‘THE CHALK OUTLINE”
By Brian Garfield

SHE WASN’T EVEN HURRYING.


She turned the corner , driving sedately, and without warning the Murdoch’s new puppy squirted into the lane like a seed popping form a squeezed lemon.  Carolyn braked and turned, avoiding it, and that was when the little Murdoch girl , chasing the puppy, grenaded out from behind the hedge and it just wasn’t possible to stop in time.


The lawyer’s name was Charles Berlin.  He had represented her in the divorce.  He was the only attorney she’d ever dealt with. “This isn’t my usual kind of case,” he told her. “If you’d feel more comfortable with a criminal lawyer…?”


“Criminal?” She hadn’t thought of it like that. 


“Manslaughter’s a crime,” he said gently.


It took her a moment to absorb what he was saying.  Her mind hadn’t been tracking very well since it happened. “ I’m sorry,” she said, and shook her head as if to clear it.


“Don’t get into the habit of saying that all the time, “ he said.


“What?”


“That’s about the tenth time you’ve said ‘I’m sorry’ since you walked in here.”


“I’m sor---“ Then she nearly laughed.


He smiled at her. “That’s better.”


He was a kind man; she’d appreciated that in him two years ago --- he’d handed the divorce with grace and without abrasiveness.  She tried to compose herself by sitting up straighter and tossing her hair back and glancing around the office as if to get her bearings.  The room was like Charles’s person --- ordinary, matter-of-fact, quietly attractive.  He was, she supposed, about five years older than she was --- forty or so.


Carolyn said, “I just don’t know what to do.  What do you suggest?”


“I’ll handle it if you like.  I don’t think it’ll be difficult.  Technically you’ve committed a crime but it obviously wasn’t intentional.  I hardly think they’ll throw the book at you.” And again the reassuring smile.  It was the first time she’d ever notice the dimple in his left cheek.


He was comfortable and comforting sort of man; very low key, but she supposed he’d cultivated that because a good many of his clients must be people who needed soothing.


He leaned back in his swivel chair with one leg crossed over the other knee, pivoting on the ankle, a yellow pad against the upraised knee and a pencil against his teeth. “Okay. Take it easy.  I’m going to have to ask some direct questions. Ready?”


She dipped her head, assenting.


“Formally, then --- you acknowledge that you ran down the child?”


She closed her eyes.  She knew she’d have to force the words out sooner or later.  It might as well be now.


“Yes. I killed the little girl.”


It was all prearranged --- an agreement between Charles and the State’s Attorney.  She was amazed how quickly I went, in the courtroom. She pleaded guilty to involuntary manslaughter.  There were a few affidavits and the judge --- a surprisingly young but quite overweight women --- seemed less interested in the various depositions than in Charles’s photographs of the scene of what Carolyn had finally been able to start calling The Accident (as opposed to The Day I Killed Amy Murdoch).

Charles pointed out the overgrown hedge in the photos and showed how it would have been impossible for anyone to have seen the little girl in time.  He also pointed to the brief black skid marks that showed up clearly against the pale grey pavement; according to the police analysis they showed she couldn’t have been doing more than twenty-five miles an hour at he time she saw Amy emerge into the street.


(She’d been going faster than that but she’d already braked to avoid the dog.)


“In short,” Charles summed up, “I think this incident represents a textbook example of an unavoidable accident.  I would point out to your honor there wasn’t any hit and run.  Mrs. Benson stopped immediately and had the presence of mind to try and save the little girl’s life.  She called the police and the ambulance.  She even went up to the Murdoch house and told Mr. Murdoch what had happened. I think this tragic incident must be chalked up as an act of God, your honor, and I think justice would be best served if Mrs. Benson were acquitted; but we recognize that a homicide has been committed and that may not be possible.


“My client is ready to accept whatever punishment this court decided to hand down, but I’d like to point out that in her own conscience she has already suffered far more than justice might demand of her.   I suggest that there were several victims of this horrible accident, your honor, and Mrs. Benson was one of them.”’


The judge lectured her a bit, had another brief look at the photos, agreed the accident had been clearly unavoidable, pointed out that under the laws of the state she had no choice but to find Carolyn guilty of involuntary manslaughter, and pronounced sentence: “Three hundred and sixty-four days.  Sentence is suspended.”


Charles had told her to expect just that.  He’d explained what it means, in practical terms; she’d have to report to a parole officer once a month – a formality- and she’d have to apply for the court’s permission if she wanted to leave the state before the end of the year’s period.  She couldn’t believe it was that simple. “You mean it’s over?  I can go?”

Getting up from the courtroom table he took her arm and gave her that smile. “All over.  You’ve punished yourself enough.”


It provoked a grunt from someone behind her.  She didn’t look back’; she knew who it was.  Stanley Murdoch.  He’d been sitting at the prosecutor’s table throughout the trial.  He’d never said a word.  He hadn’t even looked at her very much.  He didn’t look enraged or even bitter; his face seemed rather slack, actually.  But his presence in the room throughout the brief trial had disturbed her as if he were a ticking bomb.


Murdoch brushed past her without a word and strode out of the courtroom.  Carolyn, feeling faint, reached for Charles’s hand.


He took her to one of those business-lunch places that was mostly bar, had no windows, and lulled you with Muzak.
He bough her a drink and said, “I know a bit of how it feels.  You feel as if you’ve been drugged.  You’re disoriented. Nothing’s quite real.  You don’t know what’s going to happen in your life tomorrow or next week or next year.”  Her hand was on the table and he touched it with his own. “I know it’s hard to buy this idea at a time like this, but you will get over it.  Life will resume.”


She stared into the amber translucence  of the drink.  “I can’t go on living three doors down from Stanley Murdoch.  I couldn’t stand him giving me those hurt accusing looks every time I pass by.”

“The house is too big for you anyhow, by yourself.  Why don’t you move into an apartment?  Buy one of those condominiums out by the lakeshore.”


“I’ll think about it,” she said listlessly.

She had an appointment that afternoon to help a fat woman in the Fairview tract choose carpeting and wallpaper.  The fat women’s husband had got a raise and she wanted to do the house over and she’d gone through the Yellow Pages under “Interior Decorators and Designers” --- Carolyn was the third decorator in the alphabetical listing and she had a suspicion that the fat woman probably had phoned the first two but got no answer.



She kept the appointment because she had to keep occupied.  It was a tedious afternoon. The fat woman had poor taste and even so she couldn’t make up her mind about anything.  Carolyn tried to guide her into some sort of sensible combinations but her own aplomb was shattered and she didn’t have her normal abilities to charm and persuade.  Half of the time it was a chore merely to avoid screaming at the stupid cow.


Finally --- line of least resistance --- she let the fat woman have her way with some absurdly mismatched carpets that would clash dreadfully with the tweedy couch she had at home.  Carolyn  made a heroic effort, managed to summon one last feeble smile, said a hurried goodbye and rushed away.  Riding home in the back seat of the taxi --- she still wasn’t trusting herself to drive the car --- she realized dismally that this wasn’t going to work.  Not right away.  She didn’t have the patience for it.  One more appointment like this afternoon’s and she’d start screaming her head off;  she’d end up in a rubber room.  There had to be some other focus for her attention, until these terrible anxieties and tensions began to settle down.


If they every would…


She had the furtive impulse to hide her face when the taxi took her past the hedge --- past Murdoch’s house.  Defiantly  she lifted her head, put her face close to the window, and looked at the house.


She wished she hadn’t.  He was there. Murdoch. Standing on the porch of the old house watching her ride past.  He was not reading or smoking or drinking; he was not doing anything. He was simply standing there --- watching her, and it was as if he’d been standing on that spot all afternoon waiting for her.


His face didn’t change.  He only watched.  But she could feel the burning impact of his eyes all the time while she paid off the cab driver and hiked her bag over her shoulder and walked --- as slowly and proudly as she could, but it was an effort not to run --- up to her door.  Then, absurdly, she couldn’t find the key and spent ages rummaging in the damned bag.


When she finally eeled inside and pushed the door shut, she peered out through the crack.  He was still there, diagonally across the street on his porch, watching, watching.


She pushed the door shut and locked it.  Then she sagged against it, both palms hard against her temples, trying to keep from screaming.


… Back in the worst Medusan entanglements of the divorce (and admittedly it hadn’t been terribly messy but there was no such thing as a non-traumatic divorce), she had discovered the wonderful therapeutic value of showers: a scalding hot one followed by a needle-sharp cold one.  In some way that she understood but couldn’t explain, the hard and meticulous scrubbing was process that cleansed more than just the epidermic surface.  I seemed to work this time too.

She emerged from the steamy bathroom with her wet hair wrapped in a turban of towel and stood before the dressing-room’s full-length mirror squinting at her flushed body, skin still taut from the shower. “Not bad for an old broad,” she said aloud --- she was thirty-six. She thrust out one hip and tried a lewd grin but it broke up in the mirror and she turned away.


Fido came in while she was sitting naked in the dressing room moving the hair dryer around her head. He miaowed and rubbed her calf and tickled her knee with his upthrust tail.  She reached down to pet him and she could feel, through the fur, that he was not purring.  Fido always purred, but not today.  So the edge of her own vibrations must be reaching out that far.

Fido, she thought. What an absurd suburbanite’s name for a cat.  At the time --- when Richard had brought the kitten home and suggested the name --- she’d though it was cute. Fido was fuzzy, black and white, with a sort of negative Chaplin face --- all black except for a white smudge of mustache.  He was affectionate, lazy, reasonably bright --- a thoroughly ordinary cat but since the divorce he was all the family she had left.


A screeching squeal of tires on pavement almost lifted the top of her head off.  She raced through he bedroom to the window.


She was in time to see the tailfins of Stanley Murdoch’s twenty-doo-year-old station wagon slither away past the hedge;  then there was an angry flash of brake lights and another screech of tires, after which the car was gone around the bend.


Murdoch didn’t normally drive like that.  He did it to frighten me. 


Rattled and distressed, she fixed something to eat --- later she couldn’t remember what it had been --- and fed the cat and sat around in a housecoat, switching the TV on and off, picking up magazines and putting them down, thinking vaguely about getting dressed and walking the half mile down to the Mall to buy a pack of cigarettes.  She’d given up smoking here years ago but at a time like this …


Don’t be absurd.

A drink. That was it --- that would calm her down.  She went to into the cupboard and selected among the half-dozen bottles: a Margarita , that would do the job.  A good all stiff one.  She tried to remember Richard’s Margarita ritual: split the lime, rub it around the rim of the glass, pour salt into the palm of the hand, twirl the glass in it until the entire rim was coated with salt that adhered to the limejuice-wet surface.  Then shove the salt-encrusted glass into the freezer to harden.  Then mix the drink itself: tequila, triple sec, lime juice, ice cubes.  Stir it for quite a while, to get it thoroughly cold. Then bring the glass out of the freezer.

Lick a bit of salt off the rim and drink…


The ritual was good because it occupied her.  She was beginning to find some sort of equilibrium, beginning to feel even a bit pleased with herself.  Then the jangling phone nearly made her drop the drink.


It was Charles Berlin.  “I just wondered if you were getting along all right.”


“I think so. It was sweet of you to call.”


“I happened to be talking to another client of mine today and this is one of those wild coincidences but you remember we were talking about those condominiums out by the lake shore?  Well, he’s got one of them and he’s being transferred by his company down to Atlanta or Birmingham or someplace like that, and he asked me --- the guy actually asked me this very afternoon --- if I knew anybody who might be in the market to rent the place from him on a sort of sublet.  He doesn’t want to put it up for sale right away until he sees how he likes it down south, but he’ll be gone at least a year.  It’s a nice pad.  I’ve been there for dinner a few times.  You’d like it.  Shall I give you his name and number?”


She thought of Stanley Murdoch standing on the porch staring at her, and the screech --- filled with message --- of Murdoch’s tires on the very patch of pavement where the little girl had died; and Carolyn said, “You bet.”

By the time she signed the lease that Charles had prepared for her, on the condominium, she had recovered enough self-confidence to drive there herself with the carload of fragile things she didn’t trust to the movers.  She emptied the car, left the cartons in the apartment , and drove back to her house to pick up a few more things, and Fido.  She’d have taken the cat on the first trip but of course he’d been nowhere in sight.  She remembered one of Richard’s wry sayings:” Cats are just like cops. Never around when you want ‘em.”


When she drove into the lane, Fido was there.  Squashed flat on the same spot of pavement where Amy Murdoch had died.


“I know he did it on purpose.”


“Murdoch?”


She gave Charles a look.  “Who else?”


“Well, you’ll never prove that, will you?”


“I know he did it.  He wants revenge for his little girl.  He won’t stop until ---“


“Until what? Until you’ve been punished enough.  God knows you’ve had enough punishment from this thing.  I think I’d better have a talk with Murdoch.”


“If it’ll do any good.”  She reached for the drink.


“Take it easy on that stuff --- that’s your fourth one.”


“I didn’t ask you to count my drinks.”



“Yeah, I know. How about having dinner with me? I know a quiet place out past the lake.”


“I don’t go out with married men, Charles.”


“We’re separated.”

It took her a moment to absorb that.  Then she squinted at him. “I’m in no shape to be made passes at.”


“Your shape is just fine, Carolyn, but right now I’m disinclined to take unfair advantage of you.  I think you need company right now, that’s all.”


“I don’t want pity.  I don’t think I could deal with that.”


“A friend’s concern isn’t pity.”


“Oh hell,” she said, “take me to dinner.  I hope it’s not Chinese.  Richard used to make those awful little jokes about how they run out of chickens in Chinese restaurants and they send the cooks out into the alleys to round up cats.”


“Your husband always had a macabre sense of humour, didn‘t he?”


“I’m sorry. I usually don’t bring him into conversations like that.”


“I understand.  It’s just hat right now you haven’t go any anchor at all and you keep reaching for memories to prop you up.” Charles had very sincere warm eyes --- brown eyes, nothing startling --- and his hairline was starting to go, and there was too much flesh around too little chin, and he had a paunch and was only about five-eight and generally speaking he wasn’t the sort of man she had fantasies about, but ---.


She said, “Right now you’re a rope and I’m drowning, and I’m clutching at you like mad.  Is that all right?”


“That’s just fine.  You see the secret truth is, I’m kind of lonesome myself.  I’ve only been separated a few months.”


“ I always despised lawyers,” she said.  “They feed on everything as an adversary procedure --- they’re in the business of creating enemies.  I’ve always hated lawyers ever since my father was defrauded of his dry-cleaning business by some clever loophole-bending gangster lawyer.  So  you will pardon me, I hope, if I sometimes seem a bit distant with you.  I’m not used to thinking of a lawyer as anything but loathsome.”


It only made him smile. “Is that how you thought of me when I was handling your divorce?  Loathsome?”


“I regarded you as a necessary evil, I guess.”


“Most people think of lawyers like that.”


“Do they?”


“We are the lowest form of life, with the possible exception of interior decorators.”


“Now you’re making fun of me.”


“Yeah, I am.  You need it.”


“I do,” she said. “Think you.”


“Do that again.”


“What?”


“Dimple up. Smile.”


But she didn’t.  She suddenly remembered the cat again.


She made herself to out into the world and behave as if there were a tomorrow and it mattered.  She had to pick up several bolts of fabric for one client and work  with the upholsterer on angling the pattern of the fabric properly for the furniture it was to cover; she had a doctor’s waiting room to do in the new Medical Center court, and there were three messages left over from last week from the answering service.  She returned all three calls, belatedly; two of the people had found other decorators.  She made an appointment for Friday with the third.


But she kept thinking about Fido.  It wasn’t that she’d been inordinately fond of the cat: she hadn’t  --- she wasn’t crazy about cats, really --- but the cat had been the closest thing to a child she’d had , and Murdoch had killed it deliberately.


Deliberately.


That was what frightened her.



She tried to get used to living in an apartment. Actually since she was alone, it was quite roomy --- two bedrooms ( she set up her office in one) and a spacious terrace.  It was on he second floor.  It didn’t exactly overlook the lake but if you leaned out over the railing of the terrace you could see a corner of the lake.  The view mainly was of the country-club gold course, which was pleasant if over-groomed.  Most of the golfers were overweigh types who got their exercise in electric carts.   She’d never had any interest in golf but being on the fifteenth hole was pleasant enough.  She kept expecting a golf ball to come whizzing through a windowpane, but nothing like that happened.

What did happen was that someone drew a chalk outline of a sprawled little girl’s body on the floor of the hallway just outside her door.


It looked exactly like the outline of Amy Murdoch that the police had chalked on the asphalt lane.


“I’ll talk to him again,” Charles told her over the phone.  “Of course he says he doesn’t know anything about it.  He’d say that whether it was true or not, but it makes it hard to pin anything down.  You know I could just be some awful brat who read about the case in the newspaper.” The photograph of the chalked outline on the land had appeared on an inside page of the paper.  Carolyn remembered it and made a face.


She said into the phone, “I don’t think it was just some little kid.”


“Well, we can’t prove it was Murdoch.  I can’t go around threatening him with legal action when we haven’t got any evidence against him. We’d look pretty silly in court asking for a restraining order and watching his lawyer get up and say, ‘Restrain from what?’”


“I know,” she said wearily. “It’s not your fault.” But at least his voice calmed her down enough so that she was able to go into the hall with a mop and clean the chalk drawing off the floor.


Next day she received in the mail a copy of a children’s magazine.  It was the kind that was aimed at little girls the age Amy Murdoch had been --- six, seven, eight. Full of cheery cartoons of fuzzy smiling animals.  It had one of those addressograph-printed labels, with her name on it and the new address.
 Obviously a subscription had been taken out in her name.


In the next few days her mailbox began to fill up to the point of engorgement with magazines, newspapers, comic books, even cheap pornographic material --- the kind that really did come, she say, in plain brown-paper wrappers.


Then the bills for the subscriptions began to come in.


“Just write ‘Please cancel subscription’ on the forms and send them back,” Charles told her.  “Don’t get rattled.  He wants you to get rattled.  Don’t give him the satisfaction.”


“For God’s sake, Charles, I don’t need avuncular advice.  I need to have him stopped.”


“I can’t prove he’s the one who’s doing it.  Neither can you.”


“Talk to him anyway.  Threaten him. Please?”


Finally a golf ball did come through the window.  It was the bedroom window --- which overlooked the parking lot, not the gold course --- and it was in the middle of the night, when nobody could possibly have been playing golf.  It made a hell of a noise;  she thought she’d have a heart attack.


Wrapped around the golf ball and tied with a rubber band was a crumpled coy of that newspaper photo of the chalk outline on the pavement.


Trembling, she went into the kitchen, lit a gas ring on the stove, and set fire to the bit of newsprint.  She watched it curl up and turn black, and wished it were Murdoch.


In the morning she called Charles at his office but the secretary told her Charles was out of town until Monday.


She went around the apartment half of the morning, pacing aimlessly, the hard leather heels of her shoes clicking angrily on the floor like dice.  By noon she was distraught enough to think about having a drink but she didn’t.  Instead she went down o the machine in the lobby and for the first time in three years brought a pack of cigarettes.  A folder of matches came with it.  The elevator had a big “No Smoking” sign, but she lit up anyway before she’d even got out of it.


She drew a deep chestful of smoke and it nauseated her and made her instantly, terrifyingly dizzy; she nearly fell to the floor, and had to lean with both hands on the doorknob until the wave of sick dizziness passed.  She went inside, stumbled to the bathroom, threw he burning cigarette in the toilet, threw the pack of cigarettes in the wastebasket, leaned both arms against the sink, and stood there, head down, until she was sure she wasn’t going to throw up.  Then she looked up into the medicine-cabinet mirror.

Go ahead.  Go to pieces.  Fall apart.


“The hell,” she said aloud.  “It’s just what he wants me to do.  I’ll be damned if I’ll give him the satisfaction.”


She found the golf ball where she’d thrown it into the bedroom wastebasket.  Felling cold and angry and determinedly calm now, she put the gold ball in her handbag and went downstairs to the parking lot.  It was nearly one o’clock.  Murdoch would be home for lunch , Probably.  He sole real estate in a crummy office out west of town, but he usually  came home for lunch every day.  The housekeeper prepared it for him and always had it ready for him when he arrived, which usually was at about 1:15.


Murdoch was a widower, a very close-mouthed man although not normally a surly one --- he had a salesman’s hearty but insincere graces,  although his gift of the gab was one he saved up for customers and rarely displayed in his home neighborhood.  Richard had invited him over once or twice in the old days but he’d been a singularly boring dinner guest and after  a while their only contact with Murdoch was an occasional wave from the car as one or another of them went in or out --- or shared a beer now and then on Sundays when both Richard and Murdoch would be out mowing the lawns.  Murdoch’s life had mostly been wrapped up in his little girl; his wife had died of leukemia quite young, when Amy was only two or so --- several months before Richard and Carolyn had moved in.


Basically her relationship with Murdoch had always been distant --- cordial enough, but indifferent.  About three months after the divorce Murdoch had made a sort of half-hearted and apparently dutiful gesture of inviting her out to dinner, explaining in a toe-in-the-dirt aw-shucks way that since the two of them were the only singles in the whole neighborhood it was almost incumbent on them to go out together.  But she’d found some excuse to decline the invitation and he hadn’t asked a second time.


He was physically unpleasant; she found him nearly repulsive, although she knew some women who like his type – he was muscular enough, a macho character with huge arms and a big chest and military sort of crew-cut, flat on top. He had a beer-drinker’s gut and the hands of a mountain gorilla;  he looked more like a heavy-equipment mechanic than a realtor.

Mainly he sold small pre-war houses, in rundown areas, to blue-collar workers and their families.  Presumably, he looked to them like the kind of man they could trust.  The word around the neighborhood was that his realty operation was a bit on the shady side – something to do with kickbacks to building inspectors and bribes to government mortgage people.


Nobody had every proved anything against Murdoch but he had just a slightly unsavory aura.  In any case, she had always thought him unattractive, to say the least.  But up to the time of Amy’s death she had not though of him as menacing.

Now, however, there was clearly no question but that he was executing a deliberate and careful scheme of harassment against her.  Revenge for Amy’s death.


When she turned the car into the lane Murdoch’s semi-antique Chevy station wagon was in the driveway.  Good; it meant he’d come home for lunch.  Carolyn got out of the car and walked halfway up the walk toward the Murdoch porch.  It was one of those old clapboard places with the porch running around three sides of the house.  Part  of it, on the left side, was a screened in sleeping porch.  The rest had a little picket-fence type railing which was turning gray in patches and needed paint.

She fumbled in her handbag a moment and then looked up.  Nobody was in sight.  She gave the golf ball a good strong throw.  It made a  satisfying noise when it crashed through Murdoch’s front window.


And it brought him boiling out of the place, as she’d thought it would.  “Damn irresponsible kids ---“ he was roaring;  then he recognized her and his face froze and he went absolutely still.


She spoke up in a clear strong voice.  “I’ve had enough harassment from you.  I’m sorry, very sorry, about what happened to Amy and I wish I could make it up to you.  I know you don’t understand this, or believe it, but I feel nearly as bad about it as you do.   But I’ve had enough.  Harassing me won’t bring her back to you --- you ought to know that.  Now you’ve had your revenge and you’ve had your satisfaction and you’ve made me feel absolutely rotten all these weeks, and now I want you to stop it.  Do you understand? Stop it!”


He hadn’t said a word; he still didn’t.  His eyes narrowed down to slits and he merely watched her, unblinking.  But she saw that one fist slowly clenched and unclenched.  It kept doing that, with a terrible slow rhythm, opening and closing.

He didn’t respond to her words at all.  She looked at the massive strength of him and felt appalled by her own temerity, but just the same, she stepped forward --- five paces, six, seven --- until she was nearly nose-to-nose with him, and she shouted in his face with blind, thundering rage: “Leave me alone, Murdoch! Do you hear me? Leave me alone!” And she slapped him, as hard as she could, across the face.


He didn’t even move.  He was like some sort of immutable granite rock.  


She stood trembling, hyperventilating; she raised her arm again to strike him, but he stirred then.  It was as if he didn’t even  see her threatening rising arm.  He merely turned slowly on one heel and walked back up the steps to the porch.


She screamed at his back:” Did you hear me, Murdoch?”


He didn’t answer. He just disappeared inside; the screen door slapped shut behind him.  


Lacking the courage to follow him into the house, she was forced to turn away and get in the car. She sat trembling for quite a while.  She kept expecting to see his face at a window but he never appeared.  Finally she drove off.


The phone: Charles.  “Hi. I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch.  I was out of town.”


“That’s what your secretary said.”


“I, uh, hell, this is awkward.  Look, my wife and I ---we’ve, uh, well, we’re going to give it another try.  We’re trying for a reconciliation.  For the sake of the kids, you know, and ---well, we’ve been together a long time, nearly twenty years now.  A lot of shared experience there.  A lot of understanding. I think we may make it.  I know it doesn’t usually work out, but we want to give it a try. I thought I’d better tell you…”



“I understand Charles.  Don’t worry about me.”


“Are you alright?  No more trouble with Murdoch I hope.”


“He made a little trouble.  I had it out with him today.  I don’ know if it will do any good, but at least it gave me the satisfaction of telling him off.”


“That was a gutsy thing to do.  What did he say?”

“Nothing.  Maybe he’s just chewing on what I said, thinking about it.  Maybe something of what I said penetrated that little pea brain of his.  I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. Anyhow he didn’t do or say anything nasty.”


“Well, maybe that’s a good sign.”


“Maybe.  I hope so.  Listen, Charles?”


“Yes?”


“I wish you good luck and every happiness. I mean that.”


“I know you do.  You’re a damn good person, Carolyn.”



“Goodbye.”


She went to bed and hugged the pillow to her;  she felt acutely alone tonight.  I have got to get out in the world, she told herself with force, and start making friends again. This was ridiculous.  She was a healthy thirty-six year old woman without any entangling attachments or encumbrances;  she was no beauty but she was reasonably attractive in her chunky short-waisted way --- after all, there were men who like freckles and big chests on their women – and it was idiotic to confine herself in this kind of self-pitying isolation; there was no need for it.


Tomorrow, she resolved, she’d start making phone calls.  Even if it made her look like some sort of shameless wanton.

She fell asleep filled with determination; she awoke filled with the harsh scent of smoke.  She couldn’t place it at first, but then she coughed and tried to breathe and coughed again, choking.


The apartment was on fire.


The red glow flickered through the living-room doorway.  She leaped out of the bed, flung the window open, and climbed out onto the narrow ledge.  It was merely a decorative brick escarpment but it gave her purchase for her bare feet; she held onto the window sill and yelled for help.


It was only a one-story drop and finally, when the heat and smoke got too much for her, she jumped to the lawn below, managing to hit the grass without breaking anything.  The fire engines were just arriving – she heard the sirens and saw the lights and then it was all a welter of men and machines and hoses and terrible smells.


By morning half of the building was gutted but the fire was out, and she was taken, along with a dozen other displaced tenants, to City Medical to make sure there were no serious injuries.

The fire apparently had started in the furnace room immediately below her apartment and ha come up the air ducts spreading through the building;  the hottest part of it had attacked her apartment and it was there that the worst damage had been done, both by he fire and by the tons of water that had been used to extinguish it. The superintendent was a skinny little Italian man was said compassionate eyes who kept shaking his head back and forth like a metronome.  “I’m sorry but it’s a total loss.  You’ll want to get in touch with the owner about the insurance, of course, but I doubt that will cover your own personal things.  Were you insured?”



“No.”


“Too bad Miss.  I am very sorry.  If here’s anything at all I can do –“


“You’ve been very kind.  I think I want to sleep a while.” He went, and she thought vaguely,  in a sing-song rhythm, “Sorry-sorry-sorry-sorry…”

She took a room at a residential hotel.  Furnished.  With daily linen and maid service.  She bought a few clothes, enough to get by.  She thought of moving to some other city.

Charles seemed very distant.  He lent her money but not a shoulder to cry on.  She cold understand that but she needed a shoulder and resented his not providing one.  All he said was, “Try not persuade yourself that Murdoch set the fire.  If he didn’t, you’d be making an unjust accusation.  If he did, you’ll never prove it.   Either way, it’s no good torturing yourself.”

She was walking home from a solitary supper trip to the delicatessen when a car came up the curb behind her at high speed.  She heard it –she’d always had acute hearing—and dived flat against the display window of a furniture store, and the car swished past her, inches away.   It was a shadowed place in the middle of the block and the car wasn’t running with any lights on, but she was its silhouette vaguely in the darkness as it roared off and it looked like an old car.  An old station wagon , with tailfins.
It had damn near killed her.  She had that thought and then she crumpled and sat on the pavement for quite a while before she regained enough strength to walk.  

Go to the police?  And tell them what?

Call Charles? No, he’s got other things on his mind now.

Move away.  Nothing to hold her here any more.  No real ties here.  Go away.  California maybe. Back to Illinois.  New York. What difference did it make?  Just get away from that madman.


That was it, then.  Run. Run away.


And let him think he’s won?

She watched him get out of the old station wagon, lock it, put a cigarette in his mouth, and light up.  Then he turned and began to walk across the wide parking lo toward the low square stucco building that housed his realty office.

She let him get halfway across the parking lot.  Right out in the open.  Then she put her car in gear.

“Sorry, Murdoch,” she muttered.  “Sorry, sorry, sorry. It was an accident.  I just couldn’t help it.  I’m sorry.”

And she ran him down.

