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TO GAVRI




In the heat of the day visions did tempt me

 




The Book of Odd Thoughts, 1:3




ONE

Take care of things when I’m gone.

The earthquake began at three twenty-four A.M. and ended seventy-three seconds later. By four in the morning, Gloria Mendez had determined that her apartment had suffered no serious casualties.

There wasn’t much to damage. In this she differed from many of her single friends, who had, without warning, begun accruing evidence of their solitude: framed photos of Mickey Mouse-eared nieces and nephews; a few too many leather miniskirts; mementos from three different ski trips with two different men. Siamese cats named The Fonz, or Jon Bon Jovi, or after imaginary daughters. Alexis. Samantha. Claire. Items you could accumulate safely, content in the knowledge that there wasn’t some crazed toddler out to scratch them, shatter them, choke on them, soak them in regurgitated formula and half-digested carrots.

By contrast, Gloria’s apartment looked empty. She didn’t even have a mirror in her bedroom. To check her reflection, she had to go into the  bathroom, stretching over the counter if she wanted to see how her Levi’s fit.

She never bothered, because they always fit fine.


Spartan didn’t quite describe the place. She preferred to think of it as  untethered. By not weighing herself down with sentimentality, she was free to make changes to her life; free to accommodate another person, or two, or three. She believed that life forked for unwed women over thirty-five; you could either be hopeful or resigned. Resigned was halfway to dead, though, so Gloria chose to be hopeful.

Besides, these days women were having kids later than ever. Barb Oberle’s cousin had had twins at forty-six. It was like something out of the Old Testament.

Untethered, buoyed by possibility. When Gloria gathered with friends for coffee, she sometimes imagined herself as lighter than those around her, hovering an inch or two above the crowd.

Owning almost nothing carried the added benefit of making it easier to keep the place clean; she liked things complete, tucked in.

About the walls, Barb Oberle said For crissake, put something up. It looks like a Kubrick film in here.


Barb had a better sense of humor than the others. It probably had something to do with the fact that she was married, but Gloria was unsure which was cause and which was effect.

The rattle of an aftershock sent Gloria scurrying to the doorway. She waited for it to pass, then went on surveying her kitchen. For once she felt thankful for the poor quality of her cabinetry. The door that stuck saved all her glassware from a lemming-like fate. She swept up a vase and sponged the viscera of high-diving jars. Beneath the sink, bleach had spilled; in cleaning it, she took care to keep it away from the Windex. Mixing the two created poisonous fumes, and if she was going to die this morning, she at least wanted to straighten up first.

The radio was calling it a humdinger. CalTech hadn’t released the verdict, but “armchair seismologists” (whatever that meant) had pegged its Richter in the high sixes. Expect closure of roads and government offices. Expect power outages. Expect disruptions in cable service, phone service, Internet connections. Cell service providers are having trouble due to damage to transponders; be patient, keep trying, and maybe the grid will unclog. Do not leave your house—except if there’s a gas leak. In that case, don’t stay inside your house. County law stipulates that all buildings five years or younger must have an automatic gas shutoff valve; if you don’t know the age of your home, it’s recommended that you check. Just in case, use flashlights, not candles. Be aware that aftershocks can be as deadly or worse than the original quake, given the weakened state of—

She switched it off.

She tried to call around to see if people were okay, but the landline was out. Contrary to the radio’s bleak assertions, however, her cellphone was working; Reggie had left a voicemail. He wanted to make sure she was all right. He was busy, he said, and he’d try her later in the day, when he could afford a minute to talk.

She tried him back: all circuits were busy.

Going back to bed was out of the question. Once woken, she couldn’t convince her body that it had been given a second chance. She was about to run a bath when Carl’s note popped into her head.

Take care of things when I’m gone.

The figurines.

She had a banana, put on some clothes, and set out for the office.

 



 



 



A FEW PEOPLE were out on the curb in bathrobes and slippers, smoking and twiddling dials on transistors. A man clutching a guitar sat shirtless in striped pajama bottoms atop the hood of his Volkswagen. He wore a necklace of wooden beads and was entertaining his girlfriend with a throaty rendition of a tune Gloria remembered as popular six months ago.

As she passed, they gave her looks like What the hell are you doing dressed? She waved and continued on her merry way through predawn post-disaster.

She had never walked the two and a half miles between her home and work. She passed from commercial zone to residential and back again, moving through alternating pockets of hysteria and catatonia. Near the Beverly Center the alarms of several dozen retailers caterwauled in unison. Dopplerized arias flared up and flamed out as emergency vehicles raced down Wilshire in search of hydrants-turned-geysers and electrical fires. She enjoyed this view from the ground, playing that rarest of roles: a pedestrian in LA.

She decided to take a detour and look in on Barb.

The Oberles lived on Camden in south Beverly Hills, in a pristine two-level Spanish with lacquered tile lining the front walk. Gloria was always struck by the evenness of the lawn. It was as though each blade of grass had been individually selected for freshness. Kenny Oberle sold luxury cars, and there was often something new and roundish in the driveway.

This month it was an Infiniti, in the champagne color he favored. He was nothing if not consistent, Gloria thought. The attitude was catching: Since marrying him, Barb, too, had become a creature of habit—albeit one who could laugh at herself.

“Next time we’re going to go hog wild,” she’d say. “Gray.”


Nobody answered the front door, so Gloria let herself in the side gate and trod lightly across the back porch, a trapezoid of artificially weathered brick. She tapped a nail against the kitchen window, and heard something clatter inside.

Muttering: Jesus . . .


A queasy-looking Barb pulled aside the back door’s little curtain, mouthed Gloria?, and disappeared behind the snap of fabric as she turned the deadbolt.

Gloria checked her watch guiltily. It was four forty-five in the morning. She hadn’t realized; she felt so alert that it could have been Saturday noon, time to start shopping or have a sandwich.

The first thing Barb said was, “Why are you here?”

“Are you okay?”

“We’re fine. Amanda’s in bed with Kenny. Jason’s picking up the books in his room. What are you doing here, Gloria?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

Barb goggled at her, then began to laugh. “Okay.”

Gloria had to smile. It was absurd. “My apartment’s totally dark,” she said. “I wanted to get out of the house.”

“Well,” Barb said, “come on in. We’re having a party.”

They sat at the kitchen table: candles and used spoons, as though Barb had just held a séance.

“I can give you lukewarm coffee or dry cereal. Your choice.”

“No thanks.”

Gloria’s visions of her domestic future rarely resembled the Oberle household, whose only apparent source of friction was an overdeveloped sense of irony that Barb and Kenny shared and had somehow made heritable. (At age five, Jason had told Gloria, “You look good. For your age.”) Gloria admired their daily seamlessness; everything ran like a German appliance. But since she had never lived in such a family, she had a hard time imagining herself in one like it.

Not that she wanted to reproduce what she’d grown up with.

She was sure her family-to-be would strike a middle chord. Not quite so blistered as her past, but not quite so normal as this.

“Actually,” Gloria said, “I’m on my way to the office.”

“Honey.” Barb sat down across from her and took her hand as though she was about to explain how babies were made. “There’s no work today. We just had an earthquake.”

“I know.”

“And even if there hadn’t been an earthquake, you couldn’t go to work because it’s five in the morning.”

“I know, Barb.”

“And even if it was time for work, aren’t you on vacation this week?”

“I’m going in to make sure everything’s okay. Carl’s figurines—” Barb’s smirk sufficed to reply.

“He loves them,” Gloria said. “If they’re broken—and look, the place is probably a disaster.”

“That’s what happens during a natural disaster. Things look like a disaster.”

“I’ve got nothing better to do,” Gloria said.

Barb shrugged. “You should be the president.”

“Of the company?”

“Of the United States. There’s nobody else in the city going to work right now; we could use that sort of dedication in our elected leadership.”

“It’s important. To Carl.”

“I bet.”

Gloria supposed Barb’s intentions were good; she was “helping a friend move on,” or however Redbook would describe it. It drove Gloria nuts. There was nothing to be “gotten over.” There was possibility, and possibility was to be embraced.

“He’s in Mexico,” Gloria said.

“Safer there than here.” Barb went over to the fridge and began replacing all its dislodged magnets. “He went alone?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t want to tag along?”

“You’re in some mood,” Gloria said.

Barb straightened up, holding a report card. “Well, it is five in the morning after a tremor. But you’re right. I’m harassing you.”

“Please don’t.”

They both turned toward the sound of flip-flops.

“Mom—oh, hey.” Jason didn’t seem at all fazed to see Gloria. In the candlelight, she could see smudges on his glasses. He was wearing briefs and nothing else. His chest was slightly sunken, a gift from Kenny’s side of the family. Exposed, he looked younger than his nine years; dressed, he had an air of tweedy assurance that gave Gloria the impression he was about to go up for tenure.

“The lamp broke,” he told Barb.

“Which one?”

“In the office.”

“I told you not to go in the office, Jason. There might be glass.”

“There is,” he said patiently. “The lamp broke.”

Barb flashed Gloria a look: see? “Close the door and don’t go back in there. Put your shoes on. Go finish cleaning your room.”

“It’s done. Can I play PlayStation?”

“The power’s out.”

“Can I try?”

Barb nodded and Jason exited, scratching his shoulder as he left. “He’s half-asleep,” Gloria said.

“Yes.” Barb looked at her and said gently, “About Carl? I didn’t mean to. It’s strange, that’s all. You’re going over to the man’s office like you’re his . . .”

She didn’t finish. Gloria wanted to supply: wife? slave?


“This is the nineties, after all,” Barb said.

“No it isn’t.”

“I know. But it’s easier than saying the oh-oh’s. And”—Barb sighed—“I wish it was still the nineties.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with my going over to the office.”

“You can get a date. You don’t have to run around like his—I mean, he’s old enough to be—”

“Barb.”

“Go online. Or—Kenny’s got friends—”

“I’m leaving now.”

Barb escorted her through the backyard. They could hear sirens and helicopters, but everything else—everything organic—had run for cover. There were no crickets, no birds, no rustling leaves. A floodlight at the side of the house came on; its cold rays stood Gloria’s hair on end.

“Don’t go in if the building looks unsafe,” said Barb.

“I’ll call you soon,” Gloria said.

As the gate closed behind her, she felt cut adrift, alone in the dizzy dance of a city staggering to right itself. For a moment she considered going home. The office could wait. The night was sinister and humid with God-knew-what mayhem. Looters? Prowling gangs of rapists?

Silly, she thought. It wasn’t After the Bomb; it was early-morning shell shock.

And the prospect of going home depressed her. There wasn’t anyone waiting for her. No son asking childish questions, no husband shushing a frightened girl in the other room. At least at work she could surround herself with tasks.

Along Charleville she could hear the creak of her sneakers. At Lapeer, Olympic Boulevard was deserted for miles in either direction; she laughed, realizing that she was waiting for the signal to cross.

Nasty cracks in the exterior stucco made her hesitant to enter the complex where Caperco kept two rooms. She strolled around the perimeter of the building, observing broken windows on the third floor directly above their suite. The parking overhang had shat berry-sized chunks of plaster. Otherwise, it looked okay. She remembered driving through the Valley after the Northridge quake and seeing housing complexes sunk at one corner, à la Pisa. On one such building, someone had graffitied for rent $5/year.


Comparatively speaking, the office looked safe. Aside from the cracks. It was a modern building, undoubtedly retrofitted since 1994. They had laws nowadays.

Of course, you could never tell. What appeared sound could be, beneath its skin, an antiquated, code-defying mess. Gloria was no expert on these matters, and she did not pretend to know more than she did.

She completed her circuit, coming to the alley adjacent to the building’s west side, where she felt a rush of worry for the homeless guy who lived in the Dumpster.

Then she remembered.

Carl was fond of the man—who went by Buck—and often poked his head into the alley to bring him an extra bagel or donut. They would chat for a few minutes, Buck telling Carl that he had come up with a plan for converting oxygen into nuclear energy.

Carl would nod. “Sounds like a good idea.”

“I’m still working out the kinks,” Buck would say.

Last week Carl had found him blue and breathless. If he hadn’t been dead already, he certainly would’ve been by the time the paramedics arrived, close to an hour later. Gloria and Carl watched them zip him up into what appeared to be a garment bag. As though he were defective, and they were returning him to the store.

It happened the day before Carl left. He’d said nothing about it to her, but she could read his thoughts: Get me away from here.


She hadn’t been to the office since then—officially, she was on vacation, too—and had not processed Buck’s absence. She resolved next time to bring a muffin and lay it on the spot in his memory.

She went inside.

The lights in the stairwell were off. She negotiated using her hand, listening for portents of structural collapse.

Get in, get the figurines, get out. That was the plan. Her presence here went far beyond the call of duty—justifying, she supposed, the many “World’s Best Secretary” cards Carl had given her over the years. Justifying a whole different sort of card. But they didn’t print cards that accurately described what she had with Carl: ten years of working alone, in close proximity, their intimacies unspoken and undeniable. He’d never voiced it aloud; still, she hoped, and as long as she had hope, she had reason to be here.


Oh please she heard Barb say.

“Shut up,” she said. Her voice echoed in the empty stairwell.

She found the hallway and groped past neighboring suites. A heavily bejeweled Israeli named Oded dealt stones and metals from 205; next were a collectible poster dealer (207) and the offices of Gerald Goldblum, CPA (209-213). She had seen other tenants come and go, witnessed the accretion of paint that the superintendent ludicrously referred to as “refurbishment,” heard the constant march of foot traffic as it slowly destroyed the garish purple carpeting. Never had she met the poster people; Goldblum and his cronies either. Oded came by once in a while to borrow rubber bands.

None of them were here now. And they owned their businesses. She was risking life and limb to retrieve—

Not the invoices. Not the W-2’s.

The figurines.

Because Carl loved them, and if she knew him—how could she not?—they, above all else, would be the things he’d choose to rescue.

The darkness was making her moody and lonely.

She reached their suite, let herself in, and beheld the chaos.

An entire bookshelf had fainted forward into the edge of the desk, stopping four inches above her computer. Boxes had arced across the room, vomiting sheaves of stickers; bells; psychedelic tops; bubble wands; snap bracelets; keychain compasses; 99-cent magic tricks; themed erasers, their pencils gone far astray. A hailstorm of doodads Carl filed under PB&J, for Plastic Baubles and Junk. Tiny paralytic soldiers—their rifles hairy with the imperfections of molded low-quality polymers—skirmished around leering jack-o’-lantern Hacky Sacks.

Then there were the masks. They had tumbled from their hooks, landing everywhere. Heads of state, monsters, film icons, star athletes, cartoon  heroes. Heaped in orgiastic piles, producing unlikely and downright revolting couplings. Jesus nibbled Marilyn Monroe’s ear. Flattened atop William Jefferson Clinton, Spiderman drew a covetous stare from Bush père. Behind the dracaena, Magic Johnson and a vampire engaged in tonsil hockey.

But to her eye, the biggest problem was the slime. Green goo clung to the watercooler. Red goo bubbled up like tar pits. A column of yellow sludge wobbled atop the latex face of Fat Elvis, toppling and running across the carpet as she approached with a tissue bunched in her palm. Trying to wipe it up, she succeeded only in squishing the crap deeper into the fibers. Some toys she would never understand. It seemed about as enjoyable as slinging cranberry sauce.

Which, she realized, probably sounded very enjoyable to most children.

On several occasions she had begged Carl to clear the samples out of the office, but he liked having them around. It reminded him of the fun in their job, fun often obscured by the fact that they spent the day pushing paper, sending faxes, arranging shipments of toys that they never got a chance to play with.

Karma was kicking them in the ass. As much fun as they’d had together, the cleanup job she now faced presented its precise inverse: a plunging curve of un-fun.

Overwhelmed by the magnitude of the mess, she began picking things up, at once forgetting her goal. Carl’s one nod to arrogance—a framed diploma from Pepperdine—had leapt to freedom and ended up a shattered pile. Extricating the paper, she swept the shards into her hand and deposited them in a plastic bag that she hung on a doorknob.

After a while she tired of the silence. Buried in her desk was the battery-operated radio that she’d used before Carl replaced it with an expensive Bose Wave (useless for now because of the outage). She let KFWB keep her company. Normally straight-shooting, the newscasters had slipped into the repetitive, shoulder-chucking informality engendered by widespread chaos.

You know, Lisa, they say the most dangerous part of an earthquake can be the aftermath, cause it’s then that life-support systems can get to critical points, and people don’t take adequate care to mind where they’re going.

Absolutely, Dick. Buildings can collapse. And you know what else—

She learned that a power line had gone down on Pico, constipating the entire West Side. LAPD was ordering all nonemergency vehicles off the street, and had closed the sidewalks for a two-mile radius near Carl’s house. Warning of broken air conditioners and heat stroke, they told people to stay indoors and cool. An elderly lady in Encino had died.

Oddly, it pleased Gloria to hear news of substance. She had gotten out of the habit of checking the radio in the morning; normally, all it offered was Hollywood gossip. The list of that day’s five-minute marriages; weekend grosses; hurricanes of mournful reportage over the state of an aging starlet’s breast implants.

An hour and a half later, Gloria had used up three rolls of paper towels and ninety percent of her patience, and the place was still a mess. At least now it was a manageable mess; she had cleared aisles and created zones for UNHARMED, FIXABLE, and THROW OUT. She went to right a stack of old Caperco catalogues that had slumped, their identical back covers fanning into a kickline of Carls. He was bewigged and in face paint, his tongue fully extended and his eyes crossed. From his mouth ballooned speech:
CARL PERREIRA, DOCTOR OF GOOFOLOGY, SEZ: 
I GUARANTEE . . . 
FREE SHIPPING AND HA! HA! HANDLING!





The picture always made her laugh, because it was so unlike him.

She seized the humerus of the skeleton he had propped up in the corner and used its elbow to massage herself.

“Thanks, Bill.”

When Carl had first gotten the skeleton, he’d put it in a hallway closet,  hoping someone would come looking for the circuit breaker, scream, and get the pun. Nobody did, so he brought it back into the office, impaled it on a broomstick, and affixed it to a hot-water pipe, where it next morning scared the bejesus out of the UPS guy.


What are you going to name it? she’d asked.

Anne O’Rexic.

Without a trace of a smile. This was Carl’s joking face—the gravest he owned.

I think it’s a man. Look at the hips.

Then what would you name him?

She’d pinched its mandible. Bill Emia.


And so he became.

She appreciated that about Carl: he listened. Nothing obligated him to solicit her opinions, yet he consulted her as though she were the company oracle. Whether borne of boredom or genuine interest in what she had to say, his questions elevated her. He was the only person asking.

She passed into the second room. Wedged between the loveseat and the wall, the end table where Carl kept the figurines had not moved. The figures themselves, however, had congregated in a mound on the carpet. Some had lost limbs. The lower portion of Saint Joseph had rolled away from its governing half.

She felt sick.

She spent another hour in triage, freezing with dread at every aftershock. Sixteen survivors. Six chipped. Eight maimed. Four Humpty-Dumpties calling for a whole weekend of delicate crazy-gluing, and one obliterated.

It impressed her to see how many had accumulated. If she kept making them for him at this rate, they’d have to get a bigger office.

And it depressed her to think of the task she had ahead of her. She had to reassemble them before Carl returned; otherwise, he’d be—there was no other word for it—crushed.

The greater she imagined his disappointment to be, the more reassured  she felt. Because she interpreted his affection for her gifts as a translation of what he could not express directly.

“You should license them,” he’d say. “Mass production. They’ll be huge in Italy.”

She’d smile and go back to recording checks.

Speaking of.

She was here already. There was nothing to do back home. She decided to get a little work done.

She could almost hear Carl yelling For the love of all that’s holy, take a vacation! He liked to call her Señora Worcolica, a name she pretended to bristle at but really found flattering. She had been home for a week, and already was clawing at the walls. Even before last night she’d intended to come in this morning to check the messages.

And maybe to log some time with Quicken.

The watercooler needed to be cleaned, too. . . .

In past years, when Carl took his trip, she came in. Someone had to be behind the desk, answering the phones. The business wasn’t going to run itself.

This time, however, he had insisted that she take a few days off, too. She had protested: they would miss orders; they’d tick off more than a few clients.

“I don’t care,” he’d said.

Talk like that made her wonder if he was planning on retiring. He brought it up every so often as a joke. Lately, though, the jokes had taken on a more determined cast, and she had begun to suspect that she’d soon be out of a job.

What then? She didn’t know. She’d take care of herself, as she always had.

Or maybe Carl—she—they—

There was hope.

She sighed and said, “What else?”

The answering machine (Heh-heh-heh-heh-hello!, you have reached Caperco Mask and Novelty) had left its home atop the sill, ending up behind Bill Emia’s foot. Luckily, the backup battery was still fresh, and the ten messages still intact. She grabbed her pen and pad, and let her finger hover momentarily over MAILBOX 1.

The first two messages were orders from retailers: a party supply on Robertson and an eclecticana dealer in Westwood called Wowie Zowie, which catered to stoned UCLA students. She knew the numbers by heart but took them down anyway. Then a telemarketer. Then a question from Jorge, one of the managers at the warehouse. Then Jorge again, saying never mind.

She scribbled, feeling derelict.

The next message was from five days ago, at two in the afternoon. It was Carl.

His cell was supposed to work in Mexico, but evidently “work” meant something different to the phone company: a steady, flatulent, electrical pulse marred the connection. She hit STOP.

Why was he calling her here? He knew she was at home. Probably, she thought, he assumed I’d come into work. He was right, of course. Here she was.

Señora Worcolica!

She smiled and hit PLAY and tried to hear through the static.

“Gloriazzzzzzzzt’s me”

A twinge in his voice made her sit up. She put the pen down and started the message a third time.

“Gloriazzzzzzzzt’s mezzzzzzzzzGlzzzzzzzzzzzzI’m hhhhh”

He faded away. “I’mzzzzzzzang on—” He seemed to be holding the phone away. In the background she heard a rush that might have been wind. She was about to restart the message when he came back on.

“therezzzzzzzzzzzzzzan accidenzzzzzzzzzzzzerezzzzzzzzzzzzwaszzzzzzzzzzzzvivzzzzzzzzzzI’m finezzzzzzthing’s finezzzzzzzzzcallzzzzzzzzzzzhomezzz—”

The machine beeped abruptly, startling her.


“Next message,” it croaked, “received Tuesday—”


She mashed the stop button.

Silence.

Addled, she replayed the message, listening to its first half. She went through it again, and again, and again: squeezing out phonemes, guessing at blanks, and transcribing in tight block capitals.

 



GLORIA IT’S ME THERE’S BEEN AN ACCIDENT WAS VIV

 



 



Squelching the anxiety ignited by there’s been an accident, she ran her pen back and forth over the disjoint was viv.


Was viv. Wasviv. Wa sviv. Wasvi v.

She couldn’t figure out where one word began and the other ended. Or whether it was one word—or two—or multiple words missing innards. She wrote out combinations of letters until the characters disintegrated into chickenscratches, each of which ratcheted up her worry. The list of possibilities contorted into a weird grammar exercise.

 



I WAS VIVID 
HE WAS VIVID 
WHO WAS VIVID 
WE WAS VIVID, MAN

 



 



She blinked and crumpled the paper.

Relax.

Getting carried away wasn’t her style; besides, there was nothing wrong—nothing really wrong. If anything authentically bad had happened, he would have called her at home.

But he hadn’t, and it had been a few days.

Probably he’d gotten out of whatever fix the message implied.

Certain that another message would tell her as much, she fast-forwarded through the rest of the tape.

There were four consecutive hang-ups. Then nothing.

Okay, she thought. Now what.

She went through the second half of Carl’s message, using the same process of transcribe and repeat.

 



I’M FINE EVERYTHING’S FINE CALL HOME

 



 



He was fine. Everything was fine. He was going to call her at home. Or: he had called her at home.

But—and this was the thing—he hadn’t called her at home, not once in the last week.




TWO

“You don’t know where he is?”

For the third time, Gloria said, “He’s supposed to be in Mexico.”

The dispatcher mmed. “But you don’t know exactly.”

“No.”

“And you think there was an accident?”

“That’s what he said on the machine,” Gloria said.

“Was it a car accident, or—some other kind of accident? Like a skiing accident?”

In Mexico? In July?

“I honestly don’t know,” Gloria said, pressing her forehead with the heel of her hand. “Isn’t there someone I could talk to—”

“Things are real busy,” said the dispatcher. “Everyone’s trying to do, you know, disaster relief.” She sounded annoyed, as though Gloria was pestering her for help getting a kitten out of a tree.

“I understand that,” Gloria said, “but I’m very worried. Try and see it from—”

“Give me his name one more time.”

“Carl Perreira.”

“You’re his wife, Mrs. Perreira?”

Gloria hesitated. “My name is Gloria Mendez. I’m his secretary.”

The dispatcher mmed again: longer this time, and suggestive. “Hello?” Gloria demanded.

“Yeah, hang on, ma’am, I’m—hang on.” The phone clattered. “Okay, you got a pen? Oh-one-one—”

“Excuse me,” Gloria said. “What is that?”

“What’s what.”

“The number. You’re giving me. What is it.”

“I haven’t finished it yet, ma’am. Oh-one-one, five-two—”

“That’s a foreign number,” Gloria said.

“Correct, ma’am. You want a gold star or you want to hear the rest of it?”

“Why are you giving me a foreign phone number.”

“This is the number for the American consulate in Tijuana.”

“He’s not in Tijuana.”

“Look, ma’am, you said you didn’t know where he was. I’m giving you what I have here. He’s not in Los Angeles, he’s not even in this country, I’ve got no way of helping you locate him at the present moment.”

Gloria gripped the edge of the desk. “That’s not what I’m—”

“We are indisposed, at the present moment. Now I can give you this or I can transfer you to someone else who might be able to help you, ’cept he’s going to tell you the same thing as me.”

Gloria said, “Okay. What is it.”

The dispatcher spooled out the number and hung up.

Gloria smoothed down her shirtfront and her nerves.

The consulate picked up after ten rings. A young man with a surferdude  twang introduced himself as Rob and offered graciously to help her. He sounded friendlier than 911, so Gloria kept her temper steady while voicing her concerns.

“Hmm, well,” said Rob. “He’s in Baja?”

She remembered a map for the desert on Carl’s desk. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I think he’s in Sonora.”

“There’s a consulate in Hermosillo,” he said. “You should probably give them a call.”

She thanked him, took the number, redialed.

“U.S. Consulate.”

Her spiel took longer this time; frustration made her misspeak, correct herself, apologize.

“Miss,” said consulate employee David, “please try and relax.”

“I’m concerned.”

“We’ll figure it out. When was the last time you heard from him?”

“Right before he left.”

“What’s your connection to Mr. . . . uh, Perreira.”

Gloria bit her lip. “I’m his wife.”

“And he was planning on driving through the desert,” David said. “What was this, a boys’ getaway?”

“He was traveling alone.”

“Aha. And then you got this message.”

“Yes.”

“You think it was a car accident?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She hated being force-fed polite conversation. “I don’t know anything. He might be hurt.”

David said, “If he was taken to a hospital around here, we would’ve heard about it. If they get an American national they call us. Same thing if he died. We would’ve been contacted. To my knowledge we haven’t heard anything. It happened last week?”

“The message was from Thursday.”

“Look, Mrs. Perreira, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “He’ll get in touch with you. He’s probably having so much fun he forgot to call.”

She left her number with him. Before they got off, David said, “Didn’t you guys have an earthquake this morning?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re worrying about this?”

“Please call me,” she said, and hung up.

Racked and shaking, she went through Carl’s desk. His appointment book was blank; he relied on her for his calendar. She dialed his cell for the millionth time and got the same endless ringing. She searched the clutter for anything related to his whereabouts. She didn’t have an itinerary; as he did every summer, he’d planned the trip on his own. It was the one element of his life that she did not feel intimately aware of, and its regularity unnerved her a little. “Time to get away,” he’d said, fiddling with the muted silver crucifix he kept tucked inside his shirt. That was one clue that vacation was coming: he undid a button, and out came the necklace.

As always, she’d offer to book a flight, a hotel, dinner reservations. He would not have it.

It’s something I like to do myself.

What are you freaking out about? she asked herself. Probably everything’s fine. You’re not his keeper. You should be home, taking care of yourself.

But she was here.

Taking care of him was her version of taking care of herself.

Barb Oberle’s mockery notwithstanding, Gloria had to question the logic of devoting herself to a man who had, without rebuffing her outright, also never acknowledged her with more than gratitude. To her, the explanation was obvious: he loved her but couldn’t make the words conform to  the truth. He spoke and acted monastically because it was, in a way, more honest than bursting forth with imprecise or hackneyed sentiments. Carl didn’t burst. Why would he be any different in love?

Barb saw it through a less charitable lens:

“Face it, Gloria. He’s gay.”

And while Gloria wanted to argue no, doubts nagged her.

Was love celibate? Was it most often silent?

She had been holding out for a long time, believing that he would one day turn. Marriage and kids and family, it would all come in an instant. It seemed to her inevitable; she knew him better than anyone, and he her. In her opinion, two people could not have so deep an awareness of one another and not call it love.

The only things he did not share with her were his vacation plans.

Which was why his message was driving her insane with worry. It struck at her heart from two angles: first, the pain of ignorance; and second, the pain of knowing he’d kept her ignorant on purpose.

From across the room, the answering machine glowed malignantly.

She grabbed pen and paper and tried it again.

 



Gloria it’s me there’s been an accident was viv

I’m fine everything’s fine call home

 



This time around the rogue phrase was viv started to take some shape. If she listened carefully, she could detect the sound that came before it. Definitely a vowel sound, something from the back of the throat, not a nasal i or an e from the cheeks; not a lippy o, either. It sounded like an uh. Uh was viv. Uhwasvis. Or an ah.


The Carl she knew was a practical, almost laconic, man. If he had needed help immediately, he’d say so sooner rather than later. Essential information: a phone number, his location, the name of a person.

Uhwasviv.

She listened to the message again, pressing her ear to the speaker.

Beyond the static, in his voice, was an irregular hue. She listened again, reciting the words along with him. Ahwasviv slid her, automatically, into another mode; and then a cylinder clicked.

Spanish.

He was saying something in Spanish.

She lunged for the pen and played the message again.

This time the accent gleamed unmistakably.

Of course he was going to say something in Spanish; he was in Mexico.


She wrote down the sounds.

ah

uas

viv

ah was ahwas a-uas aguas

Aguas.

And viv? The stem of a word. Could be modified to agree.

That gave her vivas.


Aguas Vivas?

Her hands shook as she reached for the phone and redialed the Hermosillo consulate.

“U.S. consu—”

“Hi, I just called? Can you—”

“Hello again. No news so far.”

“Is there a place called Aguas Vivas?”

“Aguas Vivas.”

“I was wondering,” she said. “Because I think that’s where he might have been.”

“Aguas Vivas? I’ve never heard of it. Let me—hey! Sal! Is there a town called Aguas Vivas? ”

Faintly: nope.


“He doesn’t think so,” he said. “He knows the state like the back of his hand.”

“Can you check? Is there a map?”

He went to get it and she waited, tapping her foot and squinting out the window at a morning whose arrival she had not noticed. Outside, a couple of kids with backpacks headed to a nearby elementary school. Didn’t their parents know that it was going to be cance—

“I have a map . . . here,” said David. “With a directory of towns . . . and I—I don’t see anything by that name.”

“You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure. Although”—the phone slipped away from his mouth; she heard him slam a heavy book—“although, you know what, there’s bunches of villages around here that aren’t on the maps. They’re too small, or they’re actually part of another town, a bigger town. Sometimes, two places got combined decades ago. All our records for the last five years show one name, and meanwhile the villagers are still calling it by the old name.”

“Who would be able to tell me that?”

David said, “Well . . . lemme think. There’s our local law enforcement. You want their number?”

She got it from him, thanked him again, and reminded him to call if—“I will, miss. Have a pleasant day.”

Fat chance, she thought as she dialed the Hermosillo police department and asked in Spanish for—

“No no,” said the guy who answered. “This is the police academy.”

She got the right number and called that and asked whether they knew if hay una ciudad llamada Aguas Vivas, por favor?


The guy on the other end said Momento, Señora.


He disappeared for a full five minutes, returning just as she decided to hang up, telling her Sí, Señora. Hay.


She asked for the phone number of its police station. It took a while for  him to come back with the reply that there was no police station; the nearest one was thirty miles away, except—

“Pardon me,” he said, “this list is all screwed up, some cretin wrote all over it. . . . I have two numbers here, I’m not sure what they are. You want them anyway?”

She let the first number ring for a solid two minutes before trying the second and being greeted with a drowsy, half-cocked Bueno.


“Is this the Aguas Vivas police?” she asked in Spanish.

“This is Teniente Tito Fajardo. Who is this?”

“I’m looking for someone—”

“Slow down, Señora. Nobody’s in a rush. You want to tell me your name?”

“Gloria Mendez. I’m—”

“Buenos dias, Señora Mendez. You sound perturbed. What’s the matter?”

“I think someone I know may have been in an accident. Near your town.”

“Oh yeah?” Distinctly, he smacked his lips. “What sort of accident?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out, Teniente. It’s very important, and I’ve been getting the runaround from everyone I’ve talked to so far, so I’d appreciate it if you would listen.”

Pause.

“Okay, Señora. Tell me something and I’ll tell you something back.”

She played the message over the phone for him.

“You need a new machine,” he said. “That tape sounds like shit.”

“All I’m trying to find out,” she said, “is whether he was in the area.”

“This is a big area. We cover a lot of ground. You don’t know where it was?”

“I don’t even know what it was,” Gloria said. “It sounded like it might have been a car accident, but I’m not sure.”

“That’s tricky,” said Fajardo. “Like I said, big area, lots of car accidents.”

“Were there any involving an American?”

“When’d you say this happened, Señora?”

“Five days ago.”

“What was the name again?”

“Carl Perreira.”

Fajardo sniffled. “Oh yeah? He’s your—who is he, your husband?”

“Yes,” she said, “he’s my—”

“And you said it was a car accident.”

“I don’t know,” Gloria said. “Did you have a car accident?”

“When?”

“At that time.”

“I’m not sure what the question is, Señora.”

“Was there an accident around there this week, or not, it’s a very simple—”

“Ay. Señora. Take it easy.”

“Someone may have been hurt, someone maybe God forbid killed, and if you can’t tell me something then I’d like to speak to your supervisor.”

Pause.

Fajardo said, “I’m my supervisor. You want to talk to someone, you have to talk to me. Second of all, I’m following procedure here. If you choose to step in the way, then you go ahead and do that, but it’s not going to make it any easier for you, or me, or anyone. Now what do you say?”

Gloria made a fist and lightly abused the desk.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“No problem. You sound pretty wound up, is there anything else on your mind?”

No, asshole. “No. Can you please—”

Fajardo interrupted her with a sigh. “Don’t start interrogating me again.”

“I’m not.”

“Okay, just so we’re clear about who’s running this investigation.”

She thought, What investigation?

“Now I can examine the log . . . from this week . . .” Fajardo groaned, as if rising from an easy chair. “I have them down at the office. I’ll call you tomorrow morning, if you want.”

“I can’t wait until tomorrow.”

“Well, I’m not going down there, so—”

“Please.”

Fajardo sniffled volubly. “I’m not sure what to tell you, Señora.”

“I’ll come there,” she said. “I’ll drive all night—”

“You don’t need to do that,” he said.

Pause.

He sounded tense when he spoke again. “Look, if you’re going to be melodramatic . . . Maybe I have—around here . . . maybe some of the . . . some stuff from . . . when?”

“Five days ago.”

“Five days ago, fine. One minute.”

She listened as he put the phone down, walked out of the room, walked back in.

“Señora? I think I remember who you’re talking about. It was a few days ago. There was an accident involving an American. We don’t know who it was, his ID was destroyed, but the car had California plates.”

“What kind of car?” she said.

“It was Japanese. A Honda.” Fajardo sniffled again. “That sound like him?”

All the hope she’d invented melted into something bilious and acrid. The room seemed to expand, while her insides began contracting to a solitary, fearful speck.


“Señora? Does that sound like him?”


“Yes,” she mumbled.

“Well, Señora,” he said, “I’m sorry to tell you but it was a very bad accident.”

She thought, He called me on the phone. How bad could it have been if he called me and talked. I heard his voice. I heard him. Everything was fine. How bad could it have been. He called me. How bad. He called. How.

“Is he in the hospital,” she said.

“No,” said Fajardo. “He died last night.”




THREE

Reggie Salt said, “They’re not going to lie to you, Gigi. If LAPD tells you it’s out of their jurisdiction, then it’s out of their jurisdiction.”

“The guy said that Carl is dead,” Gloria said. “Doesn’t that make a difference?”

“Maybe if someone did something to him,” said Reggie. “You said it was an accident.”

“That’s what the cop down there told me,” she said.

“What’s this guy’s name?”

“Fajardo.”

“Mm-hm.” Reggie rubbed one eye. “Well, honestly, Gigi, it’s up to them. They run the show down there. I mean, they run it badly. But I can’t call them up and read them my badge number and have that mean anything to them. They’re not gonna care.”

Gloria stirred her untouched tea and set the spoon down. Normally, she would’ve felt qualms about putting a wet utensil on bare Formica, but the  table was disgusting enough that a dousing in Swee-Touch-Nee made it cleaner. She couldn’t imagine this place attracting customers unless, like today, it was the only place open for miles.

Reggie was pleased as punch. Frequenting greasy spoons was his favorite way of bragging about his preternaturally low cholesterol. He had once read an article that said blacks were more likely to have heart disease than whites or Hispanics; when he and Gloria got their results back, and his LDL count was half of hers, he took great pleasure in saying, “Science doesn’t apply to me.”

It had taken her a while to track him down. Yesterday he’d been absorbed in post-quake procedure. They had him commanding a militia unit. Now he was supposed to be downtown on cleanup duty; her panicked phone call had convinced him to stop en route and have breakfast with her.

He checked his watch, took her by the fingers, and daintily stroked from knuckle to nail. “I’m sure this must be real hard. It’s always hard.”

She wanted to pull back but didn’t. He was helping her, and if that required letting him think that he still made her feel good, then fine.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

“Not right now.”

“It helps sometimes,” he said. “Just talking about it can be a real release.”

Reggie in Sensitivity Mode. Expressing concern in a restrained manner. Being a Good Guy. Skills he had lacked for a long time. Where’d they come from?

She flattered herself momentarily to think she’d had a lasting effect.

Probably not.

After the proceedings, he had come up to her with his tie askew and said, “What the hell was I supposed to know about any of this, Gigi, you never told me anything.”

It was true. She had never complained, not once. Complaining required energy she’d lacked during their three years. It was easier to divorce him  than to lay out every damn time that it bothered her, the way he woke her up at night when he came in, the way he left laundry on the floor and crumbs on the counter and his car blocking hers. The way he didn’t apologize. Didn’t want children.

Now he was eight years on; he had a mustache; he was stroking her fingers and being nice. Maybe the department was giving them training sessions. Trying to rebuild the image of the Los Angeles Police Officer: strong, armed, and therapeutic.

She found it mildly creepy. She thought, You’re supposed to be more of a bastard, Reggie Salt.

And then he was. “Well, you can call if you need me. But I have to get out of here. I didn’t have time for this to begin with. I’m supposed to be in Watts.”

“You don’t work in Watts,” she said.

“I know, but they like a black man in charge in Watts. It appeals to their sense of order.” He drained his coffee and tried to flag the waitress as she disappeared through the swinging doors. He rose, reaching for his wallet.

“A few more minutes.” She pointed to the seat. “You can’t drive anywhere right now, anyway; they closed Olympic.”

“I can.” He made a siren noise. “Works great on the 405 at rush hour, too.”

She kept pointing to his seat. He smiled and sat.

“I miss your bullshit, Gigi,” he said.

“What do I do now?”

“You’ve called his relatives, I assume. Why aren’t they taking care of this?”

“He doesn’t have any relatives. He was an only child.”

“Was he divorced?”

She shook her head. “Never married.”

“No kids?”

“I said he wasn’t married.”

“You don’t need to be married to have kids, Gigi.”

“He wasn’t like that,” she said. “You don’t know what he was like. He was quiet. He never—” Not wanting to cry in front of him, she shored up. “You don’t know,” she said. “You never met him.”

“Sure I did,” Reggie said. “I came by your office once.”

“When.”

“I came to drop off a box of kitchen stuff. It was your corkscrew, and a salad bowl . . . remember?”

She did remember: those months: the slow transformation of goods from theirs to hers, reverse osmosis rendering one life back into two.

“He was in the office when I came by,” said Reggie. “You were out getting lunch. I left the box with him.”

“Did you talk to him?” she asked.

“I said hello. I think I asked how you were. I think we even shook hands. He seemed like a nice guy.”

“He was. He was a wonderful guy.” She stirred her tea again.

“If he doesn’t have any kids,” Reggie said, “he’s gotta have somebody. An uncle or a cousin or something. What was he, sixty?”

“Fifty-six.”

“Then there’s gotta be someone.”

“Nobody I’ve ever met,” she said.

“There’s always someone. Call the gu—call his lawyer. Did he have a will?”

Gloria raised her palms: I don’t know.


“His lawyer can probably tell you everything you need to know. If there’s a will, then you follow the will. But don’t worry about it, Gigi, it’s pretty much out of your hands. You’re not responsible for him in any legal way.”

She felt responsible, though, in an extralegal way. She could not possibly explain that to Reggie; she couldn’t explain it to Barb, either, or the other girls. She could not have even explained it to Carl himself, had his specter arrived and pulled up a chair.

She had never been that blunt with him. Gloria believed that the best way to communicate with someone was to match them. Carl was dry and roundabout and diffident, and she had treated him accordingly. She liked talking with him like that.

For nearly thirty-six hours she had borne the weight of his death by herself, letting the ache build to floodburst. She didn’t know how much longer she could maintain a poker face.


Get a therapist Barb would say.

But Gloria didn’t want to talk; she wanted to do. Anything to feel less passive than she did, sitting here shooting the shit with Reggie while Carl, poor Carl, her Carl, was untended.

A flash: her brother, onstage. He was wearing a crown and a lame high-school rendition of a—

A toga?

A robe. Playing a king. Squaring off against a girl demanding a body.

It was Antigone.


Gloria didn’t remember the details—it was so long ago, and she had been watching Jesús Julio. But she remembered perfectly the girl’s desperation: a desperation like no other: when your loved one laid above the earth, and all you were asking for was the dignity of a burial.

Thinking about the past made Gloria feel twice as wretched. She resented the way her memory showed up at vulnerable moments to amplify the present. The present was bad enough without reverb.

Reggie was talking; she wasn’t listening. Blindsided, bound by convention to sit and converse placidly, all the while churning. Only her desire not to need Reggie too much kept her from crying out.

“. . . but in the meantime,” he was saying, “I’d get it straight from the cop. The Mexican. Find out exactly what happened.” He paused. “Gigi? You hear me?”

She said, “He told me it was a car accident and that he couldn’t give more information. He said he would mail me the death certificate.”

Reggie frowned. “Mail it to you?”

“That’s what I’m telling you. It’s out of whack.”

“What about the body?”

She shook her head. “He wouldn’t talk about it.”

“That’s bizarre. . . .” Reggie stroked his upper arms. “You’re sure it was an accident.”

“No.”

“The cop, did he say the guy was drunk?”

“Carl didn’t drink.”

“Some people, they never drink,” said Reggie, “and then they go ahead and get drunk.”

“I never saw him drink,” Gloria said.

“Maybe that’s why he went to Mexico.”

Gloria started to protest but he continued: “It doesn’t matter unless he hurt someone, or someone hurt him. If it was a car accident . . . involving another person?”

“He wouldn’t tell me. He said there was an investigation under way.”

Reggie pursed his lips. “I’m not sure how to read that.”

Gloria glanced out the window. Outside, Los Angeles was walking, the blockaded thoroughfares and legions of sunglasses evoking a street fair. Yolky, heavy heat slopped over everything, as though the quake had burst a pipe beneath the earth’s surface.

“The cops weren’t very helpful,” she said.

“That’s Mexico for you.”

“I mean the LAPD.”

Reggie shrugged.

“The dispatcher I talked to was really obstinate. And then in the afternoon, when I called back to tell them what I’d found out, the other cop I talked to was obstinate, also.”

“They’re not being obstinate, Gigi. They’re going about their usual business. That can entail being obstinate. Especially on a day like today.”

“Where does that leave me?”

“Well, if the guy’s dead—”

“He has a name.”

A dim thunk as the kitchen doors flapped open and the waitress emerged balancing seven plates on one arm. Reggie waved, made a√ in the air, and took Gloria’s hand again.

“I’m sure it’s hard,” he said. “I’m real sorry.”

“Thanks.”

“You want to talk about it, you let me know. I’m always here for you, Gigi.”

She nodded.

He said, “Okay,” and got up. “Ten all right?”

Before leaving, he applied a pair of wraparounds to his face, like he was smearing on a lotion. Then he saluted her. A glib gesture, telling her that he cared—to a point. She appreciated that he wasn’t going to lie and pretend to get as upset as she was. In a way, they’d become closer—and far more honest—after all the legal ties between them had been severed.

She sat back, rejecting her tea.

“Yo,” said the waitress. She ripped the check out of her waistband, slapped it down on the table, and shuttled off with a stack of crusty plates.

Gloria said thanks to her back. The waitress had circled the total, adding her name and a rather ambivalent smiley face. Force of habit, Gloria checked the addition. Including tax and tip, her part of the bill came to about two-fifty. Reggie’s came to fourteen.




FOUR

The lawyer Caperco used—not that they used a lawyer regularly—was a fellow named Wes Katz. He kept a plush, dark office on the twenty-third floor of a building in Century City. You could stand at the east window and admire the green-and-gold expanse of Beverly Hills and, beyond that, mammoth banks of encroaching smog. Though Gloria had been there but once, she recalled the room distinctly; Katz had given her plenty of time to look it over, keeping her waiting a half-hour. The walls had been decorated with diplomas and framed news clippings, documents pertaining largely to Katz himself. A few were about his kids: school-paper columns they’d written, things like that. One article announced his marriage to Cheryl Ann Jackson. No photos.

Gloria hadn’t liked it at all.

Today he was keeping her waiting again. At least she didn’t have to sit in the office, reading the ego-paper.
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