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The phone shrieked eight times. Marshall counted each ring until he ran out of fingers. Then he pulled himself off the sofa and walked slowly to the phone. He glanced at the dusty grandfather clock in the far corner. 

“God,” he complained, “the time.” He scratched his long, unkempt beard with his left hand while he reached for the phone with the right, the hand with all of its fingers. “Marshall. Speak,” he mumbled into the phone. But the line was dead. “Hello?” He listened for a full minute. “Always in a hurry. People.” He dropped the receiver back into its cradle.

He stretched his arms over his head and yawned, revealing a mouthful of gold teeth and silver bracing. He looked at the grandfather clock, again, and thought he should wind it up. “Been about twenty-two years,” he mumbled to himself. “Twenty-two and a half, I guess, since...”

The phone screeched again. Marshall waited until the phone rang three times then casually picked up the receiver.

“Marshall. Speak.” 

The voice at the other end of the line was deep, crusty, with an edge to it that reminded Marshall of people he would avoid if he saw them stumbling down the street. The voice asked if Marshall still did private jobs.

“No. Not anymore,”  Marshall answered.

The voice was silent, then asked another question about Marshall’s work.  Marshall stared at the non-moving hands of the grandfather clock. If the hands moved they would’ve moved a full five minutes before Marshall answered. “No,” he grunted. The voice didn’t hesitate before asking its third question concerning Marshall’s work. This time Marshall closed his eyes and breathed in the dusty air of his apartment.

“No,” he repeated, his voice tired.

The voice made a quick comment and the phone line went dead before Marshall could reply, “No, you can’t come here. Don’t.” Marshall flipped the receiver to the floor and kicked it with his barefoot.

“You shouldn’t kick it,” he heard his first wife say. Without looking around, he knew she wasn’t there. He wanted her to be standing behind him, leaning on the kitchen door with a dish in her hand drying it as she spoke to him. When she lived with him she was always cooking or baking, cleaning or re-arranging. Always busy, always busy, he thought, but always there. “You’re killing the messenger,” she’d say whenever he kicked the phone.

“Well, it’s its own fault for being so useful,” Marshall would say in his defense. “If we didn’t have it I wouldn’t get the bad news.”

“Not as quickly, anyway. Want some apple strudel? Just baked some up.” 

Marshall would reach out, pick up the phone, put it back on its little wobbly table beside the sofa, and hurry into the kitchen where the two of them would eat strudel, drink her dark, bitter coffee, and talk about everything. Whenever they’d sit in the kitchen talking and eating, Marshall asked himself why was he so lucky with this particular wife? 

His second wife was nice enough. She liked swimming when they’d go out on his boat. They’d sail into the southern waters and anchor for three or four days while Marshall went ashore to find rare herbs and healing plants from the local vendors. His wife would swim, sunbathe, and scuba-dive. One time she caught a large lobster and cooked it for dinner. He was sad when she left him, but it wasn’t unexpected.

“Time’s up,” she smiled. A moment later she was gone.

No, Marshall thought, his second wife was okay, but his first wife was something else. Something unique. A grand combination.

Not that they didn’t argue, but their arguments always seemed less important than their love for one another. He’d get mad at something or at her. Or she’d get mad at him and they’d both stop talking. An hour or a day later, as she washed the dishes in silence or stabbed at a shirt with the iron, he’d shuffle over to her and help fold a shirt or dry a glass. Then she’d say something like, ‘You can’t fold a dress shirt that way,’ and he’d know he was forgiven or she’d know that he wasn’t angry anymore. 

Afterwards they’d make love as if for the last time. Each would hold on to the other as if they were afraid of falling off the earth without the other.

But that was before she left. 

“Her warranty ran out,” Marshall would smile and look down at his missing fingers. Friends would nod, aware he was hiding his pain behind humor. Marshall could never say ‘die’ because to him she wasn’t dead; just somewhere else baking or cleaning, rearranging or cooking. 

He stopped going to see clients; he stopped shopping for her favorite fruit - kiwi- in the farmer’s market near his office; he stopped bathing. He stopped looking for rare herbs and healing plants. He sold everything in his house.

“Thought without things to remind me of her, I wouldn’t think of her. But,” he said to his neighbor one day. “But she’s not out there. She’s here.” He tapped his chest with the stub of a missing finger. 

For a year his friends left him alone. Then they pleaded with him to get married again. Or to get a girlfriend. To satisfy his friends, to get them out of his misery, he agreed and married his second wife. Then, after twenty years together, she left him. Now, at 60, he was alone in an empty house talking to the ghost of his first wife. He missed her more than he ever thought he would.

The loud knock on the door was authoritative and anxious. Marshall watched the door from the sofa. 

“I know you’re in there, Marshall,”  said a deep voice Marshall recognized from the phone call. The man rapped loudly on the door three times.

Marshall looked toward the kitchen door. If he hurried, he thought, he could go out the back door. 

“I know you did it for yourself,” the man whispered through the door. His dark voice echoed through Marshall’s house like a snake. 

Marshall shuffled slowly to the door. He looked through the peephole and saw an elderly man, about 60, with a body the shape of a bowling pin staring back, his nose elongated and Pinocchio-like. A thick moustache touched with grey and white hairs hung below his nose like a dirty sheet.

“Doing it for yourself is illegal,” the man repeated, this time in a quiet, threatening voice.

Marshall opened the door a fraction of an inch.

“What do you want?” he whispered.

“Let me in.”

“No.”

“The authorities can be told,” The man’s soft body and round shape didn’t match with his threats and deep voice. He pushed a handful of fingers into the open door. “You can do it for me.”

“There are others.”

“I asked around. The others are,” the man squinched his mustache, “mechanics. According to them, you were an artist.”

“The operative word is was. I was an artist. Not anymore. Go find a mechanic.” Marshall leaned on the door to shut it, but the man screamed in pain as the metal door cut into his fingers. Marshall stepped back and in less than a second the man was in his house, rubbing his fingers and wincing in pain.

“Man, that hurts,” the man cried. He waved his smashed fingers in the air as he tried to pull his wallet out of his jacket pocket with his other hand. He pried a business card out and handed it to Marshall. “Miller. Miller Winesap. Retired court reporter,” the man said as he hugged his fingers.

Marshall looked at the card. It was old, bent, and torn at the edges. Under Winesap’s name was ‘court reporter’ and ‘retired’ was penciled in below that. He handed it back to Winesap. Winesap took it and put it back in his wallet.

His last one, Marshall thought, probably.

“My last one,” Winesap smiled. “Unless I get my own printed up. Too expensive. Ahhh.” He looked around Marshall’s house as if he expected Marshall to invite him to sit down. Then he noticed there was no furniture except the sofa which had empty bags of food and well-worn novels thrown across it like a blanket. He noticed a space on the wall where a photograph had once hung. “Well, uh, Mr. Marshall, you know why I’m here, I suspect.”

“I said I don’t do that anymore. I’m retired, too.”

“We, uh, haven’t discussed price, yet, Mr. Marshall. I’m not a poor man but hardly filthy rich. I’m willing, however, to pay a reasonable amount.” Winesap rubbed his mustache and watched Marshall’s face.

“How about nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing is how much I charge for doing nothing.”

“Mr. Marshall. Did you read my card? It said ‘court reporter.’ That means I write down what people say in court. Unlike the new crop of reporters, though, I also listened and learned. Like you I was also an artist. I know what you did is illegal. And I know, uh, the members of the licensing board,” Winesap’s voice trailed off into a question.

“He’s not threatening you,” Marshall’s wife said as she wiped her hands on her apron. “He just wants something from you. If you get angry... Don’t look at me like that, I know you’re getting angry. If you get angry you’ll only end up getting in trouble. He knows, you know,” she said as she looked into the kitchen where she was baking a pumpkin pie.

“How can I get rid of him?” Marshall asked. He could see her slender silhouette as the light from the kitchen flowed through her dress.

“Give him what he wants,” she said. 

“Last time I did that...”

“That was last time. Were the results so bad?” she asked, smiled, turned in a dancing way as if she knew he could see her silhouette and skipped back into the kitchen.

Winesap looked at the sofa, the kitchen, and back at Marshall.

“Winesap, are you threatening me?” Marshall smiled as he held Winesap around his shoulders. Winesap tried to pull back, but Marshall had him in
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