


[image: images]





[image: images]




A thief he will rob you, and take all you have


But a false-hearted lover will send you to your grave


They’ll hug and they’ll kiss you and tell you more lies


Than the crossties on the railroad or the stars in the skies


—“On Top of Old Smokey,” traditional
American folk song


I hate you so much that I’d destroy myself to take you down with me.


—Rita Hayworth, Gilda


There are two dilemmas . . . that rattle the human soul. How do you hold on to someone who won’t stay? And how do you get rid of someone who won’t go?


—Danny DeVito, The War of the Roses




YOU CAN’T ALWAYS GET WHAT YOU WANT




If you try to kill your wife without a plan, you will fail.


There are plenty of assholes who do just that, men who decide to murder their significant other on the spur of the moment because they’re angry or drunk or jealous or just plain tired of the nagging or they don’t want to go through the hassle of a divorce, and they get caught. They always get caught. There are plenty of wife killers moldering in prison, spending their days staring at the cement walls and playing basketball and doing a whole lotta nothing, wishing they hadn’t done that Google search on how to kill someone and git away with it on their home computer so all the cops had to do was look at their browser history and then—BAM!—dead man walking.


Or these men will wish they hadn’t done it in their home, right in the bedroom so there was blood left all over the mattress and walls, and the cops were able to swab it right up, trace evidence left every which way, no matter how much bleach these guys splashed around or how many times they ran the Shop-Vac. These men end up wishing they would’ve left their wives instead, strapped on their sneaks and vanished, disappeared into another city, changed their name and found some other woman to shack up with. There’s not a better place in the world to start a new life than good old ’murica, any fifth grader with a history book can tell you that.


But these guys still think they can get away with it. But they’ll also tell anyone who’ll listen that they love their wives. We’re soul mates, it was love at first sight, I couldn’t possibly have done it because how would I live without her? But these men manage to live, oh yes they do, they dab their tears at first, they promise there will be vengeance, they lock themselves away from curious eyes. But then, after a while, they start showing up at Red Lobster on Friday nights with a new woman. They sell their wife’s car, they jam her clothes in black lawn bags and take them down to Goodwill. They move on too fast, and if it wasn’t a witness that tripped up their scheme, or the bloodstains left on the carpet, or their suspicious internet searches, this will get them caught. They’ll paint themselves right into a corner, so when the cops come knocking, grinning and twirling the handcuffs, it’s not all that much of a surprise—except to them, maybe. Most criminals don’t have much in the way of gray matter in their upstairs, and that’s likely why they ended up as criminals to begin with.


And let’s be honest here. When a woman is murdered, it’s probably the husband. It’s almost always the husband. Hell, anyone with basic cable and the slightest interest in the melodrama of true crime knows it. A woman is killed, her husband is the first suspect. And with good reason. Men kill their wives, women kill their husbands—you can’t be tied to someone for any significant amount of time without at least considering knocking them over the skull with a baseball bat. And it’s nothing new. The same thing’s been happening since the beginning of time, and it’ll keep on until the very end.


So here’s the thing: if you want to kill your wife, don’t. Don’t kill her, don’t touch her. Ditch the bitch if you have to, get on with your life. Or make it work. But kill her? Nope. You want the opposite of Nike’s advice: Just don’t do it. Because sooner or later, no matter how careful you think you’ve been, you’ll get caught.




MAMA, JUST KILLED A MAN




CHAPTER ONE


September 3, 1995


Madison, Wisconsin


Her life would be so much easier if she’d never gotten married.


It was a terrible thing to think, but the truth is never nice. That’s something her mother always said, that there are pretty lies and ugly truths. And the truth is that her life would be easier without Matt. Oh, she loved him, she couldn’t deny that. And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Love’s got teeth, it’s got claws, and once it hitches you to a person it’s so tough to rip yourself free. Marriage, she thought, might just be a crock of shit.


And while she might complain about her husband, and sometimes she actively hated him, he was still better than every other man she’d ever dated. And maybe that was love. The body’s chemical reaction to finding a person who irritates you less than everyone else.


Janice thought all these things even though it had only been a year since she walked down the long linoleum-floored hallway of the Windsor Creek Community Rec Center, clutching a thin handful of wilted roses as she entered the small, windowless activity room they’d rented for two hours. Janice’s mother was the only one who took pictures of the wedding, even though she’d had her reservations about the whole thing, said she didn’t trust Matt, he didn’t seem like a good guy, but she’d still snapped pics on one of those disposable cameras you could buy at the drugstore and drop off to be developed once they’re all used up. Only one picture came out good enough to frame. In it, Matt and Janice are standing together, holding hands, and there are a few signs taped up on the wall behind them—notices about kids at the pool needing to be accompanied by an adult and wiping down the exercise equipment after use—and a cheap office clock, the hands stuck at 12:05 for the rest of eternity. Janice is looking at Matt in the photo, her veil puffing out around her shoulders like a cloud, and she’s smiling. Happy. Matt’s smiling, too, but he’s not looking at his bride. His face is turned away from her, his eyes are almost closed, as if she isn’t there at all.


A handful of people had attended the ceremony, and it didn’t last long since the pastor had a funeral booked right after and had to leave, and when Janice had heard that she’d almost canceled the whole thing. She thought it was a bad omen to have the pastor marry them and then rush off to bury someone else, but they’d already put a nonrefundable deposit down on the room and had paid for the sheet cake from Aldi, and she couldn’t walk away from that kind of money. And a year after her wedding, when her mouth is full of blood and her eyes are burning from the gasoline fumes and she can’t stop shaking from the pain, Janice will remember the old saying—money makes the world go round—and she’ll think that if she’d only been able to wash her hands of that lousy two hundred dollars her whole life would’ve been so much different.


You see, just about one year into her marriage to Matthew Evans and less than twelve hours from this moment, Janice will be dead.




CHAPTER TWO


It was almost two in the morning and she should be at work, the graveyard shift at the old folks’ home where she worked the front desk, answering incoming calls and helping out with any resident emergencies. Her boss had asked her not to call it the graveyard shift. Morbid, Jesse called it. Most of these people have one foot in the grave already, we don’t need to remind them of it. Jesse wouldn’t look at her when he spoke, but only down at his hands. He was a strange guy, retired army, in his thirties and still living with his Irish mother, walked everywhere because he didn’t own a car. But he was a nice guy, too. Shy, quiet. I should’ve married a man like you, she said once, jokingly, and Jesse hadn’t said anything, just went outside to smoke one of his filterless cigarettes. She watched him through a window, saw him take a few puffs and then grind the butt out on the trunk of an oak.


“I’ll be a little late today,” she’d told Jesse earlier when she called the home. He’d answered on the second ring, although there’d been a long pause between him picking up the receiver and the sound of his voice, as if the movement had happened in slow motion. But that was Jesse for you. He moved like he was wading through a vat of warm molasses. Some people thought he was a few eggs short of a dozen, but he was just thoughtful. “I have some personal business to deal with.”


“Is this about that husband of yours?”


“Maybe.”


“Who’s going to cover for you?”


“Can’t you do it?” Janice had asked. “Jesse, this is important. I just need an hour. Maybe two.”


He sighed, and she’d known then he would cover for her.


“Ms. Ruby’s already been asking for you,” he said. “I know you’re sneaking her food in the middle of the night. She’s not supposed to eat outside of mealtimes.”


“It’s toast,” Janice said. “And it’s not so much that she’s hungry. She’s lonely, needs someone to talk to.”


And now a part of her wished she’d just gone to work, strolled in right on time and punched the clock. She’d probably be in the home’s kitchen right now, dropping white bread into the toaster and fishing a small plate out of the cabinets to take to Ms. Ruby of room 217, who called the front desk nearly every night complaining that she was hungry and couldn’t she just have a slice of toast, sourdough bread, light on the butter?


“Is there some sort of trouble?” Jesse had asked. “Anything I can help with?”


“It’s no big deal,” she’d said lightly. But it was a big deal, it was always a big deal if the man you’ve been married to for only a year was sleeping with another woman behind your back. Woman? Maybe it was women, she didn’t know. What she did know, or at least suspect: he did it while she was at work, earning money to support his ass while he was in school, because he’d said it was too much for him to hold a job and go to college, so she was the one who worked twelve-hour shifts at the Magnolia Senior Citizen Home so Matt could stay home and spend his free time studying, even though she was trying to finish her degree, too. She had a job, she went to class, she cooked and cleaned and kept their lives in order while her husband spent most of his time sleeping and flipping through books and complaining about his life. That was one thing she’d come to learn about marriage with Matt—she got the short end of the stick, if she got any of the stick at all. “I’ll see you later tonight.”


And now here she was, crouched on a curb across the street from their rental house, half-hidden behind the bumper of some neighbor’s car. Two hours she’d been there, her ass mostly asleep from the sidewalk and the muscles in her legs prickly and stiff, watching. Waiting for something to happen. And there’d been nothing except the steady glow of lights in the window. No signs of movement. She’d kissed Matt good-bye, laid her hand on the back of his neck and pulled him close, lightly touched her lips to his, and then let him go like not a damn thing was wrong—she should’ve majored in theater, she thought—and left, got behind the wheel of the old Chevette they shared—the shit-vette is what Janice liked to call it when it would crap out, usually at the most inconvenient times and only when she was behind the wheel—and drove away like she was heading into work, but instead she’d just parked on the next block over and walked back to a spot she’d already picked out. And for the last two hours there’d been nothing but the chirp of crickets from a nearby bush and the hum of the streetlights and the irritating rub of the moist, sweaty waistband of her pants against the small of her back, and Janice had started to think that maybe she was just crazy, that Matt wasn’t cheating after all, that she’d imagined the smell of unfamiliar perfume on her pillow and the tangle of blond hairs she’d hooked out of the shower drain. And the strange phone calls, let’s not forget those, the sound of light breathing coming through the receiver and then the vicious click in her ear—but maybe it was nothing, people dialed the wrong number all the time—


A car pulled to a stop in front of their house, idling for a moment before the headlights flickered out and the puttering engine shut off. It was red and small, cute, and it was a woman who climbed out from behind the wheel, just as cute and small as her car. She was wearing a romper, for god’s sake, thin blue cotton with white flowers scattered over the fabric. It was something a toddler would wear. And this woman, whoever she was, took a few steps toward the house—she’d parked so she was blocking the driveway, Janice noticed, and that, maybe even more than the fact that this woman was here to have sex with her husband while wearing a child’s clothes, infuriated her—and Matt flung open the front door, came down the steps in that light, quick way he had, his arms hanging loosely at his sides so his hands flopped around his hips, like he was in midconvulsion. She’d always thought it was a ridiculous way for anyone to come down stairs, especially a man like Matt, who normally moved with such ease, but she’d always felt guilty for thinking it, because she loved him, and when you love a person you make all the excuses for them. You see past everything that’s wrong and foolish and stupid and make it work.


But now, watching Matt pull the girl close and kiss her, right on the mouth, one of his hands snaking around her back and roughly squeezing one of her ass cheeks before leading her inside the house, Janice realized she was done making it work.


Once they went inside the house, she walked to the shit-vette and sat behind the wheel for a few minutes, trying to catch her breath. She felt sick to her stomach, and actually opened the car door and leaned out, retching weakly onto the pavement, although nothing would come up except a bit of yellow, foul fluid and saliva.


“You knew what he was doing,” she said. The sound of her own voice startled her, and she jerked away, rapping her knuckles against the steering wheel hard enough that she gasped out loud from the pain and clutched her hand to her chest. “Quit acting surprised, you knew what was going on this whole time.”


Yes, but it was one thing to suspect what Matt had been doing, and another to actually know. And now that she knew for sure—no denying it, Matt was a douchebag supreme, an unfaithful POS—what was she going to do? Because she couldn’t ignore this now. If she didn’t do anything, if she kept on pretending things were normal and let Matt do whatever he wanted, didn’t that make her guilty, too? Couldn’t you even say she was aiding and abetting Matt’s cheating, that she was just as much a part of his indiscretions as he was?


Or maybe that was just stupid, because women ignored this sort of crap all the time. They looked the other way. Turned the other cheek. Pretended like nothing was happening. And maybe in five or ten years this would all be normal, Matt with other women would just be another thing—not unlike the way he got his socks stuck in moist little balls when he peeled them off his feet, or the spiky hairs he left all over the bathroom sink after he’d shaved. Just one more thing about him she’d have to accept.


But here was the question: Could she accept this?


Or, the better question: Was she willing to accept it?


The image of the gun Matt kept hidden in the table near their front door swam to the surface of her mind. She hadn’t given it much thought, but she was thinking about it now, wasn’t she? You’d better believe it. Matt had called it a Saturday night special, as if giving it some cutesy name made it easier to accept, because he’d seen the fear on her face when he brought it home and the way she didn’t want to hold it. We don’t have a dog, so we need a gun. That’d been Matt’s argument, and she’d gone along with it. Easier just to let him keep it than to argue, even though she was against guns. Guns hurt people, she argued. They killed people. She’d always been against gun violence, but he wouldn’t listen. Better to be safe, he said, and it’d sat in that drawer in the months since then, until she’d practically forgotten the snub nose and the dull, metallic gleam of it.


But now. Now she couldn’t get the image of it out of her head.


So here’s the thing: she could accept his cheating, just like she’d accepted so many other things, but a year would become five years and that would turn to ten which would turn to twenty, and then she’d be middle-aged. At forty-five would she be willing to accept she’d spent so long with a man who was a cheater? But it wouldn’t just be the cheating at that point, she thought. In twenty-some years she’d have a laundry list of reasons to hate Matt, and him sticking his dick wherever he wanted would just be the cherry on the top of it all, and how would she feel then?


She’d probably want to kill him.


She imagined getting out of the car and driving over to their house now and going inside—it wouldn’t take long—pulling open the drawer in that table and picking up the gun. She’d never actually held it, but she could imagine the weight of it in her palm, the oily, smooth metal under her fingers.


She imagined pulling the trigger.


“So what are you going to do?” she said. She caught a look at herself in the rearview mirror and found she couldn’t look away. Her face was ashen and drawn, her eyes sunken into her skull. It was the way she looked when she was sick. A man had once told her she had eyes that were amber colored in a certain light, beautiful, nearly gold—but there was nothing beautiful about them now, she thought. They were the eyes of a crazy person. A lunatic.


“What are we going to do?” she said, looking right into the mirror. Square into her troubled gaze. She’d always talked to her reflection like this, as if it was a friend in the mirror instead of herself, as if she were two instead of only one. “Right now. What are we going to do, right now?”




CHAPTER THREE


August 28, 2018


Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado


There were patches of dappled shade along the trail, pools of dark cast by the overhanging pine branches and arms of jagged rock, spots where the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees. Marie was stopped in one of them now, shifting the straps of her backpack to ease the weight digging into her shoulders. It wasn’t hot out—not that it was ever really hot at this elevation, at least not compared to most anywhere else. But it was late summer now, they’d been hiking the entire day, the sky was clear and blue, the air was damp and muggy since there’d been so much rain over the last few weeks—the most the state had seen in recorded history, in fact—and Marie had been slick with sweat for the last five miles or so. The sweat was bad enough by itself, dripping out of her scalp and running down her face and the back of her neck, but to make it worse her knees were aching, especially the left one. It felt like a tiny, throbbing sun had replaced the cartilage behind her left kneecap, radiating awful pain when the bones ground together. The doctor had said cortisone injections would help, but the thought of a long needle sliding into her knee was enough to set her teeth on edge and she’d decided to pass. For now. If the pain kept getting worse, she might give it a shot, no pun intended.


So she’d been forced to make frequent stops to rest her knee, despite Matt’s obvious impatience. He’d sigh and walk ahead, tap his foot and make little mouselike noises in the back of his throat so she’d know how irritated he was, how he wished she’d get the lead outta her ass, as he so elegantly put it, but she ignored him.


She’d gotten good at ignoring her husband over the years.


“Are we in a hurry?” she asked as she stooped over, massaging her kneecap and grimacing. Matt was farther up the trail, his back to her. “Matt? Did you hear me? We got an appointment or something?”


He turned. His cell phone was in his hand. It seemed like phones had gotten smaller and thinner over the years, but Matt insisted on getting the biggest, the one that made it look like he had a book pressed to the side of his head when he made a call. Go big or go home, that’s what Matt liked to say. He’d built up an arsenal of those kinds of phrases over the years, he used them with his sales team and at home, too. She hated them all. Step up to the plate. Reach for the low-hanging fruit. Consider your biggest opportunity.


“No service out here,” he said.


“Do you need to call someone?”


“No.” He shot her a look she wasn’t sure how to decipher. “I was just checking.”


This trip had been his idea to begin with, although she’d been the one to make all the arrangements. She’d chosen the location and decided the details, but he’d been the one to first bring it up. A spur-of-the-moment trip into the mountains, sleeping in a romantic cabin at night, hiking through the gorgeous park during the day—she’d jumped all over it, because when was the last time Matt had suggested anything like this? Never. Family vacations had been one thing—he’d always found the time for those, especially when the girls were little—but when was the last time they’d gone anywhere alone, as husband and wife? She couldn’t remember. They’d driven up late on Sunday, avoiding the weekend tourist rush, and had rented a private home that backed up to the forest and had one hell of a view. There wasn’t all that much to do in the town itself—you couldn’t exactly call Estes Park a hub of exciting goings-on, not unless little ice cream shops and antiques got your motor running—but Marie had enjoyed it so far, she always did like coming up here. Matt had never been, although over the years she’d come plenty of times with the girls and for overnights with friends, and sometimes even for a day trip alone, plenty of water and sunscreen in her pack, to hike one of the trails or take a rock climbing lesson. There was something about the outdoors, something about the tall, scraggy trees and the impossibly blue sky. And there was the quiet. Not that it was exactly quiet, with the sound of birds and humming insects and the whoosh of the river, but it was different. Out here, quiet was good, the silence wasn’t something that could drive a person crazy the way it did at home, when she always had the TV on or her phone blasting music. At home, silence was something to be afraid of and she tried to get rid of it. She’d tried to explain it to Matt, who just seemed confused. Silence, noise, chaos—it was all the same to him. It was always all the same to him.


Like this: there’d been a half-dozen elk outside their front door this morning, taking slow, deliberate bites from a shrub and watching Marie take photos with unimpressed eyes.


They’re just deer, he’d said.


Elk, they’re elk, she’d said. Isn’t it neat? It’s not as if we see elk every morning at home.


But Matt hadn’t been interested. He’d spent the night before in the cabin’s kitchen, carefully organizing their gear, stuffing the packs full of the granola bars and water and sunscreen they’d bought in town the day before. He’d been full of nervous energy yesterday, and he’d made her nervous, too—enough that she’d hardly enjoyed the tour they’d taken through the Stanley Hotel or their leisurely walk down Main Street. During dinner Matt confessed he was excited to go out hiking the next morning, he was looking forward to getting outside and stretching his legs.


They’d started early and had spent the entire day on the move. Around lakes and up steep trails and down hills, only stopping to take photos of wildlife and to eat a quick lunch of tuna dug out of foil pouches with plastic spoons. They’d planned this to be their last hike of the day, even though they’d had to get back in the car and drive to the other side of the park to get to the trailhead, but the view from the cliff at the top was incredible. Not to be missed. Once they’d parked, Matt had spread the map out the car’s hood, looking it over and tracing the jagged, zigzag path with his finger as hikers went by, shooting them curious looks as they passed.


He hadn’t always been like this. When they were first married he’d been different. Easier. Almost . . . laid back. They’d flown to Las Vegas to get married, a little over an hour from the tarmac at Denver International, and then they were on the Strip, standing in front of an Elvis impersonator and repeating their vows. And years later, when they’d gone on vacation with the girls, camping and fishing and to theme parks, Matt had been the spontaneous one while she’d been the planner, the one who budgeted the money and prepared meals and made sure the gas tank was full and the plane tickets had been purchased. Back in those days Matt had been—fun? That didn’t seem the right word for it, but it was also the perfect word. He’d been fun and she’d been the stick in the mud, and now it seemed their roles had reversed. But they were both getting old, maybe that was it. And when people got older they changed, didn’t they? Years ago she’d been the one wound tight as a drum, but she’d come to accept how things were, and that put her at peace. Part of that was having the girls—Hannah and Maddie, both of them away at college now, starting their own lives—because there was nothing like kids to help you realize how unimportant everything else was. The other part of it was age. She’d matured over the years, she’d grown up. Tried to think before she acted. Plan things out. That’s how getting older worked. You got patient. You got wise.


“All right, I’m ready,” Marie said, slowly straightening up. They should’ve slept in, she thought. Taken it slow. Woke up late and had omelets and mimosas and then come out, but it was another case of them not seeing eye-to-eye on things. She wanted some time to relax, Matt wanted to get out. And as usual, Matt had gotten his way.


“Good, let’s go,” Matt said. He was already on the move, fifteen feet ahead, his boots planting confidently on the loose gravel. They’d always been an outdoorsy family—hell, you couldn’t live in Colorado and not be outdoorsy—but she suddenly wished she were back in the cabin, parked in front of the television with her feet propped up on the coffee table, sipping a glass of red wine. She was tired, she was hungry, and she didn’t want to do this. Not anymore. “We still have a ways to go before it gets dark, don’t we?”


“All right,” she said. She took a small, shuffling step, and then another. It didn’t seem right that her knee hurt this damn bad, not when she exercised every day—she ran at least four miles every morning, did yoga three or four times a week. She was in the best shape of her life, her body as tight and taut as it’d ever been, but that didn’t keep her stupid knee from acting up, especially on days like today, when there was sure to be rain. Her knee always ached when there was moisture in the air, she’d said that to Matt during the drive into the park. “I’m coming.”


Matt didn’t answer, and he might not have heard her at all. He was too far ahead, walking, his hands flopping loosely at his sides. Marie grimaced again and rubbed her knee. It felt like it was full of sand, or broken shards of glass.


A couple went by in the opposite direction, on their way down to the trailhead, and one of the women gave Marie a sympathetic smile as she passed, then looked back at Matt, the ghost of a frown creasing her forehead. There was something about that man, the woman thought—but she shook it off. It’s nothing, she told her girlfriend when she asked what was wrong. A chill, that’s all. A goose walking over my grave.


But less than two hours from now she’ll see that man again, coming down the trail, huffing for breath and shouting for help. My wife, he’ll say. I think she might be dead.




CHAPTER FOUR


It was so green up here in the mountains, not like Denver, where the color palette always reminded her of Thanksgiving. Browns and yellows, that was Denver all year long. Parched, except this past summer, when it’d stormed almost every afternoon. The news had said rivers were full to overflowing, that several people had gotten too close to the rushing waters and been swept away, their bodies never recovered. No one was used to all that moisture, especially in the city, or how often the sky was a dismal gray. It was because of climate change, people said. Or maybe it was El Niño. Or maybe it was just a stretch of unusual weather that everyone would forget by the next year.


Marie remembered when she first moved to Colorado from back east, and it’d taken her a few weeks to get adjusted. The air was thin and cold, and it was so dry her lips wouldn’t stop cracking open and bleeding until she started slathering petroleum jelly all over her mouth, carrying a small tub of it tucked in her purse. She’d gotten used to Colorado after a while, but wasn’t it true that a person can get used to just about anything, given enough time? She thought so.


“It’s starting to rain,” she said. Matt was still ahead of her, but not as far as he’d been before. In the last twenty minutes he’d slowed to a creep, one small step in front of the next, until she’d caught up and was staring at the back of his old hiking boots. He was getting tired. It’d been a long day and it was finally catching up with him.


“Should we take cover and wait it out?” he asked.


“It’s okay, we’re almost there,” she said. Ahead of her, Matt ducked under a dead tree that’d fallen across the trail. He paused, waiting for her to do the same, held out a hand to help her straighten back up again. “Once we get to the top we’ll find a spot and camp out until it stops.”


“Okay,” he said. His hand was strong and lean, the fingers long, the knuckles sharp and bony. At one time she would’ve recognized her husband’s hands anywhere, the look and feel of them, even the scent of his skin—but would she now? She wasn’t so sure, and that hurt a little.


“I love you,” she said.


His eyebrows went up.


“Do you?”


She nodded and squeezed his hand before letting it go. She did love him, although she hated him, too, sometimes. He gave her a small smile. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually smiled at her. Mostly, he ignored her. And when he wasn’t ignoring her, they were fighting. About the way he’d put the empty carton of ice cream into the sink instead of the trash can; the way she wouldn’t wind up the vacuum’s cord when she was done but would just toss it over the handle. Little things, usually, but they weren’t always little. Sometimes they argued about big things, parts of their past that kept rising back up to the surface. It was like flossing your teeth and unsticking a chunk of food from a meal you’d had a week ago. It was gray and smelled awful, and you’d never be able to figure out how you’d lived with it so long without even knowing.


She’d thought maybe things had been tense between them because the girls were both grown now, and the only time either of them ever called home was for their bimonthly duty check-ins or if they wanted money. They’d both stayed at school over the last few months instead of coming home, busy with summer classes and jobs and internships and boyfriends, involved in their own lives. The girls had needed her for so long, and now they didn’t. She’d once known both of them better than she knew herself, and now they were strangers. And where did that leave her? She’d been a housewife for twenty years, her days had been busy with making meals and shopping and cleaning and the PTA, and now there was a lot of empty space and she couldn’t figure out how to fill it. Oh, she kept herself busy at the gym and with books and she still volunteered at the high school, although it’d been two years since their youngest graduated. Marie had tried to tell Matt all this, to talk about her feelings like the marriage counselor had told them to do. She’d tried to tell him how awful it was to not be needed, that she’d always thought the girls would grow up and she’d be free, but the freedom had just ended up being loneliness. And it wasn’t as if Matt needed her, either, and she’d known it for a long time. He’d put her neatly aside for a younger woman—younger women—slipped around behind her back and she pretended not to notice what was going on, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew, and she’d accepted it all, turned her head and looked the other way. Let it go. Like the time a few years back when she’d been digging through her underwear drawer and fished out a pair of panties that didn’t belong to her. She was sure of it. They were the wrong size—far too small—and they were sexy white silk, something she’d never buy in a million years. They didn’t belong to either of the girls, either; they were both too young for anything so flashy. But when she’d dangled them on one finger in front of Matt’s face and asked if he’d seen them before, she would’ve sworn there was a flash of panic in his eyes.


At least, she’d thought she’d seen panic. But in the days afterward, she’d started to second-guess herself. Because it was gone that fast. So fast that she’d begun to wonder if she’d imagined it altogether, and if it’d only been Matt’s bland, confused face staring back at her the whole time.


“Those are yours,” Matt had said. “Don’t you remember? You bought those over at Park Meadows that time we had lunch at the Cheesecake Factory right before Christmas . . .”


And Matt told her about how they’d been shopping for the girls, how he’d had to run bags out to the car twice, even what they’d eaten for lunch. It made her think that maybe she had bought those panties for herself and had just forgotten—not that she ever forgot many things, but stranger things have happened, haven’t they? So she’d tossed those panties back in her drawer, thinking that Matt must be right; she’d forgotten that she’d bought the little scrap of silk, and then she’d forgotten she’d forgotten.


But still. Something about the whole thing seemed wrong.


Because she knew, deep down, she would’ve never forgotten buying those panties; she would’ve never bought herself the wrong size and even if she had she would’ve taken them right back to the store; but mostly it was Matt. He’d become quite the salesman over the years, and he made his living with the words that came out of his mouth. He sold businesses, he sold products, he sold the American Dream, and he sold her the story of how those panties had ended up in her drawer.


Maybe he was telling the truth.


Maybe he was lying.


She wasn’t sure, and after a while it seemed silly to bring it up, because what if she was wrong? Besides, it was easier to accept it and move on rather than argue. It always was. She knew everything, and she had to accept it and deal, because what other choice did she have? When you were a woman who’d been taken care of for the last twenty years, when you had no education, no job experience, hardly any life experience, this is how you ended up. Dealing with your husband’s crap. You could be a feminist, you could rally and hold up homemade placards and march through the streets shouting for equal rights while wearing your knitted pink pussy hat, but in the end you’d still go home and pop the meat loaf in the oven and run a load of clothes through the wash and be trapped like a desperate animal in a cage. You could call it Stockholm Syndrome, or you could call it marriage.


Tomayto, tomahto.


“Is this it?” Matt said, swerving off the trail and into a clump of pine trees. He wiped the rain from his eyes and peered up the hill. There was green moss growing on one of the trunks, thick and soft as carpet. She’d done a lot of hiking over the last two years and had told him about this particular trail she’d found the year before, one that didn’t appear on any map. It was a steep climb up to a cliff, though, maybe not the best idea if they were tired. But he’d insisted on going up after she’d told him about it. We can watch the sunset from the top, he’d said.


“Yeah, just a bit more up that way,” she said.


She almost fell once, because the rocks and weeds and dirt under their feet had become slippery in the rain, but caught hold of a branch at the last minute and steadied herself. It’d be a bad thing to get hurt here, out this far in the middle of nowhere, off the established trail. The main path looped down to a parking lot about a mile downhill, but it was a hard hike, and if she fell and hurt herself she’d be in for a wait before anyone could make it out this far into the park, even if Matt could call someone on his cell phone. They were breathing hard as they dug the toes of their boots into the earth and straggled up, using trees and shrubs to keep their balance, the rain pattering softly on the backs of their heads and running down onto their faces. The last time Marie had hiked this she’d had to come back down sitting on her ass—it was steep. Pine needles had drilled into her thighs and a rock managed to snag her pants and gouge her leg as she came down, and that night in the hotel room she’d stood on top of the closed toilet lid and examined herself in the bathroom mirror, laughed at the bruises and cuts and divots left in her thighs.


“We’re here,” Matt said, gasping when they finally made it to the top and the ground leveled out. He wasn’t in the best shape anymore—Matt went to the gym every morning, but he also liked a bowl of ice cream every night, and he liked to drink. Forty minutes at a slow walk on the treadmill wasn’t doing him much good, no matter what he thought. She watched him bent over, hands on his knees, greedily sucking down air, but from the corner of her eye. If he suddenly straightened up she didn’t want him to catch her watching. He’d be embarrassed and angry, like the time not too long before when she’d come into the bathroom and found him flexing in front of the mirror, turning and twisting to look at himself from every possible angle, pinching the extra fat that’d landed around his middle. She’d stood in silence, watching as he’d preened and frowned over his body, insecure and unhappy, and while a part of her was amused by it, she also felt a sort of mean satisfaction. She’d spent her entire life worrying over her looks—but that’s how women were trained to be, weren’t they? Concerned about their weight and wrinkles and the state of their hair, while men got off scot-free. Or maybe they didn’t, not completely.


She turned her back on Matt, let him catch his breath without her watching. She’d give him that much, at least. Took a dozen steps ahead, toward the edge of the cliff, and looked out. Her bum knee was giving her hell and her skin was beaded with sweat and rain, but the view was worth it. There were miles and miles of evergreens and mountains spread in every direction below them, and much farther on, so far and misty and blurred that you couldn’t be sure it was even real or if it was only imagination, was the rest of the world. That was what this climb was like—they’d scaled the entire world. The air was thin and clear up this high, and while everything in the distance seemed to be wrapped in gauze, everything up close was strangely sharp. Marie held up her hand, examined the skin stretched over her knuckles. She could see every freckle and sun spot, every pore and line, in minute detail. It was as if she were looking at herself through a microscope on maximum magnification. Maybe she was giddy—lack of oxygen and water, one or the other, maybe both—or maybe things were just coming into focus.


“Come back from the edge,” Matt said sharply. She looked at him over her shoulder. Did he want her back because he was worried about her safety, or was it because he liked to give orders? It was impossible to tell. He’d always been afraid of heights, but he also hated her to be ahead of him—both literally and figuratively. He’d taken enough of those personality tests for work over the years that he’d taken to classifying himself. He was bold, he was competitive, he was a leader. He liked to keep a step or two ahead of her both in life and when they walked, just the same as he did with everyone else. That’s how he’d always been.


“I’m fine,” she said, turning away. She crept up to the cliff’s lip, careful to keep the toes of her boots back from the crumbling rock edge. It was a sharp drop past there, 120 feet or so of open air, straight down to the river running below. A precipice, that was the right word for a narrow ledge like this. A word that somehow managed to sound sharp and dangerous. Over the last few years she’d started doing the crossword puzzle in the newspaper every day, and she’d gotten good at it.


Precipice: Noun.


1. A very steep or overhanging place.


2. A hazardous situation.


Behind her were the trees they’d pushed through, and ahead was the rock that jutted out like a pointing, accusing finger, and then air. She closed her eyes and leaned back, took a deep breath. Filled her lungs up with as much oxygen as they’d hold, until they felt ready to burst, then pursed her lips and exhaled through her mouth.


From this cliff it seemed like anything was possible.


“It’s like heaven up here,” Marie breathed. Matt heard her and pulled a face, looked away. He was still back in the safety of the trees. He couldn’t understand what she meant about heaven, of course—Hannah had been six when she’d said that same thing, and Matt had always been at work in those days, leaving her home with the girls. Hannah had said it about the play set they had installed in the backyard. She’d always climbed to the tower at the very top and sat alone, looking out over the neighborhood.


What do you do up here? Marie had asked once, finally climbing up there herself to see what was going on. It was so cramped she’d had to pull her legs up under her chin, but Hannah had been perfectly content. She’d smiled, Marie remembered, and closed her eyes against the cool evening breeze.


It’s like heaven up here, Mommy. Heaven.




CHAPTER FIVE


1995


Three sixteen in the morning.


She’d gotten to work, although she couldn’t remember how. It was like the drive hadn’t happened at all, as if the ten minutes had been completely wiped from her memory. It reminded her of the time she’d gotten drunk at a party and had woken up curled up on one of the old lawn chairs on her mother’s front porch—confused and cold and more than a little scared, not at all sure how she’d ended up at home. That’s exactly how she felt. Like she’d just woken up from a nightmare.


She couldn’t stop thinking about Matt coming down the steps out of the house, his hands flailing, and the way his fingers gripped the woman’s butt when he pulled her close. That one image, on constant replay in her head, over and over. Matt coming down the stairs and then his hand on that ass, sinking into the flesh like it was bread dough. Again and again. Hand and ass. Ass and hand.


“You okay?” Jesse asked as he slung his backpack over his shoulder, but she’d waved him away, told him she was fine, he should go home and go to bed. He had lines on the side of his face and she thought he’d probably fallen asleep on a stack of paperwork. He didn’t normally work this late. “You don’t look okay.”


“I’m just tired, that’s all.”


And she was tired, maybe more tired than she’d ever been. Anger has a way of draining a person’s energy, that’s something else her mother always said. Dieting and exercise were a waste of time, she claimed. It was anger that would drop the pounds, pure rage that would keep your thighs lean and your waist trim. And her mother said this from experience—she was thin as a whip and had spent her entire life in either a nonstop state of pissed-off or a drunken stupor. Sometimes both at the same time.


“Has Ms. Ruby called?” she asked, pushing away the textbook she’d brought in. Normally the night shift was a perfect time to study the diagrams and photos, and she had the first quiz of the semester coming up, but there was no way she’d be able to concentrate. Not tonight.


“Yeah, a little bit ago. Asked for you.” Jesse paused. “You sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah, I’m sure.”


Jesse didn’t look convinced, and if he’d been a different sort of man he might’ve stayed and tried to get Janice to talk, to tell him what was wrong. But Jesse never quite seemed to have gotten the hang of talking to women—to anyone, really, even when they worked for him and he was giving out orders—so he just gave her a long look and left.


She sat at the desk after Jesse had left, tracing her finger along the front cover of her biology textbook. There was a sketch of the Vitruvian Man on the front, his arms and legs spread wide. According to Leonardo da Vinci, the ideal man was eight heads tall, but what about the not-so-ideal man? Wasn’t there some other way to sort men without whipping out a measuring tape, a reliable way to recognize a bad guy before you rented out a room at the rec center and promised to be strapped to them for the rest of your life, for-better-


or-worse?


The water cooler in the corner burbled, startling her. Normally she liked this time of night, when the lights had been dimmed and the residents were all in bed and the TVs were off and the place smelled clean and the carpets still had vacuum lines in them, but tonight she just felt antsy and full of nerves. Like she was waiting for something to happen, but she didn’t know what.


Matt and that woman are probably done by now, she thought dismally. He’d climbed on top and done his business and now they were in bed together, naked, watching the ceiling fan spin lazily above their heads. There was a photo of Janice on Matt’s nightstand, smiling and looking straight into the camera, and she wondered if he turned it around when he was with this woman. She didn’t think so. Not very many things bothered Matt, and she doubted that her photo would get under his skin. He might even find it funny, that his wife was right there while he slipped it to that girl. She wouldn’t be surprised—Matt’s sense of humor had always been strange, nothing she ever understood. You just don’t get it, he’d always said, but he could never explain exactly what it was.


What are we going to do?


Routine, that’d get her mind off things. She stood up, went to the kitchen. The stainless steel counters were shining; the bulbs mounted on the ceiling threw down cold light. She took a plastic-wrapped loaf of white bread from the walk-in fridge, slipped two soft slices into the toaster although there were eight slots, then considered and put in two more. After two minutes the bread popped up again, toast now, golden brown on each side, and Janice scraped each piece with butter and sprinkled on cinnamon sugar.


Ass and hand, she thought. Couldn’t stop thinking it. It was like a chant in her head, a million voices all coming together to sing. Ass and hand! Hand and ass!


It wasn’t much of a walk to Ms. Ruby’s room with a dinner tray carrying plates of toast and two mugs of milk, to door number 217, up a short flight of stairs and down a hall, and when Janice got there she knocked softly. She had a key, of course, even though most of the residents kept their doors unlocked—she had a master key that would open up every room in the place, just in case there was an emergency, but she still knocked. Just because these people were living in a home was no reason not to be polite.


There was no answer.


“Ms. Ruby?” she called, leaning her forehead into the door and putting her mouth close to the jamb, careful not to let the plates and cups slide off the tray. “Are you awake? I have something for you.”


Nothing.


Janice started back toward the stairs. She was later than normal, Ms. Ruby had probably gone back to sleep, and it’d be best not to wake her this late. Or this early, if you preferred.


But that was unlikely, because Ruby had suffered from insomnia since her husband died ten years before, she’d tell Janice that a dozen times some nights. She always slept during the day, when everyone else was up and about, and she’d spend her nights up. Like a vampire, she’d said once, with some disgust. Of course, if I were a vampire, I’d hopefully be in bed with Tom Cruise right now. Then she’d laughed, hard enough that she’d ended up coughing and gasping for air.
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