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It was pathetic. Teo ordered a café con leche, and the busboy dropped his tray of dirty dishes and scrambled out the back door.

“He can come back in,” Teo said to the old woman behind the counter. “I'm not from Immigration.”

If he were an INS agent he wouldn't bother with small fry like the busboy. He wouldn't even pay attention to the two young men at the table near the back door, faces seared black from a three-or-four-day trek through the Arizona desert, who were sipping horchatas with their breakfast burritos, or the girl at the counter next to him eating chorizo and eggs, a string bag stuffed with clothes at her feet, who had just asked him in Guatemalan-accented Spanish if he would, por favor, pass the pimienta.

If he were an INS agent he'd go after the men he could see through the window, fifteen or twenty of them on the corner, wearing cheap shirts, work pants, and worn-down running shoes, some of them leaning against the chain-link fence, others squatting, elbows on knees, all of them looking as if they had been born in that spot and could wait forever for someone to stop and ask them if they were interested in a few hours' work.

The café was run-down, cement floor cracked, rickety tables with names gouged into the wood, strings of paper snowflakes, thick with dust, hanging from the ceiling. Café Tacuba. Teo used to come here on Saturday mornings with his dad for café con leche and buttered bolillos. The old woman was a young one then. She wore a flowered apron wrapped like a bandanna around her slender hips and called him m'hijo in the same way his mother did.

He went to grade school around the corner. Nuestra Señora Sagrada Academy for Boys. Spanish archways, liquidambars ringing the playground, nuns in wimples, boys in navy pants, white shirt, striped tie, their black lace-up shoes shining as bright as their mothers' copper pans.

He should have been at work. It was almost eight o'clock. He usually was out of the barrio by five in the morning and by five-ten drinking black coffee in the Dunkin' Donuts on Bristol. He had called the station, said he'd be in around nine, that he had trouble with his car. A lie. There was nothing wrong with his car. He had had one of his bad nights. Fireworks at a church carnival a few blocks from his house that sounded like gunshots pinging off the roof, like bombs going off, like grenades tossing mangled and bloody bodies into his dreams. At four-thirty he was up and sitting in a chair, but the images lingered past daylight and left him so wound up, wired, and jumpy, so goddamn angry at himself and everyone and everything, he needed to get himself straightened out before he went to work.

Take some time off, the police shrink told him in December when he was brought up for the second time in six months for insubordination.

And do what? Teo asked.

The café con leche was sweet and thick and slid down his throat in a soft rush. He didn't have to swallow hard to get it down like he did with American coffee.

Café con leche smooths away worries, his mother always said.

He would sit here for another fifteen minutes and then get going. The traffic on Main would be lighter by then. He'd be in better shape.

He could see a vendor setting up his cart in the plaza across from the movie, unfurling a ratty plastic awning, trays of watermelon and pineapple glistening in the early sun. The notary across the street had his open sign hanging in the front window and a line of people at the door.

You need something to ease your anxiety, the shrink said and gave Teo some pills to take. He threw them away. Pills made him lose his concentration.

Lots of traffic. An older-model Buick with a dented rear fender and a dangling taillight entering the intersection. Woman driver. Brakes behind her squealing as she stopped dead in the middle of the intersection, opened the door, and got out. Young, but not too young. Light brown hair loose and swinging, a sweater half thrown around her shoulders. Probably from a business in Costa Mesa, cruising the barrio streets looking for cheap labor. Definitely not one of the rich Newport Beach matrons needing a few undocumented workers to clear the weeds from around the boat slip. Not dressed smart enough for that. Doesn't drive the right car. And she's in a hurry, has to be somewhere. A restaurant, most likely. The last undocumented got picked up and she needs someone to peel the potatoes. Gutsy, abandoning the car in the middle of the street and ignoring the horns, not giving a damn.

She was up on the curb, had picked out her man, a sun-wrinkled, sturdy one wearing a baseball cap, and was leading him back to her car. Taking her time now, looking around. Didn't want her prize to get run over. Opening the car door. Hesitating. Looking in the direction of the café. Staring at the grease-smudged window as if she could see inside. The sun was all wrong for that, but Teo turned around, anyway, removed himself from her line of sight, and didn't see her drive away.
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It was around nine o'clock in the morning, give or take fifteen minutes, when Alice Miller called her sister, Ellie, at her job at Mickey's Surfside Restaurant and told her she had killed her husband. Manuel had just stepped into the restaurant office to complain to Ellie about the lettuce, that it was brown, where the hell was the fresh produce delivery, it should have been here at seven, and Ellie better not pay the wholesaler one dime more until he got his act together, and right at that moment the phone rang and it was Alice, sobbing so hard that at first Ellie thought she was saying, “I thrilled Morty” (which made no sense at all), and only after about four “Calm downs” from Ellie did she understand that what Alice was saying was, “I killed Morty.”

Ellie grabbed her purse, yelled through Mickey's open door that Alice was in trouble (she didn't wait for him to ask what kind of trouble or couldn't it wait or wasn't she supposed to go over the menus with Manuel and show the new boy how Manuel liked the vegetables sliced, and what price was today's soup du jour, anyway), but ran out the door, jumped into her car, and headed up Jamboree Road.

She zipped past the above-the-ocean outdoor escalators of the Fashion Island Mall, past the awninged restaurants on San Joaquin Hills Road (all of them swankier than Mickey's Surfside, which wasn't at surfside at all but down on a side street off Pacific Coast Highway), barely missing a head-on with a van on MacArthur.

Alice's house was at the top of a hill in Newport Beach, the best hill in the best part of Newport. Ellie zoomed up the drive and didn't park her car so much as abandon it, left the car door gaping open, and ran up the steps. She had a key to the house. Alice had given it to her the week before Christmas when she showed up at Mickey's, her eye bandaged, and said she thought it would be a good idea for Ellie to have a key, that anything could happen to her or Morty, that they were getting older, and Ellie should be able to get into the house in case of an emergency. As for her bandaged eye, Alice said she fainted, that she was standing on the ladder decorating the Christmas tree and suddenly everything went black, and the next thing she knew Morty was driving her to the doctor to get her eye stitched.

It had nagged at Ellie, that bandaged eye in December, but she and Eric were about to separate, and their eight-year-old son, Jamie, had died in March and it was the first Christmas without him, so it didn't register as forcefully as it should have. Then in February she happened to see Alice in Gelson's Market on Lido Isle shopping for lamb chops. Alice's upper lip was bandaged, and that should have sounded an alarm with Ellie, but it didn't. She remembered asking Alice what happened to her lip, and what was it Alice told her? That she was eating dinner and jabbed herself in the mouth with a fork?


Morty's body was on the bed in the master bedroom. He was lying on his left side, his legs curled into an S, a silver blue snub-nosed gun nestled almost lovingly in the fingers of his right hand, which was resting, as if the gun were too heavy, on the pillow next to his head. Alice, in a pink bathrobe and fuzzy white slippers, was on her knees next to the bed, her head down as if she were hunting for something she had lost.

“Is he dead, Ellie? Is he really, truly dead?” she said without looking up.

Ellie stared at Morty's bloodstained pillow, studied it actually, as if the size and shape of the stain would give her the answer to Alice's question, and the thought struck her that if she could figure out how much blood it took to make that stain, she would be able to answer Alice's question. Wasn't there an amount of blood loss that was fatal? And hadn't she spent enough time in the restaurant kitchen to know how much liquid volume of gravy it took to soak ten inches of toweling, which couldn't be too different from ten inches of percale, and wasn't there a connection there?

“Is he?” Alice said again.

He was holding the gun. He had killed himself. Alice had just been confused. She said she killed him when she meant to say he killed himself. Ellie leaned against the bedcovers and placed her hand on his arm. It was surprisingly warm. There hadn't been time for him to cool. It wasn't like Jamie, who was already glacial to the touch when she lay across his body in the hospital corridor and wouldn't get up, even when the doctor and Eric and two nurses tried pulling her away.

Aside from the small hole above Morty's bushy brow, he didn't look dead, merely relaxed. The hole, drilled as neatly as a carpenter's stud, hadn't bled much. A spray of blood on his forehead, a few drops on the collar of his white shirt, and a red circular stain on the pillow. It wasn't the gory mess Ellie would have expected. Not that her experience with dead bodies was that extensive. Dad, a peaceful expression on his face, was in his casket at the funeral home wearing his black suit and striped tie the last time she saw him. When Mom died, ravaged by cancer, Ellie was away at college. By the time she got home, the embalmers had filled Mom's mouth with cotton and put lipstick on her mouth and rouge on her cheeks, and it didn't even look like her. As for Jamie, all Ellie remembered was seeing him being rolled out into the hospital corridor with what looked like a shower cap on his curly hair and tubes sticking out of his mouth and nose and somewhere in the distance hearing the surgeon say that it had just been a routine tonsillectomy and he didn't understand what happened.

But it was Morty's face, his right eye staring absently at the mirrored dressing room wall (a fold of pillow was covering his left eye, so she couldn't tell what that one was doing), that cinched it. Yes, he was really, truly, irretrievably dead. And if he weren't, wouldn't he have sat up and said something to her, or at least twitched when she touched him?

“He is,” Ellie said.

Alice's whole demeanor changed after that. Suddenly she was calm and composed, and when Ellie asked her if she'd like a cup of coffee, said quickly that she thought she would and followed her into the kitchen.

There was fresh coffee in the coffeemaker. Ellie poured a cup for Alice and one for herself.

“There's no cream in the house,” Alice said. “I was going to go shopping, but I didn't get a chance. There might be some Cremora in the cupboard.”

“Please, Alice, sit down, I'll drink it black.”

“I know I have some Cremora somewhere.”

She began opening cupboard doors. Shelf paper with a light blue border matched stacks of hand-painted Italian dishes. Canned goods were lined up neatly. Spices had a shelf to themselves and revolved on a little merry-go-round affair. Alice spun the merry-go-round, touching each one of the bottles, tipping them backward to check the labels. At one point she pulled a step stool from the service porch into the kitchen so she could examine the very top shelves. It seemed to Ellie that Alice must be in shock. How else to explain the transformation from hysteria on the telephone ten minutes before to now behaving as if her husband's death were just a random glitch in an otherwise ordinary day? If she wasn't in shock, then she certainly was behaving weirdly. The Alice that Ellie knew would have collapsed at the sight of Morty's body, would now be so traumatized she'd be unable to function. The Alice she knew was the one who came home to the artichoke ranch in Visalia after her divorce from her first husband and didn't get out of bed for a month. Ellie was barely five years old then and couldn't remember the exact details of the marriage or why they got divorced, but she remembered Dad locking himself in the bedroom and practicing the violin for hours on end and Mom sitting on the ladder-back chair in the dark kitchen reading the Bible. There was another husband after that. Ellie was away at Berkeley when Alice divorced him, but Mom wrote and said Alice didn't stop crying for a week.

“I could have sworn the Cremora was on the spice shelf,” Alice said. Her hand flicked the handle of the sugar bowl, and white grains emptied out onto the floor. “I might have put it on the shelf with the olive oil and balsamic vinegar, because I sometimes do that when I'm in a hurry, but it's not there now.”

That was when Ellie noticed for the first time that there was blood all up and down the front of Alice's bathrobe, long zigzaggy gooey streaks, as if painted on with a brush dipped in ketchup.

“I'm not sorry I killed him,” Alice said vaguely and sat down at the table.

“You didn't kill him,” Ellie replied. “He killed himself. Why do you keep saying you killed him?”

“Because I did.”

“But the gun's in his hand.”

Alice poured what was left of the sugar into her coffee and then stirred vigorously, the way she might have stirred cake batter, from the bottom up, dipping the spoon in shovel fashion, then letting the coffee drip back into the cup.

“I put it there. It dropped and landed on the floor, and I didn't want it to look like I was the one who had the gun and was waving it around, and I thought about the police and how I'd explain it, and it seemed just so hard to remember the details, what came first and what came second, and so I just picked it up and put it in his hand.”

“You didn't.”

“But I did. And I didn't faint and fall off a ladder last Christmas or jab my lip with a fork in February. It was Morty.”

“Morty?”

“I didn't want to worry you.”

“I don't understand. I never saw him do or say anything the least bit out of—”

“Well, he did.”

“You're telling me he beat you?”

“You'd think he'd have been used to me by now and wouldn't mind that I haven't kept myself up. But I'm not blaming him for that. Lord knows, it's my fault that I look the way I do. I did get fat and I didn't keep myself up.”

“You never said a word.”

“I don't have any discipline. I never have had any. That's been my problem all my life, Ellie, not having any discipline, just letting myself kind of float, not knowing when to say yes or no or even understanding what was going on around me. I always feel like I'm in a fog and everyone else is in the sunshine.”

Ellie was at the sink now, turning on the cold water. Paper towels to the left of the sink, press a button, the motor hums, and a large square of love-knot-patterned paper zips down, and then some contraption in the back cuts it clean and drops it on the counter. She had been virtually sleepwalking through life since Jamie died, not reading the papers or watching television, not calling old friends, not having her weekly lunches with Alice, doing nothing but going to work, coming home, eating something that didn't take more than five minutes to prepare, and then going to bed. And now it was as if a bomb had gone off and she was wide awake.

“I wish you had told me.”

“I didn't want to bother you.”

Ellie pressed the button for two squares, held them beneath the running water, then swiped at Alice's bloody robe with the wet paper towels, rubbing hard, first one direction and then another, pulling at the fabric as if she wanted to rip it apart, but all she did was smear blood over the entire front of the robe.

“There wasn't anything you could have done,” Alice said. “There wasn't anything I could have done. I tried so hard, but it was never the same thing, it was always something else that he didn't like about me, another failing, another misstep. I know I'm not the brightest thing in the world, but I didn't need him to point it out all the time and get so mad over every little thing I did or said until I was almost afraid to breathe.”

She had blood in her hair, glistening red dots staining the gray strands near her forehead. Ellie dabbed at the spots with the wet paper towel.

“He came in late last night, and this morning I asked him where he had been—it was just a question, just like you'd say is the meat cooked all right, and I didn't mean anything by it, but the minute I asked him where he'd been, I knew it was the wrong question, I knew he'd get mad, and he did.

“He said he didn't have to tell me where he went or what he did, and I said I wasn't telling him what to do, because I was trying to fix it, trying to take back the question, but there was no taking it back, it was already too late, he already had that wound-up look, and I knew I was in for it.

“I went to the bathroom, and then I made some coffee, and I came back into the bedroom and that's when I saw he was playing with the gun, and he held it out in front of him, aiming at my head, then at my chest, then at my legs, and he started telling me how my being alive polluted the air he was breathing, and I knew he was going to kill me this time, that he meant it. So I reached over and pushed the gun away. I just wanted to get it away from me, and I did it automatically, just punched his hand, and when I did that my wrist bumped against his wrist, and the gun went this way, and I heard the noise and it surprised me more than anything else, the noise, I mean, and I thought I was shot, I really did, I looked down at my chest first thing because I was sure he had shot me, and there was blood on my bathrobe, but I didn't feel a thing, and then when I looked over at him he had the strangest expression on his face, as if he wanted to say something to me but couldn't find the words, and it wasn't until he lay back against the pillow that I realized he was the one who was shot.”

“I can't get the spots out of your robe,” Ellie said. “I don't know, Alice, they just won't come out.”

She tugged at the woolly sleeves of the bathrobe. Alice bought her clothes a size too small, as if she were sure that by the time she brought them home she would be fifteen pounds thinner. The bathrobe clung stubbornly to Alice's arms. One arm free, then the other one. Underneath was a cotton nightgown, the blousy kind that starts at the shoulders and balloons out into a loose, gauzy tent. She was plump, but without clothes on she looked smaller, as if the fat had swallowed up her bones and shrunk her down until there was nothing left but a frail, sagging heap. There were yellowish purple bruises on her chest and upper arms. Ellie asked her if Morty had done that, and Alice said yes, and a lot more, mostly where it didn't show, like cracked ribs and a bruised kidney.

“I always had an excuse to tell the doctor. One time it was an automobile accident. Another time I told him I fell down the front steps at home. Then once I told him a door in the supermarket banged in my face, and that was a mistake, because the doctor told me I should sue the store, and I said I would, and then I worried for a whole month after that that he'd call me up and check to see if I had done it yet.”

“I'm so wounded that you didn't confide in me.”

“Oh, honey,” Alice said.

Ellie removed Alice's blood-specked glasses and took them to the sink and held them under running water.

“Would you like a Valium?” Alice said. “You're not looking so great. I think you should sit down.”

Alice stood up and Ellie sat down. This was nothing like when Jamie died. Things like burst blood vessels sometimes happened during surgery. You didn't expect them to happen, but they did. Ellie had wanted to stay in the hospital with Jamie the night before surgery, sleep on a cot in his room, but Eric said kids get their tonsils out every day, don't make a baby out of him, you'll see him in the morning. Jamie dying during a tonsillectomy was an unexpected horror. This was craziness.

“You can't take this on yourself,” Alice said. “I mean personally on yourself, as if you did it, or were to blame somehow, when it was all my doing, my marrying him and putting up with him, and there was no reason before now to even tell you a thing about who he was or what he did to me, and I can see that I was right not to, just looking at your face. You look about to pass out, honey.”

“I'm not.”

“Your face is red.”

“I'm just warm.”

“Well, I think a Valium will help.”

The bottle of Valium was in a cupboard to the left of the sink. Alice flipped open the lid of the bottle and shook a pill out into Ellie's palm.

“Swallow it, honey, it'll make you feel better.”

“I should be comforting you.” Ellie put the pill in her mouth and took a sip of coffee.

“You are comforting me. Just by being here you're comforting me.”

“We'll have to think about what you should say to the police.”

“Shouldn't I just tell them what I told you?”

“No.”

“But they'll figure it out, won't they? They always do. Every movie, every book, the police always figure it out.”

“There's nothing to figure out. It was an accident.”

“Then why don't I just tell them that?”

“Because it's too complicated, and you'll never say it the same way twice, and they'll trip you, you know they will, so let me think, it just has to be a simple statement, no long explanations, just something easy that you can remember.”

The Valium was working already. Alice and her little bottle of Valium. She had brought it with her to the cemetery in Simi Valley when Jamie was buried and handed them out like candy.

“Here's what you're going to say. You took a sleeping pill last night and you didn't wake up until eight-thirty this morning to go to the bathroom, and that's when you heard the shot. You came into the bedroom and found him, but you were groggy from the sleeping pill and—no, that's too much for you to remember. All you have to say is that you woke up, went to the bathroom, heard a shot, and when you came into the bedroom there he was. That's enough. Don't say one more thing. He shot himself. That's all you have to say is that he shot himself.”

There was still the bloody bathrobe to take care of. Ellie carried it into the service porch and put it in the washing machine. Soaps were lined up on the shelf behind the dryer. She poured some Tide onto the bathrobe and set the dial for cold water soak. The service porch was spotless, floor swept, cleaning supplies, mops, brooms, vacuum in military precision in their storage space next to the back door. Alice was a cleaner. She had always been a cleaner. It could take her all day to clean a room, but when she was done, it was a work of art. She'd Q-Tip corners, take toasters apart to get at the last few crumbs, climb on ladders to pluck cobwebs from the crown moldings with her fingers.

Ellie didn't want to go into the bedroom again, but there was no other way to the dressing room. It was eerie. Just standing in the doorway looking at the bed, at the lumpy figure lying across the covers. Dead or not, Ellie wanted to hit him over the head, smash him around, smother him with his bloodstained pillow. All that smiling and glad-handing and bragging about big deals and mergers and capital gains, when all the time he was beating Alice so badly she had to make up stories to tell the doctor.

Morning shadows licked the white walls. Time to wake up, Morty, time to wake up. She crossed the room toward the bed and stood looking down at him, wondering at the finality of it, at the mystery of how he could have been arguing with Alice an hour ago and wasn't breathing now. He hadn't moved. Ellie poked at his arm with her finger. His skin was turning color, somewhere between alabaster and honey, with purple dots that looked like asterisks sprinkled here and there.

Alice has finally found the right man, Mom wrote Ellie, who was then in her second year at Berkeley, taking premed courses because Dad said to aim high. He's from Michigan, Mom wrote, believes the Bible is the word of God, and loves Alice and will take care of her.

Mom sent one more letter after that. In it she wrote that the artichoke crop was doing well, prices higher than last year, she had a black spot growing on her chest, Alice and Morty went to Lake Tahoe to get married instead of having a church wedding (in the margin Mom added that she wasn't so sure now that Morty believed that the Bible was the true word of God, and it has been giving her sleepless nights), that Dad thinks Ellie can do better than the B's and C's of last semester, and they both hope she's attending church faithfully (she wasn't). Also included was a typewritten passage from Deuteronomy, something incomprehensible about not eating too many grapes from a field that doesn't belong to you.

One morning a week later Dad woke up, got out of bed, looked out the window at the rows of artichokes, dew-damp and glistening like emeralds in the sun, said what a nice day it was, and died. Ellie met Morty for the first time at Dad's funeral. He was loud and brash. Investing in oil wells in Texas, he said. Really love your sister, he said.

Within a year Mom was dead, the black spot on her chest grown into a cancer that had wrapped its tentacles around her heart. Soon after that Ellie met Eric, left Berkeley, and got married. There hadn't been much of Alice in her life after that. Even after Morty moved his business to Newport Beach and he and Alice bought a house there, Ellie didn't see too much of her. There were too many years' difference in their ages. They didn't have anything in common. Alice never read a book, didn't quite grasp what was going on if it was the least bit abstract. When they used to have lunch together on Wednesdays (most of the time Alice would cancel at the last minute), they'd talk about vegetables, what was in season, and fruit, what new varieties were coming to market, and exchange dessert recipes. That was one thing they had in common, they both liked to cook and were good at it. Mom always said a woman who can cook a tasty meal is beloved by the Lord and bound to go to heaven.

She leaned closer to the bed. Wasn't there supposed to be some sign of decomposition by now, the hiss of gases escaping from flaccid tissues, the creaking of limbs as they contorted in rigor mortis? And had it really happened the way Alice said it did? Her story seemed so tidy, so smooth. But the stitched eye and cut lip, Ellie had seen them, those were real. Besides, Alice didn't lie.

She went into the dressing room and pulled a bathrobe out of the closet. A yellow cotton with green piping. She would make it up to Alice. She hadn't paid attention to her this whole past year. She would pay attention now.

The bathrobe looked too fresh, too neat and unwrinkled. She rumpled it up, twisted it, pulled a side seam until threads came loose, then yanked and kneaded the material until she was satisfied that it looked as if Alice had been wearing it all morning, and might even have slept in it.
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Teo was at his desk when the call came in.

“Teodoro Domingos, Homicide,” he said into the phone.

A woman's voice explaining that her brother-in-law had committed suicide. She was talking fast and sounded nervous.

“His name is Morton Miller,” she said. “Was. I guess I should say was Morton Miller. Morty. M-i-l-l-e-r. He shot himself at eight-thirty this morning, and my sister found the—do you need her name?”

“It would help.”

“Alice Miller. A-l-i-c-e. I didn't exactly look at the clock, but it was right around eight-thirty because I had just gotten to work. Do you want to know where I work?”

“Sure.”

“Mickey's Surfside in Newport Beach.”

“You are?”

“Ellie Holmgren. Eleanor. I'm the only one in the family with a nickname. There isn't that much family left, actually. I have an aunt in San Francisco. Celia. She always called me Eleanor, but she's in a nursing home and she didn't know who I was the last time I visited her, so the last person in the world to call me Eleanor is non compos mentis. I'm not usually this nervous. I practically run Mickey's Surfside, but people I know don't shoot themselves every day of the week. It's really strange how childhood nicknames stay with you even when you're grown up.”

The caller's voice became inaudible, as if she were sniffling or choking, and then a dead spot, as if the phone had been disconnected or she had put her hand over the receiver. After a few seconds she was back, but her voice was weaker. He recognized the call now for what it was. A mercy mission. Without knowing one more fact, he could bet that the sister offed her husband, left a mess, and the sister was taking care of it.

“Manuel—he's the chef at Mickey's—and I don't want to get him involved in this, because he doesn't know anything about it except that I got this telephone call from Alice and ran out of the restaurant without calling the wholesaler about the brown lettuce—but that's why I'm telling you his name, because that's actually how I know what time Alice called me. Manuel had just asked me about the vegetable delivery because the lettuce was brown, and he was angry about it, and we always get lettuce between seven and eight, so it was probably, like I said, around eight-thirty when Alice called and said Morty had shot himself.”

“Where's your sister now?”

“Alice?”

“Alice.”

“In the kitchen. I'm at her house. With her. She's in the kitchen. I'm calling because she's too upset. Besides, she didn't know who to call, whether she was supposed to notify the police or a doctor, and to tell the truth I'm not certain myself, but to play it safe I thought I'd better call the police first, and—”

Inaudible. What were the last two words?

“—unless I'm supposed to call a doctor, in which case I'll hang up and do that, but I did want to be sure she was—I was doing the right thing.”

The suicide was only about two miles from the station. Teo and George (George was Teo's new partner; Rafe, who had been his partner for ten years, retired in February) got in the car and drove over there.

The house was on a quiet street on a hill above Newport Harbor, a phalanx of towering fir trees at its back. It was the only faux Colonial on a street of angular, low-slung ranch houses. No cars parked at the curb. Junipers in white pots at the end of the long brick drive. An older model Oldsmobile, door hanging open, in the driveway behind a new silver Lexus. Down below in the harbor a motorboat bounced along the blue water of the channel, its foamy wake rippling out toward the heavy-bottomed, flag-bedecked yachts moored at pierside.

George knocked and when no one came to the door, he opened it and went in. Teo stood on the steps for a few seconds looking down at the harbor. The victim probably owned one of the yachts moored down below, probably one with a catchy name—Sail Aweigh or Sea Me Go. Most of them never sailed anywhere, never even left the pier. Teo used to patrol the harbor before he made Homicide. Rowdy parties on yachts had been his specialty. He could break up a fight in two seconds flat, knew when to swing the baton and when to butt heads and didn't care whether he got written up for it or not. Sometimes all it took for the partyers to cool down was for Teo to show up in his cop uniform, six foot three, wild eyed and dangerous looking, raise his arm, ball his hand into a hard fist—like a swami calling to his disciples, some observers said; like an evil god about to vent his wrath, others said—and in minutes people were scrambling over the side of the yacht, onto the dock, and into their cars.

Teo followed George inside and closed the door.

There were voices coming from somewhere on the other side of the house.

“I'll do the interview,” George said. “You check out the corpse. And don't give me any argument.”

George had come over to Homicide three months before after twenty-three years at Missing Persons. He had seen just one dead body in his whole career at M.P., a surfer who was swept by a rogue wave into the pilings of the Huntington Beach pier, broke his neck, and was washed up four days later on the beach down in Newport. Teo had seen hundreds of bodies, not even counting the ones in Vietnam.

George headed to where the voices were coming from and left Teo in the foyer.

“I'm Detective Behrens, George Behrens, from Homicide,” Teo heard George say to someone. A woman's voice murmuring something back. There was no crying or wailing.

He moved slowly through the house. A bitching place. He had been in houses like this before, rich people's houses, where the air was filtered, where the water, cold and pure, was piped in from an antediluvian stream somewhere in the mountains above Lake Arrowhead, houses with too many rooms for the amount of people living in them, put together by some decorator over on Lido Isle who was on the verge of getting a spread in Architectural Digest but hadn't broken out yet and still had to settle for two pictures and a paragraph in Orange Coast Magazine. The place was packed with furniture and knickknacks. Venetian mirrors, French tables, Oriental rugs. Every surface slick and shining.

Goddamn that George. He was skating on thin ice, on the verge, about to fall into the sinkhole. If he pulled seniority one more time, Teo wouldn't be responsible for what happened next.

Dining room down two steps to the right of the foyer. No one ate in there. No food spots on the rug, no scratches on the gleaming mahogany table. There was an odd smell in there. Furniture polish, petroleum base with lemon oil added.

What did George know about conducting a homicide investigation, anyway? What did he know about death? He hadn't even been in Vietnam. What did he say got him a deferment? Surfer knees?

The library was next to the dining room. Plush. Quiet. Leatherbound books on shelves that wound around the room. No dust on the tops of the books, the volumes carefully arranged by size, taller books separated from shorter ones (no attempt to sort by genre), everything ruler straight.

Shit. Tell the cholos in Santa Ana about surfer knees. Tell it to the vets in the barrio, down on Fourth and Main, drinking cheap wine, still wearing their combat jackets and jungle boots. Go on, ask them what they think about skipping Vietnam because your surfboard gave you knobby knees.

Casement windows looked out into the back garden. Fountains. A gazebo. A small putting green.

The kitchen. George was in there. Two women were with him, sitting at a big oak table while George leaned against the sink, his I'm-not-here-to-arrest-you look plastered across his face. He was wearing a gray suit that had a gravy stain on the lapel. Even if you didn't know about his surfer knees, you could just about tell who he was by that gravy stain.

A big kitchen. A family of four could live in it and have room left over. Sub-Zero, ice maker, eight-burner copper stove. Alice must be the one in the bathrobe and slippers. Late fifties. Hair freshly combed.

“I'm Ellie, Alice's sister,” the other woman said. She looked right at Teo. Right straight at him. He recognized her. The woman in the Buick in front of Café Tacuba. She was better looking close up. Not a babe, but not bad either. Blond hair. Petite. Forty-two, -three. She was holding her sister's hand. Tight, it looked like from the doorway.

“Hi,” Teo said and smiled. “Detective Domingos. You all right in here?”

“We're fine,” George said.

“Everything in order?”

“I do the interview, you examine the corpse. Remember? When I get through here, I'll be in, we'll go over particulars. Okay?”

“Sure.”

“The master bedroom's straight down the hall and to the left of the library,” Ellie said. “Didn't I speak to you on the phone? I never forget voices.”

“He reports to me,” George said.

“Oh.”

“The body's in the room down the hall?” Teo said.

“On the bed,” Ellie replied. “We didn't move him. I touched his arm, but that's all. If you want, I'll go in with you, show you where he is. It's down the hall and to the left. Right past the library. You can't miss him. On the bed.”

Teo didn't move. “What's upstairs?”

“A game room, two more bedrooms with adjoining baths.”

“Adjoining baths,” Alice murmured.

“You need a doctor or anything?”

“I'm taking care of this end,” George said sharply.

Teo ignored him. “Just two people live in the house?”

“Just my sister and her husband,” Ellie said.

Alice nodded.

There were cups of coffee on the table, steam circling the rims.

“Who made the coffee?” Teo asked.

“You know, this is really beginning to boil me,” George said. “I outrank you. Do what I said. Get out of here.”

“I made the coffee,” Alice said.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“What time was that?” Teo asked.

“Oh, my,” Alice replied.

Teo pulled out his blue notebook, flipped over a few pages, and jotted down, Wife made coffee. Before or after?

“Did you bring the newspaper in, too?”

A folded paper was lying on the kitchen table, the stained-glass skylight overhead laying pools of purple and red onto the newsprint.

“Morty did,” Alice said.

“Your husband.”

“I told you to check the corpse,” George said.

“I'm in a daze, I think,” Alice said, and put her head in her hands. “Everything's so hazy.”

“You don't have to say anything,” Ellie told her. “They know what they're doing, and it's all right if you just let them do it and don't say anything. Do you need a drink of water or an aspirin or anything?”

“Maybe a drink of water.”

“You want to hash it out right here, right now?” George said.

Ellie was pouring water into a glass, standing right next to George. Teo stepped toward George (which squeezed Ellie up against the ice maker) and mumbled a few words to him, something on the order of wanting to break his head open.

“I can take Alice out to my car,” Ellie said. “We'll just go out and sit in the car in the driveway. I don't mind taking her outside. Fresh air will do her good.”

“You both stay here,” George said.

Teo stepped back. “The body's where?” he asked and tugged at his shirt collar with his left hand. “Down the hall?”

“Down the hall,” Ellie said.

“I'm really confused right now,” Alice said. “I took a sleeping pill last night, and right now I'm not sure of anything. To tell you the truth, I'm not sure whether I made the coffee or Morty did. I usually do, but sometimes he does. He might have. I can't remember.”

“It's all right,” Ellie said, and gave her sister's arm a squeeze.

Teo left the kitchen and stood in the hall—an atrium, he thought some people called it, or a gallery—windows facing the garden tinted a slate blue to protect the art hanging on the inside wall. He stared at the pictures. Modern art, blobs of color. And he didn't know what happened in there. He had let the brakes slip. He looked down at his hands. His fingers were still clenched. He had almost hit him. He didn't know why he hadn't. He took a few deep breaths and wished he had a cigarette. He had quit smoking on New Year's Day. Not because he thought smoking was unhealthy but because he couldn't take it or leave it. It was the last addiction to go, the drug habit he picked up in Vietnam being the first.

He walked past the library to the bedroom. More like a suite. Sitting area, fireplace, built-in TV, stereo, refrigerator. The drapes were drawn, the only illumination a sliver of sun that striped across the jumble of covers on the bed and glinted on the shiny steel of the gun. He pulled open the drapes. Sunlight flooded the room. No sign of a struggle or a fight.

The corpse was on the bed, dressed except for his shoes. Eyes fixed and staring. Mouth slightly open. Slender, somewhere in his sixties, took good care of himself, watched what he ate, might have worked out with weights. Wearing a hairpiece. The bullet had nicked it and knocked it sideways on his head.

Suicides usually looked surprised. He didn't look surprised. He was cradling the gun against his cheek as if he were about to use the muzzle to scratch an itch. Judging from the position of the body on the bed, he could either have lain down, reached over to the end table, and grabbed the gun, or he could have had it in his hand, then sat down on the edge of the bed, both feet on the floor as if he were about to put on his shoes (he was wearing lisle socks, gray with a black stripe), then said, What the hell, put the gun to his head, pulled the trigger, and keeled over.

Teo turned and stood with his back to the carved headboard, then sat down next to the corpse and rolled to the left so that his arm was touching the corpse's back. He could have shot himself that way, but the gun would have fallen out of his hand, he wouldn't still be clutching it. Unless his finger caught in the trigger. That was possible. But do you get partially dressed and then, as an afterthought, kill yourself?

Across the hall in the library a radio was still on. Surf conditions, one-to-three-foot swells. Lots of activity going on before the guy put the bullet in. Radio. Newspaper. Coffee. Or was it after?

“Tell me how it happened,” he could hear George saying in the kitchen.

“She doesn't remember,” Ellie said.

There wasn't much blood. A splash on his face and collar, a ring of blood in the middle of his forehead where the bullet had made a rosetteshaped hole, and a halo-shaped stain that started at the tip of the left ear and was beginning to dry into a grainy red scab on the white pillow.

“She came out of the dressing room when she heard the shot,” Ellie was saying.

“Let her answer,” George said.

“I did that, yes, that's what I did,” Alice said.

“And the first thing you did was call your sister?”

The corpse's fingers were white, the nails manicured. Too old for Vietnam.

“What exactly are you driving at?” Ellie was saying.

Teo would have held the reins tight, wouldn't have let the sister say a word. First thing you know she'll be stopping the interview and calling a lawyer, and then the whole thing gets muddled and dragged out when it doesn't have to be, when all they have to do is say what happened.
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It was three-thirty in the afternoon by the time the coroner arrived and put Morty on a gurney and wheeled him out. The crime lab people had come and gone, the videographer had done his videoing and left, Detective Behrens had gone in there for a few minutes when the coroner arrived, but he was back in the kitchen now. Only Detective Domingos was still in there doing something. When Ellie went into the bedroom at four-fifteen to get Alice's purse (Behrens wanted to see her driver's license and Social Security card, as if that were connected in some way to Morty's death), Domingos was kneeling next to the empty bed checking, it looked to Ellie, the quality of the carpet.

“All I want to know is why you got up at eight-thirty, Mrs. Miller,” Behrens said. He was standing with his back to the sink, his arms folded over his stomach.

“I just woke up. I don't know why. I just did.”

“Give me a reason. Any reason.”

“Well, I probably had to go to the bathroom.”

“You probably did? You don't know if you did or not?”

“You know what I think your problem is, Detective?” Ellie said brightly. “I think you're suffering from low blood sugar. It usually hits people this time of day, especially when they haven't eaten lunch.”

“We should have had lunch,” Alice said, nodding her head. “A body wasn't meant to go all day on just breakfast. I hadn't even noticed that lunchtime came and went, it's all been such a blur.”

“Most times you're not aware of the sugar depletion,” Ellie added. “You just get cranky and start feeling out of sorts. Nine times out of ten, that's what it is.”

“I made blueberry tarts yesterday,” Alice said. “There are still three in the refrigerator.”

“Don't go to any bother,” Behrens said.

“It's no bother,” Ellie said.

“No bother at all,” Alice echoed.

Ellie made a fresh pot of coffee and Alice brought the three tarts out of the refrigerator and arranged them on one of her Nippon hearts-and-flowers dishes.

“Why don't you sit down and make yourself comfortable?” Ellie said. “You've been standing all day, you must be tired.”

“Eating standing up is bad for the digestion,” Alice added.

Behrens sat down, and Alice put a napkin in front of him (which he draped over his left knee), and Ellie poured his coffee.

“Cream and sugar?” Ellie said.

“I take it black.”

“I could make some whipped cream to put on the tarts, if you'd like,” Alice said. “It just takes a minute.”

“No, thanks, have to watch my waistline.”

He ate quickly, in a greedy, packing-the-mouth, snuffly way, as if he were afraid someone would come in and ask him what he was doing.

“I don't know why a man whose wife could bake pies like these would kill himself.” He had demolished two and was now devouring the third.

“Can I talk to you a minute?” It was Domingos at the door to the kitchen.

“Can't it wait?” Behrens pulled the napkin off his lap and hastily wiped his mouth. “I'm busy here.”

“No, it can't wait. I'm working and you're fucking around.”

“I heard you were written up twice for insubord. You want to go for three?”

Alice had begun to shake. “I really don't know what's going on.”

“It's okay, Alice,” Ellie said. “It's okay, honey, it's between them, it has nothing to do with you.”

The two men were out in the hall now, and Behrens was trying to calm Domingos down, telling him he ought to see someone, he really had a problem, no one wanted to work with him, he should do something about that hair-trigger temper of his. It was quiet after that. The door to the bedroom opened and closed. The bathroom door opened, a light went on in the hall, and Behrens came back into the kitchen.

“All right,” Behrens said. He didn't sit down again, but took up his arms-folded position against the sink. “Now, Mrs. Miller, let's start over again. What did you say you were doing when you heard the shot?”

“She told you she was in the bathroom,” Ellie said.

“You told me she was in the bathroom.”

“I was in the bathroom,” Alice said.

“You were in the bathroom.”

“She was in the bathroom,” Ellie repeated.

There were policemen out in front of the house, their cars parked at the curb. Ellie glanced at them through the kitchen window. Behrens was letting huge gaps of time go by between questions now, as if he had grown weary of the whole process, and the policemen out in front didn't seem to have anything to do but stand on the sidewalk. One of them was yawning.

“Did you know your husband had a gun?”

“No. Yes. I'm not sure.” She looked at Ellie. “Did I ever tell you that Morty had a gun?”

“You never told me,” Ellie said.

“It's something you should remember,” Behrens said.

“Oh, I don't know about that,” Alice replied. “I don't pay attention to lots of things that other people pay attention to.”

“You wouldn't have paid attention to a gun?”

“What's so important about a gun?”

“You never mentioned a gun to me, I'm sure of it,” Ellie said.

“Then I didn't know that he had one, or I'm sure I would have told you.”

“And there was no note?” Behrens said.

“You mean like a letter?” Alice replied.

“All right, then, a letter. Something saying why he wanted to kill himself.”

“He never wrote a letter to anyone in his whole life that I know of.”

“Not a regular letter, Mrs. Miller. A suicide note. A person only has to write one suicide note. It's a onetime thing.”

“I didn't see any letters or notes. He was very neat, he never left anything lying around.”

“I'm not saying he wasn't neat. He could be neat and still leave a suicide note.”

“I didn't see one.”

“Are you going to be staying in the house? Can you at least tell me that much?”

“She's coming home with me,” Ellie said.

“I can't stay here,” Alice said.

“She definitely can't stay here,” Ellie said firmly.

“These questions are making me very tired.” Alice reached across the table for a napkin and wadded it up into a ball and pressed it against her forehead. Behrens looked as though he was about to ask her another question, but then shrugged and said he'd speak to her in a day or two, when she was feeling better. He'd call her at her sister's house and make an appointment for her to come into the Newport station.

“If you don't mind my telephoning your house,” he said to Ellie. “I don't want to put you out any.”

“I don't mind at all,” Ellie said, and gave him her phone number, which he wrote down on the back of an envelope he took out of his pocket.

“I'm sorry I have to do any of this,” he said.

“You're just doing your job,” Alice said. “I wouldn't think much of the Newport Police Department if no one asked me any questions after—well, after—you know, after such a—”

He reached over and patted her shoulder. Then he walked out of the kitchen, probably to the bedroom, because it was a few minutes before Ellie heard the front door slam.

“Did I do all right?” Alice said.

“Perfect,” Ellie replied. She could see Behrens through the kitchen window now. He was standing on the lawn talking to one of the other officers. “He liked your tarts. That should count for something.”

“He asked a lot of questions. Why do you think he did that?”

“I think it's routine. Do you want me to help you pack a bag?”

“I can't go in there.”

“Morty's not in there.”

“I know he isn't. It's just—”

“That's all right. I'll do it.”

Domingos was still in the bedroom, examining a dark brown spot on the wall behind the bed.

“Is it okay if I take some of my sister's things out of the drawers? I'm taking her home with me.”

“Go ahead.”

Alice's overnight bag was in the dressing room closet. On one side of the closet Alice's clothes—mostly pull-on slacks and boxy over-blouses—hung on padded hangers. On the other side were Morty's suits, each in a see-through garment bag. Looking at those suits somehow gave Ellie more of a jar than his body had. She picked up the overnight bag and laid it on the carpet next to the bureau.

“I read an article in JAMA that anger can lead to heart attack and stroke,” she said.

“What are you doing reading JAMA?” He had a tape measure out now and was measuring the distance from the dressing room door to the bed.

“Some people like romance novels. I read medical journals. They relax me.”

He glanced over at her, but it was not as if he saw her. It was as if he were calculating something in his head.

“The problem is, since my son died I don't trust doctors. I suppose that means I shouldn't believe what they have to say in their journals. I haven't analyzed that dichotomy fully. I think what I'm actually doing is making a distinction between research and actual hands-on patient care, but I'm not sure.”

“You sound like a doctor.”

“Nowhere near a doctor. Two years premed.”

He was now measuring the distance from the pillow to the headboard.

“What are you measuring?”

“I'm trying to determine the bullet's trajectory.”

He let the tape roll back and stood up. He was much taller than she was and she had to tilt her head back to look at his face.

“What are you doing here?” he said.

“Helping my sister.”

“Do what?”

“Well, I don't know. Get through this, I guess. She was with me when Jamie—when my son died. I couldn't have managed without her.”

He was staring at the crystal jars on Alice's dressing table.

“I don't know why they call them overnight bags,” she said. “I don't know anyone who goes anywhere overnight, do you? I mean, if you're going to go somewhere, you want to stay awhile. Especially if it means going on an airplane, the airfare is so expensive, I can't imagine once you got where you were going that you'd only stay overnight. Although I've heard of people who could go away for a month with nothing but what they could fit into an overnight bag. I suppose I could if I had to. I don't travel much, anyway, don't go anywhere, just to work and back home. I have an old suitcase that I bought when I went away to college. I didn't finish. I was never cut out to be a doctor, anyway. I'd never be able to harden myself enough to deal with other people's pain. It's a gift, I guess, being hard enough to deal with other people's misfortune.”

He looked her full in the face now. She had the bag zipped up. It held less than she thought it would. Nightgown, socks, underpants, bras. The cloth sides were bulging.

“A man with tailor-made suits and a fancy house, and he puts on his hairpiece in the morning before he kills himself,” Domingos said. He shook his head, then walked out of the room and left her standing there.


“I thought they would never leave,” Alice said. Ellie had thrown the overnight bag in the trunk of the car and was now backing out of the driveway. “I thought they were planning to sleep over, not that I care if they did, it was just everyone looking at me and me not knowing what they were thinking. What do you suppose they were thinking, Ellie?”

“I'm not sure.”

“Well, what would you guess they were thinking?”
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