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  “I HAD a key. I was there to water Susan’s plants, but I’ve always had a key. Each of the guys in the band would have one, and other

  friends, too.” Across from Alice, Police Detective Honey jotted something on a pad. When he moved his hand, Alice read, upside down, ? keys out. She said, “Once on the subway I

  overheard a guy with a suitcase say to someone else, ‘Richie knows a place where we can sleep. He’s got a key.’ I didn’t know any Richie, but I can’t say I was

  surprised when the guy on the subway turned up at Susan’s apartment a day or so later, and let himself in. He wasn’t a bad kid. I mean, he came to Manhattan to take a management trainee

  job with RCA, but nobody knew him, and he did have a key.”




  Detective Honey looked at her attentively, but didn’t write anything down. In the years Alice had lived in New York, she had never actually spoken to a New York cop. Although reassured by

  his wide, bland face, she wondered if he was on the take. She coughed into her hand, which was trembling, and went on as if with a psychiatrist. “It took a long time for the implications of

  that to faze Denny and Susan, and by that time everyone had a key. Then they talked about changing the locks, but it was a lot of money and trouble, and anyway, Denny was afraid of seeming

  hostile.” Detective Honey grimaced and shook his head. Alice said, “I thought it was stupid, too.”




  “You were watering the plants, Miss Ellis?”




  “Mrs. I was supposed to. I told Susan I would come every three days, even if the, uh, men were around, because she didn’t really trust them to keep everything watered. Maybe you saw

  that she has beautiful plants.” Thinking of the plants made her think of Denny and Craig. She winced. Detective Honey said, “And Miss Gabriel is where?”




  “In the Adirondacks. She should be home tomorrow night.”




  “In the Adirondacks in May?”




  “She usually goes at odd times of the year. There’s a cabin she rents, and it’s too expensive in the summer.”




  “Have you accompanied her to this cabin?”




  “No one has. It doesn’t even have a telephone, and you have to hike in about three miles. Anyway, she hasn’t ever really invited anyone. I think she likes the break.”




  “The break?”




  Alice sat up straighter. “Well, getting away. You know. She’s a very busy person, dealing with customers all day, and—” Her voice faded.




  Detective Honey touched the tip of his pencil to the notepad, then suggested, “So you were there on Wednesday, and came back today?” All of his questions were mere suggestions posed

  with studied casualness that convinced Alice she was a suspect and made her feel craven. “I was there on Tuesday, actually, but I couldn’t get back till today.” She cleared her

  throat. “I left my place about ten or ten-fifteen. I walked down Broadway, and bought a paper at Seventy-ninth Street. The vendor knows me. It’s ten blocks from my place, so it must

  have taken me about twenty minutes. I didn’t see anyone. I let myself in, because there isn’t a doorman, and went up the elevator to the sixth floor. I’ve been in that building

  almost more than I’ve been in my own, so I’m very familiar with everything about it. Nothing was different. I mean, out of place or anything.” Honey drew his left hand across the

  paper and wrote behind it. “I opened the door. Everything was very neat.” With the light streaming in, arrowing among the spikes of succulents, the ivy vines, the heavy, glossy leaves

  of avocados, the silvered masses of cyclamen, the rosy coleus. Drapes open, skylights blue with sunshine. Alice swallowed, but something in her throat would neither go down nor come up. The

  detective said, “Did you step into the room before you saw them?”




  “They were sitting in chairs. I didn’t expect to see them at all. I thought they had a gig somewhere up near Boston.” Honey pushed her cup of coffee a few millimeters toward

  her and said, “As they were found by Officer Dolan?”




  Alice nodded. “I said, ‘Hi!’ Just like that. ‘Hi!’ I was glad to see them.” The cheery greeting had resonated almost visibly in the air of the room, so that

  Alice had heard it and heard it the whole time she was looking. Somehow the riveting sight was not their ravaged faces, but Craig’s foot half out of his boot, so that it looked broken or

  deformed. It took her a long time to realize that he must have been in the act of pulling his boot off when the shot was fired. Honey flipped back a page or two in his notebook. Alice said,

  “I didn’t touch anything.”




  “Call received at eleven twenty-eight. That’s approximately an hour, Miss Ellis.”




  “It is?”




  “What did you do after discovering the victims?”




  “I think I stood there for a long time, but I don’t know how long. Then I walked around the apartment.”




  “And yet you say that you didn’t touch anything?”




  “I kept my hands in my pockets. I didn’t want to touch anything. I didn’t even want to breathe.”




  “You put in your call from?”




  “From Broadway, but I had to walk down a few blocks to find a phone that was in order.”




  “So you were alone in the apartment for approximately half an hour?”




  “I suppose, yes.”




  Honey made marks on his pad, inhaling one large disapproving breath that seemed to drain the small office of oxygen. Alice said, “Maybe you don’t understand how shocked I was.

  I’ve never seen a corpse. All my grandparents are still alive. We never even had a dog that died.”




  “Did you notice anything at all that seems unusual? You were there a long time. Try to remember as carefully as you can. Perhaps you can call up a detail that you think you didn’t

  notice. The scene of a crime, Mrs. Ellis, can be remarkably eloquent, but even the well-meaning presence of an untrained or unobservant person can silence much of what it has to say.”




  Pompous, Alice thought, but, rebuked, she blushed. “I should have turned right in the doorway and left?”




  Honey shrugged his assent, but said only, “Please think as carefully as possible.”




  “I was very upset.”




  “But what did you see?”




  Alice thought for a couple of minutes, but it was impossible to say. When she made herself recall the scene of the crime square inch by square inch, she couldn’t tell if she was merely

  seeing what she knew would be in Susan’s apartment. “Nothing comes to me.”




  Detective Honey cleared his throat. Alice wondered if he were about to run her in. Did the daughters of hardware store owners from Rochester, Minnesota, actually wind up in Women’s

  Detention for stumbling upon murder victims? It was not something you learned about, in the end, from reading Kafka, or The New York Times. He said, “Perhaps you could tell me

  something about yourself, then, Mrs. Ellis.”




  “The smell was very sharp. I was upset and kind of physically shocked. My bones and muscles seemed like they were vibrating.”




  “You are not a native New Yorker?”




  Alice looked at him for a moment. Was it time to ask for a lawyer, cite Miranda, stand up and refuse to answer any more questions? But when she opened her mouth, she was naming herself, Alice

  Marie Ellis, divorced, no children, aged thirty-one, librarian, New York Public Library, main branch, 557 West Eighty-fourth Street, native of Rochester, Minnesota, mother nurse, father in hammers

  and hoses, former husband poet and college teacher. Resident in New York, six years, five of them at present address. No felonies, no misdemeanors, no car.




  Detective Honey smiled for the first time, confidently, Alice thought. He was a big man, with the routine confidence of big men. Looking at him was difficult. Conjecture seemed to bounce back at

  her, like sunlight off the fender of a car. He said, “I’ll be in touch with you, Mrs. Ellis,” and stood up. Alice stood up, too, and then, almost immediately, she was outside, in

  front of the precinct station. It was a brilliant day, of breezy clarity and substantial warmth. On the fifth floor of the building across the street, yellow awnings bowed and popped in the wind,

  as if at the beach and not in the middle of Manhattan. In just this way she had stepped out of her building at ten or ten-fifteen this morning, paused and looked up at gray stone, sharp shadows,

  azure sky, happy that Susan would be home tomorrow. “Mmmm, what a day!” she had exclaimed, and a man walking by had smiled and nodded. It was the sixth beautiful day in a row.




  Alice stood and stood, smack in the path of traffic into the station, not knowing what to think, gazing at the free air of the free city of New York, relishing, even after such a brief time in

  the station, her present freedom of choice, but also unable to step away from the security of the busy building. To her right, leafy and rolling beyond the tunnel of buildings, Central Park

  beckoned: the zoo, the Met, the Natural History Museum, vendors of hot dogs and felafel, renters of bicycles, roller skaters, swings and slides. She stood and yearned, stepped forth, turned left

  toward Broadway.




  AS BEFITTED Denny and Craig’s small fame, there were only a few gawkers, and when Alice asked one what had happened, he only said, “Couple

  of guys murdered in there. On the top floor.”




  “Does anyone know who they were?”




  “Nah. Just some guys.”




  However, there was a girl, stylishly dressed, with a camera, who could have been from Rolling Stone. Alice pretended to be a gawker herself, and didn’t ask. As she lingered, more

  people appeared, shaded their eyes, and stared up at the blank windows of the top floor. No curtains. Behind her, someone said, “Denny Minehart and Craig Shellady, I heard. They had that

  band, Deep Six.”




  “Sounds sort of familiar.”




  “A hit about five years ago, remember ‘Dinah’s Eyes’?” He hummed a musical phrase.




  “Yeah, sort of. Don’t you wish you could fly up and look right in the window?”




  Alice drifted over toward the photographer, framing a question that she undoubtedly wouldn’t ask. She had been party to Denny and Craig’s frustration for so long that she knew she

  couldn’t stand to risk the certainty that even after this, Rolling Stone didn’t care. But they always announced deaths, they always did. Denny and Craig could be sure of

  that.




  “Dinah’s Eyes” had brought Denny and Craig to New York, and the rest of them had followed, for various reasons, but mostly because it seemed the natural thing to do, natural

  even for herself and Jim Ellis to come only out of friendship. A big advance, “real support” from the record company, the sure sense that this was it, and six years ago, not five. A

  picture in Rolling Stone, not the cover and not the center spread, but a half-page shot by the magazine’s second most well-known woman photographer, and two pages of print, with Deep

  Six in fancy type, grossly elongated blue letters dipping into the body of the article. The whole thing was framed and hung on the wall right between those two windows that everyone, including

  Alice herself, was now staring at. Between the windows was the best place for it, insisted Craig, because then the sun wouldn’t fade or yellow it. Sunlight was death to newsprint, said Craig,

  and although he had his doubts about hanging it on an outside wall, with the sudden changes in temperature and everything, it would be okay for a while. Craig didn’t actually live with Denny

  and Susan, but he might as well have, for he kept all of his instruments there, all of his best photographs, and his scrapbook of performance reviews. It was from that apartment and not his own

  one-bedroom on Amsterdam Avenue that he expected to rise through a skylight like a great bird into the firmament of rock and roll immortality. Denny didn’t mind, having lived with Craig off

  and on for more than twenty years.




  Alice stood so close to the female photographer that she nearly got stepped on. She could have said to the photographer’s companion (a reporter?), “I found them, you know. I opened

  the door and noticed the smell, and there they were, sitting in Susan’s orange armchairs, and their heads were so odd and fleshy and red. Do you know how long it takes to realize that you are

  looking at a dead person, how slowly your mind inches up and over that concept, trying out this speculation and that one, a joke, a trick, a dream, going crazy, wrong apartment, I mean, for a

  minute I couldn’t stop thinking that they’d been hit by cars and come here to recover or something. It was too quiet and clean for such an event to have happened. I wandered around the

  apartment for half an hour before calling the police, and now I’m a suspect.” But the photographer deftly twisted a long lens off her camera and moved off with her companion toward

  Riverside Drive. And turning the corner from Riverside was Ray Reschley, the sound man. Brightly flushed in the manner of all pale, pale men, and eternally pudgy, Ray caught sight of her and lifted

  his hand to wave. Then, perhaps discerning from her solitude in the gathering crowd that her relationship to the victims was as yet unknown, he dropped his hand and avoided her with elaborate care,

  finally glancing around, and then mouthing, “My place, dinner.” Alice nodded. Almost immediately a rather drably dressed and very young kid with a notebook stepped up to Ray, and Alice

  realized that this must be the reporter, a reporter. Ray’s perfect pitch and excellent ear had made him rather famous for a sound man, in enough demand so that he could work year-round in New

  York and never go on tour unless as a special favor. Like Alice, like Susan, like Noah Mast, the bass player, Ray had come here originally just because Denny and Craig were being brought by the

  record company and it seemed like he might be able to find work, too.




  Ray drew himself up, clasped his hands together, and proceeded to give an interview. More people gathered around him. Ray expanded slightly, let his eyes sweep the group, smiled once as if he

  knew something, and said, “No comment.” Simultaneously amused by Ray and sickened by the entire scene, Alice turned away from the group, from Susan’s building and enormous

  problem, and headed up Riverside toward Eighty-fourth Street, although what she would do there she hadn’t the least idea.




  “YOU heard, then. Isn’t it amazing?” The door of Ray’s apartment was opened by Rya Mast, black shorts, black French T-shirt,

  bare feet. She moved backward dramatically, allowing Alice to enter. From across the room, her husband Noah barked, “Alice found them, Rya.”




  “Noah never tells me anything. How awful for you. I won’t even ask you about it. You’d better have a drink.”




  “She found them this morning, Rya.”




  “You’d better have a drink anyway. Ray just went out to get dinner at the Chinese place on 105th Street, but he left a pitcher of piña coladas. Let me get you one.”




  Noah rolled his eyes, but smiled when she returned. Alice took the foamy drink and sat down, resolving not to look up. The ceiling of Ray’s living room was a large smoked mirror.




  “We’re just shocked,” said Rya, whose blond hair was wound on top of her head. If she unpinned it, it would fall down in a single shining mass, Alice knew. The only sense of

  expertise she ever got about Rya was when the other woman was arranging her hair or choosing clothes. “Just shocked, shocked. I can’t express it.”




  “Astonished. Dumbfounded,” suggested Noah.




  “Noah is shocked, too. Believe me. He teases to cover up.”




  “Floored. Taken aback.”




  “Don’t make us laugh, Noah. It’s awful.”




  Alice had long ago arrived at a routine toleration of the Masts that enabled her to overlook Rya’s irritating coquettishness as well as Noah’s sarcastic manner. She was fond of them

  not only out of familiarity, but also for the countless jokes she had made at their expense over the years. Now she found them annoying, however, and regretted having come. In addition, she was

  afraid of having to describe what she had seen and of having to listen to the disgust of the others. Really, it was a burden to have to drag herself out of the bathtub, hunt for a cab, and endure

  an evening going over it all, but she hadn’t been able to keep herself from doing it. It was important to know something, perhaps only that it had really happened.




  “Have you called Susan?” said Rya. “I can’t think of Susan.”




  “She’s in the Adirondacks, remember?” Alice’s voice, unused since her conversation with Detective Honey, came out thick and quavering. She cleared her throat. She longed

  for Ray to return so that they could have the business of eating. Noah resumed rolling joints—tight, uniform, pointed like nails at each end. Alice sipped her drink. Rya’s gaze wandered

  upward, and then, underneath the smoked but revealing mirror, she rearranged her legs to better advantage and plumped her hair. There was no music. Listening to music was distressing to Ray, who

  heard every wrong note and mechanical waver in pitch. He preferred to save his ears for working hours, he said. Time off meant silence, silence so perfect that it was almost sexual. Sex-u-al. Sex,

  Ray maintained, was his only other interest besides perfect pitch. When he started talking like that, Alice was irked, knowing it was a pose, for Ray loved to build things and always had some

  project going, but in the last year or so his friends had changed. Now he went on rather tediously about his passion for sex, pure sex, no complications. Rya stood up as if the mirror were the gaze

  of God and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind herself. Noah glanced up and said, “How do you think she’s reacting?”




  “What?”




  “Do you think she’s reacting oddly?”




  “Rya? No.”




  “Hmp.”




  Unable to interpret this, Alice said, “Do you?”




  Noah shrugged. Alice often wondered why after nearly four years of marriage the Masts still talked as if the interest of their friends in every wrinkle of their relationship was a foregone

  conclusion. He called out, “Sweetie?”




  “Out in a flash!” came from behind the bathroom door. Ray liked the bathroom off the living room, but in the silence Alice found herself listening for the flush of the toilet, the

  rush of water. Noah, his head cocked, was listening, too, but then caught himself and said, “I can’t ever gauge the depths, you know. I think I’m basically sort of a cold person,

  but she really feels it in her soul.” Alice had her doubts. He put one of the joints to his lips and struck a friction match under the desktop. In a moment he gestured with the joint toward

  Alice, who shook her head. She usually shook her head and then felt rather drab with the Masts. They also always made her reconsider her clothes. The calico skirt and cotton blouse that had seemed

  perky and brave when she left her apartment seemed dowdy and bland under Ray’s mirror, in the same room with Rya’s shorts, across from Noah’s little grid of reefers. The key

  turned in the lock and the door flew open. It was Ray with a huge bag of food. In a moment Rya appeared, shooting straight for it, then moaning over the mo-shu pork, the oysters with straw

  mushrooms, the gong-bao chicken with charred red peppers and cashews, the sizzling rice soup, the shrimp toast. It must have cost Ray twenty-five or thirty dollars. And there were shao-mai

  dumplings at the bottom. Rya reached into the bag, her red fingernails promising to impale rather than to grasp one of the delicate hors d’oeuvres. Alice stood up. She was hungry, too.




  She wondered if the others were thinking constantly of Denny and Craig and Susan, as she was. Of course, they had not seen the bodies there, luminously without life, without even the life of the

  chairs and tables and rugs, not to mention the growing plants and the lamps and appliances coursing with electricity. But then, Noah and Ray, at least, would have seen Denny and Craig last night or

  the night before, perfectly alive, completely themselves, annoying, familiar, entertaining all at once. Especially Craig, Alice thought, who managed to elicit from her an exact conjunction of

  vexation and desire that years of friendship had not gotten her used to. And murdered! Murdered! The shock of it startled her again and again, like random hammering right next to her ear. She

  placed a pancake on her plate, spread it with hoisin sauce, and spooned on the pork and egg mixture. Ray said, “These oysters are terrific. Craig would have just creamed over them.”




  “He loved that restaurant,” said Noah. A great sigh lifted from the table, and Ray said, “Remember how he wouldn’t even taste Chinese food five years ago because it was

  all mushed together?”




  “A very weird guy,” said Noah. “I just can’t believe it.”




  Ray dipped his spoon into the bean curd. “I can. You know, I really can. Think about it. Craig Shellady living to a ripe old age? Are you kidding?”




  Alice said, “Weren’t his folks about this age when they died in that car wreck?”




  Ray ignored her. “Denny, yes. Denny with seventeen grandkids in the country somewhere, watching the polls on election days, perfect. Tapping maple trees, building more shelves to store

  more canned tomatoes, yes, yes.”




  Alice coughed. “His mother was, I think. His father must have been nearly forty. Craig was eleven or twelve, anyway.”




  Rya sat back with a stricken look. “I didn’t know Craig was orphaned. I mean, orphaned!”




  Noah rolled his eyes. “Well, he told you umpteen times that his parents were dead and that he’d lived all those years with the Mineharts!”




  “But I didn’t realize he was orphaned! Like somebody in an asylum!”




  “He never lived in an asylum. He had plenty of aunts and uncles, and the Mineharts, and he was perfectly well taken care of.”




  “Orphaned! Can you imagine what it’s like to be orphaned!” Noah put his arm around her and kissed her on the temple, but with the air of putting his hand over her mouth.

  “Anyway,” said Ray, his chopsticks poised above his plate, “it’s weird. I always thought he was doomed, but I can’t believe he’s dead.” Noah said,

  “Has anyone called Denny’s parents?” Everyone looked at Alice, who shrugged. “I hardly know them. I told the police their name and address.” She shivered. The

  Mineharts were crazy about Craig, and Denny was probably their favorite child. No one was warmer or more reliable than Denny. She said, “Lots of people are going to have to know. That’s

  the worst part.”




  “No,” said Noah. “Susan’s the worst part. What are you going to do about Susan?”




  Alice had rather shunned the thought of Susan all afternoon. Susan had lived with Denny for years, nearly as long as Alice had known her, and, in Alice’s view, they had the only nearly

  perfect relationship Alice had ever seen. Alice felt about it as one might feel living next door to a historic monument. She was proud of it, anxious to show it off, knowing it wasn’t hers

  but as reassured by it as if it were. Susan dazzled with her domestic competence, her way with tax forms and vegetables and hospitality and decor. Because of Susan, people always wanted to hang

  around that apartment, partake not merely of the comfort she had created, but also of the comfort between her and Denny. Equally comfortable were her departures, her undramatic efforts to go away

  by herself, that neither she nor Denny made much of. Perhaps Alice had always envied these even more, since partings from Jim Ellis had been fraught with anxiety and had always ended in arguments,

  at the very least, about why he hadn’t written enough, or why she had written too much. And then, of course, they had ended in parting, possibly their inevitable end, Alice occasionally

  thought. But Susan and Denny had gone on and on and on, longer than any of their friends, longer than any friends of their friends. Alice put her fork down. “I don’t know,” she

  said. “And we haven’t done anything, have we? Where are they going to be buried? How will they get there? Is there going to be a funeral? Who’s going to take care of the

  apartment? I don’t even know what time Susan is getting here tomorrow. Should I sit outside her building and wait for her? She could come any time.”




  “And talk to the press,” said Ray. “They’ve been ringing the phone off the hook. I put it on the service for tonight, but I bet when I call there’s going to be

  fifty messages.”




  “Rolling Stone?” asked Alice.




  “And everyone else, believe me.”




  Alice didn’t say anything. Noah lit up another joint and said, “I didn’t think Craig was doomed for a moment. Crazy, yes, doomed, no. Yeah, he did all that stuff, especially

  cocaine, and I bet none of you knew that he tried heroin that time he was in California.” Alice remembered when Craig was in California. “But he was always looking. Never missed a

  trick. Once he had me on the back of his motorcycle, that BMW, and we must have been doing about ninety, and he bent down and lit his cigarette on the cylinder casing. I never felt in danger for a

  moment, but I can’t tell you why. That same trip, a bug flew into his sunglasses and broke the lens. We just laughed about it and taped it up.”




  “Just because you’re a fool,” said Ray, “doesn’t mean he wasn’t.”




  “I don’t know about that. I will say, though, that I’d rather be on the back of that motorcycle doing a hundred than in almost any cab in New York.” He inhaled deeply

  from the joint that only he and Ray were smoking and went on, “It just always seemed that if there was anyone with eyes in the back of his head and the reflexes to get out of trouble, it was

  Craig, you know?”




  “That’s what was so weird about this,” said Alice, realizing it for the first time. “I think the reason I couldn’t believe what I saw was that there didn’t

  look like there had been any trouble. That’s just the word. Something more subtle than no struggle, no trouble of any kind, as if nothing bad had taken place. When you’re little,

  sometimes other kids have these rubber spiders and things, and you get shocked before you know it. Well, this was just the opposite. I couldn’t believe that it wasn’t a joke. I

  couldn’t get shocked, even with the smell. And then, this afternoon, I felt funny, but as if I had the flu. Maybe I should have touched one of them.”




  “There wouldn’t have been any smell,” said Ray. “Not so soon.”




  “Well, there was.”




  “After, what, eight hours? You’re imagining things.”




  “Well, I’m not going to argue about it.”




  “Oh, God,” said Rya. The conversation died.




  Taking the last spoonful of bean curd, Noah said, “Just the other day we were rehearsing for this gig. Just setting up, really. That new guy, Zimmerman, the one Craig hired for percussion

  a few weeks ago, spilled a glass of water on the stage. No one saw but me. He hit it with his sleeve or something. Craig went over to fiddle with the amps. His guitar was on, and he had one hand

  around the neck, and he reached for one of the dials and lifted his foot. I opened my mouth to call out to him, and shit if he didn’t step just to one side of the water, and then he put his

  other foot just in front of it. I mean, you don’t know if he would have gotten a shock, but I thought to myself, there’s a lucky guy, there’s the classic example of a lucky

  guy.”




  “And then he chewed Zimmerman out and practically fired him on the spot, didn’t he?” asked Ray, who hadn’t been there.




  “You know Shellady. Patience wasn’t exactly his middle name.”




  “Not hardly,” agreed Ray.




  “I just think it’s the most awful thing.” Rya had thrown herself back against the giant gray pillows of Ray’s sofa. “We all do,” said Noah.

  “Shhh.”




  “Did anyone call Zimmerman?” asked Alice.




  “He’s been in the studio all day with some guys from the Coast. He probably knows by now, though.”




  “Did you call Jim?” Noah dropped this rather tenderly into the conversation while Ray pretended to be busy cleaning off the table. Jim Ellis was as long a friend of the others as she

  was. “I should, shouldn’t I?” She glanced around.




  “Do you want me to?” asked Ray.




  “No thanks. Jim is so determined to be amicable that if I didn’t call, he’d assume I was too prostrate to talk to anyone.”




  “I don’t see how you can put up with this by yourself,” whimpered Rya.




  “Better one than three. I mean, what if he came and brought her? I’ll call him tonight. It’s only six there now.” She looked at each of their sympathetic faces and added,

  “I don’t mind talking to him, really. It’s been almost two years, you know.”




  “Has it been that long?”




  “It’s been that long since the final split, really and truly.”




  “Amazing,” exclaimed Noah, holding another joint up in front of his face and admiring it, then putting it carefully with the others in his breast pocket. Watching him, Alice felt

  suddenly giggly, perhaps because after such an odd day, their evening meal hadn’t been odd at all, but familiar, usual, with each friend so much himself. They hadn’t forced any

  description out of her and the scene, having not been described, seemed to recede. Other people were dead and she was not. The fragrance of the trees on Riverside blowing in through Ray’s

  window reminded her fiercely that it was good not to be dead. She pursed her lips to stop a giggle, and said, “I’d better go.”




  “Not alone,” said Noah. Rya stood up. “Let’s call each other tomorrow,” she said. “We should know what’s going on first thing, especially about

  Susan.”




  “By the time Rya gets up,” Noah put his arm around her shoulders, “most first things have happened long since.”




  “That’s not true!”




  THE double row of stoplights and streetlights tapered to the vanishing point somewhere downtown, and the few vehicles on the broad expanse of West End

  Avenue seemed to Alice to roll with the deliberation and elegance of barouches in a park. It was a pretty sight, down the long slope toward Eighty-ninth Street, but there were no cabs. Noah and

  Rya, who lived nearby on Riverside, discussed walking Alice over to Broadway. Another man, about twenty yards away, appeared to be waiting as well. “Something will come along,” said

  Rya.




  “Look. Two just went by going downtown on Broadway.”




  “Just another minute or two,” said Rya.




  “Why?”




  “I just have a feeling something will come along.”




  The man had edged closer. Alice didn’t mind waiting forever, the western breeze off the river was so gustily warm, practically as firm as another body against hers. “Now,” said

  Noah.




  “Just wait a little longer,” said Rya. “The longer we wait, the sooner it’ll be until a taxi comes.”




  “That’s ridiculous.”




  The man was almost upon them. Alice stepped closer to Noah. The man said, “Waiting for a cab?”




  “Yeah,” said Noah, surly.




  “Me, too. Going downtown?”




  “Only fifteen blocks or so,” demurred Noah.




  “Me, too. How about sharing?”




  By the streetlight Alice could see that he was about their age and dressed in a plaid shirt and jeans, just as Noah was. Noah glanced at her and she shrugged. Noah said, “Might be

  easier,” in a voice of studied doubtfulness.




  “I’ve been waiting ten minutes.”




  “Why don’t you go over to Broadway?”




  “Lazy. Prettier here, anyway.”




  Noah looked for a long second at Alice, then back at the man. “Let me see your driver’s license or something,” he said.




  Unhesitatingly, the other man brought out his wallet, opened it, and presented the license to Noah. Noah said, “Henry Mullet. Remember that, Rya, Henry Mullet. We’re not going.

  It’s just Alice. Alice, this is Henry Mullet.” Right then a cab appeared around the corner of 106th Street. Henry waved it over, Rya embraced Alice, Noah gave her a kiss and told her to

  buck up and call him when she got home and any other time, absolutely any other time, they had to stick together, and suddenly she was in the cab and Henry was wiggling around to put his wallet

  away. Alice said “Eighty-fourth Street” to the cabbie and they sped away.




  Henry Mullet smelled wonderful, as if he had been in the sun all day, tanning with coconut oil. Unable to resist, but as impersonally as possible, Alice said, “Have you been to the

  beach?”




  “I was, actually. Fire Island.”




  “Was it hot enough to sun?”




  “It was out there. How did you guess?”




  Alice didn’t answer.




  “How did you guess? I put on clean clothes at my friends’ place.”




  “I’m embarrassed to say.”




  “Tell me.”




  “You smell terrific.”




  Henry Mullet grinned. Doing a perfect twenty-seven miles per hour, the cab made light after light, reds turning to greens like doors opened by footmen. Henry said, “You’re Alice?

  Alice what?” Alice told herself that she would remember to tell Noah that he had asked her name. “Alice Ellis,” she replied.




  “Are you kidding?”




  “Not kidding a bit.” Henry Mullet chuckled with frank enjoyment. They were passing Ninetieth Street. “One of the pitfalls of early marriage.”




  “It’s a nice name. It goes trippingly on the tongue.”




  “No one could spell my maiden name, so I kept it.” They were passing Eighty-seventh Street. The cabbie said, “Where on Eighty-fourth, lady?”




  “Halfway to Riverside, but you can drop me at the corner.”




  “Me, too.” As Henry spoke, a little reflexive fear rose in Alice’s chest. How could she have been so foolish after all? She crossed the fingers of the hand away from him. But

  after all, he had heard Noah tell her to call him. And Noah knew his name. Alice coughed. The cab stopped and Henry had the fare; even as Alice was reaching into her purse, he was thrusting it into

  the cabbie’s box, opening Alice’s door for her, helping her out. As the taxi squealed away, he said, “Let’s walk in the middle of the street. My building’s that gray

  one with the awning, down there.” It was just across the street from hers. Suddenly trusting, she said, “Mine’s right there. Funny, huh?”




  “Maybe.” He took her elbow and propelled her down the center of Eighty-fourth Street. “More light, less dog-do,” he said.




  Alice laughed at the word. At a spot just between their buildings, he said, “I’ll stay here till you get in.”




  “Thank you.”




  “Wave to me sometime from your window.”




  As Alice fit her various keys into the front doors, she turned and looked back at him. He was standing gravely in the middle of the street watching her.
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  JUST as Alice stood up from talking to Noah, already formulating in her mind how she was going to greet Jim, what tone of voice she would strive for,

  what she would say if Mariana answered, whether it would be better to call now, when it was eight o’clock their time, or wait an hour until nine, the phone rang, startling her so that she

  just stared at it for two more rings. She thought of Detective Honey, and wondered if he might be checking up on her. It was Ray. She thanked him for their generous dinner.




  “Don’t thank me,” said Ray. “Whenever I go into that place, I can’t stop ordering.”




  “It is good.”




  “Someday I’d like to order a bit of everything on the menu.”




  “Well, anyway, th—”




  “What did you think?”




  “Of what?”




  “Of the way they were.”




  “Noah and Rya?”




  “I love your innocence. It’s so librarianly.”




  “If I’m so innocent, then you tell me what you’re talking about.”




  “Nothing, sweetie. I’ll call you tomorrow, all right?”




  “Ray, when did we first meet?”




  “Eleventh grade.”




  “You were dating Julie Zimansky, right? Julie Zimansky was my second best friend. I know you put your tongue in Julie Zimansky’s mouth. Don’t pull this gay shit on me, Ray.

  Don’t call me ‘sweetie’ in that tone of voice.” She made a little circle with her finger in some crumbs on the table. There was a silence on the other end of the line. Ray

  was smoking a cigarette. Finally, he said, “It’s not shit.”




  “I’m sorry, Ray. I just think you forget who you’re talking to sometimes.”




  “Maybe.”




  “Will you tell me what’s going on, then?”




  “You really don’t know?”




  “Do I ever?”




  “You did in eleventh grade.”




  “I don’t know.”




  “If I hadn’t thought you knew, I wouldn’t have brought it up.”




  “But you did.”




  Ray puffed a couple more times, then said, “Rya’s been sleeping with Craig for over a year now.”




  “Says who? Ray, you always think that about everybody! Is that the big secret?”




  “It’s not a secret.” He spoke briskly, stung.




  “Is this something you’ve intuited or something you know?”




  “Both.”




  “I really can’t believe that Rya has even registered any other man since Noah. In the first place, she wouldn’t know how to keep it a secret, and in the second, they are an

  advertisement for passion, which is why they seem so simple minded.”




  “In the first place, it was never a secret, or at least, wasn’t for long, and in the second, I don’t know that they do maintain the hottest fever.”




  “You’re telling me that Noah knew?”




  “He found out. I’m not sure when.”




  “And she kept it up? And Craig kept it up? Noah’s been Craig’s bass player from the beginning! This is simply preposterous! Did Denny know? Did Susan know? The mere fact that I

  don’t know, and I would if Denny knew, is evidence that this is all a figment of your imagination. Did Noah or Craig or Rya tell you?”




  “No.”




  “Then I don’t believe it. I really don’t.”




  “Ask Susan when she comes back.” He sounded so distant and cold that Alice purred into the phone, “Are your feelings hurt?”




  He said only, “And there couldn’t have been any smell. Rigor mortis, yes. But decomposition wouldn’t have set in.”




  “There was lots of blood. It smelled. It was hot. The windows were closed.”




  “I still think—”




  “Why do we have to argue about this? I know—”




  “It’s been an awful day. I think it’s just hitting me. Isn’t it odd how it’s more exciting than horrifying at first? I really loved Denny. And Craig, too, most of

  the time.”




  “Are you going to be able to sleep?”




  “Don’t know.”




  She wanted to tell him not to take any pills, but she was afraid to. She settled for saying, “I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to anyone else.”




  “Alice.”




  “What?”




  “You saw the cops today, didn’t you?”




  “Didn’t you?”




  “What did he ask you?”




  “About the scene of the crime and stuff. I don’t know. I don’t think he thinks I’m a very promising witness. All I could remember was how shocked I was.”




  “Did he ask you about the rest of us?”




  “You and Noah? Not really. Not even about Susan, really. I couldn’t detect any trend to his thoughts.”




  “You sure?”




  “How did he talk to you?”




  “No special way.” But from the manner in which he pulled deeply on his cigarette, Alice guessed that there had been something.




  “They gave out so many keys to the apartment. Something was going on that we haven’t the least notion of, Ray. I’d bet on it.”




  “Maybe. But he didn’t talk about me at all?”




  “Well, I had to give a list of close friends. He asked me what your line of work is. That’s all.”




  “What did you think about him?”




  “I thought his suit was too tight across the shoulders.”




  Ray didn’t chuckle.




  “Ray, I was afraid to think about him. I was afraid even to look at him for too long. It would have been like looking straight at the power of the state. I babbled like an idiot, and

  didn’t stay on the point, and felt like I was exposing myself all the time. If he didn’t run me in for doing it, then he might just because I was a fool.”




  “I didn’t know what to think, either.” Ray was trying to sound normal. Alice pursed her lips, then brushed the crumbs she had been playing with off the table into the palm of

  her hand. “Can we hang up now?” She knew she was being rude.




  “Call me in the morning.”




  “Good night, Ray.”




  And then she dialed the number in California. It was only after it began to ring that she realized she still had the crumbs in her hand, and there was a minute jelly stain on the table as

  well.




  Often Alice thought that the break-up of her marriage couldn’t have been worse if Jim had planned it to give her as much pain as possible. In the first year after the split, she had even

  decided, as a kind of protective mechanism, that he had planned it, that his heart was bent on vicious revenge for something she had done, or for her wholesale, and possibly demented, adoration of

  his aspirations. When she looked back on herself as she had been in the early years with him, she could not help seeing herself with his eyes, seeing the upturned face, the ready leap to fulfill

  his least wishes, or, better still, to anticipate them, the repeated surrender of her being to his. To all appearances, she had gone around like every other person, doing chores, going to work,

  drinking in bars, seeing movies, but in reality she had spent years with her forehead to the floor at Jim Ellis’s feet. He was a poet. Poetry was a passion that ran through his days like a

  steel wire. His poetry moved her, good and bad, first to last. It still moved her. Even poems that he now wrote to Mariana, when she came across them in magazines, could draw out of her her best

  appreciation for love itself, and she automatically responded as Mariana would, with love, pure and brave, in return. The great irony was that she would not have looked for the magazines and seen

  the poems had she not been a librarian, a profession she had taken up in order to support Jim while he wrote. On her own she would never have become a librarian, never in a million years.




  But she did become a librarian, and he, to add to their meager income, taught a few continuing education classes at Queens College and N.Y.U. and City College. Never a real job, but enough to

  buy the food and pay the phone bill. It was in a night course for City College that he met Mariana. Because he was honest, he kept Alice posted on every twist in the affair: He was attracted to

  this girl in his class, wasn’t that funny, he would just have coffee with her, nothing special, she was a lovely girl, and wanted to meet Alice, yes, they had slept together, but it

  wouldn’t happen again, they couldn’t help it, it did happen again, this was something he had to work out, mostly physical, he thought, not a threat to their marriage, they were best

  friends, weren’t they. He did love Mariana, but it was a different kind of love, he didn’t see how he could do without either of them, did she understand how painful this was for him,

  wouldn’t she just meet Mariana, as his friend, sort of, to advise him as his friend, he had never felt like this before, it was sick, obsessive, maybe a trial separation, he couldn’t

  stand doing this to her, he still loved her, but it was the love of friends, they had been so young and inexperienced when they met, this new thing with Mariana was like life and death at the same

  time, he knew she couldn’t ever understand that, yes, they could get back together, just to try it out, but he really didn’t think. . . . Three days after getting back together, after

  moving all his things back into their apartment, this very apartment she was sitting in now, he disappeared. No note, no phone call, no message left with their friends, no word, even, from Mariana,

  whom Alice had made herself call, out of worry. “Haven’t seen him in weeks,” said Mariana, while, Alice later found out, Jim was sitting right across the table. Then they went to

  California, and Alice got a note two months later telling her to file for divorce, or, if New York laws were too strict and she didn’t mind waiting, he would file. She could have everything,

  even the stereo. From the first day of the fateful class to the arrival of the note, Alice passed the interval of nearly ten months, she didn’t know how. Without Susan, she could not have. As

  Jim’s phone rang and rang, the receiver began to shake against her ear, and she realized that she was shivering already. Usually, she didn’t begin shivering until almost the end of a

  conversation with him. She was disappointed that they were not at home. In spite of everything, he was the one she wanted to talk to about this, before she had to do for Susan, perhaps, what Susan

  had done for her.




  And then Jim’s voice greeted her intimately, in her very ear. He had to say hello three times before she could speak. He said, “I thought it was long distance. How are you?” He

  spoke kindly and affectionately, but not tenderly. It was apparent he did not know. “I’m not so good,” she said.




  “What’s wrong, Alice? Did something happen to you? Are you sick?”




  “Denny and Craig were, um, killed last night. We all thought you had better know.”




  “My God! What did he do?” He turned away from the phone, putting his hand over the receiver. So she was right there. “Jim!” Alice raised her voice.




  “Didn’t I always say Craig would—”




  “We all always said something. But they were murdered. I found them.”




  “Jesus, sweetheart.”




  “That’s not important. It’s more of a shock now than it was then. I’ll tell you about it sometime. But Ray and Noah wanted to be sure that you heard it from us and not

  over the radio. I should have called earlier.”




  “The radio’s broken and we’ve been at the beach all day.”




  “Oh.”




  “Hadn’t we better come there?”




  “You don’t need to. It would be awfully expensive.”




  “How’s Susan?”




  “She’s back in the Adirondacks somewhere. I dread that she’ll find out in the car on the way home tomorrow. I don’t know what we’re going to do about it.” For

  the first time that evening, Alice was nearly crying, although she had vowed two years before never to cry in front of Jim Ellis if she had to slit her throat first. “We don’t know when

  she’s going to get back or anything.”




  “I can’t understand you, honey.”




  “Don’t call me those names!”




  “Alice . . .” But he didn’t have anything to say, after all. They maintained a long transcontinental silence while Alice took deep breaths and wiped tears from her eyes. One or

  two times muffled muttering told her he was talking to Mariana, whom she had never seen but who was always there, it appeared, if the phone rang. Craig had once said, “Didn’t you hear

  about the operation, Alice? They were joined at the waist like a couple of experimental dogs. Medical history made in Orange County.” Of her friends besides Susan, Craig had been the most

  angry on her behalf, the most ready to belittle Jim’s claims to talent, good looks, kindness, humanity. She had liked him quite a lot for that.




  Finally she said, “I am all right, Jim. It’s pretty late here, and all of this began this morning. Don’t worry about me.”




  “I always do.”




  She decided to get off before she got mad. “I’ll let you know what happens, all right? Or Ray will.”




  “All right, honey.”




  When she hung up the phone, she stuck her tongue as far out of her mouth as possible at it and said, “All right, honey!” in a strangled, sarcastic voice. Then, with a deep sigh, she

  got up and deposited the crumbs she had been clenching in the wastebasket. She took a small can of orange juice out of the freezer and set it on the counter by the sink. The cabinets, which she and

  Jim had stripped and refinished themselves, the vinyl flooring which they had laid, the flowers and vines they had stenciled around the kitchen doorway, all in a delirium of pleasure at having

  found such an apartment as this one, had long since lost for Alice any heartbreaking significance, although at one time a survey of the place seemed to measure out in completed tasks their

  three-year march toward the doom of Mariana. Nonetheless, the apartment, rent-controlled, was too good to give up for sentimental reasons. For seven rooms, five of them overlooking the street,

  Alice paid $375 per month, probably no more, these days, than maintenance. It was a gem of an apartment, and Alice loved it quite personally for the quite personal blessings she received from it.

  As she came out of the kitchen tonight, for example, her gaze automatically caressed the oak floor, laid in chevrons, forty-four feet by three feet, that washed from her toes and broke against the

  bedroom door. A huge apartment. Every New Yorker, Alice thought, loves to toss off the remark, “I’ve got this huge apartment.”




  When she opened the door to her bedroom, fondling for a moment the molded brass doorknob, Susan sat up in her bed, saying, “Alice! You’re home.” Alice was paralyzed with

  astonishment, so shocked that what might have come out as an exclamation came out as a groan. The accumulated experiences of the day seemed to drop on her at once, exploded by this insignificant

  surprise into pure horror, and even a kind of terror. Susan declared, “I frightened you. Are you okay? Didn’t you see my backpack in the living room? There’s dirty laundry in the

  laundry room, too. I was sure you’d notice my junk all over the place and be annoyed.”




  Alice closed her mouth.




  “I had a wonderful time. Hardly any rain, but this afternoon I was just ready to come home, so I came home. Denny must have a gig somewhere, because I called over there and there

  wasn’t any answer, so I stopped here and let myself in. I figured that if you hadn’t fallen in love in the last two weeks, you’d get in sometime, and here you are!” She

  bounced across the bed and reached for Alice’s hand. “Are you all right?”




  “There were crumbs on the table.”




  “I made myself some toast.”




  “I saw them, but they just didn’t register. I’m all right. I missed you.”




  “Was I asleep? I must have been asleep. What time is it? Jesus, it’s after twelve. I must have been asleep. The cabin was lovely. This is the perfect time. There were tons of

  wildflowers and deer and badgers and chipmunks, it was almost warm, no summer visitors. Is something the matter?”




  Alice shook her head.




  “Well, it was great!” But her enthusiasm had begun to sound a little hesitant. Alice said, “I’ll bet!” and wondered if she could avoid delivery of the news until

  morning. “I just lay down here so I’d be sure not to miss you, or him, either, if there was one.”




  “No him. I was up at Ray’s.”




  “He’s not with Denny and Craig, then?”




  “No.”




  “It’s been a long time since he’s had anyone over. I’m sorry I missed it. Did you go out to that Chinese place?”




  “He got it in.”




  “What was the best thing? You don’t have to tell me the whole menu, just the best thing.”




  “Um, well, I always love the mo-shu pork.”




  Susan began gathering her things off the nightstand. Alice exclaimed, “No! Stay here. I’m going to brush my teeth. We haven’t slumber partied in years, okay?”




  NOW Alice ached to tell her and have it over with, but it was impossible to come out of the bathroom. When she did, the light beside the bed was on,

  and Susan was sitting up, putting a pin in her straight, collar-length, reddish blond hair. She had Alice’s favorite face, pale, peaceful, and good, unglamorous, a face that never fell apart

  with animation like Alice’s own, a face that Alice was used to staring at and analyzing, wondering if Susan was pretty or beautiful, wondering if the fascination of it came from Susan or from

  herself. “Who do you think you’ve looked at most in your life?” Craig once asked at the dinner table. “Denny,” said Susan. “My dog,” said Noah (having only

  just met Rya). “My mother,” said Alice, ashamed to tell the truth. “Think of all that time at the breast, before you can remember.” Nonetheless, the truth was Susan. Alice

  walked around the bed, turned back the coverlet, and got in. Susan said, “I’m glad I have one day before going back to work. Do you think it’s stupid to take my vacation so early?

  Maybe by August I’ll be going crazy.”




  “I don’t know.”




  “I wish you’d tell me what’s eating you.”




  “It’s hard.”




  “To tell me?” She emphasized the “me” in disbelief.




  “Especially you.”




  Alerted, Susan looked at her suspiciously.




  Alice squirmed under the comforter. “I missed you. Snuggle up.”




  Susan snuggled up.




  And then, when Alice had her securely in her arms, she told her. After a minute or so, Susan disengaged herself and got up, went into the bathroom, and closed the door.




  If she had expected wailing, she should not have, for Susan was not that way. In fact, her silence in the bathroom rather frightened Alice, while also pinning her to the bed, where she lay

  hardly breathing, listening with her whole rooted body for a crack in Susan’s reserve, even the sound of the toilet flushing or water running. Susan was better at giving sympathy than

  receiving it. Hadn’t Denny said so himself? Taking care of Susan when she had the flu or her wisdom teeth out was like looking after a hedgehog, Denny said. “I just put the food by the

  bedroom door and knock,” he laughed. At once Alice could see Denny alive for the first time that day, leaning at you, teasing, intimate, his eyes bright with affection and a joke at your

  expense. The vivid image made her catch her breath and ache for some sound, some breakage or flow from the bathroom. But there was none, and Alice, perfectly still in her warm bed, the covers up to

  her ears as Susan had left them, went to sleep.




  Must have gone to sleep, for she had the sense of waking sometime later, or partly waking. At first she felt delicate and victimized, as she had earlier in the day, ill but with a safe and

  definite disease. The door to the bathroom was open now, and Susan was moving about like a mother in Alice’s room, folding clothes, picking up shoes, putting caps on bottles and taking them

  into the bathroom. In the bathroom the light was full upon her as she went back and forth past the doorway, in and out of Alice’s sleepy gaze. Always well groomed, she was even more so now,

  two long bobby pins like arrows in her straight shining hair, her nightgown buttoned to the throat, her face absolutely clean, splashed thirty times with lukewarm water. How typical of Susan, she

  thought, to face devastation with cleanup. How typical of herself to face it in bed. The light in the bathroom went off and Alice heard Susan go out the other bathroom door and walk down the

  hallway toward the kitchen. “Are you all right?” she called out, but there was no answer. Now, Alice foresaw, would come the test of friendship, the great task of taste and tact that

  she, always indulged by Susan, always advised, encouraged, and strengthened, might or might not accomplish. For this they had no practice, no trial runs of adversity in which Alice could take the

  role of comforter, Susan be comforted. Susan never needed comfort, avoided it, in fact. Alice could too easily envision a kind of well-meant estrangement, in which Susan turned in and in on herself

  and Alice reached out only clumsily or imperceptibly.




  Jim had often said about her that she had no sense of timing or nuance; in her desire for him she was afraid to touch him and then elbowed him in the ribs. Driving their old car, she waited

  forever to make left turns, and then, nervous because of the cars accumulating behind her, darted into traffic. A sense of rightness she did not have, never had, could not learn. Alice sighed with

  love and sympathy for Susan, knowing that if she left the expression of it to her instincts she was bound to fail, bound to go too far, or, more likely, fall short. After a while, after thinking

  that the best thing to do would be to stay awake so that Susan could come in and talk if she felt the least bit like it, Alice fell again into a sound sleep.




  In the brightening glimmer of the sun rising on another perfect day, Alice awoke to Susan’s quiet exhortations. A warm breeze off the river fluttered the spider plant and the grape ivy

  hanging in the window. Alice pushed her hair out of her face and sat up in bed. “What?”




  “Are you mad that I woke you?”




  “Of course not. How are you?”




  “I don’t know. I’ve been up all night. It’s been two weeks since I’ve seen Denny, so it’s all sort of abstract. I think I have to go there and look for

  myself. Basically, I feel awful, I guess.”




  “Don’t you want to get some sleep?”




  “I can’t right now. I want to go home and be there.”




  Even having seen the bodies taken away, Alice could only imagine another shock like she’d had the day before. She said, “You don’t really.”
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