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MARRIAGE
IS MURDER



Prologue


OF COURSE, I WASN’T THERE THAT NIGHT.

Nobody else was, only the two of them, so we’ll never know exactly what happened in that small frame house on the corner. But here is how I once imagined it might have been. ...

Around eight o’clock that Friday night, Eleanor Hanks pulled into the attached garage. She turned off the engine but did not get out of the car immediately to go inside her house.

It was her night out, the one night a month they sent the two older children to visit friends and Dick stayed home with the baby, allowing her to get together with her girlfriends. Tonight, it was going to be at Lizbeth’s house, and they would order pizza, and play bridge, and drink diet cola, and laugh their behinds off, free of husbands for a night, free of children, free, real liberated women for a night. “Not that I don’t love them dearly,” as Lizbeth always said. “I mean, my family are the dearest things in the world to me, you all know they are, but I don’t think it hurts to be away from them just a little while now and then, do you? They say it probably makes us better mothers, you know?” Eleanor knew.

But first she wanted to change clothes. She’d spilled barbecue sauce all over her uniform at work. It was an awful stain to get out; she’d never really got the knack of it, so all her uniforms had faint pink splotches, like old bloodstains, that she always prayed the district manager wouldn’t notice. Of course, Dick noticed. “You’re so messy,” he said at least once a day, with the same look of distaste he wore before making love to her, if that’s what you’d call it, love. “Why do you have to be so messy, Eleanor? And you’re unorganized. You’re unorganized and you’re messy. The outward appearance is symbolic of the inner woman. You’re a mess, Eleanor, inside and out.” He thought her brain was messy, too. And “unorganized.” She wanted to tell him the more correct word was “disorganized,” but Dick wasn’t one to be edited by a woman, particularly one with only three years of college to his twenty-two.

Or maybe he really did think her brain was unorganized, totally and chaotically without any discernible organization to it. Maybe he believed her thoughts were popping around up there like corn, wildly, erratically. In the car, Eleanor smiled briefly as she thought: but light, fluffy popcorn evolves from a hard kernel of truth. To which Dick would have said, “You’re talking nonsense again, Eleanor. Thought disorganization is a clinically demonstrable symptom of emotional and psychological pathology. You might try now and then to string two coherent, related sentences together, do you think that would be possible?”

She wasn’t especially afraid to go into the house. He hadn’t been really drunk for some time now. He was sulky, but not outright mean about her Friday nights. And he was pretty good about not hitting her when any of the children were around. God, if he’d hit her very often when they were around, she’d have left him. Wouldn’t she have left him? Oh, Lord, she wasn’t that stupid, was she? She’d have left him then, wouldn’t she? But she’d put in twenty years getting that man through college, was she going to quit now, when he was nearly through that damn thesis, when he was finally going to make them some money and she could finally quit flipping hamburgers? Was she going to leave him now and join the millions of mothers and children in poverty?

Hah. She didn’t smile, but only thought the bitter laughter. What did she mean, join them? She was already with them, they could qualify for food stamps or some other government program if he’d agree to it. But, oh, no, not the good professor. A professor’s wife, in line for food stamps? An almost-professor’s wife. A would-be professor’s wife. A failed boy wonder’s wife. A fast-food manager’s husband. Now, that was funny.

When she heard him pull open the door that led to the garage from the kitchen, Eleanor realized nervously how long she’d been sitting in the front seat of their car. Maybe be wouldn’t yell at her, not with the baby in the house.

Dick didn’t yell at her.

She watched with trepidation as he walked down the two steps into the garage and then pulled open the door on the passenger’s side and leaned in.

“You didn’t get my beer,” he said in his cold, accusing voice. “I told you to put it on your list, and you forgot, didn’t you? You’re so unorganized, Eleanor. I tell you to make lists, but you can’t even do that. As if you could depend on your feeble brain to remind you of anything! I see you got your frozen cherry cheesecake, which is just exactly what you need on those thighs, but you can’t remember a simple thing like my beer. Is it too much to ask that you think of me for once? Can’t you think of anybody but yourself? What do you expect me to drink while you booze with those flea-brained friends of yours? Apple juice? Go get me some good beer.”

“We don’t get drunk,” she said quietly in her most careful, neutral voice. “And they’re very smart women. And I don’t have enough time tonight, Dick. Why can’t you get your own beer?” She said it appeasingly, trying to keep the whine, the note of self-pitying complaint that he hated, out of her voice. “You could go get it while I change clothes, and I’ll stay with Steven, and you’d be back here by the time I have to go.”

“My God, you’re selfish.”

“Please.” She felt desperately tired and gritty, and acutely aware of the fresh steins on her uniform, and she wanted to take a shower and change clothes, and hold the baby for a few minutes, and leave. “It’ll only take you fifteen minutes, and I never ask you to do the grocery shopping, I always do it, and I’m just so tired, Dick.”

He slammed the door and, absurdly, yelled at her through it, “You think you’re the only one who ever gets tired around here, you don’t know what tired is! I’m the one with all the stress on me, I’ve got my thesis to work on and papers to grade and three books to review, and all you do is stand around eating French fries and getting fat at mat joint, and I work my fingers to the bone for you, and you cant even do one little thing for me, you’re so damn selfish!”

Eleanor stared at him from inside the car, feeling oddly detached from him and from everything happening to her. She thought how easily he fell into cliches in his writing and speaking. He thought he was so original, so brilliant, but nobody’d called him that for the last ten years; he was the boy wonder who turned out to be mostly boy and no wonder. He even looked a little like a cliché standing there, the archetypal perennial student: too tall, too thin, cheeks too smooth, skin too unlined for his age, eyes too fervent and feverish for a forty-year-old man, wearing a pullover sweater and slacks and socks and loafers. Twice a year he read A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, intoning paragraphs to her proudly, as if it were about him. Once, years before, she’d told him she glimpsed a startling similarity between him and the young James Joyce, but she’d been lying even then, because it was only a similarity of hopes that she had seen. Her hopes. Maybe she was selfish, she didn’t know anymore, but she was beginning to think he might be right about that. There was a lot she wanted, maybe selfishly. Was it right to want so much? Was it even realistic? She wanted not to be tired, she wanted not to be afraid, she wanted not to feel pain ever again, she wanted not to have acid in her stomach, she wanted not to eat any more French fries, she wanted her kids not to have to tiptoe around the house when their father was writing, she wanted not to lie to her mother about how everything was all right, she wanted not to be embarrassed that her so-called brilliant husband who had five degrees still hadn’t decided what he wanted to be when he grew up, she wanted not to fry another fish sandwich, she wanted not to wash another uniform, she wanted not to pick up any more dirty napkins that people had blown their noses in—she wanted, she wanted, she wanted, she wanted him to get his own damn beer and leave her alone.

“Leave me alone,” she mouthed at him. “Get your own damn beer.”

“What’d you say?” he shouted at her, and she felt a sudden panic.

Why had she said that? It was the wrong thing to say. Oh, Lord, she knew better then to attack back, she knew the only way to fight him was to go limp like those peace marchers, in mind and body and voice, so he’d finally get frustrated at trying to fight with someone who was no more resistant than a pillow, and he’d slam angrily out of the house, away from her. But dammit, he wasn’t going to run out tonight and leave her holding the bag and the baby again. Again! No, not tonight, this was her night, her night, dammit, her one night!

“What’d you say to me?” His voice was louder now, more insistent.

She knew he’d keep after her until she repeated it.

When she didn’t answer, he kicked the car, lightly.

Calm down, she commanded herself, but for him as well.

“Tell me.” He kicked the car again, harder.

She huddled in the driver’s seat, drawing into herself, staring obstinately at the Chevy cross in the center of the steering wheel, trying frantically to retreat to a small, cool, quiet, rational corner in her brain. But she felt the exhaustion, the resentment, bubbling uncontrollably in her like acid, eating its way through her restraints, threatening to spill all over them both—burning, disfiguring, destroying everything. Help me. Help me. Don’t fight him, don’t fight him, urged the still, quiet, detached voice that sounded as if it were moving away from her down some distant tunnel.

He marched around the front of the car to her side and glared at her through the closed window.

“Tell me what you said, Eleanor!” he demanded furiously, bending down, placing his face close to the glass. Why didn’t he just pull open the door? she wondered. Maybe he thought she had it locked, and he was afraid of making a fool of himself by tugging absurdly at it. He hated to look foolish. He was foolish. She hated him.

“Tell me what you said, Eleanor!”

The acid bubbled in her. She clamped a lid on it. A stream seeped through and trickled down her arms, charging them with an overpowering heat and energy that demanded outlet. If he beats me, I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him. The baby, the baby. I’ll call the police. I’ll leave him. My babies, my babies. Help me. Help me.

Eleanor tightened her grip on the car keys in her right hand. She could start the car and back out. No, she couldn’t do that, because she’d already closed the garage door, so if she did that, she’d drive through the door and then he’d kill her for sure. She heard herself make a whimpering noise, and then she felt her lips move. “And then I won’t get to play bridge ... but look, he has his hand on the door handle, and he’s jerking it open, and I can’t leave the baby, I can’t leave the baby. . . .”

She screamed lightly when he grabbed her upper arm.

“What did you say to me, Eleanor?”

“Get your own damn beer!” she heard herself, to her horror, screaming at him. “Leave me alone, damn you!”

“Get in the house.” He grabbed viciously at her hair.

Eleanor screamed at the pain, following it out of the car, stumbling blindly after the pain as he jerked her around the hood of the car, toward the steps, up the two steps, through the door of the house.

* * *

That’s how I imagined it after I heard about it.

Oddly, that’s nearly as far as it went in my mind. Though I lay in bed, or sat at my desk, or drove my car and replayed the beginning over and over, my mind skidded away from imagining the very end. That, I only visualized in lightning flashes, only heard in snatches. I saw him release the handful of her hair, and I saw her falling to a worn brown carpet. But then the rest of the argument failed to form words in my mind, maybe because I instinctively knew it didn’t matter what the real words were that night. Or maybe because touching the pinpoint of the moment of murder is as dangerous as touching the point of a sharpened, swinging sword, as dangerous as entering a dark and holy contaminated place. Sure, I could imagine cursing, pleading, yelling, but only in bursts of sound, as if someone were rolling the dial on a radio. “Damn you!” Static. “Oh, please!” Static. “No!” Static. And then, at some point, at the end of the radio dial, I hear her running into their bedroom, opening the drawer in the table on his side of the bed. I hear a rustle as she withdraws the gun, and I can feel the tremble of her hands. And then he’s running—no, walking-into the bedroom, and she says something, and he says something, and maybe he laughs, or maybe he doesn’t, and her hands are trembling, and nearly liquid with weakness, and then I feel his moment of dumbfounded, startled precognition. And then there is the sound of a gun going off, and this time it is Dick falling to the worn brown carpet. And at this point in my imagining, I always hear a baby crying.

As I said, that’s how I once imagined it.

Now, of course, I know as much as anyone can about how it really happened, how it really ended. Or do these things ever really end? Or do they keep playing themselves out in a thousand strangers’ minds, finding places on the pages of the emotional albums of strangers’ lives: “Here, this one is a murder I remember, a fellow named Dick Hanks, lived a couple blocks over, boy, I’ll never forget that.” Not to mention the way a murder lives on in the cycling lives of its children, its intimate friends and implacable enemies.

Now, later, I see it differently, metaphorically. I see them, the two of them, as atomic particles of opposite charge, electron and positron, propelled toward each other at unimaginable speeds until they collided, destroying each other, but in the process creating new and unnamed particles that spun wildly, forcefully, into neighboring lives . . . mine, Geof’s, our families, other families. 
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IT MAY SEEM SUSPICIOUSLY COINCIDENTAL THAT WE—THE police detective I lived with and I, and the new man on the force and his wife—were trading tales of domestic disturbances at the exact moment the beeper sounded, calling the two policemen to the scene of the Hanks homicide. But it wasn’t really much of a coincidence. It was just two cops and their ladies, talking about what cops always talk about: cop work, which often boils down to “Domestic Disturbances I Have Known and Survived.

“It’s the full moon that does it,” Geof said in a joking tone. I knew he didn’t believe it, because he had shown me the statistics that proved it wasn’t true, no matter what the popular belief about full moons and emergency rooms. “You show me a full moon and I’ll show you a town full of men and women beating up on each other. It’s lunacy.”

He smiled at his own pun. Obligingly, I groaned.

“The first year I became a cop, and this would be maybe fifteen years ago, I almost bought it on a domestic call, on a full moon, of course. Jenny’s heard this story a thousand times.” He squeezed my hand on top of the table. “Can you stand it one more time?”

“I love cheap thrills,” I assured him.

He nodded in mock agreement. “I know. That’s why you live with me.” With a smile, he admitted the two people across the table from us into the intimate kidding. One of them was Willie J. Henderson, the newest detective on our small municipal force, and the other was his wife, Gail.

Willie was a wiry black man with eight years of a Boston street beat behind him. It showed in the lines that were gouged in his narrow face—giving it the look of African sculpture hacked out of hardwood—and in the prematurely gray hair cropped close to his prematurely balding skull. Geof was the older, taller, and larger of the two men, but compared with Willie, he looked collegiate in his open-necked white oxford shirt, denim trousers, and tweed sport coat. And there I was beside him—blue eyes, blond hair, corduroy pants suit. We looked like a page out of an L.L. Bean catalog. Willie wore black leather jeans, a black leather sleeveless vest, and ankle boots. His wife was dressed in early Montgomery Ward-polyester skirt and sweater, hose, and low black heels. They were handsome together in a life-hardened way, like two uprights in a wrought-iron railing on a widow’s walk.

Willie kept his gaze fixed on the scarred wooden table that separated us from him and Gail. He rarely smiled. She smiled too often, preceding everything she said with a nervous little laugh, a sort of ha-ha, so that you could actually hear the double syllables, like words.

She gave that laugh now. “Ha-ha.” And she said, in a high voice that was straining to sound animated, “I’ll never forget Willie’s first week as a rookie.”

Geof waited politely, expectantly. But she only flickered her nervous smile at him, then at me, and returned to sipping her low-calorie beer. Not that she needed to lose weight—she was a little woman, all stark, pointing bones, the sort on whom you want to force spaghetti. During the moment of awkward silence, she began to cough.

“Asthma,” she murmured, even managing to smile between coughs. She choked out: “It’s why we moved. Ha-ha. No lung power. Willie had to get me out of the pollution. Ha-ha. It was so good of him, leaving the force that way. Willie earned medals, you know. For bravery and marksmanship. Everybody respected him. . . .” The wifely support petered off into another paroxysm of coughing.

“Gail,” I said, “do you want to go?”

She shook her head, took a couple of quick drinks of beer, and then a deep breath. The coughing stopped. She placed her hand against her breastbone and pressed it there as if holding an incipient cough in place.

While we waited for her to recover, her husband scanned the clientele. It was a cop’s glance: I’d seen Geof level it at parties, at grocery stores, in traffic, even in his own home with his own, family—any burglars here? rapists? escaped convicts? He couldn’t help it: After years of checking crowds for criminal elements, it was an unconscious mannerism, although it could be disconcerting for the other guests at class reunions and Christmas parties. Having evidently failed to recognize anybody from the FBI’s Most Wanted list, Willie returned his gaze to a spot in the tabletop where some previous customer had gouged a deep pit, like a tiny grave in the wood. Now it held his attention as if it contained a corpse.

“I’m all right,” Gail insisted weakly.

Geof continued his story: “So I’m cruising along, and I hear a call for officer needs assist on a house burglary.” He switched to the present tense and leaned forward, as if he were reliving the moment. “I’m the closest cop to the address, which is 800 Southwest Twentieth Street. I’ll never forget that number as long as I live, which I didn’t think, at the time, was going to be all that damn long.”

“I got a few addresses carved in my brain,” Willie said.

“Ha-ha,” Gail said.

“It’s pitch night.” Geof, like most cops, was a natural storyteller. “Clouds over that damned full moon. Foggy as hell. And I come up on a fight, with the other cop in the middle, and he’s trying to pull a woman off a man. She’s flailing around with one of those fat plastic baseball bats like kids have, and the man’s got hold of a toy gun, looks like a sawed-off shotgun. She’s screaming, He tried to kill me! Arrest him!’ Well, the man drops his toy gun. But he grabs the baseball bat and clobbers her between the eyes. She goes down like a demolished building. Thump. On his backswing, he lays the other cop out flat. Thump. ‘Stop!’ I yell forcefully, as I was taught at the academy.” (It was true, I had heard this story many times, but this part, the way he told it, still made me smile.) “ ‘Lay down your weapon!’

“Well, the sucker lays it down all right, and he picks up the sawed-off shotgun and now I see this isn’t any toy. I figure I’m dead. But damn if he doesn’t stare at me for the longest minute I ever lived and then he sprints off into the fog. I can’t see him to shoot him. So instead of running after him, I call for a couple of ambulances and tell the dispatcher to send some cars to look for a track star with a shotgun. I figure I’m on my way to a commendation for my amazing display of restraint.” (That always made me smile, too, and start to laugh in anticipation of the climax. I started laughing now, with Geof nudging me to try to keep me quiet so I wouldn’t ruin it for Gail and Willie.) “About that time, the woman wakes up, and she’s frantic. ‘Where is he? Where’s that son of a bitch!’ she’s yelling. And I say in my best Canadian Mounties voice, ‘We’ll get him, ma’am. We’ll get that burglar.’ ” (Now I’m really giggling, and Gail and Willie are looking from Geof to me, and back again.) “But she starts beating on me! ‘Burglar!’ she screams. ‘That ain’t no burglar, that’s my husband, you chickenbrain! You lay a hand on that man and I’ll tear your’—excuse me—’fucking legs off!’ And she lays into me with the plastic baseball bat, so by the time the ambulances get there, they need three stretchers to haul us all out of there!”

As always, I doubled over as if I’d never heard it before. Gail and Willie seemed amused, if not quite as hysterically as I was. It had occurred to me that maybe Geof told his cop stories again and again just for the pleasure of seeing my reaction to them. As for his language, Gail had obviously been a cop’s wife too long to be shocked.

“Ha-ha-ha,” she said. Willie’s narrow face broke into a slow grin, his first of the evening.

“I learned many things that night,” Geof said ruefully, rubbing the cheekbone that had been broken in that melee. I dried my tears with a cocktail napkin. “Besides the fact that domestic disturbances suck, I mean. I also learned: Don’t take anything for granted. Situations are not what they seem to be. People are not who they seem to be. And without Tonto, the Lone Ranger wouldn’t have lived long enough to adjust his mask.”

He had smiled straight at Willie as he spoke.

“Willie.” Gail nudged her husband’s arm. “Tell them about Jesse.

“There was this babe on the street once.” Willie’s voice was as slow and deliberate as his smile. He stared over my shoulder as he spoke. “Clothes all torn up. Cryin’. Standing just inside an alley, like she’s hiding. Me and my partner, we pull over and ask her, has she been hurt. She’s fair looking, tall like a model, a white gal, lots of makeup, tight silver pants, off-the-shoulder blouse, only it’s been torn off her shoulder. Gold pointy heels, lots of pretty red hair. Real clean hair. And we’re thinking, maybe her pimp did this to her, and we ask her, does she want us to take her to the woman’s shelter? She says yes. Gets in the back seat. Still crying, tells us her name is Jesse, tells us her boyfriend beat her up, but she won’t give us his name, where they live, nothin’ else. All we can do is deliver her. We take her to the shelter. We’re standing downstairs, shootin’ the shit with the director, and suddenly there’s this screaming from all these women upstairs on the second floor. And the director goes running up, and pretty soon she comes back down with our white gal, who is now holding her pretty red hair in her hands. Everything about her story turned out to be true except for one minor detail: Jesse was a man.”

“Where’d you take her?” I asked. “Him.”

Willie shrugged. “Back to the station. He cleaned himself up. In the men’s room.” Willie cracked a brief smile, and so did Geof, but I wasn’t finding the story very amusing. “He slept in a chair all night.”

“What happened to him?”

“Next morning he borrowed some makeup from one of our women officers and made himself gorgeous again. We gave him bus fare and I guess he went on back home to his boyfriend.” When he noticed the expression on my face, Willie shrugged again. “There ain’t no shelter for some people.”

Gail began to cough, at first quietly, as if she were trying to hide it, but it was soon shaking her small body.

“Where’s your inhalator?” Willie said.

“Forgot,” she choked out. “Home.”

He looked annoyed, as if that was a bad habit of hers, but he patted her back perfunctorily.

“Domestic disturbances!” Geof shook his head, and looked ready to wax philosophical on those cases that were the greatest bane and hazard of a cop’s existence. But he was interrupted. It was at that moment, which was not really all that much of a coincidence, that his beeper sounded. We all looked at each other with varying degrees of tension and resignation.

Geof sighed. “Is it a full moon tonight?”

When he returned from the phone, he leaned down and murmured, “Reported homicide. Let’s go, Willie. We’ll take your car.”

Then he kissed me quickly on the mouth and said, in what had become a ritual over the two years we’d lived together, “I’m sorry. I love you.” I kissed him back and offered my own part of the formula: “Be careful. I love you.” There wasn’t any need to waste words or time in saying I’d take Gail home, or that he’d wake me up to tell me he was still alive. We knew all that. There had been plenty of shattered days and evenings in which to establish such habits. As always at such times, my consciousness focused on him like a laser, since I never knew if this would be the last time I’d see him. If it was, I wanted to be comforted—later—by knowing we had given our last moment together the respect and attention it deserved.

On the periphery of my awareness I saw Willie kiss Gail.

“I’ll be all right.” He sounded impatient, angry, eager. He sounded like a cop.
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GAIL AND I WERE LEFT STARING ACROSS THE TABLE AT each other in a booth that suddenly seemed too large without the men to fill it. Even the air in the room seemed lighter and the lights brighter with the men gone to their appalling jobs.

“Well,” I said, one cop’s lady to another, “here we go again.”

Her hazel eyes were wide and full of fear, but she flickered her nervous smile at me. I smiled back at her. She smiled back at me. I began to feel like one half of two flashing stoplights.

“Do you want another beer, Gail?”

“No, thanks.” Her smile flickered on, off.

“Would you like a Coke? Coffee?”
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