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When we want to read


of the deeds that are


done for love,


whither do we turn?


To the murder column.
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1


• Robert walks toward the water fountain, frowning, wondering how he’s going to handle this thing. Two of his best reporters want the bank story. The one who wants it most is least suited for it. They’re yelling at each other in his office.


Why can’t people be reasonable? But then, he thinks, they wouldn’t be working for a newspaper, would they?


He’s not wearing his jacket, the shirt sleeves are rolled up. He’s a tall man, just turned thirty-six, maybe an athlete once but a little soft around the middle now. The brown hair is long. He walks with a big man’s slow confidence, smiling absently to himself. Damned reporters, he thinks, if they’re not a little crazy they’re no good, isn’t that the truth?


Robert snaps out a cup, fills it from the water fountain. So, what’s it going to be, which maniac gets the story, and what does the loser get?


Robert drains the cup, puts it down, sees a woman he doesn’t know. She smiles as though he does. Standing only a few feet in front of him. He makes an expression that says, Yes?


“Oh,” she says, “I’m Kathy Becker. In marketing.” She tilts her head, still smiling. “You must be Robert Saunders . . . the distinguished managing editor.”


“You want—” he gives her a quizzical smile—“what?”


She puts out her hand. “People always want something. Must be rough.”


He shakes her hand. Warm, strong. He sees the dark hair, not too long, the good-looking face, perhaps midwestern. He glances down for a second. She’s dressed in a subdued way, a little formal for the office, maybe for something after work. Still, it’s a tailored outfit and he gets a sense of her as trim, in good shape. Actually, great shape.


“Sorry,” he says. “Well, as a matter of fact, they usually do. That’s my job, basically. Telling people what they can’t have.” He almost laughs, thinking that’s fairly witty.


“Well, you’re home free,” she says. “I don’t want anything.” She shrugs her shoulders. “I’ve been working here a month or so. Bound to run into you eventually. Uh, your picture’s in the annual report.”


“Oh, yeah. . . . Right.”


“Of course, in person, you’re . . . ”


His eyebrows go up. Yes?


She laughs. “Larger.”


Maybe that’s funny, he’s not sure. It’s cute. Anyway, she’s cute. “Right,” he says.


She’s still looking at him the same way, smiling, tilting her head to the side. In a way he thinks of as flirtatious or close to it. He turns a little away from her, glancing back toward the large open office. Twenty people working at desks. Maybe, he thinks, she’s trying to make somebody jealous. No, nobody’s watching them. She can’t be flirting with me, he thinks. She must have seen the thick gold ring on his left hand.


He leans to fill the cup again. Something to do. “Marketing? What’s that mean?”


“Fancy word for advertising. We make people buy the paper. Or maybe an advertiser needs a little help, we can do that.”


“Oh, creative,” he says, as though it’s a slightly risqué word. Sipping the water more slowly this time.


“On a good day,” Kathy says brightly. “Oh, I heard some people talking about you.”


“Good God—gossip!”


“No, quite harmless. Seems you went white-water rafting.”


“Oh, well, that was in the fall. Yeah, made it down the Delaware in one piece.”


“Sounds very adventurous.” Again the warm smile. “Maybe dangerous.”


“Only for the rocks,” he says.


“Come again.”


He waves vaguely. “We hit them a lot.”


“Oh. No, really, it sounds very exciting. I’ve always wanted to do that. Any other adventures?”


Robert sighs. “No, I’m a flatliner.”


She gets this, smiles appreciatively. “What a terrible thing to say about yourself. A young man in his prime.”


“Well, if you want to stretch a point.”


She puts her hand gently on his forearm. At once forward and grandmotherly. “In his prime,” she insists.


She leaves the hand there a second, long enough for him to feel the warmth of it. And a little tremor in the groin. He still can’t figure this. She’s leaning at him, smiling at him, giving him more heat than he expects. But all in this really innocent way, right out in public. Anyone can look over and see them chatting. Like they’re old friends. If she does want something, he almost admires her directness. If she doesn’t, he wonders how she survives carrying on like this. But hell, what could she want? They’re in different parts of the business, completely.


Robert glances at her hand as she draws it away. Then at the curve of her shoulder, then her chest.


“Well, Kathy, I’ve got domestic politics to sort out. By the way, I’m an associate managing editor. One of three, I’m afraid. Good to meet you.”


“Likewise, Robert. We’ll talk again.”


She says this as if it’s a simple fact. Not to be disputed. He almost says, We will? Just to test her. Instead he nods vaguely, says, “Bye.”


He walks back toward his office. Of course, he has to do what’s best for the paper. Give the story to the best reporter for the job, the hell with that they want. Jesus, they’re almost children, always squabbling, posturing, parading their egos. He sees her in his mind. This Kathy—what’d she say? Becker. Yeah, Becker. What, she’s the friendliest woman in Manhattan? She’s on happy pills? She’s in heat? What? Funny thing. The mood was all wrong for the office. Suppose they were at a bar. The next step is you start necking, then go home. Yeah, the good old days. I can remember. Man, suppose I’m not happily married. I’d be curious, that’s for sure.


He can still see her smile, a few feet in front of him. Damn. The kind of smile that says, Come on over here, and we’ll do anything you want. Really, he thinks, that’s what it said, right? What the hell?


Robert goes in his office, stares at the two reporters. “You guys still here?”


“You said to wait,” one says petulantly.


“It’s a joke, Armstrong. Alright, I’ll tell you what’s going down. Then there won’t be any further discussion. Are we clear on that?”


They’re staring at him. Usually so soft, so laid back, the big den mother, that’s his style. They sense some change. Robert realizes his chest is a little tense, his pulse hammering away so he can feel it. Kathy Becker, huh? What the hell was all that?





Chapter
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• The train arrives right on time. 8:43 A.M. Robert moves along wth the thousand other commuters, through the huge space of Grand Central, down a large passageway, out onto East 42nd Street.


He wonders if he’ll see her today. Let’s see, Wednesday. Nothing this week so far. She’s got this way of turning up unexpectedly, casually. Hey, it’s the Big Editor! Yo, Big Rob, who’s winning the newspaper wars? Hi, Robie, what’s happening?


He smiles as he trudges along. The New York News building is two blocks up, on the right. A quick little commute down from Westchester, forty minutes door to door.


He’s got a gray suit on, a big green parka over that, a soft brown stetson on his head. He walks along hunched over against the cold wind, hands in his pockets. It’s a bright day but still the middle of winter. He notices dirty slush in the gutters, from the big storm a week ago.


Yeah, he thinks, she’s due. Let’s put some money down. A hundred dollars even money she shows. Yeah, I’ll take that bet.


The woman’s lively, he thinks. Got to give her that. Couldn’t be from New York. You just know it. The amazing thing is she’s really very pretty. But not that fine, delicate beauty that the models have. Something weak about that. Kathy’s more robust. A down-to-earth, soap-and-water kind of beauty, he thinks. You don’t imagine her at a fancy ball, making empty talk. Maybe on a horse, doing something. Hell, riding the south forty. Doesn’t matter. Point is, she’s capable, confident. A real easygoing way about her. What was it she said? Kicking ass and taking names. . . . Right. How’s it going in marketing? I said. And she says, Oh, I’m kicking ass and taking names.


Robert Saunders laughs as he crosses Third Avenue.


Yeah, truth is, I hope she shows up. Makes me feel good.


Then he shudders, not from the cold. Thinking how crazy it is that he would flirt, no matter how harmlessly, with this woman. Why’s she do it anyway? That’s the question.


He’s never had this problem before. Always sort of formal. A tough guy if he has to be. A woman’s too friendly, you just don’t notice. Hell, he thinks, it’s like they say. L.A. is about money, New York is about work. People don’t have time to mess around. You want messing around, go to the sticks. People bored out of their brains. Man, there’s nothing to do but get in trouble.


He reaches the building, trudges straight across the big lobby, making it a point not to look around, not to check for her.


“Well, Big Bad Robie.”


There she is. The voice ripples a thrill down his arms. But he keeps going a few steps, pretending not to hear her. Then, almost as an afterthought, he half turns. A little smile of recognition. Oh, you. Last thing I expected.


“Oh . . . Kathy.” Like he can’t even remember her name. “How’re you doing?”


“Doing good, Big Rob. And you?” She gives him that hot little smile. Cool and knowing. Mischievous eyes.


But she stays a few feet from him. The way she holds herself is very guarded. Anybody seeing them would think they hardly know each other.


He just stares for a few seconds, pretending to be preoccupied, something else on his mind, looking at something else. Certainly not at the way her black hair waves down almost to her shoulders, not at the tendons in her white throat, not at the curve of her lips.


“Robie, my man,” she pushes with her voice. “What’s up in newspaper land?”


Robert shrugs, hunches his wide shoulders, his hands still down in his pockets. “Well,” he says confidentially, “we in newspaper land are all atwitter this morning. Mayor’s giving a press conference. Amazing man. He does something dumb. Then he says he didn’t do it. Then he apologizes for doing it. Then he says this thing he didn’t do, it was necessary to do it. And besides, he’s appointing a commission to make sure it never happens again. Not that it ever did.”


Kathy smiles. Hey, look at all the words she got out of him. “Look out, Dan Rather. Robie, they ought to put you on the tube.”


Robert Saunders laughs. Playing the cool big brother. “Everything all right, Kathy?”


“Oh, sure.”


“Good.”


“You know,” she says in a musing way, “that’s something you could teach me about. Politics.”


“Maybe,” he says vaguely.


They reach the elevators, go into a crowded cab. They stop talking, pretend to ignore each other.
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• “So run this by me again,” Kathy says to her friend Louise. “He’s nice or he isn’t?” She sees the friend take out a cigarette. “Hey, give me one of those. I’ve quit.”


“Me, too,” Louise says, and they both laugh. “I only smoke after meals. And coffee. And sex. And when I really need one.”


“Hell,” Kathy says, “you really have quit, haven’t you?!” She lights a Carlton and watches her friend through the smoke. They used to be real close. Oh, well. “So come on, Louise. What’s he really getting at?” Talking about her ex.


“You?”


Kathy shrugs. “You have to figure.”


“Where’s he been the last year? I asked him, and he says, Around.’ ”


“Probably in jail,” Kathy says. “Best place for him.”


“You used to say he was a hell of a man.” Louise pushes her cup around, waits to see how Kathy will answer that. They’re in a coffee shop near Fifth, people and traffic moving by outside the plate-glass window.


“Louise, heroin is a hell of a drug. Good luck.”


“You and Keith did heroin?”


“If you can think it, we did it.”


Louise blows smoke up, making a slow whistle. “Wow.”


“Please. That was then, this is now.”


“Oh, you think you’ve outgrown him?”


“I should hope so. Listen, I’m almost thirty-one. That three-oh messes with your head, let me tell you. And getting divorced. And something you don’t know. Mom’s been sick. Little stroke before Christmas. She’s all right, but it makes you think. Dad bought it when I was young. Well, you know that.”


“Terrible night.”


“Yeah. Anyway, I thought Mom would be around forever. All of a sudden I’m looking at being the adult in the family.”


Louise leans back in the chair, trying to act sophisticated, the way Kathy is acting. They used to raise such hell together. “You think you’ve outgrown me, too?”


Kathy grimaces. “Come on, Louise. I’m real busy. New job. I’m working real hard.”


“Like it, huh?”


“Sure. I get it now. I used to think, Who do these assholes think they are? Now I know. They think they’re bosses. I put myself in their place and I know exactly what they want. I do that plus a little more. Got to move on up, right?”


Louise watches her friend carefully. Kathy is different. The clothes, the makeup, the manner. Gone Manhattan. And there’s something else. Not so tough? Happier? Got to be a man.


“Moving up in Manhattan,” Louise says, a little sarcastically. They used to call themselves Jersey girls. Always sneered at the snobby bitches across the Hudson. “So who’s the new man?”


Kathy laughs. “Whoa, now you’re a psychic. There’s no new man. Come on, talk about Keith. Run it through again. He didn’t threaten you, did he?”


“No, he just stood there with his insolent, fuck-you Elvis eyes. Got this motorcycle the size of a van.”


“Harley.”


“Right, a Harley waiting in front of my building. And the first thing he says is, ‘Hi, Louise. Still got the best bod in Jersey?’ ”


Kathy laughs. “Well?”


“Well what?”


“Do you?”


“Is this funny? The man’s a lunatic. According to you.”


“But you didn’t tell him anything. And he didn’t threaten you. Or did he?”


“He’s a threat standing there. Looks me up and down, then side to side—”


“Does he ever mention me by name?”


“Once. ‘So how’s Kathy?’ Something like that.”


“Louise. Please listen to me.” Kathy rubs out the cigarette, then leans over the table. “Don’t play games with him. Don’t talk to him. Just call the police. Period.”


“Like you said, he’s a hell of a man.”


“Pleeeasse. Hey, you want to get out of here? Got enough?”


“Yeah, sure.”


Kathy places a ten and a five on the check. They put on their coats and walk outside into the cold afternoon.


“I just broke up,” Louise says. “Or I think I did. I’m a little tender.”


They walk along 43rd toward Fifth. “I get it,” Kathy says. “My ex looks like a little excitement. Believe me, that’s the way he sees himself. Mr. Excitement. Look, all I ask, please don’t help him find me. Nothing. Other than that, you’re on your own. You want somebody to fuck you for three hours and then say, ‘See ya, bitch,’ go ahead.”


Louise laughs. “Three hours?”


“The shit we did! I tell you now, you’ll be dripping in the street. I tell you, Louise, he’s probably been running drugs. If I’d stayed with him, he’d have me robbing banks.”


“How close did you get?”


“We were in Cleveland, then Cincinnati. Talked about it some. I think he’s joking. He’s not. Keith’s not much for jokes. The things you think are jokes are usually something real important to him.”


The two women walk around the corner onto Fifth. There’s a big crowd of people half a block up. An ambulance is backing slowly into the crowd.


“What the hell?” Kathy says. “Somebody got mugged right on Fifth Avenue?”


“This city! Makes me scared.”


They push into the edge of the crowd. Kathy can just make out a body sprawled on the curb. “Makes me mad.”


“Why do you want to live here?”


“Big leagues, it’s still the big leagues.” Kathy nudges a man. “What happened?”


He shrugs. “I didn’t see it. Car got out of control, ran up on the sidewalk. Got two people.”


“See,” Kathy tells Louise, “not a mugging, after all.”


“Same crazy city. Get you one way or the other.”


Kathy takes her friend’s arm. “Come on.” They walk on toward 42nd. The big library across the street. “Could happen anywhere.”


Louise studies the other woman. More composed than she remembers. “I got it,” Louise announces.


“What?”


“The reason you won’t tell me about the new man.”


“What?”


“He’s married.”


Kathy stops and faces her friend. Smiling. They’re on 42nd now, the sun slanting down on them. “I’ve got some plans. That’s all I’ll tell you. Might jinx it.”


“Oh, don’t do it, Kath. Date a married man? Are you crazy? Never works. They never leave their wives.”


Kathy stops smiling. “Oh, you think I could be some guy’s plaything? A little girl lost in the big city? You think that, Louise?”


Louise is taken aback. “Hey! I’m just worried about you.”


“Yeah, well, good. But don’t think I’m stupid. I’m not.” She softens, pats Louise’s arm. “Fact is, the more I hang around here, I realize I’m pretty damned smart. The thing is, Lou, you just have to get in the game and play. Then you find out all the other people are pretty ordinary. Come on, let’s lighten up. Walk me back to work. I’ll pay your cab back to Hoboken. Fair? Really, I appreciate you coming over here. And don’t even think about messing with Keith.”


Kathy laughs to herself.


“What?” Louise asks.


“Just thinking. Look, I’m not apologizing for anything I’ve done. Screw it. I’m not ashamed of anything. That doesn’t mean I want to do it over. I don’t want to be twenty again. Not even twenty-eight. I’ve got a new life. I think it’ll be a good one.”


Kathy stops herself. No point in bragging, making her friend jealous. But yeah, when she thinks about it, when she looks ahead, things look real good. No guarantees, everyone knows that. But hell, things look good.


Louise is staring at her. Head tilted a little. Questioning maybe. Doubting.


“Louise, listen. You’ve got good instincts. Being a nurse must do that. Yeah, there’s a married man. But he’s not that married. One of those dead-end marriages.”


Louise challenges her. “How do you know that?”


“Hey, married eight years, no kids. What’s that tell you? Look, I’ve seen them together, some big office party, before Christmas. No chemistry. So what’s the point?” Kathy shrugs, smiling intently at Louise. “No point! I really think I’m doing her a favor. She’ll get somebody more, you know, suitable. Then we’ll have four happy people. The way it ought to be, right? Anyway, my guy deserves a lot more.”


Louise laughs nervously. “You?”


“Oh, you know more than that?”


Louise starts to argue. “No, sweetie, put it here.” She raises her hand for Kathy to slap. They laugh, then they hug. “Good luck, girlfriend.” Louise smiles bravely. “I’ll keep Keith away.”


“Shoot him. He understands that. Man loves guns.”


Louise stares at her old friend. Her face confused. “You really don’t miss him? Come on, Kathy. Really?”


“Another life, Louise. We were married four years and I want to forget all but maybe a week.”


“One great week, huh?”


“Spread over four years? Nothing great about it.”


They laugh some more, crossing Fifth Avenue.
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• Robert and his wife, Anne, go out to dinner with another couple, Sam and Marie. They’re good friends. He’s a stockbroker, she’s in banking. A pleasant, normal evening. Robert finds it reassuring. Everything in its place. And a long way from the craziness of Manhattan. And from Kathy.


The wives go to the bathroom and Sam says, “You got any problems? No, you don’t. I took forty thousand of my own money up to three hundred thou, trading options. Losing it all as we sit here. I tell you, man, I go to work like it’s death row.”


“Damn,” Robert says, “the whole three hundred thousand? Gone?”


“Hell no. There’s fifty or sixty dollars left.” The other man laughs grimly. “And you know what? Marie cuts out coupons. She takes me to the grocery, tells me, ‘Look, dear, I just saved twelve dollars.’ Hard not to strangle her, right there.”


“You can’t tell her about the options, huh?”


“You kidding? She just saved twelve dollars! Another world. . . . I live to trade. She couldn’t understand. Heck, neither could the SEC.”


The two couples say good night in front of the restaurant. A chilly, moonless night. Robert stares at Sam’s wife. Sam made a fortune, lost a fortune. She doesn’t know word one. It feels strange, somehow lonely, to Robert. That he should know something so personal and she doesn’t. He almost wishes Sam hadn’t told him. It changed the mood.


Then, as they’re driving home, Anne puts her face in her hands and starts crying. Robert stares disbelieving at the side of her face. His first reaction is guilt. Something he did, said, thought. . . . How could Anne know? Jesus, just one drink, Anne, that’s all we did. Politics, we talked—


“Oh, Robert, I’m sorry.”


“Anne . . . what is it?” He drives with one hand, patting her back nervously with the other.


“Oh, nothing, really. Something at work.”


Robert sighs, a pleasurable feeling of relief. “Oh well, tell me about it. Damn. Don’t keep it to yourself.”


“It’s nothing, really. There’s a lot of stress. You know that promotion . . . ?”


“Yes?”


“I’m just sure I won’t get it.”


“Now . . . you deserve that.”


“Office politics.” She wipes her eyes, smiles bravely. Turning more toward Robert. He presses harder on her back. “Marie was just telling me how much she wants to have children. Sam hates the thought. He actually hates children. Isn’t that strange? I felt so sorry for her. You like children, don’t you? I mean, really like them?”


“Yes, I do. I really do. Whenever you’re ready . . .”


“I tell you, some days at work, I think, drop it, go home, get pregnant.”


They’re driving a winding, back road. Not much light. Houses hard to see. Abruptly a streetlamp shines on Anne’s face. Robert can see the streaked makeup. She sniffs a little. He wants to help her, comfort her. . . . Damn. She gets upset too easily. Anne! Come on, be tougher.


Was she always like this? Age is scaring her? The career is too much? Robert isn’t sure. She always had a certain reserve, a prim quality. But he thought of it as good breeding, as responsible, adult behavior. Things he thought he wanted in his own life. Maybe he’s seeing her a different way now, asking for more. Maybe she hasn’t changed at all. But he’s seeing her as too well bred, too mature, too fussy.


He glances at his wife, watches her wipe her face. He can’t imagine Kathy acting like this. He thinks of Kathy’s easy manner, how she seems in control of things. Character, gumption, sass—whatever you want to call it, Robert thinks she’s got it. Thank God. So many unhappy people in Manhattan, all whining about one thing or the other. Hard to imagine sometimes how the country ever got built.


Anne snuggles closer. “You’re a good man, Robert.”


He hugs her with his right arm, smiling uneasily. She rubs his thigh. In that tentative way she has. He never knows whether they’re going to do something or they’re not. It never seems quite right to say, “Damn it, Anne, are we screwing or aren’t we?”


He reaches their street, then the driveway. Turns the motor off. “Come on, honey. We’ll get a nightcap. Something real expensive. You’ll feel better.”


She puts her arms around his neck, leans on him. “Sorry I’m so silly tonight. It’s just a bad day.”


Robert studies her face. She’s pretty in a sensible, no-nonsense way. The blond hair not too long, permed close to her head. Blond? Mousy is more like it. God, that’s it, we don’t even have kids, but Anne looks just the way a boy wants his mother to look. Nice but not too sexy.


Robert kisses her nose, then turns to open the car door. Yeah, he thinks, they say you marry a woman like your mother. Or you marry your mother, deep down? How’s that go? Never mind. What a downer.


He unlocks the front door to their house. Aware of Anne standing close to him. Maybe they are doing something. Yeah, he wants to. But he’s got this dread, already, that he’ll fantasize about Kathy. Won’t be able to stop himself. But he’ll feel guilty and, what the hell, the next thing you know, he’ll lose it. . . . Maybe two nightcaps.


“Oh, it’s so beautiful and cold out here,” Anne says behind him. “Look at it, Robert. All the stars.”


He turns around to look at the sky. Then, off to his right, he notices the huge red glow of Manhattan. Hot and sexy. He wonders what Kathy is doing. . . .


He looks back toward Anne. Oh, damn, he thinks, she’s going to dance around on the lawn. Fucking stars just make me feel small. Shrivel a guy’s dick permanently. He remembers how morbid he could get at sixteen, looking up at the stars. Knowing they’d still be in the same spots when he was dead, and his children were dead, and their children. Fucking stars.


Anne runs back to him, pushing him through the open front door. “So,” she says, in the accent she uses when she feels playful, “you are feeling perhaps wild and crazy tonight, young man?”


Robert laughs. “How’d you know?”


They go into the foyer. “Robert,” she exclaims, “hold me.” She leans against him and his big hands press against her back. Anne looks up at him. “You’re so reassuring,” she says.


This makes him shrug awkwardly. He grins.


Anne says in a girlish voice, “You did mention the good stuff? The twenty-year-old port perhaps.”


“Oh, yeah, great,” Robert says.


She stands on her toes, kisses him solemnly on the mouth. Robert stares at her through half-shut eyes. But she’s so nice, he thinks. Anne is so nice. The perfect wife. I always said that, didn’t I?


“You’re not tired,” she says, “are you?”


“Oh, no, wide awake.”


“And raring to go,” Anne says, with a sweet nervous smile, as if she’s said something outrageous.
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• Robert sits in the back of the place, the one Kathy found. It’s just off Lex, six blocks below where they work. Better than a dive, but not the kind of place other editors would go. “A good safe place,” Kathy said. Just hearing the word safe made him feel uneasy, guilty.


He’s in a booth, staring at the front, watching, waiting. She’s a few minutes late. The first time they did this she was there ahead of him. He came in, saw her, it felt good. Now he has time to think, worry. He stares furtively at each of the people walking in the door, or walking by him. Does he know them? Could anybody recognize him? Does it make any difference? The light is very low. Still, he keeps the parka on, sitting there with his arms on the table, his shoulders hunched up to cover part of his face. He feels obvious, conspicuous. He always laughed at people sneaking out of porno stores or cruising the hookers on Tenth. Hell, he thought, if I do that, I’m not hiding. Bullshit. The more hiding the better, that’s how he sees it now.


You don’t see anybody you know for years. Naturally he’d see someone here, now. Hey, Rob, how’s Anne? You alone? Can I join you? The obnoxious little scenario unrolls in his head. What’s up? You’re not waiting for somebody, are you? Business, Rob? Hey, you’re not . . . running around, are you? . . . Robert imagines snatching the guy up, throwing him over the bar. A little late. He knows. Everybody knows.


Robert looks at his fingers, realizes he’s tapping the table. His body feels tense, his mouth dry. He hates waiting anyway. But now he’s waiting for Kathy, and they’re bound to be discovered, and besides they don’t have that much time.


Just a little meeting, pretend it’s casual, no big deal, doesn’t mean anything. Well, what the hell does it mean?


“Jesus,” he mutters.


I just wish she’d come in the door. That smile. The way she glides in, a little cocky, a little flirtatious. Dressed up in a nice, elegant way, one of those executive outfits. But you don’t forget it’s a woman inside there. Not for a second. Oh, she makes sure of that.


That’s the thing. She’s running this whole game? Controlling it? Feels like that sometimes. But for what? Love, lust, getting ahead? Or she’s this little girl falling for the big editor? Maybe a Cosmo girl, doing what that dumb magazine tells her to do, try some new adventure. Maybe she’s just friendly. Maybe she doesn’t fucking know. Damn it.


Robert feels the insanity of being here. Drifting out of work a little early. Making excuses. Hell, lying. Trying to look invisible. Hoping nobody notices when he walks south instead of toward Grand Central. And for what? So he can sit across the table from her for a half hour?


Jesus. Am I crazy?


Ahhhhh. He sees her framed in the doorway. Fifty feet away, he can feel the heat of her, the joy. God, what a rush. He sits up straighter, stares at her, can’t help smiling.


Come on, baby. Come on down here. I’m waiting just for you. . . .


•  •  •


Not much time left, if he’s going to catch the 6:04. Finally Robert says, “So why are we here?”


That’s good, she thinks. Either the dumbest question she’s ever heard, or the smartest.


She lets a few seconds go by. Then she makes a little shrug, answers in a low, sincere voice. “You have to ask?”


Impulsively, her hands reach out, take one of his. The first time they’ve touched. He tries not to notice, not to gasp. He thinks his hand will catch fire.


A tremor starts up from his left knee, stalks through his genitals and skids to a stop in the skin of his belly. Lovely and scary.


“Damn,” he says aloud but softly. Trying to be casual. “Nice hands.”


She laughs, squeezes his hand tighter. “That’s my line.”


I’ve got a hard-on, he thinks, and I feel exactly like I’m sixteen. It was just like this. All hot glands and awkward everything. What do you do? What do you say? That’s just it. You never know. You just sit there with your tongue hanging out, and your dick sticking up, and you don’t know what the hell you’re supposed to do. Or what you want to do. Or how you feel.


He struggles for some middle ground, no cheap jokes, no wild declarations. He wants to say, “This is a little, uh, unsettling for me.” Too wimpy? Instead he says, “You look real nice.”


She nods, smiling in a serious way. Showing him she understands what he’s feeling, that she’s patient. Moving her fingers slightly, caressing the back of his hand.


He glances down, sure there’ll be burn marks where she’s touching him. Actual red marks. No, his hands look completely ordinary. But the tingling, the electricity, going up and down his arm is astonishing. But what is it really? Desire? Wonderful, idiot desire? Or some weird playing with danger? Something he shouldn’t have, so he desires it more? And this desire, being so strong, so mixed up with guilt, seems more valid than any other thought or emotion? If he were single, if he could lean over and casually kiss her, would he feel even half of it?


“This is nice,” Robert says, taking her hands briefly between his. “But it’s getting late. If I start now, I can walk it. Like I said,” he smiles, “you’re looking real nice.”


He gets out his wallet, puts a ten on the table for their drinks.


Kathy says, “I think it’ll be all right to leave with you.” There, that conspiratorial note. She’s good at letting it slip in now and then. They’re in this together. In deep.


They stand up and move toward the door. She walks a half step behind him. He feels her fingers lightly clutching his elbow, or tickling it. A little secret communication: I’m here.


Yeah, Robert thinks, like I’m going to forget.


He pushes through the door, goes out onto East 36th, glancing nervously at the people walking by.





Chapter


6


• Anne Saunders stares from one big monitor to the other, spread sheets on both screens. She leans back in her chair, glances at the clock on the wall, sighs, plays with a pencil.


Yeah, clock, she thinks. My clock. What time is it? It’s late.


The rows of figures blur. This company’s books are so unbalanced, she knows she’ll be struggling the rest of the day to put them in order.


Robert, she thinks, seems not quite himself . . . or perhaps I’m more needful. Probably it’s my fault. Oh yes, definitely. . . . The job’s not so challenging anymore. But I want that promotion. . . . The possibility of children floats before her mind, very real, and she scans the terrain for dangers to this idea. . . . I’m so sensitive to the little pluses and minuses. You think about the problems and you’re overwhelmed. It’s a wonder anybody has children.


A knock on the door. She turns and sees Edd—“that’s two d’s”—Lawrence. “Hi, how’re you doing? Eating in? Want to try the cafeteria with me?”


She stares at his bland, pleasant face. Just the sort of man who makes everyone think tax people are dull. The most interesting thing about him, she thinks, is the two d’s.


“Oh, sure, Edd. I’m having a rough morning with Smithers, Inc.”


“Oh, well,” Edd says casually, “just throw the IRS a VP, they’ll be happy.”


Anne frowns. Not exactly the way she sees her job.


She shuts the door to her office, and they walk down to the elevators.


“The IRS usually wants money,” she says. “Or does the VP trick work for you?”


“Just kidding,” he says with no smile. “But, hey, the books are a mess, maybe somebody’s been cooking.”


“I hope not. I think it’s just a case of people finding more tax gimmicks than a corporate body can digest.”


“Ah, the Nineties. I miss ’em.”


They go up to 12, where the firm has a swank little cafeteria. The idea being to keep the drudges in the building. Anne takes the fish and salad. Edd takes the burger, fries, red jello, and chocolate mousse cake. As they’re sitting down, Anne says, “You in training?”


Edd doesn’t see the joke, or won’t acknowledge it. “They make a good burger here.” He’s lean, almost stiff in his movements, wearing a navy-blue suit and white shirt. Close to her age, Anne thinks.


“Right.” She smiles briefly. “So what’s new with you?”


Edd shrugs. “Well, I keep getting more master points. You don’t play bridge, do you?”


“Not well.”


“I remember. Scrabble’s your game.”


“Used to play it all the time. Robert’s a managing editor now and, in practical terms, that means he doesn’t have time for things like Scrabble.”


“There’s no way out,” Edd says.


“Well, you play bridge.”


“My wife left me for that very reason.”


Anne smiles. An odd, no-nonsense man. One could well imagine a wife leaving him. Still, he doesn’t seem to have any pretensions. Or he has the secret kind that are more fun because nobody knows about them.


A group of young lawyers, all men, come in. Only one has a jacket on. They all wear wide suspenders. They’re high spirited and settle noisily at a nearby table, three facing three. Edd glances at them without interest. Anne looks more closely. They make her appreciate Robert. They’re all around thirty, but still boys. Nobody wants to grow up these days. They’re vital, attractive; but Anne feels something almost maternal toward them.


They trade jokes in low voices, laugh a lot, then start comparing cases and tactics. “All right,” one says loudly, “listen to this. The burglar gets the window open, gets his leg in. The guy in the house, he comes running. Says stop or get out or something. The guy in the window has a tool or makes a move or something. The homeowner shoots him. The guy falls back on the lawn. Wounded bad but he lives. What happens?”
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