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A man’s presence suggests what he is capable of doing to you or for you. By contrast, a
woman’s presence … defines what can and cannot be done to her.

John Berger, Ways of Seeing



I

 

This is how I got here, says Rennie.

It was the day after Jake left. I walked back to the house around five.
I’d been over at the market and I was carrying the shopping basket as
well as my purse. There wasn’t as much to carry now that Jake wasn’t
there any more, which was just as well because the muscles in my left
shoulder were aching, I hadn’t been keeping up the exercises. The
trees along the street had turned and the leaves were falling onto the
sidewalk, yellow and brown, and I was thinking, Well, it’s not so bad,
I’m still alive.

My next-door neighbour, an old Chinese man whose name I didn’t
know, was tidying up his front yard. The yard in front of my house



had been covered over with paving stones so you could park a car on
it. That meant the street was going up rather than down, and in a few
years I’d have to move; though I’d stopped thinking in years. My
neighbour had pulled up the dead plants and was raking the earth
into a raised oblong. In the spring he’d plant things I didn’t know the
names for. I remember thinking it was time I learned the names, if I
was going to live there.

I did notice the cruiser, which they’d left beside a meter like any
other car, no flashing lights, but it was a few doors away so I didn’t
pay much attention to it. You see more police cars down there than
you might farther north.

The front door was open, which wasn’t out of place on such a warm
day. The downstairs neighbour, an old woman who isn’t the landlady
but behaves like one, has cats and likes to leave the outside door ajar
so they can get in and go through the cat door. “Cat hole,” Jake calls
it; used to call it.

My own door at the top of the stairs was open too. There were
people inside, men, I could hear them talking, and then a laugh. I
couldn’t think who it could be, it wasn’t Jake, but whoever it was
didn’t seem to care who knew they were there. The key was under the
mat where I always leave it, but the edge of the doorframe was
splintered, the lock was shoved right out of it. I went into the
livingroom, which was still piled with the boxes of books Jake had
packed but not collected. Nothing had been moved. Through the
kitchen doorway I could see feet and legs, shining feet, pressed legs.

Two policemen were sitting at the table. I had that quick rush of
fear, late for school, caught on the boys’ stairs, caught out. The only
thing I could think of was that they were after the pot, but there were
no drawers pulled open and the tea and coffee canisters were where
they should be. Then I remembered that Jake had taken the whole
stash with him. Why not? It was his. Anyway, surely they’d stopped
worrying about that, everyone does it now, even the police, it’s
almost legal.

The younger one stood up, the older one didn’t. He stayed sitting



down, smiling up at me as if I’d come for a job interview.
You Miss Wilford? he asked. He didn’t wait. You’re damn lucky. He

had a massive head, with the hair clipped short like a punker’s. His
was left over though, from sometime in the fifties: no green
highlights.

Why? I said. What’s the matter?
You’ve got good neighbours, the younger one said. He looked like a

high-school gym teacher or a Baptist, about twenty-two, earnest and
severe. The one downstairs. She was the one who phoned.

Was it a fire? I said. There was no sign of it, no smell.
The older one laughed. The other one didn’t. No, he said. She heard

footsteps up here and she knew it wasn’t you, she saw you go out,
and she didn’t hear anyone go up the stairs. He jimmied open your
kitchen window.

I put the shopping basket on the table; then I went and looked at
the window, which was open about two feet. The white paint was
scratched.

You could do it with a jackknife, he said. You should get those
safety locks. He heard us coming and went back out through the
window.

Did he take anything? I said.
You’ll have to tell us that, said the older one.
The young one looked uneasy. We don’t think he was a burglar, he

said. He made himself a cup of Ovaltine. He was just waiting for you,
I guess. There was a cup on the table, half full of something light
brown. I felt sick: someone I didn’t know had been in my kitchen,
opening my refrigerator and my cupboards, humming to himself
maybe, as if he lived there; as if he was an intimate.

What for? I said.
The older one stood up. He took up a lot of space in the kitchen.

Take a look, he said, pleased with himself, in charge. He had a
present he’d been saving up. He walked past me into the livingroom



and then into the bedroom. I was glad I’d made the bed that morning:
lately I hadn’t always.

There was a length of rope coiled neatly on the quilt. It wasn’t any
special kind of rope, there was nothing lurid about it. It was off-white
and medium thick. It could have been a clothesline.

All I could think of was a game we used to play, Detective or Clue,
something like that. You had to guess three things: Mr. Green, in the
conservatory, with a pipewrench; Miss Plum, in the kitchen, with a
knife. Only I couldn’t remember whether the name in the envelope
was supposed to be the murderer’s or the victim’s. Miss Wilford, in the
bedroom, with a rope.

He was just waiting for you, the younger one said behind me.
Drinking his Ovaltine, the big one said. He smiled down at me,

watching my face, almost delighted, like an adult who’s just said I told
you so to some rash child with a skinned knee.

So you were lucky, the younger one said. He came past me and
picked up the rope, carefully, as if it had germs. I could see now that
he was older than I’d thought, he had anxious puckers around the
eyes.

The big one opened the closet door, casually, as if he had every
right. Two of Jake’s suits were still hanging there.

You live alone, that right? the big one said.
I said yes.
These your pictures? said the big one, grinning.
No, I said. They belong to a friend of mine. The pictures were

Jake’s, he was supposed to take them away.
Quite a friend, said the big one.
He must’ve been watching you for a while, said the young one. He

must’ve known when you’d get home. Any idea who it might be?
No, I said. I wanted to sit down. I thought of asking them if they

wanted a beer.
Some nut, the big one said. If you knew what was walking around
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