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MEMO

TO: PD
FROM: HR

Our office recently received the attached. We believe it to be the hard copy of a long email. Addressee unknown. Subject line: “As requested—.”

It was discovered inside an upstairs wall of a Maragate residence made uninhabitable by “The Hundred-Year Storm” and tagged for demolition. The document of some 300-odd pages was bound by three rubber bands. An empty bottle of Sweet Briar Dragon Gin and the dried carcass of a rat were found next to it in the framing.

Findings from forensics will arrive under separate cover so as not to front-load the experience with information that would “spoil the story” and may in the final analysis make little difference.


You asked me to start at the beginning, but to this day I’m not sure when or where it began for me. I was in New York, toiling over a script with a madman producer name Gertz, who was attempting to make his first grown-up picture, having already made zillions on schlock. I’d been there for seven weeks and still had a week to go before I could go back home to LA. Walking back to my hotel from Gertz’s Madison Avenue offices one night, I stopped at a café for a piece of cheesecake, my favorite thing to do in New York. I had a couple bites of the delicious cheesecake, and then with the next bite my throat seared. I immediately worried that I had been randomly poisoned—it is the world we live in—or it’s possible some disgruntled kitchen worker spiked the cheesecake with tabasco, which also happens from time to time. By the time I got to my room, my heart was pounding, and my field of vision was blocked by a blue splotch with a ragged black center, which did not go away when I closed my eyes. I sat on the edge of the bed and did some deep breathing. I wrote a note naming the café in case I died during the night, and then I fell asleep. Hope’s call woke me around 1 a.m. She must have forgotten the difference in time.

A week later I was shutting the front door of my new home behind me, a house I had seen for the first time only hours before. I had my shoes in hand, having walked across the living room in socks so as not to wake Carlos. It was three o’clock in the morning, not a nice hour anywhere, near the end of February, not the best of seasons, damp and foggy, colder than New York, and all I was wearing was my sports coat and the same clothes I’d had on all day. I slipped into my shoes and set out to have a look at my new hometown.

The house was close to Spanish Circle, touted as the town’s heart and soul by the driver who met me at the airport, who rattled on about the town’s features, including a suicide rate of zero. “Because there ain’t any buildings tall enough to jump off of!”

The town was laid out like a spider’s web, with Spanish Circle at its center and the major streets radiating from there to the outskirts. My house was on Second Street Northwest (2nd St. NW on an envelope, though I am still waiting for my first letter) midway between the avenues Cherona and Minos, a coveted location, I was told.

I walked in shrouded light for what seemed too far a distance until I found Spanish Circle, abandoned at that hour.

The park was large for a small town, ten acres. Town Hall, a two-story red brick fortress, was located more or less in the center of the circle, like a bull’s-eye. Walkways snaked over the lawn and under a variety of oak and cedar trees. I saw a few man-made grassy knolls, down which I imagined children rolling in play. It’s what I used to do as a kid whenever I saw a knoll. (My childhood was happy, I’d like you to know.) Along the walkway were sculptural street lights with tulip-shaped shades. I stood under one of them and looked at the statue of some stalwart of local history, a thumb hooked over his belt, his other hand pointing to a prosperous future.

A spur off the walkway led to a public restroom, a squat brick bunker. A man in a black leather sports coat and jeans came out and paused long enough to look me over before disappearing into the fog. In a moment another man emerged, ferret-like, shorter, and wearing a fedora and a plastic raincoat. This one never noticed me. He scurried in the opposite direction.

It occurred to me that I might not be safe. I picked up my pace and walked toward the eastern edge of the park, to the roundabout and the circular sidewalk. Across the street were little shops and cafés and what appeared to be single-pump gas stations, too many of them to be real. More like a theme.

When Hope called me in New York I would have agreed to anything. She told me I would love Maragate. She described it as “a little slice of heaven.”

“You deserve to be happy again,” she said.

I did not think of myself as unhappy, only not as relentlessly cheerful as she. Yes, I lamented the sudden increase in the number of people shooting each other from their cars on the streets and freeways of Los Angeles. It was an element of life hard to ignore, though millions came to accept it, including me. You can learn to accept anything, and even thrive within it. (Which I suppose is the whole point of my story.) I did wonder aloud about the advantages of putting some distance between us and “the Industry.” I admit that I had lost the ability to laugh at little things, but I would not have said I was unhappy.

Hope reasoned that what we would save on California taxes and the high cost of living in Los Angeles would pay for the new house and ensure us a comfortable retirement. (I had no plans to retire. I wouldn’t know how.) Lying in my hotel room in the pain of what I thought at the time might be poison, I suggested we rent a place for a few months, to try it out. She countered that we would miss out on a wonderful opportunity if we didn’t snatch up this “little jewel.” I was too sick to argue. What’s more, it was Valentine’s Day, our favorite holiday. I told her to buy the house, sounds like a great idea.

I doubled back from Spanish Circle, following the circular sidewalk that would lead me to Cherona Avenue West. From there I knew I was within two or three blocks of what was now apparently home. I turned right one street too soon, however, and lost my way.

A car was facing me, parked half a block away, foggy halos hanging around the headlights. I walked toward it, hoping for directions. Another car, an SUV, pulled up and parked on the other side of the street. The sound of a motorcycle grew louder behind me, and when I turned I saw that it was a police bike, rolling by me like a ghost rider. The motorcycle stopped a little beyond the two cars. I was close enough now to see they were police vehicles. A man’s voice said, “Stand over here behind the car.” I thought he was talking to me, but he was giving the order to a tall woman in Ugg boots and a navy blue raincoat, a scarf over her head. She held a leash connected to a Rottweiler. Another cop walked from the police SUV across the street toward the woman, his hand on his holstered gun.

I crossed over and stood on the far side of that SUV, putting some protection in front of me, my line of sight over the roof. I heard the sound of running water behind me, a creek. The cops were not interested in the woman but in her house. In the dark fog, it appeared to me more like a tunnel, an industrial scarred wall making up one side of it. I could make out an open door. A cop positioned himself on one side while the other two, guns drawn, inched along the wall.

I heard, “Police. Come out with your hands up.” No response came from the darkness, but then a blinding light filled the doorway and lit up the tunnel, changing from white to golden. A shot was fired. I dropped to the ground, squeezing under the SUV. Two shots, three, four. A naked woman the color of café au lait moved toward me as though gliding on air. She fell to the road next to where I had taken cover. Her face was beautiful and serene. She stared at me through dark eyes, folded her lush, charcoal gray wings, and murmured in an Irish accent, “Hope is alive.”

www.whisperingworlds.com/angels

The police put me in a room painted an industrial green. I sat on one of three matching metal chairs close to a metal table wedged into the corner. It was warm in the room, which helped dry my clothes, still damp from the wet road. The fluorescent light above me made the detective look sick. He was chubby and wore corduroy pants and a V-neck sweater over a T-shirt, and he looked like he was wearing the outfit for the second day. His hair was unkempt and made his forehead appear as a triangle coming to a sharp point on the right side. His stubble beard was not a fashion statement but a negligence. Cheap glasses slid down his nose. He looked to me like a failure whose early potential was misread, and he bore a striking resemblance to Philip Seymour Hoffman, RIP. (Casting is second nature to me. Who should play me in my own biopic? I could only dream it would be Tom Hanks.)

I told him of the past twenty-four hours, relieved to be telling someone about it. I let him know that my being in town was a result of marital miscommunication and I would not be staying long. I told him I witnessed a shooting, referring to the naked woman only as “the victim,” a label that made him uneasy. (I omitted the wings part and her last words. Why wouldn’t Hope be alive? Unless someone was trying to convince me that she was dead, and the angel was there to tip me off with her last breath. She may have meant the concept of hope was still alive, no matter what they say, as she herself was dying, if angels can die, assuming they exist in the first place, which was an assumption I did not share. [The confusion over person or concept is something women named Hope, Joy, Faith, Prudence, or Constance have to learn to live with.])

The detective took no notes. He acted as though this were an ordinary conversation. We were two dudes, recently met, having a chat, which he turned to the weather in Miami. I couldn’t understand why. I told him I had no opinion of the Miami heat. I’d been there only once, years before, to meet with Don Johnson, who was big at the time, starring in a hit TV show called Miami Vice and setting a fashion trend that in retrospect seems comparatively classy: brightly colored T-shirts under pastel sports coats, sleeves pushed up to the elbows. It did not feel like an American city, Miami. I was getting a similar feeling for Maragate, without the benefit of tropical weather.

It sounded like the cop was looking for things we might have in common, like two expectant fathers in a waiting room. I thought he was killing time until someone at a higher pay grade came in, and that is what happened, because another detective holding a yellow legal pad and wearing a black leather sports coat and jeans came into the room. I was sure he was the man I’d seen leaving the public restroom in the park ahead of the man with the fedora and plastic raincoat. The coincidence was unsettling.

“D. K.…? How do you say your last name?”

“The c is silent. As in Tucson. And you?”

“Lieutenant Conventerra. You have a connection to Tucson, do you?”

“No, I use it as an example. Americans don’t know how to deal with a c before an s. They feel compelled to pronounce it, which sounds awful when it’s your name, so I remind them of Tucson, as an example. They can’t spell it either. If I write down my name for you and ask you to copy it, you’ll get it wrong.” (This is true. I used to do that as a parlor trick.)

“Is this some kind of failure of Americans?”

“A small linguistic failure, I suppose.”

“What about the French?”

“The French?”

“Let’s say, for example, the French, they don’t have that problem.”

“What problem?”

“The problem with a c before an s, that you’re so sensitive about.”

I would have cast Heath Ledger, RIP, in the role. Something both saintly and demonic lived behind those sleepy eyes, that half-smile, hair all over the place, blondish like the other one. He was younger than his partner, though he outranked him, young enough to be my son, if I had one, which I didn’t. Hope and I never had children. I never wanted to be obliged to feel proud or ashamed of anyone, including myself, if I’m to be honest about it, though one can’t escape pride. (Shame is easier for most people to overcome.) Hope never voiced a reason for not wanting children. She never felt the need to explain anything. I always did, and once explained, to explain it again. And again. Maybe one more time, to be sure I was understood. Then again before going to bed, so neither of us had to sleep in doubt.

“The French are used to silent letters. And I’m not all that sensitive about it.”

“So is yours a French name?”

“Hardly.”

“You keen on the Frogs?”

“Sure. Only I call them the French. It’s a wonderful country. Have you ever been there?”

“No way. Why would I?”

I looked at the other cop and tacitly asked the same question.

“The fuck for?” he said.

“So then what kind of name is it?”

“Hungarian.”

The two cops gave that news a moment of serious thought. Something about being a Hungarian is inherently suspicious. Hungarians, for their part, feel the same way about Romanians, who feel that way about Bulgarians.

“Been there?” asked the Heath Ledger type.

“Where?”

“Hungary.”

“Once, yes. You?”

“If I wouldn’t go to Gay Paree, why would I go to shitty Hungary? Where were you, there?”

“Budapest. Lovely place. Sad people.”

“Speak the language?”

“I don’t know how anyone does, if you’re not born to it. It’s an impossible language to learn. That’s why Hungarians are so sad. They feel isolated by their language.”

(While I was in New York, I saw a woman in SoHo wearing a designer T-shirt that said: I SPEAK HUNGARIAN, WHAT’S YOUR SUPERPOWER?)

“Are you sad?” the cop asked me, a question of such intimacy I can’t remember anyone ever having asked it before.

“A little, considering the circumstances.”

“Isolated?”

“Kind of.”

“Alienated?”

“From what?”

“Whatever. You look sad.” He glanced at his partner, who nodded in agreement. “You look like a guy who long ago felt kind of alienated, so you chose isolation, and now you’re stuck with it, which makes you sad.”

It was close enough to sting, coming from a cop I’d just met, younger than I.

“I don’t get why you’re so interested in me and not what I witnessed.”

“We’re all interested in you. New in town, doesn’t know where he is. Who he is. Where anybody is. Picked up dazed and confused. With an uncorroborated story we will have to do something about.”

I should have realized the room was bugged. Conventerra had been the one taking notes, outside. They were probably videotaping as well. I looked for the eye of a lens. All I saw, on the wall to my right, above my head, was a calendar on which someone had been checking off the days with neat diagonal pencil lines. Whoever had that duty forgot to do it the last three days, or maybe he was out sick and no one else cared about the passing of days.

“I know who I am,” I said. It is, though, a lifelong question for everybody. Don’t you agree?

“How long were you there?”

“Where?”

“Budapest.”

“I thought you meant under the car.”

“How long were you roaming the streets of Budapest, doing whatever?”

The fluorescent lights hummed in my ears, contrapuntal to my own tinnitus. (The ringing becomes part of you.) “Six days in Budapest.”

“Were you alone in Budapest? Or did you go with someone? I’m going to bet you were there alone.”

“I have no idea why you would want to know, but no, I was not alone, I was with my wife.”

I know, from the movies, that if you are going to talk to the cops you should never lie about anything, no matter how small, but if I told him I was alone it would only lead to more irrelevant questions. (During one of those lonely walks I came upon a man’s dead body. A crowd had already gathered. They thought he’d pitched himself off a nearby roof.)

“I stand corrected. And your wife’s name is?”

“Hope.”

Again, the two cops thought this was worth a moment of silent consideration, like, how could a man like me be married to a woman named Hope. (I’ve wondered that myself.)

“You had friends there in Hungary?”

“No. I thought I might have relatives, though.”

“Looking for your roots, were you?”

“That metaphor doesn’t mean much to me because I’m not a plant.”

I’ve never benefited in real life from trying to be intellectually superior. The cop sat down on the third metal chair, with the sigh of a public servant put upon by the people he is sworn to aid and protect. “You were born in upstate New York, close to Canada?”

“Closer to Pennsylvania. Not far from Ithaca. You could have come in at the beginning and I wouldn’t have to repeat myself.”

“We like to have people repeat themselves, see if the story comes out the same way twice.”

“Would I change where I was born?”

“You’d be surprised what people change in a story. I was in Biloxi at the time. No, it was Baltimore.”

“I was at home,” said the other one. “No, at the movies.”

The lieutenant waited, but I had nothing to add.

“Upstate New York it is, and your father was in shoes, was he?”

“He worked for the Endicott Shoe Company.”

“And your mother worked for IBM?”

“She was a bookkeeper there, yes. I thought I was making small talk with your partner here.”

“Sergeant Kuggelsong,” said the partner. “I told you that in the beginning. I spelled it for you.”

“Sorry. I didn’t know I’d be interrogated.”

“You think this is an interrogation?” asked Conventerra.

“It feels like one.”

“Well, put that feeling aside. I know it’s hard for you, you’re such a deep dude, but pretend like we’re making small talk.”

“Why would you think it hard for me to make small talk?”

“Body language.” (I hadn’t moved.) “So, okay, you say you have no roots. That would make you, what, rootless?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Well, speaking in that manner, am I to believe that you don’t know where you live at this point in time?”

I winced. It’s automatic whenever I hear that phrase.

“You’re young,” I said, “so you don’t know why that expression grates on the ear.”

“You lost me. Now we’re both lost.”

“‘At this point in time.’ It’s a phrase that was coined by H. R. Haldeman, a gentleman fascist, one of Nixon’s henchmen, during Watergate. Since then, anyone with pretensions to gravitas uses it.”

“Our friend here is all about language and factoids up the ass.”

They needed to question me, of course, but why were they intent on making me look like a suspicious character?

“Look,” I said, trying to get back on track, “as I was telling your colleague here—”

“Sergeant Kuggelsong, goddammit. How many times do I have to tell you?”

“Yes, Kuggelsong, I know.” I spelled it aloud. (I’ve never benefited from sarcasm, either.) “I was in New York for eight weeks, working, and my wife—”

“How did you get from New York to our little slice of heaven?”

“While I was in New York, Hope called me from here and said she had found a house and wanted to buy it. We’d talked a lot about relocating, changing our lives, so I said go ahead. The job in New York was killing me, and I was ready to chuck it all and start a new life in a new town. I never heard of the place, but I guess she went on a location scout and found Maragate.”

“And you never saw the house?”

“Not even pictures. She did well enough on our first house, it’s appreciated crazy much, so I give my wife whatever she wants.”

“Hear that, Armen? True love.”

“That’s his side of the story,” Kuggelsong said.

“Yeah, we haven’t heard her side of it. So you’re like this old lovey-dovey couple? Bet you call her sweetie and she calls you her darling boy?”

(She does. Did.)

“She fell in love with this town, and I said, why not? How quickly it all happened was unexpected. But here I am.”

“Relocating from where?”

“Los Angeles. Hollywood Hills.”

Again, both cops looked at each other and raised their eyebrows, as though this was a piece of evidence good for them but not for me. I’ve seen that reaction before from people who have never been to Los Angeles. It was the city that changed my life, and I owed it gratitude. It was where I found Hope.

“And you haven’t seen your house yet?” said the lieutenant.

“Well, yes, I’ve seen it. A driver met me at the airport and took me there.”

I flew from JFK to Louisville, then raced to make the connection while speed-dialing Hope. Her phone went directly to message. I told her where I was and that I would be boarding the plane in time. I had a Bloody Mary and fell into a deep sleep on that leg of the trip. (I wasn’t a drinking man back then.) I did not stir until the plane hit the tarmac. Outside, it was dark and the fog thick.

As promised, a driver was waiting for me. He held up a sign with my name misspelled. It’s a family curse. (There may be others.)

“Maragate?” he said when we got into his limo. “Second Street Northwest?”

“Right.” I tried to call Hope again. Now her voicemail box was full.

“Visiting,” asked the driver, “or coming home?”

“I guess I’m coming home.”

Lieutenant Conventerra didn’t want to hear any more of my conversation with the driver.

“The driver knew what house to go to, but the owner of that house did not know and still doesn’t know, at this point in time, where that house is. Is that what you’re telling us?”

“I would recognize it if I saw it. I think. These houses look alike.” Another uncomfortable silence. “The driver assured me I’d love Maragate.”

“Do you?”

“Not so far.”

“You’re in a house you never saw, in a town you’ve never been to, in a country you’re like ambivalent about.”

“The country?”

“Well, you go on about how France is so much better. Hungary, for Pete’s sake.”

“Truth is,” I said, “I don’t much care where I live. It doesn’t matter to me.”

Yet again, the two cops looked at each other in that silent communication that makes everybody else an outsider. I had unnecessarily exposed myself by revealing that eccentricity. It might have sounded to them that I didn’t care about anything, least of all their shit town.

“I’ve never heard anyone say that before,” said Conventerra. “I’m stunned.”

“It sounds all wrong,” said Kuggelsong.

“Well, where I am, I mean, the town I’m in might matter. You have to go outside once in a while, to the movies or a restaurant, but the house itself never mattered to me. All that matters to me is that it’s quiet. And warm. And the roof doesn’t leak. And there aren’t any rats.”

“Quiet. Good roof, good furnace, no rats,” said Conventerra. “That’s not asking too much.”

“He’s easy to please, I’ll give him that.”

“I’ve never been attached to a house. All I do is work, anyway.”

“Could it be you never got attached to anything?” said Kuggelsong.

“If you list them in order of annoyance, which comes first? Rats?”

“No, noise. It has to be quiet where I live.”

“Interesting,” said Kuggelsong. “In some cultures, noise is not seen as an intrusion. It’s accepted as part of life.”

“Now, you’re in this house you won’t become attached to, quiet house in a town you can’t give a shit about, and you are not able to sleep because you are so exhausted. You take a walk, get lost, and can’t find your way home.”

“Yes, that’s it exactly,” I said, eager to get to the reason for my being there.

“It may surprise you, sir, but that is not uncommon. Just … when was it, Armen? … last Tuesday? We get a call from the 7-Eleven, there’s an old guy there, wanted a lottery ticket but he didn’t have any money and he didn’t have any ID. In fact, he didn’t have any shoes. Did he have pants?”

Kuggelsong laughed. “He had pants. Haggars. With suspenders. Only he didn’t have a shirt.” This was wildly amusing to the sergeant. He had to take out his hanky and cough into it.

“We walked him around a little, ran into somebody who recognized him, and we got him home to his old lady, who didn’t realize he was gone. Small-town charm.”

“My mind is as sharp as … well, certainly you two.”

I’ve never benefited from snarkiness either.

“We’ll see. You were saying?”

“About what?”

“About what we were talking about.”

“What were we talking about?”

“You don’t remember?”

“We were talking about several things,” I said, “none of them relevant to the matter at hand, a police shooting.”

“No, we were talking about you not caring where you are but pretty upset because you didn’t know where you were.”

“I wasn’t upset, I was lost, until I saw three cops shoot an unarmed woman. That was pretty upsetting.”

“Why didn’t your wife go with you on this late-night walk? Hope. I assume she knows her way around.”

“I don’t know where she is.”

ONE DAY AGO

(Don’t you hate that? Shit way to unspool a movie, which this isn’t, but I promise not to do it again anyway.)

When the limo dropped me off, I gave the driver a tip—the fare had been prepaid—and reached back inside the car for my carry-on. The car pulled away, and I saw my new home for the first time. It was a two-story frame house with what I suspected might be asbestos siding wedged between two similar houses on each side. A narrow walkway on the right side of the house led to whatever was in the back, while on the other side the space looked too small for a human to pass between my house and the neighbor’s asbestos siding without risking an environmental hazard. Dim lights were on inside the house and a brighter one shone outside the front door above a concrete stoop no wider than the door itself. Smoke rose from the chimney and mated with the fog. As near as I could tell in the dark, the house itself was an unpleasant yellowish green.

A spindly hedge separated the property from the sidewalk, except for a narrow driveway that led to the smallest garage I’d ever seen. It might have been large enough to park my Porsche, which Hope promised to have shipped. Her Audi should have been in the driveway. I looked up and down the street but did not see it parked anywhere. I thought she might be off on one of her endless errands, though it seemed too late in the night for that. In the middle of a small square of lawn stood a stunted and near dead plum tree. Suffer.

I pulled my bag toward the house and tripped another exterior light. The door opened to reveal the silhouette of a short, stout Hispanic man built like a fireplug. He wore chinos, a denim shirt and, I was surprised to notice, Gucci loafers. His curly hair was streaked with gray. He might have been forty or sixty, I couldn’t guess. He stepped forward, leaving the door wide ajar.

“Doctor Kecskeméti, I presume.”

He pronounced my name perfectly, with what I was later to discover was a Peruvian accent. (Most people mangle it. It’s “ke-ska-MET-e.”)

“Yes …?”

“Carlos Cortez, at your service, señor.”

“I don’t understand.… Where’s Hope? I can’t get her on the phone.”

“The señora hired me, sir, to get you settled and to look after the house and whatever you may need. Please, come inside and look at your new home.”

The señora? Was he a houseman? A butler? Hope knew full well I could barely tolerate a cleaning lady coming in once a week.

Carlos pulled my carry-on and I followed. He stood to the side and gestured for me to enter, as though he were a bellhop and I a guest who had been given an upgrade.

“Please, come inside and out of this damp, unpleasant night. I am sorry the weather is not better for your arrival. It is so boring.”

“I don’t care about the weather.”

“If you please …”

I went inside. Where else was I going to go? Carlos shut the door and carried the luggage to the foot of the dark stairway off the kitchen.

“Your bedroom, Doctor, is at the top of the stairs. Your office also. Would you like an aperitif? Or some coffee? Are you hungry? I can make a Spanish tortilla.”

The wood in the fireplace burned and crackled. It was the only sign of comfort in the dingy living room. Two lamps, neither one bright enough to read by, were on either side of a sofa, one on an end table, the other a floor lamp with a pull chain. The sofa and cushioned chair looked like salvage. The art on the walls was early Americana, landscapes of country paths and brooks and sunsets. The floor was linoleum, except for the part covered by a hideous large carpet that I imagined was cut from a larger piece cast away by a Las Vegas casino. Its pattern was a mess of yellow and black triangles depicting whatever the eye cared to see in them.

I was repelled. We left a beautiful home in the Hollywood Hills for this? What was she thinking? Was this an elaborate joke? When would she pop up and do whatever an outrageous prankster, which Hope was not, would do?

“Do you love it?” asked Carlos.

“What’s not to love?”

If he realized I was being sarcastic, he didn’t show it. He was either insane or a true professional servant. “The señora spent much effort on the ambience, you see, for you. She thought you would enjoy the change.”

None of this was possible. Hope had the occasional sweet tooth for kitsch, but this living room was in studied bad taste. If it were a joke, maybe about my own disinterest in “ambience,” it was a bad one. If we were going to laugh about this, it ought to be soon.

“Look, Carlos, I’m a little thrown here. Can you please tell me where my wife is?”

“No, so sorry I cannot, señor, because I do not know. She left you a note.”

“A note?”

“Si, jefe, I will retrieve it. It is in my quarters.”

Carlos opened a narrow door at the far corner of the room and disappeared for a moment, returning with an envelope in hand.

“Do you live here?” I asked.

“In the downstairs casita. The señora did not want you to be alone.”

The envelope had my name typed on it. The letter itself was typed, which struck me as strange because Hope was not a keyboard sort of person. She still liked to draw her own emoticons.

I attach the letter:


My darling boy,

I’m sorry I was not here to welcome you to our new home, but if I had waited it would have been too hard to leave. I promise I will return but for now I need to be in another place and I need to be alone. I’m sure you will understand. Carlos is a gem and will look after you while I’m gone. Use this time to write something of your own, learn how to relax, meet new people, embrace new surroundings. Please don’t go back to LA or anywhere else. I will come back to you. I will always love you and will hold close the memories of our good days together while I work this out.

All my love,

Your Only Hope



NOW

(Had to.)

Without quoting it, I told the cops about the letter, which was still burning a hole in my jacket pocket.

“She typed it? That’s cold,” said Conventerra.

“That’s what I thought. It was out of character. She liked to write with a pen. We had that in common. She was proud of her penmanship.”

“You can’t type a Dear John. It’s all wrong,” said the partner.

“I don’t know that it’s a Dear John.”

“You read it.”

“Yes, and I still don’t know.”

“Que será, será.”

“We will get to what you do know, but for now, try to make me understand what you don’t know and why you don’t know it.”

Say what? Since arriving at my newly purchased home, I didn’t know anything. Why did Hope think I would like living in that creepy house? Why did she not wait for me? Where did she go? All of that and more before I could get my head around three uniformed cops murdering an angel. A black angel, which if I remember from mythology is supposed to be a punishing angel. With an Irish accent, and if that means something I don’t know what it is. I don’t know if you can even kill an angel, if angels live among us, and if they do, will unicorns eat out of your hand?

“I don’t know why you’re so interested in my personal story. For openers. I haven’t broken any laws. I’m here of my own free will.”

“Are you, now?”

I felt a chill. Wasn’t I?

“They killed a black woman … unarmed.”

“It’s going around. A black person shot by the big, bad cops. A thing like that can cause a riot.” Conventerra was smiling. “But not in Maragate.”

“You’re not taking this seriously,” I said. “Look, I witnessed an odd, maybe an impossible event.”

“How can you witness something that cannot be?”

“Well, yes, academically it’s worth a discussion.” I was not ready yet to go there, but go there I did. “The black woman had all the appearance of an angel.”

“Meaning she was a real beauty?”

“No. She was beautiful, but she also had wings, and she was naked. So.”

“What color were these wings?”

“Kind of charcoal gray. Her skin was café au lait.”

“The French stuff again,” said Kuggelsong. “Show-off.”

“You think he’s a Frog trying to pass?” Conventerra asked his partner.

“Got the map of Marseille all over his face.”

I was not threatened by accusations of being French. (I was flattered.)

“This black angel,” said Conventerra, “who decided to die right next to you, did she say anything to you?”

She said the only three words that I could not repeat, at least not there and then. Hope is alive.

“No. Only looked at me.”

“I see. Go on.”

“Go on where?”

“To what you don’t know.”

“Oh, Christ.”

“Rather not bring a third party into this.”

“I don’t know what made Hope pick this town or that house. I can’t explain it, and I can’t ask her, because I don’t know where she is or why she left. I don’t know why two months ago I was happy in my home, my marriage, and my career, and now I’m here, God knows where or why.”

“DK, I don’t know you that well yet, true, but it’s hard for me to picture you the most happy fella. You look like a dude who’s always expecting the worst to happen, and when it does he’s relieved.”

“Believe me, I am not relieved.”

“Then maybe the worst is yet to come. Trying to get this: she leaves a typed, unsigned note and takes it on the arfy-darfy. She could be anywhere, alone or with someone, part of a cult, in another country. She could be in Caracas.”

“Caracas is a city,” I informed him.

“I know what Caracas is.”

“Where is it?” asked Kuggelsong.

“Venefuckinzuela.”

Conventerra looked back to me. “She could be dead.”

“Why would you say that?” (The angel had already called bullshit on that.)

“Just going down the list. You didn’t make a list?”

“You should always make a list,” said Kuggelsong.

“She would never be part of a cult,” I said. (LA has long been fertile fields for cult leaders, but my Hope would never fall for that.)

“Wherever, amigo. You got an alibi. You’ve been in New York for the past two months, working, all your moves accounted for.”

“What the hell are you implying?”

“Don’t be alarmed. Knowing you, knowing me.”

“All I know about you is your name.”

“You know I compare with that Haldeman dude, who I will Google before the day is over, believe me. You know I got roots, red, white, and blue. You know I’m a tenacious cop.”

“He knows a ton about you, Louie, and we don’t know jack shit about him.”

“This is the strangest meeting I’ve ever taken, and I’ve taken some strange meetings.”

“Did you ‘take’ a meeting before you left New York?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“Because you’re dressed like you ‘took’ a meeting. What is that, a Hugo Boss jacket? Burberry shirt, tie. You look … professorial.”

“When I was a student, it was rebellious to dress down. Jeans with holes in them. Dirty sneakers. One T-shirt the whole week. Now it’s all the fashion to see how down you can dress. It’s become ridiculous. When I get on a plane, I dress like this. It’s my act of rebellion. To answer your question, yes, I did have a meeting before I went to the airport. It was brief and unpleasant and has nothing to do with why I’m here.”

He looked down at his notes.

“You’re a doctor?”

“PhD.”

“In?”

“English lit. Emphasis on the Romantic poets.”

“Not them,” said Kuggelsong, rolling his eyes. “‘Childe Harold’ got seriously on my nerves. ‘On the sea the boldest steer but where their ports invite; but there are wanderers o’er Eternity …’”

I finished the line with him: “Whose bark drives on and on, and anchor’d ne’er shall be.”

“The fuck?” said Conventerra.

I was as shocked as Conventerra that this underachieving overweight cop even knew about Lord Byron’s famous poem, let alone be able to recite lines. I never met more than five people who could. I felt bad that I’d pegged him as a cretin.

“‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’ got on a lot of people’s nerves,” I said, warming up to the man. “But it made Byron a rock star. In those days, a single poem could make you famous. Now, a lifetime of poems will not raise you out of obscurity.”

“Selfish prick he was, your Lord Byron.”

“Well, maybe, sometimes. At other times he was generous to a fault. He bailed out a lot of his contemporaries, including Shelley.”

“Another asshole. Radical of the first order.”

“He saw it was his duty as an artist to be radical. Without Shelley, there wouldn’t have been ‘Howl.’ There wouldn’t have been the Beat Generation.”

“Oh, and that would have been such a shame.”

“No poet ever had a better friend than Shelley.”

“Useless bunch of perverts and liars.”

“Yet you seem to have read them, and committed some of their lines to memory.”

“Yeah, like a bad song that sticks in your head. Like an ear worm. Come to think of it, that one reminds me of you. No roots, no anchors, doomed to wander the seas. Neither here or there.”

Conventerra listened to this with astonishment and impatience. He weighed in with, “Poetry is shit. Oh, look at me, I’m all alone and I’m walking on the beach at sunset and what’s it all mean, because I’m going to die anyway.”

“Poetry by its nature is going to be personal, sometimes intensely. A poet examines his own mortality for the benefit of those who don’t know how, or are afraid to.”

“And we should give a shit?”

“You don’t have to.”

“Good to know.”

“Most of what you hate as poetry came long after the Romantic poets, who may have had their failings as human beings—”

“Failings? They were dangerous,” said Kuggelsong.

“As poets should be,” I said.

“They needed to be stopped.”

“The Romantic poets could be difficult, but they had their finer natures, and when they expressed them, they were exquisite.”

“So there’s a lot of call for all that in LA and New York?” said Conventerra.

“Not much.”

“You make enough off that to buy a house in Maragate?”

“No, I’m a screenwriter. I make money from the movies.”

“Whoa.”

“Took that turn so fast I fell into your lap, Louie.”

“You’re in the business of making stuff up, we now hear, creating illusions for gullible people. You have a vivid imagination.”

“Not that vivid. I could never have imagined the last twelve hours.”

Who could imagine the interrogation I was going through? I’ve seen interrogations before, in the movies, and on 48 Hours, where they interrogate one spouse who murdered the other, every week. Nothing like this.

“You make up stories about things that never happened, never could happen, doing like a scared child who never grew up, and then writing it all down for a movie.”

What was I to say? In essence he was correct.

“You create the illusions and then you lure popcorn-for-brains into them so they can forget their own reality. I see an occupational hazard there. You draw yourself into your own illusions.”

“You’re overstating the case. It’s movies after all.”

“What’s the process?” Conventerra asked.

“You’re asking how I write a screenplay?”

“Can’t be that hard. How do you start?”

Weariness leeched out of my bones. I was all but spent. I gave myself a moment, then said, “I see a dark screen. An image appears. A person, a tree, a road, the horizon, could be anything. Then I lean forward and I go to the movies. I try to keep up with it, but if I get too far ahead of the story it’s no good.”

“I don’t get it,” said Kuggelsong.

“Me neither. Give us an example.”

Never far from my mind was the opening of a western I’d been obsessed with for years. Decades.

“I see a snow-capped mountain range. Dawn. Only the sound of wind. Move in closer. Something in the distance. Moving toward us. Go in closer. Two riders. On mules. Can’t see their faces because their hats are pulled down. Reverse the angle. A western outpost. Who is that watching the riders come down into town? Why is he concerned? Is it some kind of trouble coming down from the mountains? And we’re off.”

The two cops looked at each other with expressions of mild contempt.

“Now, where were we, Louie?” said Kuggelsong.

“Beats the shit out of me. Our friend could confuse an oyster.”

“Me? I’m confusing you?”

Lieutenant Conventerra checked his clipboard and said, “In New York, you were. Going to the movies?”

“I was there doing a final rewrite for a producer named Gertz. It didn’t go well. ‘Disappointed’ was the word he used. ‘Profoundly disappointed.’ He blamed me, but he was trying to make a grown-up movie and it wasn’t in him. I’m sure I’ve been fired, but he’ll never tell me. I’ll never hear from him again.”

“You get it, though, don’t you, that none of that shit means much to me or my partner?”

“I get that. It’s beginning to mean less and less to me.”

“Context. Context means something to us. Somebody takes a video of a cop shooting an unarmed black lady. Looks bad. Looks like murder. But without the context, you don’t know what you’re seeing or hearing. It could all be part of a picture too big to take in.”

“Seems clear to me. Subtext is my thing,” I said. “Not what’s said but what lies underneath what is said. In that respect, it’s like poetry.”

“What’s the context, what’s the subtext of what went down tonight?”

“I was taking a late-night walk—you have all the context there is, you know as much as I do—and I witnessed a police shooting. Because of the victim, all context and subtext goes out the window. You start thinking, what kind of movie is this? Who are these characters? You tell me, what about the victim?”

“In due time, Doctor Screenwriter. Can you describe the cops?”

In fact, I couldn’t. They wore the same uniforms. They were all overweight. That’s all I remembered.

“Well, that narrows it down,” Kuggelsong said.

“If you were in uniform, you’d be suspicious, at this point in time,” Conventerra said to him, then turned back to me. “And what were these fat cops doing at that house?”

“I didn’t say they were fat. I don’t know why they were there. I don’t know who the woman in the raincoat was. She had a Rottweiler. I’m guessing she called the cops. Maybe because an intruder was in her house. The cops opened fire on an unarmed black lady—”

“Three fat policemen, you say.”

“—who had wings.”

“You and an unnamed woman had ringside seats. That’s all you saw?”

“All? It’s more than I’ve ever seen before, out for a walk.”

“Got the context, what’s the subtext?”

“Anyone listening to this conversation would think you’re trying to intimidate me, break my will, my grip on reality, that it’s imperative that what I saw should never be revealed. That nothing about the victim should ever be uttered, or this town will never be the same.”

“This town stays the same no matter what anyone says about anything,” said Kuggelsong.

“I think you would you agree,” said Conventerra, “and this is not subtext, this is obvious, that you are, at the moment, not yourself.”

“Maybe a lesser version of myself,” I admitted.

“This work you do, creating illusions and everything like that. Love it?”

Every day of my career I questioned the value of what I did and the cost to my personal life. At the end of the day, the answer was always, yes, it’s worth it.

“Don’t you?” I asked him.

“I’m mad for my work. But my work is to protect and serve. My work is useful. You make up stories for twelve-year-olds and for morons who might as well be twelve.”

“I never did a comic book or a superhero. None of my movies ever needed special effects. I write for intelligent grown-ups.”

“Did you write any movies we may have seen?”

Usually, that’s the first question anyone asks upon learning that I am a screenwriter. I’m always embarrassed to go down the list of my credits until I name one that the person might have seen.

“My first movie was Eternal Sojourners. It did fairly well.” (I was being modest, a trait that comes easy to me. The picture has become a classic.)

“Rings a bell,” said Conventerra.

“Was that the one with the weird guy and the hot girl?”

“Yes, that was the one,” I said. His thumbnail description fit lots of movies, some of them starring Nicolas Cage, a favorite of mine, as the weird guy.

Conventerra said, “I wonder if you might be angry at the turn movies took. You’re getting older in a world where everybody else is getting younger.”

“Nobody gets younger, but I know what you mean.”

“You use any controlled substances, Doctor?”

“No.”

“Years in Hollywood and you’re clean.”

“I didn’t party. Drugs would have got in the way of my work.”

“So nothing ingested tonight, then?”

“I had a Bloody Mary on the plane out of Louisville, if that counts.”

“A Bloody Mary never hurt anybody. Though it could give rise to odd behavior if you’re not used to it. You used to Bloody Marys, Doctor?”

“No, but I can assure you I’m sober.”

“Reason I ask, when a man is in a police station with a story that includes his wife is missing, maybe after all these years things got stale. You wonder what it was all about, Alfie. Why her and not that other one? You let her buy the house but then kind of hate her for getting the one she wanted? She knows what you’re gonna say when you show up so she takes it on the arfy-darfy.”

Kuggelsong created a sound of resignation.

“I don’t want to talk anymore about Hope, not with you.”

“Back to your work, then.”

“I thought we were finished with that,” said Kuggelsong. I wanted to thank him for objecting.

“What is it like, making up illusions that no one wants to buy popcorn for? The audience has flipped on you. You’re sweating over kitchen-sink dramas while everybody else is ordering out with headphones on. If it comes to adapt or die, you’re gonna die. Nothing wrong with that. Except you die.”

“I’m dying right now. Look, I can’t stay awake much longer. Can you tell me what it is you want from me, if anything? Or tell me if nothing is what you want, and I’ll go home.” My question had a pleading tone I never liked hearing in myself. I hear it when I talk to producers.

“I’d like you to take a deep breath and consider the possibility that you’ve been, like, traumatized. You’re alone and afraid in a world you never made.”

“Ah, so you do read poetry.”

“Only if it’s on a Starbucks cup.”

“It’s been a long hard day,” I said, “What am I supposed to do with what I saw?”

“Oh, you’re doing the right thing. We’re here to help. You fell into a little slice of heaven. You’re in a good place to work through all those mistakes of the past.”

“What mistakes?”

“That’s job one. Seeing them, admitting them.”

“Okay, this has become harassment. I want to go home.”

“Yes, you do. We can see you’re exhausted, confused, knocked on your ass, okay, but it won’t last forever. Nothing lasts forever, right?”

“Wrong,” I said, and then that line from Keats, which is always there for the picking. “A thing of beauty is a joy forever.”

The cops examined their shoes, which had military shines. Once again, I was conscious of the hum of the overhead fluorescent lights. They’d sucked all the moisture out of my eyes. “Are we done here?” I asked.

“You want to talk later, after you’ve had some rest, here’s my card.”

“You want me to come back again?”

“Only if you want to.”

“Are you serious? I am out of here.”

“We’ve got no beef with you. We might be able to help you adjust and everything like that.”

“Help how?”

“We could help you accept that nobody was killed tonight, at least not in Maragate, not by three fat cops. No person, no living thing, no man, woman, or child, no demon or angel. You were hallucinating, sir, nothing to be ashamed of. You might want to see somebody about it, though.”

www.policemisconduct.net/a-police-misconduct-victims-guide/

I left the police station stiff from sitting for so long on that metal chair. The morning sun had burned off the fog. I was content for a moment to stand in its warmth. The air was permeated with the odor of noodles, juniper, smoke, dust, and curing meat. Two leaf blowers nearby were making a raucous noise. The operators directed the muzzles randomly along the ground and revved their engines, sending up clouds of dust. I never saw anything like that back in Los Angeles. I watched them for a moment, as you might any display of insanity, thinking it would be right up Samuel Beckett’s alley. Behind me someone shouted in an affected voice, “Excuse me, sir? Oh, sir … excuse me?” It was Kuggelsong. Have Philip Seymour Hoffman come up behind someone and say those words—“Excuse me, sir”—and you know polite conversation is not what’s going to happen next. “A clarification, please.” (You would have to hear the tone.)

“Yes?”

“‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever.’ Is that what you said?”

“Well, Keats said it, I only quoted it.”

He punched me in the stomach. Who does that? I fell to my knees, the wind knocked out of me.

“That’s if the thing makes it through next Wednesday,” he said. He walked back inside as though he had only given me something I left behind. (And he did. A sucker and a sucker punch will inevitably find each other. Suffer.)

My first impulse was to dial 911. That absurdity almost equaled two men chasing down a single leaf with the force of two opposing hurricanes. I got to my feet and bent over, my hands on my knees, breathing deeply. Walking away would have been easier and smarter, but I was a citizen in a free country with protections against unprovoked attacks by the police. I went back inside.

The duty officer, a woman without makeup or a face that might be improved by some, sat behind a window. The lobby itself was small, no seats or anything else except a bulletin board with the customary public notices. I told the woman I had the moment before been punched in the stomach by a detective who had for hours been part of my interrogation. She asked for his name, which I could not remember.

“It began with a K,” I said. “His partner is named Conventerra. I was here a few minutes ago. You must have seen me leaving. You must have seen him leaving and coming back.”

She did not say she was not interested, but clearly she was not.

“Are you going to do something about it?” I asked.

“What would you like me to do, sir?”

“How about arresting him for assault.”

“Are you making a complaint?”

“Wouldn’t you? If a policeman punched you for no reason.”

She handed me a form. “Please fill this out in as much detail as possible. You can mail it in or hand-deliver it. Make a copy for your records.”

I scanned the form. In the same style as my interrogation, it required far more information about me than about the event itself, implying that anyone complaining about the cops must have something to hide. One question: Are you currently taking medications for mental illness? (Technically, I was. A low dose of Wellbutrin for depression, my Hungarian birthright.)

At the end of the walkway from the station to the street was a trash barrel. I wadded up the complaint form, but before I could toss it I heard, “Excuse me, sir?” in that same affected voice. Kuggelsong again. I turned to face him. I stood my ground. I reached into my inside jacket pocket and drew my weapon of choice, a Montblanc fountain pen that I had bought years before in Munich. (I know, reaching into your pocket like that in the presence of a cop usually gets you shot.) I pointed my pen at him and demanded, “How do you spell your name?”

“Really, dude?”

“And your badge number, please.”

“I’ve got something for you,” he said. I braced myself to ward off another blow. He gave me a map of the city. “To help you find your way home, and, you know, sites of interest.”

I took it from him and automatically said, “Thank you.”

“No problem.”

“Why did you hit me?”

“Sir?”

“Minutes ago, right here.”

“Why would I do that?”

“That’s what I’m asking. Apparently, you can’t stand John Keats.”

“That’s not true, though. He was a decent chap. I was sad over his passing so young. Have a good day, sir, and welcome to Maragate.”

It took me a long moment to recover from that encounter, made more difficult by the continuous blasting of leaf blowers, but with the help of the map I had no difficulty navigating my way back. The shortest route would have been to take a diagonal through Spanish Circle, but I took the longer way along the northern arc of the circle. From that walkway, I could see the shops on the other side of the street, those odd single-pump Esso stations I’d seen the night before. Each station had old-timey signs depicting different creatures: alligators, ostriches, rattlesnakes, among others. I was curious but in no mood to take a closer look. I’d been awake all night, was beat up both physically and psychologically. I needed sleep. Between the fake gas stations were places with overhanging British pub signs: Crown & Dragon, Evil Eye, Drunken Sailor, Gunga Gin. There was a shop called Jimmy Jeweler and a pottery place called Silica Treasures. One could dine at Hamburger Benny, and soon at a place called Hot Diggity Hog Dogs, still under construction. One shop was called Made in Maragate.
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