"Whither Thou Goest"
from The Doctor Stories
by Richard Selzer
"BRAIN-DEAD," said the doctor. "There is no chance that he will wake up. Ever. Look here."
And he unrolled a scroll of paper onto her lap.
"This is the electroencephalograph. It's nothing but a flat line. No blips." Hannah bowed her head
over the chart. The doctor cleared his throat, took one of her hands in both of his, and leaned
toward her as though about to tell a secret. Hannah submitted to what under any other
circumstance she might have considered presumption, submitted because she thought she ought
to. It was expected of her. The formality of the occasion and all.
"Hannah, it is three weeks since your husband was shot in the head. The only thing keeping him
alive is the respirator."
Hannah waited for the walls of the solarium to burst.
"I'm asking you to let us put an end to it, unplug the machinery, let him go. There is just no sense
in prolonging a misfortune." Hannah felt that she should say something, not just sit there, but for
the life of her she couldn't think what. The doctor was speaking again.
"But before we do that, we would like your permission to harvest Sam's organs for
transplantation."
"Harvest?" said Hannah. "Like the gathering in of wheat?"
"Yes," said the doctor. "That is what we call it when we take the organs. It is for a good cause.
That way your husband will live on. He will not really have died . . .."
"Dead is dead," said Hannah.
"I know, I know," said the doctor. And he looked down at his feet for relief. Hannah noticed that
he was wearing oxblood wing-tip shoes of a large size. They were the shoes of power.
A week later she received a letter from the doctor.

Dear Mrs. Owen,
You will be pleased and comforted to know that because of your generosity and thanks to the
miracle of modern science, seven people right here in the state of Texas are living and well with
all their faculties restored to them. Your husband's liver has gone to a lady in Abilene; the right
kidney is functioning in Dallas; the left kidney was placed in a teenaged girl in Galveston; the
heart was given to a man just your husband's age in a little town near Arkansas; the lungs are in
Fort Worth; and the corneas were used on two people right here in Houston. . . .

Hannah folded the letter and put it back in its envelope and then into the bottom drawer of the
desk without reading to the end. There was no need. She already knew what had become of the
rest of Sam. She had buried it in the family plot of the Evangelical Baptist Church cemetery.
That was three years ago. And still, she had only to close her eyes to have the whole of the horror
spring vividly before her, as though it had been painted on the inside of her eyelids. For Sam's
thirty-third birthday they had spent the weekend at the beach. Now they were in the pickup truck
on the way back to Houston. Hannah had fallen asleep. It was the sudden stop that woke her up.
"We couldn't be there already," she murmured.
"No," said Sam. "I'm just going to change that lady's tire." Hannah sat up and saw the green
Buick pulled off to the side of the road. The right rear tire was flat. An elderly woman sitting
behind the wheel looked up and smiled when she saw Sam walking toward her with a car jack in
one hand and the tire iron in the other. Hannah got out of the truck and went over to talk. "Bless
you," the woman said. Sam hadn't given that jack more than half a dozen pumps when a man -he looked Mexican -- appeared out of nowhere with a gun in his hand.
"Sam?" Hannah had said in that low, questioning voice that always made him turn to see if she
was upset. For a long moment Sam stayed where he was, crouched over the jack. When at last he
stood, he had the tire iron in his hand.
"What do you want, mister?" he said. The Mexican made a gesture as if to turn a key and nodded
at the pickup.
"The keys are in the truck," said Sam. The Mexican made no move. Perhaps he did not
understand? Sam raised his arm to point. The Mexican fired. It took a long time for the echo of
that shot to peter out. When it had, the truck and the Mexican were gone, and Sam lay on his
back wearing a halo of black blood. He was still holding the tire iron. Something pink squeezed
slowly out of the middle of his forehead.
"Dead is dead," she had told that doctor. But now, three years later, she wasn't so sure. For
Hannah had begun to have doubts. Incidents occurred, like the time months ago when she had
gone to the butcher's. Just ahead of her at the counter a woman had ordered a chicken. "I want it
in parts," she heard the woman say. Hannah had watched as the butcher scooped out the entrails,
cleaved the carcass through the middle of the breast, and hacked off its thighs, legs, and wings.
The heart, gizzard, neck, and liver he put in a small plastic bag.
"You can keep the feet," said the woman. And then it was Hannah's turn.
"What'll it be?" said the butcher. And wiped the clots from his fingers onto his apron.
"What do you call that?" she asked, trying not to look at his bloody hands. As though they were
his privates.
"What do you call what?"

"What you just did, cutting up the chicken. What is the name for it?" The butcher stared at her
blankly.
"It's called 'cleaning a chicken.' Why?"
"Cleaning?"
"Look, miss," said the butcher, "I'm real busy. What'll it be?" But Hannah had already turned to
leave.
It was after that that she stopped going to the cemetery to visit the grave. It wasn't Sam in that
cemetery, not by a long shot. It was only parts of Sam, the parts that nobody needed. The rest of
him was scattered all over Texas. And, unless she had been misinformed, very much alive. And
where did that leave her? God knows it was hard enough to be a widow at the age of thirty-three,
and her sympathies were all with those women whose husbands had truly, once and for all, died.
But widowhood, bleak as it might be, seemed preferable by a whole lot to the not-here, not-there
condition into which she had been thrust by "the miracle of modern science." At least if your
husband were all dead you could one day get over it and go on with your life. But this! This state
of bafflement. Maybe, she thought, maybe it was a matter of percentage -- if more than 50
percent of your husband was dead, you were a widow. Whom could she ask?
Along with doubt came resentment. Oh, not just at the doctors. They simply do what they want
to anyway, without really thinking. Doctors, she decided, don't think. They just do, and cover it
all up with language. Harvest. Transplantation. The soft words of husbandry and the soil. Even
they cannot bear to speak the real names of their deeds -- dismemberment, evisceration. What
was worse, she had begun to resent Samuel. Here she was, living in this sort of limbo, while he,
Sam, was participating in not one but seven lives, none of which had anything to do with her. It
wasn't fair. Even if he hadn't chosen it, it wasn't fair.
Hannah's cousin Ivy Lou was also her best friend. Lately she had taken to bringing her lunch
over to eat at Hannah's house. One day when she got there, Hannah was standing at the kitchen
window, looking out into the backyard. Over the radio came the pitched monotone of a preacher.
The subject was the resurrection of the flesh.
"And it says right here in First Corinthians, chapter fifteen: 'For the trumpet shall sound, and the
dead shall be raised incorruptible.'
"And here it is again in Romans, chapter eight, verse eleven: 'If the Spirit of him who raised
Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will give life to your
mortal bodies. . . .' "
"Turn that damn fool off," said Hannah.
"For goodness' sake!" said Ivy Lou. "What's got into you?" Four years ago Ivy Lou had been
born again.
"It's a big lie," said Hannah. "It's the way the preachers swindle you."

"I'm sure I don't know what you are talking about," said Ivy Lou.
"There is no such thing as the resurrection of the flesh," said Hannah. "Just tell me at what stage
of life we are supposed to be on the day of resurrection, so-called? Do we look as we did when
we were babies? At age forty? Or as we are when we die, old and wasted? And tell me this: What
about Samuel Owen on your resurrection day? Here he is scattered all over Texas, breathing in
Fort Worth, urinating in Dallas and Galveston, digesting or whatever it is the liver does in
Abilene. They going to put him back together again when the day comes, or is it to the recipients
belong the spoils? Tell me that."
"Well," said Ivy Lou. "I don't have the least idea about any of that, but I do know that you are
committing the sin of blasphemy. Hannah, I'm real worried about you. Don't you believe in God
anymore?" Hannah looked out the window and was silent for a long moment.
"About God," she said at last, "I have only the merest inkling. That's all anyone can have."
Hannah could not have said exactly when the idea first occurred to her. Later, she thought it
might have been on the day of the tornado. From the kitchen window her eye had been caught by
a frenzy of leaves in the live oak. All that August morning it had been sultry and still, until all at
once it turned dark as twilight. Then lightning came to tear open the clouds. And the air, as if
desperate to announce great tidings, broke its silence and turned to wind. But such a wind! At the
height of the storm Hannah opened the back door and stood to receive the force of the rain on her
face, her hair. It stung like pebbles. The violence lasted but a few minutes, after which it settled
into a steady drizzle. Then, as abruptly as it had come, the storm passed and the sun came out,
leaving Hannah with the feeling that something more than the humidity had been relieved.
Something, a pressure that had been building inside her, had boiled its way to the surface, then
broke.
That very night she awoke suddenly and sat bolt upright in bed, and she clapped her hand over
her mouth as if to hold back what threatened to burst forth from it. A scream? Laughter? She
didn't know what. But what she did know, beyond any doubt, as though it had been a revelation,
was what it was she must do.
She had been dreaming, and in her dream, she saw two men lying on narrow tables next to each
other. One of them was Samuel; the other she could not see clearly. His features were blurred,
out of focus. Both of the men were stripped to the waist, and their chests were open in the
middle, the halves of their rib cages raised like cellar doors. A surgeon was there, dressed in a
blue scrub suit, mask, and cap. As she watched, the surgeon reached his hands into Samuel's
chest and lifted forth his heart, held it up like some luminous prize. At that moment, Hannah
could see into the chests of both men, see that they were both empty Then the surgeon turned
away from Samuel and lowered the incandescent, glowing heart into the chest of the other man,
who promptly sat up, put on his shirt, and walked away.
What was instantly made clear to her -- it was so simple -- was that she must go to find that man
who was carrying Samuel's heart. If she could find him, and listen once more to the heart, she
would be healed. She would be able to go on with her life.

In the morning, the idea seemed quite mad. She wondered whether she was losing her mind. And
she began to interrogate herself. Why would she do such a thing? What good would it do? To say
nothing of the intrusion on the life of a perfect stranger. What made her think he would agree to
let her do it? How could she explain it to him when she could not even explain it to herself?
What would she say? Would it be like a pilgrim visiting a shrine? No, it had nothing to do with
worship. Although, it might be a bit like going to the Delphic oracle for advice. But that wasn't it
either. Did she just want to make sure that Sam's heart had found a good home? For God's sake,
it wasn't a dog that she had given away. Nor was she the least bit curious about the man himself,
other than to know how to find him. "No," Hannah said aloud, addressing the nameless, faceless
man of her dream. "Thou shalt be unto my hand as a banister upon a dark staircase, to lead me up
to the bright landing above. Once having climbed, I shall most willingly let thee go." The more
she thought about it, the more she felt like a woman whose husband had been declared missing in
action in a war. What would she have done if that were the case? Why, she would bend every
effort to find him -- living or dead -- even travel to Vietnam or Laos, wherever, and she wouldn't
leave until she knew, one way or the other.
Perhaps it was a phantom she was chasing, a phantom that would dissolve when she drew near.
But she would have to take that chance. Hannah remembered the time, a year after they were
married, when she and Samuel were lying in bed and she had said: "Let's tell each other a secret.
You first." And Sam had told her about when he was twelve years old and his father had died
suddenly of a heart attack. For a long time afterward he would think that he saw his father on the
streets of the city. It was always from the back, so he couldn't be sure. But the man was wearing
the same gray fedora and holding the cigarette the same way. The more Sam looked, the more
certain he became that it was his father whom he saw walking downtown, that he had not really
died, but had gone away or been taken away for some reason, and now here he was. And Samuel
would quicken his pace, then break into a run to catch up, calling out "Daddy! Daddy!" in his
excitement. And each time, when the man turned around to see, it wasn't, no it wasn't, and there
was that fresh wave of desolation. One day, a policeman came to the door and told his mother
that Sam had been following men on the street and that one of them had reported him, said he
might be a pickpocket, or worse.
"Is it true?" asked his mother. When he didn't answer, she asked him why. But he couldn't or
wouldn't say why because no one would believe him or understand, and they would think he was
crazy.
"Well, don't you dare do it ever again," said his mother in front of the policeman. But he couldn't
stop, because the next day he thought he saw his father again and he followed him. After a year it
stopped happening and Sam felt a mixture of relief and disappointment. Relief, because at last he
had laid to rest his father's ghost; disappointment, because the wild possibility no longer existed.
Sam had never told anyone about this before, he said. It was the first time he had ever mentioned
it. When he had finished, Hannah hugged him and kissed him and cried and cried for the young
boy who couldn't let go of his father.
"You're so pretty," Sam had said after a while to make her stop.
But Sam had been a young boy, and she was a grown woman. No matter -- even if it turned out
that she, too, was chasing a phantom.

Hannah went to the cupboard where three years before she had placed the doctor's letter, the one
telling her about the seven transplantations. She read it again, this time to the end, and made a
list. The kidneys, liver, and lungs, she decided, were inaccessible -- hidden away in the deepest
recesses of the bodies of those who had received them. How could she get to them? And the
corneas just didn't seem right. She didn't think she could relate to a cornea. That left the heart. A
heart can be listened to. A heart can be felt. And besides, there had been her dream. She would
seek to follow the heart. But then there was that man, that other, who had lain on the table next to
Samuel and whose face she had not been able to see. What if he refused her, mistook her
intentions? No, she would explain it to him, write it all in a letter, and then he would agree. He
would have to. In the letter she would tell what happened that night on the highway, how Sam
had raised his arm to point to the truck, still holding the tire iron, how the Mexican had fired, and
what the doctor had said to her in the hospital.
"That way your husband will not really have died," he had said. And that she had said to him,
"Dead is dead," but that now she was not so sure. And how, ever since, she had been living in
this gray place, unable to grieve or get on with her life because she no longer knew who or even
what she was. All this she would tell him in the letter and he would let her come. He must.
Once she had decided, it was not difficult to get his name and address, a few of the facts of his
illness. Hospital records, she learned, were scandalously accessible to whoever might want to see
them, whatever the hospitals swore to the contrary. Anyone who really tried could get to see
them -- lawyers hunting for malpractice suits, legal assistants, reporters, detectives, graduate
students gathering statistics, nurses, insurance companies. It was in this last guise that Hannah
called the record librarian of the university hospital and made an appointment. She had followed
it up with a letter on official stationery of the Aetna Casualty and Life Insurance Company.
She had had to take Ivy Lou into her confidence; Ivy Lou worked as a secretary for Aetna.
Ivy Lou was appalled. "I don't like it one bit. No good will come of it." And at first she had
refused. "I just don't see what you could possibly hope to get out of it." And then, when Hannah
didn't answer, "Why? Just tell me why."
"I don't know why," said Hannah. How could she say why, when she really didn't know herself?
Perhaps it was something like the way a flower can't help but face the sun, or the way a moth
goes to the flame.
"Hannah, you're going to get burned," said Ivy Lou as though she had read her mind. "Besides,"
she went on, "it's not only sick, it's in the grossest ill taste." Ivy Lou set down her teacup and
walked to the door, shaking her head.
But then, there was poor Hannah, and in the end Ivy Lou gave in.
"Just don't tell anyone where you got it," she said when she brought the stationery.
The next week at the hospital, the record librarian welcomed her with a smile and showed her to
a cubicle where the chart was waiting for her. POPE, HENRY, she read. AGE: 33. NEXT OF
KIN: MRS. INEZ POPE. CHILDREN: NONE. ADDRESS: 8 ORCHARD ROAD, AVERY,

TEXAS. DIAGNOSIS: CARDIOMYOPATHY, VIRAL. SURGERY: HEART TRANSPLANT.
Reading on, she learned of his "intractable heart failure," that his prognosis had been "hopeless"
-- he had been given an estimated life expectancy of a few months "at most."
And then she came to the part about the operation, which occupied the bulk of the fat chart, and
none of which she read. There was no need.
"That didn't take long," said the librarian as Hannah walked by her desk.
"No," said Hannah. "I'm quick."
Avery, Texas. Hannah and Ivy Lou looked for it on a map.
"There it is," said Ivy Lou. "Way up almost into Arkansas."
"How far away is that?"
"Maybe a couple of hundred miles, but, Hannah, I'm telling you -- don't. You are making the
biggest mistake of your life."
That night, Hannah sat at her kitchen table with a pen and a blank sheet of paper. "Dear Mr.
Pope," she wrote, then set down the pen. There was something absurd about that Mr., considering
that she had been married for seven years to a significant part of the man. But she would let it
stand. The situation called for tact, patience, diplomacy. There would be plenty of time for "Dear
Henry," if and when. She picked up the pen and continued.

My name is Hannah Owen. Could the name mean anything to you? Doubtless not, considering
the decorum with which these things are done. I am the wife (some say widow) of Samuel Owen,
the man whose heart is even now beating in your chest.
Perhaps you will forgive a woman's curiosity? I am writing to ask how you are since the
operation. Your early discharge from the intensive-care unit, and even from the hospital itself -three weeks! It might be a record of some kind and would seem to show that you had an
uneventful recovery. It would follow that you have continued to improve and that by now, three
years later, you have completely regained your health? I surely do hope so. It is my dearest wish
that the heart is doing as good a job for you as it did for Sam and for me too. Do let me hear from
you, please.

Yours truly,
Hannah Owen
There, she thought. That should do it. Nothing whatever to arouse suspicion or to make anyone
wonder. Only the shock of who she was. After that, just an expression of well-meaning concern.
When she dropped the letter in the slot at the post office and heard the soft siffle as it went down
the chute, she sighed. It had begun.

It was two weeks before she saw the envelope in her mailbox written in neat handwriting in
black ink. It was postmarked Avery, Texas. How it shook in her hand.

Dear Mrs. Owen,
It was very kind of you to write asking after my husband's health. He is not much of a letter
writer and has asked me to tell you that he is stronger and healthier than he has been in years. He
says he is the luckiest man on earth. By the way, however did you get hold of our name and
address? I had thought such information might be protected, under the circumstances, but -- I
guess not. Thank you for your interest.

Sincerely,
(Mrs.) Inez Pope

Dear Mr. Pope,
I don't know any other way to say it than to just take a deep breath and come right out with it.
What I am going to ask will seem at first quite insane. But I assure you I am no maniac. I want to
come and listen to your heart for the space of one hour at a time when it is convenient for you.
While I know that at first this request will seem strange to you, I pray that you will say yes. You
have no idea how important it is to me.

Yours truly,
Hannah Owen

Dear Mrs. Owen,
My husband and I have tried to understand your position. But we feel that it would not be at all
wise for you to come here. Not that we aren't grateful and all of that, but you have to admit it is a
little on the bizarre side. So this is good-bye.

Sincerely,
(Mrs.) Henry Pope
P.S. We have consulted with our doctor, who says it is a terrible idea and perhaps you should get
some professional attention to get over it. No offense meant.
Dear Mr. Pope,

Your wife does not wish to let me come. I can understand her hesitation. The awkwardness and
all. And perhaps it is only human nature, a touch of suspicion. Perhaps I have ulterior motives? I
assure you, Mr. Pope, that I do not. As for my interest in you personally, it is limited to you as the
carrier of something I used to possess and which I for one reason or another would like to see
again. Or rather, hear again. For that is all I want to do -- to listen to your heart for the space of
one hour. The way a person would like to go back to visit the house where he had grown up. You
are in a sense that house. Your doctor doesn't think it is a good idea? Mr. Pope, the doctors don't
think. They are unaccustomed to it. Doctors just do whatever they want to, without thinking. If
they had thought, perhaps they might have foreseen the predicament into which the "miracle of
modern science" has placed me. No, speak to me not of doctors. They haven't the least idea about
the human heart except to move it from place to place.

Yours truly,
Hannah Owen

Dear Mrs. Owen,
I am very sorry. But the answer is still no. And that is final. Ever since I got your first letter, I've
been feeling awful. Like ungrateful or something. But I know in my heart it wouldn't be a good
thing for you either.

Sincerely yours,
Henry Pope

Dear Mr. Pope,
The circumstances of my husband's death were violent and shocking. In case you do not know,
he was shot in the head by a bandit on the highway where he had stopped to help an old lady
with a flat tire. I was there. After three weeks on the respirator, they came and told me it was no
use, and could they disconnect the respirator? But just before they did that, could they take parts
of his body (harvest is the word) to transplant to other people? I said yes, and so they took his
liver, lungs, heart, corneas, and kidneys. There are seven of you out there. You, Mr. Pope, got the
heart, or more exactly, my heart, as under the law, I had become the owner of my husband's entire
body at the time that he became "brain-dead." Don't worry -- I don't want it back. But I do ask
you to let me come to Avery for one hour to listen to your heart. It is such a small thing, really, to
ask in return for the donation of a human heart. Just to listen. For one hour. That is all, really all.
The reasons are private, and anyway, even if I wanted to tell you why, I don't know if I could put
it into words. If you see fit to let me come, I will never bother you again, and you will have
repaid me in full. Do please let me know when I can come.

Yours truly,
Hannah Owen
P.S. Of course your wife can be in the room all the time. Although, frankly, I would prefer
otherwise. Mrs. Pope, what I want to do is no more than what dozens of nurses have done -listen to your husband's heart. Only the reason is different. Couldn't you look at it as just another
medical checkup?
Dear Mrs. Owen,
You said there were seven of us recipients. Why me? Or do you plan a statewide reunion with all
your husband's organs? And the answer is NO! Please do not keep writing, as it is annoying to
say the least, and it is making my wife nervous.

Sincerely,
Henry Pope

Dear Mr. Pope.
You ask "Why me?" And you are right to ask. It is because you have the heart. The others -- the
liver, lungs, kidneys -- are hidden away. I can't get to them. As for the corneas, well, I just can't
relate to corneas somehow. But the heart! A heart can be felt. It can be listened to. You can hear a
heart. A heart is reachable. That's why you.

Yours truly,
Hannah Owen

When there had been no reply for two weeks, Hannah wrote again.
Dear Mr. Pope,
Please.
Yours truly,
Hannah Owen

Dear Mrs. Owen,

No, goddammit, and if you don't stop this business and get the hell out of my life, I'm going to
notify the police.

Sincerely yours,
Henry Pope

Dear Mr. Pope,
And so your answer is still No. Oh, can you imagine how sad I am? Now I am the one who is
disheartened. Never mind. I will try to accept it, as I have no alternative. You said I can't come
and so I won't. I shall not be bothering you and your wife again. You can relax. I can't resist
saying one more time, although it doesn't matter anymore, that I was the owner of the heart. It
was mine to give. I think I did mention to you that the body of the deceased is the property of the
next of kin. It wasn't Samuel who was the donor at all. It was me. But that is all water over the
dam. Now may I ask you for a much smaller favor? I would like to have a photograph of you for
my scrapbook. Nothing, for goodness' sake, posed or formal. Just a casual snapshot would be
fine. Chalk it up to foolish sentiment. Thank you and good-bye.

Yours truly,
Hannah Owen

For three weeks Hannah prowled the house, smoking the cigarettes of disappointment, settling
into her despair. Ivy Lou was frankly worried. But she knew better than to suggest a psychiatrist,
or a minister, for that matter.
"Hannah," she said. "You have got to pull yourself together and get over it. It was a lousy idea in
the first place. What's going to be the end of it?"
"I really don't know," said Hannah and waited for Ivy Lou to go away.
And then there it was, lying at the bottom of her mailbox like a dish of cream waiting to be
lapped up. No need to look at the postmark -- she could tell that handwriting anywhere. Stifling
her excitement, she waited till she was back in her kitchen, sitting at the table, before she opened
it. The sole content was a snapshot. No letter.
Hannah studied the photograph. It was three by four inches, black-and-white. The next size up
from passport. It showed, at some distance, a thin, dark-haired man slouched against the trunk of
a tree, his right knee flexed at right angles, with the sole of his foot braced against the tree. A live
oak, she guessed, judging by the girth. His hands bulged the pockets of a zip-up jacket. He wore
a baseball cap and was looking off to the left, the head turned almost in profile. The face, what
she could see of it, was unremarkable, the eyes, shaded by the peak of the cap, giving away

nothing. Only the dark seam of a mouth expressed suffering. Even with the help of a magnifying
glass, she could read no more on that face. It was possessed of no mystery. Compared to the large
color photograph of Samuel that she kept on the mantel in the parlor, with its generous smile that
held nothing back, the snapshot in her hand was of a sick man who had known pain and expected
more of it. He looked twenty years older than Samuel, although she knew they were the same
age. This was taken before the operation, she decided.
But that he had sent it! Actually looked for and found the photograph, then put it in an envelope
and mailed it. That heart is working, she thought. Hannah smiled and fixed herself a tuna-salad
sandwich and a glass of milk.
She waited exactly two weeks -- it wasn't easy -- before she answered.

Dear Mr. Pope,
Thank you so much for the photo. I have put it in my scrapbook. My friend Ivy Lou, who is sort
of an actuary, has calculated that your face occupies 2.1 percent of the picture and what with the
peaked cap, you are a bit hard to make out. But, still. I like your backyard, is it? Are those
azaleas on the right of the live oak you are leaning against? I have a live oak in my backyard too.

Sincerely yours,
Hannah Owen
Six weeks later, another letter arrived.

Dear Mrs. Owen,
My wife Inez will be in Little Rock visiting her parents on the weekend of October 20th. If you
still want to come, I don't see why not, so long as you just stay for one hour. I will expect you at
the house at ten o'clock Saturday morning. You know where it is, I'm sure.

Yours truly,
Henry Pope
"I wouldn't drive, if I were you," said Ivy Lou. "Not wound as tight as you are. Why, you're as
nervous as a bride. See if there's a bus." It was the first piece of Ivy Lou's advice Hannah thought
she should take. She didn't trust herself to drive. Besides, she wanted the time to think, to prepare
herself. Like a bride, she agreed, but she quickly shooed that notion out of her mind. There was
an early-morning bus that got to Avery at nine-thirty and the next day, before dawn, Hannah was
on it. But once on the bus, she couldn't think, only reached up now and then to touch her right
ear, which, when the bus stopped in Avery, would become a mollusk that would attach itself to
the rock of Henry Pope's chest and cling through whatever crash of the sea.

Number eight was one of a dozen identical single-family ranch houses that made up the dead end
that was Orchard Road, only this one was ennobled by the big live oak at the back, which fringed
and softened the flat roof. At precisely ten o'clock Hannah unlatched the front gate and walked
up to the door. Before she could ring the bell, the door opened halfway
"Come in," he said, keeping himself out of sight until the door was closed behind her. The house
was in darkness, every shade and blind drawn and shut. It had the same furtive, tense look she
saw on the face of the man standing before her.
"No need to call attention," he said. "It would be hard to explain if anyone saw you come in." He
was, she saw, a healthy man who looked even younger than she knew him to be. He had put on at
least twenty pounds since that picture had been taken. His hair was light brown, almost blond,
and curly. He was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt.
He's nervous as a cat, thought Hannah, and that makes two of us.
Hannah followed him into a small room, a den furnished with a sofa, an upholstered easy chair,
and a television set. One wall was lined with bookshelves. She guessed that he had spent his
convalescence in this room.
"It's your show," he said. "How do you want me?" When she didn't answer, he reached up with
both arms and pulled the T-shirt over his head.
"I suppose you want this off," he said. Then Hannah saw on his chest the pale violet stripe that
marked the passage of her husband's heart into this man. She felt her pulse racing. She might
faint.
"Well, it's your show," he said again, "How do you want to do this? Come on, let's just get it over
with. One hour, you said."
"Best, I think, for you to lie down flat," she said. "I'll sit on the edge and lean over." She had
gone over it so many times in her mind.
He lay down and slid a small pillow beneath his head, then shifted as far as he could to give her
room to sit. When she did, he rose abruptly to his elbows.
"Where is your stethoscope?"
"I don't have a stethoscope."
"How are you going to listen to my heart without a stethoscope?"
"They didn't always have them," she said. "I'm going to listen with my ear." She gave her right
ear two short taps. "I have very acute hearing," she added, because he looked dubious, as though
he might call the whole thing off. But he didn't, just lay back down and stared straight up at the
ceiling with his arms at his sides, as though he were still a patient at the hospital awaiting some
painful procedure.

Then Hannah bent her head, turning toward the left, and lowered first to her elbows, then all the
way, lowering her ear toward his left, his secret-sharing, nipple. When she touched his skin, she
could feel him wince.
Oh, it was Samuel's heart, all right. She knew the minute she heard it. She could have picked it
out of a thousand. It wasn't true that you couldn't tell one heart from another by the sound of it.
This one was Sam's. Hadn't she listened to it just this way often enough? When they were lying
in bed? Hadn't she listened with her head on his chest, just this way, and heard it slow down after
they had made love? It was like a little secret that she knew about his body and it had always
made her smile to think of the effect she had on him.
Hannah settled and gave herself up to the labor of listening. Closing her eyes, she drew herself
down, down into that one sense of hearing, shedding sight and touch and all her other senses,
peeling away everything that was not pure hearing until the entire rest of her body was an
adjunct to her right ear and she was oblivious to whatever else might be in the world. She
listened and received the deep regular beat, the emphatic lub-dup, lub-dup to which with all her
own heart she surrendered. Almost at once, she felt a sense of comfort that she had not known in
three years. She could have stayed there forever, bathed in the sound and touch of that heart.
Thus she lay, until her ear and the chest of the man had fused into a single bridge of flesh across
which marched, one after the other, in cadence, the parade of that mighty heart. Her own pulse
quieted to match it beat for beat. And now it was no longer sound that entered and occupied her,
but blood that flowed from one to the other, her own blood driven by the heart that lay just
beneath the breast, whose slow rise and fall she rode as though it were a small boat at anchor in a
tranquil sea, and she a huddled creature waiting to be born.
At last Hannah opened her eyes and raised her head. Never, never had she felt such a sense of
consolation and happiness. Had it been a dream? Had she fallen asleep? It was a moment before
she felt his arm about her shoulders. How long, she wondered, had she lain encircled and
unaware? She looked up to see that he was smiling down at her. Angels must smile like that, she
thought.
"You were trembling," he explained. "It was like holding a bird."
Gently, Hannah disengaged herself and stood, but listening still, cocking her ear for scraps of
sound, echoes. And it seemed to her in the darkened room that light emanated from the naked
torso of the man and that the chest upon which she had laid her head was a field of golden wheat
in which, for this time, it had been given to her to go gleaning.
Henry Pope followed her to the door.
"Will you want to come again, Hannah?" he asked. How soft and low his voice as he uttered her
name.
"No," said Hannah. "There will be no need." And she stepped out into the golden kingdom of
October with the certainty that she had at last been retrieved from the shadows and set down
once more upon the bright lip of her life. All the way home on the bus a residue of splendor sang
in her ears.

