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         I believe that my wife is having an affair. No, she hasn’t bought thick, new perfume or leopard print lingerie, hasn’t revamped

            her hair ... There’s just an energy about her that I can’t place. She’s restless at night and leaves our bed to sit in the

            atrium, where I find her staring at the pale moon beyond the glass. Sometimes she even falls asleep on the couch out there.

            I rarely wake her then; instead, I pour myself a scotch and sit across from her on the white wicker chair, waiting, studying,

            wondering what dreams could occupy that lovely head. I am fairly sure she is not dreaming about me, not in a starring role

            anyway. We’ve been married too long for that. Her face is so still that she could be dreaming of nothing at all ... But why

            leave the bedroom, leave me, to dream about nothing? No, she dreams, Emily definitely dreams. Suddenly her face contracts

            and she sighs. It is a sexual and exquisite sound, so full of longing that I can almost feel another man there with her in

            the shadows. When she wakes up afterward, sees me sitting across the way, she stares at me a tiny second as if trying to remember

            

            my name. “Ross,” she recollects finally. “What are you doing here?”


      Good question, darling.


      Could another man be running his hands, his gross thumbs, along my wife’s legs? Opening her mouth with his own? No, never,

            I think; then she sighs again from the cold couch and I realize that this woman remains the great enigma of my life. After

            fifteen years, I still adore her. How many husbands could say that? None that I know. My more domesticated colleagues at the

            office regard their wives as permanent fixtures, dull but constant as the earth; the restless types see their wives as useful

            insulation against demanding mistresses; the hard-core libertines like Dana think of their wives in terms of live-in alimony.

            Very few of my friends have actually divorced, however; that would be economic suicide, for what? A little breathing space?

            Hell, we promised for better or worse. Those who ended up worse volunteer for the projects in Alaska.


      I never liked being away from Emily longer than a week. At the beginning of our marriage, when she really wanted children,

            she’d come with me on the long-term jobs. We spent almost a year in Seoul while I was working on an art museum. She’s come

            with me to Tokyo, Paris, Istanbul, not for days but for months on end. While I coaxed a building from a tremendous hole in

            the ground, Emily wrote articles for magazines and even began a book, which I was not allowed to read; she eventually burned

            it, so I never got to know what was on her mind all those long days so far from home. When she stopped writing, Emily began

            studying the local cuisines, saying it was easier to slice vegetables than mince words.


      I watch the soft rise and fall of her robe as she sleeps. Over the past hour, as she’s tussled with her dreams, the sash has

            come undone. Soon the white lace will slide from her hips. I want to wake her, take her ... but I am a coward. If she turns

            me away, then I’ll know there’s someone else. I’m not ready for that yet. No, I’ll watch, wait, try to stifle my morbid imagination.

            Maybe I should go back to bed, let her wake up shivering and naked alongside the rubber tree. She doesn’t want to 

            see me spying on her like this, asking anxiously what she’s doing out here again ... or does she? Maybe she comes here on

            purpose, forcing me to question fifteen years of conjugal harmony. Maybe she’s unhappy with everything I am and do. She’s

            going to say she’s frustrated, emotionally dehydrated, bored. It happens: I know two men at the office whose wives told them

            just that, out of the blue, right about the time they were making their final mortgage payments. Sorry, honey, no more interest:

            Will Emily be telling me the same thing? If s crossed my mind. For all I know, she wants to start over again with someone

            who understands her better, someone with a little more pizzazz than an architect. Maybe she could have children with another

            man.


      Maybe she’s already tried. She could be pregnant now, wondering what to do about it. She wouldn’t lie to me, I think. She’d

            not tell me a baby were mine if it weren’t. Emily has more class than that. Would she have an abortion, at her age? I doubt

            it, not after all those years of trying. She’d have the baby no matter who sired it. Wouldn’t she? I’ll have to keep better

            track of her menstrual cycle. See if she suddenly begins wearing sanitary pads. That would be a dead giveaway: sanitary pads

            and no sex for three weeks. I think that’s what my partner Dana said when his girlfriend had an abortion. I should have listened

            better.


      Am I out of my mind? Why am I even thinking this way? Emily and I do not argue. She knows I love her madly. I have denied

            her nothing. And I have been entirely faithful to her. Could fifteen years of absolute devotion mean nothing? Would she feel

            no reciprocal obligation? Of course she would. That’s why she’d keep an affair discreet. Wouldn’t want to ruin my concentration

            at the office, destroy my fragile male ego.... She wouldn’t want to make a cuckold of me, would she. Cuckold: I hate the thought,

            hate the word. Cuck, so close to cock. And old. Cock-Old. “Ah, poor Ross. He’s been cuckolded.” God! Have I?


      Let me think. Who could it be? Any damn man at all! My wife is still beautiful. She’s very smart, very elegant, and she’s

            

            tough. She has a laugh that breaks men’s hearts. I’ve seen conversations stop when she laughs. Men pause—no, freeze—and look

            at her lips with a mixture of intense animal lust and pure helplessness. It’s a laugh you just ache to put your mouth over

            and try to swallow: half virgin, half smoldering ruins. She doesn’t laugh often, though. That’s why it catches everyone so

            off balance. Even me, even now. Two things might make her laugh: private jokes and embarrassing situations, the type you can’t

            foresee and usually can’t avoid. Dropping a hundred-dollar bottle of wine, for instance. When was the last time I heard her

            laugh? Months ago. We were at a backyard fundraiser on Beacon Hill. She wore a black sheath with tiny straps, architecturally

            perfect: left nothing and everything to the imagination. It was the first real spring night of the season and the air was

            perfumed with lilacs. Emily was talking to Guy Witt en, her boss, on the veranda. He was standing as close to her mouth as

            socially acceptable, as if he had a hearing problem. He looked at the hostess in the garden, muttered something, and Emily

            laughed: Every man within ten feet turned his head. Later that night, I asked her what Guy had said. She couldn’t remember.


      Could it be Guy? He’s obviously infatuated with her. She sees him five days a week. But an affair with the boss? She wouldn’t.

            Too tacky. She likes her job too much anyway. Nice restaurant. The kitchen is her fiefdom. She wouldn t jeopardize that for

            a few muscle spasms, would she? Guy’s been married twice. Emily wouldn’t settle for being number two and a half.


      No, it’s someone else. I hope it’s not someone I know. If it’s a friend, I might have to kill him: I am a man of principle,

            after all. Would I divorce Emily? I doubt it. Forgive her? I doubt that, too. The moonlight has crept up her leg, past her

            knees, minute by minute approaching those shadowy places I consider my very private property. No trespassing there; violators

            will be prosecuted. Is she guilty? Even if she isn’t, I might have to punish her a bit. Move out for a few nights. I may occasionally

            neglect her, 

            but she has now caused me much anguish. There’s a big difference in liability here.


      Silly old man, you imagine things! She’s not involved with anyone else. How could she kiss me good morning, sit with me at

            breakfast, answer my calls at lunchtime, spend her evenings with me, and at the same time be sleeping with another man? Could

            she be capable of such duplicity? I just dont the hell know. Duplicity might run in the family. Look at her twin sister, Philippa,

            the actress: voracious and cunning as a panther. Underneath, is my wife just like that? Impossible. When would Emily have

            time for an affair? She works hard. She’s tired when she gets home. Weekends she spends with me. If she’s seeing anyone, it

            would have to be during afternoon rush hour. Or when she says she’s running a few errands. I’ll have to take more notice of

            those errands, inspect what she’s actually brought home. She’s been doing a lot of clothes shopping lately—and returning empty-handed.

            Strange that I never thought it unusual before. I should start asking exactly where she’s been shopping, who waited on her,

            why she bought nothing. I’ll have to watch her eyes when she replies.


      Is something the matter at work? Does she have a medical problem she’s not telling me about? Ordinary midlife crisis, perhaps?

            I should suggest a long vacation far away from Boston. She doesn’t have to work. Hell, if she insists on getting out of the

            house, I could buy Emily her own restaurant. Maybe that’s what I should suggest, a cozy little number on the Wharf or in Back

            Bay. No, right down the street, at the foot of Beacon Hill. I’d design the interior for her. She could hire her own staff

            and not worry about Guy on her back anymore. Would she like that, no more Guy? I definitely would.


      Her breathing is so deep and regular now, like an innocent child’s. I should go back to bed, try to sleep. It’s getting chilly

            out here. Where does she keep the spare blankets? I don’t want her catching cold. Ah, that face, those secret dreams, they

            drive me mad. I’ll have to pull myself together by breakfast.
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         Ross Major, the architect, preferred to have his morning coffee on the balcony of his Beacon Hill home, where he could watch

         the sunrise tinge Boston’s skyline first a tender pink, then a fiery red: God blessing his work. On overcast days like this

         one, however, he drank his coffee inside, comforted by the reflection of halogen lights on his polished marble countertop.

         Today he was just finishing the sports pages as his wife came into the kitchen. Almost six-fifteen: she would be late for

         work. “Sleep well, love?” he asked cheerfully.

      


      “Unnnh.”


      She had dressed in a business suit rather than jeans; on her lapel was the pearl brooch he had bought for her in Tokyo as

         a tenth-anniversary present. Pouring her coffee, Ross glanced at his wife’s face. Unusual makeup today, particularly around

         the eyes. She had outlined them with black pencil; the mascara looked way too thick. And she had never worn slate blue shadow

         to work before. Her eyes were still a little puffy from lack of sleep, or hyperactive dreams. Ross intuitively decided that

         this was not the time to mention her night on the couch; he might get a straight answer. “Toast?” he asked.

      


      “Sure.” Emily peeled a banana, chewing pensively as Ross returned to the newspaper. “What’s new in the world?“


      “Nothing at all. The rich are getting poorer and the poor are having triplets.” He scanned a few obituaries. It was always

         interesting to read how people had died. Cancer and cardiac arrest got most of the old ones. The young and foolish had drowned,

         contracted AIDS, or tried to ride motorcycles. Ross read through to the last paragraphs, checking if he knew any of the survivors:

         none today. When Emily’s toast popped up, he passed her the marmalade. “What’s on your agenda?”

      


      “Food.” Cafe Presto, where Emily worked, was one of the busiest eateries in the financial district.


      “That’s all? You look very businesslike. I haven’t seen that blouse before.”


      “I’ve been reading a book on power dressing,”she said.


      “Oh? You look pretty powerful in your regular gear.”


      “Aprons and T-shirts are not powerful, Ross.”


      

         “You’re a chef, honey. No one expects you to look like a stockbroker.”

      


      “Just give it a chance, all right? I wanted a little change.” Emily concentrated moodily on her toast as Ross waited for her

         to elaborate. “Busy today, sweetheart?” she asked after a few moments.

      


      He sighed; she had deflected the conversation away from her clothing and makeup and mischief. “George Kravitz is coming in

         to see sketches of his new office park.”

      


      “Think hell like them?”


      “For two hundred thousand bucks, let’s hope so. Then I’m taking Dagmar Pola out to lunch.”


      Emily stopped chewing. “Who’s that?”


      “Pola’s Pretzels. Or should I say, the widow of Pola’s Pretzels. Good old Joe checked out last week. Now Dagmar wants to build

         some sort of gallery for his art collection.”

      


      “What did he collect?”


      “Nudes, I hear.”


      “Male or female?”


      “Female, of course. Joe was never without a woman on his arm.”


      “Wife, you mean.”


      “No, Dagmar was his only wife. We’re talking about the five hundred mistresses. All those salty pretzels must have affected

         his libido.”

      


      “Maybe Dagmar did.” Emily brushed a few crumbs from her lapel. “By the way, you haven’t slept with me in three weeks.”


      Eh? How did she get from pretzels to their sex life? Did she really count the days in between? He must be better than he thought.

         “We’ll go to bed early tonight. Catch up.”

      


      “We have theater tickets tonight.”


      “Oh.” Done with the newspaper, Ross put it aside. “Do you think you could arrange a table for Dagmar and me at lunch today?

         I’m sure she’d like the fish chowder you serve on Thursdays.”

      


      “Then she should have made a reservation two weeks ago.” Emily didn’t need to remind her husband that Cafe Presto was always

         packed from eleven till two. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      


      He followed her to the bathroom, watching as she vigorously 

         brushed her teeth and applied a second layer of that heavy eye shadow. When she began painting her lips vermilion, he considered

         following her to work. “Are you all right?”Ross asked. “That’s such strange makeup.”

      


      Finally she looked at him. “What’s so strange?”


      “Its a little tarty.”Whoops, mistake. “Well, not tarty. It’s a little strong. For the morning, anyway.”


      “Do you mind? I’m turning over a new leaf.”


      “What was the matter with the old leaf?”


      “Just that. It was old.”Emily again checked her watch. “Like me. Have fun with Dagmar, dear.”


      She grabbed her raincoat and hastily left, obviously not wanting him to walk downtown with her. As Ross was thinking about

         that, the phone rang. “Hello?”

      


      Hang-up. Ross called his wife around noon, wondering if a table for two had unexpectedly turned up at Cafe Presto. The pastry

         chef told him that Emily had left at eleven and would not return until three.

      


      Emily stepped onto Joy Street just as the thick, warm air coalesced into drizzle. It had been a cloudy, listless summer and

         she was glad it was almost over. Seven out of ten weekends had been wet, soddening getaways to their cabin in New Hampshire;

         by the middle of August, even Ross refused to drive two hours north to stare at a fogged-in lake and a cupboard of wilted

         jigsaw puzzles. Instead, they had flown to New York to see a matinee and a few exhibitions; that weekend turned out to be

         the sunniest of the season, of course.

      


      Emily ducked into the subway at Park Street, avoiding the stagnant pools blotching the steps. The station smelled of yesterday’s

         sweat and today’s doughnuts. Not having slept well, she felt heavy and slow, stalked by a headache. Several commuters looked

         up from their newspapers as she walked to the center platform; maybe these bluish lamps fluoresced her makeup. As a wayside

         musician pipped into his flute, she watched a mouse scurry along the third rail. Behind her, two men discussed a local bank

         failure. Only as her train rumbled in did Emily finally 

         focus on the poster across the tracks. It was a provocative closeup of Philippa, her twin sister, eating a green olive. CHOKE HOLD, the title of Philippa’s new movie, splashed across the poster in green letters matching the olive. Philippa’s name floated

         under-neath in red letters matching her lipstick. Opening next week.

      


      Emily smiled wanly; she had been thinking about her sister last night. They hadn’t talked in a while. Philippa had just divorced

         her fifth husband. Five! Was she already considering a sixth attempt at Everest? Emily hoped not. Philippa was not made for

         marriage. Made for men, yes; marriage, no. Not that Philippa hadn’t made a sincere attempt. In each case she had tried very

         hard to be a perfect wife, like Emily. Then temptation, usually in the form of another man, had tripped her up. Too bad; Philippa’s

         first husband had been fairly decent. Thereafter, she had chosen less and less wisely. The last challenger was a total loser,

         all eyelash and mustache, zero brain. She had tossed him out after a few weeks. But no man held on to Philippa for long. She

         was a bonfire, born to emit millions of cinders, burn a few fingers ... and move on. Ever since they were children, Philippa

         had attracted men who were a trifle too handsome to be reliable. And they always swallowed that line about her mother dying

         in childbirth, as if it explained and excused everything.

      


      Several months ago, the last time the twins had seen each other, Philippa had been very blond. She had not been a brunette

         for years, perhaps in a tacit, merciful gesture to Emily, who was constantly mistaken for her famous sister. The confusion

         was understandable; they had the same face, the same graceful figures, the same enunciations. But their lives had taken very

         different paths, mostly because of the men they had met. Philippa’s first lover had been an actor in soap operas; Emily’s

         had been her aesthetics professor. On his account, she had stayed in school, earning a master’s degree in art history. She

         had fiddled around Europe in his wake for another two years before realizing that academics rarely divorced wives to marry

         their pupils. Crushed, she went to New York and worked in a museum. One overcast March afternoon, she met Ross in front of

         a Whistler. After their first date, she knew this man could become 

         Permanent. He was very intelligent. He worked hard and aimed high. He came from an accomplished family and was not too shy,

         not too confident, not too poor, not too rich, neither plain nor perilously handsome; he was one boiling mass of superb potential,

         in need only of a woman’s refining hand. And he adored her. Marrying him had been the most positive move of her life. It wasn’t

         a flamboyant life, like Philippa’s. It wasn’t a particularly fearless life either, not compared to Philippa’s. Ah, always

         back to that famous sister. Now that their hair was different, people were always telling Emily that she reminded them of

         someone else, but they couldn’t quite figure out whom. She had finally learned to accept it.

      


      So Choke Hold had made it to the box office; last time Emily had spoken to Philippa about it, the film was throttling its third director.

         Emily resolved to call her sister that evening. Maybe they could meet at a health spa and exchange a few secrets, give the

         other a little bad advice ... forget men for a while.

      


      The oncoming train screeched to a halt. Emily took a seat and pulled the September issue of Gourmet from her briefcase. Most other commuters were reading about the Red Sox, who had startled the bejesus out of everyone last

         night by almost holding on to a four-run lead through the bottom of the ninth inning. Across the aisle, an Asian student was

         reading the Wall Street Journal; off in the corner sat a woman with a few bags from Filene’s Basement. She was probably going to charge the Returns line the

         second the store opened. Emily skimmed through some recipes and left the car after two stops.

      


      The drizzle had now amplified into rain. Along State Street, a legion of umbrellas jousted for space six feet above the narrow

         sidewalks. Emily could smell the ocean. She took a deep breath: This was going to be a good day, damn it. In two hours her

         life was going to make an abrupt about-face. Stepping over the puddles surrounding Quincy Market, she noticed that the Yuppies

         seemed to have stopped wearing seersucker suits; summer’s lassitude was perhaps over.

      


      As she entered the kitchen of Cafe Presto, the familiar aroma of yeast and cinnamon enveloped her. “Hi, Bert,”she called to

         

         the pastry chef as he eased a tray of scones from the oven. “Everything under control?”

      


      “You’re late.”He had deeply resented all eight minutes. “Start grinding the coffee. There’s just so much one person can do

         all by himself around here.”

      


      In the seven years since she had taken over, Presto had gone from a sleepy muffin dispensary to one of the busiest cafes in

         Boston. Emily’s pistachio twists, a recipe she had brought back from Turkey, had put Presto on the map; thereafter, hers was

         the typical seventy-hour-week success story. Whipping off her jacket, Emily donned an apron and prepared to face the first

         rush of die-hard workaholics. That was the danish and black coffee crowd. Afterward, the bran muffin and decaf contingent

         would start filtering in; then came the cheesecakers, who usually felt compelled to explain that they were combining breakfast

         and lunch. Lois, the cashier, arrived at seven-fifteen and dove into the ladies’room to apply her final two coats of hair

         spray and face powder; like Mass, it had been part of her morning ritual for the last umpteen years. She emerged just in time

         to open the registers.

      


      “Where are Lucy and Randall?” she called, counting dollar bills.


      The counter help had been fairly reliable until a month ago, when they had started sleeping together. Now they were either

         both late, both in a snit, or speaking a slobbery goo-goo to each other. Their co-workers, not in love themselves, were losing

         patience with the couple, who kept blaming everything on Not Enough Sleep Lately. “They’re not here yet?”Emily cried, up to

         the elbows in pancake batter. “Call them at home.”

      


      “They went to the Cape yesterday,” Bert reminded her. “Right now they’re probably screwing on the beach as they look for whales.

         They couldn’t care less about serving breakfast to people with clothes on.”

      


      “Call them up,” Emily repeated. “Maybe they got home early.”


      Lois tried both numbers. “No answer.”


      “Then call Guy at the gym,” Emily said, mounding croissants into the display cases. “Tell him to get over here and start pouring

         coffee.”

      


      

         “The boss? He’s going to be furious! You know what he said last time we interrupted his workout!” Lois became so upset that

         she slammed the cash drawer shut on her finger. “Goddamn it!” She began dancing profanely behind the register, snapping her

         injured hand through the air.

      


      The man standing first in line outside of Cafe Presto knocked on the glass and pointed at his watch. “Unlock the door,”Emily

         ordered Lois. “You can serve, can’t you? I’ll take the register.” As the first wave of customers tumbled in, Emily called

         the gym and was put on hold. She was still on hold twenty danishes later.

      


      A fortyish woman in exhausted jeans came to the register. Her graying hair looked as if it had been blow-dried by a Boeing

         747. Maybe she had been trying to polish hubcaps with the front of her sweatshirt. Odd face, disproportionately small for

         her neck. Emily looked again; no, the face was all right. The neck was too thick. The woman had the shoulders of an ox. “Three

         scones, two milks, one coffee,” she rasped.

      


      Emily’s ear was beginning to burn from clamping the phone to her shoulder. “Seven-fifty, please.”


      The woman paid and left. Soon she was back at the register with corn muffins and orange juice. Now a dot of raspberry jam

         gleamed on her sleeve. She leaned toward Emily. “Aren’t you usually in an apron behind the counter?”

      


      “I got promoted.” Emily finally heard Guy’s voice on the phone. “Get over here,”she hissed. “Romeo and Juliet are late again.”

         She slammed the handset down, rubbed her neck, and stared at the food on the woman’s tray. “That’s four dollars.”

      


      The woman fished some damp bills out of her sweatpants. “Do I know you?”


      “No.” Emily looked pointedly at the next person’s tray. “Five twenty-five.”


      Soon the woman was back with a couple of bagels. “Me again. When are you going on break?”


      Come on! Why didn’t any of this crap happen when Lois was at the register? “Never,” Emily said.


      Sighing, the woman placed a red business card on the counter. “Do you know the restaurant Diavolina?”


      

         “Vaguely,” In the South End. It served things like lobster with blueberries.

      


      “We need a new chef. Tonight.”


      “What happened to your old chef?”


      “He blew town.”


      Emily collected six dollars from the next person in line. “I’ll keep my eyes peeled. You never know when a reject from the

         Cordon Bleu might wander in here looking for work.”

      


      “Very funny. I’m serious about that job.”


      “I’m serious about this one. Good-bye.”


      Shrugging, the woman left. Lucy and Randall appeared around eight-thirty, after the run on bran muffins had ended. Guy Witten,

         proprietor of Cafe Presto, sauntered in at nine. Taking a scone and a cup of coffee, he made the rounds of his employees,

         greeting Bert and Lois, chewing out the inamorati. When he stood behind Emily, who was making chicken salad, he stopped. “Good

         morning.”

      


      She flung a handful of walnuts into the tub. “I called you two hours ago.”


      “I got over as fast as I could.” He leaned over the counter, brushing her back with his elbow. “Whatcha making there?”


      “Bartolo ordered ninety chicken-salad sandwiches for lunch.”


      “And twelve cherry pies,” Bert complained. “I’m not sure I can finish in time.”


      “Defrost a dozen,” Guy told him. “That should help.” He started toward his office in the back. “Emily, come with me. I need

         you to check the invoice we got from the dairy.”

      


      “Just pay it,” she snapped.


      Guy stopped in his tracks. For a moment he watcher her furiously stir the chicken salad, wondering if she was aware of the

         little smacking noises her wooden spoon made as it mucked through all that mustardy, meaty quicksand. “Come when it’s convenient,”

         he said finally, leaving the kitchen.

      


      First she made the sandwiches. Then she frosted three chocolate cakes. Finally Emily went back to the office. Guy was on the

         phone trying to collect a few overdue invoices. Bartolo and Associates, the law firm across the street, owed him about six

         

         thousand dollars. Guy was trying to convince old man Bartolo that he’d never see ninety sandwiches and twelve pies until his

         bill was paid in full, preferably in cash. Fairly convinced he had won, Guy hung up. He studied Emily’s face a moment. “Are

         those two black eyes or are you trying to look like that dog on the Miller Lite commercials?”

      


      She remained at the door. Say it! she thought. No words survived the trip from brain to tongue. “Which invoices did you want me to check?”

      


      Guy got up from the desk and inspected her eyes at close range. Suddenly he kissed her deeply, roughly. “Let’s get out of

         here for an hour. I’ll get a room at the Meridien.”

      


      She pushed him a few inches away. “Are you out of your mind?”


      “What’s the matter, Plum? Don’t tell me you’re busy.”


      “I just did.”


      They stood a moment, angrily breathing in each others’faces as his warm, heavy hands crept over her shoulders, her back, reclaiming

         territory that another man had usurped for a few days. It made him crazy when she went home to that proper codfish of a husband.

         Crazy! Guy lifted her blouse, catching his breath when he touched stomach. One hand got under her bra, ah, it was so sweet

         there. And there. “I missed you,” he whispered, half amused, half terrified, at his own ludicrous understatement. What he

         really wanted to do was throw himself at her feet, beg, confess like a man, hope she’d pick him up—wrong, all wrong. What

         he really wanted was Emily to throw herself at his feet so that he could pick her up—wrong again. She’d never do that, not while her husband was around. The gulf between Guy’s aspirations and current reality

         overwhelmed him with hopeless lust. He kissed her again.

      


      Too soon she opened her eyes, back in the grim world of dishes and dishonor. “I have to go.”


      “Where?” He despaired as Emily’s hand squeezed not him, but the doorknob. “Can’t get messed up, eh? Must be lunch with your

         husband. That explains the suit and pearls.”

      


      Without answering, Emily left. Guy’s stomach went cold. He 

         sat a moment wondering if he should follow her. No: Such behavior was beneath his dignity. She could be meeting a girlfriend,

         seeing her gynecologist, getting a facial, one of those woman things. They always liked you to think they were doing something

         more exciting with a handsome stranger. Guy returned to his accounting and made quite a few addition mistakes.

      


      It was a craven way out, but an exit nonetheless. After leaving Guy’s office, Emily took the red business card the woman had

         left at the cash register. She peered at the small script. Diavolina: “little she-devil”—how appropriate. She left Cafe Presto and began walking quickly toward the South End, needing air and

         movement away from Guy. No thinking, just movement. Suddenly the drizzle became steady, pelting rain. In her haste to leave

         Cafe Presto, Emily had forgotten an umbrella. Now she’d get her new suit wet; just a little more punishment for her naughtiness.

         Stuck at a traffic light, Emily beseeched the clouds. Give me a break, she thought. I ended it, didn’t I?

      


      She stepped into the bustling intersection. Over the past decade, as the mezzo-affluent had renovated the brownstones lining

         Tremont Street, the area had become a mecca of tony eateries and boutiques. The new stores offered a nice contrast to the

         fire-gutted churches still jagging the boulevard. Despite the cars triple-parked on both sides of the street, traffic moved

         just fast enough in the one remaining lane to outpace the kicks of pedestrians, who felt they had the right of way, like in

         California. After a long, mindless walk, Emily stood outside a large window. A red neon sign in the upper left corner spelled

         DIAVOLINA. She went in.

      


      Nearly lunchtime and there was no manager, in fact no human, in sight. Emily glanced over the pinkish brown walls and aqua

         tablecloths: Southwestern Vulva, a style Ross detested. It looked more like something his partner Dana would design. The low-backed

         chairs would keep their occupants comfortable for about two hours and the lighting would smooth the most corrugated complexions.

         How about the food? Emily took a menu. Diavolina offered the standard mishmash plus a few 

         trendy entrées involving offal and invertebrates. At the moment it was one of the hot places to be seen eating in Boston.

      


      Calling obscenities over her shoulder, the woman in the sweatshirt burst from the kitchen and stalked to the bar. Her hair

         had still not touched a comb; either a bottle of ketchup had scored a direct hit on her apron, or she had been slaughtering

         chickens out back. As she rolled up her sleeves, Emily realized that the woman wasn’t wearing shoulder pads at all; she was

         wearing muscles. They overlaid her body like dozens of little saddlebags. Emily watched her yank a mug from the freezer and

         mix herself a tremendous martini.

      


      She walked to the bar. “Remember me? Cafe Presto?”


      “Of course! The cashier! Your mascara wasn’t all over your chin then.”


      Emily smiled pleasantly. “My name’s Emily Major. Still need a chef?”


      “You’re looking for a job? What happened between eight this morning and now?”


      Emily could feel the blood bubbling to her cheeks. Reminding herself that she was the sister of a great actress, she continued

         smiling. “I quit.”

      


      “Now that’s handy.” The woman leaned mightily over the counter, displaying forearms laced with tattoos. “What can you do besides

         pistachio buns?”

      


      This was not the same beggar who had come to her cash register this morning. Emily thought of leaving Diavolina; then she

         thought of returning to Guy Witten at Cafe Presto. “Anything. I’m a great cook. I spent a year in Korea, a summer in Paris,

         a couple months in Morocco—”

      


      “Why?” the woman interrupted. “You got something against hot dogs?”


      “My husband is an architect. I went with him to his projects.” It didn’t sound very hip, did it. “You were fairly eager to

         hire me this morning.”

      


      The woman swallowed a large belt of her martini. “I’ve been reconsidering. This is a much bigger place than Cafe Presto, Ms.

         Major. What makes you think you can run it?”

      


      

         “What makes you think I can’t? Food is food.”

      


      “Ah, but how are you with kitchen personnel? Friendly?”


      “Fine,” Emily snapped, feeling her cheeks flame again. “Ask anyone at Presto.”


      “Diavolina’s different. How good are you with knives?”


      The kitchen doors banged open and a small, ferocious man strode toward the bar carrying a plate of food. His nose looked as

         if it had spent some time on either cheek, courtesy of a sledge hammer. “Put it there, Klepp, I’m not hungry.” The woman pointed,

         then turned to Emily. “Eat some of that and tell me what you think. I’ll consider this your entrance exam.”

      


      Emily began eating as her interviewer poured drinks for a half dozen customers who had wandered in. The food wasn’t bad but

         the book on power dressing that she had been reading recommended force, verbal as well as sartorial, in gaining the respect

         of a potential employer. In case after case, starting salaries were at least ten thousand dollars higher than an ordinary

         wimp’s. “The cole slaw’s compost,” she said confidently when the woman returned. “You could tile the Callahan Tunnel with

         these corn cakes. The chicken is burnt.” She popped a pickle into her mouth. “I can’t tell whether this is tomato or cranberry

         relish. What’s for dessert?”

      


      “Zero,” the woman replied. “Your interview is over.”


      “Already? When do I start?”


      “Never. I’m not impressed with your personality.”


      This particular reaction had not been discussed in her book. Emily was on her own. “This is not my real personality,” she

         confessed. “I’m having a bad day.”

      


      “I don’t think so. And I don’t think you’d make a good kitchen manager. You have about as much finesse as an earth-mover.”


      “Listen,” Emily said, hunching over the counter. “I desperately need this job. I’ll work very hard here.”


      “I’ve got three more interviews this afternoon,” the woman replied. “Serious contenders. They won’t give me any of this Korea

         or Morocco crap. My customers don’t want to eat monkeys and camels.”

      


      

         Emily stood up. “I’ll come back at two o’clock. You’ll see who the serious contender is.” She wandered around Copley Place

         for several hours, then walked back to Diavolina. The woman kept her waiting for a few moments before bringing a dish of apple

         pie to the bar and introducing herself as Ward. Maybe that was her last name; Ward didn’t use, or divulge, another. They briefly

         discussed money. Emily was hired.

      


      Having taken Dagmar Pola, the pretzel widow, to Legal Sea Foods instead of his wife’s cafe for lunch, Ross Major returned

         to his office in a foul mood. Not on account of Dagmar, of course: She had hired Major & Forbes to construct the gallery of

         her dreams. No, Ross had acquired a sharp headache the moment he was told that Emily had left Cafe Presto at eleven and would

         not return until three. Where had she gone? A thousand destinations, all involving mattresses, sprang to mind. He had hardly

         swallowed a bite of his lobster bisque and now could barely recall a word of what Dagmar and he had talked about. Fortunately,

         most of it had been gas about murals and pretzels.

      


      Ross’s secretary, Marjorie, immediately saw the tension in his face. “How was Dagmar?” she asked brightly, following him to

         his office.

      


      “Terrific.” He rubbed the kinks forming in the back of his neck. “Any aspirin handy?”


      When she returned, Ross was standing at his glazed window high over the financial district. “You can’t even see Faneuil Hall

         from here,” he complained. “Some panoramic view of Boston.”

      


      “You can see better from Dana’s office.” Marjorie handed him a glass of water and five aspirin, his usual dose. “Looking for

         something down there?”

      


      “No.” Ross backed away from the window. “Is Dana in?”


      “He left around twelve. In a big hurry.”


      “Why? Was he seeing someone?”


      Marjorie had not seen her boss so distraught since the time they received new rates for liability insurance. “I don’t think

         so. I’ll look in his appointment book.” She left.

      


      Ross went to his partner’s spacious office and glanced over 

         Dana’s desk. In the corner, he saw a vast collection of vitamin supplements and homeopathic medicines, all connected with

         sexual potency; Dana gobbled them like raisins. Otherwise, the desktop was cleared of everything but official correspondence.

         After twenty years Dana had finally learned to treat epistles from his mistresses the same as he would live hand grenades:

         average time from perusal to paper shredder, five seconds.

      


      Ross was gazing out the window with a pair of Dana’s binoculars as Marjorie returned. “His appointment book’s blank. Sorry,

         Ross. I’ll ask when he gets back.”

      


      Dana Forbes didn’t reappear until four, fairly drunk. He told Marjorie that he had been at the athletic club, then out to

         lunch with Billy Murphy, who was in charge of building permits at City Hall. Dana no longer noticed the disapproving frown

         on Marjorie’s face; over the years he had seen it so often that he thought this was the woman’s natural demeanor. A shame,

         because she was otherwise an extremely handsome lady, expertly preserved, outstanding in high heels and Brooks Brothers suits.

         Dana would have asked her out years ago except that she obviously preferred his partner. “Ross in, darling?” he asked cheerfully.

      


      Marjorie passed an envelope through the laser printer. “He’s been waiting for you.”


      “Really? Must be good news.” Tossing a few pills into his mouth, Dana went to his partner’s office. “Hey, buddy! Did you ravish

         Dagmar?”

      


      Ross looked up from his sketching pad. For the last hour he had been debating whether or not to call Emily at Cafe Presto

         and demand to know where the hell she had been. Swiveling in his chair, he faced Dana. “Where the hell have you been?”

      


      “To a six-martini lunch. I fixed three permits with Murphy. Wasn’t cheap.” Dana walked to Ross’s desk. “What are these?” he

         asked, picking up a handful of sketches. “Very nice.”

      


      “Just fiddling around.” Ross cursed himself for having left them exposed. “Emily might be wanting to open her own restaurant

         one of these days.”

      


      “No kidding! That’s great!”


      

         Was that enthusiasm a wee bit forced? As he took the sketches back, Ross thought he smelled a whiff of perfume on his partner’s

         white shirt. Sweet, floral. Wait: That was only the booze evaporating on Dana’s breath. Right? “Tell me about Murphy,” Ross

         said. “Where’d you eat?”

      


      “Drink,” Dana corrected. “Where we always do. The Blue Frog.”


      “Where did you sit?”


      “Where we always do. Behind the pinball machine.”


      “How long were you there?”


      “Long enough to take care of all current business. What is this, an inquisition?”


      Ross rubbed the two deep furrows between his eyes. “Sorry. I thought we had agreed to let Marjorie know where we were at all

         times. In case a wife called or something.” Wife: With the very word, lightning flashed between his ears.

      


      Dana sighed. “What can I tell you? Murphy called at the last minute. It was a golden opportunity and I ran with it.”


      Of course Dana was right. Major & Forbes had not become one of Boston’s preeminent architectural firms by blowing kisses at

         golden opportunities as they floated by. The partners had been fast friends since their first Cub Scout overnight, when Dana

         had awed his tentmates with a deck of pornographic playing cards. In forty years, the tenor of their friendship had not really

         changed: Dana despised rules, Ross despised indiscipline, and they both lived to pour concrete. While Ross attended blue-hair

         matinees at Symphony Hall with the Old Money, Dana engaged in heavy substance abuse with Harvard faculty and the nouveaux

         riches. The result had been many six-martini lunches near many city halls.

      


      For half an hour, Dana and Ross discussed business affairs. When Dagmar Pola’s name came up, Dana beamed. “Deep pockets. Joe’s

         were, anyway. I built a little chapel for him a while ago.”

      


      “What was the occasion?”


      “I didn’t ask. He was probably working off a few cardinal sins. Charming man. What’s Dagmar like? Young? Luscious?”


      

         “Old and sharp.” In fact, she reminded Ross of Dana’s wife, Ardith. Or Ardith after another twenty years of Dana and his mistresses.

         Ross looked at his watch. “I’d better go. Umberto ’s meeting me at five.” That was the plasterer, specialty restorations.

         “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      


      “Don’t think so. I’m taking a long weekend sailing.” Dana kept a modest yacht in the harbor. Because his marriage was not

         in tip-top condition, he spent as much time as possible on the water, claiming that a forty-foot boat was more therapeutic

         than a marriage counselor. Besides, Dana knew that his wife would never ditch him until she found a richer man: no easy feat

         in today’s economy.

      


      “Long weekend, eh?” Ross resisted an urge to ask if Ardith would be aboard. “Remember I need you here on Monday.” He put his

         drawing pencils neatly away.

      


      “Going to New Hampshire?” Dana asked, swallowing a few more pills. “The weather’s supposed to be perfect. Warm days, cool

         nights. Great for getting under the blankets with that sexy wife of yours.”

      


      Ross looked oddly at him. Why had Dana said that? “Do you ever think about anything else?” he asked irritably. “Maybe you

         should stop eating all those damn aphrodisiacs.”

      


      “Are you kidding? Without these, I’m dead meat.”


      “I’ll have to remember that.” Ross grabbed his umbrella. “See you Monday.”


      He left for a nearby sushi bar to meet Umberto, who talked as if his mouth were full of warm, setting plaster. No matter:

         Ross wasn’t listening anyway. He was imagining himself in a white, tiled room with Emily, shining a light in her face as he

         asked where she had been that afternoon. The last thing he felt like doing was laughing it up at a musical with her tonight.

         So he stewed and drank, occasionally mouthing a few sentences at Umberto. He arrived at the theater seconds before the curtain

         rose. Instead of watching the chorines onstage, he kept staring at his wife as red, green, and blue lights splashed her face.

         Finally the cacophony stopped and they were walking along the Common, back to Beacon Hill.

      


      

         “Hard day?” Emily asked as they waited for a light to change.

      


      “Somewhat.”


      She paused; nothing shifted but the red light. “Tell me about it.”


      Ross’s resistance suddenly snapped; he had never been able to deny his wife anything. “Dagmar Pola really wanted to eat at

         Presto today. I tried to get a table and you weren’t even there.” Even as he spoke, Ross realized how tortured and juvenile

         he sounded.

      


      “I was at a job interview.”


      He stopped in the middle of Beacon Street. “What for?”


      “I’m bored. Need a change.” She tugged him away from oncoming traffic. “A place on Tremont Street needs a chef right away.

         It’s called Diavolina.”

      


      “Italian?”


      “Not exactly.”


      Ross walked uphill in silence a few minutes, absorbing the news. “What did Guy say?”


      “I’m telling him tomorrow.”


      Now that he knew his wife was leaving a latent rival, Ross felt a rush of sympathy for him. “Isn’t this a little sudden, honey?

         I thought you liked Presto. Thought you liked Guy, too.”

      


      “He’ll find someone else in two minutes flat.”


      As they turned onto Joy Street, Ross held his wife’s arm, guiding her over the uneven cobblestones. Although he couldn’t quite

         put his finger on it, he knew that Emily had just made a heavy decision in his favor. Thank God he had kept his mouth shut

         and waited it out! Then an awful thought struck him as he unlocked his front door. “Who’s your new boss?”

      


      “Someone named Ward. She walked into Presto this morning and offered me a job.”


      Ross followed his wife inside. “Just like that? Isn’t that a little unusual?”


      “Absurdly so, thank God.” Emily hung up her raincoat. “Her chef just quit. There seem to be a few maniacs loose in her kitchen.

         I haven’t met them yet.”

      


      “Maybe you should before you sign on.”


      

         “How bad can they be?” How choosy could she be? Emily followed Ross to the den and watched as he poured two glasses of cognac.

         His mood had completely lifted in the last five minutes and she could guess why. Ah, adultery! At best, momentary amnesia;

         at worst, ruination; and in between, a thousand tiers of guilt. She never wanted to see her husband s face clouded like that

         again. “How’s Marjorie these days?” she asked.

      


      “Fine.” Ross handed Emily her drink and sat beside her on the black leather couch. “A hell of a lot better than Dana, actually.”


      “What’s Dana’s problem?”


      “He told me he was taking a long weekend sailing. Without Ardith, of course.” Ross noted his wife’s reaction: nothing. He

         was relieved yet slightly disappointed, even slightly suspicious. Emily usually rushed to Dana’s defense in all matters. “He

         disappears for half a day, then comes back to the office with these flimsy excuses about building permits. I’m beginning to

         lose my patience with that.”

      


      She finished her drink in one gulp. “Does it interfere with his work?”


      “Not really.”


      “Then leave him alone.” Her voice regained a little color. “How was Madame Pretzel?”


      “We got the contract. But Dagmar’s one flinty old lady. I’d better be on my toes for that one.” He checked his watch: almost

         news time.

      


      Emily stood up to go to bed. Neither mentioned their heavy sex make-up session scheduled for that evening. After the news,

         Ross remembered some important reading in the library; by midnight Emily was pretending to be asleep. He did not pretend to

         wake her.

      


      Early the next morning, Emily was back at Cafe Presto baking her valedictory batch of lemon danishes. At nine-thirty, as the

         breakfast rush piddled to a slow drip-drip-drip of truly lazy office workers, a woman wearing sunglasses, an Hermès scarf,

         and a fire-engine red raincoat walked in. Emily recognized Philippa at 

         once. The small fluff of hair that Emily could see beneath the scarf was no longer blond. It, and her sister’s eyebrows, were

         again their natural brunette: They were identical twins again. As Philippa hesitated in the doorway, Emily went quickly to

         greet her. “Hey, Phil! What a surprise!”

      


      “Emmy,” Philippa replied with a noncontact kiss. “Have I come at a bad time?”


      “Of course not.” Damn, Guy Witten would show up any moment! Emily’s stomach imploded for the fiftieth time that morning. She

         led her sister to a corner table. “Well, well! What are you doing in Boston?”

      


      “Interviews. And I did call yesterday morning. Ross answered so I hung up.” Sighing enigmatically, Philippa removed her sunglasses

         and scarf. Her shoulder-length hair tumbled down. “Experimenting with your makeup?”

      


      “I’m trying a new look for the fall.”


      “They’re wearing golds and greens in Paris. Understated tones. I wouldn’t wear that ghastly blue until Halloween.” Philippa

         looked toward the food counter. “Have you got any hot coffee here, Em? Maybe a croissant? I’m starved.”

      


      “Sure.” When Emily returned to the table, her sister was refreshing her magenta lipstick. “Why’d you change your hair, Phil?

         New role?”

      


      “No, new man. This is a wig. I don’t want to be recognized with him.”


      “Why not? Is he a priest or something?”


      “He’s getting divorced. Now’s not the time for his wife to know he’s seeing me.” Philippa took a deep draught of coffee. “Ah,

         that’s good. I’m mad about him. I’ve lied to everyone about where I am for the next couple of days.”

      


      “He lives in Boston?”


      “You know him,” Philippa said. “Dana Forbes.”


      Ross’s partner? “Are you joking?”


      “I met him at a party. He was doing some consulting for the Louvre, I think.”


      Last month, Ross had suggested taking that job himself. He and Emily would have four days together in Paris. She had said

         

         no; the French capital was a pestilential sty in August. “I guess you’re the reason he had to stay an extra week in France?

         Supplemental consulting?”

      


      “Of course! But listen, you really must not tell anyone about this. Including Ross. How is that lovely man, by the way?”


      “Fine. Why can’t I tell him? He’s not going to call the National Enquirer”


      “Dana thinks it’s a little ... ah ... incestuous.” As Philippa waved her hand, an emerald and diamond ring glistened in the

         morning light. It had been their mother’s; the twins took turns wearing it, switching every year on their birthday. “And Ross

         is such a straight arrow. Dana’s sure he’d be annoyed.”

      


      “He’s going to find out sooner or later. Dana is not the world’s most discreet fellow, if you haven’t noticed. You’re not

         exactly invisible, either. Even with the wig.”

      


      “What do you mean? I’m wearing sunglasses.”


      “Philippa, they’re covered with rhinestones. Your scarf is purple. Your raincoat is bright red. No one dresses like that around

         here. Take a look outside.”

      


      A few moments’observation of sidewalk traffic led Philippa to agree that Quincy Market was no Champs Élysées. “What am I supposed

         to do, vanish? I’m meeting Dana in ten minutes at the marina. We’re going sailing for the weekend.”

      


      Emily guffawed, recalling Ross’s comments about his partner’s weekend at sea. “Ardith is no fool, you know. I’d be shocked

         if she hasn’t hired a private detective by now.”

      


      “Bitch! And what a stupid name. You can’t tell if she’s Jewish or Quaker. A private detective could be trouble.”


      “No kidding. Cancel the trip.”


      “Oh, lighten up! Haven’t you ever been swept off your feet? I’ve waited years for a man like this.”Philippa chomped her croissant.

         “Help me out.”

      


      Emily frowned. Not one day ago, she had foresworn adultery. Now she had to help her sister commit it. More important, her

         soon-to-be ex-lover would be arriving at Cafe Presto any second now. She had to get rid of Philippa at once. “Call Dana,”

         Emily said. “Tell him you’ll meet him in the middle of the harbor.”

      


      

         “That’s wonderful. What am I going to do, swim out?”

      


      “At the marina there’s a little sloop. An old drunk named Stanley lives on it. He’s usually on deck. Give him a hundred bucks

         and say you’ve got to deliver an important letter. He’ll take you out.”

      


      Philippa smiled: melodrama. “Can I borrow your clothes?”


      “What for?”


      “Well, your raincoat and umbrella, at least. So I look anonymous. Like Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca”

      


      Emily noticed Guy walking toward Cafe Presto. She stood up. “Hurry.” Philippa followed her to the garderobe, where they exchanged

         coats, scarves, and sunglasses. “Go out the back,” Emily instructed, pushing her sister through the kitchen. “Take the subway

         to Mass General. The marina’s right there.” She kissed Philippa. “Make sure you get Dana back to the office in one piece on

         Monday. Ross needs him.”

      


      “Thanks, darling,” Philippa called, rushing out. “Keep the raincoat. It cost me six thousand francs.”


      “Who was that?” scolded Bert when Emily returned to the kitchen. “We’re not supposed to bring people back here. It’s against

         health regulations.”

      


      “That was my sister. I believe she took a bath this morning.”


      Coffee in hand, Guy strolled to Emily’s counter. She felt the familiar heat rise as he approached. Chemical reaction, genetic;

         succumbing to it couldn’t be entirely her fault. “What? Not done with the chicken salad yet?” he asked, brushing her shoulder.

         “Tsk-tsk.”

      


      “May I speak with you a moment?” she said. “In your office?”


      “She’s going to quit,” Bert called as they left the kitchen. “Betcha fifty bucks.”


      “You’re hilarious, Bertie,” Guy responded, following Emily to his office. “One of these days, that twerp is going to find

         himself out of a job.”

      


      “Take it easy on him. At least he’s dependable.”


      Guy closed the door. “What can I do for you, baby?”


      Perhaps she should have sent a telegram; phoned. Feeling 

         herself wilt, Emily decided to amputate, “I’ve found another job.”

      


      He stared, then laughed, maybe hiccuped. “You’re leaving?”


      “Yes. Don’t try to talk me out of it.”


      “Why? Money? I’ll double your salary.”


      “Shut up! You know why.”


      Guy smiled, genuinely amused. “Don’t tell me you’ve decided to become a faithful wife again.”


      “I never considered myself an unfaithful wife.”


      “No? You think sleeping with me is like watering the plants?” Guy stepped lightly over to her; she backed up until his desk

         obstructed further retreat. As he put his hands on her waist, she closed her eyes, smelling his skin. Ah, delicious. Never

         again?

      


      “I’m not your wife,” she said feebly.


      “You don’t want to be. I’ve asked you often enough.” He kissed her neck. “Why stop? We’re not hurting anyone.”


      “Wrong.” She pushed him away.


      “What, don’t like my hands? You liked them well enough yesterday.”


      She slapped his face. Guy momentarily froze, murder in the eyes; then, after running his fingers slowly along the curves of

         Emily’s body, he took a step backward. “You are making a big mistake.”

      


      “I don’t think so.”


      “Then you’re fired. Now. Good-bye.”


      She walked out.


      That morning, delighted to be alive, possessed of a lovely and loyal wife, Ross Major strolled through the warm drizzle to

         work. He made several phone calls to clients, then told Marjorie he was going to run a few errands and would be back in an

         hour. After buying a dozen pink roses, Ross walked briskly toward Cafe Presto. He intended to stop in for a cup of coffee,

         say hello to Emily, give her a little moral support; after all, she would be terminating Guy Witten today. Ross wanted to

         hold her hand, suggest they dine out that evening. Then they’d go to bed early, as they should have done last night.

      


      

         He was half a block from the cafe when he saw his wife hurry onto the cobblestones and begin walking swiftly away from him.

         His heart constricted: leaving work again? Had she told Guy off? Then he should catch up with her, help her celebrate; but

         something in her gait held him back. When she glanced quickly over her shoulder, checking if anyone were following her, all

         of Ross’s blood-sucking demons returned. He watched her go to the subway, make a brief phone call, and, nearly flying down

         the steps, run to catch the approaching inbound train. Ross ran after her, ducking into the next car, his heart pounding as

         deafeningly as the rap music from a nearby boom box. She changed trains at Park Street. Keeping a careful distance, he followed

         her to the Mass General stop. Without looking back, she walked to the marina that Ross knew so well. He watched her say a

         few words to the drunk in the sloop, hop aboard, and chug into the harbor. For a long time, stupefied, he waited behind a

         tree. Finally the old man returned to the dock.

      


      Ross walked onto the pier. “Hello, Stanley,” he called.


      “Hey! Your wife was just here. Said she had an important letter from you to Mr. Forbes.”


      Ross could barely breathe. Nevertheless, he smiled; no need to distress the innocent. “Did you find him?”


      “Sure, he hadn’t gone far. He’ll drop her off at the Water Shuttle after he signs all the papers.”


      Years of good breeding did not desert Ross now. “I’m glad she caught him,” he said, reaching into his pocket. “Here’s something

         for your trouble.”

      


      Stanley waved a hand. “Forget it. She already gave me a hundred bucks.” He tied his boat to the pier. “Care for a beer?”


      “Maybe some other time. I’ve got to get back to work. Thanks for your help.” Ross walked unsteadily back to shore.
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            God, I feel ill. My heart kicks, my head burns and whirls. She s ruined my life. To think that just yesterday I was a happy

            man, content to wake up and see her face next to mine, to cuddle her warm body, knowing that this was my wife. Wife! Partner,

            helpmate, confidante, lamb, home. Vve carved great holes in the mud, pulled skyscrapers out of thin air, because of her. She

            was the bedrock of my accomplishments. How nonchalantly she has destroyed it all. I will never trust a woman again. What fatal

            indulgence could have made me think that my wife was more honorable than anyone else’s wife? She’s nothing but an animal after

            all, wild and amoral, incapable of domestication. For fifteen years I have worshiped an ordinary whore. The slut took everything

            I had. Then she began fucking Dana.


      Dana! We grew up together. We were in the same Cub Scout troop, the same fraternity.... I don’t believe he’s done this to

            me. Did he struggle at all, try to fight her? Or did it grow gradually and reluctantly over the years, and he just happened

            to find himself alone with her in an elevator late one afternoon, when 

            the shadows got long? No matter: Lust is no excuse after all we’ve been through, all the midnight crunches at the office,

            the hundreds of times Vve saved Dana s ass since he was ten years old. Now he sleeps with my wife? His treachery is infinitely

            more galling than hers. I’ll kill him. At least I’ll go to prison with some dignity intact. Without my income, Emily will

            have to sell the house, move to a ratty little dump in the burbs. No more cabin in the country, no more weekends in Paris.

            No more nice clothes. She’ll have to fry hamburgers for a living, take the bus home at night stinking of grease and onions.

            And she’ll feel bad. Which of her friends will help her out then? Guy Witten? Ha, she just trashed him! Her sister? No way.

            Philippa’s publicist will squeeze as much mileage as possible out of my crime of passion; the moment Emily starts asking for

            money, Philippa will bolt with a new boyfriend.


      The hell with Emily. What about me? I can’t just move out like some pussy-whipped coward, can’t just let her off the hook

            as if screwing my partner was all right because I knew him so well. And I have no evidence; all I saw her do was go to his

            boat. Maybe she really was delivering something. Maybe they were planning a surprise party for me; I’ll be forty-five soon.

            And maybe I should tear the house apart, searching for letters and jewelry. Dana is very generous with his screwees: pearls,

            roses, diamonds if they’re truly outstanding. I’ll check the safe, root around her lingerie drawer. How many times has she

            changed the sheets recently? I haven’t noticed. Christ, why should I? I was happy! I was confident, too. Was. Maybe I should

            murder both of them. Stanley could take me out to the boat at once. No, no, I don’t want to kill them in bed, allow them to

            exit this world in each other’s arms. They’d wake up together on the other side.


      Dana’s boat is just a speck on the water now. Are they already naked? Or are they sipping an aperitif first? I wonder if they

            talk about me. What could they possibly tell each other? Between the two of them lies my entire existence, silent and exposed

            as an open book. Why recite to each other from that? They already know all the words! Oh God, I’m so jealous of the sparks,

            the secrets, between them. Do they care about excluding 

            the only man on earth who loves them? Of course not. They prefer me out of the way; like the crotchety schoolmaster, I wreck

            all their fun. Dana was always big on fun. Emily was always big on fulfillment, whatever the hell that means. Maybe it means

            fun now.


      Stanley s beginning to stare at me. I’ve got to get back to the office. Marjorie’s got people calling, meetings planned. How

            long did they think they could get away with this? Emily has to realize that Ardith will claw her eyes out. Did she think

            I would do any less? Did she think she could just come home tonight, smile sweetly at me, cook a cozy little dinner, snuggle

            up to the dumb Old Man ... No, I’m not going home tonight. I’m not in control of the situation; the sight of her would put

            me over the edge. I need a few days alone to think, to plan. Ah, incredible, I don’t believe this is happening to me. How

            quickly, permanently, life can go down the tubes.
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      After leaving Guy’s office at Cafe Presto for the last time, Emily got her sister’s red raincoat and made one final pass through

         the kitchen. “Bye, Bert,” she called. “Remember to collect your fifty bucks. I just quit.”

      


      “You what? How could you do this to me just before lunch!”


      Had he said something like “That’s awful,” she might have stayed to help him. Now she just smiled and left. From a phone booth

         near Faneuil Hall, Emily called her husband’s office.

      


      “Hi, Marjorie.” In the background, she heard angry voices. “Is Ross in?”


      “Not at the moment.” The secretary didn’t even try to mask her impatience.


      “Any idea when he’s getting back?”


      “None at all.” Marjorie’s voice rose from alto to sopranissimo. “Mr. Busey! Put that umbrella down, please! Do not go into Mr. Forbes’s office!”

      


      “This is a bad time,” Emily said. “I’ll try later.” What was that all about? She’d learn soon enough: Ross always discussed

         the 

         day’s misadventures at dinner She wished he had answered the phone, wished she could have heard his reassuring voice; only

         he could make the knot in her stomach go away, Emily hung up and wandered along the old wharf buildings. She felt odd out

         here at midday; normally she’d be up to her eyeballs in the noon crush at Cafe Presto. What to do with herself? Lunch at the

         Ritz, to celebrate ... her outstanding integrity? Pfuiii. To initiate her crucifixion. Emily cabbed over. She sat alone near

         the drapes and ordered a dozen oysters in memory of Guy, who claimed she tasted like this succulent, squiggly shellfish. Well,

         he would taste her no more.

      


      Emily was on her second martini, last oyster, when a woman wearing a large blue hat approached. The lady could have been anywhere

         between sixty and eighty, depending on the skill of her plastic surgeon. Two diamond rings, each the size of an animal cracker,

         sparkled on her blue gloves. Emily noticed the gold fountain pen just a moment too late.

      


      “I know you,” the woman said. “You are Philippa Banks.”


      “Emily Major.” She swallowed the last of her martini. “So sorry.”


      “Nonsense, I know Philippa Banks when I see her. Those are the sunglasses you wore when Roger Farquet raped you in Pebble Beach.’ The woman proffered her gold pen. “Please sign my menu.”

      


      “I will not,” Emily snapped. “Go back to your seat.”


      A waiter tiptoed over. “Hines,” the woman intoned, “bring Miss Banks an iced vodka with four dried cherries. It is her favorite

         drink.”

      


      Emily tossed thirty dollars on the table. “Try martini with two olives.” Damn! She should never have exchanged clothes with

         her sister! Emily left the Ritz and began walking down Commonwealth Avenue. No one would notice her crying here. After a few

         blocks, she felt better, nobler. Perhaps it was the scenery. This beautiful promenade left no doubt that once upon a time,

         Boston had indeed been the Athens of America. Architects had built its shoulder-to-shoulder mansions in an age when wealth

         had had no relation to guilt. Today, of course, the magnificient 

         homes were diced into basement think tanks and apartments with too-high ceilings; great chandeliers now illuminated hot photocopiers.

         Poor America! No wonder Ross rarely walked along this orgy of granite, copper, and leaded glass without remarking that he

         had been born a century too late.

      


      Emily turned on Dartmouth Street and called her husband again. Perhaps he could join her for coffee, dessert, and a tacit

         confession; she needed to tell him that she loved him. This time, however, an exasperated assistant told her that Ross was

         away, Marjorie was at lunch, and there were no pink message slips handy, so please call back later, click. Emily saw a movie, ate too much candy, and went home with a bottle of champagne. She made a Key lime pie because last time

         she had made one for Ross, about three years ago, he had said it was one of his favorite desserts. She cleaned house and took

         a long shower. Then she went to the balcony overlooking their steep backyard and read a book, waiting for his return. The

         light slowly faded and she got hungry; at eight o’clock the phone finally rang.

      


      “Emily,” said Marjorie. “Ross asked me to leave you a message. He had to go to Montreal tonight. I think he might not be home

         until Sunday.”

      


      “What? Is something wrong?”


      “Everything possible went wrong today.” As usual, Marjorie furnished no details.


      “Where’s he staying?”


      “He didn’t know. He’ll call late tonight.”


      “Call whom, you or me?”


      “You, I presume.” It was the only polite thing to say. “This all came up at the last minute.”


      “Thanks, Marjorie. Let me know if you hear anything.”


      Emily uncorked the champagne before going to the bedroom closet: His overnight bag was gone. His pile of shirts was a little

         disheveled, as if he had hastily pulled one from the middle. When, though? Emily had been home since four; Ross must have

         come home before then. Hardly a last-minute emergency. No notes, no messages? She went to the answering machine: 

         three hang-ups. Maybe he had tried to call while she was at the movies. Unlike him to leave no parting word, though.

      


      Emily returned to the balcony with the champagne and, as the stars pierced the cantaloupe smog, thought about the million

         tiny, daily details that caused her to love her husband above any other man. The essential virtues—industry, intelligence,

         humor—didn’t qualify him for special distinction since Emily would not have involved herself with any man not possessing them.

         What set Ross aside was his silence; not the silence of indifference, but the silence of trust. Women who bitched about their

         husbands not talking to them had never tried to live with a man who needed to know all the mundane and unbrilliant details,

         who had to talk, talk, talk about feelings and reactions embedded in the genes or in childhood, and there, immutable, for

         life. Emily preferred the strong, silent man who could live with a few loose ends. Too much talk was a sign of insecurity,

         a misguided desire to bare all in the forlorn hope that another human being would understand, forgive ... no way, of course.

      


      Then the pale moon crept up to the clouds and Emily had to consider Guy, the blip in her theory. She hadn’t gone looking for

         him, in fact, hadn’t even felt a necessity for him until there he was, water to a suddenly pernicious thirst. Ross had not

         caused the thirst, no no no. Time had. In retaliation she had gulped and bathed; now she was stepping away from that mysterious

         fountain because she no longer felt thirsty. Not tonight, anyway. Strange; the older she got, the less water she needed. Like

         a cactus. No doubt it had to do with survival in a vast, childless desert.

      


      Emily put the champagne away and went to bed. Ross did not call and she worried, thinking the problem involved architecture.


      Emily’s phone rang as first light was graying the bedroom furniture. “Hello?”


      “It’s me.” Didn’t sound like him, though. And he didn’t apologize for waking her.


      

         “Where are you, honey? Why didn’t you call?”

      


      “Couldn’t get to a phone.” Ross cleared his throat but the tone remained black. “I’m in Montreal.”


      “For how long? Want me to come up?”


      “No.”


      His clipped, hard voice was beginning to frighten her. She immediately knew that Ross’s trouble wasn’t work related. “What’s

         the matter?”

      


      Perhaps he tried to clear his throat again. “We’ll talk about it later. I have to go now.”


      “Wait! When will you get back?”


      “Monday maybe. Marjorie will know.” He hung up.


      Ross had never been cruel to his wife before; the effect was devastating. Oh God! Had he found out about Guy? Emily stared

         at the bedroom ceiling as guilt seeped from head to stomach. Morning coffee did unpleasant things to her digestive tract.

         Three hours later, she could still barely talk. Finally she called Ross’s secretary at home. “Good morning, Marjorie. Did

         I wake you? I wonder if you could tell me where Ross is staying. I didn’t quite catch the hotel when he called this morning.”

      


      “I haven’t spoken with him since he left.”


      Damn! “Was this a consulting job?”


      “I really couldn’t say.” Marjorie paused for effect. After a few seconds, realizing she might have overplayed her hand, she

         added, “It could be a big project.”

      


      “Thanks.” Emily hung up, finally aware that she was staring at a bottomless weekend, and that spending it alone might ruin

         her. So she called her new employer at Diavolina. “Ward? You’re working early.”

      


      “This is Saturday, dear. Every Romeo’s big night out.”


      “Would you like me to come in today? My weekend plans just changed.”


      “Hey, new blood in the kitchen! I’ll warn the troops.”


      Emily showered and scrutinized her face in the bathroom mirror, wondering how to present the best first impression. Today

         the raw materials were not promising. Her eyes looked wrinkled and small, like an elephant’s. Skin positively yellow, and

         the 

         frown lines appeared to have been installed by machete. Applying too much makeup to this façade would be like wearing a bad

         toupee; fakery verging on the comic. She curled her hair instead.

      


      This was no morning to ride the torpid, bacterial subway. A haze redolent of carbon monoxide and dead fish already enveloped

         Beacon Hill: as Emily crested Joy Street, she realized that this was the hot, sunny weekend that she and Ross had been waiting

         for all summer. Once the sun cleared the Hancock Building, the faces of bypassing joggers deepened from pulsing, tomatoey

         red to a brownish purple. Even the most self-conscious pedestrians were beginning to take off their jackets and sweaters.

      


      Ward stood at the bar polishing glasses as Emily arrived at Diavolina. Her hair looked less anarchic today but she wore a

         pearl in one ear and a gold ball in the other. Blood vessels furled like subcutaneous earthworms along her biceps. “Hello,

         Major.”

      


      “Water,” the new chef croaked, slumping over the oak counter. “Air-conditioning.”


      Ward slid over a glass of water. “So what happened to your weekend?”


      “My husband had to work,” Emily replied tersely, emptying the glass. She stood up before there could be any further questions.

         “Okay, where’s that kitchen?”

      


      “First things first. Zoltan! Get over here!” Ward shouted.


      A black-haired man emerged from the kitchen. Across the dining room, he looked a hale forty. With each approaching step, however,

         he aged a few years. By the time he reached the bar, Emily guessed she was staring at an eighty-year-old with a scalp full

         of shoe polish. It was possible he spent half his time as a vampire bat. “I am Zoltan,” he announced. “The maître d’ You are

         Emily.”

      


      “He’s been here for centuries,” Ward said. “Knows everything. That doesn’t mean he’ll tell you everything, of course.” She

         tucked her service towel under the counter. “Feeling brave?”

      


      Emily stood up, nodding curtly to Zoltan, who was definitely 

         wearing mascara and orange-tinted makeup. The effect was oddly menacing, “Bombs away.”

      


      “I told them to be on their best behavior today,” Ward said, leading Emily into a clean, modern kitchen, “Attention, animals!

         This is our new head chef, Emily Major,”

      


      Five men and women in white aprons looked up from their worktables, A young Caucasian with a crew cut, one earring, and gender-aspecific

         tufts of blond facial hair stepped over. “Chef is really a sexist term, Ward. I thought we had agreed on food service manager.”

      


      Emily smiled coolly. “I prefer Chef Major, if you don’t mind. What would you like me to call you?”


      “Chess.”


      “Short for Francesca,” Ward cut in. “She takes care of fruits, vegetables, and Martians.” Taking Emily’s elbow, Ward proceeded

         to a rotund black man. “This is Mustapha, our pastry chef.”

      


      Someone tittered in the corner. It was the murine fellow who had brought Emily’s food to the bar the other day. “Mustapha,”

         he muttered. “Last month it was Dwight.”

      


      Ward turned to the source of the comment. “You’ve already seen Klepp, the garde-manger.” Then she led Emily toward an Asian

         who had been hacking chickens in half at the butcher block. “Here’s Yip Chick, the broiler cook.” Yip Chick lowered his head

         slightly but never stopped cleaving poultry. Ward looked around the kitchen. “Where’s Byron?”

      


      A soigné blond laden with butter and eggs walked out of the cooler. “My God!“he cried, halting. “What’s all this about?”


      “This is Head Chef Major,” Ward announced. “She was able to begin working a few days early. Major, this is Byron, your first

         mate. He’s been trying to keep us above water recently.”

      


      Byron bent at the knee. “I’d shake hands, but I’m just loaded with butter. You may rub my rear end instead. Whoops! I guess

         that’s sexual harassment, isn’t it! Pardon me!”

      


      Ward sighed. “You’ll get used to him.”


      Emily watched the cook delicately pile the blocks of butter at his station. “What are you making there, Byron?”


      

         “Butter birds.”

      


      “He makes little sculptures on Saturday night,” Klepp said in yet another accent that Emily could not place. “Puffs and shavings

         for the bread basket. Terribly cute.”

      


      “Stop picking on him because of his sexual orientation,” reprimanded Chess, the vegetable woman.


      A cloud of steam suddenly billowed from the dishwashers. “Ah, I’ve forgotten someone,” Ward exclaimed. “Slavomir! Come here!”

         The slight, elderly man wielding the water hoses either heard nothing or ignored everything. He seemed to be chanting to himself

         as he ricocheted water off porcelain, creating a fine mist throughout the area. Ward led Emily to the corner. “Slavomir, this

         is Emily, our new chef.”

      


      “Hxxxi,” the man said absently. Then he looked over. “Ehhh!” he cried, dropping the hose.


      Ward lunged for the dancing nozzle, finally managing to turn the water off. “He frightens easily,” she explained, tossing

         Emily a towel. “And he doesn’t speak much English. Klepp can translate the Russian if absolutely necessary.”

      


      “Klepp is Russian?”


      “No, Estonian. He hates Russians.”


      “Aha.” Emily’s drenched blouse adhered to her bra. “Have we missed anyone?”


      “No, that about does it. You’ll meet the waiters and waitresses soon enough.”


      “Waitron is the preferred term,” Chess called.

      


      A curvaceous young woman entered the kitchen. Her black halter set off, among other things, a golden tan and slender neck.

         She knew her face was attractive. “Good morning,” she called, sailing to the coffee machine. Those in her wake sensed a light,

         spicy perfume.

      


      “This is Lola,” Ward told Emily. “One of the wa—serving staff.”


      “It would be criminal to call a woman like that a waitron,” Klepp mused. “Good morning, love. Try to sell a lot of asparagus

         quiche for me today, would you?”

      


      

         Ward looked at her watch, “Take it away, Major,” She returned to the dining room.

      


      Except for the mutters of the dishwater and indefatigable chopping at the butcher block, the kitchen was silent for a few

         moments after Ward had left. It was not a sympathetic silence and for a tiny second, Emily foresaw disaster here, “Please

         go about your business,” she said finally. “Today I’ll just be observing.”

      


      Byron leaped into action. “You need an apron, honey.” He lowered his voice. “Come to the locker room.”


      Emily followed him out back, where the sous-chef removed a clean apron from a drawer. “Listen, sugar pie, this is the scoop,”

         he said. “You’re going to have trouble with Francesca. She’s a bitch. Yip Chick swam over from China. He’ll be all right if

         you let him steal an occasional side of beef. Mustapha burns about half the desserts he makes. Klepp is a homophobic maniac.

         And Slavomir is a walking vodka bottle. He occasionally tries to drown himself in the dishwater.”

      


      “Excellent,” Emily commented, tying her apron. “What about you?”


      “I’m perfect, darling.” Pausing in front of a wall mirror, Byron adjusted his coiffure. “Cooking’s just a sideline. I’m really

         an actor. People tell me I look like a blond Tom Cruise.”

      


      Emily tried not to laugh. Byron was at least fifty years old. “No kidding.”


      “I’m between soaps at the moment.” He admired his three-quarter profile in the mirror. “Did anyone ever tell you you’re the

         spitting image of Philippa Banks? Only your hair’s different.”

      


      Smiling blandly, Emily went to the door. “What about Ward?”


      “She’s working out some problems through weight lifting. Need I say more?”


      “No thank you. How about a tour of the premises?”


      Byron led Emily down a tiled hallway. “Where did you work before, Maje?”


      “Cafe Presto. Near Quincy Market.”


      “Oh! Is that the place that wins those awards all the time?”


      

         “Yes.’ Emily followed him into a cool, dark room smelling of earth and spices. She walked slowly past the well-stocked shelves,

         stopping in front of a crate of mushrooms. “Chanterelles,” she said, sniffing. “Where are they from?”

      


      “A monastery. The monks pick them in the woods and bring them here. Actually, only one brings them in. He’s quite cute. Much

         too cute to be a monk. Such a waste.”

      


      Emily eyed a small basket. “Peace Power Farm. Never heard of it. Where’s Hale, Massachusetts?”


      “Midstate, I think. They supply milk, butter, herbs, and the rankest goat cheese in creation. The delivery woman makes Ward

         look like a cream puff.”

      


      “When’s she coming in next?”


      “Monday. So is the monk.”


      Emily and Byron returned to the kitchen. Several of the serving staff had arrived and were chatting with Lola at the coffee

         machine. “New dictator,” Byron called, “Leo’s replacement.” They waved.

      


      Emily ambled to the pastry chef, who was removing a few cakes from the oven. “How’s everything over here, Mustapha?”


      They both stared at his dark, fissured handiwork. “Something’s wrong with this oven,” he said after a moment.


      The nearly black cakes looked fused to the pans. Emily resisted an urge to ask where Mustapha kept his crowbar. “What are

         you making?”

      


      “Burnt Molasses Cake. It’s a secret recipe from my family.”


      “Can you serve them this way?”


      “They’re supposed to be a little burned. Otherwise the flavors don’t come out.”


      Emily looked into the refrigerator. “I saw something called Chocolate Morgue on the menu. Could you tell me a little about

         it?”

      


      “It’s chocolate. Eat too much and you’ll die.”


      “I see. Carry on.” Emily left the pastry station and went to Chess, who was dicing eggplant. “Ratatouille?”


      “Pastitsio,” Chess said, sliding the eggplant into a large pot.


      

         “Meatless. I hope you don’t mind if I just call you Emily. The word chef is deeply offensive to me.”

      


      “Chef is gender neutral.”


      “But it implies that certain workers are more important than others. We’re trying to make this a nonprejudicial work area.”


      Emily placed the lid on the eggplant pot. “Let’s get something straight, Francesca. My name’s Chef Major. I am now the boss

         here. You are not my equal. If you don’t like that, then leave.”

      


      “Yeah!” cheered Klepp, stowing a few quiches into his oven.


      Across the way, a modest altercation between Byron and Slavomir suddenly blossomed into an opera. “Wash it over again!”the

         sous-chef screamed as the dishwasher spewed a river of Russian at his tormentor.

      


      “I’m not going to translate that, Byron-Boy,” Klepp said. “But it’s anatomically accurate.”


      Emily strode to the dishwasher, catching Slavomir’s hand before he launched a cup. “What’s the problem here, Byron?” she asked.


      The sous-chef showed her a white dish. “Look at that.”


      “I don’t see anything.”


      “You’re not looking at the right angle. See that smear?”


      “No. Stop this nonsense.” As Emily put the plate on the outgoing stack, the dishwasher’s ranting intensified. “What’s he saying,

         Klepp?” she called.

      


      “He says you’re a devil.”


      No one even tut-tutted in her defense. After a moment, Emily turned to Byron. “I’d like a complete inventory of provisions.

         Now.”

      


      She watched him stomp off, then went to the broiler, where Yip Chick was thwacking poultry with his cleaver. “How’s everything

         here?”

      


      Yip Chick immediately stopped and gazed fixedly at her forehead. “Don’t stand so close, lady,” Mustapha called. “It makes

         him nervous.”

      


      Emily stepped backward, thought a moment, then went out to the dining room. She found Ward at the bar watching a college 

         football game with a few customers, “What’s the verdict, Chef?“Ward asked, finally noticing her,

      


      “I quit,” Emily ignored Ward’s little laugh. “They’re lunatics.”


      “I told you they might be difficult. But give me specifics. Were you insulted?”


      “Not directly.”


      “Disobeyed?”


      “No.”


      “Are they incompetent?”


      “Probably not.”


      “Then what’s the problem?”


      “They detest each other. And me,” Emily said. “How’d it get that way?”


      “What can I tell you? This is nineties America.” Ward polished a few wineglasses with her service towel. “Come on, give it

         a try. I’ll back you up.”

      


      “I’m a chef, not the UN Peacekeeping Force.”


      “One week. Then you can decide. Please.”


      Emily still hesitated. “What happened to the other chef?”


      “Leo? I told you. He disappeared on me. Come on, Major. You said you needed this job. I believed you.”


      Ah, why not. It was better than waiting for her husband to come home and beat her to death. “One week,” Emily said. “That’s

         it. Now where’s my office? I’d like to go over a few files.”

      


      After several hours, Emily returned to the kitchen. By then, Byron had shouted himself hoarse and Slavomir was moving with

         the deliberate grace of the totally drunk. Mustapha, who had arrived at five that morning, had gone home; Klepp was rhythmically

         passing a slab of prosciutto over the slicing machine. Chess shredded lettuce. In the dining room, Zoltan was instructing

         the staff how to pronounce the evening’s specials. He expected a packed house: There would be no better night this year to

         exhibit the summer lovers everyone had picked up on Nantucket.

      


      Diavolina’s first customers trickled in around five o’clock, wanting shrimp and beer. By six, every table was full. Everyone

         seemed to be ordering chicken; as Yip Chick’s mountain of 

         poultry hissed under the broiler, he gradually acquired the hue of a Peking duck. Byron became a swing cook, flying Superman-like

         to various stations, defeating catastrophes. The waitrons only screwed up a few orders and the kitchen didn’t run out of anything

         but Mustapha’s Burnt Molasses Cake, which Lola was pushing aggressively in the dining room. Emily slaved until midnight, then

         stayed another hour talking to Ward about menu changes. She took a cab home, found no messages on her machine, and dropped

         into bed, missing Ross dreadfully. After brutal days at Cafe Presto, he would often massage her feet and toes; it was no good

         trying to do that sort of thing herself. She watched a Bette Davis movie, drifting off occasionally, waking when she thought

         she heard her husband coming in downstairs. When the birds began to chirp, she knew she’d be alone another day.
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            A pale yellow haze, anemic with yesterday’s residual heat, enveloped Boston. The sun drifted upward, raising the temperature

         of an already molten metropolis. Soon many air conditioners would die. Once again, Emily awoke dull and anxious for her husband.

         She was used to him there beside her in the morning; he was part of getting up and facing the day, an unacknowledged necessity

         like hot water and electricity, absence of which suddenly turned the simplest routines into unpleasant little ordeals. Her

         ankles were swollen, as she discovered with her first step out of bed: too much standing yesterday, then no foot massage.

         Emily pulled on some clothes and got the Sunday papers at a newsstand at the bottom of Joy Street. She bought croissants and

         fresh orange juice. A steady, salty breeze blew over Beacon Hill, less to cool its inhabitants than to flee a gigantic front

         rolling in from the Midwest; perhaps it would all accumulate into a thunderstorm this afternoon. Emily took the news and breakfast

         home, ate and tried to 

         read about the same old earthquakes and assassinations. Even the crossword puzzle irritated her. Where was Ross, damn him?

      


      She went to the garage, inflated the tires on her racing bike, and took a long ride along the Charles River. Rollerbladers

         eddied over the Promenade, occasionally slapping joggers with their flailing arms. The owners of expensive dogs on expensive

         long leashes paraded grandly along the macadam, perhaps unaware of the traffic they were forcing into the grass. Less expensive

         dogs, without leashes, chased ducks and children, yelping when they got hit by cyclists training for the Tour de France. The

         putt-putt of pleasure boats sounded lazily over the water. As she passed the marina, Emily checked for Dana’s boat: gone,

         of course. He and Philippa were probably screwing each other blind as they drifted toward the Bermuda Triangle. Three days

         asea now: Were those two scoundrels cured of each other yet? There was a phone onboard Dana’s boat, Emily knew; for several

         moments, she stared toward the harbor, needing her sister, willing her to call. Sometimes the telepathy worked.

      


      As the haze broke, the temperature ruthlessly rose. Emily went home. Still no blinking light on her answering machine; this

         time, she did not check that it had somehow become disconnected. She drank a quart of water, hoping to stop the pounding in

         her temple. Then she showered and returned to the restaurant.

      


      Brunch was on. Ward stood at the bar watching another football game. She looked as if she had slept in the apron drawer. “Hey

         Major! Back for more?” she called, noticing Emily during a car commercial.

      


      “Right. Did you go home at all?”


      “I lifted weights instead. More therapeutic.”


      Uncertain how to respond, Emily went to the kitchen, where Klepp, Chess, and Yip Chick grunted a hello. Mustapha was off,

         observing the sabbath, while Byron worshiped the flesh in Provincetown. Emily glanced over the incoming orders as Chess juiced

         oranges and Yip Chick attacked another mound of chickens. “Where’s Slavomir?” she asked.

      


      “Puking his brains out,” Klepp replied, looking up from his 

         omelettes and pancakes. “He generally overdrinks on Saturday night.”

      


      The wretched dishwasher soon shuffled back from the bathroom to resume his duties. Brunch passed lethargically, as did the

         afternoon. Diavolina’s patrons were content to chew quietly as football, America’s Sunday opiate, pounded across the television

         at the bar. During the midafternoon lull, Emily devised new menus, tested a few recipes. When the sun eventually set and her

         husband had still not called, she went to the bar. “Gin, please,” she told Ward. “One ice cube and two olives.” She glanced

         at the television just as the quarterback got sacked.

      


      Ward could guess that her new chef’s anemia had nothing to do with Diavolina. “Thanks for coming in,” she said, placing a

         large glass in front of Emily. “You inspire the kitchen.”

      


      “How so?”


      “You take their minds off of killing each other. Now they’re all trying to figure out how to kill you instead. I’m deeply

         grateful.”

      


      Not sure whether or not Ward was kidding, Emily tossed back her gin. For a few minutes, she watched chunky humanoids on television

         slam into each other. When a beer ad interrupted that phony war, she stood up. “When does the monk with the mushrooms show

         up tomorrow?”
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