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			For my Mr. Fox

			(whoever you are)

		

	
		
			In the darkness they wondered if they could do it, and knew they had to try to do it.

			Mary Oliver

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe came by the other day—the last person on earth I was expecting to see. I’d have tidied up if I’d known she was coming. I’d have combed my hair. I’d have shaved. At least I was wearing a suit; I strive for a sense of professionalism. I was sitting in my study, writing badly, just making words on the page, waiting for something good to come through, some sentence I could keep. It was taking longer that day than it usually did, but I didn’t mind. The windows were open. I was sort of listening to something by Glazunov; there’s a symphony of his you can’t listen to with the windows closed, you just can’t. Well, I guess you could, but you’d get agitated and run at the walls. Maybe that’s just me.

			My wife was upstairs. Looking at magazines or painting or something, who knows what Daphne does. Hobbies. The symphony in my study was as loud as it could be, but that was nothing new, and she’s never complained about all the noise. She doesn’t complain about anything I do; she is physically unable to. That’s because I fixed her early. I told her in heartfelt tones that one of the reasons I love her is because she never complains. So now of course she doesn’t dare complain.

			Anyway, I’d left the study door open, and Mary slipped in. Without looking up, I smiled gently and murmured, “Hello, honey…” I thought she was Daphne. I hadn’t seen her in a while, and Daphne was the only other person in the house, as far as I was aware. When she didn’t answer, I looked up.

			Mary Foxe approached my desk with her hand stuck out. She wanted to shake hands. Shake hands! My long-absent muse saunters in for a handshake—I threw my telephone at her. I snatched it off the desk and the socket spat out the wire that connected it to the wall and I hurled the thing. She dodged it neatly. The phone landed on the floor beside my wastepaper can and jangled for a few seconds. I guess it was a halfhearted throw.

			“Your temper,” Mary said.

			“What’s it been—six, seven years?” I asked.

			She drew up a chair from a corner of the room, picked up my globe, and sat opposite me, spinning oceans around and around on her lap. I watched her and I couldn’t think straight. It’s the way she moves, the way she looks at you. I guess her English accent helps, too.

			“Seven years,” she agreed. Then she asked me how I’d been. Real casual, like she already knew how I’d answer.

			“Same as always—in love with you, Mary,” I told her. I wished to hell I wouldn’t keep telling her that. I don’t think it’s even true. But whenever she’s around I feel as if I should give it a try. I mean, it would be interesting if she believed me.

			“Really?” she asked.

			“Really. You’re the only girl for me.”

			“The only girl for you,” she said, and laughed at the ceiling.

			“Go ahead and laugh—hurt my feelings…what do you care,” I said mournfully, enjoying myself.

			“Oh, your feelings…well. Let’s go further in, Mr. Fox. Would you love me if I were your husband and you were my wife?”

			“This is dumb.”

			“Would you, though?”

			“Well, yes, I could see that working out.”

			“Would you love me if…we were both men?”

			“Uh…I guess so.”

			“If we were both women?”

			“Sure.”

			“If I were a witch?”

			“You’re enchanting enough as it is.”

			“If you were my mother?”

			“No more,” I said. “I’m crazy about you, okay?”

			“Oh, you don’t love me,” Mary said. She undid the collar of her dress and bared her neck. “You love that,” she said. She unbuttoned further and cupped her breasts. She pushed her skirt up past the knees, past the thighs, higher, and we both looked at her smoothness, her softness, her lace frills. “You love that,” she said.

			I nodded.

			“This is all you love,” she said, pulling her own hair, slapping her own face. If it wasn’t for the serenity in her eyes I would’ve thought she’d lost her mind. I stood up, to stop her, but the second I did, she stopped of her own accord.

			“I don’t want you like this. You have to change,” she said.

			The symphony ended, and I went to the Victrola and started it up again.

			“I have to change? You mean you want to hear me say I love you for your”—I allowed myself to smirk—“soul?”

			“It’s nothing to do with that. You simply have to change. You’re a villain.”

			I waited a moment, to see if she was serious and whether she had anything to add. She was, and she didn’t. She stared at me—really came on with the frost, like she hated me. I whistled.

			“A villain, you say. Is that so? I’m at church nearly every Sunday, Mary. I slip beggars change. I pay my taxes. And every Christmas I send a check to my mother’s favourite charity. Where’s the villainy in that? Nowhere, that’s where.”

			My study door was still open, and I began listening out for my wife. Mary rearranged her clothes so that she looked respectable. There was a brief but heavy silence, which Mary broke by saying, “You kill women. You’re a serial killer. Can you grasp that?”

			Of all the—

			I hadn’t seen that one coming.

			She walked up to my desk and picked up one of my notepads, read a few lines to herself. “Can you tell me why it’s necessary for Roberta to saw off a hand and a foot and bleed to death at the church altar?” She flipped through a couple more pages. “Especially given that this other story ends with Louise falling to the ground riddled with bullets, the mountain rebels having mistaken her for her traitorous brother. And must Mrs. McGuire hang herself from a door handle because she’s so afraid of what Mr. McGuire will do when he gets home and finds out that she’s burnt dinner? From a door handle? Really, Mr. Fox?”

			I found myself grinning—the complete opposite of what I wanted my face to do. Scornful and stern, I told my face. Scornful and stern. Not sheepish…

			“You have no sense of humour, Mary,” I said.

			“You’re right,” she said. “I don’t.”

			I tried again: “It’s ridiculous to be so sensitive about the content of fiction. It’s not real. I mean, come on. It’s all just a lot of games.”

			Mary twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “Oh…how does it go…We dream, it is good we are dreaming. It would hurt us, were we awake. But since it is playing, kill us. And—we are playing—shriek…”

			“Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

			“What would you do for me?” she asked.

			I studied her, and she seemed perfectly serious. She was making an offer.

			“Slay a dragon. Ten dragons. Anything,” I said.

			She smiled. “I’m glad you’re playing along. It’s a good sign.”

			“It is? Okay. By the way, what exactly is it we’re talking about?”

			“Just be flexible,” she said. I seemed to have accepted some challenge. Only I had no idea what it was.

			“I’ll keep that in mind. When do we start this thing?”

			She drew closer. “Presently. Scared?”

			“Me? No.”

			The crazy thing is, I actually did have the jitters, just a little. Suddenly her hand was on my neck. The gesture was tender, which, coming from her, worried me even more. My hand covered hers—I was trying, I think, to get free.

			“Ready?” she said. “Now—”

		

	
		
			Dr. Lustucru

			Dr. Lustucru’s wife was not particularly talkative. But he beheaded her anyway, thinking to himself that he could replace her head when he wished for her to speak.

			How long had the Doc been crazy? I don’t know. Quite some time, I guess. Don’t worry. He was only a general practitioner.

			The beheading was done as cleanly as possible, and briskly tidied up. Afterwards Lustucru set both head and body aside in a bare room that the couple had hoped to use as a nursery. Then he went about his daily business as usual.

			The Doc’s wife had been a good woman, so her body remained intact and she did not give off a smell of decay.

			After a week or so old Lustucru got around to thinking that he missed his wife. No one to warm his slippers, etc. In the nursery he replaced his wife’s head, but of course it wouldn’t stay on just like that. He reached for a suture kit. No need. The body put its hands up and held the head on at the neck. The wife’s eyes blinked and the wife’s mouth spoke: “Do you think there will be another war? After the widespread damage of the Great War, it is very unlikely. Do you think there will be another war? After the widespread damage of the Great War, it is very unlikely. Do you think…” And so on.

			Disturbed by this, the doctor tried to remove his wife’s head again. But the body was having none of it and hung on pretty grimly. What a mess. He was forced to leave her there, locked in the nursery, asking and answering the same question over and over again.

			The next night she broke a window and escaped.

			Lustucru then understood that he’d been bad to the woman. He lay awake long nights, dreading her return. What got him the most was the idea that her vengeance would be fast, that he would be suddenly dead without a moment in which to understand. With that in mind, he prepared no verbal defences of his behavior. Eventually his dread reached a peak he could live on. In fact, it came to sustain him, and it cured him of his craziness, a problem he hadn’t even known he’d had. After several months there was no sign of his horror beyond a heartbeat that was slightly faster than normal. His whole life, old Lustucru readied himself to hear from his wife again, to answer to her. But he never did.

		

	
		
			“Hey…What’s going on here?” I asked. We’d changed positions. I was in a chair, sprawled across it, as if I’d fallen. I assumed we were still in my study—I couldn’t say for sure, because Mary’s hands were pressed firmly over my eyelids.

			“Mary?”

			She didn’t answer.

			“What’s going on?” I asked again.

			“I’d rather you didn’t look at me just now,” she said.

			“Are you all right?”

			“What do you think? After what you did, you—you great oaf.”

			“Are you saying that that was us? Actually us? Me and you? The doctor and his lady wife?”

			She was curt. “Yes, yes. I just need a couple of minutes, if that isn’t too much trouble.”

			I whistled “I Can’t Get Started” until what she was saying sank in. That’s my go-to tune, my haven during many a mindless hour. I experimented with the length of the notes, drawing a couple of bars out here, rushing over a couple of bars there, fast, slow, fast, fast, slow, slow, slow. The tremor in Mary’s hands told me she was laughing silently. That was reassuring. I broke off halfway through the third rendition to ask if I could look at her yet.

			“No, better not—”

			She didn’t need to tell me it was bad. Put it this way—she was close, right in front of me, but her voice was coming from another direction entirely, from my far left.

			“Listen—how did we get—I mean, how did that happen? How did we do that? How is that even possible? For us to do that together?”

			“It’s all very technical,” she said haughtily. “You couldn’t possibly understand.”

			“Try me.”

			“This isn’t a good time, I’m afraid.”

			I missed her hands when she took them away. “Don’t look—I mean it,” she warned. A moment passed, I heard a clicking sound, and she gave a ragged gasp. I kept my eyes closed.

			“Mary—that’s just the way the story went. I didn’t know that was us. Maybe if you’d explained beforehand—”

			“Oh, you knew. Of course you did.” Her voice was thin. “But never mind. Serves me right for letting you go first. The next move is mine, and I assure you, you’re not going to like it.”

		

	
		
			Be Bold, Be Bold, 
but Not Too Bold

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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			February 17th, 1936

			St. John Fox

			c/o Astor Press

			490 West 58th Street

			New York City

			Dear Mr. Fox,

			I read Dr. Lustucru with great interest. It really wasn’t bad. In fact, I congratulate you on it. Whilst not expecting a reply, I feel compelled to ask why none of your books contain a photograph of their author. Are you particularly ugly, particularly shy, or is it simply that you transcend physical existence?

			Best regards,

			Mary Foxe

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			June 2nd, 1936

			Mary Foxe

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

			Dear Mary (you will forgive my familiarity, as it is potentially less presumptuous than calling you “Miss” when you may be a “Mrs.,” or “Mrs.” when you may be a ‘Miss”),

			Thanks for your letter—such courtesies mean a lot to me.

			I’m replying to confirm that I’m astoundingly ugly. I have been the sorrowful owner of several dogs, each of whom I named Nestor, each of whom has found my features exhausting and run away from home.

			I have a hunch that you, however, are the complete opposite. True? I invite you to enclose a photograph of yourself by return.

			Cordially,

			S. J. Fox

			c/o Astor Press

			490 West 58th Street

			New York City

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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			July 2nd, 1936

			St. John Fox

			c/o Astor Press

			490 West 58th Street

			New York City

			Mr. Fox,

			Having reread my initial letter to you, I don’t believe it merited such an insulting reply. If you are so sensitive about your looks, perhaps you ought to refrain from responding to enquiries about them. And if the short piece in January 4th’s New York Times is correct and you have indeed recently obtained your third divorce, isn’t it extremely unlikely that dogs would be repelled by you yet women continually attracted? They say sarcasm is the lowest form of humour, and I agree.

			M.F.

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			
				July 6th, 1936

				Mary Foxe

				85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

				New York City

				M.F.,

				How delightfully easily insulted you are, how unnervingly well informed. You also appear to be British (“humour”).

				As you can see, I have rushed a reply out to you, so great is my anxiety that your opinion of me has been lowered. Has it? Say it ain’t so.

				St. John

				c/o Astor Press

				490 West 58th Street

				New York City

				P.S. Your failure to include a photograph with your last letter has been noted.

			

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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			July 11th, 1936

			St. John Fox

			c/o Astor Press

			490 West 58th Street

			New York City

			You seem bitter, Mr. Fox. Are you having trouble with the next book?

			M. Foxe

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			July 16th, 1936

			“Mary Foxe”

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

			Dear “Mary Foxe,”

			Is this your true name? Have we met someplace; are we acquainted? Have I wronged you in some way?

			Be direct. Allow me to make amends,

			St. John Fox

			c/o Astor Press

			490 West 58th Street

			New York City

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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				July 22nd, 1936

				St. John Fox

				c/o Astor Press

				490 West 58th Street

				New York City

				Dear Mr. Fox,

				I found your questions asinine.

				Yours sincerely,

				Mary Foxe

				85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

				New York City

			

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			July 28th, 1936

			Mary Foxe

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

			My dear Miss Foxe,

			That’s quite some vocabulary you’ve got there. But this is not the day and age to waste paper, ink, and stamps. What is it that you want from me?

			S.J.F.

			177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

			New York City

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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			August 2nd, 1936

			St. John Fox

			177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

			New York City

			I’ve written a few stories, and I’d like you to read them.

			M.F.

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			August 6th, 1936

			Mary Foxe

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

			Why me?

			S.J.F.

			177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

			New York City

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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				September 1st, 1936

				St. John Fox

				177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

				New York City

				Mr. Fox,

				I apologise for the brevity of my previous note, which was due to a combination of factors: I was surprised by the frankness of your letter and the fact that you had included what appears to be your actual home address. Also I had been having a difficult week but wanted to reply promptly, so was forced to do so without niceties. Why you? My answer is unoriginal: I-have-long-been-an-admirer-of-your-work-and-have-found-it-a-great-encouragement-whilst-in-the-midst-of-my-amateur-scribbling-to-imagine-you-reading-what-I-have-written. There, that’s over with. In short, I ask for nothing but your honest opinion of my stories. I’m aware that even asking this is an imposition, one that I would certainly resent if our situations were reversed, therefore I’ll take no offence at your ending this correspondence by dint of silence and shall remain,

				Your interested reader,

				Mary Foxe

				85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

				New York City

			

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			
				September 10th, 1936

				Mary Foxe

				85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

				New York City

				Little Miss Foxe,

				If you’d really been doing your homework you’d know that I am the last person in the world to consult with about your writing. It surprises me that you’re able to make reference to the January New York Times piece about my third divorce without also recalling the February piece that described me as “a suffocating presence across the breakfast table…harsh destroyer of the feminine creative impulse.” Why don’t you write to the author of that piece? I’m sure she has some handy hints for you.

				Sincerely,

				S. J. Fox

				177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

				New York City

			

		

	
		
			Mary Foxe
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			September 13th, 1936

			St. John Fox

			177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

			New York City

			Mr. Fox,

			You are suspicious of me. Don’t be. You feel exposed by recent scrutiny of your private life and you sense that I am mocking you or preparing the way for some kind of punch line, that I will send you some satirical pages about a writer with thirty-seven ex-wives, all of whom hate him and blame him for their own failures. I find it disappointing that you so transparently view your every interaction as a narrative. It is cliché, if you’ll forgive my saying so.

			I had a birthday in June and became twenty-one years old. No, I am not pretty. Not at all pretty, I’m afraid. Yes, I am a Brit, in fact directly related to the author of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (I am very proud—I consider Foxe’s Martyrs to be the sixteenth century’s best book). I grew up in a rectory, my father is a vicar, as a child I suspected him of having written the Bible. I am sole occupant of one medium-sized bedroom in a penthouse apartment not so very far from you; the place is full of Objects I am afraid I shall accidentally break. For almost a year now I have been tutor and general companion—there is not really a name for my job—to a fourteen-year-old girl who was asked not to return to school because the majority of her fellow pupils were frightened of her. On weekends the family usually leaves town, and that is when I take the opportunity to type what I have written in my notebook. I am not sure what I mean by writing this to you, or how much, if at all, my listing these things will strike you as reassuring, or even interesting. I’m not what you think I am, that’s all.

			M. Foxe

			85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

			New York City

		

	
		
			
				St. John Fox

			

			
				October 17th, 1936

				Mary Foxe

				85 East 65th Street, Apartment 11

				New York City

				Dear M.,

				Your letters have interested me more than any I’ve been sent in a long while, and if you’d still like me to read your pages I’d be glad to. You must give them to me in person, though—I only read the work of people I am personally acquainted with. And before you make a smart remark, yes, I knew Shakespeare. I really am that old.

				I almost always pass an hour or two at the bar of the Mercier Hotel of a Sunday—not even eavesdropping; everybody tries too hard to be shocking nowadays—just drinking. It would be my pleasure if you could join me there next Sunday. Seven p.m. No need to write back this time, just show up, and let’s see if we can pick each other out. If you have your pages in full view I’ll consider you a spoilsport.

				Warm regards,

				S.J.

				177 West 77th Street, Apartment 25

				New York City

			

			

			

			I received that letter on Wednesday morning and opened it at the breakfast table while Mitzi Cole licked grapefruit segments and Katherine Cole sat with her eyes closed, repeating “split the lark split the lark split the lark split the lark” in what she thought was an English accent. After a few minutes, Mitzi joined in: “Split the lark split the lark split the lark split the lark” but gabbled, her words hastily jammed into the pauses Katherine took to breathe.

			Katherine opened her ice-blue eyes to intone: “And you’ll find the music.”

			Mitzi poked my wrist with her spoon. “Anything of note?” she asked.

			I shook my head. “Just a letter from my father.” I hadn’t exactly lied—beside my plate there was an envelope addressed in my father’s handwriting but unopened.

			The Coles have a musical clock hung on a bracket in their living room; it is lantern-shaped with a circular opening for the clock face. It chimes the hour every hour from seven in the morning to ten at night, and it also plays a snatch of “Für Elise.” It makes me laugh now to think that “Für Elise” ever used to send a chill down my spine. Katherine has said several times that the clock offends her sensibilities, but Mr. Cole likes it, so it stays. When the family interviewed me in London, the second or third thing Mr. Cole told me after shaking my hand was that he had no culture, none at all. Mitzi, tiny, white-blonde, and warmly rounded, like a soft diamond, had immediately interjected: “God bless our Papa Bear; he doesn’t need any culture.”

			The clock chimed nine just as Katherine turned to her mother and said, “You know, your elocution is really terrible.”

			Mitzi smoothed Katherine’s hair and said, “Why, thank you, my sweet.”

			Katherine replied, “You had grapefruit juice on your hands and now it’s in my hair.” She left the table immediately—with purpose more than petulance. Mitzi and I heard the bathroom taps go on and we looked at each other.

			“I find it slightly ridiculous that Katy is my child,” Mitzi remarked, and resumed with her grapefruit. She was simultaneously reading the dictionary (I saw she had just begun the letter K) and looking through a Bergdorf Goodman catalogue, choosing clothes for Katherine.

			Katherine returned to the table damp-haired. Mitzi tapped a page of the catalogue with her pen and asked, “Honey, what do you think of this little skirt suit here?”

			“It’s great, I’ll take it,” Katherine said without looking. Katherine is Mitzi miniaturised, brunette, and wiped entirely clean of conscience. I have the strong feeling that unless Katherine is closely watched she will one day do something terrible to another person, or perhaps even to a large group of people. The key is not to aggravate her, I think.

			Mitzi placed a large tick on the catalogue page.

			Let’s see if we can pick each other out….

			I looked at the walls as I ate my toast—everything was butter and marmalade. The blondest wood that Mitzi had been able to find, yellow countertops, yellow tablecloth, linoleum of the same colour but in such a shocking hue that I can never quite believe in it and constantly find myself walking or sitting with only my toes on the ground, never my full weight.

			Katherine’s white silk blouse was wet from her washing, possibly ruined. I would take it to the dry cleaner’s before our morning walk. Her pine-green skirt was cut so simply that I knew it cost the equivalent of at least three months of my wages.

			“Better change your blouse, Katherine,” I said. If she heard me, she gave no sign. I took Mr. Fox’s letter (If you’d still like me to read your pages I’d be glad to…. Glad to, he’d be glad to….) and the letter from home, took them to my bedroom, and tucked them in alongside the others, between the covers of my copy of Foxe’s Martyrs, a book to which Katherine had shown an aversion, so I knew they’d be safe from her eyes.

			Mitzi had switched on the wireless set; a band was swinging Gershwin, trombones loudest. I returned to the kitchen to clear the plates and cups.

			“I’ve been reading some of your poems,” Katherine told her mother. Mitzi went wide-eyed with alarm and said, “And?”

			“They don’t make any sense,” Katherine said. “You know that? I have some questions.” She pulled a square of paper out of her skirt pocket and unfolded it. Mitzi looked to all four corners of the room for help. I turned quickly and ran water over the dishes.

			“Oh, it’s blank,” Mitzi whispered, hoarse with relief. “Honey, it’s blank. What a dirty trick to play on your old ma.”

			“April Fools’,” Katherine explained.

			“It’s October,” Mitzi told her.

			Katherine didn’t say anything for some time; she seemed to be brooding. No one else said anything, either. The band on the radio heaved into another song, and I began to dry the dishes. I would give Mr. Fox just three stories—I already knew which ones. The previous weekend I’d looked at the stories I’d typed, reading them over and over. If Mr. Fox doesn’t think you’re any good, I asked myself, what will you do?

			The dishcloth was yellow, too—as I dried each cup I checked my hands for jaundice. Katherine appeared at my side. She had changed into a grey dress. “Come on, Mary,” she said, handing me my coat. “Let’s go for our walk.”

			It had rained overnight, and in the trees it was still raining. Every branch along 65th Street shed leaves on us. The leaves were dark, and their moisture made noise. There was a sense that at any time they might bite—they were like bats. The Mercier Hotel was down the block on our way to Central Park. Pigeons stumbled across the white portico that jutted over the doors, and I could distantly hear the bustle, see people moving behind the smoky glass.

			We stopped at the dry cleaner’s with Katherine’s blouse and a couple of Mr. Cole’s suits. Then I told Katherine about the literature assignment I was setting her: read The Woman in White and The Count of Monte Cristo, then answer the question “What is a villain?” I had two copies of each book in my satchel for when she settled down to read at the park. I meant to read along with her, to see if it was possible to catch her thinking. It wasn’t the reading itself that would throw Katherine—she read everything. The problem was eliciting a response from her afterwards. If asked for a review, she impersonally rehashed every detail of the story. “Oh, everyone’s got a view, haven’t they?…Everyone’s got something to say,” she’d tell me, when all I wanted to know was whether she’d liked the book.

			As I’d expected, Katherine wasn’t listening to what I was telling her. She picked leaves off her black beret. “Say, do you think Ma’ll let me bob my hair like yours?”

			We crossed at the light, hand in hand.

			“Your hair suits you as it is.”

			“But I want a bob. Ma says it’s quaint because it’s so out of style.”

			I blushed hard. No point asking whether Mitzi had really said that.

			Katherine looked sideways at me. “Why do you bob your hair? Waiting on a flapper revival?”

			“I bob my hair because I don’t care about trends, only about what suits me, thank you very much for asking,” I said severely.

			Really I bob my hair because I’ve given
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