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         i

         The first attempt at killing her husband was the night of the dinner party. Wendy had been cajoled into hosting by Marcia Lever, the head of the English department. Marcia called Wendy directly, instead of going through Thom, Wendy’s husband, even though he was the one who taught at New Essex State University. But Marcia and Wendy had long been friends, and Thom, especially of late, was unreliable about making plans.

         “Feel free to say no,” Marcia said on the phone. “But any chance you want to throw a small shindig out at Goose Neck? Just you and Thom, myself and Jim, if he doesn’t get sick, and then our two new hires. You met Sally Johnson, right? She started back in the fall.”

         “I went to that introductory cocktail thing you threw, but I didn’t talk with her. Who’s the other new hire?”

         “There’s a new admin I thought we could invite. Emily. Has Thom mentioned her?”

         He had, throwing her name out there in the awkward way he 2sometimes did when talking about his current crush. His voice would get very monotone and he’d say something like, “Emily saw such-and-such movie and said it was brilliant. I’ve mentioned Emily before, haven’t I?”

         “Sure,” Wendy said.

         “That’s six,” Marcia said. “I’d invite Roger and Don, as well, but only if it’s okay with you. I know this is a big ask.”

         “I’ll do it, Marcia. I could use a boozy dinner party myself, but I’m going to make you stay late and help me clean up.”

         “Of course, of course. Totally. Thank you, Wendy. I owe you.”

         The dinner party happened two weeks later. All said, it wasn’t a total disaster. Marcia’s husband, Jim, not surprisingly, canceled at the last moment with a lingering cold he thought might be the flu. Roger and Don came, and Roger, in particular, made sure that the conversation never lagged. When Thom had first gotten his tenuretrack position in the English department, Roger had been the old guard. Nearing seventy now, Roger was still the old guard, but Thom wasn’t too far behind. Roger’s husband, Don, had recently retired as the CFO of a large Boston company that did something Wendy could never remember, and it was clear that his retirement plans involved drinking himself to death in short order.

         Sally Johnson, recently poached from somewhere in California with the offer of tenure, was less chilly than Wendy remembered her being at the welcome party. Still, she wasn’t exactly warm, but she did bring gerbera daisies, and she did drink two glasses of wine before the meal was served, and told everyone, again, about the thesis she’d written when she got her PhD at Cornell. Wendy watched her, fascinated by her posture and how carefully she chose her words. Everyone else was simply blurting out whatever crap popped into their heads. Sally seemed rehearsed somehow. Then Wendy remembered, a few years ago, when the poet Marcus Robertson had been a visiting professor, how he’d told her that Black academics learned 3very early on that they had to be twice as professional as everyone else, that they could never show a chink in their armor. That there was no room for error.

         But the person at the party who really interested Wendy had been Emily Majorino, hired in January after Linda, the longtime department secretary, had retired. For one, Emily was Thom’s type, exactly, down to the old-fashioned green cardigan she was wearing and a nervous habit of chewing at her lower lip. She had brown hair, shoulder-length, large eyes set a little too far apart, and narrow shoulders. She brought a bottle of white wine, and when she handed it to Wendy in their large open kitchen, she said, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

         “Oh,” Wendy said.

         “I’m a fan of your poetry.”

         Wendy actually laughed, since it was so far from what she was expecting to hear. “Sorry,” she said. “You’re maybe the first person who’s ever said those words to me. Out of the blue, I mean. How did you end up reading my poetry?”

         “I own Specifics Omitted. I thought of bringing it for you to sign but didn’t want to embarrass you. Maybe some other time.”

         “Sure,” Wendy said, still a little confused. Twenty years earlier she’d won a first-book award from a university press and published her only work. She’d felt enormous pride at the time while also being cognizant of the fact that no one besides her immediate friends and family would ever read it. “Are you a poet too?” Wendy said to Emily. She’d mostly found that the only people in America who read poetry were people who also wrote it.

         “No, not really. I mean, I’ve tried … unsuccessfully.” Now it was Emily’s turn to laugh awkwardly.

         “Well, thank you. And thank you for the wine. I’m just going to put it in the fridge.”

         Plating the appetizers, Wendy went over the strange interaction. 4There had been something oddly familiar about it, and then she realized that it had been years since someone had spoken to her in the way that Emily just had. Nervously wanting something. Eager to please. It reminded her of being courted, of boys and men from the distant past. Had Emily, this odd-duck young woman, developed some sort of faraway crush on her through her poetry? It was too ludicrous to even consider.

         She kept an eye on her, though, throughout the night, partly because of the strange early conversation, and partly because there was something so familiar about her. About halfway through the party, while Emily was picking at her roast leg of lamb, Wendy blurted out, “Joan Fontaine.”

         “Gesundheit,” Don said, and everyone laughed. 

         “That’s who you remind me of,” Wendy said to Emily. 

         Emily, startled, said, “Who?”

         “Joan Fontaine, the actress. She played the second Mrs. de Winter in Rebecca.”

         “Oh,” said Emily. She was turning a little red, probably because everyone was now looking at her.

         “I suppose she does a little bit,” Thom said. “But I think she looks like Barbara Bouchet. No one here will remember Barbara Bouchet but she played Miss Moneypenny in that terrible 1960s Casino Royale. That’s an interesting film because—”

         Wendy interrupted by asking the table if anyone had been watching Mare of Easttown on HBO. Everyone nodded all at once. Thom glared in her direction. Still, she’d been with him long enough to know when he was getting ready to monologue about a subject that interested only him. Honestly, though, the real reason she’d stopped him was because once upon a time, many years ago, he used to tell her she looked like Barbara Bouchet, something he’d probably forgotten all about.

         After dinner, while Marcia cleaned the dishes, the rest of the 5guests, all except Sally, who’d left early, moved in front of the fire in the living room. Thom doled out drinks: whiskey for Don and Roger, a rusty nail for himself, while Wendy bailed Emily out of having to drink something so strong by suggesting they open another bottle of wine. Time sped up, the way it does at the end of a party, and suddenly Roger was doing his most famous party trick, reciting all of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” while doing his Christopher Walken impression. Thom had managed to work his way onto the sofa next to Emily. He was very drunk, the most drunk Wendy had seen him in months, at least publicly. His voice was louder, he was swearing more. She wondered if he’d do something foolish, like make an actual pass at the thirtysomething administrative assistant, but she didn’t think he would. Years of drinking and socializing had taught him what lines not to cross.

         “What are you working on now, Thom?” Marcia asked, having now joined the group after finishing the dishes. She was drinking a can of grapefruit seltzer water.

         “I’m writing a mystery,” Thom said, then shrugged as though he’d said something ridiculous.

         “Oh yeah?”

         “Well, we’ll see about it. I think it’s a mystery story. It has a murder in it.”

         “Tell us about it, Thom.”

         Wendy listened intently as Thom explained that he wasn’t willing to divulge any details yet. But even without details, gooseflesh had broken out along both her arms at this new information that Thom was writing a book. A book with a murder in it.

         Wendy excused herself, knowing she wouldn’t be missed, and went upstairs to their bedroom. The sweater she was looking for was draped across the chair on her side of the bed, and she wrapped it around herself. All Aprils in New England were cold but this particular one was breaking her heart; day after day of forty degrees and 6sporadic rain. She started back down the stairs but there was a pause in the jazz record that was playing and she could hear that Thom was still talking at length. She reversed course, deciding with sudden certainty that she needed to find out about this book.

         In Thom’s office she opened his laptop up and punched in his password, the same one he’d had for many years. There was an array of open browser tabs, but Wendy wasn’t interested in those. She went to his writing folder and found his latest Word document, titled “WIP” for “work in progress,” and opened it up. Thom had created a title page already:

         
            Come End of Summer

a novel of suspense
by Thom Graves

         

         Wendy scrolled to the next page and found an epigraph.

         
            And the thought that, after all, he had not really killed her. No, no. Thank God for that. He had not. And yet … had he? Or, had he not?

            —Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy

         

         She didn’t need to keep reading. The quote, alone, had made her instantly sober. And furious. She decided to keep scrolling and read the first paragraph of the book, enough to know that Thom was writing some version of their own story, a story they had agreed was never to be shared with anyone. A story the world could never know. His novel began:

         
            He saw her in Bryant Park, dusk of a summer night, the city parting its shoulders to facilitate her grand re-entrance into his life. She 7must have seen him, as well, because before he had a chance to extinguish his cigarette, to re-order his mind and body, she was there in front of him, jacket collar quivering, a threat to the tranquility he had created in the ten years since last they’d met.

         

         “Blech,” Wendy said out loud, mainly in response to the prose. For a moment Thom’s words had distracted her from the realization of what he’d done, what he was doing. They’d grown apart over the years, but Wendy believed, had believed, that the one thing that cemented them together was a commitment to never speak of the past. Their sins were private sins. It was Thom who saw the world through books and movies, who once upon a time had said that they were like Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck in Double Indemnity. They had boarded a train together and there was no getting off, all the way to the final stop. Wendy had also believed that no one else would ever be allowed on that particular train, not friends or priests or other lovers. And their story wasn’t for books either.

         What was he thinking?

         Back downstairs the album had ended, and the guests were searching for coats. Thom was at the bar, pouring himself another drink, then turned around to scowl at the deserters.

         “Is he going to be all right?” Roger said to Wendy at the door, which was rich, considering his own husband was currently weaving his way toward a collision with a rosebush.

         “He’ll be fine. He won’t remember a thing.”

         Wendy picked up Emily’s scarf, which she’d dropped to the floor while struggling with her winter parka. “Here you go. How did you get here? Are you driving?”

         “Marcia’s driving me home,” she said.

         “Oh, good. Our only sober guest. It was nice meeting you.”

         “Maybe we could get together,” Emily said, the words coming fast, like a Band-Aid being ripped away. “We could talk about poetry.” 8

         “Yes, I’d like that,” Wendy said, wondering if her voice sounded as bemused to Emily as it did in her own head.

         Everyone left, and Wendy let Thom pour her another glass of wine she wasn’t planning on drinking. But they sat together and listened to side two of Live at the Pershing. “Party poopers,” Thom said.

         “It’s two a.m.”

         “Is it?”

         “Yep.”

         Wendy considered bringing up the book he was writing but knew it wouldn’t be worth it. She hadn’t been kidding when she told Roger that he wouldn’t remember anything the next day. He wouldn’t. She could see it in his blank eyes and the way his mouth was slightly ajar, lower lip hanging. She took a tiny sip of her wine. He had put his empty glass down and was mimicking playing the piano along with Ahmad Jamal. God, she despised him. It was a new realization. For a long time she’d known she disliked him, known that the thought of spending the remainder of her years in his company filled her with a kind of dread. She’d also known that he was never going to change, but she hadn’t admitted to herself yet that she truly hated him. That she wanted him gone.

         I should just kill him, she thought.

         “What are you smiling about?” Thom said. 

         “Just murder,” she said back. “Your murder.”

         He laughed and moved his hands along the imaginary keys.

         But twenty minutes later he was standing at the top of the stairs on the second-floor landing, a hand loosely on the banister, a confused look on his face. Wendy was passing from the bedroom to the bathroom but stopped to ask him what was wrong.

         “I thought I’d forgotten something downstairs and now I can’t remember what it was.”

         He really was drunk, his head drooping, his free hand waggling a finger. 9

         “Your glasses, maybe,” Wendy said.

         Then, without really thinking about it, or rather, as though she’d planned this very maneuver before, she reached out toward the front pocket of his shirt and gently pushed him in the chest. “Jesus,” he said, tottering backward then righting himself, but he was wearing socks and one of his legs gave way and he fell down the stairs, hard, spinning all the way over then thudding to a halt at the bottom landing. The violence of it was extraordinary.

         “Thom!” Wendy yelled, then followed him carefully down the steps. He was silent except for a low purr that reminded her of a cat. But when she’d reached him, he suddenly came to, springing back onto his feet as though he’d simply fallen onto a couch and was now getting up again.

         “Fuck,” he said. “What just happened?”

         “You fell down the stairs, Thom,” she said. “You’re drunk.”

         He asked again in the morning, when he’d found the bruises on his body. “I don’t know how you fell,” Wendy said. “I was brushing my teeth. Anything broken?”

         “My last shred of dignity,” he said, and went downstairs to start the coffee.

         ii

         Thom checked the weather app on his phone; it told him it was currently raining in New Essex. He looked outside but saw no sign of rain, even though the dark, swollen sky was threatening. He felt terrible, having drunk far too much the night before, and he’d woken up with about five mysterious bruises down one side of his body (Wendy had gleefully informed him he’d fallen down the stairs). Still, he was determined to ignore the pain, to get outside and take a walk, try to stretch his muscles, clear his head a little. He stared at the app again, 10then out through the window that looked onto Naumkeag Cove, now at low tide, gulls and crows hovering overhead. Goose Neck was a small, rocky peninsula that jutted into the outer harbor of New Essex, and for whatever reason it had its own weather patterns, ignoring all forecasts. He decided to risk it and went to get his coat.

         He was halfway through the circling walk that would take him along most of the perimeter of Goose Neck when the rain started up. He didn’t mind. It was a misty kind of rain, and he was planning on showering anyway when he got back, so what difference did it make if he got wet? He buttoned the top button of his coat and kept walking, still trying to pick apart the chronology of the dinner party the night before.

         It had started fine, Roger and Don in good form, Marcia jumpy as always, Wendy’s roast lamb a huge hit. Sally Johnson hadn’t wanted to be there, but he wasn’t sure Sally wanted to be anywhere, except for maybe alone with a book. She was a true academic, that one, almost as though she’d gotten into the field out of a love for literature instead of the desire to only have classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays and the chance to take sabbaticals every five years.

         He was surprised that Marcia had invited Emily Majorino. Pleased too. When she’d first been brought on, back in January, he’d been entranced by her quiet beauty. She’d mesmerized him, but not in any lustful way. Something about her stillness, her quiet voice, her mysterious life. (She was much younger than he was, but as far as he could tell she had absolutely zero social-media presence. He’d looked.) He imagined them talking to each other, confiding in each other. He imagined giving her advice. Sometimes, oddly, these fantasies would warp into her pressing a cold washcloth against his head, the way his mother used to do. Or else he imagined her cooking him a meal, telling him everything was going to be okay. He supposed he was getting old.

         The mist was being replaced by actual rain, and Thom sped up, 11lowering his head, and still picking away at the memories from the previous night. He knew that Roger had done his party trick—his J. Alfred Walken—and that the drinks had flowed. Sally had left early. No surprise there. And he knew that he’d sat next to Emily for some time and that they’d been talking passionately, or maybe it had just been he who was doing the talking. But the words were gone. He also had no memory of how the evening had ended, just that he’d been downstairs by the fire and the next thing he knew he’d woken up in the morning, his mouth dry, his forehead damp, and his body aching as though he’d been beaten with a croquet mallet.

         He turned onto Jewett Lane and stopped for a moment to look across the harbor, pocked with rain. He rubbed at his ribs and a memory from the night before, a fragment of a memory, pricked at his mind. The upstairs hallway. Wendy’s face. A look of revulsion. Then it was gone.

         “Okay there, Thom?”

         It was one of his neighbors, Fred, out walking his dog. Thom blinked in Fred’s direction. “Oh hey, Fred,” he said. “Just thinking about going for a swim.”

         “Ha-ha.”

         Back at home, Thom felt worse than he had before his walk. The cold had gotten into his bones, and the partial memory from the night before, his wife’s face, was haunting him.

         “How’d I fall down the goddamn stairs?” he said to Wendy, who was putting together some kind of casserole in the kitchen.

         “I pushed you, naturally,” she said.

         Wendy had a morbid sense of humor, she always had, and he sometimes wondered if it was because of what the two of them had done in the past. Or was it in spite of it?

         “No, really, you must have heard me fall.”

         “I did. I was brushing my teeth. For a moment I thought you were dead.” 12

         “And how did that make you feel?” Thom was pouring himself coffee and noticed a slight tremor in the hand that held the cup. It was worrying.

         “In the time it took me to walk down the stairs and check on you I’d already spent the life insurance.”

         “Oh yeah? What on?”

         “A couple trips to France. A new downstairs bathroom. Maybe a Birkin bag.”

         “You did think about it.”

         She smiled, and Thom felt colder. 

         “You read the text from Jason?”

         “No,” Thom said, pulling out his phone.

         Their son had planned a visit for the weekend, and Thom assumed that the text was a cancellation, but instead he’d texted to remind them that he was now completely vegetarian and then he’d asked if he could bring a friend along, some girl named Ashtyn.

         Thom nearly asked who Ashtyn was, because he couldn’t remember, but something told him not to ask, something told him that, once again, he’d forgotten some crucial information about his family’s life. “I think I’ll go read,” he said, and took himself to his office.

         He lay down on the couch across from his desk, looked at his phone a little, checking his son’s Instagram to see if there was a picture of this girl he was bringing. They’d only just gotten used to the previous girlfriend, Tonya, who had been eerily uncommunicative but whom Jason seemed to genuinely love. And now he was dating someone called Ashtyn. He put his phone down and picked up his book—Lying to Doctors by Catalina Soto—reading just a few pages before shutting his eyes, hoping to get some sleep. But images kept appearing and disappearing in his mind. His wife’s face in the dim hallway light, her eyes cold and unloving. Emily’s face in the firelight as he spoke words at her, words that he couldn’t conjure up. What had they been talking about? He felt deep shame that he couldn’t 13remember. And then all he could think about was the coldness in his bones. He turned onto his side, tucked his knees up. Something flickered in the corner of his attic office, and for a moment he thought it was his cat, Samsa, skirting the baseboards. But Samsa had been dead for six months. And for a terrible moment Thom thought he might cry, something he hadn’t done in years. Instead, he sat up, rubbed at his ribs again, and wondered how long Wendy would be in the kitchen. He wanted a beer but didn’t want her to see him get one.

         iii

         The weather had cleared by Sunday morning and they all took a walk, Wendy and Thom; their son, Jason; and his new girlfriend, Ashtyn, who had turned out to be the exact opposite of his last girlfriend. Blond instead of dark, inquisitive and talkative instead of standoffish. In fact, she’d barely stopped talking since arriving late on Friday evening. She was talking now—she just couldn’t get over how beautiful it was on Goose Neck, and she couldn’t believe she’d never been here, but she was really more of a South-Shore girl, having grown up in Wareham.

         “You’ll have to switch your allegiance,” Thom said.

         “What, South Shore to North Shore? I’m a Cape girl; you’re kidding, right?”

         Wendy watched as Thom sped up ahead of them so that he was just with Ashtyn. He liked her, she could tell. Well, Wendy liked Ashtyn as well. She wasn’t intellectual, exactly, but she seemed to exude some joy, a character trait not usually shared by Jason’s string of moody girlfriends. Wendy slowed her pace, Jason beside her, so that she could talk privately to her son.

         “So?” Jason said.

         “So what?” 14

         “What do you think of Ashtyn? You were just watching her and analyzing. I could tell.”

         “She’s lovely. So different from Tonya.”

         “You didn’t think Tonya was lovely?”

         “Lovely to look at, but she wasn’t exactly a conversationalist, was she?”

         Jason kicked at a horse chestnut, knocking it a few feet ahead of him. She’d taken enough walks with him, ever since he’d been a boy, to know that he would keep kicking that particular chestnut for as long as he could keep it in front of him. “No, she was difficult. Ashtyn’s easy, although she’s smarter than she looks.”

         “Did I say she didn’t look smart?”

         “You probably thought it. She went to school on a full scholarship, you know.”

         Up ahead, Thom and Ashtyn had stopped walking so that Thom could point out the city hall across the harbor. Wendy and Jason stopped as well. “Yes, she told me. What are her parents like?”

         “Nice, I think. Different. Neither of them went to college. She’s the first in her family—”

         “She has two older brothers, though.”

         “They’re both plumbers, like their father.”

         “Smart boys.”

         Wendy took a look at her son’s profile as he squinted toward the water. He’d had sort of a hipster mustache that he’d recently removed from his upper lip, and he looked so similar to the way Thom had looked at the same age. Dark-brown eyes, full brows, that beautiful rosebud mouth that was almost girlish. But he wasn’t like Thom, Wendy thought. He wasn’t a striver, wasn’t someone who cared what others thought of him, despite the ill-fated mustache. He seemed mostly happy in his own skin.

         “How are you and Dad?” he asked. They were walking again.

         “How do you think we are?” 15

         “Dad’s drinking a lot.”

         “That’s not exactly a new thing, is it?”

         “No, I suppose not. Does it worry you?”

         Instead of answering right away, Wendy thought about the question. “Ten years ago it did. I thought he’d do something to wreck his career or else he’d wreck the car, end up killing himself, or worse, someone else. But now it’s just part of our life, I guess. He drinks more when people are visiting. I don’t know what to say. Does it worry you?”

         “Yes,” Jason said emphatically. “It makes me crazy that he’s always telling me we don’t spend enough time together, and then when we do get together, he’s so drunk he probably doesn’t even remember it.”

         “I hear you, Jason, you’re preaching to the choir.”

         That night, after her son and his girlfriend had left, and after Thom had fallen asleep in front of a hockey game, Wendy sat in the living room with a blanket around her, and her book in her lap, just thinking. What would she be doing right now if Thom’s fall on Thursday night had broken his neck and killed him? He’d be dead three days. Jason would have come earlier, and he’d still be here. What else? The neighbors would have made casseroles, and old friends would have called or sent text messages. And she’d be planning a funeral.

         It would be a lot, those first few weeks, but once Thom was in the ground, then the next phase of her life could begin. She’d delete that novel he had begun work on, make sure it never saw the light of day. And then she’d be free to do what she wanted, not just for the remainder of her life but for every day of that life. The house would be hers, and the garden, and even the television remote. She could cook more fish. Maybe even one day she could form a new relationship. Not another husband. She would never have one of those again. But maybe a painter who only came to New Essex in the summers, some 16uncomplicated man who was good in bed and knew how to fix tricky sump pumps and failing gutters.

         Wendy realized she was smiling while she thought of this new life, then told herself to think of the alternative. What would the next thirty years be like with Thom in them? Would it be possible to get back to the kind of relationship they’d had for the first half of their married life? The feeling that they were an exclusive club of two, with their own jokes and rules? A bubble that was both exciting and comforting and only for them. In the old days when they’d started to drift apart they always managed to find each other again, remind each other that they had authored their own existence, that they were special. Plus, they’d raised Jason, someone better than either of them. In that, they were in agreement.

         But now, ever since Thom started having the bad dreams and the black moods, then the affairs and the drinking, it had all gone wrong. And it wasn’t going to get better. Thirty more years with Thom was not going to make either of them happy. And there was no such thing as divorce, not for them. They were together forever all the way to the end of the line, just like in Double Indemnity.

         She sipped her tea, gone cold. Without moving from her seat she made a decision. Life would be better without Thom in it. Far better. 

         Another movie quote went through her mind and made her smile again. It was a shame she couldn’t share it with Thom, because she thought it was quite clever.

         I’m going to need a bigger set of stairs.

         iv

         Thom was walking across campus when he got the phone call from Wendy. She usually texted so he answered quickly. “What’s wrong?”

         “Why do you say that?” 17

         “Because you’re calling me.”

         “Oh, nothing’s wrong. It’s just that I’ve done something impulsive and now I need you to look at your calendar.”

         “What have you done?”

         “I booked a trip.”

         “Oh yeah?”

         “It’s just a long weekend. In D.C. I thought we could take the train.”

         “To D.C.?”

         “Georgetown, really. That’s where the Airbnb is. I booked it for the first weekend in May, and then I remembered that you’d mentioned something about Peter coming to visit—”

         “Oh, that’s not happening,” Thom said. Peter was his closest friend from college, and notorious about making plans and then canceling them.

         “It isn’t?”

         “No, sorry, I forgot to tell you. He canceled, the fucker.”

         “Good. You’re free for a trip, then?”

         “Probably. Is it this weekend?”

         “No, next one. Just three nights. A Thursday through a Sunday.”

         “D.C., huh?”

         “It will feel like actual spring there. And if the weather’s not great, there are all the free museums, and the apartment I rented is adorable. I don’t know why I’m trying to sell you on this, I’ve already booked it. You’re coming whether you like it or not.”

         Back in his office, Thom checked his email and saw that Wendy had sent a link to the Airbnb that she’d booked. He clicked on it. It was something called an English basement apartment. It looked cozy, had a fireplace and hardwood floors, and boasted that it was in walking distance of Georgetown Cupcake. Thom brought up a map. It looked like a cool area, and he began to check out nearby pubs. Maybe it would be a nice trip. Things had been a little chilly between 18Wendy and him of late, and maybe she was genuinely hoping for a romantic weekend. And it might be a good time to tell her about the book he was working on. He didn’t want it to be a secret, his mystery novel, but he knew if he brought it up that she would be upset. He just needed to convince her that it really wasn’t autobiographical. She might read something into it, but no one else would.

         Thom looked at the map some more, using two fingers on his trackpad to check out the area. It was only when he saw the link for the Exorcist Steps just down from their rental that he suddenly understood the real reason why Wendy had booked this trip. Why hadn’t he thought of it immediately? Washington, D.C., and especially Georgetown, had been the site of the very beginning of their romance. Two lifetimes ago, really. Thom and Wendy, in their eighth-grade year, had gone on the three-day school trip down to D.C. They’d sat next to each other on the bus ride down, talking mostly about horror movies, and how The Exorcist had been filmed in Georgetown. And it was there, in Georgetown, on the last night of the trip, that Thom and Wendy had kissed by the steps that were featured in that film. Thom’s first kiss ever, and Wendy’s as well, or at least that was what she’d told him. And even though he hadn’t thought of that school trip for many years, he remembered it now with startling clarity. It had been spring, as well, the air smelling of flowers and rain. They’d eaten one of their meals at an old-timey Italian restaurant with red-and-white check tablecloths, and he’d dropped a meatball down the front of his shirt. D.C. had been all right, but it really just seemed like one big museum, every element some sort of ode to history. Georgetown had felt alive, though. All these town houses tight together. College students strolling by. For some reason he also remembered the smell of clove cigarettes in the air. To him it was the smell of sophistication.

         Suddenly he was excited to return. For some time now, it had been clear that everything he did seemed to disappoint his wife. He 19drank too much and talked too much and slept too late. Sometimes he caught her looking at him with true disgust in her eyes. The problem was that he believed he deserved it. His whole life he’d been waiting to be punished, always thinking that it would arrive in the form of a catastrophe. Something Old Testament. A debilitating disease. Chronic pain. The deaths of loved ones. Something awful happening to Jason. But Wendy and he had had a successful life. They both had good jobs. They had more than enough money. They had their lovely, kind son. They surely didn’t deserve happiness in marriage as well. They didn’t deserve love. Despite that, the thought of returning to Georgetown for a weekend, his wife having made the arrangements, filled Thom with something he hadn’t felt for a long time. A sense of hope.

         At the end of his office hours Emily knocked at his open door. 

         “Come in, come in,” he said, a little bit in a daze. He’d been reading lists of the best restaurants in Georgetown and D.C.

         “First of all,” Emily said, a file folder hugged to her chest, “thanks for such a nice time last week at your house. Your wife is a very good cook.”

         “She is,” Thom said.

         “Did she tell you that we talked about her poetry?”

         Thom was confused, but because he was used to not remembering the details of his life, he said, “She did mention it, I think.”

         “I’m a huge fan.”

         “Of Wendy’s poetry?”

         “Yes. She’s good, don’t you think?”

         Thom, still a little confused, said, “Of course. When did you come across her work?”

         “A while ago, I think. I don’t really remember. She wrote a poem called ‘The Coyote Watches Me Watching Him.’ It’s one of my—”

         “Yes, I remember that one. Do you know she made it up? I remember after reading it that I asked her when she had a stare-off 20with a coyote, and she told me she was just imagining what it would be like if she had. It’s funny. For some reason I always imagine that fiction is truly fictional, and that poetry is always somehow the truth, but I don’t think I’m right about that.”

         Emily was quiet for a moment, so Thom quickly said, “Is that for me?”

         She remembered the file folder she had brought into his office and pulled it away from her chest, saying, “Oh, it is. I just need your signature on this purchase order. It’s the books you requested for the fall semester.”

         “Right.”

         She moved around to his side of the desk and put the order in front of him. Her proximity made him feel that odd mix of attraction and solace, as though he might at any moment bury his head against her shoulder. She handed him a pen and pointed to where he needed to sign.

         “Who’s Annabel Majorino?” he said, seeing the name of the person who’d initiated the order.

         “Oh, me. That’s my real first name. Annabel. Emily’s my middle name and the one I use.”

         “Annabel,” Thom said aloud, and Emily took a step back from him.

         “Yes, just hearing you say that name aloud has reinforced my decision,” she said, laughing, then coughing.

         “What decision?”

         “Oh, to change my name. I mean, to use a different name.”

         Before she left the office, she said, “Thank Wendy again for me for dinner.”

         “I will,” he said, and watched her depart, her toes pointing inward, and spent about thirty seconds trying to remember what that was called, before coming up finally with that odd phrase “pigeon-toed.” 21

         That night, after dinner, Thom went out onto the porch with a whiskey. There was still some light in the sky and even though the temperature had dipped, Thom was comfortable in his jeans and cotton sweater. Wendy stepped out to join him, and Thom said, “Summer’s coming.”

         “You call this summer?”

         “Well …” Thom said. He’d grown up in New England, while Wendy had mostly lived out west, leaving her in a constant dispute with Massachusetts’s weather patterns. “Grab a sweater and come join me. Maybe a drink as well.”

         She said something he didn’t quite listen to, then retreated into the house. He assumed she’d told him that she was going to watch television but was surprised when she returned with not only a sweater but half a glass of red wine.

         “Oh,” he said.

         “You sound surprised.”

         “Usually when I suggest something, you do the opposite.”

         “Is that really true?”

         “I don’t know,” Thom said. It was his new answer to everything. He was in his fifties and somehow felt like the world had become a bigger mystery to him as he got older.

         “Are you excited for our trip?” Wendy said, settling down onto the metal spring chair that Thom was convinced was about to break.

         “I am,” Thom said. “What made you think of booking it?”

         “Remember when Jason was young and we used to always say how much we missed taking spontaneous weekend trips? Well, now he’s gone, and we don’t even have a cat anymore, so what’s stopping us?”

         Thom sipped at his whiskey and considered asking Wendy if the trip was to commemorate where their love story had begun. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to ask that question. Maybe it was the 22fear that she’d look at him blankly, having forgotten all about that part of their life. Instead, he said, “You have a fan, you know, of your poetry.”

         “Do I?”

         “You know Emily, the new secretary?”

         “Yes, I know her. She had dinner here.”

         “Oh, yeah, yeah. Of course. Did you know she’s read your poetry?”

         “She mentioned it that night. She read Specifics Omitted.”

         Thom wondered if they’d already talked about this but didn’t want to ask. Instead, he said, “Her real name is Annabel.”

         “What do you mean?” Wendy said, straightening up a little in her chair.

         “Emily is her middle name. She told me today. I was thinking about it because … Well, it’s a poetic name. Your favorite poem, right?”

         “Not quite my favorite poem, but yes.”

         Thom watched Wendy turn her head to look out through the screened porch toward the cove. There was a tiny scrap of light left in the sky and he could just make out her profile, the slope of her nose, her pursed lips, the jut of her chin. She was deep in thought, and Thom had a familiar feeling—at least it was familiar of late—that he had missed something important. “Are you thinking of getting in touch with Judy while we’re there?” he said, to change the subject.

         “Who’s Judy?”

         “Your friend Judy, from work. Didn’t she move to D. C.?”

         “God, I haven’t thought about her in years. No, I hadn’t planned on it. I don’t even know if she’s still there.”

         “Sorry for asking,” Thom said.

         “Oh no, did I sound … You just took me by surprise.”

         They were quiet for a moment. Thom’s drink was gone and he was starting to get cold. “Well,” he said, and put his hands on his knees.

         “About Emily, that woman you work with,” his wife said.

         “Uh-huh.” 23

         “You don’t have something going on with her, do you?”

         “With Emily? No, she’s, like, half my age. I mean, not that if she was older … You know what I mean.”

         “You promise me?”

         “Promise you what?”

         Wendy was looking at Thom, but her face was in shadow, her body rigid. “Promise me you’re not lying about this. You haven’t done anything stupid, have you?”

         “Plenty of stupidity, but nothing stupid with Emily. She’s a sweet kid. I haven’t even thought of her that way.”

         “Okay,” Wendy said, turning her head to look toward the kitchen. Her shoulders had relaxed.

         Thom decided to try a joke, and said, “Want her all to herself, do you?”

         “Something like that,” Wendy said. “It’s not every day I meet a fan.”

         Later, in bed, Thom thought about the conversation with Wendy, how strongly she’d reacted. She had genuine cause to be concerned. He’d given her reasons throughout the years to not trust him. Maybe there really was some jealousy involved, that Emily/Annabel had shown interest in Wendy and she didn’t want him to screw it up. Fair enough, he thought, and began to doze off, but kept thinking about Emily’s real name, and about that poem by Poe. How’d that go again? Wendy had it memorized, he knew that much. He’d tried, as well, but it somehow hadn’t stuck. All he could remember now was the first two lines, and he whispered them to himself now: “It was many and many a year ago, in a kingdom by the sea.”

         v

         The Airbnb was smaller than it had looked in the pictures, but it was very clean, and the owners had left a gift basket with a bottle of 24red wine and a small box of chocolate truffles from some local candy shop.

         Wendy opened the front-facing window of their apartment to let the air in. They’d gotten onto their Amtrak train that morning at South Station in Boston, each wrapped in scarves and fleece coats, and they’d disembarked at Union Station into an altogether different climate. Balmy air, even a hint of humidity. She was determined to enjoy herself a little, and to see that Thom enjoyed himself as well. She knew that other people would see that as horrific, but she didn’t, exactly. If Thom were dying of cancer and had only months to live, then bringing him down here for one last hurrah would be seen as something kind, as life-affirming. And Thom did have a cancer rotting him. A lifetime of guilt and shame had metastasized into something uncontrollable. Before leaving on this trip, Wendy had steeled herself and read the first forty pages of his “mystery” novel. It was worse than she’d thought it would be. It was a confession badly disguised as fiction.

         “Open this wine now, or go out and find a place to have a drink?” It was Thom, standing behind her. He’d spent the train ride studying what pubs and restaurants they should eat at during their trip. He hadn’t mentioned once, not since she’d first told him about the trip, how Georgetown was a return to the place where it all began. And he hadn’t mentioned the Exorcist Steps.

         “I need to take a shower after that train ride. Why don’t you go find a place for a drink and text me where you are and I’ll meet you?”

         “Mission accepted,” he said, and saluted her.

         She made a face, and he added, “Sorry, Jesus. Something about this trip has me on edge.”

         In her shower she thought about what he’d said, hoping that what was making him nervous was the fact that he hadn’t yet had a drink by midafternoon, and not that he’d cottoned on to her reason for taking him on this trip. For some reason she thought about Samsa, 25their old cat, and how when they’d made the decision to have the vet put him down they’d both been relieved to find out that vets made house visits these days to perform that particular service. As it was, Samsa’s last moments had been stretching in a bar of sunlight on the second-floor deck and not shaking uncontrollably at the animal hospital. If Thom turned out to be miserable on this trip, she didn’t know if she could go through with it.

         By the time she got to the Tombs, the bar he’d picked for an afternoon drink, she’d walked in out of the sunshine, her eyes taking a long time to adjust, and watched Thom come into focus. He was in his element, one elbow on the bar, a pint glass in his hand, talking to a much younger woman, who was looking at him with some interest. Not a lot of interest, but not revulsion either. Thom, naturally, had no idea that Wendy had entered the bar; he was far too focused on the pretty girl and whatever story he was spinning. Wendy stood for a moment and watched. Over the past few years, she’d felt herself becoming invisible to the world around her—it was a cliché, she knew, but one she happened to be living. Thom, on the other hand, had attained some second age of attractiveness, or maybe it was just a fairly interesting style, in his fifties. He’d let his thinning hair grow out just a bit over the ears, brushing it back, and he’d started wearing black-rimmed eyeglasses. Wendy didn’t imagine he was in any way sexually appealing to the young woman he was talking to, but he had something going on. Maybe he’d mentioned his recently published piece on John Cheever called “Lear in Suburbia,” and how it had been nominated for an obscure academic prize, and he was definitely footing the young woman’s bill. Wendy made her way slowly to the bar.

         “Ah, my wife,” Thom said theatrically, and Wendy wondered how many drinks he’d managed to consume already. She hadn’t taken that long in the shower.

         The woman’s name was Alice Something and she was a grad student in Georgetown’s Department of English, out celebrating the 26completion of a final draft of her thesis. She was interesting, actually, and just when Wendy was beginning to wonder if they’d be stuck with her for the evening, two of her friends showed up and whisked her to a table.

         “Having fun?” Wendy said.

         “I am,” he said, “but we don’t have to stay. I do realize I found the darkest bar to come to on this beautiful afternoon.”

         “Yes, how did you find this place?”

         “It’s famous, and it’s named after one of Eliot’s cat poems.”

         “And they have alcoholic milkshakes,” Wendy said, reading the menu.

         “Let’s go walk around the campus,” Thom said, “then find a place for dinner.”

         It wasn’t until it was dark and they were slowly meandering their way back to their Airbnb from the Vietnamese restaurant they’d eaten at that Thom mentioned the significance of where they were.

         “Is this really the first time we’ve been back here since …?”

         “I think so,” Wendy said.

         “How old were we?”

         “It was eighth grade, so I think we were probably both fourteen.”

         “God, time is strange.” Thom was speaking too loud, a sure sign that he’d had too much drink. At one point during the meal she’d gone to the restroom, noticing that his gin and tonic was half-empty. When she’d returned, it was three-quarters full. Either she was losing her mind or he had quickly sucked down his drink, flagged a waiter to bring him a new one, then had two big swallows of the new drink. All in the time it had taken her to pee, and then reapply her lipstick. 

         “Meaning what?”

         “I don’t know. Meaning we were here in this same place, younger versions of ourselves, without any idea of all the things that were going to happen. And it was a different time back then, wasn’t it? I 27mean, we were fourteen and on our own at night, running around. Goddamn freedom.”

         “We weren’t on our own,” Wendy said.

         “Not on the trip, we weren’t, but the night you took me to the steps.”

         “I don’t think so,” Wendy said. “That’s not how I remember it. We told Miss Ackles that we wanted to look at the Exorcist Steps, and she brought us down there.”

         “No, I don’t think so,” Thom said.

         “She hung back, a little. I mean, I don’t think she was standing right next to us when we kissed. But she was nearby. I’m sure of it.”

         “It’s coming back to me. A little. She tried to scare us, tell us how we were being watched.”

         “That part I don’t remember.”

         “Maybe it was just me.”

         “It doesn’t matter anyway. We both know we were there. At the top of the steps.”

         “You mean the bottom.”

         “Now you’re just being contrary on purpose,” Wendy said.

         “I am. But we did go to the bottom of the steps. We started up top, and you and I ran all the way down and then back up. I remember being out of breath.”

         “I don’t remember that part at all. Maybe you ran down the steps and I stayed at the top.”

         “Sensible even at fourteen.”

         “I was.”

         “Oh, here they are.”

         They both stopped at the top of the narrow stairs that ran down between a painted brick building and a stone wall. Streetlights illuminated the steep steps so that it almost looked like a tunnel carved out of the dark night. Wendy had read or heard somewhere that these days the steps were mostly used as a makeshift gym, runners 28sprinting up and down them for some inexplicable reason. But it was late, and the night had turned cold, and no one was around except for the two of them. Thom stepped forward, standing on the top step, his hand on the metal handrail.

         “Where exactly were we standing when we kissed? This isn’t quite how I pictured it,” Thom said.

         “Right here, right at the top, where you’re standing now.”

         “Who kissed whom?”

         “I think it was kind of a mutual kiss, because if I recall it started off more like a headbutt.”

         “Yes, that I do remember.”

         Thom turned around, his back to the steps. The wind was kicking up but Wendy thought that Thom was swaying more from the effects of the gin. It’s a perfect murder, she thought, not for the first time. Even if she were suspected, there was no way to prove that he hadn’t fallen down the stairs on his own. He’d been publicly drinking all night. In fact, he’d probably told some friends and colleagues that he’d fallen down the stairs in his own house. And it was a perfect murder because his last moments, besides the moment that would involve careening down a hundred concrete steps, would have been a great meal in a beautiful city on a cool, spring night. She took a step toward her husband.

         vi

         Thom felt unwell. Maybe it was the somewhat fiery food they’d eaten for dinner, or maybe it was the brandy he’d ordered for dessert that he definitely didn’t need. But standing at the top of the steps from that movie that Wendy loved so much, he was a little queasy. Sad as well.

         It had started with the girl he’d met at the Tombs earlier. He’d 29been drinking his first beer of the day with half an eye on the baseball highlights on the television above the bar when she’d stood two stools over from him and ordered a glass of Champagne.

         “Celebrating?” Thom had said automatically.

         She’d turned and faced him, less pretty, he thought, than she’d looked in profile. “I finished a first draft of my thesis paper this afternoon.”

         “Oh, congrats,” he said. “What’s your discipline?”

         “I’m getting an MA in English lit.”

         “Here at Georgetown?”

         “Yes.”

         He was about to tell her that he was an English professor himself, maybe even mention his recent publication, but he could hear Wendy in his ear telling him that he didn’t need to try to impress the entire female species all the time. Instead, he said, “What was the subject?”

         “Punishment in Victorian literature. I mean, a little more specific than that, but that was the general gist.”

         “Oh,” Thom said, pursing his lips and nodding. 

         “You’re either baffled or you’re confused.”

         “No, I’m neither. I’m interested. I’m an English professor myself—not here at Georgetown—and I’ve long been interested in punishment. In fact, I’m writing a book right now, sort of a mystery novel, and I’d say that punishment is its central theme.”

         The young woman’s Champagne had arrived, poured into a wineglass instead of a proper tulip, and Thom watched her flick her eyes toward the front door of the bar.

         “Sorry. Ignore me,” Thom said. “The last thing you probably want to talk about is the fucking paper you just finished writing. And you must be … waiting for someone?”

         “I’m expecting friends. And yes, no more talk of punishment.”

         “You’ve been punished by it,” Thom said, and he felt the imagined presence of Wendy at his shoulder groaning at his bad joke. 30

         “It feels like it,” the woman said, and then slid onto the stool, a commitment that Thom guessed was an even toss-up between her being slightly intrigued by him and her deciding that this old man with the dad jokes was not an actual threat of any kind.

         “I’m Alice,” she said.

         Thom introduced himself as well, then said, “And that Champagne is on me, by the way. I insist.”

         She looked less than pleased, so Thom awkwardly mentioned that he was waiting for his wife, due any moment.

         “Tell me about your novel,” Alice said, taking a tentative sip from her glass.

         “Well, it’s actually about not being punished, my novel. The main character commits a crime and then he spends his whole life waiting to pay for it, but it never happens.”

         “Oh, that’s interesting. How does it end?”

         “I don’t know yet,” Thom said. “Honestly, I’ve only written the first few chapters.”

         Then Alice had parted her lips to ask some follow-up question, but Wendy was already there, smelling of lavender, probably from the strange soap at the rental. Thom made the introductions, surprising himself by remembering his new friend’s name. A brief memory flashed in his mind from years ago, the time he’d introduced his wife to a visiting writer he was enamored with, and for a terrifying five seconds he’d actually forgotten Wendy’s name. He’d just stood there, mouth open, both women watching him in alarm. Had he actually forgotten his own wife’s name? Then it leapt into his head, and everyone pretended it hadn’t happened. He’d been reliving that humiliating moment on and off for ten years, but lately the memory of it filled him with a cold desolation, as though it were a premonition. 

         After the student was reunited with friends her own age to celebrate with, Thom and Wendy decided on one more drink while consulting phone maps for nearby restaurants. They agreed on Vietnamese, 31with the proviso that the following evening they would go to the chophouse that Thom had picked, an old politicians’ restaurant famous for its lamb.

         Decision made, they finished their drinks. The coldness that Thom had felt with the arrival of his wife was ballooning into something more alarming. It was a feeling he’d had on occasion during the last year or so, the feeling that he had disappointed Wendy so many times in the course of their marriage that all the love was well and truly gone. That even when she laughed at one of his jokes, or listened to one of his stories, she was doing it with absolutely no love at all. Thom went to the restroom and told himself that Wendy was the one who’d planned the trip, after all, that some part of her wanted him there with her. He told himself to breathe while looking into the slightly warped mirror above the bathroom sink, then went back out to the bar. Wendy’s coat was on.

         After they’d finished eating, Thom found himself saying, “I’ve decided to quit writing the book I started.”

         “Was that the mystery novel?”

         “Yes, did I …?”

         “You mentioned it to Marcia, I think, when she was over for dinner.”

         “Oh, right.”

         “But you’re quitting it?”

         “I think so. Maybe I was only writing it in the first place just to see if I could write a novel.”

         “You’ve written a few half-novels in your time,” Wendy said. 

         “Yes, exactly my point. Come End of Summer will enter the pantheon of Thom Graves’s half-finished novels.”

         “Come End of Summer is the title?”

         “Oh, I didn’t tell you that? The working title anyway.”

         Wendy’s lower lip slid a little ways forward, as it often did when she was forming an opinion. But nothing came. The subject changed to their plans for the following day. 32

         When they were walking back to their rental apartment, Wendy mentioned the Exorcist Steps, the first time she’d referenced the fact that once upon a time they’d been children in this part of the world, and that this was where their story began. “Let’s go look at them before heading back.”

         Thom almost made a joke that they could re-create their kiss, but instead found himself talking about time, and how strange it was, and all the while he was speaking, he was telling himself to shut up, that the last thing Wendy wanted to hear was some cheap philosophy about growing old. She’d told him numerous times that he talked too much about it. Still, he kept talking, and that palpable dread he’d felt earlier in the afternoon had returned, the feeling that Wendy was no longer by his side. Well, by his side physically, but not by his side in any metaphorical way at all. He was all alone in an empty universe.

         They reached the steps, not quite how he remembered them. When they’d first been there, more than forty years ago, the steps were imbued with a mythic quality, probably because he’d only ever heard about The Exorcist, first from his older sister, Janice, who had watched it at her friend Karen’s sleepover party. The following night Janice had sat on his bed, a ghoulish smile on her face, and told him every gross moment from the film, including a scene with a crucifix that Thom didn’t really believe could actually have been in the movie. Or any movie. His sister was prone to exaggeration, both then and now.

         Still, the unseen film grew in Thom’s mind, haunting him. He was both desperate to find a way to see it and terrified at that very prospect. He actually had dreams about it, the first of a lifetime of dreams in which films and reality blended together.

         When he’d boarded the bus that was bringing the eighth graders down to D.C., the only free seat had been next to Wendy Eastman. He didn’t really know Wendy; no one did, since she’d only arrived at the beginning of that year, having moved from somewhere out west. 33He couldn’t believe he’d wound up next to her on the bus, especially since the ride to D.C. was about eight hours total. He’d have been happy with just about any member of his class except for Wendy. In the end, though, it had gone okay. They’d made decent small talk, with Wendy listing all the places she’d lived in her life, and then, as they’d neared D.C., she mentioned that she hoped to go see the Exorcist Steps while they were there. That it was a location from her favorite movie.

         Thom, who hadn’t even known that The Exorcist took place in D.C., told her all about what his sister had relayed to him from the sleepover, and how he’d become obsessed with a film he hadn’t seen. So Wendy told him the entire plot, not just the icky parts, and by the time they’d finally arrived at their hotel they were both determined to find the long, narrow steps down which the priest had fallen to his death.

         Thom remembered that on the final night of the three-day trip their teachers had taken them to eat in Georgetown and then Wendy and he had snuck off to find the steps. Bringing it up to Wendy now, she had a very different memory—that they hadn’t snuck off at all but that Miss Ackles was with them. And when she’d said it a memory came back to him, vague and unformed, Miss Ackles telling him how they were always being watched. She’d done it in a spooky voice, like something from a Scooby-Doo cartoon. Still, they both agreed that they’d kissed. And now he was standing at those steps again. They were unchanged, he thought, while he and Wendy had completely changed. They’d grown old—older, maybe, was the better description—and they were no longer children. He’d been looking down the steps, steep and narrow and impersonal, then turned to look at his wife.

         She stepped toward him, her eyes not quite meeting his. “Strange, isn’t it?” he said.

         After she placed a hand flat across his chest, a memory tried to 34surface. It was from a few weeks ago, that drunken party at their house, when he’d fallen down the stairs. The memory was Wendy’s face, and now that her face was close to his again, he was filled with a deep, unnerving sense of déjà vu. Here it comes, he said to himself, the end of the story.

         He opened his mouth to say something to Wendy, immediately forgetting what it was he needed to say. But still he spoke. Thom said, “Go ahead, I’m ready,” not knowing if he was making a joke or not.

         She smiled in the moonlight.

         vii

         Thom fell almost slowly at first. For one moment Wendy thought he might come to rest just a few steps down, but then gravity went to work, his legs going over his head as if he were a child doing a slow-motion somersault, picking up speed, bouncing down the remaining steps until he came to a stop at the bottom, just a dark, shadowy mass in the lamplight.

         She let out a long, hissing breath. Her legs felt watery and she took hold of the railing and lowered herself so that she was sitting on the top step. It felt strange that nothing momentous had occurred to mark her husband’s fall. No one had screamed. No sirens had sounded. No dogs had barked in the distance. It was quiet.

         She unclasped her purse and took out her phone, dialing 911. 

         After being asked for her emergency, she broke into the breathless words that she’d already planned.

         “My husband, I think he was drunk, he just fell down the steps.”

         “What steps?” came a voice that was so regulated that for a brief moment Wendy wondered if she was talking to a real person.

         “I don’t know what they’re really called, but they’re the Exorcist Steps. From the movie.” 35

         “Are you in Georgetown?”

         “Yes.”

         “Okay. I’m sending people your way right now. Are you near your husband’s body?”

         “No, he’s … down at the bottom, and I’m up …”

         “That’s okay. Can you be very careful and walk down to the bottom of the steps toward your husband?”

         “Okay,” Wendy said, and ended the call. She knew she wasn’t supposed to, but she needed a moment to think. For one terrible moment she thought she was being watched, and turned around to look back at the dark buildings. There was no one there, just her alone. The 911 operator had told her to go down the steps, and that was what she did, climbing down them now, one hand still holding her phone, and one on the handrail. It was still quiet and her shoes made clacking sounds on the concrete.

         When she got to the bottom and saw the way that Thom was lying, she knew he was dead. It would have been surprising if he wasn’t. He’d fallen so violently.

         She sat down again, on the second step from the bottom, about a yard away from Thom’s body. He was cast in a sickly yellow light from a streetlamp. One arm was up and over his head as though he were attempting to answer a question in class. There was less blood than she thought there would be, but his head was at an unnatural angle. She thought there might be some blood on his neck, but then she realized she was looking at a sharp bump under his skin that was causing a shadow to fall where there shouldn’t be one. Something had snapped in his neck.

         She turned and looked down the street instead. Someone was on a bike, pedaling past on the other side of the nearest road, but Wendy kept quiet. She had already heard the sirens in the distance.

         Sitting still on the step, Wendy worked on her breathing, not knowing if she was scared or if the walk down the steps had taken 36it out of her. She repeated some of the lines she’d been telling herself the past several days. This is what’s best for her. And this is what’s best for Thom. But it still felt momentous, like she’d cracked her world in two. There was the world she had five minutes before, Thom still alive, and now there was this world, and who knew what that was going to bring.

         The sirens were closer now. She took another look at her husband, all of his angles wrong. Darling, darling, she thought, and almost looked away. But she kept her eyes on him, forming a memory she would one day push to the very back of her mind. It would go into a room with other memories. Not gone forever, of course. But the room had a door and she knew how to shut it.

         Blue lights flooded the scene and she turned away from her husband to the arriving ambulance.
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