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Chapter One

 


The apartment was cluttered with art.

Denis Rosa's unfocussed appreciation of
different styles ended up in a kind of warehouse approach to
everything. There was a rubbing he'd bought in Cambodia, and a pair
of late Ching dynasty vases, probably not worth a lot. An early
Chinese brazier or incense burner, coppery green on a Noguchi
glass-top coffee table with his grandfather's crystal pipe ashtray
that took two hands to pick up. Then an old Syrian inlaid wooden
chair with bits of shiny mother-of-pearl diamond shapes here and
there, a ragtag assortment of flat-weave kilim rugs, a Barcelona
chair, a walnut harpsichord. His grandmother's heavy sterling
candlesticks with Christmas red candles, an African table carved
from a single ebony tree trunk, and a mismatched assortment of
African sculptures bought here and there, one a red-faced West
African piece with monkey fur for hair. A dark, moody painting of
Chief Joseph in television pixel patterns, a ghostly painting of
shadowy figures on a bridge, an abstract oil of student riots in
1968 at the Gare du Nord, a couple of big academic nudes, a late
impressionist picture of two people on the Staten Island ferry with
the Brooklyn Bridge, a gaggle of Victorian tourist watercolors of
Italian stereotypes (a cleric, a street musician, a woman with a
big hat), two Persian miniatures of animals, a pair of impressive
storytelling copperplate etchings from the 1960s, and five
non-objective mystery pieces in bright colors by a well-known Irish
artist. That was plus two dozen or so family photos scattered
around the room and seven or eight pieces of high-fired ceramic bas
relief.

What a fucking mess. Why did I accumulate all
this stuff?

His wife had died and he was walking in
circles with his back to the walls, looking from the walls toward
the rooms, trying to make sense of something that didn't make sense
no matter how you looked at it. I could just start hitting
things, pick up that African ebony head shaped like a scythe and
just hit the canvasses until they are all ripped and shredded.
But like the temptation to throw her wedding ring in the river, the
impulse subsided. Till death us do part. Death was here, and they
were parted.

Why do you make a home after all? So it will
be a place where you are comfortable, where you feel safe, where
you can store all your pieces of string into a huge ball if you
want. Then you pull away one of the foundation stones and what
happens? Ashes, ashes, we all fall down.

He walked out the front door of the building.
It's odd how lucid I feel while I am nearly unhinged in the way
I am thinking. Almost like I had taken some kind of designer drug
that would make me high, but let me drive a car.

It was chilly outside and the sidewalks were
wet. He scuffed through the puddles in the pedestrian mall that
used to be Broadway, stopping to watch the lights dance across the
buildings. A man on stilts with a tall red hat was handing out
flyers for a comedy club, or maybe a nude club, and that man with
white underwear and a cowboy hat was strumming a guitar for a group
of people who were busily snapping smartphone pictures of him and
probably giving him money. How does he stay warm enough to play the
guitar? How does his guitar stay in tune when it is so damp?

He turned onto 46th Street and headed for St.
Mary the Virgin, hoping the door would not be locked. It was Sunday
afternoon, so there was an even chance he could get in and smell
the ghost of stale incense that constantly floated in the air. The
door was, in fact, open when he pulled on it. There was to be
evensong. Could he wait for that? He looked at his watch, which he
had buckled on upside down, so he had to twist his wrist around and
cock his head to read the clockface: four thirty. He scooted into a
pew on the side. There was a scattering of people: a couple of
ladies, a man who seemed to be dressed as a Gray Friar with a rope
around his waist, and a man with a young child walking the Stations
of the Cross.

He stared at the beam that crossed above the
old communion rail that formed a rood screen about thirty feet off
the floor. It had a life-size crucifix, and six pendant, red glass
altar lights in gold or brass fixtures at regular intervals across
the span, swaying slightly from the motion of the earth, or the
vibrations of the subways. The church couldn't get a permit for a
crypt even though it was well over 150 years old because,
basically, the idea of burying dead bodies under the theater
district was too gross for the city to consider. And you can't dig
very far in midtown without hitting something that makes the city
run anyway.

Someone started to play the organ, stopped,
and started over. If you play the organ you have to practice on
an organ. Makes sense. Hard to have a full organ in your apartment,
so you have to practice in a church. Well, evensong, after all, is
only an hour or so away. Maybe that's it. The organist stopped
again, and there was silence for half a minute. Then he started to
play Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in F Major.

Tony Perkins was speeding along a cliff edge
in his little sports car yelling goodbye, John Sebastian, and
singing along with the organ music on his radio. Odd the things
that music makes you remember. "It's raining," Melina Mercouri
had said shakily, staring out the window with half a pound of
mascara on her magnificent burning eyes. Her husband would kill
her, of course; that was the fate of Phaedra. But Tony Perkins had
to drive his car off a cliff into the water with a randomly chosen
Bach organ piece playing as he flew through the air toward the
rocks.

His eyes filled with tears, remembering that
time long ago when he could take Phaedra seriously. Hell, his wife
had died out in California and he had so far felt no discernible
emotion other than anger and a certain level of disorientation,
even though he'd been alone when he got the call and could have
cried. But crying is a communal thing. He'd cried fountains
in the past; it wasn't that he was so macho that he couldn't
cry.

"Yeah," he said, "I'm OK, I'll be OK. I'll
get a flight right away, I'll, um, I'll call you later."

Sitting in the church listening to the
organist practice made the knot in his stomach loosen up a bit,
although he still felt on the edge of nausea. The slightly bitter
sweetness in the air was restorative. In most churches you smelled
candle wax, but in this church you smelled frankincense. They call
it Smoky Mary's because they use so much incense it makes your eyes
water if you sit in the front of the church. He knew to sit in the
back on the side, and even so his throat sometimes coated with
phlegm when the deacon came down the center aisle to read the
gospel, and flung the censor back and forth, creating a cloud of
gray-blue vaporized resin for the congregation to suck into their
lungs.

He couldn't just sit there and wait.

He took out his smartphone and looked up an
airline flight service, walked out the front of the church and
booked a flight to LA Monday morning, getting in about noon. "Yes,
first class, upgrade with my miles. I'm not made out of money."

Bond 45 was dismantling the afternoon brunch.
He waved at the maître d', walked over to the long bar, and ordered
a vodka straight up, a little dirty, with olives. A drink would
help. He asked the bartender for some roasted vegetables, too,
cauliflower, string beans, and eggplant.

You'd think something would be different when
someone dies. Something would happen, people would not watch
ballgames or something. But I’m looking around and Times Square is
normal, even though Elissa drowned in the back yard hot tub on a
sunny late afternoon at the south end of Santa Monica Bay.

The vodka had little bits of ice floating in
it from having been shaken vigorously in a theatrical,
over-the-head show that the bartender did. Show-off. Well, it's
Times Square. It was deliciously cold and there were three big
olives. The salty olive juice took the edge off the alcohol and he
took a big loud slurp from the martini glass while it was sitting
on the bar. He put his phone down on the bar and waved at the
bartender, pointed at the restrooms, and mouthed Be right
back.

Well, something was different. He had never
felt like masturbating in a public restroom before. Just as he
didn't destroy the paintings, though, he just peed, rinsed his
hands, and went back to the bar.

The apartment was chilly because he had left
the windows open. The vodka had cleared his head, and that
businesslike avatar of his took over when something dislocating
happened. He packed a few things, but didn't need to take much
other than a suit because he had plenty of clothes in the house in
Palos Verdes Estates (PVE).

He had to inject himself with a blood-thinner
after a deep vein thrombosis years before, and if he waited until
after he got on the plane because he did not have a membership in
the right airline club, he did it in the head after he got seated
in 4D on the aisle. He had never learned, after all those years, to
just jab himself with the needle, had to push it into the fleshy
part of his thigh and then push the plunger down. It seldom hurt,
and frequently was almost sensationless, but there was a sense of
dread when he pulled out an orange-wrapped syringe and wiped his
thigh with an alcohol swab with his jeans around his calves. He
threw the used syringe back in his cosmetics bag after the
protective plastic sheath snapped up to protect anyone from getting
stuck with the needle. And for some reason after he finished the
shot, he felt more relaxed, as though he could fall asleep before
the plane took off. There was still the minute coal-like bit of
blood clot in a vein just below his left knee, and he had to be
careful. He pulled on the doctor-prescribed, tight rubberized
support stockings before he put on his jeans. They’re so tight I
can’t wear them. But he always managed to forget about them and
today was no different. He only had to wear them in the air, and it
seemed like a penance.

The flight attendant gave him a screwdriver
with an extra little bottle of vodka that he dumped into the drink.
He reclined his chair a bit and stared out the window at the sky
that was blue and glaring at the same time, left his eyes unable to
focus momentarily when he looked back into the cabin. How could she
drown? She was afraid of water because she was a bad swimmer, but
you don't need to swim in a hot tub. Did she fall? Did she have a
heart attack?

Theirs was not a standard-issue marriage,
although they'd had children who had dutifully reproduced and given
them grandchildren, so on Christmas Day they seemed Norman
Rockwell-ish. They'd both been unhappily married before, but the
scars from the previous experiences were deeper than they had
thought, and they were not able to achieve that easy trust and
companionship that some enviable couples had. They didn't distrust
each other, and they usually got along well. They shared some
interests, notably baseball and classical music.

Things danced around in his head. A strong
practical streak in him thought about what to do with the house, a
house that meant even more clutter to deal with over and above the
apartment that had driven him to the brink of despair the day
before. He wanted "Simple Gifts" to be played. He would have her
cremated as they had talked about, and he would scatter her ashes
at sea. He saw himself dropping a lei of plumeria flowers onto the
blackish-blue choppy water of the Catalina Sound.

They loved each other, but they found after
the children were grown that they couldn't get along without
bickering, and he had moved to New York and opened a new office of
the consulting business he had founded. He learned to cook because
he did not want to eat at restaurants all the time, and she had
taken up with a string of short-term boyfriends, some of whom tried
to take up residence in the house with her, but she apparently drew
the line at that. Backwards, right? He was supposed to be
tomcatting and she was supposed to be cooking, but it didn't work
out that way.

He wondered if one of the guys had been with
her when she died. His business partner had not said anything other
than that Elissa had been found by the gardener in the hot tub with
the Jacuzzi function still running. She had apparently been there
for a day or so. Ignoble to be all wrinkled and partially
parboiled. The coroner had taken her, of course. He had not talked
to the rest of the family; not a word. In centuries past the
women in the family would have cleaned her up and packed herbs
around her in a plank-made coffin, strong-smelling herbs--basil and
verbena and rosemary and mint.


Chapter Two

 


He had to identify her. She was in a drawer
on ball bearing-type rollers and she wasn't red and parboiled, but
gray-blue and cold looking. Yes, it was her. They rolled her back
into the wall of refrigerated bins and took him back to an office,
him clearing his throat to get the smell of that room out of his
body.

He'd worn a tie for whatever reason, because
he was used to wearing a tie. He still did not feel like crying,
although seeing her like that was a shock.

That was the woman who had given him three
children, or he had given her three children.

He didn't think much about the sex anymore;
that had become a non-issue for him, though clearly not for her.
She had played around a good bit in her youth, before he knew her;
they were both clear with each other that they were sexually
experienced. He had always felt that sex was a bit overrated. It
was fun, and his cock responded quickly to visual or physical
stimulus, but the act itself never took him to the heights he had
read about in novels, or the ecstasy his gym buddies talked about.
He seldom felt like cuddling or talking afterward, just wanted to
roll over and close his eyes. He knew that was not what she wanted,
but sometimes he did it anyway. Sex is a bother.

"Don't clam up on me!" she shouted. It was
the same argument they had indulged in over and over. How they
didn't communicate anymore. He was replaying it as he told the
people at the hospital-like counter that he would have her picked
up by the Neptune Society whenever the coroner was finished with
her. They had to do an autopsy to find out why she died. He signed
some releases and left. He would have to see the children, and they
would have to see each other; as adults they were sometimes not
close with each other.

He went home to PVE, to the lovely house on
the cliff with waves crashing onto goldish-yellow rocks a couple of
hundred feet down, and brown kelp trees growing downward from the
surface of the water to the bottom--like ropes hanging down from
heaven. Maggie was there already, waiting in the living room with a
pair of big, dark glasses on to signal that she had been crying.
She had poured herself a glass of red wine. They hugged wordlessly
and he went to the kitchen and poured a glass from the bottle of
pinot noir that she had opened. He was not a pinot noir fan
usually, but Elissa had stocked the house with it.

"So," he said.

A key turned in the front door and they both
looked up. It was Paul, the first-born. Denis stood up. They were
the same height and clearly related: the same blue eyes, the same
straight, lank brown hair, the same scarecrow-like, squared-off
shoulders on a skinny frame.

"When did you get here?" Paul asked.

"Went from the airport to the coroner. The
Neptune Society will be picking her up when they release her--the
body, that is."

Maggie made a strangulated sound and both the
men looked at her.

"You insist on cremating her," Maggie
said.

"That's what she wanted, kiddo," Denis said.
"We talked about it and agreed years ago. That's what I want when
the time comes, too. But the coroner hasn't finished examining her
yet. I mean, apparently it is obvious that she drowned, but not why
she drowned. Maybe she passed out from sitting in the hot water
drinking wine. I don't know."

"Don't you even care?" Maggie said with
little inflection, and with her eyes still hidden beneath the
glasses.

"Yes, I care," Denis said. "We all do. I also
care enough to want to know what happened, and to do what she
wanted with the Neptune Society. There is no point buying a
cemetery plot that's going to be resold in ninety-nine years
anyway. If we had a family plot it might be different, but our
relatives are buried all over the place. If you want, we can put a
memorial slab someplace so that you can put flowers on it with the
kids, but Mom and I agreed years back that we will both be cremated
and scattered at sea. You know that, it's not news." He put his
hand lightly on her shoulder and she shook it off, but did not
respond.

The back door opened and shut and footsteps
came down the hall. Richard, the middle child and, thus far, the
champion procreator with four boys of his own.

"Dad," he said, and did a bro-hug with pats
on the back.

"Rich," he said. "Glass of wine?"

"Dad," Paul said, "what are we going to do
about a funeral?"

"Well, I guess it will have to be at St.
Francis over by Hollywood Riviera. We were not regulars there,
especially since I have been in New York, but we sent them a check
a couple of times a year. Father Yamaguchi will be well-disposed
towards us. But unfortunately, we don't know when we can have the
body because they're still doing, um, tests of some kind. Maybe I
will call St. Francis and see what they suggest," Denis said. "I
want them to play 'Simple Gifts.'"

They gradually loosened up, and the boys sat
down instead of standing with their arms crossed, but it was the
way it always was, with tempers ready to flare and old grudges not
far from the surface.

"Look," Denis said, "it would be very helpful
if you boys went over to St. Francis and talked to someone there.
Tell them what we know, that the coroner is doing an autopsy since
Mom drowned and they want to know why she didn't just get up and
walk away from the water instead of inhaling it and, well,
drowning. I suppose there is the possibility of foul play, although
the police report apparently did not say anything was out of the
ordinary."

The phone rang. It was Melanie, Richard's
wife.

"Well, we're trying to figure out what to do
since the coroner hasn't released Mom's body yet. I don't know.
Paul and I are going over to St. Francis to talk to them about
that. I don't know, a couple of days I guess. Worst case, they
cremate her and it is a memorial service instead of a normal
funeral, I guess."

Maggie sucked in a deep breath.

"Look, everyone, I just got off a plane and
came from the coroner's office here. I need to take a shower and
have something to eat. Maggie, you're welcome to stay while the
boys go over to Malaga Cove. I have no idea whether there is any
food in the kitchen." He walked into the kitchen while he was
talking and opened the fridge. Eggs, milk, plastic containers of
stuff he couldn't see, margarine, some soft drinks, a couple of
beers. A couple of different kinds of cheese.

"Maggie, see if there is any basil outside,"
he said, staring into the pantry. Garlic, onions, potatoes, cans of
tuna, plenty to make dinner with. The freezer was chock-full of
things from Trader Joe's that could be nuked in the microwave.
What the heck is this? He picked up a thumb-sized, dark
brown bottle stuck next to the icemaker. No label. He shook it; it
made a clicking sound, like there was something in it. It was cold,
frozen. He twisted the lid and it came off easily. He sniffed it
and the smell ran up through his head like a knife. Smelling salts?
Why would they be in the fridge? He felt a little weak in the knees
and plopped down in one of the kitchen chairs. He handed the little
bottle to Maggie.

"What do you make of that?" he said. "Don't
open it. I think it is smelling salts. "She opened it anyway and
took a small whiff, and then he smelled something like old gym
socks.

"It's amyl nitrate," she said. "The stuff
that we used in college to make us laugh."

"Why is it in the freezer?" he asked, not
expecting an answer. "Hmm."

He put the little bottle on the counter and
poked around in the freezer. There was a plastic container with
something green in it. He pried the top off and looked at it.
Rosemary? No, it was marijuana, that's what it was. He took some of
it out and held it up. Maggie looked at it, reached out and took
it. "What the fuck?" she said, "Mom was using pot? Fresh
leaves?"

They went up three stairs and into the master
bathroom and opened the medicine cabinets. There was a bunch of
prescription bottles.

"I didn't know Mom was taking meds for
anything," he said. "Not that she would necessarily have told me, I
guess. I think we need to call the police and have them look at
this. It may have something to do with what happened."

The police arrived in minutes, and he showed
them to the bathroom, where the medicine chest was still open. They
were all over it, and they interviewed Denis and Maggie separately,
asking what they knew about Elissa's medications.

"I thought she was drinking," Denis told the
cop who was questioning him. "You should know that we have not
lived together for more than ten years, although we've always been
on friendly terms. We were never divorced. I haven't seen her for
about six months, but the last time I was out here, she was not
taking these drugs, or at least if she was, they were not sitting
in the medicine chest, because I would have seen them." The cops
were wearing white stretchy gloves and put each of the prescription
bottles into a separate plastic bag. Denis showed them the bottle
and the plastic box with the marijuana leaves he'd found in the
freezer, too.

"Why were you looking in the freezer?"

"I was hungry. I just got in from New York
and was trying to find something to eat. Maggie was here, she can
tell you."

"So before today you were--?"

"In New York."

"Including the last week?"

"Including about the last six months."

The men were polite and sympathetic, and
apologized before they searched the rest of the bedroom. They took
some bags of stuff out, and gave Denis a receipt for the items they
had taken, including several bottles of vitamins, some aspirin and
Aleve, and some allergy capsules.

"Was there anyone living here with her?"

"I honestly don't know," Denis said. "She
hadn't mentioned anyone, but she had boyfriends or lovers, I know
that. It was one of the reasons we started living apart. That was
back in the 90s."

After they left, he said to Maggie, "You go
through Mom's jewelry and tell me what you want and we can try to
give the rest of it to Melanie or Christie. I have no use for it.
Her engagement and wedding rings should be yours and maybe one day
one of your kids can wear them." The engagement ring was an emerald
surrounded by small diamonds, not a big ring, but all he could
afford when he bought it for her.

Maggie started dumping things on the bed and
sorting through them. He stared at the boxes as she dumped them
out." She had a lot of earrings," he said. "I always gave her
earrings." And watching Maggie, he knew he was going to cry,
finally. And he did, not wracking, sobbing tears, but real tears,
big tears, silent tears that ran down his shirt. He had loved her
those years before. He walked out the back door and stared at the
swimming pool and the hot tub. He stripped off his shirt and pants
and dived into the pool in his briefs. The water was cool, almost
cold, and he swam several lengths of the pool before he was
accustomed to the temperature. Maggie came outside with a towel and
he climbed out of the pool and wrapped the towel around his
hips.

"I don't want to do that today," she said. "I
put it all back." They ambled back to the bedroom.

"Well," he said, "we're going to have to do
something soon, because I need to put the house on the market. She
borrowed some money on a mortgage a few years back and I need to
stop paying it, it costs an arm and a leg." He pulled a plastic
baggie with a wedding ring in it out of the pocket of the pants he
had been wearing and handed it to Maggie.

"She was wearing this, but not the engagement
ring, so that must be here."

"Don't you want to bury her with her ring
on?"

"No. We haven't been close for a long time,
and marriage vows end with death anyway," he said. "She and I are
not married anymore, but there's no reason to toss the ring into
the ocean. It has an inscription inside it, did you know that? Just
the date we were married and our initials."

He went into the kitchen, found a bowl and
cracked three eggs into it, whisked in some water and some dried
herbs, some pepper and a couple of drops of vinegar, threw them in
a frying pan with some butter and lifted the sides so the egg could
run under. A minute later he flipped it and found some of the
yellow cheese, grated a bit on the top, folded it over, and the
smell of a calming omelette filled the kitchen.

"Want some?" he asked Maggie. She shook her
head and poured another glass of wine. He found some orange juice
in the fridge and poured a large tumbler for himself, thought a
minute, and then grabbed some vodka and spiked it. He sat down at
the kitchen table and started to eat the omelette, realizing how
hungry he was as he ate. He took a big gulp of the orange juice to
wash it down. He stared out the window at the eucalyptus trees and
the camellia bushes in the back yard and made a mental note to
speak with the gardener, because the shrubs in the front yard were
looking a little too bushy and he was going to have to put the
house on the market.

As he stared, the trees developed halos and
the room started to expand. He wasn't hungry anymore and he felt
like he would throw up, cold sweat on his forehead. It was the
drink. "Something wrong with the vodka," he said as he collapsed
into a heap by the side of the chair and hit his head on the tile
floor. As Maggie looked on, a small pool of blood began to spread
from under his face. She screamed and ran to him, shook his
shoulder and got no reaction, then realized that if he were hurt
she should not be shaking him. She grabbed the telephone from the
wall and called 9-1-1.

"My father, he just fainted, or maybe he had
a stroke. He was mumbling something when it happened, but he was
slurring the words and I couldn't understand what he was saying.
Please hurry!" She knelt by her father and noticed that his eyelids
were fluttering as though he were trying to wake up. It was really
too much to think that her father might die just a couple of days
after her mother drowned in the goddamn hot tub. The doorbell rang
and she ran to the front door. Paramedics.

"In the kitchen!" she shouted, and pointed
across the entrance hall. They ran with their oxygen tanks and
medical kit, talking into Bluetooth-like microphones that stuck
down in front of their faces from a headset. She pulled out her
smartphone and dialed Paul.

"What is it, Mags?" he said. "We're talking
to Father Yamaguchi."

"It's Dad. He collapsed or fainted or had a
heart attack or something. The paramedics are here. You need to get
back over here."

He said something reassuring and hung up. She
ran into the kitchen and the paramedics were working on Denis. His
nose was streaming blood. "Did he have a heart attack?"

"We don't know, ma'am, but we're going to
have to get him to Harbor General so they can get him stabilized."
They strapped him to a board and lifted him onto a gurney. He was
breathing, she could see his chest moving, and his face was
twitching. Oh, God, he's had a stroke.

Paul and Rich ran in the front door a few
minutes after the paramedic truck pulled away with the siren
wailing. She told them what she knew, and they headed to Harbor
General, fortunately not far from Rocky Point, where the house
was.

They were not allowed into the area where
their father was taken, and all the staff would tell them was that
he was in guarded condition, but they did not believe his life was
in danger. An hour and a half later, a resident in green scrubs
came out to talk to them.

"We believe your father had taken a drug, but
he told us he had not. Do you know if he had taken anything that
might lead to his passing out?" he said. "I'm not the police, I am
a doctor, and I just want to do what is best for your dad."

The three of them looked at each other and no
one had any idea what was going on.

"He was eating an omelette and drinking a
screwdriver. He just arrived from New York today because our mom
died two days ago and he had to identify her, so he's probably
under a lot of stress," Maggie offered. "I wasn't making it any
easier for him, giving him a hard time because she wanted to be
cremated."

Paul offered, "Dad is kind of a health nut.
As far as I know, he's never taken anything stronger than a stiff
drink since he was in college a long while back."

"A screwdriver? Orange juice and vodka?"

"Yes."

"In a bar?"

"No, at home. Why?"

"Where did the vodka come from?"

"The cabinet."

"We think he may have had some GHB, which is
a drug that can be used for narcolepsy, but is often abused at
clubs. It's inclined to make people pass out and stay unconscious
in certain quantities, and it appears your dad had a good hit of
it."

"GHB? Is that the date rape drug?"

"Yes."

"Can we see Dad?"

"He is very groggy and we are trying to keep
him awake until the effect of the drug wears off. We think he is
going to be OK, but maybe it would be best if you let us work with
him for another hour or so. If you think the vodka might have been
where he ingested the drug, I'd suggest you talk to the police
right away and have that bottle tested."

Maggie looked at her brothers. "Mom probably
drank that same vodka."


Chapter Three

 


The two policemen had asked him a lot of
questions, but basically, he was no help to them. He did not take
any "fun" drugs. He had injected himself with a blood-thinner
before he got on the plane to LA at JFK, but he had not taken
anything else, other than a screwdriver on the plane and a
screwdriver after he went for a swim at the house. He thought he
remembered thinking there was something in the vodka, but then the
next thing he remembered, he was throwing up in the cubicle at the
hospital. He had no specific memories. It was the omelette on a
plate, and then the omelette splashing into a bedpan.

They'd told him that they believed, based on
lab results, that he had most likely ingested some GHB, which
occurs naturally in the human body, but in small amounts. It could
make you pass out and stay passed out, which is why its reputation
was established as a "date rape" drug.

The kids had taken the policemen to the house
and given them the bottle of vodka, which was still sitting on the
kitchen table. Russian Standard, good vodka.

He was feeling groggy and his stomach hurt
from throwing up. Someone had slipped him a mickey. What an odd
phrase, must look it up. A mickey.

Now he was at the house, and Maggie had made
the bed with fresh sheets so he wouldn't feel like he was sleeping
on Elissa's sheets, although there were no sheets on the bed
because the police had taken them. The huge expanse of plate glass
at the foot of the bed looked out at a waterscape with Catalina
Island painted on a scrim in the distance, and vivid hot-pink ice
plant in a carpet extending from the house to the edge of the
cliff. The window was ajar and he could hear the surf hitting the
rocks down below. He had climbed those cliffs as a boy when his
parents had owned this house. There was a time when he knew every
foot of these cliffs and could scamper up and down them like a
lizard. Time, however, had made him less agile, and had worn away
the paths and sturdy footholds he had known, and he was certain
that if he tried to scale down the cliff now, he'd be impaled on a
pointed rock.

He held his head and got up, wandered out
toward the living room. Rich was sitting there, apparently taking
whatever watch it was.

"What time is it?"

"Hi, Dad. It's about eleven." He didn't wear
a wristwatch, but like his grandfather, he always seemed to know
what time it was. An internal clock, his father used to say. His
father always woke up when he needed to, as well. He said it was
the "Holy Souls" who woke him up: the people in purgatory whom he
was praying for. He doubted it was the Holy Souls who were telling
Rich the time.

"I guess I slept through."

"Well, we kept checking on you, but you
seemed to be OK, so we didn't see any reason to get you up. I bet
you're hungry. Want a screwdriver?" Big grin. "Probably not,
huh?"

"Very funny. Anyone ever try to poison you?
The thought of humor doesn't come up in the same breath."

Rich looked down at his hands.

"But you're right. I am hungry. Do you
suppose there's any cereal?"

He poured a stream of Grape Nuts into a bowl
and found some raisins, scattered them on top with a spoonful of
sugar, shook the milk carton, opened it and smelled it. OK.

He poured it all over the cereal and started
to eat.

"Hey, Rich, did the police say anything about
what happened?"

"I think they're going to come by this
afternoon to follow up, but no, I haven't heard squat from
them."

He stripped off the T-shirt and boxers he was
wearing. "I'm going for a swim," he said, and headed out, buck
naked, junk jiggling, and jumped in the pool. He dogpaddled around
a bit, enjoying the warmth of the sun in a way that only a New
Yorker in November can appreciate. Rich pulled off his shirt and
pants and jumped into the pool in his briefs. He made as though to
dunk Denis, and they both swam underwater a few strokes.

"You're it," Rich said, and backed away, arms
over his head and held back in fake flight. He jumped backward and
did an upside-down frog kick, which propelled him into the side of
the pool. "Ow," he said, and laughed a goofy laugh that had been
his ticket to get away with things since he was a toddler. The
middle kid, always had it rough in some ways, but he sure did study
his brother and learn from Paul's mistakes.

"What are you doing?" came another voice.
This time it was Paul, and distinctly disapproving. "I thought you
were in bed."

"Clearly not. And naked as a jaybird, so I
hope you haven't brought girls with you, because they'll want me if
they see me." He splashed a wave of pool water by pushing his hands
forward and up, and soaked the front of Paul's shirt. Paul was not
amused. Rich was faking a laugh attack, grabbing his stomach and
dancing like a trained bear. Why were they clowning around a couple
of days after Elissa was killed?

Killed. He climbed out of the pool and Rich
tossed him a towel. While he was drying off, he said it. "So, do we
think someone killed Mom with whatever was in the vodka?"

All the fun fell out of the scene.

"Yeah," Denis said. "I thought so."

"And they tried to kill you, too," Paul
said.

"No, probably not. No way in the world anyone
could have set up to kill me with a bottle of vodka in California
when I was in New York. More likely whoever it was had planned to
dump the rest of the vodka down the sink and throw the bottle in
the recycles. I just got in the way and the truck hit me because I
was in the wrong place."

None of them wanted to say it. Mom was always
dating younger men, if "dating" was the right word. She was hanging
out with younger guys, probably having sex with some of them, and
everyone in the family had always looked the other way. Like you
ignore when someone has bad skin or a shriveled hand, or if they
forget to zip their fly or leave a spot on their jaw unshaved by
accident, or don't realize they have snot showing in their nose.
Women mentioned those things, but guys didn't.

"Do you suppose Maggie would know who Mom was
seeing?" Denis asked.

"I doubt it," Rich said. "They weren't
getting along very well."

"Maybe we shouldn't be talking about this
until the police get here," Paul said, looking at his shoes.

"Why the fuck not?" Denis was suddenly angry.
"Maybe someone killed my wife--OK, my estranged wife--and your
mother, and why wouldn't we talk about it? I'm not going to grab a
double-barreled shotgun and go looking for the bastard, but I will
talk about it all I want!"

"OK, OK, I just meant..."

"I know, I shouldn't cork off like that. I'm
sorry. I got knocked on my keester by a drug that wasn't intended
for me, Elissa drowned in the hot tub, and I bet there was some of
that same drug in her when she passed out in the water. Really,
Paul, I'm sorry. I don't have a lock on being angry, I know."

He rested his hand on Paul's shoulder and
realized Paul was crying. "You know I loved her for years and I
love you guys, too."

He went inside and put on dry clothes,
brushed his hair and teeth and came back out. The boys were sitting
in the living room; Rich was reading the paper and Paul was looking
at his smartphone.

"I can never get my thumbs to hit the right
letters," Denis said. "Fat finger problem I guess. I think you have
to have been born after 1980 to do it right. "He did his best
crooked sorry smile, kind of pushing his lower lip against his
upper like he didn't have any teeth. Paul smiled and kept sending
whatever email he was sending.

They were bonding the way guys bond, and he
wondered how he had let himself be so absent from them for the last
ten years. He just couldn't live in the house with Elissa, and
neither of them wanted to divorce, or at least he hadn't wanted to,
so he ended up saving face by taking over the New York office of
the company he started, ostensibly because they couldn't find
anyone else to do it. At first he had traveled back and forth every
six weeks or so, but as Elissa became more interested in her boy
toy of the moment, he found it impossible to stay in the house with
her. She would smoke cigarettes and drink vodka and get testy and
short-tempered, so his visits became fewer and shorter, and more
oriented toward holidays or birthdays. They didn't hate each other;
they had a shorthand that allowed them to communicate wordlessly,
and they liked many of the same things. As he used to say with a
smile, we have no common interests--I like opera and Elissa likes
oratorio. He had always intended that to be funny. Well, that was
over.

He looked at his sons and wondered what could
have happened if he had hung out there instead of going away.
Fishing trips to Catalina maybe, stuff like that, tickets to the
Rose Bowl, although he was not a football fan, picnics with the
grandkids.

The doorbell snapped him out of that. It was
two plainclothes police officers, a stocky man of about fifty with
salt-and-pepper, short-cropped hair and a well-tailored suit, and a
fit-looking woman of about the same age with pants, a white blouse
open at the neck, low, stacked-heel pumps and her dark hair up in a
bun. No ring. They were Detective Ron Furman and Detective Sue
Mason from the LA County Sheriff's Department.

He showed them into the living room and
offered to make them some coffee. They declined.

"Mr. Rosa," Furman said, "we got the results
of the autopsy, and you were right that there were indications that
your wife had ingested GHB, as you apparently did yesterday. The
bottle of vodka had GHB crystals dissolved in it. Alcohol is an
excellent solvent for GHB."

"So she died of a drug overdose?" Rich
asked.

"No. She died from drowning, her lungs were
full of chlorinated water from the hot tub, but she was certainly
unconscious when she slid under the water, or was pushed under the
water. There were no signs of a struggle."

"She was murdered then."

"That is a possibility," Furman said. "We
need to investigate more. She could have taken the drug on purpose.
It is called Liquid Ecstasy in the clubs and lots of people abuse
it recreationally. And you did find marijuana in the freezer, and
some poppers, and there were a variety of uppers and downers in the
medicine chest."

"But you'd have to be suicidal to take a drug
and then sit in a hot tub," Denis said.

"Or just drunk," Detective Mason said,
looking directly at Denis without blinking.

"Was she drunk?" Paul asked.

"She had a lot of alcohol in her system,
yes."

"Then she was murdered," Denis said, standing
up. "I had some of that vodka and it threw me on the floor in a
matter of minutes. I could not have drunk enough of it to get even
tipsy before I passed out. Someone must have added it to the vodka
after she had been drinking."

"That's a possibility," Mason said. "Or she
could have added it to the vodka herself."

"And who put it back in the pantry?"

"She could have done that herself, and then
taken the drink outside in the hot tub, although according to the
report there was no glass found at the hot tub, so maybe she just
chugged some vodka and then got in the water."

She’s trying to find a logical sequence of
events. He looked at her making notes. She's pretty. But
that doesn't change the fact that Elissa was killed by someone
else.

"We want to have a funeral," Denis said. "And
she wanted to be cremated."

"The coroner will release her to you for the
funeral and there is no reason you cannot carry out her wishes. The
coroner has some specimens, x-rays and photos if we need them."

"One other thing," Furman said. "There was
sperm in her, so we have DNA from a guy who was with her fairly
recently."

"That's not a surprise," said Denis. "She had
an eye for guys, I guess you would say."

"Does that bother you?" It was the woman
asking.

"It used to. That was mostly why I moved to
New York a decade ago. I stopped worrying about her sex life at
some point."

"And you were in New York when this
happened?"

"Yes."

"Well, we're very sorry for your loss, as I
am sure others have said," she offered, looking like she meant it,
not a trace of sarcasm or officialdom.

The detectives gave them all business cards
and said they should call if they had information or questions.
Then they left.

"They don't know whether to call it suicide
or homicide," Paul said. "I wonder what the final police report
will say. God knows who was fucking her that night."

Denis walked out to the retaining wall that
was attempting, unsuccessfully, to keep the clifftop from eroding.
The adobe bricks were uneven and water from the spring rains had
formed little channels under them. He stared at the beautiful vista
that he had known since childhood, the blue hulk of Catalina Island
taking up most of the straight-on view, and a clump of pine trees
on the point that formed the southern end of Lunada Bay.

"It wasn't suicide," he said. "It just
wasn't. We may not have gotten on well enough to live together, but
I knew her, knew her bad habits and her good impulses. She would
not have killed herself. Someone did this to her, whether it was
the guy she was with, or someone else. Someone murdered your
mother. Someone murdered my wife, and if I had gone swimming after
that drink instead of before, that same person might have murdered
me without even being here."


Chapter Four

 


PVE is a pocket suburb of almost
other-worldly beauty just out of the main line of traffic and
commerce in the South Bay area of LA County. Much of it was
designed in the early part of the twentieth century by the son of
Frederick Law Olmstead, who laid out Central Park and Prospect Park
in New York City, and who designed most of the city parks in Boston
and Montreal, and the campus at Stanford University. The younger
Olmstead created a completely manmade environment at the southern
end of Santa Monica Bay, but in the nearly one hundred years since
it was originally executed, the vegetation had gone wild, with
thick eucalyptus forests forming a backbone that enclosed the
picture-perfect country club and which ran in controlled strands
through the divided highway, around the Italianate adobe brick
library, and encircled the picture-postcard shopping area that the
locals call The Plaza. This has a huge, ornate white marble
fountain surmounted by a trident-brandishing Neptune in the style
of Canova, with naked boys riding idealized fish squirting water
from their mouths into a basin surrounding the whole. The buildings
around The Plaza have a uniform colonnade with Roman curved arches
and vaguely Ionic capitals and pedestals. Visitors say it looks
like Italy or the French Riviera.

To build a house in the controlled areas of
PVE, you had to get permission for everything from a local power
broker group called the Art Jury. Your roof was required to be red
tile. The color of your house had to be approved. The front yard
landscaping had to be approved. Your mailbox had to be approved.
You were not allowed to park on the street overnight. If your trees
obstructed someone's view, you were required to cut them back or
cut them down. If ever there was a town that strived to look
perfect, it was PVE.

Needless to say, it took money to live there,
but the Rosa home had been in the family for over sixty years and
the statewide controls on property taxes kept a lid on the cost of
owning the home. The original mortgage had been paid off in the
1970s, and the house had been mortgage free until after Denis moved
to New York, when Elissa decided she needed cash to redecorate and
to travel and whatnot, and he agreed to take a relatively small
mortgage on the house and to hand the proceeds over to her. He had
been paying on that fifteen-year mortgage for eight years, and it
was a burden because his income was decreasing in an economy with a
global downturn squeezing it.

The funeral was set for Friday morning in a
small church, St. Francis, near a bluff looking down to the ocean
near Malaga Cove. The rector was a woman, though Father Yamaguchi
was usually there, too. He had never gotten used to women as
priests, although he had no objection. It was like having a woman
for a doctor; he'd had women examine him in the hospital, but never
got over feeling awkward dropping his pants. Not that he had to
drop his pants with the priest, but it still felt odd. He engaged
an organist and told him to play some Bach, after which his
playlist included "Simple Gifts", "Amazing Grace", and "Long and
Winding Road." All three were guaranteed weepers for him, but they
were signs of his respect for her that he would expose himself like
that.

But in the meantime, he stopped at a real
estate office in The Plaza and found an old-timer, someone who had
been there since before the newbies started arriving, when most of
the hill had been covered with Japanese truck farms and, for
whatever reason, miles of garbanzo beans. The white-haired man
introduced himself as Jim Kearny, and of course he knew the Rosa
house on Rocky Point.

"Perfect location, isn't it?" he said. "Right
above where that ship cracked up a while back."

"You have been here a while," Denis
said. "That was when I was in high school back in about 1961. It
was called the Dominator. The captain was drunk and hit the
rocks out by the end of the point. It was full of grain, and when
it fermented the whole neighborhood smelled like beer for a
while."

They had a good chuckle about the old
times.

"I haven't put a house on the market in my
whole life," Denis said. "I have no idea what to do first."

He would need to find a copy of the title, or
get one from the county or the city. If the house was community
property he would need a death certificate, and Kearny suggested he
get twenty or thirty of those, because he would need them for lots
of things. Then someone would have to try to figure out the asking
price, which would certainly run into seven figures. Denis took his
card and said he would get back to him in a few days, then drove
home.

Home. It had been home most of his life until
the last few years when he was in New York. Then it was her home,
not his, and she had changed things around, taken some of his
paintings down and bought different furniture. No idea where some
of the stuff was, but wherever everything was, he felt it all as a
burden. Imagine trying to empty this house so someone could move
in. A daunting task. There was virtually no attic and certainly no
basement, so if the old things were still somewhere, they had to be
in a storage depot someplace. He did not feel like going through
Elissa's desk, but he had to, and might as well do it now as
later.

He had not expected to find a will, and there
was none that he could find. There were a variety of bills to be
paid, but nothing apparently overdue, and her checkbook had been
balanced through
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