. Elaine and my children -- Don’t jump ship now.”
“Walter --” She wasn’t sure she could say it but she forced it out -- “what Elaine and the
children need is not my problem.”
“Nobly spoken, Wench.”
“I told you I would not be a party to wrecking your family.”
“You are a party, you are the cause.”
“We are the cause. When you offered to leave her I --”
“You said that if I left her you’d leave me. Correct?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t you see how crazy that is? You were in effect demanding to be my mistress -- i.e.
slut -- after you had already refused to be my wife. How strange you are, Belinda.”
“I don’t want to be your wife. I know too much about how you treat a wife.”
“Treat but not beat.”
“No man will ever touch me again, or enslave me.”
“Oh dear god, ‘enslave.’”
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“Certainly not you.”
“I must be a really terrible person. You sought me out, you astounded me that first night
by giving yourself when all I wanted or expected was a friendly little dinner. Am I so bad
compared to the Prince of Sand and Gravel and this new character?”
“No. Yes.”
“Would you care to speak more plainly?”
“I mean I don’t trust you and could never trust you, but I trust this man.”
“And love him, of course.”
“Yes.”
“With a mad undying love.”
She was silent. The moment had come.
Walter said: “Of course he can trust you.”
“I hope so.”
“Will he still trust you when he learns the truth?”
“If that’s a threat it shows what kind of man you really are, that I was wrong ever to
associate with you.” She could have said, “I writhe with shame when I think of it,” which would
be true but he’d pounce on “writhe.”
“Ah, ‘associate.’ We were associating. I always thought we were -- never mind. No,
dear old pal, I will not expose you. There’s no need. I know your methods. You’ll stage a scene
from grand opera, the old Confession Scene. The script is everything you told me, you know it
by heart, starting with Gerald the Engineer, and how the two of you shacked up after a few
agonizing days of holy resistance, and you’ll add me to the biography and maybe throw in two or
three others that I don’t know about. It’ll be a blow in the belly but our hero will take it like a
man. He’ll give you time to work your magic and maybe he won’t even care, maybe unknown to
us he’s just got some free time on his hands, he’s sniffing around for a new piece.
“The Confession scene, it’ll work, you’ll pull it off, go to it, girl! Beg, suffer, sob, it’s all
in that bottomless bag of tricks. Have no fear, your secret is safe with me. -- No, don’t go!”
He reached out and again grabbed her wrist. She wheeled toward him and met his
desperate eyes. Where she had seen strength in his face she now saw coarseness. For vitality
she saw overlarge features, a fat nose that was turning red, thick lips, small eyes.
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She did not struggle, she waited, staring into his eyes, in pity. She was not afraid but she
believed he was.
He was saying, “ ... till the next board meeting. What I need now is a knockout. The city,
the county, the state will know there’s a new man on the scene. I’ve got an idea for this little
gem, it’s a small project but what if I could make it something really striking, beautiful.
“Stay two more weeks, do it all over,” he ran on. “I need this, Belinda --” still holding
her wrist rather tightly. “If I have to close up shop it’ll be a bigger blow to -- my family -- than
divorce, believe me. Elaine grew up poor, she’s terrified of poverty and I’m her guardian, I can’t
fail her, I love her, don’t you see.”
Belinda said, “Let me go,” feeling too proud to twist free.
He released her and stared into her eyes with a begging intensity. But she was not afraid.
This was not like a fight with Jason. This man would not attack her, and she didn’t love him.
Walter said, “You can’t mean I’ll never see you again.”
“Why would you want to see me, Walter, if I love another man?”
“Because I know what you mean by love. It’ll wear out, you’ll come back to me. I can
wait.”
Belinda said: “I’m the one who must wait,” thinking of her brain, seeing a quivering blob
of messy tissue. She had no right to expose her love and her need to Gavin. But when he said he
loved her, she responded as if he had saved her life. And the response was: “I love you.” Surely
love was sacred. Surely the sacred ought not to be used for advantage. And she had no right to
preach to Walter, but that didn’t stop her saying, “Put your loyalty where it belongs.”
Walter paid no attention. He said, “Most likely you’ve found another abuser, he’ll slap
you around and you’ll suffer, which is your favorite pastime.”
“Never,” she said.
“Does Lover Boy know how long you stayed with that abuser? I’ll bet he doesn’t.”
“You’re wrong. He knows.”
“O.K. so he knows you’ll tolerate abuse. How do you know, maybe he’s been snooping
around for just such a dish? How could you stay with Sand and Gravel for a whole year
anyway?”
“Eleven months.”
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“Oh, a mere eleven months. Listen to me. You loved me and still do. We had a healthy
relationship with affection on both sides.”
“Based on a lie.”
“God damn! What do you know about her? And you said you were leaving me -- once -because I made you feel dirty. Maybe you felt dirty because you are. Then come to find out the
real reason, it wasn’t your conscience, no, it was that you were seeing the Sand and Gravel
Prince behind my back. So you dropped me, temporarily. Everything you do is temporary. Talk
about noble, talk about dirty!”
“You had a wife. I decided we had to break it off.”
“Yeah, so what? You threatened to leave me if I left her! I told you before, you’re crazy.
Figure it out. We’ve got dirty, we’ve got lies, we’ve got love -- ha ha. So don’t blame me for
staying with Elaine. She’s a bitch but she’s not self-righteous.”
“Walter,” she began slowly, feeling wrong before him, “you know a lot about me.”
“To my everlasting regret.”
“What you don’t know is that I want to live a different life. That I will never again do to
any woman what I did to Elaine. If this man wants me I will be his. If not I --”
“Why his?” Walter shrieked. “Do you want to be loved or owned?”
“If he loves me I will return his love in full. I will be his lover or wife.”
“If not a wife, then a mistress. And you call that a new life. I’d say you’re in a rut.
Depending I suppose on whether he’s a decent, generous, caring, compassionate etc. etc. -- man
-- there must be a few running around loose out there. Everybody wants one, but maybe they’re
all taken. Hmm. A good man. Holy shit! Of course you won’t know until it’s too late. You
could be trapped in another -- mistake.”
But she pursued her train of thought: “I did love you, Walter, the mistake was that I
entered into the lie with you. Now we’ve come to the inevitable end.”
“OK here’s the new lie. Everything you do is justified. Dump me because you’ve found
true love with the Sand and Gravel Dragon. Dump him because he beat you -- true enough, but
did you taunt him? Next, dump me again because you’ve found true love -- again! That’s your
lie, Beelie. So -- therefore -- yes, the end is inevitable. You make it so. I’ll bet Lover Boy is just
sniffing around for a serial slut. That’s probably to his taste. He knows one when he sees one.”
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“I have to leave. No I will not see you again. But tell the truth. Won’t you be relieved to
see me go?”
“Relieved? Are you crazy? Haven’t I told you a hundred times --”
“You are dishonest,” said Belinda sharply, almost losing control of her voice. “You live a
false life with your wife and children.”
“You on the other hand are noble and truthful.”
“I am dirty, Walter. I can’t see you any more because now I know that. Being your
friend makes me feel dirty.”
“Hate to repeat myself, old pal, but what you feel is what you are.”
She turned, but he said,
“Wait,” and tore the envelope open. “I can’t pay this,” he said, and flipped it aside.
“It is the amount we agreed on,” said Belinda, knowing she’d never see it.
“Nevertheless I can’t pay it. I have, as you must know, a mortgage, grocery bills, clothes
for the kids, two cars, the groceries alone could bankrupt me. I’m sure you’ll understand.”
“I do understand,” she said. “You are a gifted, creative architect, Walter. I hope you get
the commission.”
Then the relief came. She ran to her car and drove to Sherman Park. She walked the
roads and trails, thinking of Gavin till joy filled her heart. It was another blustery day, and she
exulted in the wind.
+

+

+
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Marian Stannard discovered that solitude was not necessarily lonely. She was almost always
alone during her free time. She wanted a man in her life and in her body. This was almost
continuous. But she saw that it was sexual, meaning “only” sexual. Understood in this way it
was less threatening. Could she, like millions of others, get on without a lover? The answer had
to be yes. If her body groaned with desire, it must be for something she lacked. Harried by this
sexual hunger and desire, she feared she was radically incomplete. Next she would say, “I’m
making too much of this. If they do it -- those millions -- I can too.” The desire originated in her
own body, like hunger. She couldn’t think of a way out, but she knew she couldn’t live
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incomplete. She laughed when she added, “I can lower my standards,” thinking of two or three
lawyers she encountered regularly, whose glances made her cringe.
One way to seek completion was to fill her brain and her time with work. Ever since her
days as a junior associate scrambling to make partner in a big firm she had worked six and
sometimes seven days a week. After achieving partner status she kept right on as a “working
machine” while Gavin was doing the same. Occasionally they would see a movie or drive to
Cincinnati for a play but the essential element of life was that both were climbing. They loved
one another and gained a deep satisfaction making love, but they paid no attention to big
questions. If one had said, “What’s the meaning of life?” the other would have called the men in
white coats.
It never dawned on her that Gavin didn’t like being driven, even by his own ambition, or
that she was one of the forces driving him, or that he was not as happy as she was. About that
period of her life she could say “I was happy,” but she could also say “I am happier now.” The
truth of this second statement was wobbly.
In solitude she could direct her mind inward. Sometimes she believed she was meant to
be a nun or a mystic. “I wouldn’t be the first nun who was dying for a man!” She was in no
doubt about why she wanted a man and what he would do to her -- “And what I’d do for him.”
There was music in her solitude. She would pause and listen, and there it was, a low
chord without an ending. If she were driving her car or walking in the city she couldn’t hear it.
Alone in her apartment or sitting in a solitary place in the woods, on a windless day, she heard it
clearly. This wasn’t imagination, it was sound. She called it music but there was no melody, just
a note or chord in her mind.
“I don’t know what it means. I love it.”
She was listening to solitude. It changed her consciousness by turning it in upon itself.
She thought of it as the gift of solitude.

She didn’t work on weekends now. She had better things to do. On a Saturday she slept an extra
hour and rose refreshed. She brushed her teeth and spent several minutes arranging her hair in
different ways, watching from different angles. Her body remembered Gavin’s presence, how
she sometimes lost track not only of what was happening to her, but of who she was. There must

185
be some form of identity in those moments. She was not lacking in sensation, in fact she was
consumed by sensation. The strange part was that there was no “I” to experienced the sensation.
She was the chamber of Gavin’s love, yes, but who was this “she”? Thus the mind took leave of
itself at the moment of the body’s most intense existence.
Here was the mind, sheltered in this visible body, that desired the man whose own body
could obliterate her conscious identity, mind and body. “Why should I want that?” But she did.
She paused to listen, and she heard the chord.
Driving to Dorothy Lane Market she recalled her chance meeting there with Belinda
Cross. It was clear they were happy to meet, both of them. Marian thought maybe they were
grateful that neither hated the other. In fact Marian was almost happy to know this person who,
probably, was making Gavin a happy man, at no expense to Marian. She called herself the bride
of solitude and didn’t laugh. If a saint could declare herself the bride of Christ and get a kick out
of it, “Why not me?”
The ex and the favored one had almost hugged, but Marian hesitated, and that was the
end of that. The conversation was inconsequential but cordial. Marian wanted to ask if Belinda
were still “with” Gavin but suppressed the question. She felt the familiar mix of emotions on
seeing this “girl” -- awe at her beauty -- if beauty it was -- a strong desire to know whether she
had had any more fits -- another question suppressed -- and curiosity about how she spent her
days and earned her money. Among all these the big one was: did she have fits?
Pushing a cart stacked with groceries, waiting in the checkout line, pushing the cart
through the parking lot and loading the heavy bags into the trunk of her car, she thought that
even if she were still with Gavin she’d be doing these same mundane chores -- maybe with no
music?
“But he’d be there when I got home. Or at the hardware store, or someplace.” Home
wouldn’t be solitary, there’d be no need to dream up a whole theology of loneliness.
Leaving the market she began thinking: “Actually she’s not a beauty. Not ugly, certainly, but
innocuous, plain. But she’s lived in a cage of terror. Thrown to the floor by her own convulsing
body. What is that like? If your mind has skipped the rails, how does it find its way back?”
She headed toward the Five-Town Gym and Swim. The day was cold but not freezing so
she could safely leave the groceries in the trunk for an hour or two. Her gym bag was on the
passenger seat.
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In a course she took in college on the history of science she had read a series of quotes
from scientists describing their state of mind at the moment of discovery. Often, they said, they
were engaged in everyday tasks that required attention but at a superficial level, like driving a
car, climbing aboard a trolley, shaving, turning the soil in a garden. You cannot do these things if
you’re unconscious but they don’t fully engage your mind. Rather they set it free. Then if you
have prepared through study and labor, the discovery comes. Marian wondered if her game of
focusing her mind inward was a discovery, or the preliminary work. Leading where?
She believed there was nothing much to discover in her work, but that in the field of her
inner life there was a vast unknown. Was she really glad to be free of Gavin? Did she hate
Belinda Cross?
She spun the dial, opened her locker and began to undress. The swimsuit was cool
against her skin, and seemed to need stretching. “Have I gained weight?” Clearly no, for she
had weighed herself this morning. A quick glance in the full-length mirror confirmed her belief
that her swimsuit was not showy but that some of her attributes could not be minimized by this
or any other suit. She entered the shower room where the air was warm enough but seemed to
send a message that cooler air and cool water lay just ahead. After a perfunctory shower she
walked along a tiled corridor to the pool. The great cavern smelled of chlorine and echoed the
splash of a diver. There were six 25-meter lanes marked off by floats. The divers’ impact zone
was defended by a no-go rectangle. Marian chose a lane with only three swimmers, all of them
pretty fast movers, but paused to watch a diver poised on the high platform. He was a Saturday
regular and he was worth watching. He did his dive, flawlessly so far as Marian could tell, and
cut the water with one quiet ripple. Marian launched herself in a graceful arc -- almost
horizontal -- and felt the bracing shock of sudden cold and impact. By the time she had swum
her first length, spun and launched herself from the far wall she had ceased to notice the
temperature and was conscious only of the rhythm and power of her stroking arms and churning
feet, of the roll to breathe, first right then left, on every other set, of her efficiency and strength.
Seen from above, her body could have been mistaken for that of a sea creature, reaching
forward and twisting, with foam rising at her tail. But what filled her consciousness was the
waving image of the lane lines on the bottom of the pool, and the noise in her ears. Her
swimming was strenuous but not desperate; her strokes and kicking proceeded at a pace she
could maintain indefinitely. There was no music but she didn’t miss it; she was like an actress
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who lives her assigned role. So she was not truly free; she felt scattered ideas flitting across her
mind; but the thrill of swimming was uppermost; the water noise served to shut out discovery or
a forward leap in her thinking. Gavin and loneliness were nowhere. She had a steady sense of
velocity, of cardiopulmonary power, of being in a different medium. In a half-aware way she
was proud of her adaptation to this foreign medium.
She swam thirty laps freestyle, then changed to back crawl. When pulling away from the
divers on her back she could watch their performance. The best of them amazed her by their
ingenuity and grace. She had tried diving in high school but made little progress. The coach
doubted she would ever be excellent, maybe just good, partly because of her size. She had a
reverence for the good divers on her team and a ready sympathy for the hopeless ones who kept
on trying.
For several moments she lived again that high school time with such vividness that it
seemed she was, after all, freed. Then she saw one of the better girls mounting the platform.
She slowed her pace, waiting. The girl took flight, then knifed straight down, and entered the
water with scarcely a ripple.
She was half-exhausted, which was just right. She swam four more laps freestyle and
climbed a chrome ladder at the divers’ end. Breathing deep, long, heavy, chest-expanding
breaths she arched her back to the limit, felt the pleased response of her spine and the stretching
of her thigh muscles. She removed her cap and ear plugs; reality had a different sound. She
raked her hair with her fingers, shook it out and raked it again, knowing how it would look to
others with its parallel ridges grooving her head. She walked along the edge watching the
swimmers, having turned her back to the divers. The increased volume of sound added texture to
her awareness of the huge space with its noise-producing pool. A guard blew a whistle and
shouted at somebody. Marian kept walking, breathing deep, satisfying breaths.
Knowing she would be in oxygen debt for several hours, she looked forward to the big
expanding breaths that lay ahead, which would give her a sense of achievement and recovery.
She showered again, washed her hair, wrapped herself in a towel and went back to her
locker. Two or three steps away a young woman was dressing. Looking at Marian she
exclaimed: “Marian! Hello!” It was Belinda Cross.
Marian exclaimed. Holding the towel against her chest she bent impulsively and kissed
Belinda. They smiled at one another as if their meeting was the best of luck.

188
Marian said: “I talked to David yesterday --” David being the lawyer she had
recommended -- “and he says the divorce is going right along.”
Belinda held up crossed fingers and confirmed: “One more month.”
“And of course you didn’t let David go after the money. He said you were adamant on
that.”
“I want to be totally free. I don’t want to be investing money that I got from him.”
“O.K., O.K. I’m not pressing you any more. You’ll be clean as a whistle.” Thinking:
“It’s done. She’s got him.” And a spirit like Gavin’s invaded her consciousness -- as if he were
standing behind her looking over her shoulder. She looked at the “girl,” half dressed, barefoot,
flushed and glowing, with freshly brushed hair and of course no makeup, white teeth, a small
squarish chin -- bright deep blue eyes. “She’s thriving, she’s not looking sick.”
Marian turned her back, dropped the towel and began dressing out of the gym bag on the
bench. When she turned around she saw that Belinda too was fully dressed in a close-fitting
black cashmere sweater and jeans. She was sitting on the bench lacing her running shoes,
looking up at Marian but not speaking, smiling.
Marian saw a body on the small side of perfect, everything in proportion -- she caught
herself staring -- at the trimly muscled calves, gently swelling hips, small square shoulders, a
complexion still glowing from exercise, dark warm eyes flashing upwards from time to time as
she tied the shoelaces.
The woman Marian saw was not the one in her early fantasies. That creation had been all
but crushed by abuse and exuded an irresistible pathos. This “girl” could have been in her
twenties and seemed to be undamaged and virginal. Marian corrected that idea with: “Midthirties, experienced.” And that word experienced hovered in her mind as she asked Belinda
whether she’d been swimming. She could easily have missed seeing her.
“Oh no,” said Belinda, “I’m not allowed to swim. I was doing physical therapy. I like it
well enough, it doesn’t bore me at least, and I feel better when I’m done.”
“Better how?”
“Well -- safer. Sometimes it still happens -- but very seldom.”
“You mean a seizure?”
“No. Two things -- I go blank, or I have a pain in my head. My doctor says my chances
are very good. He’s controlling it.”
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“I hope so.”
“Yes, I have strong hope.”
“Strong hope,” Marian repeated the charming phrase, looking down on Belinda and
sending out an encouraging smile. Marian said: “I join you in that strong hope.”
Belinda seemed embarrassed. She sat with one ankle still crossed over the other leg,
holding the laces in her fingers, waiting, maybe, for Marian to break the tension.
Marian looked at her and took in every detail. The “girl” waited calmly.
Marian was thinking: “She is present. Present like an actress. There’s a magnetism about
her.”
Belinda looked away, and sat staring.
Marian said, “I want you to know that I wish you happiness.”
The girl rose suddenly and embraced her, and Marian held in her hands the fragile form
of the one Gavin loved.
They broke the embrace and looked into one another’s eyes. As if in a revelation Marian
saw, in Belinda’s eyes, happiness. Gavin must be doing all the things men do to make a beloved
woman happy. She knew him so well. She could guess his little tricks and methods -- but his
chief method was not a trick at all. If he loved, he couldn’t help showing it. And the girl -woman -- would melt.
Marian thought: “Do you have to melt while I’m looking? Can’t you just --” But of
course nobody was thinking of Marian. In the world of those two there were only two, and no
room for a third.

I will burn this as soon as I write it. Or maybe buy a whole page in the Daily News to prove I
don’t give a damn. I’d rather he was falling for a woman obviously and grotesquely unworthy of
him. Instead he’s after this trim little sex package who’s at least as smart as I am, whose figure is
a knockoff of mine on a smaller scale, but not too small, oh no, just the right size, not too big.
He made a fetish of my breasts but thought the rest of me was maybe unnecessarily
large. But I was O.K. He never complained, sometimes he even raved and I thought, “You dear
man, how did I ever find you?” But this creature is so poised, she looks at me so calmly, it’s
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obvious she isn’t threatened, she thinks she’s surpassing me in his eyes, she’s larger in his life
than I ever was because I didn’t need support, but her, he’s got to watch out for trouble, jump in
when she needs him, and yet she’s self-sufficient even in her need, ‘Yes, I go blank, my head
hurts, but I can handle it’ -- because she’s tough.
She’s worthy of him without being good for him. That’s what I can’t handle. I should be
shouting ‘You fool, you pussywhipped drooling adolescent -- baby!’ I could pull my hair out by
the roots. “What do you see in the mirror? Her savior, her hero.” What he doesn’t understand is
that she has no need to manipulate him, he’s too easy. All she’s got to do is get better. And
she’ll do that for certain. Or god forbid she has another convulsion. I wouldn’t want that, I’d cry
real tears, it’d be too terrible that such a -- please, no. Then she looks into his big stupid eyes
and sees adoration, she says “I don’t want your pity. Let me march alone into my dark and
desolate future, I can manage, I can endure. I see what my life will be, as night closes over me.
Kiss my parched lips. Best of men, farewell!”
She did write it, and she did burn it. A pity to throw away “night closes over me” and
“kiss my parched lips,” Marian wondered if she should write romances. She listened for the
music of solitude.
+

+

+
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“I never said you’re stupid.”
“You show it so plainly.” She looked at him through the screen and saw contempt in his
pale blue eyes, which were beginning to sag, even as he denied what she knew to be true. Like:
“Yeah you’re a halfwit. Who cares?”
She said: “We’ll just see about that. I’ve got something to say and then you can tell me
how stupid I am. You’ll be singing a different tune, Mr. Man.”
“Yeah, I know, you got real good grades in college and it wasn’t no community college.”
“It was the real deal, and I got A’s.”
“Well I got B’s which ain’t so shabby.”
“B’s are just average. And community college! But will you listen for a change?”
“Shoot.”
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“But Jason are you getting enough sleep? You look almost sick and bedraggled.”
“Naaa, like our black brothers say, I be fine. What’s your thing?”
“Huh?”
“You said you had something to say and here I sit in my cage with nothing to do but
listen to how smart you are.”
“O.K. Sweetie, so remember I gave you the license plate number of that girlfriend of your
Ex? and you came back with a name.”
“Yeah.”
“Marian Stannard, Sixty-six Shire Place. Pretty fancy by the way. Got it? Shire Place.
Then you said who is she? You said look in the phone book. O.K. I did and guess what, she’s a
lawyer. There’s her office downtown and her home on Shire Place.”
“A lawyer, huh. Wonder if she knows my pal Calhoun.”
“O.K., she does lots of stuff like family law but the one I noticed is criminal law. Got it?
Criminal criminal criminal.”
“Then she’ll know Calhoun for sure.”
“And if I was stupid I’da stopped right there.”
“O.K. you ain’t stupid. What else you got?”
“So there’s such a thing as an online directory of lawyers and she’s in it. So now I got
her office address, a new one, her firm’s name and her ratings. She’s a star, Mister. Five out of
five, and four and a half out of five, distinguished.”
“So she’s hot shit. Little Miss Bitch has got a distinguished friend.”
“Want more, Smartypants?”
“Yeah yeah.”
“What if I’m too stupid to know any more?”
“For Christ sakes Alona give it up.”
“So she’s in her thirties, lightning figure, lives in an up-tone neighborhood, by herself, so
if you’ve got any intellectual curiosity you ask yourself, married? divorced? Only one name on
her mailbox. There’s a clue. I went to the courthouse, talked to a nice old lady who showed me
how to do it on her computer. She types in Name of Bride, she picks a name from last week’s
marriages, Sandra Doaks or whatever, clickety click, up pops the name Sandra Doaks for the
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bride and Joe Jordan or whatever for the groom, addresses, date of the wedding, officiant -- the
minister, pretty simple.
“So next I asked the lady how can I find out if my mystery woman’s divorced? Well
that’s a different website, and she shows me, simple as hell. I said, ‘Is this legal? Can they
throw me in jail for doing this?’ No, it’s all public. Can I do it on my own computer? ‘Sure,
Honey, why not?’
“So I drive home and do it. Name of Bride, Marian Stannard. Name of Groom -- ready
for this? Are you still with me? Name of Groom, Gavin Rylands. Are you conscious?”
Jason Dexter no speakee, no movee.
Alona continued: “So the divorce question. Clickety clickety, of course it’s all simple but
you need a spark of curiosity to get there, to even ask the questions, stupid people can’t do it.”
Dexter asked: “Are they still married?”
“No. Divorced about two years ago. I’ve got the dates and all in my notebook at home.”
They stared at each other like “duhhh.”
He didn’t thank her. All he said was: “What the fuck. What the fuckin fuck.”
“Yaaa,” said Alona, “the bitch is on the wrong team.”
Ruminating, Dexter brought out a kind of question: “What did you --?”
“I told you two or three weeks ago she met some woman in the Dorothy Lane Market? I
couldn’t get close enough to hear the conversation but they greeted each other like friends, but I
didn’t take any particular notice. So she bumped into somebody in the grocery store, so what?
This last time I’m back down there and I follow your precious ex to the Five-Town Gym and
Swim. I park in a good spot and sort of follow her into the building cause I got to pee. Then I
wait in my car and an hour or two later here she comes but she’s not alone. I recognize the
woman from the Dorothy Lane Market. So they must have met in the gym. So they’re pals?
They stand there by the Bitch Wagon talking, and when they separate I follow the Dorothy Lane
Market babe.
“I follow her to Shire Place where she unloads groceries from her trunk and goes in. I
wait but she doesn’t come back so I decide to drive all the way home and get on my computer.
I’m thinking ‘How can I serve my poor chained-up Lord and Master?’ I do what they call
research in college and you know the rest. I think I deserve a congratulatory fuck so stay out of
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trouble, Mister Man, we’ll need all the good time you can get. Hey don’t look so stunned. Say it
again, you’ve got a way with words. ‘What the fuckin fuck.’”
+

+

+
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The sisters were deep in a dialogue of decision when Sylvia tried to clear the debris for a new
start.
She said: “If I heard correctly, you said that if you were rational you’d walk away.”
“Yes,” Belinda assented.
“Well I don’t think so. I think a rational woman would say this man is pretty impressive.
Can he earn a living? Yes. Is he clear of his ex? Yes. At least you say so.”
“I say yes to that point too, but there’s --”
“Wait, I’m not done.”
“O.K.”
“Is he intelligent, attractive, unselfish, yes, yes, yes. Does he care for you?”
“Yes but it’s not fair.”
“To him or you?”
“Him of course. We see one another almost every day and I can feel his love changing,
growing more profound. I think he’s moving closer. “
“You’d rather he kept you at arm’s length?”
“Just the opposite. That’s the problem.”
“You call it a problem that he wants you, yet you told me ten minutes ago you’re crazy
for him.”
“Maybe not exactly crazy -- more like interested,” Belinda laughed.
“And you still say you’re trying to be rational.”
“For the first time in my life, yes.”
“O.K., Big Sis, there is something in your mind that is mixing you up.”
“Undoubtedly.”
“And I know what it is.”
“Impossible. I don’t even know myself.”
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“Quite likely.”
“I meant I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You are two people, your are my big Sis and my mother. That’s the key to your
personality.”
“Here we enter the mystic murk” was Belinda’s reaction.
“On the contrary, it’s simple. You have a mommie complex. People think you need help
but you are the helper. You helped me when I was a kid and I turned out perfect.”
“You think,” Belinda began, “that because I was good to you and all that, therefore I try
to be a mother more or less indiscriminately, like with Jason. That’s total poppycock.”
“Is it? Didn’t you try to rescue him?”
“I tried to rescue myself.”
“That was later. You knew from the start that he was screwed up and you told me, ‘Deep
down he’s loving and kind.’ Remember?”
Belinda conceded, “Apparently I made a little mistake. What’s that got to do with a
mother complex, which I don’t admit, by the way.”
“O.K., but you were a better mother to me than my real mother was.”
“That may be so. You were a good kid in those days.”
“Can we try a different approach? Let’s say you love this judge. True?”
“For the sake of the argument only.”
“And it kills him to see you suffer, like when a needle penetrates your brain, or a spike,
whatever. It tortures him. He’d do anything to alleviate your pain.”
“Yes.” Belinda’s voice thickened as she spoke this syllable.
While this hung in the air Sylvia’s three-year-old daughter, called Little Belinda, walked
in dragging her blankie, sucking her thumb. Sylvia gathered her into her arms saying, “Can’t
sleep, Sweetie?” and placed her comfortably in her lap. The child stared with large liquid blue
interrogating eyes at her Aunt Belinda, while the mother bent closer and whispered, “Do you like
Auntie Beelie?” The girl didn’t speak, but watched her aunt with the knowledge-hunger of her
time in life.
Sylvia said, “Your pain is his pain. You see it in his eyes, you feel it when he brings you
painkillers.”
“Which do not kill pain.”
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“Right but that’s not his fault. He must feel powerless. It must upset him.”
“I am sure it does. Sometimes I could almost sob for him -- he’s so -- disturbed.”
Little Belinda removed her thumb and said, thoughtfully, “Beewee.”
Her mother confirmed, “Yes, Baby, Auntie Beelie.”
“Hello Belinda,” said her aunt, touching her cheek. And to Sylvia: “She observes and
learns, she’s fascinated by the life around her.”
“And by her aunt.”
The child was still staring.
“And, according to you, your pain is not fair to him,” Sylvia resumed her argument. “He
happened to meet you in the crisis of your life, with Jason and now in the aftermath of Jason, and
he sees you as nobler and better than you are, as you have said to me more than once.”
“True.”
“What you don’t recognize is that the crisis is not wrecking you, it is calling forth all your
strength.”
“If I said it was wrecking me I’d sound like a whiner. Nobody listens to a whiner. So
whether it’s true or not, I see no point in saying it. As for strength, I don’t feel any such thing.”
“Pardon me. That’s because you are trying to find a way to blame yourself.”
“For what?”
“For putting Gavin at a disadvantage. You apparently told Jason to knock you on the
head to give Gavin a reason to pity you.”
“Don’t be absurd.”
“Let’s neither of us be absurd.”
“But Syl, am I normal?”
“I hope not.”
“I did feel at the beginning, when I first met him --”
“Met Gavin?”
“Jason -- that maybe I deserved something -- not this -- I don’t mean --”
“Not the beatings.”
“I swear I didn’t encourage or invite it -- I didn’t know it was coming, I couldn’t believe
it. But sometimes, when I was recovering, and I thought, ‘Well, he didn’t do any permanent
damage,’ I’d look in the mirror and feel this great relief that he hadn’t broken my nose or
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knocked my teeth out. Because I wanted to be beautiful -- maybe not for him, but -- for -- I can’t
go there.”
“He was a skillful abuser.”
“I see that now.”
“Go on. After the relief, what?”
“There was no word for it, like justice. He didn’t have the right to beat me. You know
people used to think a father could beat his kids, especially the boys. Normal education for the
kids, whap. In my brain I knew nobody anywhere had the right to knock me over -- nobody any
time, even if I deserved it. But Sis, I don’t know what I think -- about --”
Belinda faded, and her sister said:
“Strange words, Sister. Are you saying you aren’t sure whether he had the right -- or not?
What are you saying?”
“I never spoke those words even in my head, but that was the idea behind it, behind my -combination of relief and -- ‘This is part of my life. Thank God he hasn’t mutilated me.’ But
even if he did -- if --”
“It would have been just recompense?”
“Almost. I don’t mean I deserved it, the beatings. Only that they had some kind of place
in my life.”
“If you mean you blundered into marriage with a violent sicko who concealed his
pathologies until he had you where he wanted you, then I agree.”
“I mean that and something more.”
“What?”
When Belinda spoke it felt as if she were resisting an oppressive force. “I don’t want to
tell you.”
Now both the child and its mother stared, waiting.
At length Sylvia ventured: “The beatings had a place in your life.”
Said Belinda: “I would sometimes ask myself if I was really getting away with it.”
“With what? Surely not --”
“With what I had done and could not undo.”
“And you aren’t going to tell me what it was?”
“I’m ashamed to tell you.”
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“But it wasn’t that you dared him to hit you, enticed him.”
“Never.”
“Yet after you had done some secret thing, which you can’t tell me about, not even me,
and he beat you, you felt the beating was a part of your life.”
Belinda dared not elaborate. She wanted to tell.
Said Sylvia: “Tell me.”
“Syl, I’m ashamed.”
“I will love you all the more.”
“It’s not as if I committed a murder or anything,” Belinda insisted. “In fact I can hardly
believe I did it.”
“But you do face it?”
“All the time.”
“And that’s the reason you believe you are unfair to Gavin, that you are withholding this
secret.”
“That, plus he’s falling in love with me, and I’m allowing it to happen, actually I’m
hoping it will, so I’m careful with my hair-do, and I touch up my lips with a trace of gloss, and I
turn in front of the mirror looking at my figure and hoping he’ll be pleased.”
“Are you two making love?”
“No. He wants to, but I don’t.”
“Does he press you?”
“Oh no. He’s so gentle.”
“But tell me, do you kiss?”
“We kiss and -- embrace.”
Pondering, Silvia shifted the child in her lap, kissed her and whispered in her ear, which
made her smile. But she was tiring, nodding. Belinda carried the child back to her bedroom and
lay her gently down. She was surprisingly light, and warm, and already asleep. A sharp pang of
love passed into Belinda’s body when she realized the girl had gone to sleep in her arms. She
imagined herself laying a child of her own in its crib, kissing it goodnight, listening to its
breathing. She felt the warm smooth forehead on her lips, and smelled the odor of infancy.
The sisters held hands as they gazed at the child. Later they washed the dinner dishes,
with the sound of a basketball game filtering in from the den where Jeff, Sylvia’s husband, was
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watching television. Sylvia opened a bottle of beer and took it to Jeff and Belinda heard him
thanking her. The sisters went back to the living room, the scene of their conversation, with
Belinda thinking, “What a nice guy.”
Belinda asked: “Should I tell Gavin?”
Sitting down, frowning, speaking to herself, Sylvia said, “Tell him what?” To Belinda
she said: “If you told him, would it drive him off? Are you a drug dealer or only a tax cheat?”
“I am a certain person in his mind now. I would be a lesser person, whether he goes or
stays, if I told him.”
“Tell me the secret and I’ll answer your question.”
“Suppose Jeff were having an affair,” Belinda began. “That’s easy enough to imagine.
Doesn’t every woman worry about it? O.K. think how you’d feel about the other woman. Your
whole life, three kids including Little Belinda, the lives of five people built around a marriage.
What would you think of her?”
“That she was a tart, and I’d tell him, give her up or I’m coming into the bedroom some
night with a knife to remove your Winston.”
“A tart, yes. You said it.”
“But that’s not right question. How would Gavin feel? You haven’t cheated on him,
have you?”
“No, never, inconceivable.”
“He’s a man and maybe for men it’s not the same. I think he loves you or soon will.”
“Yes, because he loves somebody I am not.”
“You keep trying to find reasons why he loves you, but love does not go by reasons, as
you have good cause to know.”
“But there are sound practical reasons why he should not love me and why I should break
it off.”
Said Sylvia: “What reasons?”
“A seizure, four staring blanks, several nails in my brain driving me to tears and terror.
Pardon the melodrama.”
“He shouldn’t love you because your life is a melodrama? In fact it’s a struggle for
recovery.”
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“Recovery or -- a chipping away. If I am recovering, I am letting him fall for me by way
of pity and sympathy. If not, I am letting him prolong a friendship that might never have
happened but for the melodrama. Wretched life.”
“What did you say?”
“Isn’t it obvious? Just because my life is an ordeal, does that give me the right to drag
him in? And don’t forget the abominable secret. Besides, I’ve met his wife and she’s a decent,
generous woman.”
“Wife! He’s married?”
“Heavens no. I say wife in my head but they’re divorced -- two years.”
“Whew. No wife then.”
“No, of course not, what am I, some kind of tart?” Belinda waited for a chuckle but
Sylvia took no notice of this stab at wit. Belinda continued: “With Gavin and his ex, and with
you, Syl, I feel that I’m with good people, the bad among the good, where I have no right to be.”
“Crapola! A hundred per cent crapola! Good people, bad people, are you so naive?”
“Usually no,” Belinda replied calmly. “But when I think of you, of Gavin and Marian,
his ex, why not? First you say I’m a tart, then you seem to be telling me I shouldn’t feel dirty.
Well I do. The man can take care of himself. The wife and children are something else.”
Sylvia asked what man she was talking about, and Belinda responded with a short
description of the Walter crime.
Sylvia asked if it were all over and Belinda assured her it was. She recounted how she
had driven a stake into the heart of it only two weeks before, when she delivered her renderings
and her final farewell to Walter the Architect.
Sylvia gasped: “You were still sleeping with him two weeks ago?”
“No, no, no, no! I already told you I am faithful to Gavin. I’d die first! I stopped with
Walter over two years ago, a year and a half, something like that -- but Syl, I carried on with both
of them for several weeks -- Walter and Jason -- then I swung over to Jason -- just him.
I still did renderings and sketches for Walter, in fact he was my main source of income, but I saw
that he wanted to return to old habits, so I had to make my great declaration, and I did. The end.
I will not work for him or ever see him again. I am no better than he is, but it would make me
sick!”
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“Two at once,” Sylvia murmured, “wow.” Then as an afterthought: “If you need money I
could lend you a little.”.
Belinda grasped her sister’s hand and said no.
In her Walter story Belinda had tried to recapture the spirit of justification that guided or
misguided her in that affair. She could not believe again in those arguments, but she wanted to
review, in order to demolish them. She would then know she was right. But a claim kept
popping up: “You did no harm.” Then the narcissistic: “Except maybe to myself.” If Walter’s
wife and kids were unaware of the reality, was she off the hook? Half her reasoning was selfserving and that made her uneasy, but she thought she was making progress. In any event, she
hated Walter and herself for creating the history that was jeopardizing her relationship with
Gavin. She had a strange, or maybe not so strange, unnerving vision of herself undressing,
letting her skirt fall. For whom, for which man, was she disrobing? She knew one imperative:
she must stand clean before Gavin.
While Belinda was seeing this, Sylvia sat with a stiff and hard stare on her face, a stare
into emptiness.
“O.K.,” Sylvia pronounced, “here’s my answer. No. Just plain No.”
“Don’t tell him?”
“Do not tell him.”
“But I --”
“That’s my answer. For all you know the wife was glad hubby’s sexual energy was being
redirected. I assume you were, you two, sexually active.”
“Of course.”
“But you and Gavin are not. That bears looking into.”
Belinda said, “What’s the mystery? Maybe I’ll never again be what I was.”
But Sylvia seemed not to notice. She said: “For all you know the guy’s wife was happy
in her house, her car, some dollars in her purse. Or she had a lover of her own. Maybe you were
one among many for the hubby.”
“Sylvia, you are letting me off too easy. Don’t you see, I’m ashamed. Whether he had
other women is not my concern. I live my life and they live theirs.”
“Dear Sis, of course I see that. It was probably wrong and you shouldn’t have done it.”
“Only probably? I think Gavin would see it differently.”
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“Look, I don’t pretend to know the whole story, or Gavin either. Just -- I know a woman
who was engaged to the love of her life and he confessed all or some of his escapades, and she
had none to confess, she had never loved anybody but him, and the whole thing fell apart, and
everybody was miserable and there was no wedding, only a gruesome honeymoon, and they
wandered off into a life of singles promiscuity.
“You are ashamed, Big Sis, that’s good. Pat yourself on the back, but don’t push your
shame off onto Gavin. Don’t put him to some unnecessary test. I like that guy and I think he
loves you. -- You aren’t trying to make him jealous, are you?”
“God no. How can you say that?”
Sylvia said as if reminiscing: “Jeff was on the loose for years before he met me. Do I
need to know all about that? No thanks. Gavin knows you were married to a trailer trash
woman-hater, that’s enough for him to deal with. What does he think about that?”
“I don’t know. He’s very sympathetic. He blames Jason of course.”
“As well he should. This is starting to look like amazing good luck, my sister. Fate has
thrown you into the arms of a man who sees you as some kind of half-wild romantic rebel or
something. You’re obviously high-maintenance, but maybe he thinks you’re worth it. Yes, I bet
that’s it. Don’t try to change his mind. Keep your secret, be yourself, and I’ll bet he’ll love you
till death do you part.”
+

+

+
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The lesson for today and every day -- “There’s only one call I want, and it will never come. So
shut up.”
Therefore when the phone rang Marian Stannard picked up the receiver with two
thoughts unexpressed but present in her mind. She could have said the two were always there.
“Let it be Gavin,” and “Shut up.” Against this deep background a man said hello, but she did not
at first recognize the voice.
“Marian, glad I caught you.”
Not quite certain she wanted to be caught she said, “Who’s calling please?” But she
guessed the answer before he spoke.

202
“Marian, hey, it’s Oscar Calhoun. Bet you’re surprised to hear from me out of office
hours.”
“Yes I am.”
“Well I’ve got a bigger surprise for you.”
“What is it, Oscar?” -- trying to suppress her hostility.
“Well I’m sure you never thought of me as any kind of boyfriend or anything, huh?”
“I did not.”
“And probably do not, eh?”
“And do not.”
“O.K. hold on. I’ve been thinking about you lately and I know I had kind of an adversary
relation with the judge from time to time, but hey, you’re divorced and he’s not a judge anymore
and --”
“And you are married, Oscar.”
“Not exactly.”
“You may have forgotten but I have met your wife, and I’d say you were lucky to be her
husband.”
“Yeah everybody says that but she’s dead set on divorce, and she sort of invited me to
move out, which I did, I see the kids is all, every now and then, but as far as marriage --”
“I’m sorry to hear it. I wouldn’t wish a divorce on my worst enemy.”
“Not a reference to me I hope. We’ve never really known one another, you and me, and I
thought it’d be a good idea maybe to --”
“Oscar I don’t wish to sound unfriendly or --”
“Wait, wait. I know you’ve got stuff to do today, Saturday and all, and -“I was on my way out the door.”
“Where to? Not my business but now that I’m a bachelor I go grocery shopping
Saturdays and maybe you do too? So here’s my idea -- we meet and do our shopping, then have
a nice little lunch, nothing romantic, just get a better idea who you are and I am, and we part
ways with you saying ‘So this is the unknown man called Oscar Calhoun, hmm, never really
knew him,’ and I say ‘She’s dynamite, I knew it.’ Are you game?”
“I think you said you were still married.”
“As a matter of law, yeah, but --”
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“Not divorced.”
“Not yet.”
“Then No.”
“Look, Marian, we’re getting divorced, the lawyers are working on it right now, we do
not live together and have dropped all ‘obligations incident upon the state of matrimony.’ So
why not?”
“I do not go out with married men.”
“Gads, you’re pretty rigid, I never would have thought it. You always seemed like a live
wire. How bout when the divorce comes through?”
“No.”
“Look, I’ll call you then, O.K.?”
“No. Goodbye.” She slammed the phone down wishing it were his head.
In the kitchen she crouched and pulled her canvas shopping bags out of the compartment
below the sink. Her eye rested on the motor that ran the garbage disposer, a thing she had never
looked at closely. It seemed to be hanging from the top of the compartment, with a wire and pipe
attached. It looked strange and sort of haphazard.
She thought: “Lost it! Lost it! Why not just thank him and wish him a happy life as a
roving bachelor? Why insult him? ‘I wish you happiness.’” The echo was too strong to ignore.
Suddenly she saw and felt Belinda Cross jumping up from the bench in the locker room and
hugging her.
Standing up from her crouch, she swayed with dizziness. She grasped the edge of the
sink and bent down till her head was below her heart. The dizziness went away. She had been
squatting, sitting on her heels, then she stood straight up. So a little wooziness was perfectly
natural.
In the bathroom she looked at her face in the mirror. The color was normal. “Am I ugly?
Do I look cheap? ‘A nice little lunch and you’ll get to know me.’ Ugh!”
Then the phone rang and she strode toward it almost choking with anger, thinking
Calhoun was demonstrating perseverance. “Did I ever give him cause to believe I could be
interested in him? Thank you Mr. Calhoun for giving me a chance to crush a bug.”
She knew and didn’t care that anger distorted her voice when she said hello.
“Marian, what’s wrong?” It was Gavin.
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“Oh! Hello Gavin.”
What could this mean? The impact of his voice blew away the disgrace of being called
by Oscar Calhoun.
“Are you all right?” Gavin asked. He sounded genuinely concerned. He was always
genuine, even his Farewell Address had been genuine.
“I was just rummaging,” she explained, “in the space under the sink and I stood up too
fast, and got woozy, it’s nothing.”
“But you sound upset.”
Thinking that Gavin was the last person in the world she’d tell that she’d just been
solicited by the leading creep in the city she said, “I’m perfectly fine. Why are you -- why did
you call?” (Not what she wanted to say.) “I mean it’s a pleasure to hear your voice, Gavin.
How are you?” Thinking, “If he invites me to his wedding I’ll kill him or myself.”
Before he could speak she went off the tracks. She heard a voice that was surely her
own, speaking on her behalf, saying: “We were married. We were all in all to one another. Do
you remember?”
“Yes.” In control.
“Not so very long ago, Gavin.”
“That’s true. I’m sorry, Marian.” Still controlled.
“I’m not so sure you are. Anyway, why did you call?”

The garage was full, at least on the low levels, and they were winding their way upward in search
of a place to park. They emerged on the roof where the light was bright and a wind was kicking
up thin dust clouds. The deck up here had been spread with sand during the most recent snow
and ice storm. A gust of it swirled around their legs as they walked to the elevator. Gavin took
Marian’s hand. She thought he had no right, but she was willing to live a fantasy. They entered
the elevator and he pushed “Bridge.” When the doors opened he was still holding her hand. She
did not feel like a woman who was making a virtue of solitude.
They crossed the pedestrian bridge to the main building, and made their way through a
dense crowd to the information desk. The woman there advised them that Harrison Rylands
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(Gavin’s father) was in Room X on the fifth floor. So they entered another elevator to ascend to
the fifth floor. Gavin asked: “Are you ready for this?” And Marian said, “No.”
Gavin said that he’d been warned last night that his father might be moved. “Since they
haven’t moved him,” he ventured, “maybe it’s a good sign.”
He went first into the room, and Marian heard the respirator before she saw the man she
had always called Dad. She expected the worst: pale, diminished features, gaping mouth, drool,
lifeless eyes. What she got was beyond imagining. She gasped, and Gavin put his arm around
her shoulders and drew her against his body.
He said in a loud voice: “Dad, it’s Gavin, and I brought Marian.”
Harrison’s fondness for Marian had been a good element in her life. He had once told his
son: “That is a lovely woman.”
Now there was no response. The eyes were closed -- rather the lids rested on what
seemed empty sockets.
Marian began to weep. She took Harrison’s hand, neither cold nor warm, in both her own
and kissed his forehead and cheeks. She swept the hair off his forehead and leaned close and
said, “I love you, Dad.” No response. And yet the absence of any reaction seemed to Marian’s
disturbed soul to be a statement; it was Harrison’s bitter farewell.
Gavin drew up a chair and Marian sat holding the old man’s hand. Leaning forward she
said: “Please don’t leave us. Come back to us. You are strong and you can do it. Dad, I love
you. Please come back.”
Harrison, if it was he who lay before her, whose hand she pressed to her lips, did not open
his eyes or squeeze her hand. But tears ran down from his closed eyes, and she looked amazed,
and made sure Gavin saw the tears. She whispered: “Dad, you are so good to me, please don’t
go.”
She sat in silence for some time, while Gavin paced the room. She said: “I know you
understand, Dad. Come back so I may visit you and we’ll jabber away, as we used to do.” Then
she repeated that she loved him, and she said: “I need you, Dad. Oh please.”
She fought to suppress the upheaval, but she failed, the sobs erupted and her tears flowed,
till she gave up trying, and let it happen.
She stayed with him for the rest of the day but she didn’t speak much. There was no
further sign that he was conscious. Gavin came and went and she suspected he left the room to
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call Belinda. She did not think of her “philosophy” of courage and self-reliance, sitting here in
the presence of an image of death.

Later she tracked her impressions to their origins, and she

was inclined to believe that she was right -- that what she had been saying to herself about
solitude was right. Is it better to be happy in a delusion or to grit your teeth? She was left with a
truth, that Harrison had better die, but that even this benefit would be denied him. She believed
it was best to face the truth, and she had no doubt what the truth was. She and Harrison were
together. She would soon follow him. But it seemed terrible that a man’s death should sweep all
his knowledge and goodness off the face of the earth. Sometimes over the next few hours it
seemed to Marian that this sort of loss was impossible because it was so cruel. She, the apostle
of truth, could not quite bear to recognize Harrison’s state of deprivation within life. Then her
mind wheeled to a different view, a clear sighting of the foundation of all her opinions and
indeed of her “philosophy.” She believed that to deny death was to break faith with the best in
her.
She was groping toward something -- she thought she was alone with Harrison, when she
heard Gavin’s voice from behind her.
“I’m not prepared for this,” he said. “This or something like it was inevitable, I’ve said it
a thousand times, but I am not prepared for it.”
“Not prepared,” she asked, “for this to strike your father, or you?”
“Better me than him. If it was like a hammer blow I’d never know it. I wouldn’t have to
face it. I do not want to lose him.”
Turning to face him Marian said: “Was it a hammer blow, so sudden? Is that why they
call it a stroke?”
“I don’t know. He was found like this.”
They were linked into one: Harrison’s hand in Marian’s and Gavin’s hand on Marian’s
shoulder. But Marian was left with an ugly image of Harrison falling under a “stroke” in his
brain.
“I can go on,” said Gavin. “I have no choice. But I don’t want to lose him.”
“I have decided,” Marian said looking at Harrison’s profile, “in my new circumstances,
thanks to you, that I will go on, not just because I must, but because I want to. I have a reason
now, again thanks to your cruelty. Do you want to know what that reason is?”
“I don’t want to argue.”
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“I’m not arguing. I see Dad --” she kissed his hand and again lifted the hair from his
forehead -- “and seeing him I know it’s best to -- one way to say it is -- to march on.”
“Because he would want that?”
“I don’t know what he would say but I doubt he’d recommend suicide.” She laughed at
this. “Those are the choices. You can say of his life that it was full of accomplishment and
charity, that he was good to others. Or look at the same life and say it’s gone, a nullity, that in
one or two generations his memory will have evaporated.”
“A jolly picture, Babe.”
“Don’t call me Babe any more. It’s in my hands, it’s in yours. It is hard to believe that it
all goes toward nothingness, until you think about the generations of history, the millions upon
millions who have lived and died.”
“I know that.”
“I thought you did, now I’m telling you that I know it too. I was raised in a deathdenying religion, then I entered a marriage based on love. Both are gone. I see that the
beginning of life and the end are inexplicable, that life itself is. These are my beliefs. I give
them the same value as I would give a proven fact.”
She was on the verge of saying that she was alone not only in her home, and the city, but
the world. This was not to be said to Gavin. She went on:
“I have to start over. Sometimes I feel a strange elation, laced with terror.”
Again she did not voice her thought, which was: She was free. Facing death set her free.
She pulled her chair closer and, still holding Harrison’s hand in both her own, she rested
her face on the bed. Her breathing at first came in rhythm with the respirator. After a few
minutes she lost awareness of the machine, and even of the old man’s hand, and her mind leapt
from thought to thought. She wished she were swimming. She tried to dream up a way to
introduce herself to the fancy diver. He was undoubtedly too young, maybe just twenty, but she
said, “Who cares?” She thought about her own father, all too distant and absorbed in his job. He
was seventy-three and claimed he’d never retire. “What would I do?” Of course she loved him
but she was not close to him, nobody was, not even her mother. But she had a better father, and
she lifted her head to look at him. The shock was gone and she could see the real man, Harrison
Rylands. “It is my good fortune --” But she couldn’t complete the sentence, instead she fell to
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sobbing again. What was her good fortune? She felt Gavin’s reassuring hand on her shoulder,
she turned and asked:
“Are you going to bring Belinda here?”
He said he was considering it.
Marian said: “When you’re married she might want to have met him, to remember him.”
“We have no plans to marry. And what she would see here is not my father.”
For a moment Marian felt isolated from the son while she communed with the father, or
his spirit. When it came time to leave, Gavin again took her hand, but for his own sake this time.
Gasping, choking sobs bent him over. He hovered over his father, whose face was so indifferent.
Gavin called softly to his father.
Marian said, “We love you, Dad.”
Alone that night she pondered the idea that love is a gift in itself. Formerly she had seen
her love and Gavin’s as the force that brought them together in happiness. The gift was
happiness; love made it possible. Now it appeared that her love of Harrison was a gift in itself.
She would at one time have called it a “blessing.” He was Gavin’s father, she was a daughter to
him, and he was always kind and welcoming to her. Besides all this and independent of it she
had found as years passed that she loved him. She wanted his companionship and advice, she
thought of him at odd hours, she wanted to model herself on him. If it is a gift, can it be taken
away?
Was her love of Gavin a gift? Was it good in itself regardless of the divorce? If she was
abandoned and angry, and could no longer respect Gavin, could she say she loved him? “If he
treated some friend as he has treated me, would I respect him? And if I don’t, can I love him?”
Is it a gift? No. Did she respect him? No. Did she love him? No.
+

+

+
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The fifty thousand that Gavin possessed when he resigned from the bench had shrunk to thirtyfive. This didn’t scare him but it did raise the interesting question of how it happened. He had
not bought a car or gone fishing in the Caribbean or started drinking fine wine. He ate mostly at
home and he still wore the same suits he had worn as a judge.
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He pored over his check stubs and credit card record and made a dismal discovery: he
had spent it all, nearly two thousand a month, on nothing much, while living what he considered
a frugal life style, in fact a life with no style at all except moderation. Not gambling, booze,
speculation -- only one obsession, and that was a woman. While fantasizing about her he failed
to notice that his money was draining away. And his fantasy amounted to a dream of “family
happiness” enriched by frequent vividly imagined sex with HER.
Pretty ridiculous, considering that there was no actual sex. To press her would be cruel
and selfish and would probably drive her away. His only option was patience. Once when she
was crying he said, “I’d wait for you a hundred years.” And she “laughed through her tears” and
cracked: “Oh Gavin, let’s settle for fifty.”
He kept imagining the day when they would sit down to make a grand plan. She was
thirty-five. If they married now and got her pregnant the first baby would come no later than age
thirty-seven, leaving time for one more, assuming she recovered health and vigor in a year or so.
This was a conservative, safe timetable, or so he would argue. He felt out of character thinking
about babies but he believed she wanted a family too, although she had never said so. Odd that
he and Marian had never even approached such a decision. Now he wanted Belinda’s body and
her babies too.
“God, is this real? Why am I so eager to tangle myself in a whole system of bills and
babies?” He kept seeing young men, many of them much younger that he, pushing babies
around the malls. His reaction was: “How did you get into such a mess?”
But when Belinda cried he could hardly bear it. They were lying side by side in the midst
of another failure, the third, and she was sobbing on his shoulder, saying she was sorry, that she
hated -- herself? -- and Gavin gave all the comfort he could. That was when he said he’d wait a
hundred years. He needed what she couldn’t give, she needed it too.
He felt the quality of his love changing, and he wondered if it could go on. Or hers.
With this, plus his father’s stroke, his life should have been pretty grim. But there was
something good in him that he believed his father would appreciate, and this something, its
presence, kept him almost happy; his substitute for happiness was confidence. His father’s own
attitude had always been that life is a gift, and no one can keep a gift forever. As to the money
question, he was not really worried. He had been offered two partnerships, and the remaining
question was, Did he intend to be a lawyer, and did he want to?
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And he believed that the woman who had shouted “Your Dishonor!” was indomitable.
She would realize that his love was forever, that he loved her as she was, and always would. He
had said so a hundred times. Their life would be richer if they could make love, he knew that.
What he thought was: “If you come to love me, I’ll be there,” because he didn’t think she was
able to love him yet. All she said was: “Give me time.”
On rare occasions he stumbled on the belief that while she depended on him -- not
completely -- she did not love him. When this idea zipped across his mental landscape he came
close to saying, “If I help her through her troubles, and she goes away, I will be content.” Which
could only be true if love is a good in itself, whether the beloved responds or not. There came a
noise. The lock on the front door was turning, the door opening. Only two people had keys,
Marian and Belinda. And since Belinda never came uninvited he guessed it was Marian, who
still displayed a proprietary attitude toward the apartment. A pall descended on him, of guilt,
pity and sadness. He rose unwillingly. He heard a crinkling of paper, as if a bag had been put on
the floor, then the rustle of a coat slipping over a pair of shoulders -- and he recognized Belinda’s
scent. He entered the hall, and in two steps he met her, lifted her off her feet and whirled their
bodies from side to side.
He exclaimed: “Beelie.”
She let out a comic scream and began laughing -- a surprised, thrilled laugh. He’d told
her about his career as a linebacker in high school football, and she apparently loved to call him
Linebacker, which she did now. She asked what a linebacker does: “If I run, you’ll grab me?”
Laughing but not struggling in his arms, she yielded her body, filling his embrace, while
her laugh and the closeness of her mouth thrilled him. They kissed, and her scent and taste set
his brain spinning. He squeezed her till she cried “Too much!” then he set her on her feet. They
were in each other’s eyes.
“Who gave you a key?” he demanded.
“You did, you reckless man.” Then she apologized, saying she had believed he’d still be
at the hospital, and she wanted to fix a surprise dinner.
“Do not apologize. Give me that.”
He took the grocery bag and led the way to the kitchen.
“You scared the daylights out of me,” she scolded. “Jumping out of nowhere and
throwing me around. You’re so physical.”
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She assembled a supper from her bag of deli goods and he opened and poured the wine.
When they sat down she asked about his father, and Gavin said:
“No change. -- I think his life is over. I think he would want it over.”
She asked if his father knew him.
Gavin said the last and only sign of consciousness had been the tears he shed on hearing
Marian speak. Gavin did not elaborate and she did not ask him to. He was glad she made it
possible for him to speak of Marian.
He refilled her glass and she said, speaking as one who knew:
“Even if he’s unconscious it doesn’t mean he’s not suffering. He’ll be in a world nobody
can understand.”
Then came the kind of exchange that was redefining him. They were looking into each
other’s eyes with an intensity that displaced language, with an avowal deeper than language.
Belinda continued: “There will be sounds in his world with no explanation -- discomfort,
hunger, pain, a desire to be clean, without knowing what clean means. He may have some kind
of an aftermath from the stroke, a tender place in his brain, to torment him even if he’s
unconscious. We think unconsciousness is oblivion but maybe what’s left is the torture of the
senses. Or maybe he understood that Marian was with him.
“I’m sorry, Gavin, why do I rattle on this way? The reason is that I have something to be
happy about and I wish your father and you could join me. I wish I had met him.
“You are involved in his suffering more than you could be if he were able to speak, and
he is still the same man you’ve described to me -- your Little League coach, your teacher,
companion, generous and kind to you, sometimes impatient but always your ever-present dad.
Above all, your example.”
“All that, yes,” said Gavin. “I wish I had introduced you, I intended to, I regret I did not.
-- Tell me what’s making you happy,” he said gently. “I think I know.”
“You do?”
“You’ve gone another week with no symptoms, is that it?”
“More than that, Gavin. Today it is six weeks since I had a stare, a pain, or a
convulsion.”
“Six weeks!” he cried.
“Yes my beloved man. I seem to be coming back.”
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He walked round the table and extended his hand. She took it and stood facing him.
Gavin asked, “Did you say ‘beloved man’?”
“Yes, Linebacker.”
“Did I hear you say that you are ‘coming back’?”
“Yes, Your Honor. So could we plan a welcoming party for my former self?”
“For your real self. But -- ‘plan it’?”
“Yes, your father is suffering. Maybe we should wait.”
Gavin proceeded carefully: “When you say ‘a welcoming party,’ do you mean what I
hope you mean?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sure Dad would not stand in the way of anything so agreeable.”
Belinda started to speak, but stopped, and looked into his eyes with such certitude that he
felt no need to speak. He put his arm around her waist and led her to the bedroom.

He was -- somehow -- the man who had failed with her three times. And maybe this would be
the fourth. He asked himself if her injuries were permanent. He thought of the scattering of the
coffee cups, and her large, utterly blank eyes. His tenderest efforts to reach her were blocked by
sobs and trembling. He saw the brain sections. He imagined them separating and darkening.
This vision drove into his own brain the knowledge that she was a physical creature, an animal
like himself, and strengthened his fear that new failures would bring new injuries, since there
was no separation between her psychic and her physical self.
The only woman he knew was the one in his arms, the woman she was after Dexter had
done his work. Gavin had never met the woman she was before Dexter. Yet she was the one he
was hoping to release.
One day she stunned him by saying: “I shouldn’t have to explain to you that I want to be
your sex object.” If she expected him to laugh she was disappointed. He denied that he wanted
a sex object. He believed they took a step forward when she asked earnestly: “What do you
want?” And he said: “Only you. Only your true self.” She answered: “I want you too.”
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In the first failure he touched her too soon. In the second he made a careless remark.
And the third was yet another premature touch. She begged for his embrace and kissed him
aggressively, but if he went too far, she broke.
With each effort she seemed more fragile. He wanted her and believed she wanted him.
When they stripped for bed she made huge eyes and whispered, “Oh god what can it be? Oh god
look!” But she was more fragile than she knew -- or the injury ran deeper than either knew.
He kept his hand on her waist as they walked, he loved the pulsation and the rhythmic
twist in her pelvis as she walked under his hand.
She might make big eyes and joke about his body, but she would not let him undress her,
and she faced away from him while undressing herself. Then she slipped between the sheets
quickly.
On that first effort they had kissed with passion and hunger on both sides. They lay still
for a moment, then, lifting his hand slowly and looking for her approval, he reached out to touch
her breast. He saw the change in her eyes as his hand made contact and set loose a wave of
terror and pain. She shook, he could barely hold her. He embraced her, kissed her eyes, tasted
tears, heard her ghastly cries. He stroked her beloved face, he calmed her far enough for her to
choke out a few words: “It’s not your fault. I crack open, my stupid brain, I’ll go away, it’s not
your fault.”
“You will not go away --” showering her face with light kisses, stroking her back,
tightening his grip on her body. She was slick with sweat. The strange feeling inside his chest
and belly was fear. He feared that something in her had been destroyed.
A week later he invited her to shower with him. She accepted, saying she did not intend
to be a nun for the rest of her life. He washed her back and shoulders and asked her to do the
same for him. She did, and praised his body. He said, “If you think this is a good male body you
don’t know much about --” He stopped, but too late. Her hands were still on his shoulders and
the water was still streaming down. He said “Sorry” and faced her. Her eyes were large and
startled. He reached to embrace her but she pulled back. She left the shower stall, and he
followed. She said, “We’ll go to bed now,” as one might say “Now we jump off a cliff.” He
objected but she walked into the bedroom, drying her hair, naked. She slipped into the bed and
lay back, closing then opening her eyes. Reluctantly he joined her and pulled the sheet up. She
said, “Touch me.” He started to argue but she said, “We’ll give it a try. Go on, touch me
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somewhere.” He kissed her face, neck and shoulders, and she lay quietly with staring eyes, till
he said, “Beelie, I spoke without thinking.” She replied: “If I could speak without thinking I’d
be happy enough.” The strange awkwardness and artificiality, the trace of self-pity, disturbed
him.
After a blank minute or two he took his Shakespeare off the night table and opened it.
“Aren’t we going to try?” she complained.
He said, “Let’s not tonight.”
“Are we ever going to fuck?”
“That’s the wrong word.”
“It’s a disgusting word for a disgusting act.”
He returned the book and rolled on to his side to face her, and said: “Beelie, you are my
joy. I love you tonight and will always love you.”
She said, “How unfortunate.”
He turned the light out and lay back, and she mounted him. She dragged her breasts over
his face. He lay still. She kissed him deeply and aggressively and fondled him, and he was
almost persuaded -- but he controlled himself when she bent to do what he knew she was not
ready to do.
“Let me,” she said, but her voice was thin and reedy.
He embraced and kissed her, and she began sobbing and shaking.
Next morning he left the apartment while she was still sleeping. He looked down on her
face in repose. She was gone when he came back. He had accepted a job writing two memos,
and he worked on these till late afternoon. He called and invited her to dinner downtown. She
said, “Yes, I’d like that. Thank you.” He asked if she were well, and she said “Perfectly.”
He judged everything now by one criterion: progress or no progress. The dinner was “no
progress.” He asked her what had happened last night.
“What do you mean, what happened?”
“Did you think I was inconsiderate?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Looking into her eyes he met a glass wall.
He said, “I only meant there is nothing remarkable about my body. It’s pretty average.”
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“Wrong. You are very fit, your muscles are hard and strong and you know it. You’re
proud of it so don’t tell me you’re average.”
He let it drop. He took her home and she didn’t invite him in.
He thought it was over. He couldn’t imagine marriage without intimacy, and he had
convinced himself that through gentleness and affection he could reach her, by making contact
with the original Belinda, the woman before Dexter. In believing this he apparently believed it
was within his power to do, because it would be a good thing, and that life was arranged to allow
a man to do good if he tried. Now he feared her injury was too severe. It was over, but he
couldn’t abandon her. “She doesn’t want you,” he said, almost believing it. There was a
competing idea. He almost believed she almost loved him. He would keep trying, but he
wouldn’t act as if his love was the key to open all doors -- least of all the doors of her mind.
There was no reason she should be gasping with gratitude for his love. If somebody else came
along, gone. Why was he in pain? He saw that too. It was his conscience, and the reason was
that he was pressing her too hard.
But what if she wanted what he wanted? He admitted he wanted to marry her. He
admired her courage. What did that mean? If she was brave, she was brave in a cause, which
could only be recovery. If she healed, and departed, so be it. He kept this ever in mind.
In a moment of weakness or maybe just optimism he said: “She wants a marriage
completed by sexual intimacy.” But what if she still loved Dexter? Pathological, but still love.
And maybe she could get something from Dexter but not from him. What? What if she had
promised she’d wait. Eight years, reduced now to about two, and less if Dexter could snow the
parole board.
The third failure began in promise. She was even gay. She called him Linebacker and
bragged she would send him to a paradise where naked maidens massage football players.
A little glimmer in Gavin’s mind suggested she had talked this way to Dexter. “Stop it,”
he said mentally, “you’re no virgin yourself.” By this track he suddenly came upon Marian, who
had once said, “I see now that in giving my body I take you.” He had never troubled himself
about Marian’s previous lovers, but now no matter what Belinda did or tried to do, he asked
himself if it was a trick she learned from Dexter. In giving her body, whom did she take?
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If something had been destroyed, what was it? Certainly not her memory. Gavin imagined that
half her mind was with Dexter when she got into his bed. Then a false note, a touch, a word -and she would sense danger, and collapse. She was still Dexter’s prisoner. She had liberated her
body by calling the police and by taking him to court, and Gavin had done the rest. But she was
not free. Dexter was in for eight years. Was she in for life? It crossed Gavin’s mind that even if
he should kill Dexter she would remain his prisoner. He gave judicial notice to the insane fact
that he had thought of killing Dexter.
He had a daydream: He was crossing the stage of a theater, in perfect blackness, when he
heard a step -- a barefoot person coming toward him. She touched his chest, and he waited, quite
still. He reached out and traced the outline of her shoulders, her chin and neck. Her hands
roamed freely over his torso. He felt her mons press against him, and her breasts against his
chest.
Obviously an erotic fantasy, revealing his hunger. She pressed desperately against his
body and moaned. (He was at his desk computing his earnings.) How much did he need for a
year? He was not in trouble yet, but soon enough he’d have to choose between austerity and
servitude.
+

+

+
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“So,” Belinda said sounding puzzled, “it’s a game?”
“More than a game, it’s an experience,” Gavin replied, “one of the most profound of my
life.”
Pausing at that word “profound,” she then asked: “You were -- how old?”
He said he had been fourteen, two years too young for a driver’s license, but his father let
him drive part of the way.
She persisted: “But when he was driving you had to cover your eyes?”
“I covered my eyes only two or three times in the whole trip, when Dad saw a road sign
that would give away the secret. The idea was that I had to discover it myself.”
“And when you did, it was ‘profound.’ And you were only fourteen?”
“Right. Old enough.”
“And of course you won’t tell me the secret.”
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“Of course not. You’ll be where I was, looking around, exploring, pondering -- all of a
sudden it’ll hit you -- and if it has the effect on you that it had on me, it’ll be --”
“Profound,” with a half-smile.
“Right, but you need a minimal knowledge of a certain kind. Otherwise it won’t make
sense.”
“How do you know I’ve got this knowledge?”
“The chances are pretty good. And this is the best time of the year, the snow is gone, the
trees are still bare and you can see a long way in the woods, and we won’t be shot by hunters. -- I
should have asked, can you climb a steep hill?”
“How steep, Coach?”
“Very. It’s a pretty tough climb. Fifteen or twenty minutes, steep, slippery.”
“I can do that. What are you holding back, that your father told you and you aren’t
telling me?”
“Nothing. He said to me and I’m saying to you, we’ll drive for about two hours, I’ll ask
you to close your eyes two or three times for ten seconds, and at the end I’ll lead you by the hand
for fifty yards, then you open your eyes, and you’re on your own.”
“Then we climb?”
“Right.”
“What a father you had! I mean have. What a treasure of a man.”
“He’s a great father. He failed in business and he equated that with failure in life, but he
-- you just said it.”
She took his hand and pressed it against her side.
Gavin proposed that they visit Harrison in the morning then drive off to their
“experience.”
Belinda said, “Sure. But you’re not my father and I am not your child.”
“I don’t want you for a daughter,” he assured her, “but I do want you.”
“Yes, Gavin. It begins to look as if you’ve got me, and not for a daughter.”
She let her eyes rest on him, chiefly his face but also the shoulders and chest and the flat
belly, thinking he was a prince, or a king, with power held in reserve. There was a kind of
beauty in his confidence. She wanted to be in his arms. She asked if she could stay with him
overnight and he said,
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“Please do.”
When she awoke at seven she was alone. She walked into his work room and found him
bent over the computer, typing. She kissed him, went to the bath room, and then to the kitchen,
where she prepared a breakfast of eggs, ham, orange juice, toast, fruit and coffee. She did all this
without having to ask where anything was. After breakfast Gavin wanted to work for another
hour, so Belinda took out her oversized sketch book and opened it to a woman she had begun and
abandoned. She removed the waxed-paper cover sheet, gazed at her woman critically for several
minutes, then chose a piece of charcoal. It was a picture of a young woman lifting her arm to
fend off a blow. Belinda felt confident of the body and limbs but not of the face. She touched
the paper with the charcoal tentatively but nothing much came of her effort. Replacing the
waxed-paper sheet to prevent smudging, she closed the pad and returned to the bedroom and lay
down to wait for Gavin. She was uneasy about meeting his father in the hospital.

Upon seeing Harrison she saw hopelessness embodied. Gavin stood beside her, put his arm
around her shoulders and said loudly:
“Dad, it’s Gavin. I’ve brought a special person, Belinda, she’s here beside you.”
Belinda spoke: “Hello Mr. Rylands.”
There was no response -- except in Belinda herself. The old man’s body seemed to
transmit a signal of fate to her intellect. The face was sharp and thin, of no particular color,
removed from human contact. It showed neither suffering nor disappointment, only detachment
-- not the same as unconsciousness. An unconscious person looks like a person. Belinda did not
see the person in Harrison Rylands, she saw the relic.
Gavin sat beside the bed holding his father’s hand, and Belinda held Gavin’s. She
thought perhaps she was too bold; she was not after all in the family. She was thinking of her
sketch of a woman fending off a blow -- of the woman’s face as it appeared in her mind. She had
delayed any serious effort to draw the woman’s face. Did the face of Mr. Rylands -expressionless -- bear any relation to the threatened woman?
The charcoal sketch blended into the image before her, of a man no longer fully a man.
She saw her woman dodging the blow. This was not herself. She insisted it was not a self-
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portrait. And the wrecked body on the bed before her was not her body, his soul and intellect and
life history were not hers. These denials left her hanging somewhere. She forgot she was
holding the hand of the man she loved, and forgot that she loved him. She forgot love. Dexter
entered. She shifted in her chair. She was uncomfortable and afraid of what lay ahead.
During their first hour’s driving neither she nor Gavin spoke. She rested her hand on his
thigh and he covered her hand. They were heading southeast. They stopped in Hillsboro for
lunch, then drove on.
Belinda’s picture showed the woman but not her assailant. Her arm was lifted in defense
and her head turned towards him. She must keep him in view, otherwise he’d attack from
behind. All this had run through her mind before the moment exhibited in the picture. The
picture depicted the moment when a free woman was changed into a prisoner. Therefore its
meaning, should it ever emerge, must be in her expression, her eyes, and her color -- but this was
charcoal, and there would be no color, only shading. The austerity of charcoal was the right
medium. She thought of her woman as being on the edge of a gulf.
Gavin asked her to close her eyes. She felt no change in the motion of the car but his leg
under her hand resumed the immediacy she had felt when she first lay her hand down. He said,
“O.K.,” and she opened her eyes on the same low rolling hills clothed in dense hardwoods,
broken by undulating fields and pastures. She studied the various fields, many of them recently
abandoned and reverting to brush and woods. She became interested in the question, When does
the farmer choose pasture over hay? She knew that hay land was better. She started looking
more closely at the fencing, which would keep the animals inside the marginal land, the pastures,
and out of the better land, the hayfields. The vast amount of deteriorating land made her think
she was witnessing the end of a way of life.
Gavin said: “Soon I’ll be asking you to close your eyes and keep them closed. When we
stop I’ll lead you a short distance. Please don’t open your eyes till I say it’s O.K.”
She nodded and squeezed his thigh and felt the long, thick muscle in her hand. She said,
“I like this game.”
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Eyes closed, she stood beside the car while he helped her into her jacket and zipped it up the
front. He led her across a smooth surface, obviously paved, then said, “Step up.”
She did, and felt rough but level ground under her feet. They began walking, and Gavin
said,
“Lift your feet. There are roots here.”
She took a few comically high steps. There was a cool breeze on her face, and her hand
was warm in his. He braced her, his arm bent together with hers and their hands firmly clasped.
It made a reliable brace as she stepped cautiously forward, and once she did feel a root under her
foot. She noticed something important, mud, a slippery surface. But his arm secured her. She
gripped his hand more firmly and felt its thickness and hardness. He stopped and said she could
open her eyes.
The sun had emerged, but she had felt the breeze on her face and not the heat. The forest
was illuminated in three dimensions to a considerable distance. The trees were high, and made a
jagged fence forming the border of a royal blue sky. Underfoot, covering the mud, lay a carpet
of twigs and old leaves, and Belinda noted that the debris made a precarious skim over the mud.
She pressed one foot forward and it slid as if on ice, leaving a shiny mud trail in the surface
debris. She impressed her shoe-tread into the mud and looked at the pattern.
Gavin said: “I should have told you you’d need hiking shoes.”
She was wearing running shoes but they had an aggressive tread. She said they’d serve
well enough.
She began to climb, pulling herself up whenever a sapling or branch offered itself. A
fallen giant blocked the trail. On reaching it she turned and faced downhill -- Gavin was behind
her -- planted her rear on the great trunk, lifted her feet and spun. She stood proudly on the
uphill side and took a step back to give him room. He placed a hand casually on the trunk and
vaulted lightly over, landing close enough to touch her.
She proceeded upward, slipping and thrusting her feet forward in the mud like a woman
on roller skates, gaining a yard but losing a foot with almost every step. She noticed that when
she slid back he didn’t help, so she said over her shoulder, “No help wanted.”
He did help when she fell -- her hands and knees sunk into the mud. She wiped them on
a tree trunk and stood panting healthfully, feeling like a young girl, pulling in half the oxygen in
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the sky and laughing at him because he was panting too, bent forward with his hands on his
knees.
“Now who’s the showoff?” he said between breaths.
She asked, “Too fast for you, Coach?”
And they went up. The trail was narrow and twisty, with frequent switchbacks, fallen
limbs and uprooted trees, some of them giants. The trail avoided the root holes, which were two
to four feet deep and twice as wide. They discussed the question of what kind of trees
predominated, and guessed the maples were most numerous. Gavin looked for evidence of oaks
and could find none.
At another pause Belinda pointed to the ground and said, “Deer pellets.”
Gavin: “Deer, not moose?”
“Deer,” she repeated, “too small for moose.”
“Where have you seen moose?”
“Michigan. I went to camp up there. I rode horses, sailed a snipe, built campfires, hiked
and swam, played baseball, I even wrestled. We had a girls’ competition. I didn’t win, you’re
safe. -- Are we going to the top?”
“Yessum, that’s where the mystery is.”
On they went, slipping, laughing, pausing to breathe. Belinda thought she could see a
crest and even announced it, but Gavin said no, and having reached what she thought was the top
she confronted a right turn and another steep climb. The sun had disappeared, taking the
shadows away, but the forest was surprisingly light. The top of the sky was well lighted. She
checked her watch: two in the afternoon. They had taken longer over lunch than she thought -and she recalled the eatery, a scene out of the 1930s.
She looked for deer scat and found none. She saw a yellow light that seemed to lift itself
out of the mud, and while her mind was occupied with these details she reached a place where
the land fell away on the right, and an open vista stretched out for many miles. The treetops
were on a level with her eye; the wind sifted through the branches. In a few more steps along the
trail she found herself on level ground, facing away from the view and into a forest of giants
scattered across a plateau. She stopped and looked and breathed, and Gavin stood beside her.
The trail went away from the view, level and overarched by the great old trees, and she
felt enveloped if not sheltered, and it all seemed easy after the ascent. Instead of struggling she
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was strolling; the trees seemed more massive and spread out, and the breeze sung overhead. She
knew she had arrived -- somewhere. Now she began searching for whatever it was that Gavin
called the mystery. The sun came out but was still too high to give anything beyond a vague
sense of direction. She looked all around but saw no mystery -- only “normal” trees.
Walking, looking left and right and straight ahead, she thought there might be something
puzzling about the view on her right. What? She looked left and saw a level surface supporting
hundreds of ancient giants. She had never before seen such old, huge trees. Turning she saw the
same on the right. With a difference. She decided to go left later; now she’d go right.
She heard Gavin’s footsteps following. She turned to look, and found him staring straight
at her. She asked, “What?” He gave an innocent shrug. She asked, “Am I hot?” and he said,
“You’re getting warm.” She strode on, and it came to her that she could see treetops ahead, at
her level, where there should only be trunks. She picked up her pace and Gavin kept up. She
was looking ahead at the tops of trees that must be standing on lower ground.
Still walking at a right angle from the trail she began to feel that she was dropping. Three
more steps and she was sliding down a slope into a depression, and the depression stretched
straight to left and right -- surely a manmade depression, a ditch with gently sloping sides. She
pushed through the bottom -- stopped and looked at Gavin, who was smiling -- and then she
climbed out of the ditch, up a wall. It was weathered and rounded, but definitely a wall. She
now stood on the edge of a deep and precipitous cliff. The treetops lifted themselves from land
two- or three hundred feet below her. And if she looked left and right she saw the continuation
of the wall, as far as she could see in both directions. She was about fifteen feet above the
bottom of the ditch, about eight feet above the level of the trail, and perhaps three hundred feet
above the bottom land. She gazed down the cliff and tried to measure it by the height of the
trees. If the trees rose a hundred feet the cliff must be deeper than that. Again she guessed three
hundred feet.
Gavin was churning up the wall from the bottom of the ditch. He joined her and pulled
her close, and they looked out over the low-lying country below, where treetops formed a restless
ocean of green. Her heart, her body told her how deeply this discovery affected her. She
realized they were on a plateau rimmed by a wall, and they stood at the very brink -- and that the
wall must be hundreds of years old. She would have guessed a thousand. Gavin later told her it

223
was 2,000 years old, and that the builders had disappeared, and that their lives, religion, culture
and way of life were virtually unknown.
Belinda said: “Moundbuilders.”
He affirmed this.
Taking his hand she pulled him back down the slope into the depression, regained the
level center, climbed, and set off on the level ground toward the trail. Neither spoke. Crossing
the trail they forced themselves through hip-high brush and fallen branches among the rough
giants, still holding hands, often lurching and laughing as they tried to maintain their link while
stumbling over unseen obstacles. She was full of joy to see the boyish happiness in his eyes.
Their progress was slow, there was no trail. The sun was still pretty high, too near the zenith to
indicate their direction.
Gavin said, “I think we’re going too far south.”
He took a compass from his pocket -- and she punched him on the shoulder. He gave a
guilty smile and lay the instrument flat on his palm. He steadied it, then pointed a little left of
their course, and they set off again. After a hundred or more steps they began to sink. They went
into a depression, then climbed a wall and looked down another steep falloff of the land, with a
few smaller trees clinging to the cliff face, and another forest of monarchs at the bottom.
They were on the southeast rim of the plateau. The breeze combed the treetops and
stirred the leaves and twigs at their feet.
In the course of the next hour, with Belinda leading and refusing all suggestions, they
traced about half the circuit of the plateau, with each step increasing Belinda’s sense of enclosure
and of design.
She surmised they were within an enclosure built by the same civilization that produced
Fort Ancient and Serpent Mound. She had visited Serpent Mount with her fifth grade class and
remembered it vividly. During her crisis her empathy for the builders had sometimes risen in her
mind. She thought that her meditation, particularly on the women, had sensitized her, she felt an
affinity she could not explain. The vision of Serpent Mound, which rose in her mind quite often
during her ordeal, suggested a religious striving, if not a religious answer.
She said, “This isn’t a fort, is it?”
“It’s called Fort Hill but modern scholars don’t accept that, nor do they accept it for what
we call Fort Ancient.”
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“This is sacred space,” Belinda asserted with confidence. “I feel sacred within it. I walk
into a church, no; I walk here, yes, sacred.”
“And they are gone,” Gavin said gravely -- and she watched his face as the thought
passed through his mind: gone. “Imagine the decades or centuries it took to build this place
without so much as a shovel.”
As if to herself she whispered: “They had an explanation.” Then aloud: “Imagine the
women. ‘Hey, I go hunt, you build wall.’” She was asking herself if anyone loved these women,
but she didn’t voice the question. They had children to nurse and guide. How long did most of
the children live? Knowing by now that the circuit wall was more than a mile in circumference,
she wondered how many had died of exhaustion or starvation, yet the work continued.
They sat beside a fallen tree and leaned back, and Belinda pulled her legs close to her
behind, and circled her arms around her shins, and groaned with the relief in her muscles. She
was almost comfortable. The carpet of leaves and twigs up here on the flat land afforded a dry
seat. They drank from Gavin’s canteen and held hands.

Belinda had been alone for two or three minutes. Gavin had excused himself to go find a tree,
and she was beginning to need a tree herself, but she rested in the solitude, listening to the
whirring above. She rubbed her neck, relieving the stiffness that had come from looking at him
as they talked for an hour, side by side. At length she got up, stretched her legs and back, and
went in search of a tree of her own. She squatted behind a giant then began to roam, searching
for a place where they could lean back while looking straight at one another. She was ready to
unburden herself, or almost ready.
He called, she answered, and he approached. She showed him the groin of a big fallen
tree, and they settled in. Now they could face one another. He stretched out his legs, so did she,
while lightly and repeatedly kicking his foot.
She asked whether he had pee’d against a tree.
“When I was a kid I pee’d against trees,” he said, “but one day the sun showed how much
was bouncing back. I felt my pants and they were wet. So now I just hide and piss wherever the
wind blows. -- Do you piss against trees?”
“Oh sure! I shinny up and piss and it comes running down. What a question!”
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Then she asked whether his father had taken him to other Moundbuilder sites.
“He took me to Fort Ancient and Serpent Mound.”
Belinda said, “Serpent Mound. Unbelievable.”
“And indecipherable,” Gavin added.
“No. I can decipher it.”
“What does it say?”
“It’s the human yearning, the certitude that the sacred has meaning.”
He asked: “But what does it mean?”
She said, “That’s an unfair question and not a very intelligent one.”
They fell silent, looking at one another expressively, neither caring to look elsewhere, till
Belinda said:
“I have an agenda. You are not going to like it and I will hate it.”
“Wait,” he said quickly.
“No, please, Gavin I --”
“Just hold on,” he broke in. “I am learning plenty, I will learn even more as the months
go by. Why not let it all proceed naturally instead of invoking some god damned agenda? If it is
hateful, delete it.”
“Because it’s the truth.”
“O.K., fine, I’ll learn at my own speed.”
“Gavin, I’ll never believe that you love me if I can’t be sure you know me. I had this out
with my sister. She wants to protect you. I want to expose you. You are a kind, caring man. I
am not doing this to test you but to save myself from doubt and worry. Otherwise I’ll be
thinking, ‘What if he knew? What if he finds out? Why didn’t I tell him?’ No, Gavin, Dearest
Man, just listen. I’ll accept the consequences, we’ll both have to accept the consequences.”
“You had a baby,” he said confidently. “Well I don’t care.”
“I’ve never been pregnant except for the one time you know about.”
She watched as he yielded. Again she pulled her legs up and pressed the heels against her
thighs. She clasped her hands and waited, till he said,
“Go ahead.”
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She had a rough script in her mind, dictated by an aroused conscience. She plunged ahead.
“I have to tell the truth, but I was not good enough to see that for myself.”
She thought this was true enough so far. But saying she was not good enough sounded
suspiciously like an invitation to insist that she was.
“No, I was forced by fear. I realized that what I had to tell would be decisive. You would
listen and walk away. And I said, ‘Don’t tell him.’ Then I flipped. I saw that I had to tell you
because it was decisive.”
Again, true.
“To conceal it would be to deceive you. When you finally found out or I confessed you’d
realize what a fraud I was. If it was decisive, I had to tell you. If I told you, I’d lose you. If I
lost you I’d set a new personal record for misery, which in my case would be something.”
After listening to this drivel she found the push was still pushing. She had to be clean
before Gavin -- clean, not of her past but for her future. So she must confess the whole sordid
story. She was fully aware that to some people she’d look like a drama queen. They would say
“What’s so terrible?” Even he might say it. But she was doing CPR on the woman she believed
she had once been.
Suppose she told him and he excused and forgave her, or, worse yet, didn’t see in her
conduct the revolting degradation that she saw. What if he couldn’t comprehend her shame? If
he said, “What’s the fuss?” she’d lose faith in him, for she was shamed, tortured. She’d think he
was missing some faculty of judgment, the very faculty she was trying to revive in herself.
Then she thought: “For god’s sake tell the story.”
She began with the chapter on Gerald the Engineer. This time she told the whole truth
about their breakup. She said she had simply gotten tired of him. First she was crazy for him
and after a few months she decided he was a bore. “I trifled with him. He wanted to marry me.
He loved me and I would sit there thinking, ‘Get over it.’” And she added an unnecessary fact,
that he was a terrific lover.
Reciting all this to Gavin she writhed inside. She wished she hadn’t added the flourish
about his love skills. She blurted out that she had given Gerald her virginity, as if virtue in the
old sense meant anything. She reported Gerald asking, near the end, “Did you ever really love
me?” And that was the problem, she explained to Gavin. She had loved him with her whole
heart. And suddenly she was tired of him. She said to Gavin: “I am not to be trusted.”
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Asked Gavin: “How old were you?”
“Twenty-one but what does it matter? You were only fourteen when you first saw this
place. I was surely old enough at twenty-one to know the difference between kindness and utter
selfishness.”
“But should you stay with a man you don’t love?”
“No, but I was cruel, I cut him with my cruelty.”
Gavin seemed to challenge her. “Please let me know when you get bored with me.”
“And you do the same, “ she retorted angrily.
They gave one another a few minutes to cool down, then Belinda said:
“Now comes the worst part.”
“Fire away.”
“Gavin, quit giving me so much slack. I tell you I was mad for him, I encouraged him
and then in the course of two or three months I discovered he was boring me to death. Then I
was out the door.”
“Therefore you might walk out on me?”
“Yes!”
“Are you saying you want to split up? If so, say it plainly and spare me the soap opera.”
“Oh god,” she said kicking his shoe, “I am not saying that. I am saying I love you so
much I have to risk everything by telling you everything. Will you listen?”
“Sure. Go ahead,” with a light kick on her foot.
“Gavin, this is serious.”
“I know it is, but I don’t see any reason to lose my head.”
“O.K., the next chapter is Walter the Weasel. He’s a very intelligent and talented
architect. By the way if you’re looking for a career to starve in, be a talented architect. Or major
in art history the way I did. And -- if you want to be a weasel -- have an affair with a weasel.
This is what I’m trying to show you, but you’re too partial. Be objective, be a judge.”
“Come to the point, it’s getting cold up here.”
The wind was indeed stronger, but Belinda had not noticed. Now she heard it singing in
a lower tone high in the trees. She zipped her jacket to the throat and folded her arms over her
breast.
She was about to speak when Gavin said:

228
“So Walter is a weasel and you are a fraud. You’re not very charitable to your fellow
man.”
“You’ll see what I mean soon enough. I hope you understand that I have the right to call
him weasel only because I am one myself. That was the most intimate part, not the sex, but the
way I came to be what he was, in order to continue the affair. And when I say I was a fraud, isn’t
it obvious I was inviting you to deny it. So go ahead, let’s get it over with.”
He said calmly, “You are not a phony, fraud, or fake.”
“Thank you. The Walter chapter. Are you disgusted yet?”
He said reluctantly: “It’s true I am disgusted when you say it was intimate, the way you
became something like what he was. Yes, it’s worse than sexual intimacy. O.K. I agree, but
disgusting is the wrong word. It’s -- never mind. Disappointing. Now please go on. You’re
right, this is bitter medicine but we have to swallow it.”
A friend of hers received a call from Walter, who needed a graphic artist to create
renderings of his plans for a pump house in a park. It was to be a small but elegant building of
stone and slate and Walter was pleased with his design. The friend had recommended Belinda.
In due course she received a call from Walter. Could she come to his office that very day? She
asked, for what purpose?
“I’m up against a deadline. I need some renderings fast.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Renderings, renderings.”
“And what is that?”
“Jesus! Are you an artist? Can you draw?”
“So-so.”
“Are you good on a computer?”
“So-so.”
“Come, for Christ’s sake.”
That was how she met the weasel. His desperate energy, the fascination she felt
examining his plans, his staring eyes and shaky hands with their big knuckles and veins, his
sincerity -- or some quality that bespoke an unstable person -- all of it of course phony -- but it
worked, it pulled her in. She produced some sketches that he praised, then she recruited a friend
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to help with the computer phase of the job, and she turned in the renderings on time, and Walter
got the commission.
He said, “You saved my kids from starvation.”
And Belinda commented to Gavin: “You see I knew about his children from the
beginning.”
“Knew what about them?”
“That they existed. He was married, he had a family, I knew it.”
She started to describe her feelings toward Walter but Gavin scowled and waved a hand.
So she confined her narrative to the bare outlines. They “did it,” and they went deeper, starting
something without a visible ending. It turned out that Walter’s kids were miracles of intelligence
and spirit, the wife was mad for money and indifferent to sex, a harridan, a frigid bitch. She,
Belinda, didn’t believe all of it, but some, enough to make space for a set of interlocking
justifications. The responsibility, of course, was Walter’s: it was his life, his family, only he
knew the home situation. Either he didn’t care if his marriage broke up, in which case Belinda’s
guilt was minimal, or he was willing to run a home life and an affair in parallel -- so -- so what?
“I can’t remember all the dodges I dreamed up, but I was equal to the challenge, and I
was actually happy for a while, or maybe just thrilled. He’s a very entertaining man, full of fun
and laughter -- yes! fun and laughter -- ha ha -- while we were eating away at the web of his life
and hers -- a good companion, Walter, a smooth liar, a -- never mind about his motor skills, I
don’t need to go into that.”
“No you don’t.”
“And all this time I knew about the family, he was constantly complaining about her, the
wife, I kept seeing imaginary scenes of them at dinner, the mother telling the kids to eat their
vegetables. I once caught an actual glimpse of her when she brought the kids for some reason,
plodding along, hugely pregnant, with two kids under six -- they all seemed happy enough, the
kids were little hand-grenades of energy -- this was the family I was putting at risk. Then Walter
proposed, and I almost fell over. I asked him if he was crazy. No by god he worshipped me, and
I told him if he ever again mentioned marriage I’d leave him. His answer: ‘That’s totally
irrational.’ Right about this time I met Jason.”
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She paused and looked at Gavin for his reaction. His face was bent. He was whittling a
stick, and she wondered if he always carried a jackknife, plus the compass. These observations
distracted her, till Gavin looked up and said:
“I know the rest.”
“How could you?”
“It’s pretty obvious.”
“Are you saying I should stop?”
“No, go on. You’re going to tell me you cheated on Walter with Jason.”
She felt her nerves tightening as she watched him return to his whittling. He was
stripping the bark in long flexible ribbons, he had shifted all his attention to this job. She
watched in detail for several seconds.
She asked: “Do you always carry a knife and compass?”
“Just on trips to the woods.”
“Should I go on?”
“Yes, let’s get it over with.”
“But do you really feel --”
“Look, you’re right, we need this. Now do it.”
Her resolve was weakening. She had counted on his sympathy. Even if he should walk,
she believed he’d make a gentle, forgiving exit. Something like: “Yes I forgive you, but I’d
better go.” Now she feared he might be as repelled as she had declared he ought to be. But!
People have affairs all the time! Sexual freedom is woven into modern life. What century was
he living in? But she caught herself: he had not yet spoken. Would it be: “What’s the big
problem?” or “Right. You are a whore.”
When she got to the part about her confession to Jason on the subject of Walter, and
Jason’s immediate demand that she marry him, and then to her insistence that he, Jason, had
been, up to that point, a sympathetic and even considerate lover -- Gavin’s hands stopped
working, his head remained bent over the stick. Then she said, as she had said to her sister, that
the beatings became a part of her life.
She asked, as if he had the answer, “How can love be so terrible?” She said she deserved
to be destroyed, and that Jason was doing exactly what she should have done to herself. She said
she loved him until it went on too long, and he displayed a helpless addiction to violence.

231
“I had no hope. I had no reason to live with myself. After the second beating, maybe the
third, I noticed that I was confusing Walter and Jason. I would think I was encouraging Walter,
that I --”
Gavin cut in with: “Walter. Is he the architect?”
“Yes for God’s sake.”
“Sorry -- what was the plumber’s name?”
“There is no plumber. Will you let me go on, or are you going to make jokes?”
“Go on,” he said, “I’m dying for more.”
“You think this is some kind of egotism, don’t you.”
“I’d call it reverse egotism, yes.”
She started to get up. He pulled her down by the arm and said,
“Sorry. Go on.”
“So Jason beat me and I would think about Walter -- the architect in case you’ve
forgotten -- that I had dragged him down, if I didn’t wreck his family I’d done what was worse,
shown him it was perfectly O.K. to cheat.”
Gavin sat motionless with bowed head. She looked at the parting in his thick black hair.
She imagined she could see his breathing. She waited for him to look up, to show his
expression, his eyes, his -- reaction -- but he did not lift his face. He was mumbling. He had
resumed stripping the stick. She couldn’t understand the words but his tone was one of anger.
He was gashing so hard that she feared he’d cut himself. But his movements were so vehement
that she hesitated to speak. Then came a clear word: “Dexter.”
She realized with fear or horror that his shoulders were shaking. She was stunned with
disbelief. But she watched, and it was true. He was sobbing, still looking down at the knife and
the stick.
She was at his side in a single lunge, embracing and pressing him to her body. He
managed to say, “ Careful, the knife,” closing the blade and letting it drop to the ground. His
body shuddered against her, and she kissed his lips and eyes, scarcely able to believe, and
murmured comfort to him. She wanted to cry but felt instead the need to sustain him, to give
support, not seek it. But she broke down too. An animal, a deer or fox, hearing their sounds
would have thought they were making love. This continued for two or three minutes -- or maybe
only ten seconds -- till Gavin said: “You’re a crybaby!” She shot the same accusation at him;
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then came gusts of laughter and repeated accusations of “crybaby,” and he took her by the
shoulders and commanded her never to reveal this episode to anybody. She said, “I will never
tell and always remember.” They kissed and exclaimed what a pair of sissies they were. He
wiped her face with his fingers and she said, “Give me your hankie,” and wiped the tears from
his face.
When they had calmed down he looked straight at her for the first time and said, “Sorry,
Babe.” To which she replied, “Sorry, Man,” and looked deep into his eyes, seeing, as she
believed, devotion, happiness, relief.
Gavin said: “I saw --”
She covered his mouth and kissed him. But a minute later he went on: “ ... Jason --” And
she again stopped him.
They explored a section of the wall they had not yet seen, and found themselves at the
south end of the circuit where a trail led steeply down a bluff. Gavin said that if they went down
they’d be caught in darkness, so they turned back and followed the main trail to the place where
the view opened out, then descended in diminishing twilight. Gavin turned on the car heater and
the dome light and they studied the map for a place to get dinner.
Deciding they wanted a chance to find a good motel they drove northeast to Chillicothe,
telling one another how hungry they were. They would stay in Chillicothe for the night, then
wind their way southwest again to Serpent Mound. As they drove, she again rested her hand on
his thigh, and he covered her hand.

Next morning Belinda said, “I can see it clearly. I was ten. My friend and I climbed a tower -- is
the tower still there?”
“Yes, the same tower.”
“We’re at the tail end, and we see this sinuous, sensuous body growing fatter as it goes
toward the head, then the open mouth, and something -- is it swallowing? We stared, we had no
idea what it all meant. My friend said, “Snakie, snakie,” calling to it. I’m so glad to be going
back.”
They cruised along for several minutes till Belinda leaned toward him, lifted his hand and
kissed it saying,
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“Thank you for last night, Your Honor.”
Watching the road, which was something of a snake itself, Gavin smiled and said, “I hope
I didn’t go too far.”
“No, it was lovely. I think you know what’s happening in my body, or my mind, before I
do. I can feel you finding me.”
“But you were afraid.”
“Only for a moment. Then you sort of hovered, and I realized, ‘This man loves me.’ And
when you -- proceeded -- I thought, ‘Yes, please,’ and I was able to go with you. I’m coming
back, Gavin. You’re finding me and bringing me back.”
+

+

+
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The subject was Gavin’s ambition, and the Oldster was saying: “I had a law school classmate -we were deep into one of those midnight bull sessions -- what the hell does it all mean? -- a pity
we stop asking the old questions everybody is agitated about in college -- but this was law school
-- Where was I going with this, Gavin?”
“You had a friend in law school,” Gavin prompted.
“Right. We called him ‘Old Chap,’ can’t remember why. What he said was, ‘Some
people are content just to make a living and raise a family.’ So I commend it to you, Gavin.
There’s no need to save the world, the world refuses to be saved. Here I sit at the end, and I look
back and I dare not ask if the city and county are any better than when I started, when I had such
big ideas about the law and more solemnly the rule of law. You tell me you want to marry again,
well -- of course I love Marian, can’t understand how you could let her get away. All right, none
of my business. But since you did, and she’s gone, I take it, and you’ve found another -- woman
-- of whom there are many -- but few as good as Marian -- you follow me? And you’ve got this
other woman --”
“Maybe.”
The Oldster nodded and simply said, “Don’t worry about that. Women are plentiful but
men are scarce. -- I always thought you were ambitious.”
“I was and still am.”
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“Yes but for the last half hour you’ve been sounding pretty particular about what’s worth
doing and what isn’t.” The Oldster took out a pipe and didn’t light it. “I haven’t heard anything
like a goal. Am I missing something? I get a sense of drift, which in talented men is not that
uncommon. Gifted men with a multitude of choices often knock around like a billiard ball.”
“I’m taking a short break,” Gavin explained.
“You’d better not run for the Court of Appeals, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“Why not? It’d be a natural step from Common Pleas.”
“Gavin, the voters. They don’t like a man who resigns and then runs again. They
somehow don’t trust him. They elevated him to a responsible office, he quit, and now he wants
another shot. I’ve seen this twice in this county. Both times the man was humiliated. Now
Congress, that would be a different story.”
“I’ve thought about that, and the Supreme Court.”
“Hmm. Well, the Supremes, maybe. Getting elected requires a different kind of politics.
You’re a popular and respected man in the profession, you’d have a chance for the Bar’s
endorsement, and you’d rake in the campaign cash. Yes sir, and it’s scholarly, intellectual, the
salary is decent -- but only a tenth of what you’d earn in private practice, of course you know
that. Did you ever try thinking like a business man?”
“How does one do that?”
“Well right now you’re asking ‘What should I do?’ That’s complicated. Why not ask,
‘How do I make money?’ A different starting line.”
“Not interested,” said Gavin.
“Will your lady friend pay you a salary then?”
Gavin laughed. The Oldster showed a mouthful of riddled teeth of a doubtful color.
“Let’s say I’m temporarily disoriented,” Gavin offered.
“Are you in a jam?” the Oldster inquired gently.
“You mean money? I’ll be O.K. for a year or so.”
“You said a short break.”
“I’m hoping to be on track pretty soon.”
“When the year is over the real world will confront you, and you must confront it. And
children cost money. You said you wanted children?”
“Yes.”
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“Does the lady?”
“We haven’t discussed it. I’m still working on marriage.”
“Oh! I had the impression she was in the bag.”
“Far from it. She’s had a rough couple of years and I think she’s in a process of recovery
and reassembly.”
“Sounds unpredictable. Reassembly?”
“That’s why I’m not sure of her. Because she’s not sure of herself.”
“Is she sick?”
“She’s recovering.”
“I see. I won’t push you any further. -- But -- uh, you and Marian had no children.”
“We were too busy striving. I’ve been asking myself, for what?”
“Maybe you should be a monk?”
“Monks don’t marry, and I intend to marry this woman.”
“So good luck, since that’s what you want. Still, a monk has a pretty comfortable kind of
self-denying life. But as the business people would say, you’ll be needing a revenue stream.
Have you ever noticed how they talk about strategy, as if they were Dwight David Eisenhower?
But you want to do something that’s worth doing, with your one and only life. Not as easy as it
sounds. Generally the more useful you are to society the less you’re paid.”
After they had both contemplated this for a moment the Oldster continued:
“Here we sit in a building heated and cooled by the county, out of the rain and snow, with
a nice little cafe just down the street, and bailiffs and deputies and secretaries in squadrons to run
the show, and all we have to do is follow a set of simple rules and face the voters every few
years, and they are inclined to keep us in the job unless we do something outrageous -- and we
could just coast along -- you could have coasted into a soft retirement except that you are a
stubborn, willful, hotheaded -- is egotist too strong a word?”
“Probably not.”
“You can see yourself among the Supremes?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve got a more mundane idea,” said the old judge. “What about DA? We need a new
one here.”
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“A DA can fight,” said Gavin, “I like that part. It’s work that must be done and is best if
done with discrimination. If you’re a fighter you may not have time to ask ‘Why is the world so
ugly?’”
“Or maybe you have all the time you need. You go home and kiss the wife and kiddies,
but you’re obsessed with the missing child whose body was found dismembered in a drain pipe
that morning. Jolly up your babies, and that other child is on your mind.”
“Cruelty,” said Gavin looking straight into the old man’s rheumy eyes. “Evil, injustice,
endlessness.”
“Especially endlessness,” the Oldster agreed. “Wading through the sewer -- all day every
day. Could you handle that? I mean survive it with your soul intact. You look at your children
and thank God they are doing well in school, that they are healthy -- if they are -- that your wife
is safe in an inviolable home. And some little tick-tock in your head keeps telling you that you
live in the same world with rapists and murderers.”
Gavin sat in silence watching the Oldster reorient his thoughts.
“The basic problem,” said the old man, “is corruption. Take the Congress. Do you know
that saint in Columbus, What’s-His-Name, always lobbying the Congress to reform itself, like
asking the hyena to share dinner with the rabbit. There are honest people, Gavin, you are one of
them. -- Or, say, open a hot-dog stand outside the courthouse, weenies and mustard. The Daily
News would write you up, ex-judge peddles weenies and spouts philosophy.”
Gavin smiled affectionately at the old man, who continued:
“DA, prosecuting attorney. When I was a kid I listened to a radio program on ‘Mr.
District Attorney, Champion of the People.’ But it’s rough. The only one I know who wasn’t
shredded by the job was a religious man who managed to dump it all in God’s lap. I’ve seen
men destroyed by doing the wrong thing in their day job, just watching and listening to criminals
and their lawyers -- not Marian, she’s an exception, she’s almost a miracle -- You’re wondering
what my point is.”
“No. I see your point. In doing what must be done you could lose yourself.”
“Lose your integrity,” the Oldster said. “In a perfect or even half-perfect world
necessary work would be rewarded and held in high esteem. In our world the toiler in the
vineyard is overlooked and under paid.”
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“But I think that’s the way it always was and will be,” said Gavin to his own surprise. “It
turns out that what we’re calling necessary work is dangerous. A few years or maybe just
months as a prosecutor or cop could make you unfit for the job of husband and father, unfit also
as a companion for yourself.”
“And you might wonder why some people make so much money and drive expensive
cars and send their kids to the best colleges. Yes sir, it’s hazardous duty. You could be eaten
alive by envy and cynicism. To live with a cynical, angry mind in your head, that’s not such a
good life.”
Gavin imagined kissing Belinda -- with a dead child and its killer taking up occupancy in
his brain. But he thought he could protect his Belinda from this and all forms of violence.
They parted, the old man returning to his office and Gavin going home to write a memo
that would earn him three thousand dollars. Everything was in motion around the fixed star,
Belinda.
+

+

+
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Marian knew what she wanted. In fact, what she needed. And she knew she could not have it.
She must live a deprived life, or find a different one.
She was lying on her back with her arms outside the blankets. Her eyes were open. She
was watching the rectangles of light as they streamed up the walls and across the ceiling when a
car passed on the street. She liked to see how the rectangles changed from vertical to horizontal
when they reached the ceiling.
Thinking of a client she had taken that day she suddenly beheld the mottled face of
Oscar Calhoun. The question was an old one: “In what way am I better than him?” Of course
she had a justification, that she was defending criminals in order to keep the cops and DAs
honest. But Calhoun could say the same. “But I would never have defended Dexter.” But this
new client -- what was her excuse in taking him? He was entitled to a vigorous defense, of
course, “but why should I be the one?” Why take his case? Money?
Her mind jumped to Belinda Cross. Marian thought of how “the girl” had leapt off the
bench at the Gym and Swim when Marian said “I wish you happiness.” And they embraced --
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She remembered the girl’s body and the exuberant life in that body and voice. The girl made no
attempt to conceal her happiness.
Now Marian said in her mind: “Anger, bitterness, envy, hate would corrode my brain.
Besides, I still love him. In wishing her happiness I wish him the same.”
She saw a couple making love on a blanket. The man was in the woman, he was lifting
his torso and she was reaching up to touch his face, while he drove deeper into her and she cried
out wildly.
“Stop it!” Marian said aloud. “Sick, sick!” But she let it go on, she actually wanted to
watch.
“Who am I?” She was the woman who allowed these visions to entertain her in the night.
Until this indulgence ran its course she couldn’t hope to fall asleep. When the arousal had been
completed, then she could sink into sleep. Love was a kind of possession, and she would not
give it up. Loving him she still possessed him. This was a lie. OK it’s a lie.
She knew what he’d do to Belinda -- they were the same things he had done to her, his
wife. And Marian watched because it was a stimulus like no other. Now the girl was lying on
her front and he was caressing her fanny, which she enjoyed in a quiet, submissive way.
“Am I sick?” Marian groaned. “Why do I keep inventing this -- disgusting -- whatever!
I’d die if anybody knew.” She watched and saw Gavin slap the girl’s behind -- then she realized
he would never strike her even in fun. She must have sobbed and begged Dexter’s forgiveness
(for no offense), knelt and pleaded for peace and love, and he responded by beating her head
--“beating her brains out.” No, Gavin would never pretend to force or abuse her.
“He used to ask me, ‘Are you sure?’ and I would say ‘Yes, please,’ then he’d force me
and I’d pretend to resist. He’d pull my ankles together and grab my wrists, kneel over me and
pin my arms to my sides -- oh god -- and when I was helpless he’d -- ‘Come back, Shane!’ If
only for one night. It wouldn’t mean anything, it’d be pure recreation like a trip to the Gym and
Swim -- damn your ass, Big Boy, come on!”
She felt tears running down her face and she quickly sat upright, since “tears in the ears”
was ridiculous.
Marian watched and said defensively, “He used to do that to me” -- Belinda was arching
her back, moaning, and Marian was thinking: “Marvelous, isn’t it?” -- addressing Belinda. But
she was edging towards hatred.
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She knew his whole bag of tricks, and when the stranger began doing something -anything -- for him, it proved she knew him already. In his relation with the girl he was
generous, forthcoming, tender, but when she wanted to be overpowered, he accommodated her.
“No. Wrong,” Marian cried.
She thought again of the monster Dexter, of whom she knew little, but it was enough.
She pitied Belinda -- she could see her running, dodging, getting caught in a corner and pleading,
sobbing, losing all dignity and courage, breaking down, begging on her knees. Then Dexter
struck, and sent her flying across the room.
“Stop! Block this out. Try!”
Now the guilt wormed its way into her soul. She vowed, “No more of that. Gavin, be
good to her. Since you can’t love me, love her.” And she said again what needed saying, “You
stopped loving me before you ever saw her.” A critical fact.
In a rush Marian saw an old scene, Gavin arching his back, lifting his torso in order to
plunge deeper, and she would touch his face -- and she understood that she had put herself in
Belinda’s place, and she didn’t care. Whose place was it? She moved her pelvis to his rhythm.
In her fantasy she recaptured a shadow of that universe, an experience beyond the physical,
beyond belief.
While lost in this ecstasy, by a failure of concentration, she let Belinda back in, and was
forced to accept her as a third party. Now she and Belinda, like two trained dancers, gave the
man what they knew he wanted. She watched with eager, almost desperate attention, watching
herself and Belinda serving the needs of the man -- “and when I do what he calls the ultimate,
then he --”
But he rose and threw Belinda on her back. As if Marian didn’t exist he mounted Belinda
and drove himself into her until she cried out, ecstatic and wild, while Marian froze. She
watched with horror and arousal. And still it went on. She spread her legs and had a momentary
thrill, opening for him -- but he did not advance.
She sat upright again, and she was the woman who had been solicited by the abominable
Calhoun. She was back in normal life where there was no ecstasy and no love. She rolled on her
side and drew her legs toward her chest. She waited for sleep to find her. The down shoulder
began to ache, so she shifted to her other side, and then she began to hear in her mind the
nonsensical phrases that always accompanied her fall into oblivion. “Will Wass marry?” Who
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was Wass? Was there even a person named Wass? Who was asking the question? “Darling
place ... delay surgery.” What place and what surgery?
These random phrases were the infallible signs that she was sliding down. In her last
waking moment she moved her leg toward Gavin’s side of the bed, and felt nothing.
+

+

+
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Alona had done no spying for several weeks. Jason had issued no orders. He never spoke now
of collecting debts, he didn’t even speak of freedom or of the sex riots they’d stage, and the steak
and eggs they’d consume at breakfast to regain their strength.

Only once he’d grasped the

metal screen with red fingers and white knuckles and cried “Daylight! daylight!” But that was a
long time ago. She saw a steep decline in his spirits and looks -- all grey and droopy, where she
was accustomed to seeing sparks of anger. In fact -- and this really flummoxed her -- passivity.
She’d rather have a sharp-toothed tiger to contend with than this lump of jelly. She begged him
to see the doctor but he didn’t trust a prison doctor.
Then a letter came from his lawyer, and he revived enough to show it to her. It was
difficult to read through the plexiglass sheet on her side of the metal screen but she made it out:
“Dear Mr. Dexter -“It appears that my tireless efforts have paid off and I am pleased to inform you that the
Parole Board will take up your case at its next meeting.
“This makes your continued good behavior utterly essential and vital. One misstep, one
explosion of anger at this critical juncture would be the death-knell of your hopes for early
release. Walk on eggs, Mr. Dexter. When you are seized by rage, SMILE. When you feel
rebellion welling up, OBEY. And do it cheerfully, as though your whole object in life is to love
those who hate you.
“The time to resume your true character will be after your release into freedom. Even
then you’ll be subject to a parole and/or probation officer’s supervision -- so prepare yourself for
a long siege of false appearances. You are a strong person, Mr. Dexter, and your character will
survive this trial. You made a great success in life before this catastrophe struck you. You
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created a thriving business, because of or in spite of your humble beginnings and lack of formal
education.
“Your childhood poverty and neglectful parents notwithstanding, you can be proud.
Prepare now for a life in freedom. You have considerable savings with which to launch your
next enterprise. The brokerage account that I established and the manager I chose are
prospering. Your net worth is rising with the Dow, keep that in mind. Above all, PLAY THEIR
GAME.
“Parenthetically I might add, the portfolio manager suggests you take advantage of the
present market by drawing about $100,000 out of stocks and salting it away in cash to give you a
launching pad when you are released. Let me know if you agree, and I will pass your order on to
him.
“Yours very truly,
“Oscar Calhoun, Esquire.”
Alona burst out, “Terrific, terrific, Jason my love!”
When he didn’t seem to react she had a brainstorm and said, “I’m going down and have a
look around. I’ll report next week.”
He didn’t answer except to croak: “Yeah.”
She vowed love and loyalty and pledged her body, and he said:
“Yeah.”
Next day she drove down and got knocked off the tracks. It was like finding a new
friend. What happened was that she -- well, she couldn’t sum it up, but she kept reliving it. It
made her think of church and the days when the preacher sort of lifted her out of her seat.
She found the Quarry easily enough, she was such a creature of habit -- same with the ex -- but
Alona was more interested in the bitch because Jason had married her. What did he see in her?
She seemed plain ordinary, she certainly didn’t have the Venus figure of the ex, but, O.K., she
was a neat package, Alona admitted that. Being too big herself Alona had no right to look down
on somebody whose breasts were only medium compared to her own, which were mega. She
imagined threatening to knock Jason down with a sudden twist of her body. She laughed:
“Bludgeoned by boobies!” And she imagined he’d squeal: “Hit me again Baby!”
Anyway she had missed her two “subjects,” like missing the characters in a TV series.
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The Quarry lived simply enough, a modest apartment building and a ten-year-old Honda,
and she never piled her grocery cart to the max, she gave the impression that she counted her
grocery money as she went along -- and her trips to the Five Towns Gym and Swim were strictly
for PT, which made it more difficult to track her. Tracking the ex, she could jump in the same
pool, it was so big, and those who weren’t actually swimming were gaping at the divers of both
sexes, so she was certain the ex never noticed her, and she had started to enjoy swimming, even
if she wasn’t losing any weight by it. So Alona had built up a pretty good profile of the ex,
swimming, office, long walks, but the bitch, she was more elusive. You couldn’t just stand there
in that little exercise room and watch her bending and stretching.
Alona suddenly asked herself what exactly was the “debt.” Could this girl owe him
money? Could she pay him? Someday she’d ask him. Then she slid into something unpleasant.
He could be in the pen for another three years. Well, uh, maybe then he’d forget the debt.
They’d take right off for the tall timber. A honeymoon, but first a wedding! Jesus. She
squirmed. “Hey stop. Don’t say Jesus. Clean up your act.”
But his presence in her mind was becoming oppressive. Without him she was empty and
her future was bleak. More of the same -- and the same was beginning to look like poverty. She
had so few clients. Hardly any prisoners came to her classes at the prison. Pretty soon the
Admin people would invite her to leave. She could get a job with Speakeasy but you had to sign
away your right to run your own business. Sure, she could continue her classes at the prison, but
the money was pretty meager after she paid the videographer. Some of the students were
marvels of uneducated almost-genius, but the money -- “What am I? An instructor and
consultant in persuasive speech for business people.” But how do you get clients? When she did
get a gig, like the last one, with the U.S. Postal Service, which was requiring supervisors to say
something to their crews every morning -- “and I’m supposed to teach them how to say -- what?”
She followed Little Miss Victim from the Gym and Swim to the Dorothy Lane Market,
and took the opportunity to do her own grocery shopping. She’d catch a look every few minutes
and get through the checkout and load the stuff in her car before the Quarry went through
checkout. She had decided to drive home after this trick. She got her groceries and wheeled the
cart to her car, unloaded, and got back in time to stand by the magazine rack and look at
celebrity cleavages and metrosexual so-called men while flicking her eyes to the Victim every
few seconds. The pathetic souls who think these intersexuals in the cleavage mags are men
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should meet a real man. “I could show you one,” and she saw him in her mind, no shirt, wellmuscled, taut. The Victim was pushing her stuff onto the conveyer belt and the cashier was
passing the items through the squeaker. Alona flipped pages.
Looking at these greasy-groomed nitwits she felt a solid satisfaction (for a minute) with
her own life. It was true, she herself was her only playmate. The mental part and the longing,
were all Jason; but she sort of turned Jason in circles around her mind which led to the body, her
very own playground, and with Jason’s help she could always enter the prelude, proceed to the
misty morning, as she called it, then high noon, with a little more speed and pressure, when it
was almost like he was there, the pressure and skill were almost his, all of it leading to the dark
of night, and the slo-mo explosion, like debris flying off a tornado funnel, like a kettle-drummer
swinging padded balls on the ends of his sticks. If she had that, she was not bereft, her life was
bearable, her future was in view, she was calm and content, solitary but real.
Woops! There goes the Victim. After her. Out the automatic doors into the parking lot,
at a safe distance in case she looks back for some reason. Jason was all that mattered. Whatever
his plans for the little lady, it was his business. Anyway one more lesson wouldn’t kill her.
Walking several paces behind, she watched the Quarry turn into an aisle of cars out of
sight. Alona stepped it up. Turned, expecting to see the Victim open her trunk lid. Alona made
the turn, saw the open trunk -- and the grocery cart by itself coasting down a shallow incline in
the pavement -- and the Quarry twitching on the ground.
Seeing the head bump the asphalt, Alona winced. She ran. The limbs were flying every
which way. She ran, she knelt, she looked in horror at the face -- later she realized that in seeing
the girl’s face she had glimpsed something weird, like -- “everyday life” and “normal” were
delusions, this was reality. Looking back on it as she did night after night she was like a
different person watching herself try to help the girl. Except that -- maybe the girl wasn’t quite
human. Alona just saw suffering and a kind of madness, and it was ghastly. What should she
do? And it was only later that she realized her knees were hurt. She had fallen on her knees and
leaned over the woman, and her intelligence came alive, having seen the bump on the pavement
she knew she must protect the head, she took it between her hands and felt the warm, sticky stuff,
looked at her bloody fingers -- the head was almost hot, the blood warm, the hair -- shining black
hair falling a hand’s-breadth away from the head -- the hair was beautiful. She was
concentrating but she was also, in her own way, just as unconscious as the girl. Everything was
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dissolved in “What should I do?” Do something! But looking at the face she couldn’t arrange it,
couldn’t see a recognizable expression, the eyes were too big and seemed to be looking up, then
in the next moment didn’t seem to be looking at anything, it was like the eyes were thinking
about something unknown to Alona. Had Alona been capable of speech she would have said,
“Jesus! What? What is this?”
She looked for blood on the pavement but there was only a little fleck. But a god of
malice was shaking the woman inside and out, taking her mind away, sending tremors through
her body and spreading foam over her lips. This same “god” injected the opposite of knowledge
into her mind; it was obvious from her eyes that she didn’t know anything, and from her
twitching and jerking that her body was either completely out of control or under the control of
an alien force, in olden days they would say “devil.” Alona knew about devils getting into pigs
and whatnot, in the Bible. She guarded the head and hollered “Ambulance.” A man said, “I
already called an ambulance,” and a woman said, “Are you all right, Honey?” addressing Alona,
and Alona thought: “Why wouldn’t I be all right?” But when she saw her knees below her veryshort skirt, later, in the ambulance, she thought: “It hurts now.” It did not hurt as she knelt over
the Victim.
Later she lived these minutes as an interval of super-consciousness, intense knowledge of
the way the world works. Instead of frenzy and screams she saw, she recorded, she acted. And
from this re-examination she drew the conclusion that she was doing the right and only thing, so
she steadied her mind, shifted her body and felt the pain in her knees for the first time, tried to
find a painless position and could not -- now the pain was pretty constant, but -- “but no big
deal,” no, the big deal was this act of love, holding, gazing, feeling the girl below her.
She remembered “Airway, breathing, circulation,” from a course she took in high school
when she still intended to be a nurse when she grew up. She went over it: Airway: Belinda was
breathing heavily, gasping, so her airway was not obstructed. Breathing: Alona lowered her ear
to Belinda’s nose and mouth, heard and felt vigorous quick shallow breathing. Circulation:
Alona forgot what that was all about -- “Pulse, pulse.” She saw no need to find a pulse.
Spit all over the place, twitches and jerks and now a squeaking noise, like the gizmo at
the checkout counter. Not screams or moans, squeak, squeak. She became aware of the people
all around. Somebody said, “Here they are,” and a paramedic couched beside her. At the same
moment she saw a woman pushing a grocery cart, and loading the groceries into the trunk of
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Belinda’s car. Alona, in her mind, was now calling the Victim by her given name. “They saved
Belinda’s groceries.” This seemed reasonable. And now she believed the jerking was calming
down, the paramedic and his team lay a body-board on the pavement and the nearest one said to
Alona, “I’ll take her.” They stretched her out and lifted, and lay her on the board. It seemed the
fit was over, she lay there unconscious, closed her eyes. In this act she resumed her status as a
human being, and Alona saw what she really looked like, and saw that she was divinely
beautiful. “Yes, look at her!” She did, she looked, and she reached out and took her hand, and
placed it on the board next to her body, so that when they tightened the straps her arm was close
to her side.
Alona tried to stand and couldn’t. Her legs wouldn’t lift her body. A man lifted her by
the armpits and asked if she was all right. She said she was. A paramedic asked if she was a
friend of Belinda and she said she was. He said, “Can you come along?” and she said she could.
She followed the gurney down the aisle between ranks of cars to the ambulance. The crew slid
the gurney into its brackets, and a man held out a hand and pulled Alona in. The doors closed,
the siren moaned, then screeched, and the ambulance swayed. Alona, sitting on a bench, reached
out and put a hand on Belinda’s shoulder. A medic said, “Talk to her.” Alona said, “I’ll go with
you. I’ll stay with you all the way.” Alona asked where they were going, and a medic said
“Miami Valley,” and Alona took out her cell phone, found the judge’s listing -- she had entered
him under the single word “Judge” -- and placed the call. The phone began ringing. The girl
looked so young. Alona thought of her as a girl. She was motionless now, eyes closed, body
swaying with the motion of the vehicle. The girl who had been absent was intensely present in
Alona’s mind.
“Hello.”
“Hello is this Judge Rylands?”
“Ex-judge, Yes.”
“Judge, you don’t know me, but I am helping Belinda Cross.”
Silence on the line.
“We are in an ambulance on the way to Miami Valley. She’s had an attack of some kind.”
“Where are you now?” His voice was calm and authoritative; she thought of a general in
a war movie.
Alona asked the medic where they were and he said:
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“Going north on Far Hills in Oakwood.”
Alona repeated this to the judge.
The medic said, “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”
The siren sang. Alona oriented herself: Dorothy Lane Market behind, Miami Valley
Hospital must be ahead.
Alona said, “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”
“I’ll meet you.” And silence on the line.
Alona tucked her cell phone into the pocket of her blouse. She remembered the
squeaking noise issuing from Belinda’s mouth and was glad it had stopped. The girl’s face was
serene, unconscious, eyes closed, thank God. Alona wiped the lips with her handkerchief. She
wiped the sweat from the girl’s forehead, and it seemed right to kiss her, but should couldn’t
reach that far. But the impulse was so natural, so unpremeditated that Alona knew it had
originated in the best part of her -- soul. She thought, “I’m getting kind of spiritual.”
If you challenged her she would perhaps acknowledge that the convulsion could more
readily support the claim that we are physical, exclusively physical, rather than any claim that
anybody was endowed with spirit or soul. But some prejudice in Alona interpreted the girl’s
rough breathing, when Alona had placed her ear next to the foaming lips, as evidence of spirit.
Alona thought that suffering required help, that this help could only come from spirit.
A tremor passed through Belinda’s body and Alona thought, “Please let it be over.”
Alona never prayed because she knew that if there was a God His response would, or ought to
be, “Who in hell are you?” Instead of praying she wished. “I hope it’s over,” reaching out again
to wipe the lips and look at the sleeping face. Across, on the other side of the gurney one of the
paramedics pointed to Alona’s knees, which were visible below the hem of her skirt. She
nodded, smiled, and shook her head as if to say it was nothing. In fact they were hurting pretty
smartly. And her hands were all bloody. So they lurched and swayed to the tune of the wailing
siren, and every once in a while a severe, peremptory honk of a super-horn, and Alona traveled
Far Hills Avenue faster than she ever had, and they lurched, turned and jerked to a halt, then
backed into a loading bay, one of the guys opened the rear doors, and they ran the gurney out,
and Alona followed.
+

+

+
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It was embarrassing as all getout. He took her hand in both his own and thanked her again and
again. She thought: “God, he’s mad for her.” He couldn’t seem to get it through his head that
she was not a friend, she repeated that she’d just happened to be in the parking lot, which loosed
another torrent of thanks. He was big, all muscle and bone, zero fat, and eyes like a chief of
police -- but sweetly grateful as if she’d saved the girl’s life. It was strange and uncomfortable,
being this close to the man instead of shadowing him. She had washed the blood off her hands
and was now sitting on an examination table in the cubicle next to Belinda’s, and a nurse was
dressing the scrapes on her knees and she felt like a phony, sitting in the ER, and just telling that
she hadn’t done much of anything, which made her sound like a hero in a disaster movie, but the
judge was saying he had to go next door. But he stopped, turned around and asked for her name
and address. “No, no, no,” she said, “really, I didn’t do anything,” wondering if he was asking
himself, if she wasn’t a friend, where she did she get his name and number? She heard herself
thanking him, for what she did not know. “God there’s a lot of gratitude flying around here,” and
she wanted out. She wished the nurse would hurry. Somebody came in with what must have
been Belinda’s purse and started to give it to Alona, who cried, “No, give it to him.”
“Her car’s at the Dorothy Lane Market,” she told the judge as he took the purse.
Somehow it seemed sort of intimate, that he should take the purse. She recalled her final look at
the girl, how she lay perfectly still, somewhere in a distant world. Somebody must have picked
up the purse off the pavement. Being unconscious it seemed she knew more than anybody
would ever know who wants peace of mind. But the “devil” and his wicked malice had finally
left her alone, she had achieved peace, of a kind, “O.K. she’s not slipping away!” Does that
mean there is only one sentence? and that sentence is, “There is no peace except in death.” She
actually looked dead, or like she was touring death, she was a “death tourist.” And Alona wanted
to talk to somebody, but she didn’t know anybody in this city, and this wasn’t something she
could talk about with Jason, “that’s for sure.” She wanted Jason and only him, but it’d be nice to
have somebody she could talk to about peace, or whatever. Maybe the girl or the judge.
She believed she could talk to the judge. She’d like to talk to them both. They seemed
real and sincere. It would be sweet to see them together as lovers. Jason was too fucked up. But
the judge, God he was an impressive guy. Those settled, firm, strong features. Big -- big nose,
wide mouth, creased forehead. He was like Jason in that respect, a message of strength. But she
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was confident that if she said to him, “Hey could we talk about some of the real stuff?” -- He’d
say Sure and they’d gab for hours about life, companionship, loneliness and so forth.
There must be some compensation for being unattractive to men. Some undesirable
women, she knew, made up for it by putting out. “I’d put out if I could find a man. Only Jason
wants me and he’s in prison. Oh my darling love, you’re right.” And she quoted him: “We’ll
bust the walls of every Holiday Inn from here to California.” She wanted that because Jason
wanted it. He wanted her body, her groans and cries. Too bad she didn’t know what he was
talking about. She wanted it anyway. “Yes, if he’d only take me!” And her brain jumped to:
“Tell me, sir, do you really love this girl? I mean a love of giving, of tenderness and mutual -whatever? Do you? I could understand if you did, but you know, she seems so broken -- but
maybe that’s -- not important?”
Alona could almost understand that kind of love -- No, she did understand. She almost
loved her herself. The girl was in her mind all the way home.

It was seventy miles and she had time to think. She knew why the judge had given Jason eight
years, she knew it was a felony domestic violence case, and she knew Jason said the bitch lied.
What if she told the truth? Not knowing what “domestic violence” might mean as to what he
actually did, she wondered if he beat her. It seemed likely enough. He said she pissed away his
money, worked only part time and played hard-to-get in sex. “I can imagine all that,” Alona
said. “I never knew him to lie.” But -- but -- but suppose he knocked her in the head and was
responsible for what happened today.
She knew something else: that when he shook the metal screen it scared her. She was
sometimes glad the screen was there. He was not rangy or lanky, he was compact and short and
tight with power. He had big knobby hands and thick wrists, with hair on his hands. He’d be
quick with his fists.
A guy you should definitely avoid. If she didn’t already love him she’d never start at
Square One. She’d find somebody safe. But she did love him, and she was all he had.

Elmer the guard was one of the mild ones. She could reason with him.
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To Elmer she said: “He’s a lot calmer. I don’t know why. He’s showing a lot less
hostility and whatnot.”
Said Elmer: “OK Miss, I’ll let you in the family room. But remember I saw him shaking
the screen and spitting at you, and we can’t have that. I’m only letting you into the chat room
because you are a calming influence on him.”
“Yes sir, of course, I’ll see to it he acts like a gentleman.”
“Gentleman! Miss I don’t expect miracles, just keep his voice down and respect the
others.”
“I guarantee it. He’s not such a bad egg you know, he just can’t get used to this place, he
was such a success in the real world.”
“Don’t tell anybody and don’t count on anything, but I hear the Parole Board might
spring him. You make sure he doesn’t blow it.”
“Oh I will! Yes I will! Thank goodness. -- Here he comes.”
So by the grace of God or the guard Elmer, Alona and Jason were allowed back in the big
chat room where kids crawled around the floor and couples sat on couches, where there were no
screens or Plexiglas and only one guard, who stood unobtrusively to one side, where couples
could kiss discreetly, but if they went too far the guard would snap, “Don’t eat her fillings you
knucklehead!”
Alona and Jason sat side by side and could hold hands for the first time in several months
-- but Jason was so subdued that it worried Alona, he didn’t even seem angry, just defeated. This
hurt her, it tormented her.
“Are you OK? You look so gray.”
“Yeah.”
He seemed rounded, like somebody had sanded off the edges.
“Elmer said you’ll be out soon Honey.” Her voice was eager but his was half dead. She
wondered if he even cared.
“Elmer’s a peon.”
“He’s a decent guy.”
“No guard is a decent guy.”
“Sweetheart don’t go hating everybody. They’re human beings like us.”
“Oh sure.”
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“Please Sweetheart.”
“Look, Elmer don’t know shit and neither do you.”
She sat looking at a pair of babies crawling toward each other. Does a baby recognize his
own kind? They seemed deeply interested. They paused and each examined the other. Then
they crawled away as if they had better things in mind. She said to Jason that they were cute, did
he notice?
“Yeah, cute. What’ve you got from Shitsburg?”
“Same old stuff. Office, swim club, PT, home, drive around, shopping.”
“They must do something.”
“Not really. I know their habits so it’s easy to pick up the thread, but no, nothing new.”
“Well is the bitch living with him?”
“No. Still in her own apartment.”
“His ex, what’s she up to?”
“Nothing much. Goes to her office and does whatever lawyers do.”
“They screw their clients.”
“I imagine.”
“So is the judge screwing my wife?”
“Jason, I thought I was going to be your wife.”
“You are.”
“And you and the bitch are divorced. So don’t call her your wife.”
“I’ll call her bitch or whore or wife or whatever I want. Don’t get any ideas.”
“My idea is we’re getting married the day you’re out.”
“Who told you that?”
“You did and you know it.”
“I’m a proven liar.”
“Jason I’ve got to ask you, what do you mean about collecting a debt?”
“I’m owed. People owe me. If I’ve got a debt, I collect it. Normal course of business.”
“But does she owe you money or what?”
“I just mean, oh, I jump out of the bushes and grab her by the neck and she’ll screech and
I’ll holler ‘Gotcha!’ and she’ll start in sob-sob-sob as per usual, and I’ll say ‘Take’er easy you
dumb cunt I won’t murder you, I never did murder you when I had the chance, remember?’ Like
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that. Then I tell her all the things I been writing in the letters she sends back unopened, return to
sender, then I walk away and say ‘Go back to your fuckin judge that fucked me every way from
Sunday, you worthless blubbering hysterical selfish frigid mercenary she-dog of a rusty cunt!’
That’s the whole idea, to collect the debt.”
“She might be a pretty good person if you’d only --”
“Cut it!”
“I’m just saying --”
“Cut it!”
He flopped back in the couch and stared at the people and the babies and little kids.
He said, “Fuckin bugs, toads, rats, vermin. Fuckin zigaboos. My dad said, ‘How’d we
get thrown into the same world with all these zigaboos?” (He quoted his father as if to impress
her with his profundity.) Then: “He was right about one thing.” Looking at a black couple
across the room he said, “He’s a chemical head and she’s a whore.”
Alona asked quietly: “How do you know that?”
“Look at her.”
“She dresses like that for him.”
“So it’s the man’s fault?”
“It’s not anybody’s fault because she’s not a whore. A woman isn’t a whore just because
she dresses to be attractive. If I had her body I’d dress that way too.”
“Not if you were my wife you wouldn’t.”
Alona wanted to be someplace else. It was coming on her gradually but powerfully, she
wished to be elsewhere.
“I’m going, Jason.”
He darted his eyes toward her and she saw hatred. Of the black couple, the bitch, herself
-- or him? It ran through her thoughts all the time, that he was the only man who had ever cared
for her, or whom she had ever loved. He stared at her and she couldn’t read the stare. All she
could see was that it was hard. But his life was so hard, in so far as he had a life -- and she was
all he had. She would come back when he felt better. “I better be going.”
He said, “So, go.”
+

+

+
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Gavin was washing dishes that he had neglected the day before, one of his bachelor days.
Belinda was busy chopping a big onion and mixing the shreds into the raw hamburger.
“Is this a fair bargain,” he asked, “You cook and I wash?”
She answered promptly, “I hate washing dishes and I like cooking, so I’ll call it fair if
you will.”
He agreed but he had doubts. Rinsing a handful of silverware he said, “Cooking is more
work. You spend more time cooking than I do washing.”
“Yes Linebacker but cooking is an art form. Washing is drudgery.”
“Since I’m useless as a cook, what’s left except drudgery?”
“Then let’s say it is unequal but more or less fair.”
So they left it at that, and Gavin realized that something more basic than the kitchen
routine had been settled.
After dinner she fried the two remaining hamburgers, wrapped them and said, “For your
lunch tomorrow, if you’re at home. If not they’ll be the start of our dinner, if I am invited.”
He said she was invited forever, but the heavy-duty implications of that word drew no
response.
He had seen the ruddiness in her face. He had noticed how deftly she twisted the spatular
when she flipped a burger. He was thinking: “She’s better, she’s got more color and she’s
gaining strength.”
“Did you see that?” she demanded.
“Very impressive,” said Gavin, and she flipped another, and looked a challenge at him.
Now, with dinner over, she sat at the table and refilled their wine glasses. She seemed to be
waiting.
He decided this was it. He would speak plainly and to the point: he’d tell her exactly
what he wanted. He believed there was only one obstacle and that with his help she could
surmount it. He sat across from her and reached for his glass.
Apparently having heard the word “forever” she spoke first: “Do you know how many
lies a woman has to tell to keep an affair going?”
Seeing that she expected no answer, he gave none.
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“There’s a man who thinks he owns you, so you act the role of a chattel. Whether you
consider yourself his property or you feel free as the breeze, you build a system of lies, big ones
all supported by little ones. I did that. You are going to say, ‘Don’t take all the blame on
yourself.’ But I didn’t have a truthful soul that was being torn apart by my lying soul. Not at all.
I wasn’t guilty, depressed or confused. It never entered my head. All I cared about was, When
will I see him again? My life isn’t real except when I am with him. The world, the country, the
street I walk on, all strange, of no consequence. The reality is to see him and give myself.”
“Stop,” he broke in. “If this is another confession, please for god’s sake stop.”
“I can’t.”
“Right, you love me so much you have to twist the knife, but once is enough and twice is
too many.”
“Gavin, why can’t you understand, if I don’t tell you, I lose the only chance I have to live
an honest life. Forgive me. I won’t stop. I lied for weeks, a stream of lies, I didn’t feel guilty.
I’ve never told you that before.”
“You’ve told me plenty,” he said on the edge of anger. “Stop wallowing in it.”
“Gavin, I am speaking on my own behalf. -- And when I confessed to Jason that I was
sleeping with Walter --”
“Who’s Walter, the architect or the plumber?”
“The architect.”
“Oh yes, Walter the Architect and Gerald the Engineer. I forget the plumber’s name.”
“Good! Get mad! I can’t stand it when this stuff seems to bore you.”
“Oh sure, what a bore, to listen to you giving yourself, yes sir, I can hardly feel my
pulse.”
“I tell you I lied for weeks and when I --”
“Right! You told me. Now let’s watch the news.”
“ -- and when I confessed to Jason I --”
“You confessed to Jason Dexter. Now you’re confessing to me. Are you cheating on
me?”
“Never. Impossible.”
“But you’re an inveterate liar and now suddenly it’s impossible.”
“Lying was in my blood then.”
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“But not now. You’ve had a transfusion and what’s circulating now is truth serum. You
are now a truthful, faithful woman. A miracle.”
“Because I love you, Gavin.”
“Like you loved Gerald, Walter, the gentle Jason and the plumber, I forget his name.
What was the plumber’s name?” He saw that she was determined to ignore his plumber gambit.
She said: “I did love them, as I told you before. That’s what you must understand.”
“Oh believe me I do. You loved them and hastened on to other adventures. Yes, I do
understand, except for one thing -- what’s different this time?”
“This is different.”
“I hear you talking, but what’s so different?”
“You -- me. How can you ask?”
“Isn’t it just possible that you’re planting a suspicion in my naive brain, in order to create
a soap opera? It’s so thrilling. Especially since you know I won’t hit you.”
“I understand why you’d think that, and I don’t blame you.”
“Thanks for that, but if it’s in your blood I don’t see why I’m safer than my
predecessors.”
“I couldn’t lie to you, don’t you see that?”
“No.”
“You cried -- at the Moundbuilder place.”
“I seem to remember a moment of weakness. Who cares?”
“God I wish you’d rage and shout and turn purple.”
“Pardon me for not turning purple. I’m not sure I know how your other friends managed
it.” He saw that she had lost her poise, and suddenly, as if he was guided by her distress, he said
in his mind, “She’s right.” She had to confess everything, meaning “everything” that she
believed would show how out of control she had been.
The woman confessing was the woman she had created in the center of the fire. She was
criticizing a different, earlier woman, the one who had gone out of control. Her recreated self
was criticizing the woman she no longer was. This newly-created woman had been “purified by
suffering.” Dexter had tried to destroy her and failed. She was stronger than the brutal Dexter.
In the midst of her ordeal she found courage. She saw that there was a woman capable of
summoning courage out of the depths of her soul. This woman existed, and was herself.
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These were Gavin’s thoughts. It was as if he and she were discovering the genesis of the
woman of courage, whose name was Belinda.
He believed in the actuality of conversion. His knowledge, dating from boyhood and
early youth, when he had been religious, came to his assistance now. Belinda was the woman of
courage, emerging from her ordeal of suffering. He listened with intense religious sympathy,
almost with hope, as she said:
“Gavin, dearest man, I will never cheat again, I couldn’t if I tried. It’s not just that I love
you -- that’s the main reason but not the only one.”
“Oh? There’s another reason?”
“Yes. Don’t ask.”
“Please don’t tremble, you make me feel like Dexter.”
“Forgive me, but I don’t want to answer that question.”
“I’m losing track. What question?”
“The reason why I could never lie or cheat you. Please please forgive me.”
“What for? The lies you told to those other men? And the cheating?”
“Yes dearest, if you can.”
“How can I forgive something you did to somebody else?”
“Because it harms you too. If you love me, and I am polluted, then --”
“O.K. I see it. Polluted may be too dramatic. But I see it.” He pondered and met her
pleading eyes. In his mind he asked, “Is there another man?” He let this possibility parade
through his Courts of Logic, of Probability, of Faith. Looking at her more closely, actually
leaning toward her, seeing the pain in her eyes -- noticing their denser color and vividness -- he
realized that he believed her. He understood that although she said she couldn’t answer, he in
fact had his answer, looking into her eyes and feeling the warm unsteady hand that she settled on
his. Why should he believe she was faithful, given her history? -- but he did.
He caressed her face, saw tears forming in her eyes, and said,
“Will you marry me, Beelie?”
To his dismay she didn’t answer. Sitting back and taking a long breath she said: “Dearest
beloved man, Jason damaged my life and I have no right to spread the damage to yours.”
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Gavin said, “I’m not asserting a right, I’m asking you to marry me. We could live
together in kindness, that’s the most important thing. To be kind, to listen, to understand, to help
one another.”
“More than love?”
“By kindness I mean love too, helping, caring, respecting, each of us offering the best to
the other, yes of course, love, spiritual but also sexual love.”
Gavin knew what was coming, and to meet it he asserted that he loved her beyond
comprehension and that her health was beside the point.
She said: “What if my brain is broken? Would you really want to be married to me? Do
you understand that as recently as one month ago I fell to the ground convulsing, I hit my head
again, I had no mind, no consciousness. When one of the medics visited me in the hospital he
said that the woman who helped me was protecting my head when he arrived. What if she had
not been there? -- Think, Gavin.”
“The doctor said you are getting better,” he reminded her, pressing the point for the tenth
or twentieth time. “You heard him say ‘Live your lives, both of you.’ You heard him say there’s
no reason we can’t have children. He’ll adjust the medication from time to time while your body
heals itself, he’ll keep his eye on you, but this last seizure didn’t change his opinion. You are
getting better. I see it in your color every day. You must feel it.”
“I do, but I’m afraid.”
“All right, suppose your worst fears are realized. You have a seizure from time to time. I
hope it doesn’t happen, I fervently hope you never have another, not a seizure, or a stare, or a
pain. I hope. But why shouldn’t we live?”
“Or you could ask,” she intervened, “why should you choose me?”
“There is only one answer to that. And I remember that you’ve said love is not enough.
Your history proves it. Dexter proves it. But you are not the woman you were, and I am not
Dexter. I didn’t know you before you appeared in my courtroom, but I know you cannot be the
woman you were before the ordeal. At first I thought, ‘We have to revive that original woman.’
Now I see it differently.
“I saw you that first day in my courtroom. I will never forget what I saw. I know one
thing for certain, you re-created yourself in the midst of the ordeal. The struggle had already
begun when you challenged me, defied me.
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“I’ve already told you the way I understand all this question of who it is that I love. A
man tried to destroy you, a strong, fiercely determined man, using your love as a lever against
you, as a source of uncertainty, confusion, doubt -- intimidating you with his physical power.
For a time, for some months, as you have told me, he gained advantage over you. But you began
to see what he was doing, which is to say, to see what he was. You were in a fight for something
as precious as your life. It was your mind, your identity. Without these what’s the point of
living?
“You survived, but not as the same woman. I see it as a conversion; you were changed in
the fire and you are now your real, essential self. He tried to destroy you, and failed. I
sometimes meditate -- that you are the woman you were in your youth, but with the hallmarks of
a religious convert -- the same but transformed by courage in the midst of a desperate struggle.
It is this survivor, this winner, that I love and revere.”
After a pause she said: “Gavin, there is something so good and noble in you, and I --”
“No, Babe, but there is in you.”
She said, “I have to think.”
Having dressed warmly they walked the silent streets under a black sky sparkling with a
full panoply of stars and planets.
Next morning Belinda said: “I have to tell you more.”
“Not necessary, but go ahead if you must.”
“I told you I confessed to Jason, and that his answer was to demand that I marry him. I
had no time even to catch my breath, he demanded, and I loved him.”
“Because you didn’t know his game.”
“He has more than one personality,” she declared. “Anyway I agreed. ‘I will marry you.’
He didn’t know half what I’ve told you, yet when I unloaded all that on him he immediately
demanded I marry him.”
“To get you in his power.”
“I half suspected that, even then. I -- to some degree --there I was, confessing what I
thought was going to infuriate him, and he says, ‘Marry me.’ I thought, ‘My god who is this
man?’ You see, I thought it was love.”
“Look Beelie, pardon the interruption, but if the problem is that you don’t want me for
your husband, say so.”
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“You are so obstinate. How many times do I have to say I’m crazy for you?”
“O.K. Proceed.”
“Notice, Your Honor, you said ‘Do I want you for my husband?’ Jason said he wanted
me for his wife. Do you see the difference?”
“I understand English.”
“Our first few weeks, I mean with Jason, were pretty good. Not heavenly but good
enough. But I began to wonder, as I always do, what I had gotten myself into. And Gavin I warn
you, if you ask if I’m wavering about you and me, I will set my hair on fire. Then one day on
some slender pretext he beat me -- not severely -- I found out later what a severe beating was -but at the time it was both terrible and amazing. While I was sobbing in another room I heard
him talking to himself. ‘She’s a fucking pig, she’s so fucking innocent, why’d you marry her?’
Talking pretty loudly, panting between phrases, still a bit winded from the exertion of knocking
me down and picking me up to knock me down again. Saying what he really believed. I stopped
crying and listened closely. ‘Stuck with a liar, a slut, cheater, whore.’”
“And of course you took it to heart,” Gavin guessed.
“What do you mean by that?” she said in surprise.
“I mean you let him play games with your mind.”
“But it was true. It was no game.”
“True didn’t make it O.K. to beat you.”
“I know that. I knew it then.”
“He traps you with the truth and plays on your shame to --”
“I felt no shame.”
“Are you sure? If not then, when did the shame begin?”
“Shame is the reason, Gavin, in one word. I have learned it.”
“Reason for what?” he inquired.
“That I could never lie to you or cheat on you. You say I’ve gone through a conversion.
It does feel that way to me.”
He was looking at her hands, remembering how she had rinsed them last night after
molding the hamburger buns. The sight of these small, well-formed hands clutched at his heart.
“When I heard him talking about me,” she said in a voice that seemed to hark back to the
beating, “yes, I knew it was true, I was a slut. I still believed I was free to love the man of my
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choice, but not to cheat. Hearing it in Jason’s voice did -- I see it this way -- I had aroused the
anger of a -- savage man, a brute -- and he punished me as if I was a brute too, of a female kind
-- and I deserved it.”
“No.”
“Yes. Here was a man, unlike the others, who was striking back. Whether he was
entitled to be the one punishing me -- no -- but I did deserve punishment.”
“Not of the severity you got. Besides,” Gavin argued, “that word punishment is out of
place here. You were wrong -- I wish you could recognize that without carrying it too far. And
there is no grand tribunal that dishes out punishment in just the right quantity.”
“Maybe not. Say I was punished too much. But I deserved it from somebody. I went to
him and told him that I knew I had harmed him, I had insulted him, I think I said, and I begged
forgiveness. He laughed and knocked me down.”
“That was the real man, not the one you thought you married, that was the real Dexter.”
“You’re right. I finally understood that, but it took some time and some violence.”
“His power was that you were weakened by pent-up shame, guilt and love. You had
married him and now in his mind you were his, and he was strong and ruthless and twisted -living in the same house, married, joint checking account, sleep in the same bed, all that goes
with marriage. Am I right? That was his power?”
“Yes. And I loved him, or maybe --”
“Maybe you hoped you could love him.”
“It came to that, yes.”
“I believe you,” Gavin said, “when you say you felt no guilt at that time. I know the
power of passion, in my own life and in cases I saw as a judge. I believe you, and I know you as
a woman of strong and sincere emotions.”
“There is no sincerity in lying to two men at the same time, or one. Don’t credit me with
sincerity.”
“Could it be that the beating shocked you into seeing who you were in his eyes? -- and
that he was not altogether wrong?”
She put her hand on his arm and said quietly: “Yes. Yes. Therefore I will never, can
never, lie to you.”
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A minute later Belinda said, “I used to ask myself how it would have been different if,
when I confessed, he had taken me in his arms and said, ‘I understand, you were wrong, you
trifled with something sacred, and now you must live with it, and how hard that will be.’ I did
not deserve that kind of response, and I knew that what I got was more nearly what I did
deserve.”
“No, Dexter didn’t beat you to punish you, he beat you to appease his inner devils. He
has departed from the human community. He is a monster. He used your confession of
wrongdoing as an opportunity to commit a new and greater wrong. He didn’t punish, he raped
you, a rape of the mind if not also of the body.”
“Of the body too,” she said looking into his eyes.
Gently touching her cheek again Gavin said: “But Beelie, you did not injure me. I would
forgive you but there is nothing to forgive.”
“I did injure you,” she repeated. “And when I see how much you love me I feel like a
phony.”
“Dearest, you are the most genuine person I’ve ever known.”
She said resolutely, “Jason has damaged my life. I don’t think clearly any more. I have
no right to let you share the damage, simply because you love me.”
“Simply?” he asked. Then he said firmly, “Keep your apartment as a place to work and to
do your art, but move in with me.” He took both her hands and moved closer, looking steadily
into her eyes. “We’ll live as husband and wife. I will not press you to marry me. In a few
months we’ll talk to the doctor, and we’ll go from there. I believe that you will come to want the
life together that I want.”
“I already want that,” she said.
“Good. That clarifies everything, but understand this, it is not your health that I love but
your self.”
“But I have to see whether I’m a whole woman or a pathetic sobbing sniffling --”
“Please Beelie, just say yes. We’ll take it slowly, as we are taking our sexual love. Say
yes.”
She said, “Yes.”
+

+

+
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Marian Stannard placed her prompt card on the slanted wooden surface, glancing at the first
heading: “His Kindness.” Then, looking out over the audience of a hundred fifty people -- seeing
Gavin and Belinda seated in the front row -- side by side -- and allowing her brain to click on
that -- she thought at a level beneath words, Gavin is with another woman.
She lengthened the pause. She noticed the Oldster seated to one side. He was watching
her, she thought, with affection. Three men grouped themselves in her mind: her father, Harrison
Rylands (her second father), and the old judge.
Gavin and his brother Albert had asked her to deliver a eulogy. She resisted at first,
saying she was no longer a member of the family. To which Albert responded: “You will always
be a member of my family.” And Gavin said: “Marian, he loved you.” So here she stood, before
an attentive, courteous, well-dressed audience, ready to speak about Harrison Rylands, thinking
of the moment when she informed him that his son was divorcing her. He saw her distress and
said: “You will always be my daughter, Marian.”
With a trial lawyer’s voice that reached to the last row, and a sweep of her glance that
included everybody in the room, Marian began: “My father died when I was seventeen. When I
met Gavin during our first year in law school I was still an orphan, bereft, unsteady, a mere girl.
Six years had passed, I had studied hard in college, I had taken the LSAT and gained admission
to law school. I had made a concentrated effort to accept my loss and my mother’s. We talked
endlessly, maybe too much, about Daddy. But I was only half-alive, and to me it was still as if
Daddy had died yesterday. And now Harrison Rylands is dead, my second father, my kind,
welcoming father. He was kind enough to let me believe he needed me in the same way I needed
him, and it was true that the medium, the frequent subject of our conversations, was loss.
“We all must die. I knew that as a girl, I even knew that I myself would die. I put out of
my mind the possibility that my mother would go the same way. I knew my father loved me as
much as I loved him, probably more, because I unconsciously assumed that every child has
parents, and they of course love their child. We don’t feel gratitude for the sun, and I didn’t feel
grateful for Daddy. But I had no idea how lucky I was. There’s a poem of Wordsworth, ‘A
slumber did my spirit seal, I had no human fears.’ I was unaware of the greatest fact of my life.
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“I loved my Daddy and did not see his human vulnerability. Yes, I knew we are all
mortal, but it was empty knowledge. I was busy learning French and lacrosse, and boys.”
She put an ironical emphasis on that word, and the audience responded with gentle
laughter.
She was now well launched on her speech. She told stories of Harrison Rylands’
kindness to her and of the growth of a bond between them. She said she began to feel stronger,
and she attributed this in part of Harrison. “As I now understand it,” she said, “he seemed to be
aware of the possibility of separation, the inevitability, even in relationships of love. In short he
understood the conditions placed by nature on human life. He said, ‘We are not allowed to speak
of it, but we are finite.’ Thinking of him I began to think with him -- as I vaguely understood his
thought. It seemed he was asserting that separation was present from the beginning even in the
most precious and necessary relations. He said that in this life it is a good idea to be brave. And
yet he was not a tormented man; he was at peace with the structure of the universe. He told me
of his marriage to Eleanor, Gavin’s mother, of her death, and of his -- not just love -- but his
appreciation of her, as if his meeting her, and sharing her love, was a gift of inestimable value.
And if you take one essential element of life into your attitude you can’t reject the rest. If you
take love, you must prepare to be brave.”
Marian stopped and looked at her audience, studying their faces. Marian said in a grave
tone: “Let me try to do justice to Harrison’s thoughts on his wife’s death at the age of fifty. I
would not presume to make the attempt without the encouragement of Gavin and Albert.
“I believe Harrison thought that to deny death is to deny life in the only shape it presents
itself to us. Death is present from the start. Denial is childish. He let that word slip out, then
apologized. He said that men and women more intelligent and braver than he, had -- for
centuries -- made philosophy and religion out of this denial.
“He told me that he and Eleanor argued about who should die first. He always claimed
he’d go first because men live shorter lives. She retorted that she refused to live without him, so
either she must go first or they must jump off a cliff holding hands.”
Again the audience broke into quiet laughter.
“This was a joke between them,” Marian said, “until Eleanor contracted cancer, which
deepened their love and eventually settled the argument.
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“If this all sounds impossible, all this lifelong love, let me add that he told me of a period
when he wasn’t sure he still loved her. It was the year when he could see himself sliding into
bankruptcy. He thought that to say to her, ‘I love you,’ would be like saying, ‘Please share my
disgrace.’ That would compound his shame.
“He said he would always think it was some kind of luck, like the first love, that showed
him his love had returned in full force, before the hammer fell on his company. He did not claim
credit or assert virtue, he just realized he still loved her in the same way. When his love came
back, she was still there. So bankruptcy was a disaster but not a crisis in the important sense, a
crisis in business but not in the elements of life. And of course we all know, this whole city
knows, how spectacularly he recovered in his professional and business life. Gavin and Albert
will correct me if they find it necessary.”
Gavin said audibly, “You’ve got it just right.”
Marian skipped two of her planned topics, to keep it short, and introduced what seemed
like a miracle in her life, the way Harrison stayed with her after the divorce.
“I know Gavin will forgive me,” she said -- and a deep silence covered the room -- “when
I tell you what Dad said to me when he learned we were going to divorce. He said, ‘You will
always be my daughter.’ I had not lost a father for the second time -- until this week. I feel he is
my father still.
“There was an affinity between us from the start. We always swung back to one subject
-- that we had each lost a beloved person.
“My father and Harrison’s Eleanor had both died relatively young. The loss struck us
both with a force that he called shock. I suspect he was trying to comfort me, knowing that my
father’s death still darkened my soul.
“I hope you will forgive me for speaking with such intimacy. I must speak of Harrison
and I cannot speak otherwise.”
A man’s voice from the middle of the crowd spoke out: “Tell us. Don’t hesitate.” Marian
did not see the man or recognize his voice.
She proceeded: “Harrison wanted to buck me up, certainly not to forget Daddy but to
educate me on the shock. He taught me to step aside and see myself stricken, and yet still alive.
He told me that when Eleanor died he became two men, two identities. One of these minds knew
that death is death.
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“Harrison said, ‘They call it a mystery. What’s the big mystery? If we set a trap, and
visit it the next morning and find a dead mouse, we have no trouble knowing what happened. A
live mouse blundered into my trap, and is now dead. I am not a mouse. I am bigger and more
important than a mouse, although I doubt the mouse would agree on who’s more important. But
the mouse and I have one thing in common, one big thing. You know what it is.’
“Then speaking of the other identity he said, ‘It is shock. A loss so grievous, so
inexplicable and unjustified that the mind cannot cope with it. This was no mouse, it was a
woman of supreme virtues and importance, in short, irreplaceable. Lear says “Why should a
horse, a rat, a dog have life and thou no breath at all?” It should not be. So I stagger, choke,
sob, beg, deny, and yearn for the woman I have lost. I cannot fully believe she is gone.’
“He argued that ‘gone’ is a better word than ‘dead.’ It describes the mind of the survivor,
who is inundated by one idea -- gone.
“Harrison said there is life in the month of December, in January and February -- but they
are winter months. Living in winter, we look forward to spring. But gone is perpetual winter.
Spring is not coming. Spring is gone too. He said the winter would come to an end when he
came to his own end.
“But I told him that my love for my father was stronger than ever. I agreed with
everything he had said, but loved my Daddy more, and missed him more. Harrison said,
‘Right.’’’
Marian stood silent, absorbing the silence of her listeners, then turned as if to walk back
-- but her seat was in the audience, in front. She faced forward, looked at Gavin as if with a
question, and started to walk. A man she did not know rose to surrender his front-row seat. She
turned to sit, feeling a spin in her mind, and fell into the chair. Something was going on around
her and she heard herself say, “I’m all right.” Within this stream of confusion she believed, “Yes,
I am all right. But Harrison is gone.”
+

+

+
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Dear Mr. Dexter -Let me follow up on our too-brief meeting of yesterday. I fully appreciate that Parole Board’s
refusal of early release at this time must cast you into a terrible depression.
But the amount of time the Board devoted to your request and the questions they threw at
me suggest that at a future meeting the members will give very serious consideration to your
case. We have good grounds to hope that in one year you will be a free man -- free of the extra
burden thrown on your shoulders by a vindictive judge.
Your unfortunate tendency to bursts of anger is still your most dangerous enemy. Keep
that enemy locked up. One more year.
I am happy to inform you that your broker’s latest report shows a 9% yield on your
investments. You have now recouped nearly all your early losses. So when you are free again
you’ll have the liquidity you need to launch a new enterprise. Any rational banker looking at
your past success and present net worth would surely regard you as an excellent credit risk.
As to your request, I have prepared the packet for your representative. I look forward to
meeting her. And I concur that a separate account for a small reserve of cash is a prudent move.
With fond personal regards, in professional dedication, I remain, Sir,
Sincerely Yours, Oscar Calhoun, Esquire

“Did you do it?” Dexter asked.
“Yes,” Alona said in a small voice.
“And it was all O.K.?”
“Yes.”
“Did you count it?”
“Of course.”
“And when you turned it over to the Cousin did you tell him to count it in your
presence?”
“Yes, Jason.”
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“And did you make him say ten for him and one for the scrub?”
“Yes.”
“O.K., good girl.”
“Jason, Sweetheart --”
“I’ll never forget how much I owe you.”
“You don’t owe me a penny, but I --”
“I don’t mean money, I mean love, a debt I’ll repay when we’re married and together day
and night in happiness, and I push my face down between those stupendous garbonzos where all
is dark and hot. That’s when I pay what I owe you, and you know I pay my debts.”
“But Jason, you aren’t running drugs, are you?”
“Not a chance. Am I stupid? I’m playing by the rules like Calhoun says. A year’s long
enough for Christ sakes. Then, outa here. Do you like the sound of it? Outa here!”
“Yes.”
“You don’t set up a business in a day, Sweetiepants. I’m taking steps.”
“Yeah but why cash?”
“Simple. I don’t have a checking account.”
“O.K. but why didn’t you want me to get a receipt? I mean Jeez, eleven thousand
dollars.”
“My little beauty with the fat cheeks, it’s business. I’m demonstrating my good faith.”
“Oh.”
“Understand?”
“I guess so.”
“You don’t know business, so don’t worry about it.”
“You know something funny Jason?”
“What?”
“You look better. You seem happy, not so down in the dumps. I thought when the Parole
Board squashed you it’d knock you for a loop.”
“Well it did at first, but I’m a bounce-back kind of guy.”
“Yeah, yeah! -- my Big Guy.”
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“That’s how I made my bucks, Honey. They can knock me down but not out. And when
I get outa here I’ll make another bundle and I’ll ask my little wifey, ‘Hey, take your choice, Las
Vegas or Miami. Huh?’ So don’t you worry, Ms. Double Cleavage. All’s well in the Big City.”

“So here we are,” said Jason Dexter to a terrifying hulk named Harry Hotel, whose shoulders,
chest and log-like arms were the equivalent in mass of a Holiday Inn Express, hence his name.
“Here we are in confidential conclave,” said Dexter, who was actually a little nervous in the
presence.
Dexter explained, “Conclave means a secret meeting of conspirators, ha ha” -- not
wanting to leave Harry Hotel in the intellectual dust.
“Yeah,” Harry grunted.
“And by this time you shoulda heard from your Cousin.”
“Yeah.”
“Like, did you?”
“Yeah.”
“O.K. so we’re more or less ready?”
“Yeah.”
“So you got ten grand.”
“Yeah.”
“And I paid one for the scrub.”
“Not my business.”
“Right.” And looking into the small piggy eyes of Harry Hotel, Jason Dexter
summarized their plan in order to imprint it into his partner’s passive mentality. Instead of
saying, “You are the stupidest white man I ever met,” Jason said, “It’s not an attack on one
nigger, that’s important. It’s a mini race riot. Got it?”
“Yeah. Whites beat the black off their ass.”
“Exactamente. That way it’s nobody’s fault.” Examining the little green eyes for signs
of comprehension Jason took the next step. “So -- you got people?”
“Yeah.”

268
“And your people’ll sort of get their toe stepped on, or whatever.”
“Yeah, by some nigger.”
“Good. So what’s going down during the riot is you and maybe another guy clobber that
fuckin Lumpy. A thump for the Lump, ha.”
“Yeah.”
“And nobody says a word about GL. I mean he’s gone to rehab and there’s no reason
anybody should be thinking about his black ass.”
“Yeah.”
“I mean he used to be a criminal and now he’s a patient, poor little lamb, and they’ll be
working on him for months, maybe years, and he might never come back to this institution, he’ll
end up somewheres else, is my guess.”
Harry Hotel made no answer.
Jason looked for a few seconds till Harry said that he didn’t care about GL.
“O.K. nobody dies. If you kill Lumpy they start some big investigation and they’ll
identify ringleaders and so forth which could be trouble and charges, you know? So please, no
fatalities.”
“Yeah.”
“But if you really bust his balls and break a few bones, fine. Got it?”
“How stupid you think I am?”
“Look I know you’re worried about GL that big speechless zombie.”
“I done tole you I ain’t.”
“Cause this institution’ll never again suffer his loathsome presence if you ask me.”
“Yeah.”
“He won’t be back is my guess. They’ll send him where he can get the best possible
treatment at the taxpayers’ expense. Ah how kind and good, eh?”
“Yeah. No.”
“O.K. my man, you got your ten grand, now earn it.”
“I don’t like you.”
“What? Huh?”
“The way you condescend to me.”
“The way I what?”
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“Talking down.”
“Well Jesus H. Christ, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”
“I’m way beyond you, you small fella. You ain’t so smart.”
“Never said I was,” Jason replied truthfully enough.
“How tough is a small man that beats the shit out of some weak little girl, that couldn’t
fight her way out of a wet paper bag, but she might be a real lady? Huh?”
“She had it comin.”
“How tough is a small man gets reamed by a big nigger?”
“Uh -- well --”
“Now where’d the ten grand come from?”
“It’s mine.”
“Where’d it come from?”
“My money market fund.”
“O.K., deal’s off.”
“No, hold on. Jesus! I write checks on my money market fund to support my invalid
sister and pay my lawyer. This ten spot is on record as a payment to the lawyer, like a bunch of
others.”
“Who keeps the check book?”
“I do.”
“The lawyer ain’t gonna have no ten grand from you in his books.”
“Yes he will. He’ll have five or six ten spots, I pay him ten whenever he hollers. Yes Mr.
Harry you bet your bippies.”
“That don’t explain where the green come from or why he give it to you.”
“The lawyer found it somewhere,” Dexter said. “What the hell do I care? Say he owed
me. Christ knows I overpay the fucker.”
“You’ll care when the coppers ask him where he got it.”
“They won’t ask him. Why should they? There’s no connection. Look, do this job for
me. I owe those niggers, and you’re getting a one and four naughts.”
“I don’t have to do it, you birdbrain. Cousin’s got the green.”
“Well -- yeah -- you could just -- I thought you were a man of your word.”
“You thought I was a fool.”

270
“I did not.”
“You treat me like dirt, when you ain’t nothin but a wife beater and don’t pay your
drivers nothin but minimum wage. You are a shitty pants bully.”
“Wow. A bill of particulars. Guess I’m a kinda worm, and you’re a servant of the
community.”
“Shut up fore I change my mind. I’ll do it for fun. We’ll holler jiggaboo, N-word,
wooly-head, and those dumb turds’ll holler back whitebread and honkey, and we’ll have us a
mini riot. Yeah I’ll do it, but you are one stupid white man.”
A week later there was a race riot in the recreation yard. Among the injured was Lumpy,
who sustained a fractured skull, a cracked eye socket, a broken wrist and two broken ribs. He
was heard by several witnesses cursing whites and introducing several new pejoratives about the
privileged race into the prison vernacular. Harry Hotel sustained a broken bone in his right hand
and a cut lip.
+

+

+
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Dear Miss Lonelyhearts -- Remember me? I used to walk the halls of Worthington High as a girl
to give the boys a thrill. I was more or less mad about girls since they get all the attention and
have more fun, so I asked my brain, why not be a girl once in a while? And now that I’m taking
Basics of Philosophy on line I find out I’m not as crazy as I thought. Still I got myself in trouble
with the big fantasy about Her Royal Highness and slammed her too hard for her own
entertainment, so here I am in this destination resort generously supported by the taxpayers of
Ohio which is a word incidentally that means Beautiful Forest. In case you were looking for a
joke.
OK you are a sob sister so called but this isn’t a sobbing letter. I don’t sob, I crush. As
you know the girl thing didn’t work out -- it was just a twist on some other thing of greater
importance and so forth. So here’s my mission statement and business plan all rolled into one.
You can tell I’ve been educated but certain people treat me like a moron, and certain people will
live to regret it. They will not see the light, they will see stars. So my plan is to do good deeds,
for who? For me. If you need a reference let me refer you to Mr. Lumpy. He knows. He didn’t
used to know, now he knows.
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There’s actually plenty to do in this place and that’s a good thing because I still got
several months in residence. I got some books to read and I guess I’ll be a clueless reader all my
life after this but here’s the main point, that I am meditating on the whole world of reality
compared to fantasy, and any sane man would prefer the F word and I don’t mean fuck.
I have to say I don’t feel cruel or vicious, only a touch of anger now and then.
It’s true you can live in this place but you know what? Hanging around here you start to
wonder -- why live anywhere? You’d think if a whole state built a penal institution they’d make
a plan, but no, this joint is just thrown together without rhyme or reason except maybe malice. I
think they wanted to make it terrible but you know, it really isn’t. The whole idea is nothingness.
Not even boredom, something way below that, just what the Hispaniolas call nada y nada. OK
but not terrible. That’s why I don’t think I could survive another Nine Months if I didn’t have
the fantasy to hold me together. I’d fly apart. Pardon the scream. Did anybody scream? It’s
kind of like falling for the Bitch all over again where you lose all perspective, does she love me
does she not, can I touch this or that, or neither one? Pretty soon to get her broke-in a little I tell
her I decide what I touch.
The key to my personality is I’m rational. I plan. What I plan, I execute. The plan is a
fantasy, the reality is the execution. Love that word. So to live a complete life you do both.
Like with Lumpy. Do I pay my debts? Ask old Lumpy. I was a truck driver, then a truck owner,
a company owner, an entrepreneur to give me my greatest title, I can even spell it, plus husband
for sure. Like with the Bitch we learned to live, we had some misfires at the start then with
practice we got better and pretty soon it was Over the Falls Together. OTFT!!!! She made that
up, she’s good with words. I’ll give her that. Pretty soon I’ll give her something else. But
please, no threats. Or at least no idle threats.
Wish I could listen in on a conversation between her and Lumpy. She’d piss her little
britches. Waaah waaah lemme back on the team. No, can’t do that. Sorry. So very sorry.
Yours truly
Jasonovitch Doubletalksky
+

+

+
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When Elmer stepped in her way Alona’s stomach fell through the floor. Stopped by a guard who
had the power to kick Jason out of the chatroom. Or do whatever. He had been standing duty in
the room a few minutes ago when Alona left.
The familiar words shot through her mind: “The only man that ever loved me.” -- Just
when he seemed to be recovering his true self, when only six months remained till the Parole
Board would take up his case again. “I could stand on my head for six months,” Jason said.
Alona trembled before this big-bellied Elmer in his khaki uniform with the wide black
belt around his middle. He’d suspend her visiting privilege. Jason wouldn’t have anybody to
cheer him up -- Jason alone. “My poor boy!”
She looked in both directions in this endless corridor and saw nobody. Was Elmer going
to demand sex? She stammered out: “What did I do?”
“Nothing, Miss. I just want to say something. You haven’t done nothing.”
He had kind old watery eyes, slightly sunken. Droopy skin around the eyes. It pained
her that Jason never had a good word for anybody, and he cursed under his breath when a kid
screamed or crawled too close. Just today a baby made a terrible stink, his mother took him into
the changing room, Jason called him names, Alona said: “Sweetheart, he’s only a baby.”
“Why do we have to share the room with these pigs? It makes me sick.”
Slow, watering eyes, scaring the life out of her. Always that big belly down there. What
did he want? Was he telling her she had to give him a -- God!
“Now Miss,” said Elmer without any threat in his manner, “listen to me. Listen to a hardheaded geezer. Thirty-five years in this system.”
Alona stared at the wall.
“You’re living for the day he gets out. Right?”
“Yes sir.”
“The happiest day of your life. Right?”
She made no answer, just stared, avoiding his gaze. She knew he was focusing on her.
He reached out as if to touch her but withdrew his hand. He said: “No. It’ll be the worst
day of your life.”
She breathed with difficulty.
Elmer said, “I’m sorry. I just can’t watch it. Trust me. I know these birds.”
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After a moment’s hesitation he turned and lumbered along the corridor, and his key chain
made a little tinkling sound.
The night was terrible. She would fall asleep without realizing it, then awake in alarm.
But she believed Jason would love her babies, their babies, he wouldn’t be able to resist a
father’s impulse to love and protect, it’d be -- he’d have to. The helpless little fella or a sweet
cuddly girl, no, he’d love them with all his poor abused heart. Look at all the men who want
children, you see them all the time, carrying their kids, playing ball with the boys. You see them
pushing strollers down the sidewalk with the wife holding their arm, walking beside the husband,
looking into the cart at the precious little thing. Men love babies too. He’ll love ours. He’ll
work hard to make a good life such as he’s never had, he’ll be a great provider, his temper will
change when he’s head of a family. But she couldn’t drive out of her memory his cursing the
“screamers,” the “shit pants little monsters.”
“Worse than dog shit. You can train a dog to shit outside. Give me a dog any day.” She
tried to calm him, she knew his life was terrible.
She thought of Belinda Cross. She hadn’t seen the fall, only the aftermath, but she saw it
now, the impact. She couldn’t help wondering, Is she a liar? You can be sick and pitiful and still
be a liar. Maybe lies make the sickness easier to take. Maybe she was sick before she married
him. Maybe she made it all up.
Or -- just allow it for a minute to see how it plays -- or -- he did beat her once or twice
but she was asking for it. Some women do. The victim cooperates.
There came a strange idea: “Once or twice I --”
In one of her fantasies. She didn’t speak a clear sentence, she just had the feeling that it
would prove he cared for her.
She heard the clinking of Elmer’s key chain and she thought: “He’s worn out. Thirty-five
years. He’s cynical about human nature.”
She believed she herself was a sympathetic person. She could slip into Jason’s mind and
bring goodness into the hatred, the flaming shifting fury; she could show him the only possible
release, which was love. If somebody said he was crazy she answered firmly, “He is a human
being.”
More or less.
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No, completely. All he needs is a loving wife. He’ll start a business and we’ll live
modestly until -Here it came. It did not diminish with repetition. All she had to do was say one word
about “living” and to visualize a “modest” house and her hunger invaded, she let it unreel, she
even encouraged it, and in ten seconds she was breathing heavily and whispering “More, more,”
and his weight pressed her down, his tongue skimmed her neck, his -- She tried to stop. But
why? What was the harm? She entered into the woman playing her role, and this woman was
eager, desperate. What she felt now was what she imagined she would feel if this were actual.
She lived in the surrender, giving to him what only she could give, receiving what he gave only
to her. Each gave the other the needed reassurance and the fulfillment. It was beautiful, she let it
go on.
But when it ended, and it always did come to an end, she heard him cursing the “little
shitter” and the “pigs.” She wanted to take him in her arms, to kiss and renew him, but one of
the guards would holler, “Don’t eat his fillings, Lady.”
+

+

+
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That same night Jason got up at 3 a.m. to look at his pictures. There were several from their
wedding, one showing a group of his friends looking stupid in tuxedoes, one of Belinda tying his
bow tie, and one of Belinda in a swimsuit spread out on the front of a speedboat skimming across
Indian Lake. He lingered over this one.
Then, on to the four that Calhoun had sent of Belinda and the judge in a cafe or
something, no doubt telling each other what a lowlife he was, anyhow deep in conversation
before climbing under the table to fuck.
Suddenly Jason bent over like a horse had kicked him in the gut -- panting, mad with it,
clenching his teeth till they ached -- he stopped breathing (later he was certain he had actually
stopped for several seconds) -- seeing stars and pinwheels, pulling in air -- saw the judge drop to
his knees -- what the -Soon he didn’t see anything because his ideas had no image, went deeper than pictures or
movies can go. It was knowledge, no image could convey it. When he had pumped more
oxygen into his lungs his brain went back to work and he knew that he could visualize anything,
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like firing a shot. He thought for a while. He had already concluded that if he killed the judge or
the bitch the police would find him and he’d end up in prison for life. Make that prison for
death. But -- the porn was unbearable. His wife and the judge. More pictures.
Alona knocking on the judge’s door and crying for help. Judge’s ex with the muzzle of a
gun in her back. Have a look around before action. “Hey Mrs. Dexter pretty nice house. Hey
there Your Honor remember me? Don’t know me? Not surprising, it’s been so long. Very
long.” Bitch one shot. Judge head, neck, crotch. Final, face.
+

+

+
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Marian was heading for the elevator when she was ambushed by Oscar Calhoun. She smiled
crookedly and tried to step around him but he moved into her path. She waited, in contempt.
He greeted her. She did not respond except by shifting her eyes quickly -- his mouth was
revolting.
He asked how she was, she said she was all right, and waited.
Calhoun declared he was still hoping they could get together. Marian did not respond.
She wondered silently why she detested this man. Had she spoken she might have said, “You
aren’t half so disgusting as I think you are.” He probably thought he was fully entitled to go on
the prowl. And: “He’s sickening because I know what he wants.” Nauseating.
Calhoun informed her that he had moved into a new condo and bought a new car.
She said, “How nice.”
“A Cadillac.”
“Oscar, I am trying to catch that elevator,” glancing over his shoulder.
“Yeah but just a second,” and he looked around for people who might overhear.
Marian did not want to be seen with this man. Thinking: “Am I so insecure?” She
wanted to be in the elevator, alone. She relaxed a little and said, “Oscar, I do not want to know
you any better. Nothing personal.”
“If that’s not personal,” he inquired, “what is?”
“More to the point, I want to go home, and you for some reason have got in the way.”
“So that’s it? I’m in the way?”
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“At the moment, yes.”
Then he congratulated her, this was her happy day. She waited for an explanation.
Summoning all the silence and stillness at her command she looked down on him and even met
his eyes.
Quoth Calhoun: “Your burden is lifted.”
He had hooked her to the extent that she scanned her mind for a “burden.”
Said Calhoun, “The judge is getting married today. She’s beneath him, I guess that’s his
choice. For her it’s a step up the social ladder. At least he won’t beat her.”
Marian said, “How kind of you to tell me this, Oscar.”
“The old judge is officiating,” he informed her.
Marian saw the red “down” arrow blink on, above the elevator doors. Saying “Excuse
me” she stepped around him, and he did not try to stop her, and she slipped into the elevator just
as the doors were coming together.
Calhoun was saying, “This sort of frees you up, don’t you think?”
She heard all but the last three words.

She didn’t go home, she went to the Gym and Swim. Emerging from the shower room into the
natatorium she must choose between two options: whether to add five laps to her usual twenty, or
to go for a new personal best at twenty. She was thinking, “Speed, dig in,” and she felt a major
effort gathering in her arms and shoulders. She thought of swift, strong, digging strokes, and of
a geyser rising at her feet. The mentality of striving attracted her, the drudgery of merely adding
laps did not.
There was unhappiness somewhere but she didn’t try to locate it. She wished she could
watch the geyser. She stood on the edge of the water, waiting for some kind of mental
adjustment. First glancing at the huge white face and black hands of the clock, where it hung
high on the wall to her right, she knew that in one or two seconds she would convert from a land
creature to something aquatic, vigorous and questing.
She anticipated the symphony of stroke, kick, roll, breathe, roll again the other way and
breathe again; she was already converting, she was almost aware of the new medium, the
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resisting but supporting water. Skimming the surface she would exist in both water and air, and
when swimming crawl she would look down through the thick trcansclucense to see the wavy
lane lines eight feet below.
The essence of the conversion was that her power was masculine, her grace feminine.
She was a creature of pure nature, neither a lawyer nor a citizen, wife nor ex-wife, but a
swimmer of some unidentified species. The only absolute was her need for air.
She dived straight out, on the flattest possible trajectory, hitting the water frontally and
with power, then gliding, cutting the membrane between water and air, exploiting but not
exhausting the momentum of the dive. She rolled half left and took a breath on her right. Then
she began what her deepest nature wanted, the rhythmic stroke and kick, breathing next on her
left, feeling skillful and strong.
The pull of her strokes and the push of her kicking propelled her, and she was conscious
of her speed, and of the distance remaining till she must flip and push off the far wall, where she
would shift from crawl to back-crawl. She executed the turn efficiently, so she thought, and
being on her back now she could glance at the clock. It showed good time so far. Breaking the
old record wouldn’t be easy, so she must add power. She must take full advantage of every liter
of air and every ounce of energy. She could already imagine her exhaustion as she met the last
wall, the only one without the flip.
Her execution at the next turn was good, and the clock was still encouraging. Her hope
was not to battle the water but to gain its cooperation, which could only be done if she stroked
with power and rolled with grace. The kicking was a constant in the shadow of her mind, like a
machine of her own invention. And on her back-crawl lengths she could tilt her head and see the
geyser.
She was careful to count laps. At every other turn she lifted her fingers in front of her
eyes. Too often she had wasted a timed effort by losing count of the laps.
While swimming on her back she imagined the wavy lane lines passing under her body.
While swimming crawl she used the lines as guides. She kept thinking of the next number on the
way to twenty. Beneath or within her thinking was a certain anxiety that she would veer off into
some fantasy and lose count. This worry compromised her animal satisfaction in the sequence of
stroke, roll, kick, and in her regular breathing.
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Having reached the sixteenth lap she began burning energy at a rate she couldn’t sustain.
She was like a mile runner on his kick. But she must maintain her breathing and stroking
discipline, never forgetting that a powerful stroke must also be graceful and that all her power
depended on efficient breathing.
On the last two laps she spent all her energy. At the finish she grabbed the gutter and
looked quickly to her left. The clock rewarded her. She had cut seven seconds from the old
record. Clinging to the wall, she breathed, turned and looked down the length of the pool to reestablish her perception of the vertical and horizontal, while her brain still swayed with the
rocking motion of her stroke. After an interval of breathing and recovery she swam a very slow
breast stroke to the far end, reached for a ladder and climbed out.
She was half surprised to see there were people here, swimmers, divers, a woman of her
age bracing her hands on her knees, pulling in air.
Walking round the pool Marian unconsciously pulled on the swimsuit to be sure her
behind was covered. She was breathing deep, nourishing breaths, and the slow walking felt
restorative. Some of the male swimmers and divers attended her parade without seeming too
bold, and she was satisfied, and didn’t feel any guilt or embarrassment. She was accustomed to
this kind of attention. And she needed the walk. She craved ever more oxygen. She faced a
night of deep oxygen debt, which included its own style of satisfaction, in a feeling of general
well-being, both from the swim itself and from the recovery. She was back in the world, but her
memory of the conversion was still vivid.
Gavin. Her husband marrying the girl. A wedding.
She couldn’t believe, now, that the conversion had been a complete success. She was not
really an amphibian. She felt his presence, and it was not new. It was just closer to the surface,
if the surface was one idea after another. She could command her body but apparently not her
mind. Now in her strength she realized that her body was asking for what only Gavin could give.
There was no power of command over the body. Actually she rejoiced in this. Was she wild?
She couldn’t understand. Did she possess this body or did it possess her?
+

+

+
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Gavin was hollering like a wounded bear. “Please, not another confession! I don’t care. I never
thought you were perfect. Just be my wife.”
But there was a flaw in their mutual trust, and this flaw was eating away at Belinda’s
serenity. Was she too late? What if he said, “Why didn’t you tell me?”
But this wasn’t a confession. This time she had done no wrong, unless it was to omit -conceal -- this piece of history. The time to reveal it had been the moment he proposed. She
wasn’t dishonest -- except for her silence -- but if she really believed it was necessary that he
know who she was, then this “history” was essential knowledge. “You should have told him
right away. To be silent was to lie. You said, ‘I want to live an honest life.’ Another lie.”
It was not a sin like cheating or promiscuity, but -- a self-destruction of her spirit.
Jason tried to destroy her. Destroy her spirit. The assault on her body was aimed at her
spirit. What if Gavin believed in the destruction, as she did? Then how could he believe in her
as his wife? She asked herself if any woman could recover from this -- what she called
dismemberment as a style of destruction. She cautioned herself not to speak those words, they
were loaded.
Her reasoning at that time, after he proposed and before she accepted, was too selfserving. After multiple confessions he would surely conclude that she was finished. She had
given an impression of completeness. “This is what I am confessing and all I have to confess.”
Now, “Either tell him or keep the secret.” But “secret” meant deception, a rot in their marriage.
She couldn’t be herself with that secret in her breast.
This is the narrative she was suppressing.
She started taking the pill when she met Gerald the Engineer and was still on it when she
met Jason. When Jason proposed -- i. e., declared -- he also told her she must quit the pill. She
wanted marriage but not a baby. He demanded, “Do you love me or not?” He expressed a
passionate love for her but she said she wasn’t ready for a baby. “Then you’re not ready for me.”
Against her desire and judgement she yielded. He was not yet violent; she did not even suspect
there was violence in him. But he was stronger. He loved her, and this demand was an
expression or maybe a condition of his love. She threw away her pills.
From the first utterance of the word bitch she was aware of the danger -- not only to
herself but to any child that might be born to them. He was the beloved husband, she his wife,
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and she tried to reawaken the gentle, sincere lover in him. The blustering show-off was not the
real Jason. She believed marriage required understanding and effort, she did not expect a perfect
partner. She appeased the rough one in order to encourage the lover. Then came the twisting of
her arm and the blows. When she began to suspect he was irredeemable -- when this was still
fear, not knowledge -- she pretended she was sick during her fertile days. This worked because
he was squeamish about menstruation and forbade her to mention it; so he never knew where she
was in her cycle. She was careless and used the word ovulation. He asked what it meant and
she said it referred to a phase of her cycle. He looked it up, and from that time forward he
monitored her, and raped her. Two, three months passed in this way. He often guessed wrong
about her cycle, so his system was to rape her by surprise, frequently. She tried love -- there was
still some in her -- but it didn’t work. She pretended she still loved him, and she yielded, so
maybe it wasn’t rape, but if she had no choice, if she must succumb or face a beating, it had no
other name. She searched for a way of escape. Her whole body was sore, her ears especially,
where he slapped and then struck. He was strong and powerful, she was cunning. He won; she
was pregnant.
The child, of whichever sex, would grow up in a nightmare of family life. She saw that
she had to save not just herself but the child.
This was the history she had omitted to present to Gavin Rylands. She believed in his
love, but could he cope with this? Asking her conscience, “Must I tell him?” one answer was
No. She had not even told her sister. The woman they knew at present was not the one they’d be
forced to recognize if she told. And in the telling of course she’d weep, blubber and choke,
eliciting a sympathy she didn’t deserve -- or God forbid maybe she did. Jason had a word for it.
The word was punishment.
What if Gavin couldn’t handle it? She could hear him struggling to understand, saying,
“He raped you how many times?” And what if the shock brought forth a technical-legal kind of
reaction, that she was a “case,” not a woman, not even his wife, another blubbering victim.
“I was too anxious to marry him. I trapped him. No, that’s too strong, but I --”
In weak moments she felt her stomach hollowing out with the fear that he would never
trust her again. The woman living an “honest life” was a phony. She thought of the trauma in
her brain as a laboratory marker of the trauma in her soul. Remarkable that she should think
“soul.” Maybe she actually had one.
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She felt Jason right beside her, holding her hand. Jason! She thought she had kicked him
out, but he was the winner. It all came down to the idea that Gavin didn’t know her, he was in
love with a fiction, who happened to be a liar, a character made up out of her deft strokes and
omissions. She was not Gavin’s woman; she was Jason’s. She had only told Gavin what she
knew he could stand. Even as a liar and cheat she had a pale streak of innocence in her. She was
a candidate for forgiveness. If she had to succumb or face a beating, she was surely in the clear.
A generous lover might forgive her. But this “generous lover” brought her up short.
Degradation was not a proper subject for forgiveness and could not be scrubbed clean by charity,
sympathy, generosity. It was forever. At her weakest she wanted to admit that Jason had beaten
her into a form only he could desire. And Gavin could marry anybody. Why choose her? If she
didn’t tell Gavin, Jason was in her soul. If she did, he was in Gavin’s too.
+

+

+
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Belinda knew, or thought she knew, that there were men in this world who would never touch a
raped woman. Or they might touch but never love her. And only she knew how fearful she had
been in her month or two months -- call it two and a half months of terror. She thought a man
who could forgive infidelity and lies told to somebody else might still be revolted by the
degradation of the woman he thought he loved. She dare not say “I was terrified.” She dare not
whine or beg. She had done too much begging already.
In her mind they were married -- she was married to Gavin, and she believed he felt
married to her. It was a marriage of mutual love and belief -- in her mind. “But we are both
wrong. I am not his wife if I carry this secret. He cannot be married to me if he doesn’t know
who I am.” That was the heart of the matter and there was no turning away from it. These ideas
circulated in her brain like blood being driven through her heart.
But she hated the idea of putting Gavin to a test. If she told her story -- this poisonous
fragment of her life’s story -- he might flinch, or cross the boundary between sympathy and
revulsion. Then she would have to leave him. To stay would be unfair to him and impossible for
her.
She imagined an inquisitor demanding, “Do you have something more to confess?” She
could answer No. But if the interrogator were clever the question would be: “Have you told the
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truth about yourself?” Again, No. This -- the worst “thing” -- was an essential element of the
truth. She kept saying “Lie, lie, lie.” Her intellect seemed to withdraw. She remembered the
intervals of hope slicing into the terror -- therefore it was rape -- paralyzing fear meant rape. She
kept saying rape, rape. If she should ever see aother woman in her circumstances, there’d be no
question. She was free of blame. But in the end she reached a firm decision on the basis of
something strange, irrational: “Whoever I was then, I must be his wife now.”
So she proposed another trip to the Moundbuilders’ plateau. He said Yes, when? She
asked for a few days, and he agreed, thinking maybe that she had too much work in hand. She
consulted her medical diary-- in which there were no entries on fits or stares for the last two
months -- and settled on the best date for the trip. She had asked him to be ready on short notice.
When the day came and her body confirmed that this was the best day she said to Gavin, “Let’s
go today,” and he agreed. He was getting into the habit of indulging her eccentricities.
Gavin put his work aside and they drove to Hillsboro, where they had lunch as before,
then continued southeast toward the Plateau. This time she was wearing rugged shoes, and the
climb went faster. When they reached the top she began searching for the forked tree where they
could sit in comfort facing one another.
As soon as they found it Belinda dropped to her knees and began raking the leaves with
outspread fingers.
Saying, “Let me help,” he began turning leaves and moving little sticks and branches.
“Here it is!” Belinda cried, holding up his knife and handing it to him.
He opened the blade and wiped it on his leg. It was still shiny, and he opened and closed
it several times, and breathed on it and wiped it again. It was a finely crafted single-bladed knife
with a blade about four inches long and a handle made from an antler.
“Did Marian give you that?” Belinda asked.
“No,” he replied patiently, “my father, when I was in high school.”
“When you were a linebacker clobbering other boys, a savage.”
“We didn’t think ‘boys.’”
“Almost-men. How did you know I was looking for the knife?”
“I just knew,” he said. “I’ve missed it.”
“We were thinking about the same thing without knowing it.” She seemed to dwell on
this coincidence.
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They resumed their earlier places, sitting in the soft leaves, in the fork of the great old
tree, leaning against the huge branches, exchanging light blows with their opposing feet.
Gavin said, “You’ve got something up your sleeve. Whatever it is, I promise not to cry.”
“Do you know how rare you are? A linebacker who cries? I wish I had known you in
high school or college.”
“I didn’t cry then. You made me what I am today. I know why we are here, it’s sacred to
you. But why today especially?”
“I have a reason, and I’ll tell you. But Gavin listen. This is not a confession of another
lover, this is more serious.”
Hearing that word he picked up a stick and began whittling. It was an old dry stick
without bark, and the chips it gave off with each stroke of his knife were dark, and when they
landed in the leaves almost invisible. His head was bent to this work, and she could not see his
face, only the parting in his thick black hair.
She told her story in sharp detail, including the worst, and he kept whittling with strong,
violent strokes. Twice he raised his hand asking her to stop. Then she would go silent for a few
seconds, till he went on carving up the old stick. After the story was told she told him its
meaning as she understood it. She was destroyed as a woman and a wife, and would leave him
and give him a divorce. She spoke in a steady, firm voice. She offered no justification and
nothing in extenuation or mitigation of her conduct.
He asked, “Conduct?” looking up.
“What I did,” she said.
“Or what you did not do,” he said. “Or what he did.”
Then she was looking again at the top of his head and watching the chips fly.
She gave a low moan, under the stress of some confusing emotion, like anger or despair,
but not so simple as either. She said, “If I trusted you I would have told you. Instead I hid it
from you.”
“Until now.”
“Until we were married. I was afraid you’d see what I saw.”
The blade stopped and he looked up and seemed to penetrate her gaze with his own. He
held her eyes and said, “What is that?”
“You mean what do I see?”
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“Yes.”
“I see myself in a true light. I am what he made me. Degradation, pollution is -- how
does a woman -- I mean --”
“You’re saying Dexter somehow made you?”
“Not somehow. By -- you know what. You joke that I made you into a man who can cry,
but you --”
“That was only a joke. First you say he destroyed you. Now you say he made you.
Which is it?”
“He destroyed whoever I was or should have been.”
“By raping you.”
“Yes. And what was left when he finished was a deformed, mentally crippled woman
who had no faith in you, and hid the truth.”
“Then who is the woman I am talking with right now?”
She wanted to say what she thought he wanted to hear, but she watched silently while he
closed the knife, jammed it into the pocket of his jeans and swept the chips off his legs. His foot
was pressed steadily against hers.
He asked: “Why today? What’s so special about today and this place?”
She met his eyes and sat in silence, and he matched her in silence.
“When I tell you,” she said, “you will see that I am an incoherent, unforgivable,
desperate --”
“What? A desperate what?”
“Woman.”
“And wife?”
“Yes.”
“Woman and wife. And I am a man and your husband. I never liked that word. I prefer
lover, mate, partner or companion. Lover-companion. Now -- why here and why today?”
“Today,” she said, “because I am ovulating, here, because I want our child to be
conceived in this sacred place.” To the lawyer in him she added, “I am not pretending to be
consistent. I just know I am changed forever and you are free to tell me to go -- before I get
pregnant.”
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“Are you saying we aren’t married and committed now?”
“No. I am fully married to you, pregnant or not. But I deceived you by my silence. It
amounts to this, that I tricked you into marrying me. And I know that you want a family -- so do
I. I think you would have forgiven me if I’d told you when you asked me to be your wife, but I
did not tell you. I did not tell you. I gave you a lie in the form of silence.”
“I understand what you’re saying. But you also said you were destroyed, deformed,
mentally crippled.” He brooded on this for a moment, still holding her gaze with his own. There
were times when they didn’t dare to speak, just looking was so intense.
Gavin said: “I agree you should have told me, if you loved me.”
“If?”
“I am sure you did love me.”
“Yes, yes.”
“But you’re wrong when you talk about being deformed and crippled. He tried to destroy
you and failed. You already know that’s my way of seeing it. Are you changed? Yes, I’ve told
you I see it as a conversion, like a religious conversion, you’ve gone through the fire. You are
not destroyed, you are the woman I love. Where did you come from? From out of an ordeal.”
He sat brooding for a moment then said, looking into her eyes as she looked into his,
“You once told me that Dexter has more than one personality. Now you say I am free to let you
go, and you seem to be offering me a divorce. But you chose this time and place for us to
conceive a child. I believe you have only one personality, and that you love me.”
“I do. Body and soul.”
“Yes, that says it all.”
“It doesn’t change the fact that I deceived you.”
Gavin said, “I believe that Dexter was bent on destroying you. His one and only
personality was directed at that goal. You saved yourself. It was terrible but you emerged
stronger. You said you must go, but I do not want you to go. I hope you want to stay.
“And I don’t agree that you tricked me into marriage. You couldn’t speak about that one
fact -- let’s just call it a fact -- but it was implied by everything that you did tell me.”
She watched, waited, listened
Gavin continued: “‘Body and soul,’ that’s the way I love you. And if we love each other
we must stay together. It hits me in the heart, to hear that you were abused beyond what I
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already knew, but that’s no reason for us to part. Did you think I’d stop loving you? Here we are
in this place that is sacred to you, and I’m glad we are here -- on this particular day.
“Please don’t leave me,” he urged. “I understand that you were afraid, but there’s
nothing to fear. We love each other. I love you and I can see love in your eyes. We must go on
together.”
He took off his coat and spread it on the ground, and she lay down and watched him.
She said, “You’ll be cold.”
He answered, “I doubt it.”

Motions that could seem awkward or comical were now natural. He sat on a branch of the giant
maple and took off his shoes -- leaving the sox -- then stood and pulled down his trousers. He
removed his shirt and spread it over her knees and feet. She had already taken off her jeans and
shoes. She lay still, watching. He knelt beside her and bent to unbutton her shirt. He asked her
to sit up, which she did, and he peeled the shirt back and helped her draw her arms from the
sleeves. He unfastened her bra and pulled it down over her chest. She lay back down, again
watching, awaiting his next initiative. The intensity and light in her eyes, the generosity, as he
saw it, gave him confidence in what he was doing. He saw that she was giving herself. He was
gentle, not because he remembered her suffering but because he forgot it. The gentleness came
like a streaming of his love. Looking at her he saw nothing of stress or damage. She was to him
the loving bride. He covered her with his body and asked if she were cold. She assured him she
was warm.
He was so gentle, so caring, that it never entered his mind that he had a lover’s duty to
arouse her. So her occasional moans, and her audible breathing came as a surprise. With this
new knowledge he perhaps lost some of the purity of his love. Her eyes, her whole expression,
were changing but he didn’t know what the changes meant, until she uttered a nearly-silent cry.
Now he intended to press her onward. He felt that he had started something, and he was
ambitious to move it along, knowing she was not afraid. He was almost certain they were of one
mind and approaching the moment when they would be of one body. Each was moving the other
toward one place. He realized she was arousing him, not by accident but in a way that told him
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she wanted to harden and lengthen him. She must be ready. There was a new intensity in her
caresses and hunger in her kisses.
In one short flash he thought of Marian, of how suddenly, after a long, exquisitely sensual
prelude she would lose her intellect, lose even her character, speak in a voice that wasn’t her
own. This same transformation now happened to Belinda. She twisted under him and cried out
-- but it was a cry in a low tone -- and she pressed him hard against her breast. She said, “Now.”
He gave. But giving and receiving were the same. In receiving she gave, and in giving he
received. He was equally conscious of her body and his own. He wasn’t himself, and didn’t
know who he was.
He noticed that she lay motionless -- this strange fact caught his attention and more or
less restored his sanity. He thought she must be opening every cell to the penetration and the
rhythm of his body. Now she was moaning constantly. His motions were as delicate, slow and
deep as he could make them. Now he knew what he must do. She lifted her mouth and kissed
him, it seemed to him, in gratitude. Her stillness and perfect quietude intensified his love. He
was aware that each stroke, each lingering, deep advance, was an expression of his love. He
understood her motionlessness as her way of sensitizing her body, for her own sake and his. She
told him she loved him. He answered with slower, more delicate strokes, and kept this up a long
time, till she began to move under and around him, in slow, tentative motions in harmony with
his own. Gradually her rising and falling gained power, and besides lifting she was now slanting
her pelvis, revealing a style of love he had never known.
Now he understood. She was asking for more speed. By thrusting more strongly and
with the awareness that she was his, he regained the awareness of self that he’d been in danger of
losing. But at the same time he lost all perception that they were two bodies. They were one
frenzied, grateful union. Her breathing, her cries, her desperate searching for his mouth with
hers -- all these united her identity with his -- until love itself vanished in his body in a series of
waves, a multi-phased convulsion sweeping upward in his loins, and backward, and it was
definitely his body where this was happening. She was his own. He held her gasping, moaning,
throbbing body in his arms. He regained his identity. He was amazed at how it went on and on,
at how he found himself in the unknown chamber of her body, amazed at the cries and twists of
this beloved woman.
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During this phase of time there occurred a strange, weakly flickering re-creation of her
suffering. He saw her sobbing, bent forward with her breasts hanging free. He watched and was
helpless. Something was still going on in their bodies, but he saw the scene. He saw her flinch
and evade a blow.
Then the real woman cried out in ecstasy and arched her body. He returned to the throbs
of reality in his own body, which was in her body, and they existed as one -- or two -- both, in a
single act of surrender, because he was giving himself, just as she was.

They descended the trail in the dark, with locked arms, slipping and tripping and laughing as if
their stumbles were the best jokes in the world.
In the car Gavin said, “Back to Chillicothe?”
“Yes, the same hotel.”
They had a pretty good dinner then went to the hotel, and lay in bed discussing whether
she must give up wine.
Belinda settled the question by saying, “I just drank my last glass of wine for a year.”
He replied, “You’re very confident, but let’s do it again in the morning.”
“Mr. Linebacker, you are so thorough.”
“Will you be afraid?”
“Did I seem afraid on our plateau?”
“No, but I’ll go slow again.”
She agreed this was a good idea, slow, gentle, but she repeated that she was not afraid.
+

+

+
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There followed some weeks during which Belinda’s health steadily improved. She found two
new clients and resumed full-time work, earning more than what she had sacrificed by firing
Walter. She took satisfaction from the fact that Walter had never paid her last bill.
During this same period Gavin accepted the offer of a partnership as head litigator in a
firm of about twenty lawyers, many of whom had been his colleagues before he ascended the
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bench. The firm welcomed Gavin and his wife with a dinner at the Bicycle Club, and that same
night, as they prepared for bed, Belinda informed him that he would soon be a father.
He asked, “Are you sure?”
“Perfectly,” she said.
He took her into his arms, and she felt like perfection itself.

He followed the progress of her pregnancy so persistently that she fell into the habit of answering
him before the could voice a question -- for example, “Fine, Your Honor, feeling splendid, not
sick, slept wonderfully.” And he would drive downtown to his new office asking whether he was
imaging a protruding belly, or was it real?
Sometimes he concentrated on his work without any distractions, but at other times he
had to force his brain to do its duty, instead of calling to ask her, Are you OK?
In the midst of one of these digressions he got a call from a man he knew by reputation
only, a private detective named George Williams,
Who said: “We’ve met, Judge. You may not remember. I was at Starbucks coupla years
ago -- is it that long? -- when your wife collapsed and my assistant Jill was down there on the
floor helping you take care of her.”
“Damn right I remember, Mr. Williams. Thank you and Jill, thank you a million times.
We want to meet you both, Belinda has told me to find you, and now here you are. Great!”
“Your wife is a brave lady, Judge.”
“Thanks for that, sir.”
“So -- why’d I call? I’d like to talk to you on important business about your wife’s
safety.”
Hearing the phrase “your wife’s safety” Rylands clicked into executive mode. He said
without hesitation: “Today. Let’s meet today.”
When George Williams proposed three o’clock he agreed without a glance at his calendar
-- and so at about that hour Williams was seated across Rylands’ desk saying,
“Congratulations on the new job, and I hope your wife is O.K.”
“She’s doing quite well, thank you, and the job is all I hoped it would be.”
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“Different from judging, I bet. They had to convince you, now you’ve gotta convince
them.”
“Very different. A judge has an abstraction for a client -- justice, the law. An advocate
has a breathing client he can see and talk to. It appears I have to make a living, and this isn’t
such a bad way to do it.”
“You like this way better than judging?”
“I can’t compare the two. Except that when you’re a judge people give you too much
credit, and when you’re an advocate they often give too little.”
“So now you’ve got a living breathing client. A very special client and only you can
represent her. So, Judge -- I’ll still call you Judge if it’s O.K.”
“Of course.”
“So I’ve got reason to believe the Parole Board’ll spring Dexter next month.”
“Mr. Williams, I know you’re an experienced detective, but how can you predict that?”
“I don’t predict. I suspect, based on pretty good grounds.”
“You have a friend with access to --”
“Yeah, pardon the interruption, it’s not something I can say much about. My friend just
gives me the odds, and the odds are good that Dexter walks -- in six weeks.”
“Sooner than I had hoped or thought,” said Rylands.
“I picked up some forms at the cop shop. I took the liberty.” Fishing papers from his
inside pocket he unfolded them and put them in front of Gavin.
What Gavin saw was an application for a license to carry a concealed weapon. He
studied the form for a moment then said: “I don’t think I’ll need this.”
As if the judge hadn’t spoken the private eye said, “It’ll take at least four weeks, maybe
six, to get the license and you’ll have to take a basic firearms course.”
Their eyes met and Gavin saw a man who was a citizen of that other world, where force
reigned.
“I don’t think I’ll need a gun, Mr. Williams,” Gavin said calmly, with no edge.
“I don’t think you will either,” Williams agreed, “but I think you might.”
Gavin almost said, but didn’t say that he’d feel strange carrying a gun, as if somebody
else had slipped into his brain. He studied the form, thinking of the three men he would name as
character references.
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Said George Williams, “When it’s filled out you take it to headquarters and there’s a
sergeant What’s-His-Name’ll read it and tell you where you can take the basic course, then you
bring him back a certificate of completion, then the cops take two or three weeks to spit out the
license. You can see why I came today. There’s just enough time.
“When you get your permit I’ll help you choose a gun -- pretty important choice -- and
we can go to Middletown to the Sportsman’s Club and bang away at harmless little paper targets.
Get you used to the noise and the kick and flash. Target shooting’s an unforgiving sport. Friggin
bullet goes where you send it. The gun and the bullet are never wrong.”
Williams took a pedagogical moment to let Gavin absorb this lesson then continued: “A
man who can shoot has got a whole different dimension in a crisis. Doesn’t mean he’s got to
shoot. He’s got the option. He’s decisive or should be. He may only get one shot. So he’d
better be capable of delivering that shot. Send it where it’ll do the most good.”
“Or bad.”
“Same thing. You think I’m a gun nut but I spent twenty-six years as a cop and never
drew the gun, ten as a detective for the DA, plus private practice like now, never used the gun
except when just to have it is the same as to use it. Anyway, never fired a shot. So in that sense I
used it all the time, it’s a signal to the other guy and to yourself.”
“A signal.”
“Yeah. To him and to you, means you’re serious. That can be useful. Protecting yourself
and your client. A gun creates problems, everybody knows that, and it’s dangerous. But it says
to a coward like Dexter, ‘I am here to win.’ It says to you yourself, ‘Ready.’ You think this is
TV. Unreal. One chance in ten thousand. But what’s the cost? One day taking the basic course,
four or five hundred for the gun itself, fifty for a box of ammo, another fifty for ear protection
during practice.”
“Mr. Williams, give me a minute.”
“While you’re thinking about it, think who’s going to escalate this thing? You? No.
Him. If he does, you better be ready.”
Gavin scanned the form, trying to imagine himself living in a world of violence, “ready”
in a world he had seen only through the lens of the law. This lens had always conveyed the
impression that no person or thing in that world could touch him.
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Returning to the office, George Williams private dick picked up a message that read “Marian
Stannard, pls call.”
He liked her voice, he wanted to see her on any excuse, but the call could mean she was
in trouble, and he wanted trouble to leave Marian Stannard alone.
She said, “Mr. Williams, I am being followed.”
“Stalked?”
“I don’t know. It’s a chubby young woman with a sweet face and an earnest, serious
expression. When she looks at me she stares for a tenth of a second then looks away guiltily.
Maybe something sexual, but it is spooking me.”
Williams went to her office and learned this:
The stalker or spy had been showing up about once a month for over a year. She had first
aroused Marian’s curiosity when she appeared always to place herself on the opposite side of the
pool when Marian was doing her usual twenty- to twenty-five laps. Marian noticed that she did
not look athletic, and she didn’t swim much, just hung off the side of the pool or walked slowly
around. She was short, her legs were thick, her movements slow and tentative. She wore a white
bathing cap and a one-piece black suit.
Marian had varied her routine in order to learn if the woman showed up when she,
Marian, would not ordinarily be at the pool; she never did. When Marian resumed her normal
schedule of leaving the office an hour early on Wednesdays and Fridays the woman sometimes
showed. Not always, but she seldom missed more than a month. She was neither skillful nor
stealthy. Twice she stared openly.
Marian’s years as a criminal defense lawyer had taught her a certain stealth and
observation of her own. She was virtually certain the woman was following her as she drove
home after swimming.
Williams questioned her for an hour, mostly about the shadier names on her client list and
about lovers. “George, no offense, but I have given up on your sex.”
More questions about clients until he asked: “Miss Stannard, how long ago did you and
the judge get divorced?”
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Answer: “About three years.”
“Nearer four,” Williams corrected her.
He got her to agree to meet with himself and his assistant, Jill, since Jill would be doing
the photography.
A month later George Williams showed Marian three clear photos of the Spy in the
parking lot of the Five Towns Gym and Swim. Marian declared she had never seen this woman
before except in the swimming area.
And that same night, at a meeting in the Rylands house, with Gavin and Belinda, George
Williams and Jill present, Williams spread the pictures on the coffee table and waited, till Gavin
said,
“I recognize her.” Moving the photos around and picking one up for a closer look: “This
is the woman who rode with Belinda in the ambulance to Miami Valley. I talked to her in the
ER, asked her name, she evaded the question. I remember she had scratches on her knees. She
guarded Belinda’s head while she was lying on the pavement.”
Williams said as if pondering, “So she’s watching your ex, and your wife.” Nobody
spoke for a moment till Williams added: “I bet she’s watching you too, Judge. Who’s putting
this thing together? An enemy of you, somebody you sent to the slammer, or of your wife, or
Marian Stannard.” Pausing, while the others listened, and while Gavin’s eyes seemed to be
boring into his brain, Williams said: “I don’t understand Ms. Stannard’s place in this, but this is a
person with an unhealthy interest in you --” looking toward Belinda -- “and you,” glancing
toward the judge.
Then for a second everybody looked at everybody else.
“We better assume it’s Dexter,” Williams pronounced.
They discussed the question whether the hospital or ambulance crew would have the
Spy’s name, and agreed that Williams would find out.
Then Willliams said -- to the judge -- “Dexter walks tomorrow.”
Rylands put his arm around Belinda’s shoulders, and to Williams it seemed that Belinda’s
eyes were searching the future, or the past, or both at once.
Williams proposed a plan: Jill would guard Belinda during the day, both at home and
outside; the judge would go armed; Williams or one of his men would spend nights in or around
the house; and the judge would speak with the police.
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Said Williams: “They won’t put a special detail on you, but they’ll pay more attention to
this house on their patrol maps. And they need to know what I’m doing. ”
Belinda cried in a distressed voice: “Why the guns? He’s not a wild beast.”
Williams seemed to defer to Gavin, who said,
“I think we have to do this, at least for a few days.”
“A few days! Then what? A few more days?”
“Sweetheart,” said Gavin, “we aren’t planning to shoot him.”
“Then why the guns?”
Her face colored and her eyes shifted quickly from Williams to Gavin.
Gavin said, “Dearest, these are sensible precautions.”
She sat apart from him, shivering.
Williams repeated: “I just don’t see why he’s messing with Ms. Stannard.”
“We don’t know that he’s messing with anybody,” Belinda chastised him.
“You’re right,” Williams conceded, “we don’t know. If I only worked on what I know I’d
be out of business.”
Jill -- sitting beside Belinda on the couch -- took her hand in both her own and looked at
her with large, patient, sympathetic eyes -- and Belinda, perhaps unconsciously, placed the other
hand on her belly.
+

+

+
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To Jason Dexter the female human form was Belinda’s body. He wanted no other. He could
manage to make use of Alona for release, but his fantasies of Belinda had been his consolation
for four years, and sometimes he preferred the fantasy of Belinda over the reality of Alona.
He was a realist. He knew what the judge and Belinda deserved, but if he killed them he
could never take a leak without looking over his shoulder. So for a while he accepted what
seemed the inevitable conclusion that he would never touch her again, and couldn’t kill her.
Whatever woman he embraced or whom he allowed to embrace him would not be Belinda. This
was like eating a frozen block of acid.
As to Alona, he neither loved nor hated her. She didn’t exist in human form.
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He didn’t just love Belinda, simply love her, he also hated her. She had called the cops
on him and ignored his letters. He’d pour all his passion into the letters, beg forgiveness, vow to
be faithful, plan a good life, let her have a kid if she wanted one -- and she never even answered.
He felt that he loved her and knew he hated her.
Four years in prison for her, and -- “I don’t exist. O.K. Bitch, there’s a way to make you
not exist too, it’s called Death.”
He had learned when he was still a kid that it’s possible to take an idea that nobody can
see and turn it into reality. He could turn ideas every which way, like for example, a snob in a
black robe -- one pull of the trigger and there’s red on the robe. The judge is whining, “Is this
happening to my mommie’s little son?” Pull -- another dash of red and down he goes. Step on
his face and give him another new hole.
This was the world he peered into after they sent GL off to rehab and he took care of the
idiot Lumpy. While GL was interfering he had no power to think of Belinda as goddess or
enemy; and no power to think of her dead -- or the judge. Once GL went away he came back to
life and was himself again. He saw the bitch crumple and twitch, through the chest, the neck, the
gut. “Leave the pussy alone. Don’t go crazy.” She’s pleading with her last breath. He times his
shots to give her a chance to be sorry. “Destroy me and I destroy you. Fair enough?”
He had to admit he couldn't decide anything yet. Let it simmer. At least he was free, but
freedom wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Not glorious or even enjoyable.
Once when he imagined giving her what she deserved he found himself bawling. It was
agony in the brain traveling down the throat. Jesus! What’s going on? She was the only woman
he ever loved and now she’s ignoring him. “I don’t exist.” He said it a hundred times. But
existence was terrible. Week after week, he kept thinking “Freedom,” but that would be just a
new form of torture. How could life and freedom be torture? But they were, and he saw in a
flash that he hated life. He’d say “unendurable,” but it was an article of faith that he could
endure anything. But what a revelation, he hated life!
He got tangled up in his revelations. It was a revelation to see that he hated life; it was
another to see that he loved her; and another to see that Alona, stupid as she was, was doing
better than he was -- she lay sleeping beside him happy and satisfied. She was living life. “I’m
hating it.” Then came another one: Slam! He hated himself.
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“O.K. money and success are never enough.

So you have to add power -- and the power

over her didn’t destroy her, she’s sleeping with the judge, so he had to change that. But
sometimes he said, “You are a fuckup. I look at you and I puke.” Talking to himself in a way he
never did before this Correctional Institution.
So what’s he supposed to do? In his memory hitting her was better than putting it into
her and feeling, seeing and hearing the result. “That was when she loved you,” when her
sexuality broke through. “So you’d rather clobber her than stick it in deep. You are dumb. You
deserve everything bad.” The cliff -- it always led to throwing her over the cliff -- hearing her
cries and moans of glorious happiness. Sex! God didn’t she love it! -- when she fell into the
mine shaft.
He saw that the turning point in their marriage was when he wanted to beat her more than
love her. From then on she was searching for the exit, and he was too busy keeping her to see
that he had to let her go. One he caught her getting all her stuff ready to go -- money, credit card,
a little stash of clothes. “Hold on there Little Miss.” Keep her, that’s the game. Don’t ask why.
“So I’m going to play that game again?” It was like work, making her pay, making her
promise, and they both recognized the promise was a lie.
So he was moving toward a plan. Grab, keep, use her up, three or four days, then let her
go. Or kill her.
He was starting to think he couldn’t go on with life until she and the judge paid what they
owed. But he didn’t like the aftermath. Create a new identity, get a new Social Security number,
and then worry about the guy who sold it -- would he squeal? Build a business from scratch.
Start with one lousy truck -- in some other city. Which city? “I don’t even have a driver’s
license.”
So there was no plan of justice, if you wrap up freedom, safety and escape in that single
word. Kill a judge and the forces of Law and Order turn the world upside down. Kill her alone
and it’s too obvious.
Worse than that, he was crying a lot these days. He couldn’t stop seeing the murder, and
when he saw her face as she died he blubbered. Because he “loved” her. He tried to understand
that word. He knew she had loved him in the beginning, he understood that much. But now,
“When I say I love you, I don’t feel any smarter. I’d like to fuck her,” he said, and that rang true.
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Meanwhile plop on top of the big pudding and listen to “Oh Jason I love you with all my
heart” and “You’re my big boy now, Jason dearest.”
Somehow this led to his own voice saying to him: “I notice you never beat GL. Belinda,
yeah. GL, never. Why was that, coward?” A lecture from his mouth to his face.
One good thing about Alona, she was the only moving part in the machinery that he
didn’t worry about. She be useful, then gone.
Incredible how powerful the imagination can be. “Pudding under me, bitch in my head.
No, give her credit, the poor girl, always the fat girl in school, never a boyfriend. At least she’s
eager, she’s tireless, warm, she’ll do anything and let anything be done to her. There’s just too
much of her. Better an armful of Belinda than a truckload of Alona.”
But -- will Belinda come? Answer, “Control, total control, like before. She’ll come. The
poor dumbbell’s gotta have love.”
First, the facts “on the ground.” The military’s always saying “on the ground.” So -“In the car, Chubby Cheeks. We’re taking another look-see.”
+

+

+
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Alona pulled into the lot and shifted to Park. She turned and asked, “So you want to see the
judge’s ex?”
“Yeah. I told you.”
“Why?”
“No particular reason. I feel like a swim and I might as well look at the other animals.”
“Does she owe you money?”
“Just leave it to me, O.K.? Is this the place with a weight room?”
“Yes, and swimming pool. Have you got a swimsuit in that bag?” indicating his gym bag
that lay between his feet on the floor of the passenger side.
“My gym shorts are my swimming suit, but I don’t like the smell of chlorine.”
“Well Honey if you want to see her up close the pool is your best bet.”
“I told you I fuckin hate chlorine.”
“Do you want to see her or don’t you?”
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“O.K. I’ll jump in the pool, catch a look, then dry off in the locker room and go to the
weight room. You can meet me after.”
“You’ll need gym shoes for the weight room.”
“I got gym shoes --” kicking the bag.
Said Alona: “First we check the lot,” and she started cruising, looking for the Ex’s car,
down one row and up the other. While they cruised it occurred to him that Alona was getting
pretty headstrong, even bossy. Yuk yuk yuk.
Then she hollered, “Jeez, she’s here! She’s early. She must be in the pool right now.”
“Which is hers?” Dexter demanded looking at the back ends of a row of cars.
Alona pointed to an Acura SUV, and Dexter thought:
“Tons of money.”
Alona: “We got to hurry. She’ll be going back to the locker room from the pool and
might see me. She’s already started looking queer at me.”
They walked fast to the main entrance. She showed him the service window; he paid his
five dollars and got a locker key and towel, then she showed him the men’s locker room that
served the pool, the gym and the weight room, and they agreed to meet by the drink machine.
According to plan he delayed five minutes, allowing her to get to the pool before him.
When he entered the huge chamber with the pool and the diving platforms he spotted Old
Chubby Cheeks clinging to the edge of the pool on his right, megaboobs flopping around in
green water. The pool was straight ahead, and there were about a dozen swimmers in six lanes.
Then came the signal. Alona rose halfway out of the water, then dropped down again.
Dexter walked casually to the edge of the pool near the middle lanes and started waving his arms
like he was loosening up. When Alona raised herself again he took a bead on the swimmer
closest to her, dived in and swam, keeping the swimmer in sight. He swam breast stroke to keep
his face above water and watched her when she climbed out, with her prehistoric butt turned
towards him. “By god, the judge’s Ex.” She pulled at her suit -- a sign of self-consciousness that
made him think, “She’s proud of it. An ego gesture that says ‘It’s my ass, not yours.’” She took
a majestic walk around the pool, drawing deep chesty breaths, and he thought:
“I give up. That creature couldn’t be an accident. She’s it, the proof there’s a god. He
made Niagara Falls, Yosemite Park and this! Everything about her’s big and nothing’s too big,

299
everything’s got a shape and nothing’s out of shape, everything’s like her swim -- smooth and
liquid. Oh man oh me!”
He ducked under the water, regretting the need to hide, and when he surfaced she was
still walking, and again he had the view from the rear, right bun, left bun, swivel, twitch -- “Yeah
there’s a god. Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord she’s mine to keep.”
He swam to Alona.
She said, “Don’t get any wild ideas, Big Boy. She’s a lawyer. You’re an ex-con. She’s
rich --”
“So am I.”
“You’re a truck driver.”
“Temporarily. -- Hey calm down, she’s not important, I just wanted to see what she looks
like, pure curiosity.”
Alona said, “Fine, go lift your weights but don’t strain a groin muscle. Jason, wait!”
He waited till she said,
“Dearest Jason, I love you, you know that.”
“Yeah, I do.”
She waited, and said, “One hour.”
He blew a kiss and set out for the weight room.

He was going for a personal record of 125 pounds above body weight. He had spotted for a big
white guy, now the guy was spotting for him. He’d gone through four sets at low repetitions and
lesser weight when he decided this was it. He got off the bench and added plates, settled down
on the bench again on his back, and grabbed the bar. Down to his chest. The spotter said
something quiet then shouted, “Up!” and Dexter pressed up. No deal. He let it down, the guy
shouted again, “Up!” and Dexter pressed till he thought his head would explode, then he
imagined the Ex parading her stuff, he pumped, he didn’t care if it killed him, he made a huge
noise, a howl of success. He locked elbows, held it, then swung the bar backwards, and the
spotter helped him place it in the rack. He got up, steadied himself by grabbing the end of the
bar, and breathed.
“Way to go,” said the spotter, and Dexter nodded and thanked him.
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Dexter was kind of hazy, in the air. He sat on the bench and looked across the room and
saw GL.
He stared, he felt woozy, he lowered his head between his knees, then he looked up again
and it was GL for sure -- black, tightly curled hair plunked down on his head like a hat, shoulders
ten feet wide, a big midsection and bulging calf muscles. Dexter got up, steadied himself, and
took a big breath by letting his belly sag, pumping air into the lungs, looking at the big fucker.
He asked the spotter who it was, and the guy said, “Jericho.”
“Jericho? It’s not GL?”
The spotter asked who GL was.
Dexter gave no answer, just sat down trying to locate his brain. “I’m kinda woozy.”
“Yeah. Well anyway, he can bench-press the building.”
“GL’s a black dude -- prison -- a killer.”
“Well that’s Jericho is all I know, he ain’t no killer.”
Aware that he was speaking, but soundlessly, Dexter was saying, “There’s gotta be a hell
for people like him.”
“I agree on that, Mister,” said the spotter as if he was listening to Jason’s brain. “Hell’s a
necessary evil.”
“Right. GL’s bound for hell, like you say” -- wondering how the guy knew what he was
thinking.
Looking closer Dexter decided it wasn’t GL, but GL was opening a hole in his brain. He
swayed, he started to keel over. The spotter grabbed him. He sat on the bench and felt misery,
deep despair. He did not want to exist.
Looking up he saw that Jericho was walking toward him.
“You O.K., Whitey?”
“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks.”
“He doan look fine,” said Jericho to the spotter.
A few minutes later they happened to be together in the shower room, the two whites and
Jericho. Dexter let the water pound on his head. He was feeling normal again. He noticed that
Jericho had a big ropy cock. At the moment it was streaming water between his legs. Dexter
was pretty well hung himself (he knew it from observation) but Jericho’s was a menace to
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womanhood. Dexter remembered a woman who said she’d never sleep with So-and-So because
his meat was too big.
He met Alona and they left the Gym and Swim at about six, hoping to see the judge
arriving home. They pulled into a tightly packed row of cars parked across the street from the
judge’s house, and pretty soon a car went into the driveway. Alona said today was trash day and
the judge would be hauling the trash -- pulling a toter -- in a few minutes.
And here he came, still dressed in Downtown clothes, pulling a wheeled toter to the curb,
lining it up for the trash man -- coming back a moment later with a big plastic trash barrel which
he set down by the toter -- and Dexter watched every move. The street was too dark to see his
face clearly, but Dexter had no fear he’d ever forget that face.
His Honor turned and walked down the driveway -- apparently to a door on that side of
the house.
Alona had told him about this trash business but he had insisted on seeing it for himself.
Alona started the engine but Dexter said quickly:
“Stop.”
She shut it down, and they watched a woman leaving the house by the front door,
crossing the lawn, getting into a car two or three places ahead of them. The lights of the car lit
up and it drove way.
Dexter said, “Who’s that?”
Said Alona, “Search me.”

They went to a diner, then to a motel where Dexter made her the happiest woman in the world.
He knew it because she told him. It was easy. Actually it was pathetic.
So he decided to bring her down. He said: “Don’t call me an ex-con. Do it again and I
might get mad.”
“Well you should’ve seen the silly look on your face watching that girl.”
It occurred to him again that she was getting snotty. He said with a patient tone: “You
mean the swimmer.”
“Yes Jason, who else?”
“She’s not a girl. So I can’t look at a woman?”
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“After all I’ve done for you?”
“Like what? What’ve you done for me?”
“Oh Jason how can you say that?”
“Don’t forget who’s who.”
“Huh? Who’s who?”
“Don’t forget I’m me and you’re you.”
“Jason dearest I --”
“Shut up.”
He could hear her breathing. She was still winded from the ordeal of becoming the
happiest woman in the world. He slapped her hard with the heel of his hand. He heard the slap
and her gasp. Then he thought about tomorrow. But it’s not easy to make a plan when you want
to do everything. Which is impossible. He intended to survive. This was not suicide.
He always thought freedom would open the gates. True, but only if you plan on dying in
the hailstorm. “I’m not dying. The nooky’s all here, I’ll stay, if you don’t mind.”
He heard soft, uncontrolled sobs. He thought, “Keep blubbering and you’ll get it again.”
Then he saw GL. It was not pleasant.
He wasn’t hallucinating, he knew that. It was a perfectly normal mind-picture and he
could shut it off. Then came Jericho bending to speak to him: “You O.K., Whitey?” Friendly,
not menacing. “A man like me, even if he’s black.”
In the middle of the night he started fucking her. She said, “I don’t want to.” This kind
of thrilled him. Then she started sobbing and he pounded her into the mattress.
“I don’t want to.”
“Well I do.” Jab jab jab, hard as he could with a hundred percent assets. Her gasps and
sniffles opened his throttle all the way.
In a spirit of fun he asked, “Are you sure you don’t want it?”
She choked out a word or two that he didn’t understand. No moans of her descent into
the maelstrom, no cries of desperate surrender, no “Jason my own.” She was just lying there like
a slab of meat, but here comes Mrs. Dexter’s fair-haired boy and here came the twenty-one-gun
salute, the band playing “Hail to the Chief” and the freeways in Los Angeles piling on top of one
another in an earthquake -- and twenty-five throbs, a new personal record -- he was counting -while she just lay there -- no praise or thanks for a real Tarzan performance.
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“You’re not Belinda, you’re not anybody. Who are you?” He didn’t say this. What was
the point? His legs were still tingling.

In the morning Alona said, “I want to go home.”
He explained patiently that he hadn’t yet seen Belinda (his wife) and he added a new
item, he wanted to see where the judge’s Ex lived.
Said Alona, “I want to go home.”
“If you start blubbering and wiping your nose I might get mad.” Already a little crystal
globe was being born on the tip of her nose. She sniffled and he said,
“Wipe it for god’s sake. We’re not going home.”
Not too long ago he would have said “ain’t,” but he was taking an online course, he was
reading, it was amazing what good stuff there was out there. Soon he’d be walking into Fifth
Third Bank and lackeys would jump.
But -- a real downer: kill somebody and the cops freeze your brokerage account and
you’re poor again. He was starting to feel -- say it! -- trapped.
Stifling a major sob Alona said, “We can’t see her till afternoon. Between three and four.
I go early and do my shopping, and she usually comes sometime. That’s her routine.”
“Where is she now?”
“You mean -- Belinda?”
“Yeah, Belinda,” thinking: “Don’t say her name, Fatso.”
“I don’t know. How would I know? The other one’s at her office probably.”
“Oh great! Fine idea! We’ll go to her office and say, ‘Hi there, I’m Jason and this little
soaking sobbing mess is my friend Alona. Can we have a talk?’ Jesus!”
A second later he said, “I’m going to see Calhoun. Remember him, Mr. Paunch?”
“Yes.”
“O.K. here’s the drill. I see Calhoun, then lunch, then we find the judge’s Ex, then we
catch Little Puss at the grocery store. So you wait here. (At the motel.) Gimme the car key.”
“You don’t have a license.”
“Oh god! They might put me in jail!”
He held out his hand and she turned over the key.
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Jason Dexter to Oscar Calhoun Esquire: “How did two mil turn into one and a little bit?”
“As I have explained in my emails, and in your ten forties and attachments, which you
signed, you paid capital gains taxes, income taxes, brokerage fees, and a few paltry dollars in
legal fees. The market tanked. It was mainly the market. Nobody’s got what they had before. I
myself lost more than you did because your portfolio is more conservative, and I congratulate
you on that.”
“How much have I paid you?”
“You keep asking that and I keep telling you. It’s all set forth in Annex Q, which covers
the whole span of our relationship. Three-fifty an hour.”
“Jeez Louise.”
“Standard, purely standard for representation at my level.”
“I think you’re fucking me.”
“Clear your head for ten seconds and ask yourself, Why are you a free man today?”
“Because the Parole Board says so.”
“And why do they say so? Look, Mr. Dexter, this town has a surplus of lawyers. Go out
and find one. Even a gentleman called Gavin Rylands has entered private practice. From what I
hear he’d be happy to represent you, or anybody. But don’t confuse him with a story about how
your girlfriend took ten thousand to somebody on the West Side, which Somebody, by the way,
has paid the price of living dangerously. They say the drug trade is hazardous duty. Of course
you wouldn’t know.”
“Right, I wouldn’t.”
“Mr. Dexter, get a grip. You are an ex-con with a little money in the bank. Use it wisely,
because unless I miss my guess you’ll never earn another dime. Now was there anything else
you wanted to discuss?”

Dexter walked away thinking, “If I can get in trouble over the Lumpy deal so can you, Calhoun.
Hey, I know the West Side pretty good, I had a gravel pit out there, know some goons, you’ll
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meet’m soon, it’ll maybe damage your self-esteem a little. You are a waste product, Calhoun, is
what you are.”
He ate a disgusting pizza then drove back to the motel. She moaned that they’d missed
the checkout hour. He said, “We’re staying the night anyway.”
“Waah waah, I wanna go home.”
Give her the key, pat her big fanny, “You’re gonna show me where the judge’s Ex lives.”
She stood still, getting up courage to defy him, and he took her arm and kind of push-led
her to the car. Choking, gabbing, totally unknowable, then more or less clearly, “I am afraid of
you.”
“Now now, I’ll never hurt you, we’re sweethearts.”
Sniffle sniffle.
The Ex’s house was a kind of rambling single-story “ranch” with a two-story tower on
one end -- like an ordinary suburban ranch build in the eighties but as if somebody had a dream,
and plopped this tower on the left end, a little higher than two storeys, brick and stone weaved
together, the corners of stone, the rest well-set brick, wide windows all around, a dream house -a long driveway on the right with a screen of evergreens, a two-car garage built right against the
house, a bay window in front with three plates -- a refuge from city life -- set back from the road
in a field of high old trees. “Class,” he thought, looking at the front door, which was two doors
closing in the center, and a brass knocker on the right side, and a giant flower pot with a blossom
leaning toward the door. He thought of the high part as the Swimmer’s “tower.’’ It was easy to
imagine her lying there in her nightgown, surfing channels, waving the remote, darkening the
room and sliding into her bed of loneliness. A woman so healthy and strong would surely be
hungry, even if she kept a stable of men busy, yes, days in that grungy revolting courthouse,
retreat at night to her tower, read, watch TV, think of a better life.
“Jesus, to be in the same ‘profession’ as Calhoun, to mix with lowlife germs in suits and
ties every day, god she must be desperate.”
He found a strange guilty pleasure in thinking about her. He saw her swimming, the
grace, power and ease of her strokes. “Jesus, quit it!”
She sipped wine -- she turned the light back on, he saw her drop a towel in the bathroom
after her shower -- her nightgown was a kind of pearl blue silk -- her damp hair was in chaos.
Having only seen her in a bathing cap he didn’t know the color of her hair. He guessed jet black.
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While she slept he relived what he’d seen at the pool, over and over. He didn’t undress
her. He saved that for later. Hips, shoulders, breasts, nothing small about her, everything perfect
in its own way and all of it blending into one model woman.
Walking away, pulling the suit down over her fanny, and god that walk! Twitch, twitch,
twitch.
“I’m on the roof, looking in, dark, then a light comes on and she opens the window.” Not
a word, back to bed. Eyes wide open, breathing visibly. Warm. What happened to the
nightgown?
The third time he told Alona to cruise by the house he was still asking questions and she
was still saying she didn’t know: Any kids? A boyfriend? Does she still see the judge? Are they
on speaking terms. How old is she?
He devoured the house with his eyes, like it was a woman.
Said Alona: “It’s time to go to the Dorothy Lane Market and see the bitch.”
So they left this magnetic “ranch.” Driving along Wilmington Pike Alona slipped in a
sentence: “If you hit me again we are finished.”
“Oh finished! Stab, stab, I’ll bleed to death right here. Crushed, destroyed!”
“I’ve told you. Don’t ever say I didn’t warn you.”
“I swear to god I’ll never say -- what can’t I say? By god you’re a fighter. You got balls,
wow.”
She drove, and didn’t speak.
They cruised the rows of cars in the lot of the market and Jason asked,
“What are we looking for?”
She said a silver Chevy.
They didn’t find it, and Alona said, “Let’s do our shopping.”
He said he couldn’t go in with her.
Alona said, “I’ll get you some beer and pretzels.”
So he sat in the car, a little nervous, looking around. Instead of looking for the Bitch he
was thinking about the judge’s ex, the swimmer. “Big is good, you bet, strong is good.” And
after pausing at the word tall he reasoned that he was probably an inch taller than she, that he
was built tough and close to the ground, that she’d sense his power and the compact energy in his
muscles, that being a woman she’d understand power instinctively, there’d be a tendency to yield
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-- like the others -- she’d be strong enough herself to appreciate strength, athletic enough to
know another athlete when she saw one. They react to a forceful man, if you conceal it. They
need something. You don’t breathe a word about it. You say something like, “I saw you
swimming yesterday.” Then you look in her eyes. She’ll figure it out.
He thought she must have trouble finding men worthy of her -- maybe one or two in a
lifetime. The judge, to say the truth, had a presence, he was an alfa male. “Move over, Judge, so
am I.”
Then: “He’s got my wife.” Some of Dexter’s speeches were little jabs at himself.
He confronted or evaded the question whether he still loved Belinda. What is love
anyway besides a good fuck? He went through the whole drama -- that she betrayed him, she
tore four years out of his life, she ignored his letters, she jumped into bed with the judge -- not
just a judge but the judge -- it made him sick.
“Go back in time, before we got married. Did I love her then. If I ever did, it was then.”
He remembered how she went mad for him, the turbulence, how she vacillated but passion
always won out, and she ignited him. There wasn’t much he could do about it. Is that love? She
knew what he wanted and she gave it in style. Then she started saying he was too rough.

He

told her he was “merciless” in his business. And he said, “I bet you won’t complain when I ask
if you want a new car.” Then he started to understand her. She said she didn’t care what kind of
car she drove. And he thought: “Gods, I want a hot car.” And he almost said, “You didn’t marry
a gentleman.”
There was a sudden catch in his throat when he remembered this car talk. His vision
blurred and he realized he was crying again. He cursed and shook his head but couldn’t stop it.
He said to himself, “It’s the four years.” Maybe, but he kept seeing her face after he hit her the
first time.
He saw the judge, and wanted to kill him. Wham wham wham, three through the black
robe. Amazement, self-pity, terror. “Does it feel good? Are you proud now?”
At this moment Dexter was fearless He didn’t care about the price, there are some things
you must do regardless. They are the price of justice. Nobody ever said it was free. “O.K. so I
rot to death on Death Row. Who cares?”
Then he almost shouted, “I love her!”
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He jumped with fear; somebody might hear. The windows were shut and the A/C was
running, he was OK. He wiped his eyes and everything came into focus. He watched the
parking lot and everybody who passed.
+

+

+
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A young woman was pushing an empty shopping cart across his field of vision, from right to left,
going toward the market. Somebody was walking on her right but Dexter’s view was blocked by
the pushing woman. The second woman, the one he couldn’t see, came into full view when the
pushing woman stopped to put a leather handbag into the baby seat on the cart. The bag had
been hanging from her shoulder on a thick leather strap. Dexter wondered what women stow in
those bags; this one had some weight to it, as she swung it into the cart. The second woman
stopped too, but not till she gave Dexter a full view -- and she looked like -- somebody -- maybe
somebody he knew -- but not quite -They were both stopped, and the second one was turned to the pushing one, looking
toward Dexter, and she was Belinda. Holy baby-raping motherfucking cadavers! Holy hell and
shooting brimstone flames of fucking-your-gramma! Holy holy holy. Merciful and mighty! He
knew the whole song but never sang it, he wasn’t into blasphemy. “I mean why mock it? What
if it’s true?”
She spoke to her partner but Dexter couldn’t hear, he only saw her lips, her face, she was
different. How could she change so much in four years? She turned to resume her walk and
there was a tremendous bulge. She was pregnant. He thought, “That’s got to be her,” but the
change was too great, it couldn’t be her, she was the wrong shape altogether. Somebody had
been fucking her, she was letting somebody -- the fuckin judge!
Then zip, it was Belinda, and zip, she was bulging, different all over, pregnant, not just
the old Belinda with a bulge, a different woman, but zip, it was her. Her body, seen from the side
for two or three seconds, was transformed, but still it was hers.
Why not jump out and shake her till her teeth fall out? They were gone. He jumped out
and watched them from behind as they turned toward the store. Belinda let the pusher push her
cart through the door, then they disappeared.
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“She” was fifty steps away. He ran through the door and hesitated, searching, stepping
into an aisle, then to another, trotting from one to the other. Next he saw Fatso hurrying toward
him in emergency mode, her face crimson and her body protesting against the unaccustomed
speed.
She grabbed him by the arm and hissed in his ear, “Are you crazy? Get out of here.”
He said, “She’s pregnant,” a dumb thing to say.
Alona said, “So what?”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Why should I? So you could kick her again?”
“I never kicked her, you liar.”
He started for the next aisle but Fatso grabbed him again, and for the first time in his life
he saw mad rage in a woman’s eyes.
She said, “Go back to the car.”
He pulled free and strode fast up the next aisle. He was stopped by a laugh that he
recognized. It was coming from the next aisle over. His hair stood on end and a chill ran down
his back. Belinda was talking with some woman and the woman said something about a box of
figs, complaining about the price, and Belinda for some reason was laughing -- maybe not about
the figs, he didn’t know -- but it was Belinda’s laugh. Hearing it almost knocked him cold. It
was the sweetest and most terrifying sound.
Two words enlightened him: “She’s happy.”
Suddenly Fatso was here again, pulling, almost dragging him toward the door. Then he
was outside; he didn’t really want to be seen.
He didn’t know what to do, except to hide (for the present) -- and he trotted to the car,
slid in and found that the engine and the A/C were both running. He sat there and heard her
laughter. It seemed to reach him from the beginning, from the time before the first blow, from
the time when he began to notice that he bored her. It struck him that to hear it this way was
stronger than real. She was happy, like in the beginning. What was different? Happy now,
miserable before. Obviously. Take me out of the picture and she laughs.
A silly sentence flew into his head: “Somebody’s knocked her up.” He was of two minds,
one knew the score, one was ignorant. One flew back to the beginning on those waves of
laughter, one despaired.
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When Alona came back he didn’t much notice.
She said, “We’ll go home now.”
He paid no attention. He was a zombie. It was like the end of existence. No new life to
go to. He was in the car with Alona. He was sort of glad she was here, but he had business to
attend to.
He said, “I’ll be needing the car tonight. You stay in the motel.”
“I’ll drive you.”
“No. You stay in the room.”
“We should go home.”
He said, “What home?”
They were staying in a trailer. It wasn’t bad, as trailers go, but there were times when
he’d rather be back in his bunk in prison. He was beginning to wonder if prison didn’t mean any
place he was. “Like your ass. You carry it wherever you go, case you need a chair.”

Having dumped Fatso he drove to the judge’s house and watched the same woman leave at about
the same time as yesterday -- at least it looked like the same one. The judge’s car was parked in
front of the garage. Thinking about the woman, he said, “Maybe she’s the one pushing the
grocery cart.” So his mind bored in on that, and he decided the woman at the market and this
one leaving the house were the same woman, and the one who left the house yesterday when the
judge arrived, also the same woman. He decided to wait. He was waiting for the man who had
come last night at nine or ten. For no reason his brain solved a problem he didn’t know he had
till it was gone: the bag the pushing lady dumped in the grocery cart was heavy for good reason.
A gun. Then he got smarter. A woman would carry a pretty light gun, like maybe a .38, maybe
one made out of that new super metal, really light, maybe as little as ten ounces. But the bag
plopped into the cart. How heavy? “Fuck it. She’s packing heat.”
At about nine a car pulled in a few spaces behind Dexter, and in his side mirror he saw a
man get out and start toward him. He ducked, and listened as footsteps approached from the rear
then receded to the front. He did not take the chance of sitting up until several seconds had
elapsed, and then he saw the man standing at the front door of the house. The door was opening
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to admit him, and it was Belinda who opened the door. Dexter imagined she had to pull far back
to let the man pass her belly.
Dexter got out, walked back a few spaces and chose two cars, one of which must belong
to the visitor. He looked in each car but didn’t see anything interesting except that neither was a
police car.
He settled in Alona’s car and closed his eyes. He was thinking: “Muffled.” The
footsteps. Then he realized there had been no sound, he had supplied the sound in his
imagination. His own footsteps had made no sound. But the visitor was not a woman, who
might be wearing heels; he was a man, and he walked soundlessly. Suit and raincoat. A fucking
joke. Then he thought about the problem of the gun in the grocery cart and resolved it in the
same way: “Fuck it.”
Ten seconds later his brain more or less said: “It’ll be a thirty-eight, thank god, not a
three-fifty-seven magnum.” Then he tried to sleep. “A thirty-eight is no three-fifty seven but it
can kill you just the same.”
Dexter napped a little, but his eyes kept popping open; then he’d scan the front of the
house. He walked back down the row of cars (making no sound) and saw that the two suspect
cars were in the same places. So the visitor was still in the house. He checked his watch: ten
o’clock. He had to do something, so he drove to the house with the tower at one end, a fifteenminute drive. Parking a half-mile away he began walking on a straight old road, one of those
remaining from the farming days -- unlike most of the roads here, which curved through the
newer suburban developments. He was thinking of the farmland, which he could remember from
childhood, and what it looked like before the developers started breaking up the farms. When he
was in his mid-twenties he had driven loads of gravel and fill for some of the projects in this plat.
With his mind seemingly occupied with this memory he put two facts together -- that the
Swimmer’s house was off a straight road, one of the originals, and that it had been built amid
widely scattered old trees. It stood in what had been a pasture in earlier days -- and he could
almost visualize the pasture and surrounding fields. His mind dwelt on this while he made his
way from one tree to another, getting as close as he dared to the house. His eyes were on the
light in the tower. He was fifteen paces from the house. Luckily the trees were fat, he could
almost hide behind one.
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Now he remembered that one of his drivers had hauled concrete to some sites in this
development -- about five years ago -- no more recent than than, because he had sold the readymix truck about then. He never had more than one, the competition in ready-mix deliveries was
too keen. Still, it was possible his truck had delivered concrete when they poured the basement
of this very house. The whole place was dark, except the three windows in the tower.
He leaned a shoulder against the tree and watched, thinking about the guy that had parked
behind him, in front of the judge’s house, Belinda’s house. Then he kind of thought of the house
the Ex owned as his own. Some of his guys had hauled “clean fill” and readymix to this site.
And now the Swimmer was rolling around in bed in there aching for a man.
“Must be almost eleven,” he thought. “Is the man”-- the visitor -- “still in the judge’s
house?”
He watched for a long time. He was tired of standing, and there was no change. The
lights in the tower still burned. Thinking of the judge’s house he remembered that Belinda had
relatives from out of town, Columbus or Cleveland; maybe she -- his wife -- and the judge had
house guests.
He almost jumped when a light blinked on at ground level in the tower. He saw with
surprise that he was not at Belinda’s house but at the fancy manse of the judge’s Ex. The
swimmer. No, it wasn’t from a front window but was filtered light from the rear -- maybe from
the kitchen.
He trotted to the house and went left, knowing that to go right would take him clear
around the garage. So by going left he went toward the tower, then, rounding the corner, he saw
a row of bushes illuminated by light from a rear window near the center of the house. He walked
carefully toward that window, thinking it was the kitchen and that the Swimmer might be rinsing
out a cup or something. He had just reached it when it went dark. He stopped, and listened to
his heart, or felt it, or both. Moving cautiously he went again to the front, to the same tree. The
lower floor was dark, the tower was still lit.
If he knocked she would’t answer. More likely she’d call the cops. The idea that he’d
knock was just a toy, like a ball. He stayed till eleven-thirty, then drove back to Belinda’s house,
made sure the same two suspect cars were in place, and then drove to the motel.
He woke Alona early and told her she was going home by bus.
Waaa waaa why why why.
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“Baby this is business. I’ll explain later. You’re my one and only puss. And listen, that’s
a great idea about hauling sand to the oil fields in Pennsylvania. Gotta look into it. Now off you
go.”
Waaa waaa. “When are you coming?”
“Soon, Baby, three or four days.”
“Three or four days!” Blubber blubber.
Dexter went to his broker’s and drew a slug of cash. Then he sat in a cafe with his money
heating up his pocket.
He stayed in town four more days, learning, looking, trying out different plans. When he
got back “home” to the trailer it was nearly two in the morning and Alona was asleep. He didn’t
wake her. When he got up at ten she was gone, so were most of her clothes and so was her car.
+

+

+
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Gavin Rylands and the Oldster had met by chance on the street and were now having lunch in the
jammed dining room of the Bicycle Club. Their conversation was frequently interrupted by
friends stopping by, but it did have a theme: past errors.
“I think the gods are hurling thunderbolts at me,” said the Buzzard. “I’m constantly
dodging, but sometimes they smack me in the kisser.”
Gavin asked what thunderbolts.
“I’ll tell you one,” the Oldster began. “I was in the fourth or fifth grade, no later than
sixth grade for certain. I and some friends were in the school yard where there was a sort of
alcove, surrounded by a low section of the building; a boy could jump from the flat roof up there
-- if he were brave and foolish, and I was both. I climbed up with two or three others and I was
the only one who jumped.
“I hit the ground with a shock, it’s a wonder I didn’t break a leg. The ones on the ground
saw that I was jarred. I got up pretty feebly, breathing hard, legs hurting.
“Here’s what happened. I was still panting. We were all gathered beside the place where
I landed, and I strutted up to this one kid, his name was Basil Fanning. He was actually bigger
than I was but not so tough. We valued toughness above everything. And I knew I was tougher
than Basil Fanning. I asked him why he didn’t go up and jump. I called him chicken. He was
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afraid to jump and afraid to defy me. I spun him around and put my right forearm across his
throat -- from the back -- but I didn’t choke him, I lifted my hand to his chin and pulled with all
my might, twisting his jaw and head to the right, and he spun and landed in a heap. It was as if I
had thrown him. I don’t know where the power came from, but he flew, he landed on his back.
“He was slow to get up, his eyes were bulging and teary -- and fearful. That was my
great triumph. I was a tough guy, and here was a bigger kid almost crying and scared of me. I
don’t know where I learned that trick, to throw a kid by his jaw. I never tried it again. I have no
memory of him after that day. I wish I could find him -- in fact I’ve tried to find him. ”
Pushing his plate away, speaking slowly, deep in his own memory, Gavin said: “I did
something like that. I singled out an awkward, probably not very intelligent boy. We were in
ninth-grade health class, all boys, and the teacher had left the room. We were roaring and
throwing things.
“I said to this boy, Kyle Furst, ‘What’s the matter with you?’ He looked at me as you’d
look at a menacing dog and said, ‘Nothin.’ I claimed that was a lie, there was plenty wrong with
him. He sunk down in his desk -- we had those individual desks with tops that you raise and
lower. He lifted the top as if to look for something inside but the real reason was to avoid my
eyes. I moved closer, to scare him, and I succeeded.
“The teacher -- Mr. Lawrence -- came back and asked, ‘What’s going on?’ I said nothing
was going on, and went to my seat. Mr. Lawrence chose to ignore it and told us to open our
books to such-and-such a chapter. One glance from Mr. Lawrence, our assistant football coach,
and I was boiling with shame. I still see that kid’s face today, I see it right now.”
They left the club and went their separate ways.
Thinking of Marian, Gavin said in the inner voice: “I’ve never asked forgiveness. She
loved me, but my love failed.”
The image of Belinda flashed in his mind.
Of Marian he said: “Yes, it’s true, she wanted me to be somebody I am not. It couldn’t
work. I should never have tried to make it work. But I --”
Two ideas converged in his mind: that she wanted what he couldn’t give -- fame,
influence -- eventually money -- and that in divorcing her he inflicted suffering on a woman who
loved him.
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What if he should face a truly severe test -- such as being born in Germany in 1920, or
growing up in a gangster republic in South America. What if a test demanded both spiritual and
physical courage. “Would I pass that test?”
The old judge had quoted a friend of his: “Some people are content to raise a family, do a
job well, and be kind to their wife.” In other words be a decent person and forget about being a
big shot. There are too many opportunities to cheat and steal and get ahead by a pack of clever
tricks -- soon enough the tricks become the norm, and you are what you do.
Gavin was thinking of “the Plan,” of positioning himself for advancement -- to the House
or Senate, the state Supremes. He imagined a different life: “Love Belinda, help her, raise their
child, work honestly at the new job. Do all that and see what comes next.”
Entering his office he approached the reception desk for his messages. The receptionist
told him that a young woman who wouldn’t give her name was waiting for him in the visitors’
room. The receptionist said, “I told her you might not be able to see her today.”
In five steps he was looking at this woman, and he recognized her instantly as the one
who had protected Belinda’s head when she fell in the parking lot of the Dorothy Lane Market -who rode with Belinda in the ambulance and stayed with her in the emergency room -- the one
who spied on Marian, whose name George Williams had been unable to discover.
Looking embarrassed, maybe even fearful, she rose from her chair.
Gavin extended his hand -- she took it, smiling tentatively -He said: “Would you like to come into my office? My name is Gavin.”
“My boyfriend calls me Alona but my real name is Ruthie. Yes, I’ll come. I have
something to tell you.”
+

+

+
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Rylands’ office, 2 p.m. Gavin Rylands and George Williams, private dick.
WILLIAMS : She refuses to talk to me?
RYLANDS: She made me promise I wouldn’t call the police or anybody else who
wanted to question her. She said she was telling me everything.
WILLIAMS: Yeah but what’s the guy planning? Where is he now? Has he got a gun?
Little details like that.
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RYLANDS: I understand, Mr. Williams. Yes, she said he had a gun.
WILLIAMS: George, for god’s sake.
RYLANDS: I understand, George. Let’s make it fast. I’m going home in one minute.
WILLIAMS: Right. I’ll call Jill and tell her you’re on the way. Soon as you relieve her
she’ll drive to Ms. Stannard’s office. I already put her on standby and told her the bare bones.
RYLANDS: (passing a card to Williams) Here’s Marian’s office address and phone
number.
WILLIAMS: Got it. But what did the guy say? Did he threaten to kill anybody? The
girlfriend must have heard something scary, why else drive all the way from Columbus? He said
exactly what?
RYLANDS: He talked about paying a debt. When she asked who owed him money he
said, “Not money.” He sent her down here a dozen times, more like twenty, over two years,
learning faces, addresses, phone numbers, daily routines.
WILLIAMS: O.K. then, nothing like “I’ll kill the bitch.”
RYLANDS: No.
WILLIAMS: I wish you’d let me question her.
RYLANDS: She said she was telling everything she knows, and I believe her, and she
begged me not to take her anywhere for more questions. If I press her too hard she might run.
She’s worried about what she’s done. She says she has tried, but cannot imagine any innocent
explanation.
WILLIAMS: Cause there isn’t any. We better put some protection on her.
RYLANDS: Absolutely. And she may need a good criminal lawyer, but that’s for later.
Have you got somebody who can protect her?
WILLIAMS: Yeah but it’ll cost you, this whole operation’ll mount up.
RYLANDS: Of course. Hire as many people as you need.
WILLIAMS: Right.
RYLANDS: So you seem to be assuming that -- this thug -WILLIAMS: If I didn’t assume I’d sit here twiddling my thumbs. You say the girl told
you Bonehead hates you, you ruined his glorious life, he raved till two in the morning.
RYLANDS: And my wife, he hates her too.
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WILLIAMS: Hates or loves her, for a bird like him it comes to the same thing. But what
did he say about Ms. Stannard?
RYLANDS: That she was “unimportant.” That he’s only seen her once -- she was
swimming. I’d better clarify that: she said that Dexter said Marian was unimportant.
WILLIAMS: I see three targets, you, your wife and Ms. Stannard. Soon as you get home
you’ll be our guy with your wife. I’ll have another man there in an hour. Soon as you can
relieve Jill at your house, she covers Ms. Stannard
RYLANDS: I started to say you’re assuming he’ll act today.
WILLIAMS: Not will but might. What the girl told you sounds to me like Mr. Gum
Brains is working on self-motivation. We can’t afford to leave any of the targets uncovered.
Even the girlfriend, yeah, the more I think about her -- we better cover her too. I’ll work on that.
She’s taking one hell of a risk. Soon as he woke up and found her gone, and her car, clothes and
stuff, he’s entitled to think, ‘She’s turned her coat.’ Then he’ll be on his way. Hatred and fury,
jealousy and “They took four years of my life.” Imagine the fucker’s brain at this minute. Did
she say whether he’s got a driver’s license?
RYLANDS: She said he did not. It expired in prison.
WILLIAMS: Not good. Can’t rent a car. So he’ll have to steal one, make him madder.
“Look what the bastards are doing to me. I get caught in this car and I’m back in that place.”
RYLANDS: She said he couldn’t take his eyes off her -- Dexter, looking at Marian.
WILLIAMS: That’s a relevant detail. So we act like he’s got a plan for her. Maybe to
use her as bait for the big fish, which is you. He says, “Come save your Ex,” and you can’t
refuse. Knows he made a mistake when he hit the girlfriend. Now she knows your wife told the
truth. One blow and he’s standing there in his underwear. These guys heat up by degrees, till
they boil, and blow the lid off the kettle. So we play defense till we feel safe. I hate to think
how much this’ll cost you.
RYLANDS: Don’t mention it.
WILLIAMS: One more thing. When you come to write the check I want you to
remember I never say what is, only what might be. We’re dealing with a legally sane maniac.
Brain’s been soaking in hate for four years. Bad material for human relations. (Taps out a
number on his cell phone.) Hey Jill my dame, judge’s on the way. Be there in (lifting eyebrows
at the judge) --
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RYLANDS: Twenty minutes.
WILLIAMS: Twenty minutes, Jill my dove.
RYLANDS: (Throwing on his suitcoat -- leaves.)

Going home, stopping for red lights and stop signs, Gavin Rylands drove as fast as he could
without calling down the cops on him. Williams had said, “We can’t rely on the cops, at least not
yet.” And Gavin had decided to rely on Williams and Co.
It occurred to Rylands that he scarcely knew Williams’s employee, Jill. He had seen her
for a few minutes four or five times He remembered a woman about Belinda’s size -- on the
light side -- with curly gold hair combed close to her head, large, attentive brown eyes, a low
voice but a loud, happy laugh -- nice white teeth.
Shifting to Dexter: “Imagine the fucker’s brain right now.” And Rylands believed he
could imagine that brain with a high degree of exactitude: a vessel of bitter hatred, a selfvictimizing man of high intelligence and no judgment or empathy -- a cringing, self-pitying,
volatile brain, a tinder box of vengeance -- shrewd, a talented actor, a clever concealer and
planner -And this was the man who had beaten and raped Belinda, and she, Gavin’s lover and
wife, rose before his eyes in all her innocent beauty. He felt the familiar, reassuring love flood
his being. This love mingled with an iron resolve to protect -- till a new idea spread through his
mental space, that he could kill this man without hesitation or pity. Belinda had protested that he
was not a wild beast, but “that’s exactly what he is.”
“All I need is a lawful excuse. To defend Belinda or myself or Marian I will kill him.”
He added: “I must keep that in view. The law and my intentions are in harmony. I will not kill
wantonly, but only legally.” He thought of Jill, and said in the inner voice: “Her too. I will
defend her.”
He rested his hand on his right thigh, that is to say, on the gun he carried in his right
trousers pocket, a Smith & Wesson .357 magnum with shrouded hammer -- because Williams
said you need a gun that will slide smoothly out of your pocket. An exposed hammer might
catch on the cloth: so a shrouded hammer. The cylinder had only five chambers but Williams
said that in view of its compactness and magnum power it was an ideal gun for the purpose.
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Williams had advised against a super-light model. This one had some heft, which would reduce
the kick.
Rylands and Williams had fired about ten shots after they had taken off their ear
protection. “So you won’t be surprised by how loud it is.” And Williams added: “Expect a big
noise and a bright flash.”
The gun was hot and lethal in his hand, and menacing despite its short barrel -- handsome
in its way, an efficient design, expert workmanship.
Williams had bought targets with a man shape in the center. He said, “Shoot for the
middle. Forget the head. Chest, belly. Shoot for the biggest part of the target.” Rylands had
thought: “And of the man.” Williams said, “Hit him anywhere. The magnum force will knock
him silly.”
After their most recent trip to the range, when Gavin had fired about two hundred rounds,
he cleaned the gun and wiped off the powder solvent and oil, to suppress the odor. Then,
noticing the unique oder of the cleaning solvent, an aroma that seemed to creep out of a barrel of
bananas, he thought: “I can’t possibly kill anybody, not even him.” A minute later, pulling away
from the curb: “I will do what I have to do. If he forces me, it’ll be suicide.” Then he drove on,
entered his driveway, shut off the engine and went into the breezeway.
Belinda met him and they embraced.
She said, “Please, tell them not to kill him.”
Jill appeared in the breezeway and gave a quick wave.
Rylands said, “Jill -- we obey the law. We don’t fire except to save a life.”
“Understood, Judge,” she replied.
Belinda embraced her, kissed her and said, “Be careful.’’ Belinda tightened their
embrace, and all was silent for a moment, while the women held one another, until Jill said as
they separated:
“Don’t worry about me.”
“Watch him,” Belinda said, “He’s smart as a whip.”
+

+

+
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The traffic was moving briskly and Ruthie-Alona made steady progress for the first ten minutes
-- but when she entered the Interstate she felt an irrational impulse to turn back. She was
debating whether she must tell Dexter what she’d done. To confess would be a declaration of
unending love. She took the next exit and headed back toward Downtown. If you don’t have a
home it doesn’t matter which way you go. Then the thinking train remounted the tracks: “Tell
him by phone. It’ll be safer.” Then: “Cut off the phone service to the trailer, quit paying the
rent.” He had no cell phone. How to contact him? Her mind was jumping around.
She was worried about Marian Stannard. More or less unconsciously she drove into the
parking garage and saw Ms. Stannard’s Acura, suggesting its owner was in her office or the
courthouse. She would have turned around but there were no spaces, so she proceeded to the
second level, found an opening, executed her turn, and drove out the street-level exit, joining a
stream of Downtown traffic. “I should have parked --” Thinking of parking as a step toward
seeing Ms. Stannard.
She drove more or less aimlessly until she realized she had to see Ms. Standard. She
parked and took out her cell phone. She got a recorded message in Ms. Stannard’s voice. She
shut off the phone and sat thinking. She drove to the Gym and Swim, a fifteen minute drive, to
see if Belinda Cross’s car was there. Belinda was still doing physical therapy, or at least she had
been the last time Alona tracked her. Her car wasn’t there.
She would go to Marian Stannard’s office. “What will I say? You’re in danger, that’s it.”
Which was real and which was fake, Alona or Ruthie? She couldn’t be both at once.
Alona is the one Jason smacked, the one who begged. “My real name is Ruthie.” Having read
great chunks of State v. Dexter she had to tell somebody. The old lady said, “Sure, Honey, it’s a
public document.” She wasn’t really confused, not after he smacked her. Both of these women
— Ruthie and Alona — watched his Ex on the asphalt, convulsing, foaming.
There was no parking on the surrounding streets so Alona drove again into the parking
garage, and found Ms. Stannard’s space empty. She saw the sign: “Reserved -- M. Stannard.”
Alona -- Ruthie -- turned into the empty space, in order to turn around, since there was no point
now in going to the office. Her swinging headlights revealed what looked like a pile of rags at
the right edge of the space.
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She jammed the brakes, shifted to Park, got out and walked around her car and stepped
into a slick red smear. Her shoe let out a crackling sound as she lifted her foot. She knelt beside
a young woman lying near the strewn contents of a leather purse. She wore a sport coat like a
man’s, which was long enough to cover her rear but was fluffed up. There was a belt, and an
empty holster. She knew what a holster looks like, and she recognized the woman who pushed
the grocery cart, whom Dexter had followed into the supermarket -- that woman also wore a
man-style sport jacket.
Bending close, she placed her ear at the woman’s mouth and listened: breathing. Or was
it her own breathing? Or was it — Ruthie was in a storm, in a mess. She searched for a pulse
and had trouble finding it, she didn’t know exactly where to look, she had never done this, but
she found a little throb. There was a pause in which Ruthie thought she had lost the place, then
another weak throb. The eyes were half shut.
She called 911 and jumped into her car and drove out of the space to give the ambulance
access to the woman. She drove to the second level, slammed the lever to Park and came
running down, to kneel beside the stricken woman and listen for breathing. The sounds were
faint, she was alive. Ruthie fumbled for a pulse but could find none. She heard a siren. At first
this terrified her -- could it be -- yes! She herself had called 911. She thought: “She’s alive.”
There was an iron rod about two feet long; it lay next to the purse. There was a kind of socket at
one end: she had seen such things but didn’t know where. She didn’t touch it, knowing the
police would want everything just as it had been. But she also knew she must get out, she
couldn’t wait; she’d contact the police later.
Looking at the face, which seemed at peace, she thought, “Not beautiful, but if you loved
her you’d think she was.” And she believed that somebody did love this woman. She couldn’t
leave her.
She wiped the blood from the forehead and lay her hand on it, as you might do in
checking a child for fever. “I never had a child.” But she had seen her cousin’s baby. What a
little princess! A siren screamed very close, red lights swept over the walls, and Alona stood up
and waved. In her mind she saw Jason’s gun and holster hanging in the closet. She had thought
only yesterday that she could get him thrown in jail with a single call to the parole officer. She
had mentioned the gun and Jason said, “Yeah, what of it?”
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A stout woman, the boss of the medical crew, crouched over the body, bent low, peering,
listening, her hands moving deftly over the face and trunk. Then she hollered “Charlie” and a
man came running. The woman said, “C-spine.” Charlie kept the head in the same relation to
the neck while the boss rolled the body over and examined it quickly, then shouted: “Philly collar
and back board. Load and go!”
She pulled the driver’s door open and got in, while Charlie and another man strapped the
body to a board and fitted a thick white collar on the woman’s neck. Alona-Ruthie heard a shout,
the backup alarm began hooting, and the vehicle moved slowly backward till the driver’s
window came abreast of Ruthie.
“Do you know her?”
She did not.
“Did you see this happen?”
She had not.
“Wait for the cops,” the boss ordered.
The backup alarm went silent. The siren gave out a primal howl and the ambulance
wheeled toward the exit. With red flashes and a booming horn the vehicle ran out and butted into
the crossing traffic.
Ruthie hurried to her car, drove carefully down the ramp and made her own exit into the
street. She drove two or three blocks then pulled over and reached for her cell phone.
“Judge, it’s --” She almost said “Alona.” “It’s Ruthie.”
In a cold, efficient, perhaps irritated voice he said, “Yes, Ruthie, quickly.”
“There’s a woman who keeps company sometimes with your wife, who was --”
“Yes, go on.”
“She’s been attacked, hit with an iron rod, she’s in an ambulance right now -unconscious but she’s breathing. She was lying beside the Acura, where the Acura was, I mean.”
“What Acura?”
“Your Ex’s. It was here an hour ago, now it’s gone.”
“Where are you?”
“Downtown. She was -- the hurt woman was in the garage near the courthouse, first
level.”
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“Now Listen, Ruthie. I just had a conversation with Dexter. He has Marian -- Ms.
Stannard. He told me, ‘In an hour one of you will be dead. You choose which one.’ I’m on my
way right now.”
“On your way where?”
“You know the horse statue in Sherman Park?”
“Yes of course.”
“He told me to go there, alone. He said, ‘I see one cop and she’s dead.’”
Ruthie broke in: “I know what he’s going to do.”
“What for God’s sake.”
“The horse statue — it’s where — I mean it’s where we started but I —“
“Started what?”
“O.K. we’d start there and go down this road, this curvy road to where it branches off and
he’d have me time him when he walked up a trail — and there’s a picnic shelter, two or three
shelters — he’ll take her to one of those and — He told me to draw a map. He’ll take her to one
of those places for sure. Oh for -- for the love of --” She choked, and Rylands said:
“Do you have any influence with him?”
“I think I do. I’ll meet you there. The horse statue. He’s gone over the ground foot by
foot. I’ll meet you there.”
Said the judge: “Fifteen minutes.”
“I’ll be there before you.”
“Wait,” the judge ordered. “He might attack you.”
“He won’t be there. That’s just a landmark, but I know where he’s going next.”
“Ruthie, I spoke too soon. You’d better go to my house and talk to a man named
Williams, he’s guarding my wife.”
“Judge, I’m on my way to the horse statue.”
She clicked “End” and drove south, away from Downtown.
+

+

+
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George Williams, private eye, jumped and “heart attack” flashed in his brain. But he soon
realized it was his cell phone vibrating in his shirt pocket. He fished the phone out and at the
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same moment saw trouble -- the judge’s wife, who was supposed to be sleeping upstairs,
marched into the room.
Seeing Williams holding his phone she made a gesture meaning, “Take your call.”
Acutely conscious that Mrs. Rylands -- Belinda Cross -- was listening, he said to the
phone:
“Hernando my man.”
“Yeah Boss, what’s up?”
“Can you be someplace fully equipped in ten minutes?”
“If it’s the north pole, no.”
“The horse statue in Sherman Park. The judge is on his way and I told him don’t do
anything till you and him talk.”
“El caballo grande, yeah, make it fifteen minutes.”
“Equipped,” George Williams said with emphasis.
“Sure, why not?”
“O.K. get your ass up there.”
“Si, ya voy.”
Williams ended the call and faced Mrs. Rylands.
She demanded, “Where is Gavin?”
“He got a call. He’s out on business.”
“Business.”
“Yes’m.”
“What kind of business, and please, George, don’t say ‘yes’m,’ it makes me feel old.”
“Like me?”
“Not that old. What kind of business?”
“Well, he asked me to -- he sort of turned over responsibility for your safety to me, after
Jill left.”
“Where is he?”
“Well --”
“Where is he?”
“He went to the horse statue.”
“In Sherman Park?”
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“Yes,” almost slipping into “Yes’m.”
“George, if you don’t open up I’ll kick you out of this house.”
“You can’t do that, Mrs. Rylands. The judge made it pretty plain, I’m responsible for --”
“You’re supposed to protect me.”
“Well, yes.”
“And keep me in the dark.”
“Not exactly. Just, sort of --”
Trying a new angle Belinda Cross -- Mrs. Rylands now -- said, “Who were you talking
to?”
“Just some guy works for me.”
“And you’re sending him to the horse statue.”
“Yes Ma’am.”
The phone tooted again and Mrs. Rylands said, “Go ahead.”
It was the judge. He told Williams that Jill had been attacked, apparently while
accompanying Marian Stannard to her car in a garage Downtown.
“So Dexter’s telling the truth,” the judge said. “He’s got Marian.” He paused, creating a
silence in which George Williams believed he could sense fatality, as if Dexter’s intention had
been declared when he attacked Jill. Williams seemed to see Jill bleeding, stretched on a slab.
The judge spoke fast but intelligibly: “Take my wife and go to the hospital, see if Jill is
O.K. I can’t talk any more, I’m almost there.”
Williams said: “What hospital?”
But the judge didn’t know.
Williams said Hernando was on his way.
“Fine. Check on that girl.”
“Yes sir.”
Williams donned a suit-coat that concealed the 9-millimeter semiautomatic pistol on his
belt, and the magazine pouch, put the phone in the inside pocket, and told Mrs. Rylands: “Jill’s
been attacked. We’re going to the hospital.”
Without speaking Belinda threw a light jacket over her shoulders. The jacket billowed in
front, and could not be fastened.
As they left the house Belinda said: “You’re going to tell me, George.”
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And Williams responded: “Right. I’m going to tell you.”
Williams felt she had a right to know. So he told her what had happened to Jill. As he
spoke, his fear reached a crescendo. He imagined Jill dying from a blow to the head — then he
thought of strangulation. He reported that the judge had called while she, Mrs. Rylands, was still
upstairs taking her nap. He said Dexter had “made threats” and grabbed Marian, but he didn’t
say that Dexter had given the judge a choice of who would die. This omission pressed Williams
into a dishonest corner, but he couldn’t help it.

Williams was thinking that fifteen or twenty minutes must have passed since Dexter had said, “In
an hour one of you will be dead.”
Time was slipping away but George Williams’s duty was clear. His responsibility for
Hernando was in the form of brotherhood. Measured against his duty to the judge, meaning the
duty to protect Mrs. Rylands, it took second place. The judge had ordered him to take Belinda to
see Jill, and Williams passed this through his mind: that as long at Mrs. Rylands was at the
hospital inquiring about Jill, she was safe.
Williams also worked this out: so long as the judge knew that his wife was safe he could
concentrate of saving Marian Stannard. Williams passed through a country of despair till he
remembered Ruthie the Spy, and thought she must know something about Dexter’s intentions.
But this couldn’t help -- because nobody was in contact with Ruthie; she might be in Columbus
or Kalamazoo.
The judge hadn’t mentioned her, believing she was of marginal importance now that the
crisis was upon him. He thought of her only as the one who flashed a warning light -- and that
only was her role.
In the judge’s mind: “Get Dexter.” During this phase of the judge’s mental process the
central fact (that Dexter was a threat to Marian and perhaps Belinda) this, the driver of all his
action, was not articulated. He felt rather than spoke it -- what he felt was urgency. From one
moment to the next he felt the impress in his consciousness of these two women, Marian,
Belinda. Dexter was of course a monster, but that word was charged with a dangerous emotion.
At the present stage he was only an adversary, and the judge’s approach was cool and efficient.
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For a few minutes while driving he envisioned a confrontation with Dexter at the horse
statue. There was a parking lot in front of it and a steep bluff dropping down from the far side of
the road. He was halfway there when he suddenly saw the possibility that he, Hernando and
Ruthie would be assembling at a place where Dexter and Marian were not.
“We’ll decide something,” the judge thought. “Ruthie knows -- something.” Then it
came rolling back into his awareness that Ruthie had said she knew what Dexter would do next.
During these moments ideas flew by like sparrows, swift, sharp, dark. The judge was in a
different mode and a different world, a dimension of reality that silenced everything except what
was screaming to be done. Never in his life had he managed so many conscious and halfconscious forces all cascading toward one point. And it couldn’t be truthfully said that he was
managing them now. Closer to the truth would be: they were managing him. He said in his
mind, “I’ll kill him.” How far to the horse statue? Is Jill alive? A twisting, hilly road. “He's got
Marian.”
Williams was sure the judge was devising a plan, a rational procedure to crush Dexter
like a bug. In fact the judge was unconsciously ranking stimuli in order of urgency. He seemed
(to himself) to know what to do, and by driving he was doing it, moving toward Dexter. All the
multifarious data and commands of driving a car at breakneck speed over curving roads, on
which others were also driving, all this he processed unconsciously, a miracle of efficiency, as if
the mind were saying, “Do your job and I’ll do mine,” but which job? It was like having two
minds. Who was the driver and who was the man who knew where to drive and why?
Dexter was a threat to Belinda, Dexter had attacked Jill, Dexter had grabbed Marian -therefore Stop Dexter. His mind was substituting immediate action for a global view. One thing
that would have puzzled him, if he had time, was the word “landmark.” Ruthie must have
known why she said that word. Maybe it meant that if Dexter took a stand it would be
somewhere else, that the “landmark” was not an end but the beginning of something.
A branching path opened in the judge’s mind. The stimulus this time was fear that the
blow might have damaged Jill for life -- if she was still alive. Then he saw again the embrace -Belinda and Jill -- how they held one another for several seconds. Gavin Rylands was imagining
the fluid filling Jill’s skull, expanding her brain, carrying her toward death.
At this same moment Belinda, while riding in a different car going a different direction,
toward the same destination, had refocused too. Her only thought was of Gavin. To imagine
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him was to be swept along a rush of love. In one sense she thought she hardly knew him -- he
sometimes seemed distant, unreadable. But the great “state of mind” in her life was her passion
for this man. She knew he adored her, “Not because I deserve it but because he is great.”
The judge was thinking: how to use Hernando? He had met the man just once, this very
morning, when Williams said, “I want you gents to look at each other.”
Hernando was short, thick, with black hair and a clean-shaven jaw that looked like it
could crush walnuts in the shell. His attitude toward the judge was, “You’re a guy in a suit. Are
you any good?” He was making no promises, and no excuses.
Williams got on the speaker phone to the Fire Department, asking where the ambulance
had taken Jill. He got his answer, but Belinda shouted:
“Stop! We’re not going to the hospital.”
“I can’t. The judge told me --”
“Stop!”
In despair Williams pulled over to the curb.
Belinda demanded: “Why is Gavin going to the horse statue?”
“Look, Mrs. Rylands --”
“Belinda.”
“Look, Belinda, you’re my responsibility, your safety, -- and if I --”
“Why is Gavin --”
“I can’t tell you.”
“You don’t know?”
“Oh I know, all right. What else do I know? That this semi-human has got Ms. Stannard
for a bargaining chip, grabbed her, and the man hates you! Can’t you see that?”
Said Belinda, to the surprise of George Williams, “I want to see Jill, I want to know if
she’s all right.”
“Yeah, so do I.”
“Jill and I are very close.”
“I noticed.”
“She’s a fine young woman, and I am her friend,” bearing down on this and facing
George Williams like an adversary, “I care about her. I am her friend.”
“Yeah, so we’ll go to St. Elizabeth’s and find --”
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“We will not. We’ll go to the horse statue and find Gavin.”
“Mrs. Rylands -- Belinda -- for god’s sake --”
“No!” she shouted, turning crimson, and George Williams remembered how the story had
spread through the courthouse, that this woman had shouted “Your Dishonor,” and he
remembered the day he learned they were sweet on each other, thinking, “The judge’ll have his
hands full with that one.”
She was saying, “... the two people in the world who mean the most to me, Gavin and
Marian -- turn around!”
“Belinda, Mrs. Rylands, about your baby --”
“Shut up! What am I supposed to say if Gavin dies, tell him -- her -- ‘Your father was a
hero and he’s dead, your mother was a coward and she’s alive.’ Say that? If Jason shoots Gavin
he’ll have to shoot me too.”
“Which is maybe exactly what he’s hoping.”
“George, I am the only person in the world who can reason with Jason. If he’s set a trap,
he’s trapping Gavin, not me. So we’re going to Gavin. We’ll see Jill after this is over.”
“In a meat wagon, maybe.”
“Then give me the car. You can take a cab home.”
“Hey quit it, if you go I go. A cab?” — looking at the woods all around. “Just don’t start
thinking you can reason with this animal. Did you reason with him when he was beating on
you? You think he doesn’t know what he’s lookin at? Like twenty or thirty for kidnapping and
attempted murder? He’s beyond reason. He’s departed from the human race.”
“George,” she said pleading, “Gavin is my husband. Every day I thank God for him. I
never knew such happiness was possible -- never! I’m going to be with him if it’s the last thing I
do.”
“One more little thing,” George persisted. “Do you know that Dexter said, ‘If I see a cop
car, she dies.’ Marian dies. Maybe if he sees you, she dies. That’d be a cool way to punish you.
How bout that? How’d you feel then?”
“Not as bad as if I was crouching in a safe place while Gavin was facing Jason. Who is
this Hernando?”
“Just a guy works for me, like I said.”
They were still pulled up on the right side of the road. Cars were whizzing by on the left.
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“Works for you in what capacity?”
“He used to be on a SWAT team in Cleveland, came down here for the peace and quiet.”
“SWAT.”
“Special weapons and tactics,” said George, knowing this put the last nail in his hopes.
“So he’s a gunman.”
“Yeah, he’s very good at it.”
“So his job,” she said, “is to kill Jason.”
“No. His job is to protect the judge and Ms. Stannard.”
“By killing Jason.”
“Only if necessary.”
“That settles it, George. I’ve got to see Jason. It’s true he beat me, but he never killed
me. He’s never killed anybody.”
Cursing under his breath George Williams wheeled the car around and headed toward
Sherman Park. He started to speak but she cut him off.
“George, I have faced this man before.”
Williams said, “I give up. If you’re killed I might as well die too. The judge’ll kill me
anyway.”
“You have to protect all of us. Then nobody will be killed, not even Jason.”
They proceeded in silence. George was remembering the time his wife said, “Men think
we are delicate, but I think a pregnant woman is stronger than most men.”
There was only one car in the parking lot by the horse statue. No matter how intently she
stared, she saw only Gavin’s Ford. She walked around it. Empty. She tapped the judge’s
number on her phone and got a recorded message. She tapped Marian’s and reached the office;
the receptionist said Marian was out, and asked if she could take a message. Belinda saw George
Williams stoop and place the palm of his hand on one of the tires on the Ford and hold it there.
He said: “We just missed him.”
Belinda looked up and saw the horse rearing wildly, hooves flashing, muscles tensing in
its neck and flanks, as if it were defying a tornado.
+

+

+

331
74
“I know you’re here to guard me,” Marian Stannard said, pressing down on guard and letting a
smile get the better of her, “but I’ve got an idea. Let’s stop at the store and stock up on
ingredients for Irish stew. It’ll feed us tonight and tomorrow if we’re still together. We can eat
dinner, watch a movie and drink some wine.”
“Stew yes, movie yes,” said Jill. “Wine no, not for me.”
“George wouldn’t allow it?”
“Not hardly. But there’s no rule against cooking a stew. I’ve never had Irish stew. Can
we get to your house while it’s still daylight? I’d like to do an outside inspection.”
They set out from Marian’s office, took the elevator down and walked left on Buckeye
Street toward the parking garage on Wilkinson. In Marian’s mind Jill would always be the
young woman (not much over twenty-two) who had so gracefully deflected her boss’s praise
during their lunch at the Pine Club. George Williams had called her a heroine for helping
Belinda during a seizure. Jill had said, speaking with affection as if to her grandfather, “Now
George.” Evidently taking control of a convulsing woman and guarding her airway were nothing
remarkable in the life of Jill.
Marian liked her cheerful face, her easy presence. Her curling blonde hair was nested
smoothly against her head, her shoulders were small and square, her sweater and slacks formfitting and tastefully chosen. She wore a man-style tweed sport jacket that concealed the gun at
her waist.
As they approached the Acura Marian was thinking that the first essential for a stew was a
good piece of beef. Jill walked on Marian’s right, veering farther right as they drew closer to the
car. Marian clicked her electronic key. The tail lights flashed and the horn gave a soft toot. The
locks all clicked simultaneously.
Opening the driver’s door, swinging into the seat, Marian seemed to see something dark
in motion, in the right-side mirror. The right door was still closed. There was a one-syllable
noise, partly blunt and partly wet, a cracking sound, and a male grunt. Looking out the right
window Marian saw a man looking at her. She saw the door pull open; the man lunged at her,
but she pulled back. She pivoted on her behind and planted her feet on the concrete deck, and
took two or three strides to the rear of the car. Lurching left around the car she faced a compact,
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strong-looking man in his thirties, with an iron bar in his right hand. He swung at her, she
dodged, he swung again. He pitched the iron over his shoulder, and Marian heard it clank
against the concrete deck. She thought she had seen drops of blood flying.
He advanced on her, in a half crouch, eyes lifted, almost laughing, and in the background
she sensed (rather than saw) the body of Jill. Her legs were spread and her trunk was twisted, the
mouth open, the arms outspread. It was a hieroglyph that impressed itself into Marian’s brain,
and it kept flashing there over the next hour. She had never seen anything like it, and did not
actually see each detail now, yet the image was ghastly.
Marian screamed. The man took a step back and half-tripped on Jill’s outstretched leg,
cursed and charged Marian. A shocking, explosive event, something inexplicable, destructive,
burst in her face, and she realized after an infinitesimal delay that he had struck her with his fist.
Then he struck again. She tried to scratch his eyes. Something happened within the realm of her
experience but she didn’t know what it was. She felt the cold deck under her cheek. She started
crawling toward Jill. The deck was moist under her palms, and she felt a sticky substance under
her hands. She had seen something terrible, that Jill’s right leg lay in the path of the front wheel,
should the car back up. Conscious that she was being dragged, and beaten on her back and
shoulders, she tried to stand, against the force of the man -- and bending almost double she took
hold of Jill’s bent knee, struggling to pull it away from the possible track of the front wheel -- felt
the terrible distress of being struck in the kidneys -- and yet she pulled, and saw Jill’s pelvic area
slide toward the yellow line between her own car and its neighbor. What happened next she
would never know, but she was in the passenger seat and the car was moving backwards. The
blank in her mind was not a perfect blank, but a zone of struggle and violence, of bangs and
blows against her head and face. It wasn’t till it was over that it occurred to her that she could
disable the car by throwing away the clicker -- but she did not know where the clicker was, or
her purse.
The man jabbed a gun in her face, pushed the muzzle against her lips. She thought of
protecting her teeth. She felt the chill, and smelled the banana odor of the instrument, the lethal
thing called a firearm. Her brain seemed to be saying that the car had backed smoothly. She
seemed to see Jill’s leg safe across the yellow line.
The man switched the gun to his left hand, and steered with his right, while the left held
the gun against his belly, pointing toward her. He took his hand off the wheel long enough to
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deliver a backhand blow to her mouth. She felt the blood running down her chin. The taste of
her blood now mixed with the strange odor of the gun.
He pushed the buttons that locked all the windows and doors. She heard the locks jump
into place. Her mind and body united in terror. Shaking with fear and pain, she slid under.
She dreamed that she could walk but not run. Her face, eyes and head were all pain. Her
back was a ridge of sharp, searing pain. For a time there was darkness, of which she was
vaguely conscious, then she began to see beams of light. She saw sunlight glinting off the
hooves of a great bronze horse, and she knew where she was. The car had stopped. Her captor
was looking at her and the gun was still aimed at her body. What he meant by the look she did
not know. But she thought: rape.
She said: “You are Jason Dexter.”
“You are the Swimmer. I saw you swimming.”
Recklessly Marian said, “You beat women. You are a brave man.”
He retorted, “If you run I’ll shoot you in the back. If you’re a good girl you’ll live. What
a pity to kill a female like you. I’d like to fuck you but I may not have time today.”
“You never will.”
“I’ll do anything I want. Be good and you’ll sleep in your bed tonight.”
“You are a coward. You hit that girl from behind.”
“I do what I have to do. Don’t push me.”
“You wanted to run over her.”
“She had it coming.”
“You’re the one who has it coming. Somebody is going to run over you.”
He shifted in his seat and waved the gun. She believed she had scored a point in a game.
She stared at the little black hole, the gray steel.
He said, “You should see your face.”
She wiped the blood from her lips. She leaned back and closed her eyes. The darkness
was strange and compelling, and seemed to be her natural home, like sleep. She wanted to settle
deep into it.
Dexter said, “Hey I sort of enjoyed our little tussle, but all good things come to an end.
Here he is, the guy who’s gonna save your life.”
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Opening her eyes Marian saw that Dexter was looking in the center mirror. He said,
“Your hero, right on time.”

Dexter jerked the driver’s door open and slipped out. She heard his shoes hit the ground. He
crossed in front of the car and stood on her side, the right side, aiming the gun directly at her
face. She observed, as if she were narrating the scene to herself, so as to understand it, that if he
shot her, the bullet would crash through the window and hit her in the midst of a shower of glass.
But she knew that automotive glass tends to stick together. She saw the gun up close. She
seemed to be close to everything. Dexter was the only other person in the universe. She and
Dexter were “here,” and “here” was all there was.
He shouted: “Get in the driver’s seat, you’re driving.”
Thinking this was meant for her, Marian tried to move but could not.
“Sit still, Bitch! You, Your Fucking Honor, show me your gun.”
By a miracle Marian saw Gavin looking into the side window. Dexter screamed in a high
voice: “Stop! The gun.”
Gavin said he didn’t have a gun, and Dexter said,
“O.K. she dies. Ready, pretty-face?” He pointed the gun half-way up, grabbed the slide
with his free hand and pulled back, and Marian saw a steel tube appear in the muzzle then
disappear, and heard a scrape and click.
Gavin shouted: “Wait!” and threw a black object, which skidded across the hood and
disappeared.
Dexter spewed out a paragraph of orders which Marian did not understand. The result
was that Gavin circled to Dexter’s side and opened the rear door. Dexter was facing Marian, and
the back door on his left stood open, and Gavin went back around the car and opened the driver’s
door and slid in beside Marian. The rear door slammed, and the gun pressed into Marian’s neck
from behind. She protested and Dexter slapped her temple with the gun. This was painful
enough to make her gasp. There was more talk from Dexter about shooting her. She was
convinced he would do it, whether she was a “good girl” or not.
Gavin was saying, “O.K., O.K., calm down.”
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This comment earned Marian another slap with the length of the gun. She started to sob,
but felt Gavin’s hand on her knee, gently squeezing as in former days. She caught her breath,
feeling the refreshing effect on her lungs as she pulled in one strong breath after another.
She heard “Drive” and caught a glimpse of the Ford they had bought so many years ago,
in the old life. Then she passed under the hooves of the bronze horse, and she saw the animal
she had always admired, rising and flailing his hooves in defiance.
Over the next few minutes, as they navigated roads familiar to Marian, her mind gained
in clarity. She covered Gavin’s hand with her own, thinking, “We are together.” She knew he
was married and would be a father, and she would return to her solitary life, reading, swimming,
going to movies alone, shifting her practice from criminal to family law -- a woman without a
family, practicing family law. She knew all this, but the moment when their hands made contact
was real. She recognized his touch.
The gun poked into her neck from behind, she was still in the power of the maniac. She
understood that she was the lure he used to draw Gavin into his trap. She searched for a name -monster, beast, animal, coward, lunatic -- but none was good enough. The best single word, she
believed, would be hate. She felt the cool steel against her neck. She took in the smell, the oily
cold surface, the way it served both as club and gun.
Her dear love, Gavin, was the object of implacable hate, and the hater had only one
recourse -- to kill. He would know there was no other escape. To kill Gavin was the only reward
he would ever collect for the years of confinement he was creating for himself. And Marian saw
that she must give her life for Gavin. There was truth in this and only in this. To live after
fleeing a chance to save him would be impossible. She was not aware of ever having thought “I
would die for him” -- yet it seemed like something she had understood long ago. She could not
live in the world if Gavin was dead.
She refined the idea to this extent: she would die for Gavin if there was no other way.
The lunatic would say “Who wants to die?” and she would lunge at him, forcing him to shoot
her. He might kill Gavin anyway, but she would do what she could to be the first and perhaps the
only one to die.
It did not strike her as strange, until later, that she should think so clearly about her own
death. Her independent mind led her deeper into the implications. Dying for Gavin she would
serve his child; the child would not grow up fatherless. She would serve Belinda, giving her a
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normal family life. “I can’t have that anyway, so let them have it.” She had seen Belinda
coming out of the physical therapy room and knew she was pregnant: so, serve the whole family.
One death would create happiness for three, mother, father and child. She pictured Belinda
looking healthy and vigorous, leaving the PT department, walking fast and strong.
But: “I’ve already lost him once.” Must she lose him again? She turned back to what
felt like the main question, covered up by her eager imagining of martyrdom: Must she really
die? The maniac had said, “Here’s the guy who’s gonna save your life.” So -- let Gavin die for
her? Her instinct told her it would be worse to live. Living would be a death sentence of a very
ugly kind. She felt the sensations of death, the impact on her chest of a high-velocity bullet,
about which she knew all too much, the final struggle for breath. The inhuman, raspy voice said,
“Left here, Your Honor,” and Gavin turned the car left. She knew where they were. She and
Gavin had hiked here. It was a weed-grown path, all that remained of a paved road, into an area
of the park that the county had ceased maintaining during years of austerity, after the factory jobs
had been shipped overseas. They passed a ruinous picnic shelter whose benches and tables had
been turned over and disfigured by vandals. One of the table tops, turned vertical, bore the
meaningless scrawl common to such places, loops and whorls in various colors, as if the act of
writing lay beyond the intellect of the vandals. After three or four minutes the roadway
narrowed to two parallel ruts surrounded by woods, and the weeds in the center scraped the
bottom of the car. She went deeper into the zone of neglect.

For some time Marian had been aware of a tickling sensation on her legs. Now she explored
with her fingers and found her stockings shredded. “When I crawled toward Jill.” Or toward
Jill’s body. (Both phrases zipped through her mind.) She saw that she was wearing her new
beige skirt. She remembered stowing her heels in the lower right drawer of her desk, changing
into sneakers and leaving the office with Jill. She thought: “That’s lucky,” and searched for the
origin of this idea. What was lucky? She had pulled Jill away from the tire’s path. But it was
also “lucky” that she was wearing sneakers, because she intended to attack her captor, to throw
her body across his, to take his gun and see his abject retreat. You can’t do that in heels.
By this path she reverted to “Death,” simple death. Only by dying could she find
freedom and happiness, not for herself but for Gavin, Belinda and their child.
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“He’s actually married to her! She’s pregnant. But Gavin is mine! How did this
happen?” A second later, while still toying with the shredded stockings: “He is not yours, and
you are nobody’s.”
The ape issued an order and Gavin complied, steering the Acura into a beaten area where
cars could turn around. Next -- after an interval of some duration, Marian understood that they
were walking along a path in single file, Gavin first, then herself, then “Hate.” She felt his
presence behind her, heard his footfalls and his breathing. Walking, still walking, she was
conscious of the pain and despair. How many times had he struck her?
Marian scanned her memory for any trace of this path from earlier times. Gavin would
know, but she dared not ask. Being human was not allowed. After some time their commander
called a halt. She saw through blurred eyes a falling-down picnic shelter.
Four massive logs stood eight feet high, holding up what remained of the roof. Marian
could see blue sky through the cracks and gaps. The time was late afternoon and, in the woods,
the light was already fading. High up, the sky was still brilliant. A nail had been driven into one
of the uprights, and a white pair of women’s pants moved gently on the breeze. The nail made
some kind of impression in Marian’s feelings -- but nothing she could identify. Just -- she looked
at it twice. Then again at the sky, which was both immense and perfect, but also irrelevant. She
recognized the feeling, it was self-pity. This “irrelevant” placed her own precious self at the
center of the universe. Something else belonged there, something without shape or aim.
Looking around, at the upright logs, from which the bark had been removed, at the trashstrewn floor, she realized that this would be the last scene of her life, the last sight she would
ever see. To Dexter she said clearly: “You are a pig.” He laughed and smacked her. She
staggered and glared at him. “Bully,” she said -- and Gavin jumped between them. Dexter
shoved the muzzle into Gavin’s chest -- and said nothing.
She saw that if she chose life she would make her life unbearable, and by choosing death
she would give herself to the highest value -- and yet -- “thou shalt die the death.” She would
create and destroy in the same instant the life without which, for her, nothing existed, not even
the value to which she dedicated herself.
Looking around, she asked herself, “Why must it stink?” -- this place. Why must it smell
of urine, and worse?
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The only path out of this confusion, she saw, was to die for Gavin. There was no other
way.
Her mind leapt back and saw Jill’s unconscious body, the leg reaching into the intended
path of the front wheel. Blood on the deck -- Jill’s limbs helplessly spread, her mouth half open,
her eyes almost closed. Marian noticed that Jill’s fingers were curled and her hair still caught the
light. So Jill’s hair was beautiful, and the sky above this shelter was a glorious blue. She could
be in the glory only by dying. “A glorious death?” What century did she think she was living
in? Glory was a false value that had been unmasked decades ago. Books she had read in college
all attested: after 1914-18 glory was a sick joke. But: Gavin, his wife and child would think of
her, and this was the only form of immortality -- it would last no more than two generations, but
-- But what?
She was dizzy with pain. “How do you explain this preposterous crime?” No, the crime
was perfectly explicable, for this man the words “preposterous crime” had no meaning. Did her
pain mean anything? The word “crime” proposed an illusion. Pain at least was real.
The voice of Hate said, “O.K. Your Honor, over there, crawl under,” pointing to a raft of
split black lumber that had fallen from overhead. By lying on his back and wriggling a man
could probably place himself “under.”
Gavin said: “No,” calmly.
The maniac shoved the gun in Gavin’s face and screamed, “Under, under.”
Gavin reached for the gun but Dexter was quicker. He slammed it into Gavin’s left
temple, and Gavin staggered and swayed.
“Under, under!”
Marian waited for Gavin to fall, but he stood facing the maniac from a distance of a foot
and said, “Let her go, then I’ll do it.”
“Who, this cunt?”
“Let her go.”
“If she goes, you die.”
“Fine. Let her go.”
“Fuck, I’ll kill you both.”
“You said I could choose who dies, and I just gave you my choice, and I tell you —”
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“You don’t tell me nothing, anything. I tell you.”
“Gavin, be quiet,” Marian interrupted. And to Dexter: “Let him go. Take me.”
“Oh Christ, two fucking heroes. You, Miss Ass and Boobs, get the fuck out. You’re not
dying today. I got too much to say to His Fucking Honor.”
Marian said, “I will not leave.”
“Fine by me. I got sixteen rounds and I can kill you both starting with one in his mouth,
the mouth that said ‘Eight years.’”
Gavin took Marian by the shoulders and they looked with -- she could only call it love -gazing as if love could take the place even of life.
“Marian, dearest Marian, go.”
Dexter pulled her aside and put the gun to her head, and jerked her back and forth,
seething and spitting.
Gavin implored: “Marian, go.”
She felt Dexter’s fingers gathering her hair. He twisted her face to confront his, and
shifted the muzzle of the gun to her mouth, pushing it against her lips and teeth. In his eyes she
saw madness. She smelled the supernatural odor of the gun and tasted petroleum. He jerked her
face around for the fun of it, as it seemed to Marian. He was pulling her hair at its roots.
Suddenly her breath deserted her, her belly caved. She tried to break free, then felt a
terrible freedom. She ran. She heard laughter.
Running as if escape was everything, she rushed down the path. She didn’t know who
she was, there was only terror. Running headlong toward her car she tripped, and fell violently,
with an astounding force, hitting the dirt with her chest and chin, then scrambled to her feet and
ran crazily, seeing the trail go blurry before her tear-filled eyes. She might as well have been
running blind, but she kept going, thinking of the car. Get to the car. Drive to the main road.
Wait! Where’s my cell phone? In the car, it must be in the car. How long before he would shoot
Gavin? The car, five or ten minutes. The horse statue , another five or ten. Where was her cell
phone?
Here it was -- her car -- but the door was locked. She jerked on all four doors. Where
was her clicker? Her purse? To the car she was an alien or a thief. It would not serve her.
Gasping, sobbing, squinting away the tears, she ran on, splashing through a puddle, and in her
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exhaustion stopping and bending double, sobbing wildly. She straightened up and looked back,
drawing desperate breaths. Gavin was not there. She noticed that she was on the segment of the
trail where two paths ran parallel through the brush, and cars had smashed the weeds. She
remembered this -- how they had walked abreast, then how the maniac changed his mind and
made them walk in single file.
She stood still, looking at the forest all around, then continued. She tried to run but
tripped on something and fell straight forward. It was amazing how hard the ground was. And
she felt blood pouring from her nose and down her chin. Now the terror. Her brain was a
burning mass, enclosed in cement. How long until she heard a shot?
+

+

+
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Hernando had never shot a man but had spent most of his professional life practicing. So when
George Williams summoned him to the horse statue he began moving through the procedures
like an educated robot. He first glanced out a west-facing window to make a guess about how
much daylight remained. He figured one hour. This fact steered him toward his choice of
weapons -- a revolver with a five-inch barrel and a gold bead atop the front sight. These were
open sights, all steel and no glass. Hernando had a prejudice against telescopic sights in close-up
work, and the little bead on the open sight seemed to glow like a lightning bug in reduced light.
Anyway it was his favorite handgun, so he got the shoulder harness from the closet, shrugged
into it, and picked up the gun, swung the cylinder, pointed the barrel straight into his right eye,
put a finger behind the breach (to reflect light), and examined the bore. All clear and clean. He
loaded up with semi-jacketed hollow point magnums, swung the cylinder shut and slipped the
gun into the harness. He put on a loose camouflage shirt, then took a big drink of water.
He was aware that a scope had the advantage of gathering light, but he seldom used one
with a handgun. With any luck this job would be over before dark. He preferred open sights,
bare steel. The act of steadying was easy with this gun because of its weight, nearly three
pounds empty. Of course it wouldn’t be empty when he steadied it. Hernando had in his armory
a much heavier gun with a forward-weighted barrel, but he seldom chose it. He had a feeling of
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sufficiency and control with his chosen revolver, and it chambered eight rather than the more
common six rounds.
All this had passed through his mind before he got into his old Chevy and started for the
horse statue.
What he was leaving behind wasn’t just a home, but a load of stress. Inez had suddenly
decided she wanted marriage and children. Hernando was happy with the present arrangement -live together, combine two incomes, go out or stay home according to whim, and celebrate
whenever the bug begins to bite, which in Hernando’s case was pretty often. To compromise this
agreement struck him as cruel and unusual punishment.
While driving, his thoughts shot back and forth from the immediate past -- that is to say,
from his choice of the gold bead -- to the immediate future, the hour, approximately, that would
follow on his arrival at the horse statue. Here was a situation in which a shot to the body might
not be good enough. A head shot would be tough. According to George Williams the guy was a
desperado holding two hostages. Therefore: turn out his lights. If he was moving, squirming,
fighting, running, then hit him anywhere in the trunk from ahead or behind, knock him down.
Hernando knew he might have to put it into a small, fleeting opening; he might not have time to
settle into a perfect sight picture; he might have to shift quickly from one “window” to another.
There might be friendlies within inches. Sure, he could do it with a scope, but at the short range
he expected, in the woods, thirty to fifty feet, he’d take open sights anytime. The scope gave a
sight picture that might be too small. He had drilled the shooting procedures into his brain and
body so many times he felt as if he’d actually done it. He had to make a conscious effort to drill
into his head this one fact: that he had never done it, but he could do it.
He felt about this eight-shot revolver pretty much the same as he felt about Inez, his
mujer mayor -- each was perfection of a certain kind. Fine workmanship, positive action. He
had seen an old revolver called a Police Positive, he almost bought it just for the name. When he
thought of Inez as a woman, exactly as a woman, she was unlike all the others, not simply a body
but a person of will and courage, living in the most responsive field of organs and the exterior
flesh, the alive and willing galaxy of appreciation, of light.
There was a style of perfection too in the years of preparation for his work. Hernando
was an interpreter for two hospitals and two sections of the Court of Common Pleas. So he
studied medical and legal vocabulary. This was intellectual work, and he was aware of his
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progress. In the work he did for George Williams he also felt progress. In that work an error
could be fatal -- for somebody. So he strove for constant improvement in his marksmanship and
his performance in quick-reaction and moving target drills.
For that reason he had invested years in preparation, starting as a street cop in Cleveland,
refining his skills in the endless drill and group-practice on the SWAT team. Then, when he
moved to this new city for Inez, he became his own trainer, the most demanding one he’d ever
worked for. It did not discourage him when he acknowledged that he would probably never see
action, never actually do what he was training to do, which was (he admitted) to be a hero. He
could see himself saving somebody, shooting the hell out of some scumbag who was strangling a
naked girl. Of course the word hero was not in his vocabulary, in either language.
“Hero” would have balanced guilt, if any, but he had quit worrying about guilt a long
time ago. The stuff had been instilled like poison when he was a kid and his mother took him to
church. He was no guiltier than a lot of people and less than some. You might think that as guilt
diminished, virtue would increase. He used to try for virtue, being generous and patient, and
thinking others were better than he knew they were -- but this gambit wore out too. That was
when he set about studying medical and legal terminology in both languages. He was a son of
Mexican parents, who grew up in Cleveland speaking Spanish at home and English at school and
later in the world. Spanish was more musical. He imagined that a single syllable in Spanish
could be lovely. That was an English word he had suppressed for several years in his youth,
when he was working on being manly. He did claim one virtue: he was faithful to Inez. As
Johnny Cash might say, he found it easy to be true.
Now -- up popped this marriage thing. He would say, “You are already mi mujer.” But
she defined that almost as wife; to her there was one small step from mujer to wife. But to
Hernando that little step was a leap into the unknown.
Sun still above the horizon. One more curve. There the great beast reared on his hind
legs, there he raged, el caballo valiente.
+

+

+
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Ruthie saw how hugely pregnant she was, and recognized Mrs. Rylands. Stumbling, lurching,
waving, shouting, “Are you Ruthie? Please -- My husband texted me, ‘Meet Ruthie at the horse
statue.’ Oh I see now, I’ve seen your picture, I know you!”
“Yes, Mrs. Rylands, and I know you.”
“He didn’t answer when I called back. I’ve got to find him. Quickly, can you help. Why
did he tell me to find you?”
“I know where they are.”
“Oh God do you?”
Two men were following Mrs. Rylands, an elderly one, very tall but stooped, with wispy
white hair, with big, watery, bulging blue eyes, and a young virile-looking man, evidently a
Mexican or some kind of South American, with straight black hair and a stocky body.
The old guy said to Belinda, “There’s no time. We’ve got to move.” And closing in on
Ruthie he said, “Where? Come on.”
Said Ruthie, “They’re driving Ms. Stannard’s black Acura.”
“Right but where?” He took her by the arm and half pushed her toward two cars parked
across the lot.
It was a big empty parking lot with a treeline on the left, a road, then a drop-off. Above,
Ruthie felt the looming power of the rearing horse, on her left the treeline where the parking lot
met the woods, and straight ahead, two parked cars.
Keeping up with the tall guy she said: “They must have gone to a place where the road,
the old weed-grown road gets wide, and you can turn around.”
“O.K. but where?”
The old guy stopped, and they all surrounded Ruthie.
She said: “Three minutes’ drive from here. I’ll show you.”
The young man, the Mexican or whatever, said, “Too many cars. Too much commotion.”
“O.K. we’ll all go in my car,” the old guy proposed, but the young man countered,
“We might need an extra car.”
“God damn it!” the tall guy exclaimed. And to Ruthie, “You go with him. Mrs. Rylands
goes with me.”
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So they proceeded in pairs. Ruthie got into the car driven by the guy named Hernando,
and she guided him, while the big stooping gent followed, with Belinda. Ruthie shared in
Belinda’s distress. But she was also touched by the conviction that these were good people and
that they needed her. She thought of the old guy as if he were a teacher or doctor. As to Mrs.
Rylands, Ruthie placed her in a category of one, such was her sympathy and admiration,
knowing what she knew.
Hernando was driving as fast as the dips and curves allowed. But there was no tension in
his control of the steering wheel, he held it lightly, steering in long smooth curves.
“Soon now,” she warned him, and he cut his speed. “Left here,” she said, and they
entered a rough, weed-clogged roadway, with parallel wheel ruts and brush whirring on the
undercarriage. Following Ruthe’s directions Hernando parked at the edge of the curved
turnaround, leaving room for the tall guy’s car. And here they had a necessary, indeed a critical
conversation in which Ruthie played a leading part. Their conclave was conducted by the side of
a black Acura SUV. Ruthie glanced at that car as at a strange, modern painting of uncertain
meaning. She saw again her inner picture of the bloody girl on the deck of the garage.
She was scratching a map in the dirt with a stick, explaining:
“Up this trail,” she said making two long parallel lines, “a five-minute walk, there’s an
old falling-down picnic shelter.” She made an X. “I call it the Second Shelter. This one right
here —” gesturing with her shoulder — “is the First. We go up the trail past the Second Shelter,
and he’ll be at the Third.”
Bent over the scratches in the dirt Hernando said to himself, “At the turnaround, First.
Up the trail, Second. To the Third. Uno, dos, tres.”
Belinda pleaded, “Hurry, please.” And Ruthie saw the fear in her eyes.
Drawing a new line, this one single, upward from the Third Shelter, Ruthie said, “It starts
to climb pretty steeply.”
Then she moved her stick downward, drew an X and said, “This is where they are, at the
Third Shelter.”
“How do you know that?” the old guy demanded.
Ruthie said, “Jason has walked all over this and made me time it. From the First Shelter
to the Third is like eight minutes, ten minutes.”
“You mean he rehearsed it?”
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And she said, “He wouldn’t tell me but I’d bet anything, they are at the Third Shelter.”
Leaning down and moving his pointer finger in a circle Hernando asked, “What’s above
it?”
“Above the —“
“Yeah, if he wants to get away, how far —
“This trail,” she said retracing the single line upward, “is the only way out. There’s a
road up there six minutes above the shelter.” And turning to Belinda she said, “If they aren’t up
there I don’t know where they are, because Jason might -- maybe -- might have parked a car up
there.”
Hernando: “So he does his business at the shelter, climbs to the road at the top, and drives
off. In which direction?”
Ruthie drew an arrow in the dirt; she didn’t dare look at Mrs. Rylands after this.
A woman appeared out of the trees, staggering, limping toward them. There was blood
all over her face and startled expression in her eyes.
Belinda struggled to her feet from her crouch over the map and rushed to her, held her,
eased her slowly down to the ground, where she lay holding Belinda’s hand.
Belinda cried, “Marian?”
Ruthie caught a glimpse of the beaten face, and heard the voice of Marian Stannard for
the first time.
Looking up at Belinda and clutching her hand Marian said, “He’s alive. There’s an old
shelter, hurry.”
Hernando leapt to his feet but the old guy grabbed his arm and said,
“If there’s a car up there disable it. Come down the trail to the shelter -- absolute silence.
Fast. Be invisible.”
Ruthie said to Hernando, “Left at the main road, then two more lefts.”
Hernando asked, “Can I see this trail where it hits the road?”
“Not likely.”
“O.K. what kind of car does he have?”
“I’ve got the car. If he’s got a car he stole it.”
George Williams said, “Go. Car or no car, come down that trail -- no sound.”
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Hernando started for his car but George Williams stopped him again. “You know the
judge. Tall, big shoulders. Dexter — so the little lady says — Dexter is shorter, a lot shorter.
younger, buzz cut. You see two people through the weeds or whatever, he’s the shorter one, the
judge is the tall rangy one.”
Hernando hopped to his car.
George Williams took out his cell phone and started to tap a number.
“Stop!” Belinda cried.
“Hey look, Mrs. Rylands, this thing has gone too far. We need --”
“No! The police will come with sirens, and that lunatic will kill Gavin right then. No
police, not yet.”
The tall guy thought for a minute then put his phone away.
Ruthie said softly to Mrs. Rylands: “He’s not a lunatic, we can reason with him.”
Marian Stannard was trying to sit up. Belinda braced her. Marian looked first at George
Williams, then at Ruthie, on whom she seemed to bestow a long and thoughtful glance. She said
to Belinda, “I ran. Gavin said, ‘Save yourself,’ and I ran.”
George Williams steadied her on her feet. Her whole frame was vibrating, and her
exertion had started the blood pouring again from her forehead, nose and jaw. Her face was
misshapen and splotched with purple marks.
Speaking to George Williams from very close she said in a tremulous, hoarse voice: “I
left him. I ran.” Then she started walking carefully up the trail, till George stopped her.
“Lie down, Marian, you’re bleeding,” Belinda urged.
Gently Marian detached George Williams’s hand from her upper arm and took another
step, saying, “I’d rather die.”
Ruthie supported her and they walked up the trail together, and Belinda, still on the
ground where Marian had lain, took the helping hand George Williams extended, got heavily to
her feet, and joined Marian and Ruthie marching, wavering, bending forward. All three, walking
slowly in deference to Belinda’s condition, found a steady pace as they adapted to the
increasingly steep slope, going in silence. Belinda then refused Ruthie’s help, so Ruthie devoted
her superior strength to Marian, who evidently needed it. Her bleeding was more conspicuous,
and her panting alarmed Ruthie. She herself had been dealt only one blow. She scouted this fact
and compared it to what Belinda had endured, and Marian.
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When they stopped for breath she pressed a handkerchief to Marian’s cuts on the face and
forehead; Marian stood patiently, with closed eyes. The blood seeped down over her eyelids.
The three felt their way forward, and George Williams followed.
Ruthie declared that Jason would not kill them all, that this was unthinkable.
Belinda’s only response was: “He’s got Gavin.”
Marian said, “He pushes a gun into Gavin’s chest and dares him.”
At length Ruthie whispered, “We’re getting close. We have to be quiet.”
Then they heard a scream or shout, which seemed supernatural by reason of its high
pitch, combined with masculinity. It must be Dexter, it certainly wasn’t Gavin. A ghastly sound,
a scream from a man. Ruthie whispered to herself: “Keep going. That’s all.”
They did, and in another minute they were assailed by another cry of wild rage, in which
one word was discernible. “Under.”
Ruthie went forward, too fast for the other two. Glancing back she saw Marian grabbing
a sapling and swaying. She saw Mrs. Rylands leaning on George Williams, breathing. She
gazed in almost-disbelief at her figure, thinking, “Gads, eight or nine months for sure.”
She pressed forward, leaning into the slope, watching first the ground then the trail
winding upward, recognizing the rightward curve above her, which fed into the picnic grounds of
the Third Shelter. Looking back she saw Marian Stannard advancing at a tremulous rate, every
step looking like a near-accident. Then came Mrs. Rylands gasping, climbing, and beside her,
George Williams. So it was Ruthie all by herself, glancing back, then Marian Stannard dripping
blood, then Mrs. Rylands struggling up the slope and George Williams at her side, with a gun in
his right hand.
Then George Williams was waving, mouthing the word “Stop,” but Ruthie disobeyed —
she plowed on, climbing, pushing her thighs and knees ever forward and upward, thinking about
the huge gun in George Williams’s hand — thinking they’d shoot Jason for sure.
She broke into an open space by a tumbled-down shelter, and now she understood the
word “Under.” There was a mass of old boards heaped in the shelter. Her heart freezing with
fear, she searched the dark areas under the collapsed roof. There were gaps amid sloping piles of
loose lumber. She realized that while she herself was quite conspicuous, whoever was in the
shadow of the downed roof was scarcely visible against a low sun. She took a step toward the
shelter. A ripple of fear roiled her guts but she had no choice, she took another step. Jason
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dragged the judge out of the shelter, choking him with an arm hooked around his neck and a gun
pushed into his mouth. The judge’s face was crimson, distorted by his effort to breathe; Jason’s
face was -- what? He was looking at her, figuring things out.
+

+

+
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As Hernando drove onto the paved road he could see in his mind the map that Ruthie had drawn
in the dirt. He was proud of his speed-reading and of his indelible memory. It was like watching
her move the stick from the main road toward the turnaround area then upwards toward the two
higher shelters. So he began his drive to the escape route, left, then two more lefts. It couldn’t
be simpler. He cruised along at forty, pretty fast for this road, keeping watch on the left margin,
not knowing how big his next left would be. Was it just a break in the weeds?
Here ’twas. A road as big as the one he was traveling, so he swung into it and cruised
ahead. One more turn and he’d be on the escape road itself.
He focused on one thing at a time. Just now: find the prepositioned escape car, if it
existed. It was like a game. He wasn’t jumpy. Sure, the whole operation might depend on him,
lives might depend on him. Fine.
The road deteriorated fast and pretty soon Hernando was abusing his old buggy, pushing
twenty an hour when the road called for close to zero. So he slowed, crashing through potholes
and puddles, realizing he was in the neglected portion of the park, Austerity Lane. He drove. He
spared his car. He made the third left.
“Austerity” and decay put him in mind of his days in “the Mistake on the Lake,” when he
had shifted from street cop to SWAT soldier; and these recollections changed his state of mind.
And when he saw, just ahead, a Cadillac Escalade with its nose poked into the brush, sticking its
fanny into his path, he completed the change from human to SWAT vet. He pulled in behind the
Caddy, memorized the plate number, and got out and opened his trunk. He took out a hand
sledge and a plastic-handled screwdriver and punched a pair of holes in each front tire, without
making too much noise, because of the plastic handle. The air was still hissing when he found
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the top of the trail and started down -- a pretty steep downward tilt, mindful of the roots and
rocks that might trip him up, as swiftly and silently as possible.
Hernando had an embarrassing weakness. He always let out a grunt when he fell, hit his
thumb with a hammer, turned an ankle. He must not grunt now; must not.
In a daydream he walked into a showroom and wrote a check for his own Caddy. He
didn’t want a Lexus or a Mercedes. There’s nothing like a Caddy. He dwelt on this for half a
second, climbing down, taking the weight on his knees, slowing his pace, watching ahead and
aside, listening. He could have learned whether the Caddy was stolen by calling an evidence
technician he had known in Cleveland in the wild days before Inez — but she was still pissed.
“You bastard, don’t ask me for help.” So he really didn’t know, it might be a stolen car, or some
hiker’s.
He called this “smart walking.” Glance down then forward, and do it again. Go in
stages.
Came a hyena scream, a guy shouting “Under.” Came another, of the same looney
quality. Hernando was closer than he would have guessed. He was damn close. Now he was an
“operator,” defender of the defenseless, who could save the judge or anybody else, calm like a
rock, flexible like a snake, accurate like a quarterback. He went slow and careful. Seeking open
places in the foliage, listening. He heard some kind of scraping or scuffling. Then another
furious “Under,” then silence -- then a man’s voice, low, rational, severe. Had to be the judge.
He still couldn’t see anything through the foliage. His brain was plugged in, his body at the
service of the brain. Acquire the target. Identify. Allow for ricochets. Search for friendlies.
Fire only to save a life or prevent injury. Sight alignment, sight picture, trigger squeeze, sight
picture prolonged, surprise blast.
A machine could do this. Only a machine can do this. He saw a girl, and suddenly the
“drill” was over. It wasn’t practice, it was a real girl, the fat pleasant Ruthie, walking into death.
She hesitated, she was scared out of her mind, but walking toward -- must be toward the
shelter. She had not seen him. Then here was a man, seen by Hernando from the back, not the
judge, too short, then the foliage intervened. Hernando was pretty sure the guy was carrying a
gun -- couldn’t tell from this angle, but his right arm was forward. He was pulling the judge
behind him. Hernando drew.
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The girl lifted her arms as if to plead or hug somebody. The girl said, “Jason.” He
couldn’t see the man -- thick leaves and branches. Shifting to the left he lost sight of both; back
right, there’s the girl, stopped, arms hanging at her sides. Range about fifty feet. No man.
+

+

+
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Keeping the three females in sight, an absolute necessity, George Williams follows the parade up
the slope to Who-Knows-What -- Ruthie first, well ahead of the others, then Marian Stannard
barely able to walk, then Mrs. Rylands, likewise.
“One thing in my head, bigger than my brain. Do not shoot any of these females, if you
don’t have a clear shot do not shoot.” Yeah yeah, separation, target from friendlies.
A few more steps and Ruthie’ll turn right, she’ll be in the open, I’ll lose her — “Damn,
stop, you sweet fat girl. Stop!” She’s still going. Can’t yell. Stop, stop for Christ’s sake there’s
a killer in there.
Maybe Hernando can see her. Dexter’ll have to vent, won’t shoot her right away, maybe
won’t shoot her at all. He’ll spew his hate, call her a traitor, like he was some kind of prince and
she owes him.
I’ve got what she owes him. All for you, Mr. Vermin. Spew your lies. Just give me,
say, three seconds. He’s got enough hate in him for three seconds, for sure. I can’t just kill a
guy on the basis of “knowledge and belief.” It’s a game, it’s got rules. It’d be so much better
just to say hi and fire. How many hostages have died while the rescuers waited for an overt act
of aggression?
George Williams hefts his weapon in his right hand, like a handshake between the gun
and him. He checks out Mrs. Rylands, she’s doing O.K. considering, gad she’s carrying one big
baby in there, but she’s climbing like a Tibetan mountain guide. She loves her man. So she
won’t listen to me, so what? But please God, look out for her, make her safe, if it’s not too much
to ask.
That’ll be the critical point, when Ruthie waltzes into his little empire up there and his
moldy brain puts it all together, here’s Miss Ruthie, why is she here, and all of a sudden in walks
Ms. Stannard. Then holy shit here’s Mrs. Rylands, his “wife,” equals this: somebody told.
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Who’s the squealer but the innocent little Ruthie? Lift your gun an inch and you’re dead, you
vermin.
Yes it’s triage. Cover the judge’s wife first, last and always. If Dexter sees me it’ll all
explode. What I need is a little confusion, some kind of breakdown. He’s got a plan or at least
an intention, gotta break that, or jump in when God breaks it. But if he sees me — what if his
gun’s rammed into the judge’s mouth? What do I do? O.K. God willing there’ll be one body
on the ground and only one. There’s no answer — just go on.
George Williams didn’t say all this, but his was the mind that knew it. What he knew
guided him whether his mind spoke in language or not. It was the ground under his feet. He
didn’t have to say anything, even to himself, for example that the judge was a worthy man or that
his wife was courageous. The knowledge was under his feet, you might say in his feet, as he
followed the parade of the walking wounded.
Mrs. Rylands would scream and kick before she’d let him send her back home. Just
wouldn’t listen. “He’s my husband, I’m by his side, he’s my world,” and so forth and so on.
Father of her baby, saved her from a life of hell, there’s no point trying to stop her. She’d drag
me to the shelter if she had to. And Marian -- “I’d rather die.” So there’s one option and that’s
all. Acquire the target, defend the good, wipe out the bad. Simple, Not easy, but simple.
This too was language Williams never reached, but it was in him. The proof was the
tinge of guilt for putting one life, Mrs. Rylands’s, above the rest. Williams knew exactly what he
was doing and relied on God to make it work. Keep the females in sight, all three.
That brave little Ruthie was getting too far ahead. Better pick up the pace. Maybe we
can surprise the Target. A man is human, or should be, a target is a target.
The first time, let it be the last. God, I won’t do it unless I have to. You know that.
Sure He knows it. He knows everything. Watch for friendlies. Good God that’d be the
worst possible thing, to shoot Hernando or somebody -- or the judge. They’ll be close, the
Target’ll have his gun rammed into the judge’s face. OK pray for a breakdown. Yeah, he’s a
creature of God like me. Figure it out later.
If I could jump out of the woods and shoot the bastard -- but I can’t. It’s got to be done in
a legal and rational way, purely to save a life. Otherwise Mrs. Rylands’ll suffer for the rest of her
life. Nobody murders Dexter, we just kill him. O.K. Mrs. Rylands, you’re the boss.

352
And one quick prayer for Jill. Don’t let her die. “Please don’t let her be dead.” Unlike
most of what was in his head, he did speak this word for word. “Let her live, don’t let her die.”
He had been guided since childhood by the belief in God’s omnipotence, which must include
unraveling events if His will moves in a different direction. Therefore Jill is either alive, or will
soon be alive, by God’s will. The good part, although George Williams didn’t know it, was that
his trick knee was not playing any tricks and his bad hip wasn’t hurting.
He sees Dexter’s faithful spy, the gallant and pathetic Miss Ruthie, turn back towards him
and pause, and their eyes meet. No smiles, no true expression, but we are connected. She’s a
softly beautiful childlike girl, and the bravest of the brave. Again George Williams mouths the
word “Stop” and again she goes on.
She steps into the suburbs of hell and is gone from sight. In one or two seconds Target
will see her; then Marian, then Mrs. Rylands. So this semi-human abuser will face two outrages:
that his loyal puppy has ratted on him and that his ex-wife is extra pregnant. She has given
herself to the man who sent him to prison. Mr. Target is certain to crack. He’ll see that
everybody knows he’s scum. Even Jason Dexter will have trouble with that. These people will
“take his measure and find him wanting.” And one atom, maybe even a molecule, in his soul -using the word loosely -- will agree. “I am the coward and the puke they think I am.”
This is the point at which George Williams shifts to automatic, like a boxer who knows
himself, knows the opponent, knows what he must do, and does it, but without anything you
could call thinking. He’s programmed for victory. When Dexter sees his Spy, his “wife” and
Ms. Stannard all in front of him he’ll go ape.
George Williams shifts the safety lever to red. There’s a round in the chamber so his first
shot will have to be double action. Not ideal, but he’s been practicing double action for forty
years. An accurate first shot, it’s a sort of prayer, but you can’t pray to God to kill somebody -figure it out later.
Marian Stannard turns right -- in a second she’ll enter the open space, if this shelter is laid
our like the othes. Williams goes even faster now, Mrs. Rylands has gained a couple paces. All
three women are now exposed, and Williams tries to see through the corner of the woods. He
might have to jump out -- but in that case Target could kill the judge before Williams kills Target.
He stops at the corner, where he can’t be seen, but neither can he see -- therefore: do something!
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He listens to the rant, the fury, exactly as he had expected. She’s a “liar,” and a “fake.”
The voice is wild with fury. The girl’s crying, begging, saying she loves him, she needs him,
she’ll save him from himself -- Williams takes notice of this -- big mistake, now she’s done for.
Moving swiftly deeper into the corner of the woods and weeds, peering, bobbing, dodging left
and right -- he catches a glimpse of the maniac. He’s pushing the gun into the judge’s neck. The
judge is grimacing, his head is bent back and he’s got his eyes trained down so he can see the
girl.
Moving two steps farther George Williams can see the vermin, see him through a tangle
of branches and leaves -- can’t see the girl.
“Liar, cunt, fatso, bitch, traitor.”
“Jason I love you.”
“You fat bitch, you fucking stink. You traitor, you liar, you god damn bloody cunt.”
“Jason my love don’t ruin your life, it’s not too late, we can be together like we used to
be.”
There’s my target but he’s still got his arm around the judge’s neck and the judge is all
twisted looking at the girl -- O.K. here she is, or part of her, moving toward the beast. I still
don’t have a shot. God damn! To shoot now would be to kill the judge.
Two quick shots and the girl pitches back, and folds, down, silent, without a word of
pain or protest. Whatever he’s got, it’s big. Knocked her off her feet.
Williams spends too much time trying to believe his eyes -- baffled by the mixed signals
-- seeing the girl fly back and twist -- plus: “I’ve got no shot.”
He peers through the brush and now he can see the Target, then he’s gone, he’s left the
judge. Williams leaps into the open space and sees the Target running across, in front of the
shelter, running toward Ms. Stannard! She’s moving toward the prostrate girl, but Target cuts her
off, grabs her with his left hand, the gun is in his right, he’s jerking Ms Standard by the arm,
trying to control her with one hand, but she’s a tiger. He shifts his aim to George Williams half a
second then aims at the judge. Then he clubs Marian with the gun -- and Williams gasps. The
gun is a semiautomatic and the slightest squeeze of Dexter’s trigger finger will fire a shot.
God, Marian’s down, blood all over the place, and the Target is kicking at her, here’s my
opening, but God damn! -- here comes a horizontal body, the judge, at full speed, throwing a
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cross-body block on the Target. Down goes the Target, firing off three wild shots. Who knows
where they go.
They’re wrestling and the judge is on top, by God. Fighting for the gun, Jesus, don’t let
that devil aim. Dust, leaves, twigs, clouds of dust and sand, both fighters strong, either one could
knock me silly -- that judge is one hell of a man -- where’s the damn gun? Mrs. Rylands charges
into the mess -- what the hell’s she trying to do, grabbing that pig, yanking on his arm, she’s after
the friggin gun, they’re all over each other, by God she’s fighting like fury -- and the judge is
trying to -- yeah, twisting the arm up his back -- he can’t win on one arm, the judge is the
stronger man — I’ve got no shot, the pig is loose again, he’s after Mrs. Rylands, she’s on her feet
but he knocks her down with a swing of his gun hand -- he’s lost it! -- she twisted it, caught his
finger in the trigger guard -- he hollers -- where’s the gun? -- she’s after it, here comes Target
lunging at her, she slaps his mug, that’s a shock, by God she’s got it, she’s hollering something,
she throws, a real throw, not like a girl, Christ it’s gone, ten, fifteen yards into the weeds, he’ll
never find it.
He’s got another gun! A short-barreled .38, by Christ it must be Jill’s!
He’s got Mrs. Rylands, one arm around her front, above the baby, across her breasts -he’s aiming at the judge and hollering -- now she’s reaching back and grabbing his hair with both
hands, she yanks his head forward and bangs his nose off her skull -- now it’s his blood squirting
-- she’s hanging around his neck and he’s screaming “Bitch,” slams her with the gun, swings her
away, she goes tumbling in the dirt, the jerk is drawing a bead on the judge, she stumbles to her
feet and lurches between them -- he hesitates, trying to get around her -- there she stands, in his
line of fire.
What George Williams sees is unbelievable, the Target hesitates, those mean eyes betray
a doubt, just a flicker, maybe thinking “I can’t kill her.” It was a tenth of a second but it was
enough. O.K. a clear shot.
Forget sight alignment, get a sight picture -- middle of a blue shirt -- squeeze, oh hell
pull!
George Williams fires. The muzzle jumps in recoil, obscuring the target, and when it
drops Williams can see him again and he’s staggering, twisting. Got him! Must be in the
shoulder, the way he’s spinning. Then boom there’s a second shot from somewhere, loud as a
cannon, George Williams feels the shock wave on his face, and Mr. Target breaks at the middle,
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thanks to our friend Hernando, and half his body goes one way, half the other way, he’s spiraling
down, good, serves him right. That blessed Hernando put it right where it’d do the most good.
Mr. Target turned conveniently and gave Hernando a clear shot from the best possible angle.
“My shot turned him by God.”
Here he is! “Hey Hernando, we sent him to hell for sure!”
Hernando scoops up Jill’s .38 and shoves it into his pocket, walks kinda cocky toward the
body, keeping that mammoth revolver aimed at the -- yeah, it’s a body all right, oh shit, he’s
trying to say something, “Mr. Abuser nobody cares what you say, just die, you -- you -- abuser!
Go ahead and die.”
Mrs. Rylands and the judge are hugging, swaying -- it’s a pretty sight. Now they are
kneeling by Marian, she buries her face in the judge’s chest, she’s crying, but not very loud, soft,
choking sobs -- they’re trying to hug, all three of them -- “Lord I thank you with all my heart.”
“You’re safe now” the judge says, and Marian looks up at him, Mrs. Rylands leans down,
speaks to her. The place is quiet except for sobs.
And George Williams falls to his knees, looking up and mumbling, maybe not the most
coherent thank-you the Lord ever got but a sincere one for sure.
Williams, being on his knees, sort of crawls to the target’s body and hears the last words,
something about “deserved.” Did he say “I deserved to die”, or “I deserved to live”? Most of
it’s mush, then -- no more talk from Mr. Target. His last act is to shut up.
Hernando sticks the monster revolver in his holster and turns the body over with his foot.
He and George Williams try to find the entrance wounds -- O.K. here’s one, and one hell of an
exit wound to match it. They find the other exit, but not the smaller entrance. It must be hidden
in the gore. The doc’ll find it.
The judge is down by poor little Ruthie, who is obviously dead.
Approaching, George Williams says, “Your wife saved you, Judge,” but the judge’s ear is
covering Ruth’s mouth. Is she breathing?
Hernando is there too, searching for a pulse. He and the judge exchange a look.
Speaking like a paramedic Hernando says, “No pulse, no respirations,” and starts CPR,
first with chest compressions, then with a string of ventilations, sits upright and spits. George
Williams takes over the compressions and Hernando keeps the dirty job. They can’t stop, the
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protocol says once you start you can’t quit till you reach definitive care or a medical doctor says
she’s dead. Well she’s dead, George Williams has no doubt about that.
Looking up, he sees Mrs. Rylands crouched by Dexter’s body. Luckily she can’t see the
massive exit wounds because he’s lying on them. His face is intact. She’s gazing at his face.
Williams looks at his face too, between compressions. Ought to be something there, something
worth knowing, a message for your grandchildren -- but there’s — well, nothing. Mrs. Rylands
is moving closer for a good look. She keeps on looking, bent on her baby searching for
something maybe in his eyes, which are neither open nor shut. She is not speaking to the corpse
but if that murderer could see her eyes he’d see something he doesn’t deserve. “Christ!” said
George Williams as he looked at her eyes.
The judge takes off his jacket and covers Dexter’s face. He asks George Williams if he
can find out about Jill. The judge kneels, takes over the chest compressions and Williams gets on
his cell phone.
Three or four minutes pass in silence, broken only by a few short words from George
Williams into his cell phone -- Jill’s name, the approximate time of her arrival at the emergency
room, one discrete mention of the judge’s name, then he turns to the judge:
“She’s going to surgery to relieve the pressure on her brain.”
Then George Williams calls the cops and asks for three ambulances. For half a second he
can’t figure out the directions to this place, so he drives it in his mind, from the horse statue to
the turnoff and the hike up hill.
All that’s clear in his head is the sight of the spinning maniac.
A few quiet minutes pass. Mrs. Rylands is bent over Ms. Stannard, whispering.
The ambulances can’t reach the shelter so a crew of strong men walk up carrying
stretchers. They check Ruthie’s vitals but there are none to check. Her body is covered. First
the guys take Marian, then the medic in charge insists on putting Mrs. Rylands on a stretcher, and
down the trail she goes. The judge goes with her, and gets into an argument with the medics who
insist on taking Mrs. Rylands to a hospital. She keeps saying No but the judge leans close and
just lightly touches her. There is some whispering, some sobbing. The judge makes a deal with
the medics: he’ll take her to the same hospital where Jill is, and the medics say they’re taking
Ms. Stannard to the same place. Mrs. Rylands whispers something in the judge’s ear.
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The judge asks the police officer in charge for an hour before he meets the cops
Downtown. The officer says O.K. So I take Mrs. Rylands and the judge to the horse statue,
where the judge left his car. They say they’ll check on Marian first then go visit Jill.
I take a last look at the horse then head for the cop shop, with a cruiser following. For a
second I can see the cruiser and the horse in my mirror. I told the cops where Mrs. Rylands
threw Dexter’s gun, and I hear they’ve already found it. I
+

+

+
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Gavin started the old Ford and let it idle. Turning towards Belinda he felt a jet of fear -- that she
was locked in a stare -- but she slowly faced him. Her eyes were large and glazed, they seemed
to be moving toward him.
It didn’t strike him as real -- more like a hallucination -- that he was sitting in this car
with his wife and that she was meeting him with her great, accepting blue eyes.
He said: “I’m alive thanks to you.”
“Gavin, I didn’t know what I was doing. I remember it now, yes, I can understand it was
me, I, and I saw you, he aimed his gun, I jumped in between you, but it was raw impulse.
“If I had realized what I was doing my brain would have screamed ‘Your baby!’ I would
never put my baby, our baby, in the path of his hatred. He meant to shoot you, I know it. But
don’t give me any credit, it was a lightning impulse. Oh Gavin how I hate him. He was trying to
make me see I love the baby more than you. No! I love you -- and the baby -- the three of us
together -- we love one another! Oh my Linebacker, what if — It’s true I ran to protect you, but
it was not courage. I am not a brave woman. You’ve seen me blubbering, you should know.”
She was staring at him as if in amazement. Her speech was almost too fast to understand.
He thought: “She’s amazed that we’re alive.”
He started the car moving but stopped when she spoke again:
“He killed himself. I saw it. When I jumped in between you -- he looked at me, we saw
each other, Jason and I, like before. I saw him hesitate, he wanted to speak to me, to beg
forgiveness. Did you see it?”
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“He wasn’t begging forgiveness, he intended to kill me. He’d already killed Ruthie. I’ll
give him this much, he couldn’t kill you.”
He leaned and kissed her but her mouth did not soften or surrender. It seemed to him that
she must be thinking -- or would soon think -- of Dexter’s bullet passing through her own body,
then into her baby. And because he couldn’t help it, this same image startled his mind too. It did
not fade. Sometimes the “bullet” was flying, sometimes it halted, and the damage spread,
destroying the baby girl and her mother. (He had decided weeks ago that it was a girl.)
He started driving, but for a moment he feared she was convulsing -- and it was a
convulsion of a kind, it certainly was beyond her control. She broke down, sobbing, covering
her face, bending forward, giving herself to the passion. But it was a surrender rather than a fit,
and he rejoiced to see what it was, harsh, hard, human grief.
He stopped the car and took her in his arms and she pressed her face against his chest,
crying in waves that spent their force in his body, energy originating in her heart and communing
with his. She was, he believed, accepting the final farewell of Jason Dexter. Gavin did not
censure her for mourning a man he regarded as unworthy of her sorrow. The sorrow was her
right, and it covered the whole of their life together, from their falling in love to the twisting of
his body under successive gunshots. Gavin had never seen Dexter as anything but a criminal.
He believed Dexter was responsible for his actions, as everybody is. To him, as a judge and a
man, you cannot justify cruelty by pleading pathology. Seeing Dexter fall did not appall
Rylands. It relieved his mind. His wife was now safe.
During the drive Belinda sobbed quietly, but once she said almost coherently, “He shot
Jill. I can’t believe he would do that.” She threw herself against the upright back of the seat and
screamed, as an animal, a fox or dog, might scream in agony. He started to pull the car over but
she cried, “No! Go on!” The scream was not repeated except in his mind. It marked a boundary
between grief and unendurable pain. It proved to him more clearly than ever that his love of this
woman was absolute.
They went to the information desk where the receptionist said that Marian Stannard had
not yet been admitted and must still be in the emergency room. When they asked about Jill the
receptionist directed them to a nursing station on the fifth floor. From there, a nurse showed
them to a waiting room.
They sat quietly holding hands till Belinda asked:
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“Are you hungry?”
“No, I -- I guess I’m not.”
“You usually go searching for food about this time, when you come home.”
“No, I’m not hungry, are you?”
She said she was not.
Gavin said: “I don’t think he shot Jill.” Gavin was thinking it was worse than shooting
her, but he said no more on the subject.
They waited half an hour; they were the only people in the room. When Gavin inquired
again at the nursing station he was told by the supervisor: “I’ll have word for you soon.”
He asked how soon.
The woman said, “Another half hour or hour. I can’t be sure.”
In their solitary chamber again, a place that began to make him uncomfortable, they
decided that Gavin would visit Marian in the ER, while Belinda waited for news of Jill. They
thought it was virtually certain she would be in the recovery room, or possibly still in the
operating room.
Gavin took a down elevator, entered the emergency department, and went to the desk. A
nurse escorted him to a curtained area where Marian lay. She reacted to his coming by turning
away. His view from the side showed a swollen, distorted face, so extensively bandaged that it
was nearly unrecognizable. The lips were all out of shape. Gavin took her hand; she did not
respond, nor did she look at him.
He said, “Marian, it’s over. We are safe.”
She said, “It’s just beginning.”
“Dearest Marian, you’re in the hospital, it’s over.”
No response.
He kissed her hand and felt, perhaps for the first time in their lives, a cool, stiff, unaware
hand.
She said hoarsely, “Let go of my hand.”
He did so.
“Don’t touch me.”
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The man of words, of gestures, of persuasion, didn’t know what to say. It was the kind of
juncture where one must choose between sincerity and self-defense. But in fact Gavin didn’t
know what was happening, or what she meant. He asked:
“Does it hurt?”
“Yes it hurts.”
“Where?” he asked, believing they must talk about something, but he didn’t know what.
He asked about Jill but Marian didn’t respond.
The deep brown eyes that he had fallen in love with fifteen years ago were barely visible
in the damage of her face. All he could see was a gleam behind the red swollen slits of her eyes.
She asked, “Where is your wife?”
He said Belinda was waiting on the fifth floor for word about Jill.
Marian closed her eyes and said nothing.
Not knowing how much she knew, Gavin said, “George called and asked about Jill and
was told she was in surgery. She may still be.”
Marian stirred in the railed cot where she lay, and again Gavin saw the dim radiance
beneath the rough red swellings across her eyes.
Marian said: “So you think she’s in surgery.”
“She could be. We were told to wait.”
“That’s because they haven’t notified her family.”
“Her family doesn’t know she’s here?”
“Probably not.”
“Is somebody trying to find them?”
“I’m sure somebody is.”
There was something in her manner that caused him to fear she was confused. He had
seen Dexter stamping on her when she ran to Ruthie’s body. He knew even now that he would
see this image forever -- Dexter raising his foot and driving it down on Marian’s side, and her
shoulder. She had not cried out; she was silent, still. Then he had charged Dexter and knocked
him down, and they struggled for the gun.
He asked, “Have they given you something for the pain?”
“Yes. They drugged me. I’ll know more after they’ve read the X-rays. My arm doesn’t
seem to work.”

361
He asked which arm and she didn’t answer, nor could he read her expression, there was
too much distortion, discoloration, and too many bandages.
“She’s not making sense,” he thought, at the same time thinking, “What has she said,
exactly, that doesn’t make sense?”
Marian was saying, “I underestimated Dexter. I brushed it off.”
“Brushed what off?”
“The whole question of how dangerous he was.”
“So did I. So did the parole board.”
“You didn’t brush it off, you hired George Williams. But Jill and I walked to my car like
kids at a picnic. -- But Gavin, you don’t seem to know. Do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Don’t you know about Jill? She’s dead, Gavin. She died on the way to surgery.”
As if to deny this he challenged her: “How would you know that, if they haven’t notified
her family?”
“Because they asked me to help find the family. I wasn’t much help. I didn’t even know
her last name. Did you?”
He admitted he did not, but said George Williams would know.
“Undoubtedly,” said Marian. “Anyway she’s gone.” And a few minutes later, “Gavin,
just go. Don’t touch me, or visit me, or call me. I betrayed you, I put Jill at risk, I’ll live the life
I deserve.”
“Marian, you didn’t betray me, and you are not responsible for what Dexter did to Jill.”
“Gavin, please don’t talk to me. Just go.”
He saw that it was not Marian -- the woman he had loved for most of his adult life, whom
he had loved from the first day he saw her, and still loved -- that it was not she who was confused
but himself. He saw that he had been wrong to force her into divorce, that he could have resisted
the pressure she exerted to mold him into a false identity -- that even if love is not enough, it
should be. He had not loved her enough. But he also saw with perfect clarity that his marriage
to Belinda was good fortune at its purest, the kind of luck that sometimes intervenes to put
everything in order.
A stern duty lay before him, to tell Belinda that her former husband had killed Jill. And
he saw in his mind the embrace between the two women when Jill left to meet Marian. He saw
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the affection that had grown between them in a few hours. He understood their affection -- he
himself had felt a certain warm pleasure in Jill’s company and a growing conviction that this was
a good-hearted young woman -- the innocent, daring, cheerful Jill. But she had got in the way of
Dexter’s vengeance.
The bleeding on the left side of his head came back in force. He had forgotten it. This
was the place where Dexter had whapped him repeatedly with his pistol. He took out his
handkerchief and found it caked with dried blood, reminding him that he had staunched the
bleeding with this piece of cloth an hour or two before. He pressed it against his scalp, and the
blood ran down his cheek to his neck. The spot was tender on the surface but the pain was deep.
Now he went with Belinda to the nursing station, and a nurse dressed his wounds and
gave Belinda a packet of bandages and antibiotic cream to take home. The nurse commented on
a swelling in Belinda’s face and suggested an X-ray. Belinda declined. The nurse took a set of
vitals. Belinda thanked her but said she didn’t need any more attention. She said the baby was
feeling comfortable.
Gavin and Belinda began walking toward the waiting room. Gavin wanted to gain some
distance from the nurses chatting at the station. After a few paces he took her hand, and told her.
Her eyes were upon him, he saw her taking stock of this news, virtually deciding whether it
could be true, whether it was even possible.
They re-entered the waiting room, where her coat lay across a chair. Gavin saw the dirt
on the coat and saw, again, her struggle with Dexter, saw her slap him, saw him fling her to the
ground.
She sat down, joined her hands and leaned a little forward, with her elbows on her thighs.
She was looking at the wall opposite.
She said, “Wait a minute please.”
He took a chair beside her and they sat in silence. At length she said, “Let’s go home.”
He took her home, and drew a warm bath for her, telling her he must go back to meet the
detectives. She nodded and said, “Come home as soon as you can.”
At police headquarters he took yet another elevator. He touched his head tentatively, and
realized he was getting started on a headache. When the elevator jerked to a stop it made him
dizzy. The chief of detectives interviewed him for an hour, then asked that he come back in the
afternoon when they would revisit the crime scene.
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When he returned home he found Belinda in bed but not sleeping. He showered and got
into bed with her. She lay on her right side, resting the weight of the baby directly on the
mattress, and he embraced her from behind, with his right arm under her pillow and his left
encircling her body. They lay in silence for a time, and Gavin became conscious of her
breathing.
Turning toward him she said, “The baby is safe,” as if she was compelled to state this
fact.
“Yes, Beelie.”
“But Jill is dead, and that poor woman, Ruthie, who helped us, she is dead. Two women
who were protecting me.”
She didn’t speak for a long moment, till she said: “We are alive, but -- so you didn’t see
it? -- how he hesitated? He couldn’t shoot me, when I stood between his gun and you.”
Still Gavin waited, believing she was in some measure laying the foundations of their
future life by moving toward an understanding of today.
Belinda resumed: “Jason was less human than I thought. I saw his streak of cruelty but I
never believed it would dominate him until -- not so long ago. He didn’t intend to kill Jill but he
wouldn’t care if he did. And he shot Ruthie in a rage. I’ve seen those rages when he throws
himself into madness. He is happy to do it, it releases him from suffering to inflict it on others.
His life was poisoned by his hatred, and the hatred fed the rages.”
He said that Dexter mixed rage and weakness.
“Yes, he was weak. I’ve often thought so. Tell me more about Marian. Is she badly
hurt?”
He repeated the brief report he’d given her in the hospital, when the X-rays had not been
been evaluated, but now she asked:
“I mean how is her spirit?”
Gavin said that Marian was disturbed.
“Disturbed in her mind?”
“I just think she has too much to absorb. We have to help her realize that she’s not
responsible.”
“Yes, but she ran. How will she ever be all right? And what did I do? -- drove two
women to their death.”
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Believing that any conversation on this subject must await the passage of time, Gavin
said nothing.
Belinda said, “She has a good heart. I care for her.” He knew she meant Marian, there
was nobody else.
Gavin said, “So do I.”
A few minutes later Belinda continued her exploration: “He did love me in the beginning
but what good is that? -- That he should attack Jill is unspeakable. He didn’t know one human
being from another. He couldn’t see goodness, he didn’t know the meaning of the word. And he
shot poor Ruthie. How could a man do that? The man I married could not. He changed while
we were married, he grew reckless and touchy. He was a success in business -- he was mentally
quick, fun-loving, and kind to me in the beginning, I remember that life so clearly. When I think
of him in those days I want to cry. Something happened to him during our marriage. I wonder if
it was arrogance in me.”
Then Gavin told her what George Williams had told him when he, Williams, agreed to
take the job of guarding Gavin and those close to him -- that Dexter had a history of abusing
women. He’d never been prosecuted but the cops knew of it.
Belinda listened. Gavin saw in her deep, intelligent eyes a process of absorption and
adjustment. He saw that she believed what George Williams had said.
She resumed her former position, resting the weight of the baby on the mattress, and she
took Gavin’s hand and drew his arm firmly around her. “I hope you can sleep,” she said. “I can’t
shut it off.” A moment later she asked: “Is Marian going to be all right?”
He said again, “She’s disturbed.”
“You weren’t there,” Belinda related, “but she said -- she ran -- and she said, ‘I’d rather
be dead.’”
+

+

+

80
On weekends Gavin would read the papers to Belinda while she nursed the baby Emily. Then
when she lifted Emily to her shoulder to burp her, Gavin would fold the paper and wait till
Belinda held the little bundle of satisfaction toward him.
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He took her carefully, fearing that he might squeeze her too hard or drop her. He lay her
gently in the bedside crib, and drew a light blanket over her -- bending down to kiss the warm,
redolent forehead, and to look at the miniature hands with their red fingers.
Belinda was fastening her nightgown, smiling at the success of the burping gambit. She
announced: “Now Mister Rylands, you have promised.”
She referred to Gavin’s pledge to tell her, finally, the missing chapter, the only part of the
narrative of “that day” that she and Gavin had not constructed out of their own knowledge or that
of George Williams and Hernando. The gap covered the fifteen or twenty minutes when Gavin
and Dexter were the only ones at the shelter. It was the period between Marian’s run from the
shelter and Ruthie’s march towards it.
Gavin had evaded earlier requests, until Belinda became suspicious -- she didn’t know
what she suspected -- so he had finally promised, seeing that he would get no peace till she heard
the story.
He said, “Do you know he had a knife? The medical examiner found it in his pocket, a
five-inch switchblade.”
“You know very well that I didn’t know that. Why haven’t you told me?”
“You’ll soon see. After Marian ran he grinned at me and said, ‘Crawl under those boards.
There’s room. I fixed it for you. On your back. Just slither in and I’ll let you live.’
“He clicked the knife open. He showed it to me, then closed it and put it back in his
pocket. He said, ‘Maybe I’ll botch the job, it’s my first operation. And I’ll have to keep the gun
on you, that’ll be a problem. Knife might slip. You can’t complain, this operation’ll save your
life. And you won’t bleed to death. I’ll call 911 on my way to the tall timbers. I’ll tell’m here’s
a distinguished judge, a real humanitarian, gotta save this guy, he’s losing blood, and pretty soon
you’ll be hearing the sirens and horns, all for you! Cause you are so important! And by god you
want to live! Living is more important than anything else, your Ex just proved it, eh Judge?’”
Belinda watched and listened. Gavin continued his narrative:
“So Dexter said, ‘Under,’ meaning I should crawl under the boards. I said, ‘You are
going to kill me.’ He screamed, ‘You don’t believe me? I told you, this’ll save your life! What
an offer! You want to live and I want to learn surgery, we both get what we want. Look at it
from my end. I’m whistling and daydreaming along, stopping at some diner, somewhere out
West, then, pop, I happen to think of you, and what fun! Or would you rather be dead?’
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“Then he mused to himself, ‘How can somebody be dead? Dead means he’s not
anything, not even dead. It means he’s nothing, which doesn’t sound so bad to me. I’ve thought
about this for the last four years, Judge, and it’s obvious, to be dead don’t mean nothin. So
there’s your answer, take the operation, at least you’ll be something. What your wife’ll think I
can’t say.’
“Then he screamed again, ‘Under,’ and of course I said ‘No.’”
“But weren’t you afraid?” Belinda asked.
“In the beginning, yes. Fear for my own life and for Marian. But when I sent her away, I
understood that I was stronger, that he would kill me, my death was the center of his life, and had
been for four years. I shifted to a new idea -- I was in a duel. I would die, but for now, for the
rest of my life -- two minutes, five minutes -- it was a duel I intended to win. I quit shaking, I
quit worrying.”
“Gavin, this is hard to believe. Did you really accept death?”
“I think I did. But I agree it’s strange and maybe not true. Could I keep it up — the
courage — for ten minutes, fifteen minutes? I acted as if the duel was a ball game, where you
strive, but the whole thing is meaningless. When I look into my mind I see some true things, for
example the decision to go meet him when he threatened to kill Marian -- I recall that perfectly,
and my conviction that it was right. But I see other things that probably are not true. I can’t
believe it now, but then I thought, ‘Do the smart thing.’ I’m supposed to be smart at a moment
like that?
“Anyway I refused to crawl into the lumber pile. He shrieked again and again and I grew
more calm each time. He rammed the muzzle of the gun in my face and beat the side of my
head. He was losing control. He went half mad, then I thought: ‘I have a chance after all.’ Not
just to win but to live.”
“But what about the knife, the ‘operation’?”
“I disregarded it, I acted as if he’d never try it. I’m sure it’s easier to shoot a man than to
do that to him.”
Belinda said: “He would never do it. He wasn’t mad. He wasn’t equipped in his mind to
butcher a human being.”
Gavin said he was inclined to agree. “I said, ‘Why should a man who’s about to die obey
you?’ For this I got more screams and rage. I had a bad idea, that I should tell him him he didn’t
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have to go back to prison, he could just kill himself. I decided against that. But I didn’t hope. I
saw hope as a weakness. If I knew that groveling was useless, why grovel? If it was shameful
and I had a few minutes to live, why betray myself by groveling? I even thought that if you
knew what I knew, you would understand. You would even say, ‘If pride is all that’s left, be
proud.’ I also knew that in his mind, his universe, he had a right to kill me. And I believed he
would shoot me -- but not butcher me. But I knew who I was, I was the man he couldn’t defeat.
Kill me, yes. Defeat me, no.
“Anyway I did not beg, and I did not ask him to spare me for your sake. The last thing I
wanted to do was to mention your name.”
She asked, “What did you do?”
“Stared at him. I didn’t speak, just stared for a long time, and he went wild. Then Ruthie
came toward him. He wasn’t ready for that. Then Marian staggered in, and I could see his
wheels turning, and that was the end of Ruthie. She pleaded and vowed her love, and he was in a
fury of shock, hate, disbelief, and he shot her.
Belinda said as if to herself: “She said she loved him?”
Gavin affirmed this and went on: “I think he was obsessed with Marian, he knew she’d
never be his, so the only thing to do was beat and maybe kill her. He ran toward her and I
suddenly realized there was no gun in my teeth. I saw him twisting and kicking Marian -- with
one hand — the other still holding the gun and waving it at me every couple of seconds. He
flung her off her feet and stamped on her. That gave me my chance.
“I didn’t go for the gun, I went for his body, and knocked him down. Then we fought for
the gun, it went flying, you grabbed it and threw it, he pulled Jill’s gun out of his pocket and
aimed at me, and you jumped into the line of fire. His hesitation gave George Williams and
Hernando their chance. But you saved me, Beelie. He was taking aim.”
“My dear, beloved man,” said Belinda, “don’t give me the credit. I’ve told you I didn’t
know what I was doing.”
“But you did it.”
“But Gavin, he would never have done that operation. It was a form of torture just to
threaten it. Just thinking about it must have been -- I’d say terrifying but I know you can’t be
terrified! You are my Linebacker! But I’m convinced he intended to kill you -- until something
happened in his mind. I saw it happen. There was a flicker, when our eyes met, his and mine. I
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believe what happened was that he suddenly saw me, who I was, who I had been, I was human to
him. And that is what killed him, that hesitation when we looked at each other and a voice inside
him said, ‘Stop, that’s Belinda.’”

The next morning, knowing she had been up with the baby in the night, he did not waken her, but
he did stare at her face in sleep, until a trancelike state took over his consciousness, an ecstasy of
love. He took two steps, and looked at the baby sleeping in her crib.
Gavin spent an hour that morning with the partner who was setting up the trust his wife
had established to support a shelter for abused women and their children, and lifetime trusts for
the mothers of Jill and Ruthie.
Dexter had written his will before he left prison, leaving everything to Belinda. Her first
reaction was to refuse to take it. Her next thought was to put the money to good use.
After lunch at the Wright Club, walking back to his office, he called and asked Belinda
how she and Emily were doing.
“Emily is fussy today,” his wife said. “Nothing satisfies her.”
He asked if she might be hungry.
“Possibly. I gave her the right side, which she never likes as well as the left. She seems
to think it’s my fault, and I suppose it is.”
After a pause, during which Gavin waited patiently, guessing his wife had more to say, he
heard:
“You know, Gavin, it happened again. While Emily was nursing I went half asleep and I
was thinking that I’ve got to find a good man for Jill. When I come to my senses I’m still
thinking of the men I know -- and none is good enough.”
They talked of other things till Belinda said: “We’ve been invited to a wedding.
Hernando and Inez. This is their civil ceremony, the church wedding will come later. Hernando
asks if you’ll marry them. Can you do it?”
He said he’d get a one-day appointment. “Yes, I can marry them.”
He didn’t take the direct route to his office. He turned down a street where the wind blew
directly off the river. He walked in the breeze, fronting colder, more invigorating air.
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Marian Stannard worried that she might bump into Gavin’s Lucky Wife in the physical therapy
department. It hadn’t happened yet; and doing her PT at the Gym and Swim was too convenient
to change. So today, having finished her session with the therapist, she went straight to the
locker room, took off her shoes, shorts and shirt, and stood before the full-length mirror in her
swimsuit, to assess the tilt.
She was still bent right, and the black mark circling her right thigh, where the top of the
cast had irritated her muscle, was still conspicuous after six months. So if you take it as a whole
-- the wrecked shoulder, the limp, the tilt -- it amounted to a job of work, the work of mitigating,
of overcoming the physical effects of her encounter with Jason Dexter. Her doctor had said,
“Let’s give the PT another three months, then we’ll face the question of more surgery.” To which
Marian had retorted, “Make it three years if you must -- but no more surgery.”
She took her token shower and entered the natatorium, which was a return to the previous
life with its noises, echoes and smells, the sounds and smells the same, everything else different.
The guard smiled and waved. He had known her “before.” What did he think now? He had
been helpful when she decided she must swim, whether the right arm would stroke or not. He
had coached her, laughed with her, made her feel all there.
She took a kick-board from the rack, and jumped in, holding the board in her left hand.
Leveling off, starting the flutter kick even before her feet broke the surface, stretching her left
arm out ahead, she began her journey to the other end of the pool. Concentrating, commanding
her body, she demanded an equal contribution from both legs, and didn’t quite get it. If willpower alone could do it, she would have freed her right arm from the belt and stroked with both
arms. Her swim was always like this — a lesson in the limits of the will.
She tossed the kick-board to the tiles -- and she began the interesting job of swimming
crawl with one arm strapped to her body. It was then that her mind said clearly, “I’ll answer
him” -- answer a letter from Gavin that she had left on her desk for a month.
Complete sentences were shooting through her mind. He argued that her shame was
“irrational.” She saw that he felt obliged to help her deal with her flight, when her mind
screamed with terror and her conscience moaned with pain. She would write: “It is not
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irrational.” She was saying to herself, “It will be there forever.” Rolling with each stroke, she
thought that shame and reason do not occupy the same universe. But the test of rationality did
apply to her mad resolve to die with him. She recognized that this decision, to run back and die
with him, was not spurred by shame but by necessity.
She prepared a sentence for her letter: “I hated myself, that’s why I went back.”
Pausing, she composed a sound sentence: “I was right when I said I’d rather be dead.”
The longer she pondered it the more certain she became. “I should have died with him,” a sane
sentence. She would write: “You were right to tell me to run. You wanted to save me. But you
put a terrible burden on me. Don’t worry, I can handle it.” The last part might not be true but
she had to say it.
That night she wrote what she considered a satisfactory letter, to prove that she was not
destroyed. She wrote: “If I had stayed, I agree with you, he would have killed us both, since he
was determined to kill you. You gave me permission to run, and it has put me in chains. But I
understand that it was the only decision you could make.” And in her mind she repeated a
sentence that was like a prayer that gains potency with each repetition: “I should have died with
you, but I thank the gods you did not die.”
Before sleep, or during the descent into sleep, she dragged Jill by one bent leg. The
blows on her back and kidneys were in the realm of a murky half-consciousness. But the yellow
line was sharp and vivid in her eyes. She dragged Jill, it was a supreme effort. And Jill crossed
the line.

#

#

#

