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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 fi xed her early. I told 
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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 tele-

phone 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 fl oor 

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 
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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.
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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—
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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 fl ipped 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 fi nds 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 fi ction. It’s not real. I mean, come on. It’s all just 

a lot of games.”

Mary twirled a strand of hair around her fi nger. “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.
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“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 fl exible,” 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—”
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