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Then with your kiss you steal my final breath
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Prologue



I’m beautiful! came the rushing thought.

Katelyn ran across the moonlit field, swift as a spirit in the flowing white cotton nightdress. Her glee caressed her; it touched all her secret places in ways she’d never known, like hands ranging her breasts, smoothing circles over her abdomen, stroking her sex. Yes, she was beautiful now, and for the first time in her thirty years she was able to love herself. Katelyn had been…reborn somehow, transformed into a real woman of real beauty.

Her beauty sang to her, along with the beauty of so much else: the hot summer nights, the endless sounds of crickets trilling, the lush grass under her bare feet, the beauty of—

Everything! she realized. Everything in the world!

She ran on across the field. Jubilant. Hot. Joyous in her desire…

Yes, it was everything.

But it was especially the grotto.


[image: ]



“Oh, blast, Kate! Get your fat arse off me,” her husband had muttered that night several weeks before. He pushed her away from him in bed. “I been in the quarry all day working my bloody tail off to keep food on the table. You think I got the spark left to be rolling about with your fat arse?”

The words hit her like blows. They hurt even more than the real blows he often inflicted on her on Friday evenings when he came home from the pub, reeking and drunk. Katelyn knew she wasn’t pretty anymore, but her husband was no prize either. Fat, unwashed more often than not, his teeth going bad. But at least in the past they’d loved each other. What happened? she wondered now, her cheeks damp. Real beauty came from the inside—that’s what she’d always believed. When people loved each other they were always beautiful. Katelyn knew he was spending a good bit of his pay on the prostitutes who loitered at the pub; she could smell other women on him. But she’d never mentioned it because she knew what would happen. Another row. Another blackened eye, bruised cheek, or broken lip…

He slapped her hand away when she tried to touch him again. “Go to sleep, ya cow,” he muttered. “You got an arse on ya bigger than the Mitchells’ kegs down at the pub, and tits hangin’ down to yer knees…”

Katelyn stifled her sobs. The words hurt more than his fist.

She got up in the dark, left the hot, ale-smelling bedroom. Her husband snored loudly behind her. She seemed to cry for hours once she got outside. She felt haloed by pain. Aimless, crushed. Without forethought, then, she walked through the wood, her grief following her like a slow shadow.

Before she knew it the moon lit up her face. She crossed the dense wood, into the field…

What if someone saw her? A grown and married woman wandering oblivious through the old soy field well past midnight? They’d think I’m daft, Katelyn thought, but she really didn’t care. Why should she? Her life was in ruins.

But suddenly she felt only partly solid. The field seemed warped, boundless; the low moon lay an eerie, throbbing white smear across her mind.

The night’s smothering heat sucked sweat from her skin—her nightdress turned wet, sticking to her flesh. She could not escape the sensation that the field, the tinseled darkness, and the heat were leading her someplace in particular, but she couldn’t imagine where. Beyond the next treeline, she knew, was only the army camp, some outcroppings of rock, and then the quarry.

Where am I going? Katelyn thought dizzily. Her pulse rose for no reason, paced by the night’s throbbing chorus of crickets and peepers. An owl hooted. She slowed, skirting the next woodline.

Then she heard a quick crunching: footsteps. Movement flicked at the edge of her vision. Two figures rounded a small stand of trees…

The moon blurred in her eyes.

“Hey, Sarge,” came the voice of a man. It seemed to issue from the moon, which blinded her. “Get a load of this bird, wanderin’ ’round in her nightie.”

Another man seemed to appraise her. “Well, well, and bless my soul. What have we got here?”
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Soldiers, Katelyn realized at once. From the big camp down near the docks. Since the War had ended, King George and his Tories had allowed trade to be reestablished with the Colonies. Many of Cornwallis’s riflemen had been reassigned to the engineering regiments stationed along the coast. Frequently, men in the familiar red military tunics were seen coming off guard watch in the wee hours, tracing the woodline back to their camp.

St. Bride’s Bay had been turned into a quay of shipping docks; the engineer regiments saw to the dockyard’s security, and they also supervised the civilian excavation operations in the nearby quarry. Many miners and stonecutters were employed there, Katelyn’s husband among them, to cut ballaststones and transport them to the docks for loading onto the Colony-bound freighters and trade vessels.

And these two soldiers, it occurred to Katelyn, were obviously a pair of sentinels coming off watch. Little else occurred to her at all…

Katelyn felt so distracted, she never realized the full weight of this scenario: here she was standing in the woods, in a sweat-clinging nightgown, before a pair of young soldiers in the middle of the night. Part of her consciousness seemed to drift away from herself.

The two soldiers, blackened to slim silhouettes by the moon, stepped forward and flanked her. The one who appeared younger said, “Hey, birdie, you’re out past curfew.”

“I didn’t know there was a curfew,” Katelyn replied.

“Military order,” said the older one, a master sergeant. “We’re at war with bloody France, in case you didn’t know. All coastal towns are on curfew. There’s a penalty.“

“I—I’m sorry,” Katelyn said. But still she felt completely disconnected from herself. The men were leering at her.

“‘Specially for prossies,” added the younger private.

“You know, I think you’re right there, Colson. Bet this big bird here’s one ’o them town whores. What’sa matter, sweet? You get drunk’n get lost on yer way back to the whorehouse?”

Katelyn’s voice abraded, “I’m not a whore.”

“Oh, really now? Then why mightya be traipsin’about the wood with scarcely a stitch on?”

Katelyn just stared at him, or rather at the blurred moon to his rear. She could voice no answer. The thought pushed through her sentience: They’re going to rape me… But then something pulled it back. She didn’t understand—

Something seemed to be pulling her.

In another moment the sergeant grabbed her. His rough hands pawed at her buttocks, raising the nightdress, and his stale tongue plowed into her mouth. Next, he was dragging her down…

“Gotta big arse on her, this one, eh, Colson?” The gritty hand slid up to Katelyn’s sex and squeezed. “And a plot the likes of the seaweed clumps the scarvies are always scrapin’ off the boats.”

Katelyn descended, stunned. What was being done to her barely registered. The husky silhouette loomed, etched crisply black by the bright moonlight. All the while, it felt as though some arcane force deep in the wood was tugging on her mind.

The younger private stood aside, obviously dismayed. “Aw, come on, Sarge. She’s a civilian. We can’t be doing this.”

And before the sergeant could even reply, Katelyn grabbed his collar, and whispered, “Yes. You can.”
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An oil lantern was lit. Like a doll, Katelyn was yanked back to her feet. “This one’s hot as the lid on a potbellied stove, Colson. Let’s get her back to this grotto, eh? We’ll all have ourselves a fine time…”

Katelyn felt inebriated as the two soldiers half-led and half-dragged her into the dense wood. Their boots crunched over the thicket. She noticed a dell among the trees, surrounded by large and seemingly cut boulders whose gaps were filled by weeds and other pale vegetation. A cave, she observed, for this outcropping of rock had an entry. This was the grotto to which the lusty sergeant had referred.

They dragged her into the grotto’s mouth. Katelyn’s bare feet scuffed large, fiat stones and clumps of weeds; the oil lantern cast manic shadows upon the cave’s stone walls.

And Katelyn’s consciousness at once reverted to a feeling of…placation. Comfort. She was about to be raped, but somehow she felt…at ease.

Deep in the grotto, she was pushed onto her belly. Her white nightdress was yanked over her head; then the soldiers leaned their infamous bayoneted Brown Bess muskets against the crudely formed stone walls. “Would ya take a glance at this arse on her, Colson?” the sergeant said, having already lowered his trousers. “And gander them titties, eh? Like a coupla of flounders, they are!”

The private laughed. “Bet the whore ain’t had a stiff one in a long while, like about a quarter of an hour!” Then he, too, began to lower his tight white military trousers.

Katelyn felt caressed, but not by the hands that next invaded every aspect of her body. Something seemed to soothe her, comfort her. It was something out of her body. Something in the darkness, or in the air…

The two soldiers commenced to use her. Not as another human being, nor as an entity of passion. They used her as a thing. They gave succor to their own groins in ways and positions that seemed inconceivable to her, and they did so repeatedly and for hours on end, and in manners that were better left undescribed…


PART ONE
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The Watch House
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Alice Sterling stopped at the traffic light. To her right, Clay Street’s broken asphalt and run-down row houses seemed to ascend, dark in the sunlight, as a byway into another, darker world.

Alice’s bitter-chocolate-brown Audi idled at the light. She was staring…

Two white prostitutes dawdled on the corner, across from a bar; they were rack thin, in jeans and halters, their chalky faces lined by the anguish of drug addiction. A thin black man stopped to converse with them, a quick exchange was made; then he walked on. The women disappeared. Up the narrow road, more figures loitered, weighed down by despondency. Then two couples, more than likely a sexual solicitation, walked out of the bar.

Alice’s brown eyes remained fixed.

Up around the bend of row houses, a black man traversed the sidewalk, on crutches. His left leg was gone from the hip.

Alice nearly yelped—a car horn brayed behind her. The light had changed. All right, already! she thought.

God, people could be so rude! She pressed her right foot, and the Audi’s turbo jerked her away from the line. Good riddance.

She’d been daydreaming so much since the accident. How many times had she caught her thoughts straying at traffic lights? How many times had she stopped in her tracks on the street, or at malls, only to be bumped into or cursed at under someone’s breath? I’m getting flighty, she thought.

What’s wrong with me?

In moments such as this, moments of delving thought, she forced herself to count her blessings. At least I’ve got a nice car, she reminded herself. At least I was born in a free country. At least I still have friends, and a place to live, and a career—

It was the image of the black man, she knew. The black man teetering down the street on wooden crutches.

The man who had no left leg at all…

At least I don’t have to walk on crutches.

She forced herself, as the therapists had taught her, to turn the good into the bad. It wasn’t easy sometimes.

The firm had given her a six-month leave of absence; they’d really come through for her. We’re going to bury that motherfucker, she was told quite crudely to her face by Karl North, one of the managing partners. He’s got a big insurance carrier. Don’t worry; you come back to work whenever you feel ready. Is six months okay? A year? He had touched her shoulder affectionately, which shocked Alice—this gesture from a man she’d always thought of as devoid of feeling. When we’re through with him in county court that motherfucker’s gonna think somebody dropped a floor safe on his head from twenty stories. We’re gonna give that pissant little drunk-driving fuck a headache he’ll never forget.

She turned left at West Street, then proceeded to Church Circle and took the next right. More of Karl’s words echoed. He was so vulgar sometimes!

And that other motherfucker? What’s his name? Steve? Well, unfortunately there’s nothing we can do about him, since he didn’t violate any laws. But shit on him anyway, you know? Forget that lying motherless cockhound fuck.

Alice had worked around lawyers enough not to be offended by profane language, though she never indulged in it herself. So, in her thoughts, she agreed, Karl’s right. Forget that lying motherf— Well, just… forget him.

Unconsciously she flinched as she passed the hospital. She gritted away visions of herself turned pale with her teeth. The street beyond, however, extended in subtle beauty. Plush trees along the sidewalk, beautifully refurbished brick homes, no litter, no bums. The Audi’s intricate suspension buffeted Federal Street’s lane of cobblestones; the sun shone bright at the intersection, and brighter still on the bay.

These narrow back streets once beat as the city’s heart; many residences had remained in the same family for over two hundred years. Grand town houses and “middle houses” lined either side of Federal Street, most still showing their original tabby brick, oculus windows, and Georgian-style doorways and sills. But several years ago many of the state-funded historical societies had been forced to put certain buildings up for sale, the less spectacular and historically significant edifices such as the old docker domiciles near the water, the council and watch houses, and even some of the port city’s original inns and taverns—redundant tourist sites of little interest compared to the eminent colonial landmarks downtown. All of the buildings had sold quickly and for astronomical sums—

Except the Taylor Watch House.

Alice didn’t even know what a watch house was, and she didn’t care. The Society of Historical Dwellings had stopped listing it as a tourist landmark years ago. “It’s ugly as sin,” the realtor had told her. “The roof leaks, and there’s no electricity. You’ll want to look at something else, I’m sure.” But Alice had already seen it on several drive-bys. She didn’t think it was ugly at all, but unique, even cozy. She’d bought it for a song; in fact, the price of the house had been less than the contractor fees, and she’d been able to pay cash for everything, since the settlement had come in. She loved the detailed entablatures along the eaves, the crawling ivy, and the stone-silled windows. It was a squat little house, darkened by massive oaks and the larger surrounding brick homes. Beautiful, lighter stones formed the foundation, which made for a gorgeous contrast against the dark, pastel red of the exterior’s original brick walls. The main dwelling had been erected as a simple, deep square with a rather drastically peaked roof; a small bull’s-eye window showed Church Circle at the end of the street. But an addition jutted south, facing the water. This was the “watch room,” Alice was told by the realtor, its walls angled queerly forward, its roof flat. She’d paid a small fortune to contractors in order to have the roof completely retopped and sealed. Because when she’d first seen the watch room, she had fallen so in love with it that she had decided to relegate the proper bedroom to guest quarters and turn the watch room into her bedroom. Double French doors opened to a small stone veranda. The view of the bay’s southern estuary was spectacular; she couldn’t imagine anything more wonderful than to wake each morning to the dawn’s light reflecting off the water.

They should be done any day now, she thought. She parked the Audi on the street, behind the plumber’s van. The street’s incline, as well as the position of the watch room, would make a driveway out front inconceivable. One day perhaps she’d turn the old brick carriage house in the backyard into a garage, but there was no rush on that.

The interior had been completely re-wired, re-walled, and re-piped. The plumber, too, had demanded a small fortune, but now that Alice could afford the very best work she saw no reason to skimp. Her life, she knew, would never be perfect, but that was how she wanted the house. Perfect, she thought now. My perfect little house.

She got out of the Audi and gazed upward.

Yes, the Taylor Watch House was exactly that.

Perfect.
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“Bet you’re gettin’ sick of my mug,” said George, the husky bearded plumbing contractor.

Well… Alice thought. Actually he was very nice, in spite of the scary, blurred tattoos on his forearms. She just wished he’d finish! “Not at all,” she said. “I’m really happy with the work you’ve done.”

“Everything’s rerouted now, and tight as a drum,” George bragged. His long black hair had been blow-dried and styled; he looked like a kempt biker. “You have any problems at all, any leaks, any noises—anything—you call me day or night.” He gave her his card. “I’ll be here faster than ice melts in hell.”

“I appreciate that, George.” Alice smiled, but strained not to teeter. George was an attractive man, in a rough and earthy way. But did he think she was attractive? Does he know? she wondered. Can he tell? Her smile threatened to crumble. He probably feels sorry for me. Over the hill. Fat. Dumpy. No suntan, no—

“You were asking about the basement earlier,” George reminded. He walked down the hall. “We can do the job, but it’s gonna be a killer of a bill. The basement’s all mortared rock. To get a drainage line out we’d have to dig, and that’s big money, ’specially with the way the property slants down toward the bay. You ask me, save yourself fifteen or twenty grand and keep the washer and dryer in the room off the short hall across from the basement door. It’s all hooked up right now, just as pretty as you please…”

Pretty as you please. Alice’s mind wandered. Am I pretty, George? Will I ever be as pretty as you please?

He kept walking toward the kitchen. Of course, that’s where she’d put the checkbook. But Alice didn’t want to follow. She didn’t want him to…

“This really is a nifty joint now,” George appraised. “Whoever your interior decorators are, they know their squat. You got every modern convenience without messing up the original atmosphere; you know, the look of its history.”

This articulateness surprised her; George didn’t strike her as someone who appreciated such things. Actually, Alice had conceived of the house’s interior remodeling herself. The ideas had just come to her: schemes, layouts, just the right wallpaper, carpet, furniture. “I like it, too,” she eventually said. “A lot.”

Only when he’d turned his back again, to head for the kitchen, did Alice follow him. She refrained from wincing, something she’d learned now to the point of instinct. She quickly scribbled a check for the invoice amount, then gave George a hundred-dollar bill as a tip.

“Not necessary, Ms. Sterling,” he asserted, holding up his large, opened hand. “Really, I couldn’t—”

“I insist. Take your girlfriend out to dinner or something.”

“Girlfriend? How do you know I’m not married?”

You’re too handsome to be married, came the foolish thought. “Wife, girlfriend, whatever,” she said.

“Well, if you say so.” George, grinning, pocketed the bill. “It’s been a pleasure, Ms. Sterling.”

“Please, call me Alice.”

“Right. Alice. And remember, any problems at all—”

“And you’ll be here faster than ice melts in hell.”

“You got it. Take care. I hope you enjoy your new place.”

“Good-bye, George.”

When the burly contractor had gone and closed the great, ingrained door behind him, Alice sighed and leaned in relief against the kitchen entry. It was always a relief when she was alone.

And a sad thought tarried.

I’ll be alone for the rest of my life.

Who should she blame? The universe? God? The fates?

Should she blame Steve?

None of that mattered now. She knew if she had to blame anyone, it would be herself.

At least I’m alive. That’s good, isn’t it?

When she walked back down the hall to the watch room she did so with a slight but undeniable limp.
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Last winter seemed like a decade ago, shards of memory that didn’t even feel real anymore. Thinking back on it now was more like remembering an old TV mystery…

“Ms. Sterling?”

Images like light suffused through fog. A slow sensation of spinning. Nausea. Distant pain…

“Ms. Sterling? I’m Dr. Greene. Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” Alice managed to whisper. In a moment her vision cleared. A broad-shouldered doctor with short blond hair was looking down at her. She felt his finger read her pulse.

“You’re at South County General Hospital, Ms. Sterling, and you’ve been unconscious for about three days. You were in an accident.”

The word jarred her. Accident. That could mean anything. She noticed the rails now, on the elevated hospital bed. She noticed the high, inverted IV bag, whose line ran to a needle sunk into her right arm. She noticed stray wires, medicinal scents, and a LIFE-PAK heart monitor. Her face hurt.

“Accident,” was her only reply.

“But you’re all right,” Dr. Greene quickly added. “You suffered a minor orbital concussion; nothing serious. And a broken nose. You’re very fortunate to be alive.”

Alice blinked rapidly. It was hard to swallow. Accident, she thought again. More chips of memory began to refit. The snowy road. Dual orbs of wavering, hectic bright light. Like headlights. “Was it a car accident?” she whispered.

“Yes, Ms. Sterling, it was, and a very serious one, judging from the wreckage. Evidently you were fixing a flat tire. A drunk driver in the oncoming lane…”

He needn’t say more; at once she remembered. She’d been coming back from Steve’s, terribly upset. It had been snowing, and the back county roads were always the last to be plowed and salted. She remembered tears in her eyes as the snow reduced her progress to a snail’s pace. To make matters worse, her left rear tire had gone flat.

Greene went on, though he suddenly seemed reserved. “The way it appears, Ms. Sterling, is you were trying to change the tire when you noticed the car in the oncoming lane. You managed to jump back into your own vehicle just as it was impacted. If you had waited another second to react, there’s no doubt you would’ve been killed.”

For some reason this information barely interested her. She was thinking about…Steve. Why had she been so upset? What had happened? Steve, Steve, she thought. What happened with Steve?

“Now, Ms. Sterling.” Greene’s tone grew somber. He was looking down at her with very clear green eyes. “As I’ve said, the accident was severe, and it’s very fortunate that you suffered no life-threatening injuries. You’re going to be all right.”

It sounded as though he was leading up to something, skirting some as yet undisclosed point. “What’s—what are you trying to tell me?” she asked, not fooled by his elusiveness.

“Ms. Sterling. You didn’t quite get all the way back into the car when the other vehicle hit you.” Greene paused, looking down with a face blank as a stone carving. “Your left leg was severed seven inches below the knee.”


2



The firm had backed her up from the start; her boss, Karl North, had taken the case and had done a very efficient job of defaming the driver of the oncoming vehicle: one Michael K. Crause, who owned the biggest marina on the City Dock. Crause had fled the scene but was picked up shortly thereafter by the county police. He blew a .3 on the Breathalyzer, more than enough to qualify as legally drunk by state BAC standards, and he still faced criminal charges for the DWI and fleeing the scene of the accident. As for the civil charges, Crause’s insurance carrier had settled out of court for low seven figures, and Alice’s firm had only taken a 10 percent contingency instead of the typical 33⅓. And since the award was punitive and compensative, Alice hadn’t had to pay taxes on any of it.

She had bought the Audi, and the Taylor Watch House; most of the rest of the money she had invested via the renowned Luce & Associates brokerage firm downtown. Even with fluctuating interest rates, Alice would never have to work again if she didn’t want to. By most people’s standards, she was rich.

She was also an amputee.

Alice hadn’t taken the initial news well. “Sew it back on!” She had screamed. Certainly, in this day and age of medical miracles, such things could be done; she’d read of it many times. That guy in Virginia, for God’s sake. They’d sewn his penis back on! But Greene calmly informed her, “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Ms. Sterling. The police and the EMTs searched all night and all the next morning. The limb was officially determined to be lost.”

“Lost!” she railed at him from the bed. “You’re talking about my leg, for God’s sake! If it’s lost, find it!”

“On impact, Ms. Sterling, the limb was more than likely jettisoned deep into the woods and then covered by snowfall. Either that, or—”

“Or what?”

“It’s also quite possible that it was… carried away. By an animal.”

The image was awful: her lower left leg, covered by the shorn black stocking, buried under snow in the woods somewhere, or “carried off” by a dog or a possum. She’d have dreams of such—animals making a feast of her leg, her own flesh gnawed off the bone and swallowed. She even gruesomely wondered if the maroon LaCourte shoe had remained on her foot. One day a hunter or hiker would no doubt find the bones and the shoe and nothing more. It had taken weeks of psychotherapy to banish these grotesque images.

The good Dr. Greene had warned her what to initially expect. “You will have to walk with a crutch for a time, but I think you’ll find that, because the limb was severed well below the knee, after a short period of therapy you will be able to ambulate unaided.”

Ambulate; she considered the word. Unaided.

“With a slight but noticeable limp,” Greene added. “You should also expect a three- to six-week period of dissociated depression, quite like the syndrome known as post-natal depression.”

This sounded quite odd. “Post-natal?” she queried.

“The depression a woman often feels upon losing part of herself. You needn’t worry; with proper therapy and medication, it won’t persist. But there is one thing that will persist for quite a while, perhaps even for the rest of your life. We call it amputative allachaesthesia, or Ghost Limb Syndrome.”

Alice’s face screwed up in confusion.

“You will continue, at times, to register sensations in your lower left leg. You will feel pressure, you will feel the contact of your clothing, you’ll even scratch at itches, and you’ll absolutely swear you can feel your toes wriggling in your left shoe.”

This made no sense at all. “But that’s impossible, isn’t it?”

“The sensations, of course, are all imagined—a tactile hallucinosis. Your mind has been used to feeling your leg, over the course of your life up to now. No one’s quite sure why this phenomenon persists, but it does. And you’ll simply have to get used to it.”

Alice didn’t care for the doctor’s tone of voice. It seemed almost snitty, smartass. “That’s not what I would call good bedside manner, Dr. Greene. I just lost my leg, and you’re telling me to get used to it? How would you like it if a doctor said that to you?”

Greene’s blank face was more effective than a frown. “Don’t misunderstand me, Ms. Sterling. But on the same hand, don’t misunderstand yourself. True, you lost your leg in an unfortunate accident; yet in spite of that loss you’ll be able to lead a normal, satisfying life. You should be grateful you weren’t paralyzed or killed. If you think you’ve got it bad, come on down to my quadriplegic ward. I suspect you would find your attitude adjusted rather quickly.”
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Greene’s browbeating comments hadn’t helped much. It didn’t happen to you, Alice always thought when the guilts marauded her. She tried very hard to count her blessings, as Dr. Greene had advised, but it all fell apart whenever she glanced down and viewed the stump on the end of her left leg. Even before she signed out of the hospital, the sheer weight of her emotions overwhelmed the realization that things could’ve turned out a lot worse. And it made her feel very guilty…

But rationalization worked both ways, didn’t it? It was always easier for them to say. They weren’t the ones who’d lost a leg. They weren’t the ones who’d have to deal with it for the rest of their lives. Every day the fears worsened: the things Alice wanted the most were now the things she feared she’d never have. A husband who loved her. Children. A dog in the yard, and a white picket fence, and a two-car garage. PTA meetings and Boy’s Club and Girl Scouts and Christmas trees and dressing the kids up for Halloween. These were simple, conventional things, but Alice wanted them more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.

And now I’ll never have them, she felt certain.

Her depression was immediately obvious. Greene had prescribed an antidepressant called Tofranil. “It’ll help you feel better,” he told her. When it didn’t, he prescribed Elavil, then Prozac, then Lithium. Nothing worked. “Your depression is non-catecholamic and strictly reactive,” he told her. “In other words it is not relative to any genetic or biogenic-related causations.” Alice didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. All she knew was that she didn’t have a lower left leg. “When you leave the hospital, after your fitting, you’re going to have to pursue psychotherapy.”

The mere word psychotherapy made her feel maladjusted, ruined. Eventually the fitting technician had brought in the box. GRIME, INC., the label read, PROTHESIS, ONE. LEG, LEFT TRANSECTION. TONE: F. SHADE 012c. She noticed no strap or brace as she’d previously imagined; no clamps, no snaps. Padding in the cap of the “transection cover” could be added or subtracted in order to affect “an exact heel-to-knee counter-margin,” she was told by the fitting technician, a pleasant, elderly woman who had an artificial leg herself. “There. A perfect fit.” The edge of the cap simply rolled upward, quite snugly. “And you’re lucky,” the elderly woman went on. “You’ve got plenty of stump left. Otherwise we’d have to use a more severe attachment series.”

Attachment series. Plenty of stump left. These terms only invigorated Alice’s self-disgust. They sounded cold, ugly. However, the prosthesis looked surprisingly real— so lifelike it unnerved her. It deceived her. It looked like…a real leg. Complete with separated toes whose nails she could even polish. “Suntanning yourself will be an obvious problem,” informed the technician. “And if you want to jog, ski, or whatever, you’ll have to buy a special athletic braced model.” Alice felt confounded. Skiing? Jogging? And as for suntans: “Certainly you don’t think I plan to wear a swimsuit,” she said. “Why not?” countered the old woman. “The prosthesis is part of you now. Don’t ever be ashamed of it.”

Ashamed wasn’t the word—haunted was more like it. The leg haunted her. In spite of its realistic appearance, it further enforced her already dwindling self-esteem. It’s fake, she remembered thinking on her first day back home. She was hot and close to tears. It doesn’t matter how real it looks, it’s still fake. It’s still…an artificial leg.

Such was Alice’s true haunting. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t been injured more severely. It didn’t matter that she’d lived. No effort of rationalization or positive thinking would ever erase the trepidation.

The last thing she’d asked the fitting technician was this: “Are you married?” “Well, no,” the elderly woman had answered. Hence, Alice’s fear: No man will ever want me.
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Nights proved the worst for her. She’d sleep fitfully, soaked in sweat. She’d dream of herself fat and pale.

Old. Alone. A recluse.

Often she’d dream of Steve, and revisit all she’d seen that evening. And on such nights she discovered that Dr. Greene’s warning held all too true.

From her nightmares she’d waken, furiously scratching at an itch on a leg that was no longer there.
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“I heard you’re dating Colleen Grant,” Shauna said, daintily sipping her Windex shooter. This infuriated Steve. You don’t sip shooters, ya ditz, he wanted to say. You throw them back. Steve threw his back. Word gets around, he thought. Can’t women keep their yaps shut? “Yeah, we’re seeing each other,” he eventually said, but then added, “Nothing serious.”

Shauna Appelgate turned on her bar stool, her lips cynically turning up. She was a slim, attractive woman, in her later twenties, with overdone bleached-blond hair. She wasn’t particularly gullible, though. “That’s not what I heard,” she insisted, and flagged the barkeep for an Amstel Light. “I heard you two were nearly engaged.”

Christ. Pretty soon I’m not even going to be able to get laid in this town. Sure, he’d been dating Colleen steady for several months, and when she’d started to get antsy about a commitment, sure, he’d implied marriage. That was the only way to keep them on the line; Steve wasn’t ready to dump her yet. As good as she is in bed? Are you kidding? Steve planned to string her along till the end of the summer—by then he’d be sick of her. Besides, lately he’d been getting more strange than he knew what to do with…

Of course, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t mind a quick tumble tonight with Shauna. He’d heard through the grapevine that her legs were like a 7-Eleven: open all night.

“You believe every rumor you hear?” he said, then maximized the lie. “Besides, Colleen’s the one who made the condition.”

“What condition?”

“That we see other people.”

Shauna’s brow rose. That got her, Steve thought. The first hook. Steve was proud of his ability to bait women, to manipulate them into sexual situations. Shauna would be easy to crack. Just a few more hooks, he thought, and slugged his beer.

Lately, though, he had been feeling more and more like a loner. This bar scene wasn’t as interesting as it used to be. Maybe it just meant that he was growing up. Being more professional about his life, his…career. But it was good to drop by every so often, to see if he still had the old skills.

Two girls yakked at a table behind him. “Did you read the Capital today, Joyce?”

“The Capital? What’s that?”

“It’s the city newspaper! Don’t you even read the newspaper?”

“Well, sometimes. What about it?”

“There was another rape last weekend. Some guy’s going around breaking into houses and raping women. This is like the tenth one this year. What a sick world.”

“You’re right. A sick world full of sick people.”

Steve’s mouth turned up into the slightest, most momentary grin.

On weeknights the crowd generally dwindled. Steve preferred it that way; more space meant he could get closer. The Undercroft offered a diversity that couldn’t be found at the City Dock bars: no dancing; no loud music; an older, more mature set than the city’s typical post-yuppies, midshipmen, and girls who’d turned twenty-one last week. The tavern sported an old heritage, two-hundred-year-old brick-and-mortar walls, equally old rafters, a stone floor, and pre-Revolutionary architecture, like so many buildings in the city. To Steve it proved the ultimate sexual hunting-ground: women in their thirties and forties, who now felt ancient in the dance clubs. Women who feared they were getting too old to get married. Steve had gotten laid thanks to the Undercroft so many times, he’d stopped counting years ago. A little finesse, a little bullshit, and a little of the old poor-hand-some-boy-looking-for-a-relationship routine. It worked every time.

It fact, he’d met Alice here…

“I mean, it’s none of my business,” Shauna went on. Christ, she was already half done with her third Amstel—another hour and she’d be in the bag. And in my pants, Steve finished silently. She went on, very subtly slurring her words. “What happened with Alice? Weren’t you two engaged?”

“Jesus, Shauna,” Steve muttered. Perfect, he thought. Perfect! “That’s old news. You never heard what happened?”

“No.”

“Well…” Steve knew the bullshit would really serve him now. He went into his sullen, boy-gets-dumped-by-girl mode. “It was last winter. We were engaged, all ready to get married.” He faltered a moment. “It was really wonderful. I mean, I really loved her, really thought she was the one,” he lied through his teeth. “We’d made all the plans, you know, the nice little house, a bunch of kids, and all that—all the things I’ve always wanted, and the things she said she wanted too. It was perfect.”

Shauna’s drunken concern became more and more apparent. She put her hand on his knee. “What…happened?”

Steve faked a hard gulp, faltered a bit more. “She came over one night last December. She was drunk. And she just laid it all right out. Said she didn’t love me anymore, didn’t want to get married. ‘I don’t know what I want,’ she said. In the same breath, though, she said she’d met another guy, said he was everything to her, much more than I ever was. Then…she left. Just like that.”

“Oh, Steve!” Shauna exclaimed. “I—I’m so sorry!”

“Then—” Steve gulped again, his bipolarity and lies brilliantly synchronized. Shauna leaned closer to him, faintly redolent of perfume. Her breasts compressed to highlight the cleavage in her tight, low-cut blouse. At once Steve tuned out the tavern and its patrons. The entire world, just then, was this woman’s buoyant breasts, the tiny waistline, the sleek crossed legs that hid the target of his predations. I am the man your mama warned you about, his thoughts whispered, snickering.

“Then she drove home. It was snowing real bad that night, and you know how things are in this state. The snowplows spend more time parked at convenience stores than they do on the road. Anyway, Alice is really drunk, and it’s snowing like mad, and she…crashed.”

Shauna’s beer-glazed eyes went wide.

“Evidently she weaved into the other lane and hit an oncoming car.” Steve stared stolidly into the mirrored rows of liquor bottles. His words rasped from his throat. “She lost—” He stopped, gulped, began again. “She lost a leg. Her left leg…gone from the knee down.”

Drunken grief bloomed on Shauna’s face. She stroked his back, as if to console him, and half-slurred, “Oh, Steve, that’s terrible! I’m—I’m so sorry.”

Steve nodded stolidly and sipped his beer. “When I went to visit her in the hospital she wouldn’t see me, told me to get out. Told me it was my fault.”

“What an awful bitch,” Shauna said. Then her eyes fluttered. “You mean…you still wanted her? Even though she, you know, lost her…”

“Of course I still wanted her. I loved her,” Steve affirmed. “I would’ve done anything for her, anything.”

“You’re so sweet.” Shauna wobbled a bit on her stool, her hand rubbing his leg. This is gonna be easier than I thought, Steve reflected, without affecting his aggrieved visage. When a single tear rolled down his cheek he thought, I should be an actor!

“She’s just such an awful person,” Shauna blabbered. “Don’t be sad about it—she doesn’t deserve you.”

Steve shrugged. Then he winced and shook his head. “Look, I’m really sorry. It’s not fair for me to sit here moping to you about my problems.”

“That’s all right—”

“But I…I’m sorry, I’ve got to get out of here.”

“Why?”

“This place,” Steve said, glancing around. “Too many memories.”

“What do you mean?” Shauna asked, more confused than usual.

Steve did his best now to appear sensitive and misunderstood–women were suckers for that. “It’s hard, you know, to describe without sounding really sappy. But…Alice and I met here.” He shrugged again. “I just can’t handle being here right now.”

“Let’s go someplace else, okay?”

“Yeah, good idea.” Steve paid their tab, then ushered her to the brick-framed front door. With no obvious effort at all he was holding her hand by the time they reached West Street.

A warm breeze stirred. I’m gonna knock the bottom out of this bimbo, and hard, Steve thought. “You want to go down to the City Dock; maybe check out McGuffy’s or the Map Room?”

Shauna’s inebriated grin stretched thin. “Why don’t we check out my bedroom instead?”
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In the morning he grimaced at neonlike lines of sunlight that framed the shades. Christ. She’d been decent, but not good enough to bother further with. If she came from money…well, that might be different. He’d got what he wanted: another notch on his gun. Time to blow this fuckstand, he thought. Don’t wake the bitch up.

He dressed quickly and quietly—another aspect of his well-honed social skills. How many times had they done it? Three? Four? He couldn’t remember. That last tumble had been a doozy. You kinky thing, you. He’d tied her up…

But then, that was something he’d grown accustomed to of late.

Just as he zipped up his slacks, she roused in bed. “You’re not going yet, are you?”

Shit!

“I have to,” he lied. “I have to go to work.”

“Weren’t you even going to say good-bye?”

“I didn’t want to wake you.” He fastened his shirt buttons. “You’re beautiful when you’re asleep.”

Shauna smiled groggily. “Oh, yeah? What about when I’m awake?”

“Even more beautiful.”

“Well—” She fidgeted beneath the covers. “You can stay a few more minutes, can’t you?”

“No, really. I’ll be late.”

“Just a few?”

Steve saw how accurately the sheets clung to her body. Like pure white skin. Her nipples were so dark, he could see them through the material. Then the material slipped off when she leaned forward.

Even in the morning dark, her body called to him in its nakedness. She wasn’t bad-looking at all. But she wasn’t interesting anymore; she wasn’t new.

Today was a new day.

“I’d like to,” he said. “But I’ve really got to go.” She pouted until he leaned over and kissed her.

“Will you call me?” she asked almost desperately.

“Sure,” he promised.

Steve hid his smile as he left her apartment. Yeah, I’ll call you, all right. Next century maybe.

The job at Harris’ Boat Supplies was no big deal; he didn’t even have to be in until noon today. And the thing about Steve was, he didn’t even need the job—he didn’t need any job, for that matter.

It just made things a lot easier to have a W-2, to prove to the IRS that you had income.

Alice had never even asked about it, had she?

What a dumb bunny, he thought.

Before he cruised home he stopped by Paceway and picked up a danish and a cup of coffee. He also picked up the local newspaper.

The headlines read:

CITY REMAINS IN SHOCK

AFTER LATEST BURGLARY/RAPE

Steve took a bite out of his danish and smiled.
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“You’re depressed.”

Alice sighed to herself. Am I? she wondered. I haven’t even had a chance to sit down and she’s already psychoanalyzing me.

Dr. Holly Ryan waited behind an expansive cherry wood desk covered with odd knickknacks. Thinly framed oil paintings, depicting abstractionist themes, hung about the stark paneling. Heavy drapes blocked out the sun. Alice didn’t know if the sessions were doing her much good, but she did like coming here. The office’s sedate darkness seemed to tranquilize her. It didn’t seem like a therapist’s office at all, but rather some cozy art-deco parlor.

“I don’t feel depressed, Dr. Ryan,” Alice countered and took a seat in an armchair of riveted dark-maroon leather. “In fact, I feel pretty good today.”

“You’re prevaricating,” the doctor remarked. “You’re bound up in your own rigidity and you refuse to acknowledge it.”

Rigidity? This sounded absurd. “I won’t even ask about that one,” Alice said. Suddenly her left leg began to itch, but by now she’d accustomed herself to resisting the urge to scratch.

Dr. Holly Ryan was an attractive, articulate woman, probably in her mid-forties. Her clipped, very businesslike demeanor and dress complemented her unsophisticated good looks. Modest bosomed, she had heather-gray eyes and shiny sable-dark hair that hung straight to her shoulders. Her bangs had been cut sharp and even as a bezel. Pretty, manicured hands remained folded atop the desk blotter.

“I use the term rigidity in a technical sense,” the older woman stated. “What I mean is a refusal on your part to concentrate on your own self-image.”

“Because of the accident, I suppose,” Alice replied sarcastically.

“Actually, no. You only think it’s because of the accident, when actually it goes back much further, probably to preformative childhood.”

Already Alice felt vexed. I’m paying $125-per-hour to not understand a single word she says. “I see. I’m rigid because of my childhood? I had a good childhood, Dr. Ryan.”

“But what is the nomenclature of a good childhood? Your conscious, persona-oriented rigidity is an obvious refusal to feel close to others. Your persistence, for example, in calling me Dr. Ryan, when I’ve continually asked you to call me Holly. You’ve been coming here twice a week for two months now yet you refuse to sever your own personal strictures. Due to the manner in which you see yourself.”

Alice felt a hot yet distant infuriation gaining on her. “And how is that? How do I see myself?”

“You see yourself as bland and maladjusted. You see yourself as unattractive in a world of beautiful people. You see yourself as an amputee.”

“I am an amputee.” Alice’s reply rasped.

“You’re an insightful, creative, and very successful woman. That’s what you are, Alice. Look at what you’re wearing, for instance. Jeans. Always jeans. Instead of wearing dresses, you insist on camouflaging your body, your femininity.”

“I’m camouflaging an artificial leg,” Alice was hard-pressed not to shout.

“Your total lack of a real self-image has nothing to do with your artificial leg, and you know it,” Holly replied. Her lips pursed, as if she was quietly exasperated.

Alice let it slide. Arguing with a feminist psychiatrist, she’d quickly learned, was pointless. What bothered her most, though, about Holly, was the nagging possibility that the therapist was correct about everything, and that Alice herself was too inept to realize it, to see it. She looked into the narrow gap between the drapes, to
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