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Peter Kahn’ s Third Wife



Peter Kahn’ s Third Wife

James Lasdun

In a jeweller’ s boutique in Soho, the sloung sales assistant
was modeling a necklace for a customer who had come in to buy a
gift for his fiancée.

‘Something out of tie ordinary,’ he had said, and the as-
sistant had shown him a cabinet with a necklace in it made of
lemon.and-rose-coloured diamonds. The man had admired it,
but after asking how much it cost, had laughed. * Out of my
league, I’ m afraid. ’

‘ Let me show you some other things. ’

The assistant had led him to another cabinet. ‘These are more
affordable. They’re set with semi-precious stones.

The man had nodded and peered forward into the lit glass
case.

“If you have any questions,’ the assistant had said, ‘1’1l
be happy to answer them. ’

For a while the man had looked in silence at the things in-
side the case. ‘I’ 1l tell you what,’ he had said abruptly,
‘Let’ s have another look at that first necklace. ’

“The diamond?”

‘Yes.’

And so now she had taken the expensive necklace from its
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case, and was modeling it for him while he sat in a chair opposite
her, looking at how it lay on the flesh below her throat.

This was part of her job, but in her seven months at the
boutique she still hadn’t grown used to it. It made her self con-
scious to sit and be stared at by a man she didn’t know, and it
seemed to her that the men themselves were uncomfortable. They
either found it hard to look squarely at her in this moment, or
else she would feel them peering too intently, as if they felt it
their masculine duty to try to make a conquest of any woman who
submitted herself so willingly to their gaze.

But this man was neither furtive nor brash. He was at ease
in the artificial intimacy of the situation; intent in his serutiny ,
but making no attempt to promote himself.

He was in his thirties, she guessed; dark and heavyset.
Brown hair curled on his head in thick, tangled clusters.

He nodded slowly. ‘All right,’ he said in a bemused tone,
as though not so much deciding as discovering what he was going
to do, ‘I’1l take it.’

A moment later he was signing his name, Peter Kahn, on
the three credit card payments into payments into which he had
had to divide the transaction. Then he went out of the store, car-

rying the flat box with the necklace inside it in his coat pocket.

Over the next couple of years he reappeared in the boutique
several more times to buy his wife anniversary and birthday gifts.
The assistant, whose name was Clare Keillor, would model the
pieces he was interested in, and each time she would experience
the same calm under his gaze. It was as though for a moment she
hade been taken into a realm glazed off from the everyday world,

where a form of exchange that was inexpressible in everyday hu-
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man terms, was permitted to occur between strangers.

She had no idea whether Kahn himself experienced anything
resembling this, or whether he even remembered her from one
visit to the next, but she found herself revolving the memory of
the encounters in her imagination after they had passed, and
when several months went by without Kahn coming back into the
store, she would begin to wonder if she was ever going to experi-
ence their peculiar, almost impersonally soothing effects again.

On one occasion his cell phone rang while she was modeling
a pair of earrings for him. He excused himself, saying that this
was an important call, and she waited while he spoke.  From
what she heard him say, it became clear that he was in business
as an importer of wines, and that he was trying to persuade a
partner to bid on a consignment of rare French bottles that were
coming up for auction. Evidently he was encountering resistance,
and his tone became increasingly heated.

‘Taste it!’ he said. He proceeded to describe the wine in
the most extravagant terms, which in turn appeared to prompt e-
ven more resistance. ‘ Well then, let’ s find cutomers who do
give a damn!’ he shouted. Then he snapped shut the phone.

Apologizing for the interruption, he tried to concentrate a-
gain on the earrings, but his mind was clearly on the altercation
he had just had. The strong feelings it had aroused were still
milling behind his eyes, and for a moment as he looked back at
Clare , he appeared to forget why he was looking at her at all. He
was just staring at her as though knowing there was some impor-
tant reason why he was doing this, but not clear what it was.
Then, as she looked back into his eyes, he seemed to stop strug-
gling to remember, and simply accepted that was what he was do-

ing. And now for the first time she did have the impression that

’
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he was seeing her as she saw him; that he too was in that lucid
atmosphere, and was encountering her there with the same feel-
ing of ease as she herself felt. Then the moment passed and they
were each back in the everyday reality of their own hives.

He decided against the earrings, and left without looking at

anything else.

Two more years passed. Then, on a hot morning in July,
Kahn appeared once again in the store.

He stood in the entrance for a moment, adjusting from the
boil and glare of the street to the store’ s air-conditioned dim-
ness. He looked less youthful—fleshier and redder in the
cheeks, but still handsome, and with a more developed air of
consequence about him.

‘I’ m looking for a wedding gift,” he said, ‘for my
fiancée. Something a little. . . out of the ordinary.’

Clare looked at him for a moment before answering. He gave
no sign of recognizing her, and despite knowing there was no rea-
son why he should, she felt dismayed. A few minutes later, how-
ever, as she was modeling some new pieces for him, there was a
startled motion in his eyes.

¢ Still here!’

“Yes.’

‘I didn’ t recognize you. I apologize.’ He gave an embar-
rassed grin. ‘ What you must think of me, already on to my sec-
ond wife!’

‘Oh, I wasn’t—’

“Well, it happens. ° He laughed, recovering his self pos-
session. ‘ Anyway, we’ re very much in love. What can I tell

you?’
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‘That’ s good. Congratulations. ’

He bought ﬁ set of earrings and an expensive emerald brace-
let: money was apparently no longer a great concern.

‘ At least we can say I’ m faithful when it comes to where I
buy my wives their jewellery!’ he said in a parting attempt at
jollity. Clare gave him a polite, sales girl’ s smile. His phrase,
‘we’ re very much in love’ had grated on her, and as he left the
store, she decided it must have been the formula he had used in
breaking the new to the wife he had cast off; we’ re very much in
love. . . as though he and his new girlfriend just couldn” t help
themselves. = Clare pictured ‘the wife—a blur of disembodied
pain, and the girlfriend, younger, fresher prettier. It struck her
that Kahn hadn’t recognized her because she too had started to

age.

There was that realm, the glassed-in sphere in which these
encounters occurred, and then there was the real world, and
Clare lived her life in this world also. She married a man named
Neil Gehrig, an airline industry analyst, twelve years older than
herself. .

At a dinner one evéhing, someone praised the wine, and
the host said, ‘Yes, it’s a Kahn. ’

Looking at the bottle, Clare saw his name on the sticker at
the neck: imported by Peter Kahn, and an unexpectedly sharp e-
motion went through her. Three or four years had passed since
their last encounter, and she was caught off guard by the force of
her own feeling.

‘He set up a company to bring over wines from the last
small producers in France and Italy, * the host was saying. ‘ We

grab everything we can afford off his list. ’
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