Keeper of the Keys

Excerpts

Chapter 17

Gwyn has a flashback about Tommy in high school

She had attended California High School, “Cal High” in
Whittier and so had Tommy. She studied sporadically but did
well enough to take a few advanced courses. He studied
rarely, but excelled at sports and was therefore forgiven
many transgressions and managed to advance year by year in
a predictable fashion. Like Gwynne, he appeared college
bound, although if you asked him, he would say he planned
to travel the world, goof off, learn to surf.

For some unknowable reason, in Gwynne'’'s junior year, a
pack of senior girls decided to hate her. She never knew
if it had to do with a brief fling she had with one of the
point guards on the boy’s basketball team, or if she had
merely worn the wrong perfume one day. Or said something
negative about a certain hairstyle. Or worn a t-shirt in
the wrong color. At any rate, some days, when she missed
the bus, she had to walk a long, long way home, a couple of
miles, much of it up busy Whittier Boulevard. Tommy stayed
late for sports or they would have walked together.

Instead, she bore alone the greasy-faced boys who



recognized her and offered her rides she knew better than
to accept, and the middle-aged men who stopped, goggling,
wanting her in their cars where they had power, and she had
none, and God only knew what that meant and why it was so.

Many of those unhappy days, three girls followed her,
harrassing, intimidating, frightening her. Gwynne
considered first telling Jacki, but by then Jacki was in
college, not living at home, and couldn’t do anything
practical. She considered complaining to her mother, but
her ma had problems of her own, a husband that seemed to be
drifting on a log in the ocean miles away, and an
unwholesome interest in her children’s doings. What could
her mother do? Call their mothers like she had when
problems cropped up in middle school? The thought made her
cringe.

She told nobody.

“You look like shit,” Tommy said one day.

“Thanks, pal.”

“You’'re too thin.”

“A woman can’'t be . . . “

“Shut up about that. You love food and don’t give a
damn about fashion. What’s going on?”

That day, the girls had come up quite close behind
her, so close they didn’t need to shout epithets, they
could murmur them, intensely more menacingly.

“We could cut you right now,” one said.

“(Expletives deleted as being even too rough for



Gwynne to repeat).”

“Walk faster,” the last one warned, “or we’ll catch
you."”

She had run all the way home, sweating in the October
Indian summer heat, unathletic but speedy due to fearing
the premature end of her life. The girls had laughed and
chased her for only a short way. The ugly sounds of their
curses reverberated throughout the Market Basket parking
lot.

“What'’s going on?” Tommy asked insistently when she
arrived home, red-faced and out of breath. He had come
home early that day, reprieved from practice by the coach’s
unexpected illness.

“Nothing."”

“Don’t lie to me, Gwynne. It makes your nose grow so
unattractively, and by the way, it’s already a rather
obtrusive sort of nose.”

She worried about the rounded-tip of her nose and he
knew it. He had a nice nose, small, Irish looking.
Stubbornly, she said, “Nothing’s wrong. Leave me alone.”

He, drinking juice from the carton and spooning yogurt
from a cup, snorted. *“I can read your mind, don’'t forget.”

From the time they were children, he had made this
claim. Nothing ever disproved it.

“I'm so thirsty.”

He held the juice back away from her, at arm’s length.

“You get refreshment but you have to earn it. Now tell me



the truth.”

“Ma doesn’t like you drinking from the carton.”

“Who’'s gonna tell her? You?”

Defeated, she pulled a glass out of the cupboard and
put ice in it. “Okay, but you have to promise me you won’'t
get too mad.”

He nodded, promising.

She told him everything, how these alarming girls
followed her, tormented her, said things she couldn’t tell
anyone else.

The unshaven skin on his jaw tightened, and she,
horrified, realized she had unleashed a bad, bad genie.
“Promise me you won’'t hurt them. Promise you won’'t do
anything.”

At last pouring her a glass of juice from the
contaminated carton, he grinned. He wasn’'t the type of guy
to ruffle her hair, but his smile had the same effect.
“Gwynne, you, who have attended the Quaker church all these
years must have wondered at some point, is all this
emphasis on non-violence a bunch of hooey? How do you deal
with people like this, people who threaten to harm you? Do
you find a gun and hurt them back? Do you abandon all your
ideals, which is a very dumb thing to do when you are young
and don’'t know better? Do you run and humiliate yourself?
That kind of cowardice just eggs them on and makes you hate
yourself.”

She didn’t know how to respond. Her religious



training didn’t prepare her for the venality of such girls.

“Didn’t our Sunday school teacher, Mrs. Miller, and
didn’'t the preacher, Dr. Walker, that good tall man, tell
us that power rested in proactive behavior, not reaction?
We march for peace. We represent a purer ideal?”

“Tommy, these girls don’t want to hear that they need
to lead peaceful lives. They hate me. They want to scare
me, maybe even hurt me.”

“Maybe,” he offered philosophically, “you should not
have taken up with another girl’s boyfriend.”

“He said they broke up!”

“So maybe she has no business holding this against you
because he’'s to blame. But isn’t that the irrational way it
goes with these women who accept male superiority and
assert that ‘She asked for it’? They blame the new
girlfriend, not the man. Now that I think about it, it’'s a
pretty good gig these guys have got going.”

“He's a jerk. He thinks women exist to serve him.

You know what he wanted me to do, Tommy? He wanted me to .

He waved his yogurt spoon at her. “Spare me the
details. I’'ve been there. I can guess. So you’re not with
him anymore, you merely stepped on some very sensitive,
pink painted toes.”

“I think running’s the right thing, under the
circumstances.”

“For you,” he said thoughtfully. “Yes, three girls,



very scary. You know with guys it’s easier. A fistfight,
hopefully no guns or knives, someone clearly wins. With
girls it's . . . "

“Impossible.”

“Not at all. It’'s subtle. Man, I don’t like things
that force me to think hard.”

Amazingly, after that day the girls avoided her in the
hallways. They didn’t follow her home. No nasty notes got
taped to her locker.

“What did you do?” Gwynne asked Tommy after a few
weeks.

“I'm dating one of them, stringing the other two
along.”

“You're - “ she was outraged. “Which one?”

“Caroline right now. Right now, she believes she would
love to marry me, bear my children, enslave herself if it
meant making me happy. Meantime, Eve'’s hanging in the aisle
awaiting her chance with the boneheaded football player.
Amanda’s just praying for her chance.”

“What happens when you drop Caroline?”

“Oh, that won’t happen. She’ll drop me.”

“Oh, Tommy. You say she’s hooked. How do you get her
to drop you?”

“One thing about you, Gwynne,” he said kindly, looking
her in the eye. “You have an underdeveloped grasp of human
relationships. You haven’t figured out yet that people

prefer to drop people in advance of being dropped.”



“You act like you’ll move on, then they go?”

“Like wildfire crossing a mountain fast, burning
everything in their path. They live to kill: relationships,
other pretty girls in the way. Fortunately, you’re not in
the picture anymore.”

“Now they want to kill you!”

“Ah, but I can protect myself.”

“You wouldn’t hit a woman.”

“Gwynne, one thing you and I have in common, and even
Ma, who loves us and takes undeserved pride in us, derides
our big mouths. I know what to say. Words are weapons, and,
goody, acceptable by the church. I told Caroline that she
had a nose like a snout, that I found it terribly hard to
kiss her, although I wanted to so much because of her cute
ass. After she’s gone, I’'l]l make a rude comment to Eve
about her skin, disguising it as advice I heard on
television. Amanda’s got big hips. She’ll be a breeze to
blow off.”

“Oh, Tommy."”

“I do worry about hell, but have you noticed there
isn’t much talk of it at our church? I'm glad for that.”

“As if you ever cared.”

“I don’'t want to go to hell.”

“Tommy, if I were God, I'd let you in heaven. You're a
good person.”

“Meantime, I have this big paper due in American

History,” he said.



“Done. And don’'t worry, I’'ll disguise it by spelling
a few things wrong and making egregious grammatical
errors.”

They laughed for a long time, then she stayed up all
night finishing his essay, “On the siege at 0ld North
Bridge: how the British screwed up,” which she changed to
“On the siege at 0Old North Bridge: why the colonists
prevailed,” which she believed Mr. Schook would find much
more palatable as a premise, and which had a subtle
American bias Schook might appreciate that Tommy, intent on
the issues and not able to deal with political bias, would
never see.

Still, guilt assailed her. Tommy had protected her.

Gwynne had failed to protect him.

flashback - - Gwyn has a flashback of last time with

Anni

Gwynne had spent years forgetting. Now she couldn’t
stop reliving their last day together, her last pure day of
friendship with Annika.

Tommy, young and stupid. She couldn’t accept it now,
her role as a seventeen year old...

She wanted to turn the steering wheel of this car to

the far left and drown in the ocean where by now summer’s



immense orange orb sunk slowly, bloodying the surface of
the water. Imagining that sea of blood reminded her of that
night, and blinded her with tears.

Here’'s Tommy’s story, she thought through blurred eyes
she swept clean with blinking, so that she could drive
without getting killed. Her own story could never be told
without him. He was the adventure of their childhood. To
speak his name was to find a boy with such vitality and
love of life - well, how could anyone old understand this
seventeen year old rogue?

When they were kids, long before they moved up to
Franklin Street, they moved to Whittier from Mississippi
with their grandparents. Their grandfather had built fires
in the fireplace from wood scavenged on the streets.
Eventually, due to his experience as a grocer, he found a
job. They all crammed into a two bedroom house on Chadsey.
She remembered her grandmother pressing her grandfather’s
shirts on a flatbed iron she must have brought with her
from Mississippi, back before even Jacki was born.

Their family came originally from the Mississippi
delta near Laurel, where Grandpa had a grocery store and
traded in cotton. After moving to California, he picked up
where he left off, planting pumpkins for fall, sweet peas
for spring. Plucking weeds from his small backyard, he had
one determined idea, one he told anyone who would listen of
one thing: he hoped for his children would graduate from

college. To honor that goal, he worked as a lowly produce



man at the local grocery store, saved his money, and
prepared them all for the goal he most revered.

Most of his fairly large family, six out of seven
children, finished college. Only Jacki’s mom did not. Their
mother had met a sexy sailor in Alameda and dropped out of
college. Her more obediant siblings hung in there, happy to
comport themselves fabulously at UC Berkeley while Gwynne'’s
ma followed her heart.

For summertime parties, Grandpa made ice cream Tommy
churned. 1In fact, all the children took turns cranking the
cold metal handle until the mixture hardened to lusciously
edible. In summer, they ate the sweet corn Grandpa grew in
his tiny backyard.

Years later, after her husband had left her, after
Tommy's death, Gwynne got the nerve to ask her ma if she
had made the right choice.

“No."

“Why not?” Gwynne wanted to know.

“Every night I go to bed as a person less than other
people. I know I'm smart. I know I'm accomplished but
without that credential, I'm a big zero.”

Her daughters, unconsciously influenced by a
passionate regret, had gotten that credential. They
graduated from college. Jacki went on to her real estate
job, Gwynne to her career appraising properties.

Their mother seemed proud. However, there was always

Tommy, the third sibling who had his own arc. Younger than



the Jacki, Gwynne'’s twin, he wanted a different life: to
frolic, to travel, to create unusual things.

Gwynne and Jacki, the survivors, could only imagine
what his last moments were. Had he feared the rest of his
life? Did he, at twenty-four years old, feel
existentially, unbearably bereft when his girlfriend of
three years dumped him? Tibet no longer called to him? His
mother’s expectations crushed him? What?

What Gwynne remembered about his death, over and over,
in her dreams, in her waking nightmares:

She woke up that terrible morning tangled in blue
print sheets, head aching, hands shaking. “Oh, hell.”

She checked out the double bed: alone. Nobody there.

Good. Wasn’t it? Sometimes a strange tousled head
stirred. Those mornings sucked.

This morning sucked worse. She put the pillow over
head, threw the sheets off her wet body in the morning
heat.

She remained conscious.

She walked, no, staggered into the bathroom and stared
at herself in the mirror wondering who she was looking at,
trying not to think about the night before, pushing its
black and red images, noises, right out of her mind,
willing it blank.

She was still young. Her eyes, which should have been
baggy, weren’t. Her skin, which should have worn red lines,

didn’t. She looked new as a fresh young thing. Inside, all



moist rot. Stink. She felt so deeply ashamed she wanted to
die.

Had enough time to make coffee and hear the phone
ring.

She picked up.

“He's gone, Gwynne."”

“Don’t tell me this.” Gwynne gulped down black liquid
that burned the inside of her mouth. Anguish rolled over
her like a big Pacific wave, and she remembered the night
before. She had no words. “Oh, Anni. Shit.” A log as big as
lumber rammed through her stomach. “No.”

“They said if he had lived he would have been a
vegetable.”

Another piece of redwood slammed her across the heart.
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” she shouted.
“You are such a shithead!”

“Go ahead,” Anni had said calmly, “blame me if it
makes you feel better.”

Gwynne almost punched the phone off. Instead she held
it away for a few moments, trying to establish normal
breathing. “I wish I could. Are Ma and Pa still there?”

“They made arrangements with a funeral home, then your
sister drove them home but they wanted to know why you
didn’'t come to the hospital, Gwynne.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I explained you were drunk.”

Gwynb felt a freakish urge to laugh. “Why are we



friends? Remind me.”

“Because I played Barbies with you, even though I
hated that bitch.” Anni was crying. “Nobody looks like
that.”

“You do.”

“Fucking liar.”

“Anni, go home. Get some sleep. Take two aspirin.”

“Why do you pretend to be so hard? I know you’ve been
crying your face off.”

“I spent the night with my head in the toilet. Exactly
where I belonged.”

“Promise me you're not going to get hooked on drugs or
do something stupid like jump in front of a train.”

“Don’t worry. I'm more the slit my wrists and lie in a
hot bath type.”

“Sometimes things are out of control and we can’t help
what happens!”

“I don’'t want to talk anymore.”

“We're glued together for life.”

That was the moment when Gwynne understood glue aged,
dried out, and did not do its job. “I want you to forget
about all this. I want to forget this.”

“Like you’'re so good at forgetting. You never forget
anything, Gwynne, not an insult, not a single bad thing
that you ever did. Or me, for that matter.”

“You blonde, egg-sucking dog!”

“You misfit, red-haired freak!”



They both cried.

“Please, Anni. I really don’'t want to talk anymore.”

“But Gwynne, I need your help. I'm in trouble.”

“Nothing you can’t handle.”

“They have questions. They want to know where we were
going, time frames, stuff I can’t remember. It'’s
complicated.”

“Say whatever the hell you want.” Gwynne heard her
voice rising again. She quieted it down. “Nobody will
blame you.”

“I told him life was worth living. I wish he knew
that.”

Gwynne wanted to hang up so that she could stick her
head in the oven and never feel anything ever again. “What
is it, Anne? Do we have to rehash this unspeakable thing?
Is that what you want?”

“I want you - not to bore me to death!”

A pause. Gwynne couldn’t help laughing through her
tears. “Oh, Anni.”

“Because I expect nothing but crap from you and
everyone elsel!”

“You don’t trust me, either” Gwynne said. “Sad.”

“Should I?”

“Maybe not.”

“I'm afraid to sleep. I’'ll see his face in my dream,
marching so purposefully, so perversely. And then what?

Will your folks want an open casket? I hope not. Then I'1ll



remember him dead.”

“I think - I think I need to go throw up.” Gwynne
struggled for composure, and a long silence sat between
them along the phone line like frogs, totally unusual and
out of place.

“Gwynne, remember the Camaro my dad bought me senior
year?"”

“Everybody at our high school remembers your red
Camaro, Anni.” Anni’'s father had worked for the immigration
bureau. Every week, he filled his station wagon with
illegals and carted them back to Mexico. Meantime, he
earned enough to buy his daughter a hot car at sixteen.

“Two kids borrowed it and cracked it up. They didn’'t
make the senior party.”

“They died?”

“Worse."”

“They’'re alive. I call that a happy ending. This
isn't.”

Anni thought for awhile. Then, in a voice heavy with
sadness she said, “I'm worried.”

“About what?”

“Our friendship means everything to me.”

“Stop. I won’'t have this conversation. Not right now.”

“Maybe - if you saw a therapist?”

“Drop it!”

“T know too much, don’t I?” Anni asked.

Gwynne put the phone down, afraid.



Gwynne had spent years forgetting. Now she couldn’t
stop reliving their last day together, her last pure day of
friendship with Annika.

Tommy, young and stupid. She couldn’t accept it now,
her role as a seventeen year old...

She wanted to turn the steering wheel of this car to
the far left and drown in the ocean where by now summer’s
immense orange orb sunk slowly, bloodying the surface of
the water. Imagining that sea of blood reminded her of that
night, and blinded her with tears.

Here’'s Tommy’s story, she thought through blurred eyes
she swept clean with blinking, so that she could drive
without getting killed. Her own story could never be told
without him. He was the adventure of their childhood. To
speak his name was to find a boy with such vitality and
love of life - well, how could anyone old understand this
seventeen year old rogue?

When they were kids, long before they moved up to
Franklin Street, they moved to Whittier from Mississippi
with their grandparents. Their grandfather had built fires
in the fireplace from wood scavenged on the streets.
Eventually, due to his experience as a grocer, he found a
job. They all crammed into a two bedroom house on Chadsey.
She remembered her grandmother pressing her grandfather’s

shirts on a flatbed iron she must have brought with her



from Mississippi, back before even Jacki was born.

Their family came originally from the Mississippi
delta near Laurel, where Grandpa had a grocery store and
traded in cotton. After moving to California, he picked up
where he left off, planting pumpkins for fall, sweet peas
for spring. Plucking weeds from his small backyard, he had
one determined idea, one he told anyone who would listen of
one thing: he hoped for his children would graduate from
college. To honor that goal, he worked as a lowly produce
man at the local grocery store, saved his money, and
prepared them all for the goal he most revered.

Most of his fairly large family, six out of seven
children, finished college. Only Jacki’s mom did not. Their
mother had met a sexy sailor in Alameda and dropped out of
college. Her more obediant siblings hung in there, happy to
comport themselves fabulously at UC Berkeley while Gwynne'’s
ma followed her heart.

For summertime parties, Grandpa made ice cream Tommy
churned. 1In fact, all the children took turns cranking the
cold metal handle until the mixture hardened to lusciously
edible. In summer, they ate the sweet corn Grandpa grew in
his tiny backyard.

Years later, after her husband had left her, after
Tommy's death, Gwynne got the nerve to ask her ma if she
had made the right choice.

“No."

“Why not?” Gwynne wanted to know.



“Every night I go to bed as a person less than other
people. I know I'm smart. I know I'm accomplished but
without that credential, I'm a big zero.”

Her daughters, unconsciously influenced by a
passionate regret, had gotten that credential. They
graduated from college. Jacki went on to her real estate
job, Gwynne to her career appraising properties.

Their mother seemed proud. However, there was always
Tommy, the third sibling who had his own arc. Younger than
the Jacki, Gwynne'’s twin, he wanted a different life: to
frolic, to travel, to create unusual things.

Gwynne and Jacki, the survivors, could only imagine
what his last moments were. Had he feared the rest of his
life? Did he, at twenty-four years old, feel
existentially, unbearably bereft when his girlfriend of
three years dumped him? Tibet no longer called to him? His
mother’s expectations crushed him? What?

What Gwynne remembered about his death, over and over,
in her dreams, in her waking nightmares:

She woke up that terrible morning tangled in blue
print sheets, head aching, hands shaking. “Oh, hell.”

She checked out the double bed: alone. Nobody there.

Good. Wasn’t it? Sometimes a strange tousled head
stirred. Those mornings sucked.

This morning sucked worse. She put the pillow over
head, threw the sheets off her wet body in the morning

heat.



She remained conscious.

She walked, no, staggered into the bathroom and stared
at herself in the mirror wondering who she was looking at,
trying not to think about the night before, pushing its
black and red images, noises, right out of her mind,
willing it blank.

She was still young. Her eyes, which should have been
baggy, weren’t. Her skin, which should have worn red lines,
didn’t. She looked new as a fresh young thing. Inside, all
moist rot. Stink. She felt so deeply ashamed she wanted to
die.

Had enough time to make coffee and hear the phone
ring.

She picked up.

“He's gone, Gwynne."”

“Don’t tell me this.” Gwynne gulped down black liquid
that burned the inside of her mouth. Anguish rolled over
her like a big Pacific wave, and she remembered the night
before. She had no words. “Oh, Anni. Shit.” A log as big as
lumber rammed through her stomach. “No.”

“They said if he had lived he would have been a
vegetable.”

Another piece of redwood slammed her across the heart.
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” she shouted.
“You are such a shithead!”

“Go ahead,” Anni had said calmly, “blame me if it

makes you feel better.”



Gwynne almost punched the phone off. Instead she held
it away for a few moments, trying to establish normal
breathing. “I wish I could. Are Ma and Pa still there?”

“They made arrangements with a funeral home, then your
sister drove them home but they wanted to know why you
didn’'t come to the hospital, Gwynne.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I explained you were drunk.”

Gwynb felt a freakish urge to laugh. “Why are we
friends? Remind me.”

“Because I played Barbies with you, even though I
hated that bitch.” Anni was crying. “Nobody looks like
that.”

“You do.”

“Fucking liar.”

“Anni, go home. Get some sleep. Take two aspirin.”

“Why do you pretend to be so hard? I know you’ve been
crying your face off.”

“I spent the night with my head in the toilet. Exactly
where I belonged.”

“Promise me you’'re not going to get hooked on drugs or
do something stupid like jump in front of a train.”

“Don’t worry. I'm more the slit my wrists and lie in a
hot bath type.”

“Sometimes things are out of control and we can’t help
what happens!”

“I don’t want to talk anymore.”



“We're glued together for life.”

That was the moment when Gwynne understood glue aged,
dried out, and did not do its job. “I want you to forget
about all this. I want to forget this.”

“Like you’'re so good at forgetting. You never forget
anything, Gwynne, not an insult, not a single bad thing
that you ever did. Or me, for that matter.”

“You blonde, egg-sucking dog!”

“You misfit, red-haired freak!”

They both cried.

“Please, Anni. I really don’'t want to talk anymore.”

“But Gwynne, I need your help. I'm in trouble.”

“Nothing you can’t handle.”

“They have questions. They want to know where we were
going, time frames, stuff I can’t remember. It'’s
complicated.”

“Say whatever the hell you want.” Gwynne heard her
voice rising again. She quieted it down. “Nobody will
blame you.”

“I told him life was worth living. I wish he knew
that.”

Gwynne wanted to hang up so that she could stick her
head in the oven and never feel anything ever again. “What
is it, Anne? Do we have to rehash this unspeakable thing?
Is that what you want?”

“I want you - not to bore me to death!”

A pause. Gwynne couldn’t help laughing through her



tears. “Oh, Anni.”

“Because I expect nothing but crap from you and
everyone else!”

“You don’t trust me, either” Gwynne said. “Sad.”

“Should I?”

“Maybe not.”

“I'm afraid to sleep. I’'ll see his face in my dream,
marching so purposefully, so perversely. And then what?
Will your folks want an open casket? I hope not. Then I'1ll
remember him dead.”

“I think - I think I need to go throw up.” Gwynne
struggled for composure, and a long silence sat between
them along the phone line like frogs, totally unusual and
out of place.

“Gwynne, remember the Camaro my dad bought me senior
year?"”

“Everybody at our high school remembers your red
Camaro, Anni.” Anni’'s father had worked for the immigration
bureau. Every week, he filled his station wagon with
illegals and carted them back to Mexico. Meantime, he
earned enough to buy his daughter a hot car at sixteen.

“Two kids borrowed it and cracked it up. They didn’'t
make the senior party.”

“They died?”

“Worse."”

“They’re alive. I call that a happy ending. This

isn’t.”



Anni thought for awhile. Then, in a voice heavy with
sadness she said, “I'm worried.”

“About what?”

“Our friendship means everything to me.”

“Stop. I won’'t have this conversation. Not right now.”

“Maybe - if you saw a therapist?”

“Drop it!”

“T know too much, don’t I?” Anni asked.

Gwynne put the phone down, afraid.

EXC ist Furkioti Mtg ch 10

The next morning early on a spanking clean air day,
Ray stood at a window on the eighth floor of the Northwest
Museum. Tucked away from Los Angeles hubbub on a steeply
sloped site, it offered a view all the way around the
basin, at the hills that, in the thirties, must have loomed
so vivid. They usually hid behind smog or haze. He
considered the design. You never could predict that people
would like what you liked. He had seen that many times. He
hoped the variety of possibilities they would present at
this preliminary stage would show these people they could
compromise themselves into a perfect building. With
Martin’s financially astute help he had dreamed up: a
central atrium, the better to enjoy the air and natural
light in these foothills, many windows to exploit the light

of the town, the reds of sunrise and sunset, the grays of



the misty mornings, a building that encompassed old and
new, and yet made something unique of both.

What a town and how he loved it.

The museum board, timid people used to dealing with
much tighter budgets, had to be nervous about this morning.
They initially insisted on a having this meeting at Ray’s
offices before involving their major investor but the
investor must have thrown his weight around. He would be
here today, and they would conduct the meeting right on
site.

Ray tried not to worry. He knew he would play Kate's
show and all of them, the board, the investor, most of them
not sophisticated people in terms of buildings, would then
have a developed idea about what a grand building they
might build in spite of their limited budget. Ray
specialized in finding clever ways to use cheap materials
stylishly, and he had worked hard to do that here.

Ray had forged through all the old plans for the
museum, studying the previous architecture of the museum.
One thing he liked about the new design was how it would
uplift the old-fashioned brick existing structures, by
creating a beautiful, integrated concept. These museum
people, rather conservative in his view, might find the
architecture of Martin Graves too bold for their taste, but
his Portland Building had inspired many of the elements Ray
hoped to incorporate into the final design: bold use of

color, small square windows used in abundance which were



both secure and glamorous in their massing.

They also might not care for Louis Kahn, a rebel with
detractors who powered buckshot through his motifs, but Ray
had found inspiration in the interior curves and arches
clumping around an airy center from the administration
building Kahn designed in India.

How could any intelligent human being resist the mix
of o0ld style modernism and contemporary subtlety that made
this design so outstanding?

He sure hoped they couldn’t.

Brushing dust off his light wool slacks, Ray felt a
flash of severe anxiety. He wished had been able to
convince Kate to come along for this meeting. She knew her
show could knock these guys to the ground. Still, she
stayed away, leaving Ray to make the case alone, and take
all the credit. She told him she was shy but Ray thought it
went deeper. She liked hiding in the background, doing what
she did best, computer wizardry. She had no taste for the
soliciting that went on daily in any small architectural
firm. Well, that would have to change if he busted out of
the firm. She would need to play Martin now and then.

Now he brushed thoughts of Martin away, too, because
he wanted to be up, not fucked-up.

The investor arrived first. A large man, at least
three hundred pounds but also at least six feet six inches,
he brought along an entourage. Two bodyguards, both bigger

than their client, so scary nobody would ever mess with



these man and their tattoos, stood silently, ominously
behind Greco Furkioti just waiting for something funky to
happen, something they could fix.

Ray, shaking hands with Furkioti, worked on steady
breathing. All the bucking up in advance he had done hadn’t
prepared him for this man'’s powerful presence, to say
nothing of the power he held over Ray. The firm needed this
commisssion and it was totally up to Ray to deliver it.
Martin was out of this picture. Somehow, someway, he had
left Furkioti aggrieved. The clients specifically
requested Ray for this meeting. And Ray knew that he, too,
needed to work on cultivating big clients. Martin couldn’t
be their only hope. He thought to himself, how would Martin
handle this meeting? What useful techniques could Ray take
from Martin today?

Furkioti, with his single eyebrow, his huge real
estate holdings in Palos Verdes, laughed and joked around,
entirely at ease with the situation. He must deal with
people wanting his money all the time, Ray thought.
Furkioti’s family, original owners of a Greek island,
shipping magnates, had invested heavily in beach properties
in Redondo Beach and Palos Verdes, buying in the sixties
when expensive was one hundred thousand. Greco eventually
sold, making multi-millions. Now he had suggested he might
fund an addition this little museum. Ray wondered why. Had
he discovered how good it felt to give?

“It’'s my kids’ favorite museum,” Furkioti explained



after a fairly lengthy interrogation regarding Ray
Jackson’s professional background. “They love the place,
but it’s so small. Did you know they have two floors
devoted simply to storage of artifacts?”

Ray nodded. “They gave me the tour. They can sure use
new space.”

“They’'re hitting me up for renovations, too,” he said.

“That surprises you?”

Furkioti laughed. “Dust off the Chumash mummies, that
kind of thing.”

“Do they have set ideas for the new exhibits?” Ray
asked.

“Haul the old stuff out of storage,” Furkioti snorted.
“Nothing especially creative. So I got to thinking. You
ever been to Baltimore?”

“No."

“There’'s an aquarium there, fantastic multi-media. Lot
of natural sound effects, great visuals, wonderful
graphics.”

“I'm familiar with that project. One company
originally designed both the building and the exhibits -
Cambridge Seven Associates.”

“'Course aquariums have an advantage over this place -
actual living creatures to spice things up. Your company do
exhibits?”

“Yes,” Ray lied. And alongside the lie, an idea bolted

through him.



“Well, let’'s see how things go today with this show
you got for us. Maybe we can get your people in on this at
the ground level.”

Just him and Kate, along with a bunch of new media-
savvy artists - a new kind of firm for him, multi-purposed.
See, this was how ideas came. He wished he could tell
Annika how life serendipitously crawled out of the ooze
uninvited, unexpected.

The two members of the museum arrived, a man,
professorially disheveled, and a woman, super slick. They
sat down. Ray shut off lights, pressed a button and the big

screen dropped. On with the show.

EXC A_Brings_the_bench

EXC Anni brings the bench

She thought about that night Anni had come so
innocently, intent only with doing Esmé a kindness. Later,
days later, after Ray confessed about his wife'’'s affair
with Martin, Esmé realized Anni had come that day to pay a
penance. She wanted to do something nice for the mother of

her beleaguered husband. She sought peace, forgiveness.

“Esmé?” Rap, rap. “It’s me, Anni.”

That night, Esmé had stayed up late watching



television. She saw nothing worth watching but found
herself addictively drawn. Glad for the interruption, she
clicked the television to off and opened the front door.
“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing!” Anni edged her way inside and shut the door
behind her. She had the usual windblown, sexually
ambiguous look, with a heavy belt full of tools at her
waist dragging her down. “I finished that bench I made for
you."”

“That’s nice, honey,” Esmé said. She looked beyond
Anni into the darkness. “Is it in your car?”

Anni laughed. “Yes, in the trunk, shoved in, not an
inch to spare.”

“You need help bringing it in?”

Anni shook her head. She went back outside, into the
balmy night, and returned with a long bench sanded smooth
like worn shells on the beach, silky to the touch.

“How beautiful.”

“Koa wood imported from Hawaii,” Anni said proudly.
“Unique, and all yours.”

Esmé touched the wood. “You’'re good to me. I don't
think I deserve it.”

Anni looked sad. “You're Ray’s mother. I wish I
could do so much more. I'm not a perfect wife.”

Esmé found herself saying shortly, “Who is?”

The Koa bench sat for a short time in the entryway

while these two women discussed where it might end up. They



considered the foot of the bed; the dining area beyond the
kitchen, which they finally decided was too small.

“If we can’'t find a home for it,” Esmé asked, just
wondering, “what do we do then?”

Anni asked for a freshly brewed cup of tea, then left
the room. Esmé made tea and poured two cups, but observed
some commotion beyond. “What’s going on?” she called out.

“Wait and see.”

Anni reappeared and drank her tea but wore her
excitement like a cloak over her main feelings. When they
finished drinking tea, nibbling snacks, and feeling bad
about their imperfections as human beings, Anni said,
“Follow me. I have something to show you.”

Esmé gathered up their cups and saucers, swept most of
the crumbs off the table, and agreed to follow, her heart
hardening at that moment.

Anni wanted to go into that damnable cellar, and
expected Esmé to follow.

Anni led.

Esmé, who had been falsely lulled into feeling secure
by the innocuity of the past many years, followed behind,
fright nibbling at her heart. Her that her life was about
to change for the worse in an instant but it was only after
Anni opened the door to the cellar, that Esmé recognized
the danger ahead. She stopped dead at the doorway. *“Now,
why would you put such a beautiful object down there in the

dark?”



Anni, still lighthearted, answered in the teasing way
she had, the annoyingly teasing way, and said, “Oh, Esmé,
don’'t be scared. It’'s just the ghosts and us.”

Before Esmé had a chance to say anything further, Anni
stomped down the stairs, her worker-boots, not feminine in
any way, clumping, ineluctable.

Esmé looked down into the darkness. Anni, sensing her
hesitation, turned back to see her. She laughed.

Yes, she laughed.

Ha. Ha.

“I have big plans for this place!” Anni said, hardly
containing her delight. “I figured out a way to bring in
natural light. You can make a guest suite out of it . . .
or even . . . " she offered this idea as a sop, which Esmé
could hardly forgive later, when she thought about it, “a
bunk room for the grandkids.”

“I'm coming down,” Esmé said, hesitating. She had
stepped away from the entrance to that dark, hellish place.
Rushing back into her hidey hole behind the TV, she found
the Colt.

“Here I come.”

EXC Another Kill M Fantasy

EXC another kill martin fantasy

Instead, he drew a diagram of Wilshire Associates’s



parking garage.

Martin always tried to park near the elevator. If he
didn't find a space right away, he lingered until someone
left. He knew Martin admired a tiled mural on the wall near
there of the Native Americans who once buried their dead in
this place, who once ground up acorns on granite rocks near
rivers, leaving pits where they had once sung and danced,
and who cruised between the mountains and the ocean,
depending on the season. Ray had interrupted Martin there
once, gazing upon the mural.

“Ultra-romanticized view of what went on here,” Ray
said, catching up with him.

“These people existed, Ray,” Martin said. *“They lived
here, maybe right under this cold hunk of concrete we're
standing on. They swam in the ocean, had clean air to
breathe. California then must have been fantastic, a real
paradise. It’'s kind of sad.”

“I never took you for a nostalgia freak.”

“It’s not what I expected when I came here. I pictured
a blissful sort of place, slow-paced, like all hot places,
where everyone had a swimming pool, and every day the sun
shone in a clear sky.” As a Brit, Martin had more interest
in the history of Los Angeles than any native born
Californians.

“I know what you pictured. Easy women in bikinis,”

Ray had said, laughing. Back then, they were friends.



He decided he needed to hit Martin with his car when
he got out of his own car and approached the elevators. Ray
hated having to use his leased Porsche in this way, but at
least he felt confident he could do the damage and get away
fast. He planned the action for the next morning.

He fell asleep quickly, no more images of Martin’s
hands tormenting him, caressing Annika’s hip. No more fear
that Martin kissed better or loved her better than he did.

He dreamed of Martin, dead.

EXCERPT chap 9

Ray wkg at home or Ray home after Esme

START Fri

Chapter 9

Ray had a presentation the next day he needed to
prepare. On the way out of the office that day, Kate had
handed him the scratch DVD, her hair flyaway, pulling at a
blouse that didn’t quite cover her cutely firm belly. She
and her husband were working on getting pregnant, she had

told him recently, with a faraway look. Ray envied her



husband, she so clearly adored him.

Along with Kate’s work, he had drawings, schematics,
calculations to assimiliate. After unlatching the elaborate
series of antique locks that kept his house safe, he
neatened the entryway, gathering up newspapers and mail,
stacking them into piles. In the kitchen, he brewed tea. He
made it from tea bought in San Francisco on his rare trips
up there at Ten Ran tea shop, tiny buds that bulked up,
rather miraculously, into whole leaves with meticulous
processing. He paid nearly thirty dollars an ounce for
pearl jasmine. Chinese friends had taught him to brew it in
a small clay pot, only after tempering the pot with hot
water, only after letting the tea go through at least one
brew, sipping apologetically toward the next one, which
should achieve premium perfection.

The second brew: he breathed in its aroma, sipped, and
loved the subtlety. Well, here was nothing dramatic, not
knives, guns, steel girders. Here was something small, like
a beautiful bud that hadn’t yet flowered.

Yes, ancient cultures could advise modern ones. He
looked to the past for inspiration. Damn Martin for casting
ash over something he had always prided in himself.

He drank three small cups, ate a snack, then gathered
up the materials he needed to evaluate the presentation and
carried them down the spiral stairs into his study.

Spreading the large prints out on his cherry table, he

thought, no mistakes, of course immediately recalling the



worst mistakes.

Like the day he met Annika.

He had met a client at her custom house in Encino. She
wanted his and hers bathrooms. Her spouse desired a sports
court, pool, billiard room. Unfortunately, Edward, a pilot,
trained new pilots all day, leaving the wife, Evelyn, to
come on to Ray. For several months, she had made eyes that
he ignored. He needed this commission. What he did not need
was an emotionally needy woman. By now the commission
seemed locked. The design stood firm. She continued to
tickle her fingers on his neck whenever possible. On this
occasion, he wondered if a tryst in the back bedroom, the
most finished part of the house, was entirely out of order.
He recalled piles of cardboard that had shielded the window
glass, how soft such a surface might feel beneath them. He
thought Evelyn could not fire him at this crucial point,
when the house, under construction, dreamed by him, hoped
for by them, could not perish.

However, always diligent, he gave her a rundown of the
situation with the contractor, balky and not meticulous,
the subcontractors, expensive, stubborn, and mad with
personal issues, and his firm, like a shining light in the
nighttime, ready to perform any trick.

By the time he finished his pitch, he was sweating.

So was she, but for an entirely different reason.

He finished his spiel, and his hands found a way to



touch her breasts. She closed her eyes, enjoying.

A crash. Boom like an earthquake, a house falling. A
roar.

Evelyn opened her eyes. Mouth agape, she awaited news.

“Stay here,” Ray had said.

He ran for the kitchen, numbers running through his
mind. That arch, interrupted with a flatness: well it all
came down to bravery, not accepting the party line.

“What the hell?” a female voice shouted.

White dust drifted down, eddied. The kitchen ceiling
had fallen. In the midst of the debris, a blonde, long-
haired, long-legged woman stood embedded in white dust,
swirling with it, face flushed with rage. She examined
herself looking for injuries, eyed the gaping hole in the
ceiling and said, “Who are you?”

“The architect.”

She flew at him like a banshee.

At that time, Annika didn’t have her furniture
business. She, a minion, installed custom kitchen cabinets.
Someone - the contractor? - had hired her on this job.

Ray had grabbed her wrist, knocking to the ground the
rechargeable screwdriver she held high above her like a
weapon. She beat on him with bare fists. “You could’ve
killed me!”

Trying to calm her, he took both of her arms and held
them down to her side, then pulled her toward him.

She cried. While she coped with her fears, face pushed



into his shoulder, he looked up at the ceiling, at his own
catastrophic failure.

Yes, he could have killed her.

Downstairs, he forced Kate’s DVD into a player. He had
a wall-sized screen for such occasions, the better to
evaluate flaws. He found that on a computer flaws receded.
His big screen acted like a magnifier, showing where the
photoshopped images balked or the models appeared unreal.
However, as usual, Kate had done her job. The imagery had
amazing authenticity going for it. As in a Hollywood movie,
reality played second fiddle to a faux world. The new
museum building, a clever blend of Louis Kahn and Richard
Neutra, appeared like a mirage, finished right up to cool
art on the walls, Kubla Khan decreeing a stately pleasure
dome, but one that might last longer, might fend off the
desert’s ineluctable destruction. Listening to interviews
of people who seemed to be reacting to a building that
existed rather than one that didn’t he thought, our clients
cannot resist this dream. Who could? Something so beautiful
deserved to live, even if only in the imagination.

Could he leave the firm? The idea had come to him
unbidden during the heat of argument. Since then, he had
managed to avoid another confrontation with Martin. He
didn’'t know whether he could go out on his own. Of course,
if he did, he would definitely have to take the museum

project and Kate along.



She had rare talent, and it never hurt working with
people who were also physically attractive, although Kate
didn’'t seem to see herself that way in her baggy denim
skirts and the too-small brassieres she spilled out of,
jiggling through those spandex tops. Too bad about her
happy marriage, Ray mused. Of course, he was first to admit
marriage was a secret pact between two people. Only they
knew the truth of their relationship.

He watched the presentation one more time, making
notes about comments he needed to say afterwards, hoping
the clients would have the sense to be dazzled and whatever
he added would be mere punctuation. Kate didn’t make it all
up by herself; he didn’t kid himself about that. She
materialized his vision. He had contributed. Martin had
contributed, too, a fact that grated.

The new museum building, with its glass, its
shockingly dated curves, first honored the demolished Pan
Pacific Auditorium’s green art deco, then nodded to a
native American past in its interior use of natural
materials: Ray felt they had this thing nailed. You didn’t
often get the ideal blend of old and new, but he thought
this time they had. He remembered waking up with a vision
of the building entirely realized in his mind, and sharing
it with Annika.

“Where do they come from?” she asked him, rubbing his
back with her long fingers, “these outlandish creations of

yours?"”



He had an idea about that, amorphous, but one he
revisited every single time lightning struck. “You study,
you read, you admire, you hope. One day, you throw dribs
and drabs of ingredients together that you find in a dusty
cupboard and you bake a good cake. That’s what my mother
would say.”

“She’s a real character.”

“Yeah.”

“And I love her fallen chocolate souffle cake. When
she remembers the chocolate,” she had laughed.

He took her long hair, wrapped it into his hand, and
pulled it so that it floated down one shoulder.

“I love you,” she had said.

“I love you, too.”

She murmured, facing him, her perfume an assault on
his peace. Ah, love.

He packed his briefcase, making sure the DVD had a
special spot, then, feeling nervous, put the entire thing
into his car. He wanted to be ready in the morning, no
matter what.

Back inside again, he changed into a long sleeved
black t-shirt and jeans. Too wired to sleep, he tried to
work on the model of the house in Downey. However, nothing
went right. The glue didn’t stick. The pale green walls
seemed not the correct color of his memory. He mixed
another batch of green: too dark.

Disgusted, he took his gloves off and headed back up



the spiral stair. In the kitchen, he grabbed a few things,
a knife, his keys, gloves, and pushed the remote button to

open his garage.

Exc Esme Remembers Crash
EXC Esme remembers how she loved Henry, then the

crash. From last chapter.

They met as roommmates. He, handsome tall, self-
assured, smart, educated, picked her. For a long time, she
could not fathom why. Then, one day, looking in the
mirror, she saw the dimples he extoled hollowing her
cheeks. A strange girl looked back at her in the mirror,
someone vaguely pretty. The dimples appeared special,
whimsical, fantastical. She imagined he fell for them or
else some superficial image of beauty that could not truly
encapsulate her. Her character at the time? Unformed. Not
writ in stone. Maybe he hoped he could mold her?

Young and dumb, they married. Marriage stifled and
angered her. Henry taught her to clean the house because
she had no experience. He demonstrated mops, vinegar,
ammonia. He taught her to schedule things, to budget her
time wisely. They made ratatouille together - a disastrous
mixture of eggplant and mushrooms she refused to eat. He

laughed everything off, while anger rose in her like a



floodwater, polluted, black, and oily. On good days, she
thought she would die of boredom. Then she got pregnant.

Well, who wouldn’t love a darling, fuzzy faced boy
like Ray? Of course she loved him to death.

However.

Life seemed full of potential that went beyond, way
beyond Henry, his child, their daily squabbles.

She found a way out of the lockstep of her daily
grind.

She drank. It helped her cope.

She allowed her mind to get twisted, and she liked it.

And one day, oh, one fine day, everything went to

hell. That day in the car, the baby in the back, the crash

EXC Evan Bright old 18

EXCERPT Evan on Bright flashback old chap 18

He recalled his next door neighbor on this block, a
boy named Evan who seemed so much more sophisticated than
him. One cool, sunny winter day, because hey, this was
California, almost always bright, nothing like anywhere
else, maybe sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit, Evan had invited
him over to play. They wore themselves out in the

backyard, which had some metal bars at varying heights,



very challenging, you could spin over and under and all
around. Then they let the sweat cool in the wind for
awhile, arms outstretched on the grass, when Evan said,
“Got something to show you.”

Something in his voice frightened Ray. “I hafta go
home."”

“Your mom works until six, you said.”

True. She worked at a florist shop, having decided
Ray, a third grader, could fend for himself for just a few
hours after school. Also true, he had no permission to
leave their property, even thought Evan lived only next
door. “I gotta go pee,” he said finally, unable to do
better when it came to inventing a quick excuse.

“Pee in the bushes!” Evan commanded, pointing toward a
part of their yard which seemed imminently suitable for the
purpose, covered as it was, in thickets of brush.

Ray, out of ideas, complied.

Afterwards, Evan directed him into a ramshackle garage
which must once have been nothing more than a shed. On the
wall, pornographic pictures of women thrust out at them.

“Check this out,” Evan said, touching one of the
pictures in a familiar way.

“Are they yours?” Ray had asked, riveted by the sight
but feeling sullied. “Where did you get them?”

“Oh sure,” Evan laughed. “They’re my dad’s. You know,
it’s not that easy to get these pictures.”

His dad had such things? Was that what dads harbored



in their secret lairs? Well, how would Ray know anyway.
He had no dad.

“Ah,” he said knowingly, most taken with the woman
whose legs were spread so wide they practically exposed her
insides all the way up to her neck. “Good stuff.”

So much pinkness, and an angry attitude. Maybe, years

later, when he met Annika, that counted?

EXC G in Hermosa Apt

EXC Gwyn in Hermosa apt

Home reasonably early for once, Gwynne pulled on a
sweater and hit the streets of Hermosa. Traffic on Pacific
Coast Highway roared, whizzed, honked, sizzled in the late
afternoon sun. She crossed quickly to the other side, where
the shadows protected her from the glare, and made her way
down 14th street by the Beach House Hotel, a fancy
boardwalk facing place where fortunate people sat on
balconies with champagne gazing at the sunset. Or else,
after drinking that champagne plus a bottle of vodka from
the 7-11 up the street, barely lived through the wildest
night of their lives and woke up sexed-out, hungover, and
embarrassed to be alive.

She ought to know, she recalled, escalating her pace

as she passed by. She had spent the night there once, okay,



hadn’t spent the night. She had spent a partial night there
once with a man she met at a bowling alley. After the
champagne and vodka, he wanted to do a few things with her
she didn’t want to do, including the part without the
condom, so when his handsome, triangle shaped back had
retreated into the bathroom briefly, she retreated out the
door, down the steps and onto the Strand, where she could
disappear quite effectively, standing directly beside any
given pair of girls in bikinis.

She regretted not having more time to savor the sunset
with him, but he drank too fast, came on too hard, haha,
and scared her. She would bet, she thought, removing her
shoes when she reached the sand, he had replaced her
quickly with someone prettier and more adventurous.

She couldn’t remember getting home that particular
night, but she remembered being too tired to answer Jacki’s
phone call later, which made her glad in the morning
because she may not have lived through the wild night, but
she barely made it through the morning embarrassment.

The still warm sand worked on her feet like pumice,
softening calluses, a free massage. She walked to the pier
and then all the way to the end, loving the air, the circus
atmosphere, the crazy people with their affectations and
the normal ones tossing poles over the side of the railing,
buckets full of wet, smelly things she did not examine too
closely beside them. The sky turned bluer, then oranger.

The big old California sun did its thing again, slipping



its lazy way down the sky and then boom, like a rocket,
shooting into the ocean. She found a place on a cold
concrete bench sticky with gum and spilled ice cream and
watched it go.

Another sunset, another ending of another misbegotten,
undirected day. How could following Ray Jackson do her a
bit of good?

This close, the churning, blackening water looked
inviting.

Men walked by. Some looked at her. Many did not.
Compared to the girls with balloons in their Tshirts all
over the place here, she, no doubt, in her baggy sweater
and jeans, appeared long past her sell-by date. She got up
to leave, pulling her jeans with her when they stuck to the
bench. Once the sun went, so went the warmth, and so came
hunger. She walked toward Pier Avenue and found a place
where you stood waiting, lining your throat with the grease
that beaded the air like raindrops, sucking in the smell of
onion, garlic, and curry. She bought three huge
Mediterranean chicken wraps. She would eat one tonight,
save one for tomorrow and bring one to Jacki, who would not
be able to eat it but who could feed Raoul with it and
therefore escape an evening’s drudgery.

Bag in hand, she hoofed it up the hill to her
apartment. Gwynne thought maybe she had finished with men,
except for this one date with John to which she had

foolishly committed and except for what it took to find



Annika and forgive herself for letting her brother die.
She might get a cat because nothing spooked her like a
cat. That would give her something to worry about, a
creature stranger than an alien living beside her, eating
in her kitchen, gazing knowingly at her, ready to pounce.
She could pet a cat when it wanted petting, and not

fear consequences.

Half of one wrap had disappeared by the time she
opened the door to her apartment. One-quarter appeared
splattered onto her sweater. The rest had made it into her
mouth. After removing her sweater, stuffing the wraps into
the fridge, and drinking water from the sink spigot, she

turned the television on. She turned the television off.

ne?

She took the second half of the wrap out of the
refrigerator and ate it standing at the counter, while the
darkness caught up with her. Her little apartment looked
less inviting at night. She needed to do something to cover
the black holes her windows transformed into when the sun
faded. Jacki thought Roman shades. Gwynne thought
plantation shutters. They could not agree, plus Gwynne had
a basically lax attitude about decorating, so every night
she looked at the gaping holes in her walls that looked in

on her like pupilless, staring eyes and got a little mad at



herself. When she finished eating, she walked over to the
kitchen desk area, pushed aside the teetering stack of
bills, and found a note pad in the drawer. She tried
several pens before she found one with ink.

“Order blinds,” she wrote. Would she need to measure
them? She hoped not. She did enough measuring in her job.
“Pay bills,” she added to the list. She thought John should
call and they should try for a conversation longer than two
sentences. Sticking the list up with a pushpin onto the
wall and shovelling the bills into a drawer, she went back
to the refrigerator and cleaned out old food, which was
most of it, leaving the rapidly drying Mediterranean wraps
all alone on one wire shelf.

Should she just show up over at Jacki’s, greasy bag in
hand? Probably not. Marina del Rey was a long drive and
she had had a long day. By now, that spoiled beloved

husband had probably been fed.

EXC_Kate concerns Ray.cwk

Excerpt Kate tell Ray concerns about the firm at
Memory Gardens and Ray figures out she was sleeping with
Martin too. (I put that in chap 17 plus a summary of her
concerns. This is repetitive, plus not plausible she would

follow Ray to Brea.



Kate stared at him from across his father'’s marker.

Wearing all black, she carried a black umbrella. Ray

approached her.

“Why are you here?” he asked.
“I saw you leaving. I wanted to talk to you alone.”

He gritted his teeth. Were there no private moments

in this world? When else, if not a moment when you mourned

your

father’'s passing?

“Sorry to interfere,” she said.
“What do you need from me?”

“I'm terrified,” she said.

“Oh?"

“Yes, I think we’re going under.”

Studying the browning grass covering the graves

nearby, he said, “Uh huh. You’'re worried about the firm.”

that.

“Aren’'t you?”

“Martin’s good.”

“Maybe not,” Kate said “You know I'm from Alabama?”
“T didn’t know that, no.”

“An Oakie,” she said. “He teases me. He calls me

n

“That’s despicable.”

“After I lived here for a few years, Martin and I

understood that almost all of us who live in Southern

California came from other places originally.” She adjusted

her black skirt, which hung discreetly below her knees. Her



stockings, also black, bagged slightly at the ankles, and
she pulled those up also. “We don’'t have a well-developed
sense of home.”

“I can’'t agree. We hibernate in them, from the smog,
from the demands of regular life, so we demand that our
homes are nice.”

She smiled slightly. “People move so much. Didn’'t I
hear you moved a lot when you were young?”

Taken aback, he answered, “Well, yeah.”

“I think about community,” she said firmly. “Children
develop their sense of self from their community. Wouldn’'t
you agree?”

“My mother thought so.”

“Right. Maybe you’re in a neighborhood where everyone
cares most about a steady job and benefits. Or maybe
you’'re in one where what matters is a college degree.”

“My mother cared about that degree.”

“Did she graduate from college?”

“No. She dropped out after two years to get married.”

Kate nodded. “It’'s my personal belief, and please
don’'t take this wrong, that parents who didn’t graduate
from college are the single most influential factor that
determines whether their children do.”

He thought about that idea. Esmé, smarter than almost
anyone he knew, had a slight inferiority complex when it
came to college. She had met his father when they both

went to Berkeley. They dropped out to marry, each only



completing about two years of college.

“Maybe it got me through.” That plus his father’s
money.

“You went to Whittier College, right? Then Yale for
your degree in architecture. Amazing they took you. I
mean, Whittier College?” she laughed slightly. “It’s a
great school, totally underrated.”

“That’s right, Kate.” They walked away from the
crematorium toward the parade of gravestones. The sun,
always hot, unrelenting, followed them.

“T wish I had studied architecture,” Kate said
suddenly, wiping her nose with a tissue, taking Ray’s arm.

“Why?"

“I have a talent for it. Martin tells me that.” She
clung to Ray’s arm, bowing her head. Ray just went through
the motions until her strength suddenly weakened. She
drooped, needing a hand into the car.

“Kate?” Ray asked.

“Yes?"” Her face, untogether, fractured, looked
unfamiliar.

“Are you sleeping with Martin?”

She put one high-heeled shoe into her black Toyota
Cambry, then another, and said nothing. Her face told it
all.

Yes, it said. I love him. I pull down my blouse for
him. I do what he wants.

Ray, not used to such bare-bones truth, had no



alternative except to accept that some men managed to get
fragile women to love them. These women might not cross on
a green light but they made it across the busy street
safely, in spite of four lanes of angry, agressive traffic.
They survived the indifference, the losses, the insanity.

Kate loved Martin, Ray now knew. Did Kate ever love
Martin as thoroughly as Annika once had? Did Annika ever
love Ray like Kate loved Martin?

Conundrums.

Ray wanted to die, thinking of his wife with Martin,
such a shallow human being who had moved on to Kate,
another needy woman. Annika had never realized that he, Ray
Jackson, had so much more going for him underneath, a
hidden stream.

Annika looked at Ray and saw nothing, but wasn’t that
her failing, not understanding the depth of his being
there, lurking, nuzzling her in the night, warming her?

He missed her body so much.

“Martin’s a force of nature,” said Kate.

“Sure,” Ray agreed.

The few trees studding the expanses of grassy loam
fought against the sunlight. Strangers, mourners drifted
into their benevolent shade.

Ray and Kate stared at the marker that showed Ray'’s
father had passed a long time ago. They both noted the
deterioration of the marker, the green around the edges,

the untouched memento.



“This sucks,” Ray said, hands in his pockets.
thoroughly dismayed.

“Oh, Ray,” said Kate, her tears no longer under any
kind of control. “Don’t let Martin take over, okay? 1It'’s
not what we need. 1It’'s entirely wrong, him being the
leader.”

How could she know that? Did he say things in bed
that made her believe it? Ray watched for a bigger ideal.
He needed to discuss this whole thing with his mother. He
needed to understand better.

If Annika had been here today, would she have cried
like Kate, or would she have decried Kate'’s heartbreak?

She hadn’t known how much Martin loved other women, that he
was sure about. She used Martin to get through to Ray,
yes. She penetrated his oblivious, obsesssive, personal
interest, yes.

Gone, she assumed a large importance in his life. The
police looked for her. Friends sought her out, including

that strange pretty girl, Gwynne.

EXC Ray at small-house meeting

“Present day design, the new movements. Every
architect dreads those words,” said the speaker, a

distinguished man with graying sideburns, AIA hubbly-pup,



revered by college students with a name even the LA Times
tossed familiarly around. “I hate making you all suffer,
but we must take note. We are indebted, as philosophers are
indebted, as historians are indebted, to all the swaggering
and tempestuous people who preceded us in this special
madness. I mean, ponder Ayn Rand.”

Everyone laughed, including Ray.

The day had started off badly. Ray paid for his
previous day'’s indulgence on Bright Avenue. First, he dealt
with the memos which had been stacked progressively angrily
upon a spike he had on one corner of his desk, put there by
anyone in no mood to deal with some contentious issue. Then
Kate refused to speak to him, so he had no idea how things
had gone with Furkioti. Even Suzanne, the receptionist,
usually too politically precarious to snub him, flashed him
her very cold, brown shoulder.

Ignoring them all, he had closeted himself in his
office, marking time until the symposium.

Now here, ensconced at the back of the room at the new
convention center where he could fully take in any multi-
media they splashed on the big screens, he looked forward
to hearing several speakers. One man, Eric Russell, was
scheduled talk on “On Living Small.” He had spent the past
five years living in what amounted to a trailer the size of
a goatherd’s hut on a piece of wild land and had tried to
make a philosophical movement out of his experience.

Ray found his vision slightly disappointing. The



minimal kitchen with its bar-sized refrigerator (powered by
an extension cord - an extension cord that connected
where?) would not hold more an a day’s food supply. The
loft bedroom had the exact ambiance of a casket, and Ray,
for one, did not feel ready to sleep in one of those.
Storage seemed to be nonexistent. When questioned about
the arrangement, Russell answered that he mostly ate out.

Thin, ascetic-looking, no hunk, just another high
school nerd nobody wanted to hang with, Russell had a
small, devoted following among the small house die-hards.
Ray saw potential in his work. He knew people in Haiti
would appreciate the integrated, minimally sustainable
structures. Too bad this guy pitched to Marin County and
the north coast of California.

And so much for the woodland setting, Ray thought,
disgruntled, scribbling in his notebook. Russell’s
survival demanded access to cheap fast food. However, as
the slides marched on, it turned out this guy'’s company
offered alternatives, some larger homes on wheels, that, in
Ray’'s view, held even more potential and some kind of
solution to the problem of homeless people who needed a dry
place to sleep, something economical, with better than
primitive appliances and access to real sewers.

Maybe even in Haiti. He made a note. Could barges
deliver these integrated structures? He thought they could,
and began to think about potential donors. Furkioti,

maybe? Maybe a few people who always attended museum



openings? These people had hearts plus money, and what a
fine combination.

Another speaker, this one a woman named Janna Schick,
well respected up north but not known where it mattered,
here in L. A., annnounced she could solve overpopulation in
the San Francisco Bay area by developing elaborate floating
environments which linked floating domiciles and services.
Schick had taken advantage of some fairly sophisticated
graphic artists - the world she dreamed of appeared so
real, you could almost imagine a Waterworld sans Kevin
Costner, one where real people lived without strife.

The city of San Francisco, Schick argued, potential
victim of catastrophic earthquakes, couldn’t be better
served than by a series of linked communities on the Bay.
Protected by any particularly fierce weather, a place truly
rooted in water, not dirt, the big, sprawling bay offered
the ideal environment for new development. Forget that
expensive, shifting, land! Ignore the ridiculous cost of
building! Another slide flashed on the big screen: here
came the future as she projected it, a haven for rich and
poor alike.

She made a mistake, in Ray’s view, sacrificing
credibility to style. Her personal attitude, hair cut to
slivers, body untended, skin unadorned, pretty much said to
hell with all of you. These guys here, these women, they
were conservative, like Ray. They wore jeans, sure, drove

eccentric vehicles, yes. Ultimately, however, they harked



backed to the classics. They might not like Louis Kahn,
but they longed to be him.

Ray continued to cringe at the images Janna Schick
showed, barges heaped like houses in Daly City but now out
on the water, ticky-tack, far too intimately connected.
What she envisioned consisted of a solid mass of humanity
stretching from the San Francisco Peninsula to the East
Bay, connected by ferries and at least one additional
bridge. No, no, no, he thought, opposed not just on the
grounds of aesthetics, but also on grounds too big to
measure. Every square inch of water had been absorbed by
housing, oceans on which floated slums, tenements in a vile
disconnection. No. He saw too far ahead, to the impact on
their world, and had to object.

Although personally, he thought during the break, when
they all stood up to stretch their legs, he had to admit,
he loved the idea of living on a boat. Who didn’t? He
pictured himself surrounded by blue. Schick’s projection
didn't allow for blue. It absorbed, sucked up, ate the
earth in all its permutations. Planks, wood, cement,
recyclables, and so many people yapping, fighting, having
sex and barbecues within a few feet of each other,
wondering where to potty their animals, these were enough
to make Ray rear back in horror.

He walked back to the office. You needed such guts in
this business. You needed courage, vision. Stuff Ray only

felt on the back burners of his heart. He, like Martin,



had been seduced by expediency. The client wants this or
that. The city requires thus and so. There'’s only this
much money.

What the symposium never addressed was the reality.

Clients with bugs up their rears, ideas and lifestyles
of their own that sometimes included hideous black leather.
Daily, Ray struggled for the meshing that had to happen to
make a great design satisfy a client’s quirky desire.

When did you decide you couldn’t? When did you do the

right thing?

EXCERPT Ray flashback drawings.cwk

from old chap 18 - Ray thinks about drawing he used to

make and his mother’s pride in her ethnic heritage while

sitting in the car on Bright St

Chapter 18

Ray, who questioned his own identity, had a few
definite things going for him. He had attended Whittier

College as an undergraduate and Berkeley as a graduate



student in architecture. He had become an architect,
although, if you asked him now how it all came about, he
might have trouble explaining. The whole thing had a weird
inevitability. He might not understand, deep down, who he
was, but an architect purely described what he was.

After Ray and Esmé left Bombardier in Norwalk and
began a new life in Whittier, first on Ceres Street, then
Close Street, then on Bright Avenue, later on Ditmar and
Goodhue, Ray, by now seven years old and living in Downey,
began seriously to miss those houses. Still avid with
crayons, but now also growing skilled with some pastels his
mother had bought him, he began sketching each house from
memory.

He drew exteriors, including landscaping down to the
smallest prickly bush he could recall. He then colored in
the flowers: the red geraniums and multi-colored roses his
mother usually planted at some point, the bedraggled ivy
fringing his bedroom window on Ceres Street. That he
splotched brown. He found conveying the heavy spider
presence difficult, but, blurring green with gray, he
thought you could imagine their lurking presence underneath
the leaves.

After making these sketches, unsatisfied as to his
accuracy, and feeling an urgent, untameable need to assess
it, he begged his mother to drive by the old houses to make
sure he had made no errors. One rainy Sunday, shopping

done, movies taken in, she made a swift cruise past them.



He discovered that the Whittier houses were much closer
together than he remembered, only blocks apart. He also
discovered that memory lied or distorted. Smaller, dingier,
less cheerful than he remembered, every single house had
something done to it that he objected to: some fool had
bricked in the front yard, another had added garish
shutters to a bungalow in entirely the wrong style.

He went back to his drawings and corrected what he
could without changing the essential feeling they conveyed
to him. Some people had a home, he had houses, many,
clumped in his life all meaning the same thing but drenched
in a different atmosphere. The exteriors done and pinned
to his walls, he started on interiors. These pictures he
made from a bird’s-eye-view, as rough floorplans before he
knew what a floorplan was. He put furniture in, gazing in
his mind down on these rooms, godlike.

He found the exercise one of the most fulfilling of
his life and from then on, he made sketches while he lived
in the houses. That way, he could measure the rooms,
explore their every secret, memorize the patterns of
wallpaper and curtains. These drawings he kept in a zipped
compartment of his suitcase, the one his mother always
managed to remember to take along, even when they skulked
away in the dead of night.

Later, when they moved on to Ditmar and Goodhue, he
continued the pattern. Plus, he always saved the keys. A

little kid like him had no plan about how to use the keys.



He only knew he needed them.

They went onto a plastic keychain his mother had give
him with a shield called “O’Garrity,” his mother'’s parents’
Gaelic name, which, the fob explained, was an Anglicized
form. The O’'Garrity’s, the fob went on to say, descended
from a pagan king. One had even been knighted by Henry
VIIT.

His mother had always been inordinately proud of this
uncertain history. Her parents had died long before he,
Ray, had lived so he had no way to judge the veracity of
such claims. He considered her German-Russian ne’er do
wells typical survivors in this new land. They came to New
York, to St. Louis, to Salina, Kansas, and they settled,
planting potatoes where ever they could get their hands on
a bare plot of land. They scrabbled, like all immigrants to
a new country.

What a waste of time, thinking about these people from
so long ago, he decided, flicking the radio on, listening
to some staccato rap. What could they possibly have to do
with him, except to contribute a dimple here, a weakness of
muscle there? He hoped none of them had harbored ideas of
immortality, because if that was so, and he was their hope,
he had to scoff. He didn’t know them. He wasn’t them.

He was nobody, a cipher, something entirely new,
chameleonic, a creation rising out of the smog of L. A. and
the warm waters of the Pacific, instantly adaptable to a

new environment, never wed to one.



EXC Ray tries to kill Martin

The next morning Ray arose early, at six.

Murderer, he thought, twisting his tie into place,
examining his shave job.

Martin generally arrived at the office around eight.
Ray dressed in a fresh shirt over khaki slacks, low-key,
modern, not too obtrusive. What he needed was to be
invisible, so he’d settle for inconspicuous. He had never
plotted a death before.

He drove to the office as if he still had a job. He
hit no special traffic, just the usual morning jam ups.
Thirty minutes later, like any old day, he arrived in the
garage. He looked for Martin’s car, and didn’t see it. He
pulled into a spot where he could watch.

No sign of Martin’s car. Good. As per his plan, he
had beat his old best friend, his partner.

He drank from a stainless steel coffee cup that he had
filled before leaving his house. He bought only the finest
pre-ground coffee. He would not go so far as others,
grinding his own beans, but he did enjoy that savory
richness of a really good coffee bean.

He drank and drank again. No Martin.

Strange. Martin usually arrived early.

He listened to the radio, all the while eyeing the



mural, where ceramic tiled Indians pounded acorns. He
computed angles. If Martin parked here, thus and so. If
there, adjusted slamming.

Ray enjoyed his fantasy so much. He heard the crack
of the car against Martin’s body, his arrogant bones
crunching. Blood splashing on the mural.

How he hated his old friend.

He drank his coffee down to the bottom of the cup,
nibbling on a dry bagel he had brought along.

No Martin.

Then, sudden as a light coming on, Martin’s car
wheeled into the garage. The car drifted down one aisle,
then the next. It passed scarily close to Ray’s. Ray sunk
down, but no problem, Martin didn’t spot him, so focused
was he on his hunt for a parking space. Martin cruised up
one aisle and down another, taking sharp, frustrated turns.
No spot here, none there.

Ray busied himself with more details of his fantasy. A
parking lot held several possibilities, but much depended
on where Martin parked. He would swoop out, knock his old
pal down as he walked toward the exit, then head up the
ramp so fast no one could identify him.

On the public radio station, a female author
interviewed a female writer who wrote about another female
who led a purposeless but tempestuous life. He flicked the
radio tuner to a country show, where singers harrangued

about lawbreaking guys with mullets, then to classical,



where Pachelbel’s Canon began its inexorable build. He
clicked the radio off.

Finally, Martin found a spot and pulled into it. Then,
he dawdled. Fiddling in the glove compartment, he located
some shades, which he tried on. He pulled the visor down,
examined his face in the mirror, then discarded the
glasses. He did something with things on the seat beside
him, probably checking for something in his briefcase . . .

These activities absorbed several minutes while Ray
sweated. Early morning, not hot, Ray sweated anyway. The
sweat rolled so thickly down his forehead, he had to wipe
it away to clear his eyes.

Which were blurred.

Martin pulled open the door to his car. He stepped
out.

Ray shifted from park to drive, Martin in his sights.
He could slam him down, roll up the ramp, disappear,
unseen. He pulled out of his parking space carefully and
started slowly up the aisle, following behind Martin, who
looked down at the ground as he walked, perfectly absorbed
in his thoughts.

Ray sped up.

A voice shouted at him. “Stop! What are you thinking?”

Later, replaying the moment, Ray could not decide
whether her voice stopped him or some inner humanity, but
he braked to a stop. Gwynne ran up. He rolled down his

window. As if a haze had lifted from his eyes, he saw her



clearly. Pretty woman. Troublemaker. Gwynne in a nutshell.

Martin looked back, saw Gwynne, recognized Ray, and
waved. Then he obliviously turned and continued on his
course.

“What'’s going on here?” Gwynne asked.

Ray watched as Martin stepped into the perfect spot,
exactly right, a place where he could have died, and Ray
could have hit him, and everyone in the world would wonder
what happened and only he would know.

Ray found his voice. “What do you mean?”

“Were you going to hit him?”

He thought about honesty. She had not asked if he was
planning to hit him. “No.”

She came in closer, trying to catch his eyes. *“Did
you know some people can see deceit in a person after a
brief study of their facial expressions?”

“Do you think I'm lying?”

One shoulder lifted. “I guess I haven’'t watched your
face enough to judge.”

A mere thirty feet away, Martin punched the elevator
button. Ray could not hit him now even if he wanted to, not
behind the cement berms that protected that area.

“Did you follow me here?” he asked Gwynne.

“Park your car, Ray,” she said. “And get out.”

She picked a mobile phone out of her jacket pocket and
punched some buttons.

“You turning me in because you suspect me of murderous



thoughts?”

“I'm going to be a little late,” she said to the
phone. “Uh huh. Yep.” She tapped her foot, listening.
“Sure. Yes. Okay, I’'ll work late.” She slapped the phone

closed. “Some people.”

EXC Transvestite

John lived in a condo on the Esplanade at the corner
of Avenue C in Redondo. Gwynne insisted on bringing the
food, serving it outside on his minuscule balcony in the
moist evening air, on a miniature table with two folding
chairs crammed between the two fences. Close by, the ocean
twinkled under a sunset that fought with a lowering fog.

She served a shrimp and artichoke dish, avgolemono
soup, salad, and fallen chocolate soufflé cake. It all
sounded quite gourmet when she had found the menu online by
googling “romantic date dinner,” but it turned out these
recipes were dead easy and could all be fixed ahead of time
so she could enjoy time spent with her man. She had packed
them in tupperware and reheated them in his state-of-the-

art microwave.

“Wow,"” he murmured, slurping the soup. The sun sloped
lower. *“Umm."”

Gwynne felt the dish needed more lemon or spice. Was



John unable to judge good food, or was he just a polite
guy? Feeling his eyes on her, she realized the noises he
made as he ate had nothing to do with food.

John gobbled the shrimp and artichokes, liberally
pouring a wine called “Viognier” he had picked up near San
Luis at Harmony Vineyards. All the while he reached for
her, made the hair on her arms rise, breathed in her ears.

Umm.

They talked about his work with Raoul in the biology
department at UCLA, which nurtured, along with invisible
things, a few fascinating academic and emtional wars. Then
they touched on John’s past. “My family moved to California
from Nebraska,” he said. *“They farmed for generations but
the big corporations came in to shut down all the family
farms and make them more efficient.”

“Didn’t they like farming? I’'ve always heard, people
love it,” Gwynne said.

“They loved it. They loved the control, working
outside, being the boss, living with the illusion of
freedom on a damn big piece of land. What they hated were
the bad years, the failed crops, the wicked weather, the
inability to save. They hated their dependence on banks,
on loans, on a kitchen garden for their own food. They
couldn’'t afford sugar one year,” he said. “Imagine that.”

“I know I'd die without it,” Gwynne said, because she
thought he wanted a light reply, although he looked pretty

downcast.



“So, along came big business offering them tons for
the land they loved. They stuck it out for as long as they
could, then caved. Took the money and ran. Came out here in
an old Silverstream trailer in the mid-sixties. Bought
everything they could get their hands on in Manhattan
Beach.”

Oh, she realized, startled at this turn of events.
He’'s wealthy. Anyone who bought property there more than a
dozen years ago had earned out their investment a hundred
or maybe a thousand times over.

Gee, a guy who liked his job plus had family money.
She couldn’t help letting the small doubts that had crept
in during the course of the evening grow. Nobody’s perfect.
How many times had Jacki warned her?

“Not even Raoul,” her older sister’s voice firmly
reported. “He snores. You have to poke him and make him
turn on his side.”

John had on his side: rugged good looks, a body kept
well-toned by exercise, family money, a respectable job he
enjoyed. He had against him:

She wondered what. Things. That she did not doubt.

They ate, they drank. They watched the sun slip below
the horizon in the distance and toasted its departure.

“To a brighter tomorrow,” John said, laughing.

“To a non-foggy morning,” Gwynne said, toning it down,
drinking deeply, although come to think of it, she would

definitely have fog whether the outdoors did or not.



“No more,” she finally begged, hand over her wine
glass, finishing up the chocolate cake.

He smiled, ate a last bite, licked his lips, then ran
his hand down her thigh. “You seem like a person who likes
to have fun. You don’t seem stuck by the usual
conventions."”

“I'm not Jacki, if that’s what you’'re worrying about.”

“She and Raoul are fantastic people. I love them
both. But you took dares, right? Climbed up on the roof
and jumped because somebody bet you couldn’t.”

She had, in fact, once broken her foot in exactly such
an incident. Marc Stephen, a kid up the block taunted her
silly. She had jumped from a flat roof, only one story,
and landed in an avocado tree. However, something subtly
shifting in the tenor of John’s conversation made her wary
about admitting the extreme lengths of her own craziness.

“I like fun,” she said warily. “Within limits.”

“Me, too.” John Lambert held on to a devilish twinkle
in his eye. He helped her carry the dishes into his
efficient kitchen, rinsed them and stuck them into the
dishwasher. Then, folding a dish towel, he said, “I’'ll be
right back. Turn up the music, and turn down the lights.
Okay?”

“Okay.” At last, she thought. She was about to find
out the truth about John Lambert. She went into the master
bathroom and put on the daring outfit she had brought, very

risqué. She had bought it on-line, and it was mostly net,



missing bits here and there, completely tawdry if you
wanted to judge it. Jacki would have approved back in her
single days. The current Jacki was too busy nursing her
perfect, adorable twins to take note.

Gwynne lowered the lights in the living room, 1lit
candles, and even turned on a stupid gas fire. They didn’'t
need a fire. It was not cold. However, there was the
ambience issue to consider. The room looked so appealing
with candles and fire flickering.

John stayed gone for too long. Giving in to nerves,
Gwynne poured herself another glass of wine and drank it
fast.

Still, no John.

Then the door to the main bathroom flew open.
Silhouetted against blazing fluorescents he stood, long of
leg, slim of hip, strangely - haired.

She tried to focus, feeling unnerved. She had drunk
too much. She hoped she would not throw up.

He stepped closer.

He . . . or she?

Gwynne closed her eyes tightly, squeezing. If she had
been asleep, dreaming of injured, swollen toes or some
other strange aberration, she could cope, she really could.

She opened her eyes to John.

Longish hair teased, dressed in a sequined top, low-
cut against his flat chest, exposing some chest hair in

fact, stockinged, short-skirted, he strutted toward her on



awkwardly narrow heels.

“I'm all man,” he said, “in case you were wondering.”

EXC guns_ crayon_ flashb.cwk

excerpt Ray with guns, thinking about crayons and Esme

in past

Chapter 12

Ray had a presentation the next day he needed to
prepare. On the way out of the office that day, Kate had
handed him the scratch DVD, her hair flyaway, pulling at a
blouse that didn’t quite cover her cutely firm belly. She
and her husband were working on getting pregnant, she had
told him recently, with a faraway look. Ray envied her
husband, she so clearly adored him.

Along with Kate’s work, he had drawings, schematics,
calculations to assimiliate. After unlatching the elaborate
series of antique locks that kept his house safe, he

neatened the entryway, gathering up newspapers and mail,



stacking them into piles. In the kitchen, he brewed tea. He
made it from tea bought in San Francisco on his rare trips
up there at Ten Ran tea shop, tiny buds that bulked up,
rather miraculously, into whole leaves with meticulous
processing. He paid nearly thirty dollars an ounce for
pearl jasmine. Chinese friends had taught him to brew it in
a small clay pot, only after tempering the pot with hot
water, only after letting the tea go through at least one
brew, sipping apologetically toward the next one, which
should achieve premium perfection.

The second brew: he breathed in its aroma, sipped, and
loved the subtlety. Well, here was nothing dramatic, not
knives, guns, steel girders. Here was something small, like
a beautiful bud that hadn’'t yet flowered.

Yes, ancient cultures could advise modern ones. He
looked to the past for inspiration. Damn Martin for casting
ash over something he had always prided in himself.

He drank three small cups, ate a snack, then gathered
up the materials he needed to evaluate the presentation and
carried them down the spiral stairs into his study.

Spreading the large prints out on his cherry table, he
thought, no mistakes, of course immediately recalling the
worst mistakes.

The day he met Annika.

He had met a client at her custom house in Encino. She
wanted his and hers bathrooms. Her spouse desired a sports

court, pool, billiard room. Unfortunately, Edward, a pilot,



trained new pilots all day, leaving the wife, Evelyn, to
come on to Ray. For several months, she had made eyes that
he ignored. He needed this commission. What he did not need
was an emotionally needy woman. By now the commission
seemed locked. The design stood firm. She continued to
tickle her fingers on his neck whenever possible. On this
occasion, he wondered if a tryst in the back bedroom, the
most finished part of the house, was entirely out of order.
He recalled piles of cardboard that had shielded the window
glass, how soft such a surface might feel beneath them. He
thought Evelyn could not fire him at this crucial point,
when the house, under construction, dreamed by him, hoped
for by them, could not perish.

However, always diligent, he gave her a rundown of the
situation with the contractor, balky and not meticulous,
the subcontractors, expensive, stubborn, and mad with
personal issues, and his firm, like a shining light in the
nighttime, ready to perform any trick.

By the time he finished his pitch, he was sweating.

So was she, but for an entirely different reason.

He finished his spiel, and his hands found a way to
touch her breasts. She closed her eyes, enjoying.

A crash. Boom like an earthquake, a house falling. A
roar.

Evelyn opened her eyes. Mouth agape, she awaited news.

“Stay here,” Ray had said.

He ran for the kitchen, numbers running through his



mind. That arch, interrupted with a flatness: well it all
came down to bravery, not accepting the party line.

“What the hell?” a female voice shouted.

White dust drifted down, eddied. The kitchen ceiling
had fallen. In the midst of the debris, a blonde, long-
haired, long-legged woman stood embedded in white dust,
swirling with it, face flushed with rage. She examined
herself looking for injuries, eyed the gaping hole in the
ceiling and said, “Who are you?”

“The architect.”

She flew at him like a banshee.

At that time, Annika didn’t have her furniture
business. She, a minion, installed custom kitchen cabinets.
Someone - the contractor? - had hired her on this job.

Ray had grabbed her wrist, knocking to the ground the
rechargeable screwdriver she held high above her like a
weapon. She beat on him with bare fists. “You could’ve
killed me! I don’t want to die!”

Trying to calm her, he took both of her arms and held
them down to her side, then pulled her toward him.

She cried. While she coped with her fears, face pushed
into his shoulder, he looked up at the ceiling, at his own
catastrophic failure.

Yes, he could have killed her.

Downstairs, he forced Kate’s DVD into a player. He had

a wall-sized screen for such occasions, the better to



evaluate flaws. He found that on a computer flaws receded.
His big screen acted like a magnifier, showing where the
photoshopped images balked or the models appeared unreal.
However, as usual, Kate had done her job. The imagery had
amazing authenticity going for it. As in a Hollywood movie,
reality played second fiddle to a faux world. The new
museum building, a clever blend of Louis Kahn and Richard
Neutra, appeared like a mirage, finished right up to cool
art on the walls, Kubla Khan decreeing a stately pleasure
dome, but one that might last longer, might fend off the
desert’s ineluctable destruction. Listening to interviews
of people who seemed to be reacting to a building that
existed rather than one that didn’t he thought, our clients
cannot resist this dream. Who could? Something so beautiful
deserved to live, even if only in the imagination.

Could he leave the firm? The idea had come to him
unbidden during the heat of argument. Since then, he had
managed to avoid another confrontation with Martin. He
didn’'t know whether he could go out on his own. Of course,
if he did, he would definitely have to take the museum
project and Kate along.

She had rare talent, and it never hurt working with
people who were also physically attractive, although Kate
didn’'t seem to see herself that way in her baggy denim
skirts and the too-small brassieres she spilled out of,
jiggling through those spandex tops. Too bad about her

happy marriage, Ray mused. Of course, he was first to admit



marriage was a secret pact between two people. Only they
knew the truth of their relationship.

He watched the presentation one more time, making
notes about comments he needed to say afterwards, hoping
the clients would have the sense to be dazzled and whatever
he added would be mere punctuation. Kate didn’t make it all
up by herself; he didn’t kid himself about that. She
materialized his vision. He had contributed. Martin had
contributed, too, a fact that grated.

The new museum building, with its glass, its
shockingly dated curves, first honored the demolished Pan
Pacific Auditorium’s green art deco, then nodded to a
native American past in its interior use of natural
materials: Ray felt they had this thing nailed. You didn’t
often get the ideal blend of old and new, but he thought
this time they had. He remembered waking up with a vision
of the building entirely realized in his mind, and sharing
it with Annika.

“Where do they come from?” she asked him, rubbing his
back with her long fingers, “these outlandish creations of
yours?"”

He had an idea about that, amorphous, but one he
revisited every single time lightning struck. “You study,
you read, you admire, you hope. One day, you throw dribs
and drabs of ingredients together that you find in a dusty
cupboard and you bake a good cake. That’s what my mother

would say.”



“She’s a real character.”

“Yeah.”

“And I love her fallen chocolate souffle cake. When
she remembers the chocolate,” she had laughed.

He took her long hair, wrapped it into his hand, and
pulled it so that it floated down one shoulder.

“I love you,” she had said.

“I love you, too.”

She murmured, facing him, her perfume an assault on
his peace. Ah, love.

He packed his briefcase, making sure the DVD had a
special spot, then, feeling nervous, put the entire thing
into his car.

A thumping on the door. Ray peered at the large LCD
screen in the kitchen that showed his front door. Two
uniformed police officers stood out there, starched,
strange intruders to this sunny morning.

Why had they come? He could think of a number of
possibilities, mostly ones to do with his recent behavior,
actions that made him stare at himself in the mirror in the
mornings wondering sheepishly, embarrassedly, who that man
there was. He pulled two books out of a bookcase in the
living room and found the gun he felt most comfortable
with.

He used the 22 millimeter to practice fairly regularly
at the nearby target range in . He could shoot a

good distance with good aim, almost as far a distance as



that authoritative police officer who now lived in his
Downey house had claimed. And hell, you couldn’t believe
that claim. No doubt that guy shot half as well as he
pretended to shoot.

Ray kept the forty-five, the one he had bought during
a coup in San Jose in a flea market sale, in a locked case.
That big gun made his hand shake if he shot it too often
for too long.

His 357 magnum, ditto. Instant kill on the road, but
shaky hand, if you were talking target practice.

The 22 millimeter kept his hand steady. He could shoot
it for an hour, no tremor, no effect on his composure.

Okay, it might not kill someone at a distance. It
would kill them from close up, however.

Walking toward the front door, his 22 tucked in his
pants, Ray experienced something - strangely familiar.
Policemen greeting him, sweat, fear that bolted through him
like lightning, making his legs move slowly, painfully.
Maybe everyone dreamed this moment, a moment when the jig
was up. Didn’'t everyone suffer from some guilty secrets and
fear being found out?

Or had policemen knocked before? Deja vu all over
again? Ray shook his head, wishing the brain fever of
missing Annika would clear up enough so that he could see
his way down the hallway, through the door, and beyond,
into the future.

He looked too much into the past. He knew that. What



detail he remembered: his sixth birthday, the beautiful 64
crayolas, the brand new woodburning kit he used to melt
them into a crazy-quilt puddle. His mother, always there,
presents piled on the table when he got up that morning as
was their tradition, but no relatives, and mostly no
friends. No father. She didn’t scold him that day, his
birthday, not wanting to spoil it even though the crayons
left a muddy, oily blot on the newly refinished hardwood
floors. She saved what she called his “natural consequence”
for the next morning. The consequence? No more crayons
until Christmas. He cracked up pieces of the rainbow cow
patty, and used them until he got new ones, perfectly
content making brown his theme.

He checked to make sure the gun was loaded. He
fretted, and again his mother’s voice repeated, “There’s no
such thing as a normal childhood.” She blamed Ray’s
difficult adjustments on the influence of media. Later,
after too many sitcoms, she admitted to something awry in
their pasts, something that drove her boy nuts. Ray’s
childhood, constantly evaluated but entirely normal for
him, Ray Jackson, held utterly ordinary tetherball games,
predictable bullies, friendships arising out of shared
needs, unacceptable loss, and a devoted mother, his rock.

Any observer had to envy Esmé’s devotion.

Esmé took Ray to the range and made sure he learned to
shoot at age nine, although she herself refused to touch a

gun. She said, at that time, “Forget kung-fu, kiddo. Forget



the ancient arts of self-defense. This is what you need to
keep yourself alive these days.”

She appeared rueful but resigned at the thought.

Right before opening his own front door, Ray paused.
This moment deserved his entire attention. Would they take
him away to jail? Destroy his life?

He could shoot them through the door, but that would
bring an army down on him. He could run out the back
entrance. He could hide, not answer, and simply await
further incursions. He tucked the gun into his jeans at the
back and opened the door. “What is it?” he asked the two
men.

“Raymond Jackson?”

“Yes."”

“You work at Wilshire Associates?”

“I'm a partner, yes.” He asked for their
identification, which they provided: Walt Rappaport, police
lieutenant, robbery/homicide, a big guy with bags flowery
as broccoli under his eyes and a leery attitude, and Rick
Buzas, police officer III, field training office, unlined
and complacent.

“Nice house,” said Rick, younger, smaller, standing
slightly behind the lieutenant. His fresh skin shined.
“Big. Bet you have a great view.”

“Thanks. Yes, I do.”

The big guy in front, almost a parody of swaggering

suspicion butted in. “Can we come in? We have a few



qguestions.”

Ray closed the front door behind him and stepped
outside to face them. “No.”

“No,"” said Rappaport, instantly hardening his position
on the paving stones. He didn’t like that Ray knew his
rights and had shut them out. He didn’'t appreciate not
being invited inside.

“Yes,"” said Buzas simultaneously.

And Ray recalled a salient fact. The police had no
obligation to tell the truth while discovering the truth.
What a skewed world. “Tell me why you are here.”

“Your wife is missing,” said Rappaport, whose grey
eyes glinted steel. “Where is she?”

Ray struggled to find the right feeling: empathetic
masculinity? Overwrought tears? Shocked numbness? He
settled for dealing with the facts, always a good
alternative to overt feeling. “I don’t know.”

“You claim she left you?”

“Yes.”

Rappaport’s big ears stood up a little higher and Ray
kicked himself for an honest answer. Why should he be held
to higher standards of decency? From now on, he’d stick
with yes and no answers, nothing fancy. Or maybe he’'d
refuse to answer. What could they do? Did they have
something to implicate him? He didn’t think so. He thought
that would have provided an opening salvo.

“For how long?” Rappaport asked.



“A few weeks.”

“So you’'re all choked up about this, huh?” asked Rick
Buzas, a man of no sensitivity and even smaller
intelligence.

Ray stared at him. Rappaport coughed, eyeing Ray
almost apologetically. They mutally recognized Buzas's
coarse bluntness. Not that Rappaport cared whether Buzas
offended Ray. No, he, a more evolved officer of the law,
knew better than to offend an interviewee who had, in fact,
no legal obligation to answer their questions, and the
worldliness to know it.

“Where would she go?” asked Rappaport.

Here at last came the ultimate question they had come
to ask. Ray scratched beside his mouth with a sharp
fingernail, feeling the gun trailing a slimy cold snail
path down his back. Without thinking he answered the first
thing that came to mind, so innocent sounding. “I wish I
knew.”

“You claim to know nothing?” asked Buzas. “When did
you last see her?”

“She went to my mother’s.” As soon as he had spoken,
Ray realized his blunder. He had needlessly involved Esmé.
He had spoken when he should have kept his mouth shut. Ray
gave them the address, saying he would call them later with
her phone number. He didn’t have it on him. They could
probably find out all this information in five minutes,

even though her number was unlisted. Why not give the air



of cooperation, while obstructing? He needed to slow them
down a bit. He wanted to speak to her first.

No doubt they realized that.

“You don’t know your own mother’s phone number?” Buzas
asked, sheer incredulity dripping from his question.

“Not offhand.”

Rappaport blew air between his thin lips. “Uh huh.”

“Mind if we take a look around?” Buzas said.

Ray said, “I mind.”

“Why?” said Rappaport.

Ray had trouble standing there acting as if this were
a typical daily event, to be interrogated by the police.
The sheer volume of the alarms going off in his body made
him have to do something right away. He reached back and
opened the door behind him. He stepped back into the house.
“I believe you need a warrant to search?”

“Why would you care? It’s a simple enough thing to do
to clear the air, here,” said Rappaport, stepping in
closer.

“You come here implying I’'ve done something wrong.”

“Nobody's implying anything,” Rappaport became
soothing. But it was too late.

Ray went into his house and shut the door. The two
policemen lingered for awhile indecisively on the porch.
Ray observed them on his monitor. They talked to each
other. Eventually, they departed. Without his permission

they could go nowhere. Ray intended not to give them any



cause to go anywhere on his property ever.

He watched the policemen dither, then leave. Enraged
at the childish lie that had popped out of his mouth,
further entangling him, further involving his mother, he
spent several minutes berating himself, profanely, and out
loud.

Then he called Esmé. “Mom, the police were here.”

“What? Why?”

“They’'re looking for Annika.”

“Oh, Ray. Oh my gosh. Does this mean - they think you
have some responsibility?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay?”

“Fine.”

A silence, during which he thanked her silently for
her perceptiveness. She couldn’t read how he felt. She
didn't like to pry, so she waited for additional clues to
his reaction. “Why attack you? What are they thinking?” she
asked finally.

“I believe they talked to Martin. He had an affair
with Anni.”

Long, astonished pause. *“I don’'t believe it.”

“People know at the office.”

“Oh, honey, I'm so sorry.”

He wanted to shrug, but he knew she wouldn’t hear
that. “Yes. 1It’s a bad scene.”

“Why would people know your private affairs at the



office?”

“Martin and I fought on Friday. We were overheard.”

“You lost your temper, didn’t you, honey?”

“Yes."”

Silence while his mother probably rued the day he was
born. “Hell. That’s just - hell.”

“Yeah.”

“I wish you didn’t have my temper.”

“Me, too.”

“Did he - admit that there were issues?”

“Yes."”

“Oh, no,” she repeated.

“He said I drove her to him.”

He heard his mother breathing on the line. “Don’t you
dare allow yourself to take a single iota of blame for
their despicable behavior!”

He hated telling her these things, intimacies, but she
should know. After all this time, he had to admit to
himself, he was as closed off as she was, as locked up
tight, and even with a million keys, none of them fit.

“Do the police know that Anni and Martin were
involved?”

He considered their attitude. He decided the
roughness of their approach had nothing to do with a deep
level of suspicion and a lot to do with the field officer
in training, who had derailed his smoother superior.

“Maybe. Maybe not.”



“Can they find out?”

“Suzanne will tell them eventually.”

“She heard you? What did you say?”

“Things you don’'t repeat to your mother.”

“You never mentioned you had - issues with Martin.”

“No, Mom.” He imagined he could hear the clicking of
her brain. Unlike him, she thought things through in
advance.

“I thought you were friends.”

“Obviously, not anymore. The police wanted to search
my house.”

“What?” A pause while that registered, then, *“That’s
ridiculous.”

“I said no.”

“0Of course - listen, we’ll get you an attorney right
away."”

“No need yet. Let’s see if they come back with a
warrant.”

“Obviously it wasn’t idle curiosity! It means - “

“Mom, take it easy.”

“Listen, here’'s what we’'re going to say. Anytime they
question your absence, you were here with me eating
lasagna. Vegetarian lasagna.”

“Mom, you are funny.”

“Funny?"”

“I did mention you.”

“In what way?”



“That Anni said she was going to see you some time
after I last saw her.”

“She was?”

“She didn’t show up?”

“I haven’'t seen her since Memorial Day. You remember.
I made duck in lettuce wraps.”

“Ah, yeah.” How Anni had ridiculed the menu, although
with an entirely gentle humor.

“If they come here, I’'ll tell them I haven’t seen her
since then.”

“I'm sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have mentioned you at
all. But I count on you so much. Too much.”

“Don’'t be silly. You’'re your own man.”

“You're too damn supportive.”

“Hush, Ray. This is serious.”

“I should never have involved you.”

“No, you did exactly right. Here’'s how it went: Anni
came here for a big dinner party with the neighbors.
Remember? We had the Tamer family over, too. She was so
charming, so lively! You limited your drinking, because you
knew you’d be driving home. I offered you stuffed grape
leaves, a salad, and a really nice Harmony Cabernet
Sauvignon we picked up that time we toured Hearst Castle.
We talked about driving up to the central coast sometime in
the fall, when the fog clears. We ate creme bruleé for
dessert.”

“You make a great creme bruleé. This time the caramel



was ever so slightly burnt.”

“This is no joke, Ray.”

“Anni’s absence is my problem, not yours.”

“It’'s scary, Ray. Why are the police involved? You’'d
be in trouble with the law - your reputation! Your life’s
work! Could this ruin you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Her father got them going, didn’t he?”

“Probably.”

“Annika was afraid of her father. Did you tell them
that?”

“Look, I’'ll figure out how to fix this without
trashing Anni’s dad. However much she fears him, she loves
him too. She won’t want them suspecting him of something
weird."”

“You go all out to protect that man, even though he
doesn’t deserve it.”

“Oh, Mom."”

“I love you, honey. I’'ll do anything to protect you.
You know that, don’t you?”

After saying goodbye, he hung up. She was predictable,

his mother.

EXCERPTAnni FlashbyR#1CF43E.cwk

Anni flashback by Ray from old chap 17



While Ray waited for the dog to need a walk and the
woman to leave the cottage, stuck in a hot car, he thought
of Anni.

They had an exceptionally adventurous sex life. She,
lithe, athletic, muscular, took control half the time,
demanding this and that, wanting to be stroked thusly,
telling him what turned her on. The other half of the time,
he commanded and she obeyed willingly. In fact, if you
viewed their private lives as a movie, you would have to
say, it was good hot fun.

Once he asked her, in the midst of a terrible fight
during which she claimed he had the sensitivity of a clod
of dirt, why they had such fabulous sex.

“It’s impersonal,” she said impatiently, “like a tryst
on a train or airplane or something. I don’t know you. You
don’t know me. That makes for mad sex.”

He didn’'t quite agree. He connected with Anni. Okay,
maybe not like someone with a fulfilled existence, but like
someone who was halfway there. She touched him; he
responded.

Was there more? He believed maybe so, and maybe this
had to do with something he lacked.

Apparently, she had thought so, seeking out Martin
Tabares’ easy intimacy, and the many past affairs that had

fine-tuned his style. He hoped she didn’t know about



Martin’s past. He couldn’t believe she would sleep with a
man so profligate with his emotions.

Ray regretted never telling her about Martin’s
grasping sexual needs, how he had been unfaithful within
weeks of his marriage, how he developed a shallow
familiarity with women which never translated into
committment.

But would it have stopped Anni, recognizing Martin'’s
mendacity? Maybe not. Women liked feeling special, and
Martin specialized in making them feel that way. Ray never
knew how to give her that. He consciously praised her
beauty, he licked her where she asked to be licked,
breathed in her ear the way a sex book told him to breathe.
Nothing came naturally between them. He had failed in his
marriage, and he couldn’t blame Anni for that, although he
found it extremely useful to blame her for giving up
without telling him. Her affair lacked class. He had held
the two of them to a high standard, one that would have
deplored such renagade sexuality without a prior meeting
that explained all.

He knew his expectations weren’'t realistic, yet they
persisted. Why couldn’t a couple be honest with each
other? If you gave up, you gave notice.

He didn’t like thinking about the black lace teddy
with the crotch cut out that he found in her drawer, one he

had never seen, one she obviously wore for Martin.
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Anni flashback by Ray from old chap 17

While Ray waited for the dog to need a walk and the
woman to leave the cottage, stuck in a hot car, he thought
of Anni.

They had an exceptionally adventurous sex life. She,
lithe, athletic, muscular, took control half the time,
demanding this and that, wanting to be stroked thusly,
telling him what turned her on. The other half of the time,
he commanded and she obeyed willingly. In fact, if you
viewed their private lives as a movie, you would have to
say, it was good hot fun.

Once he asked her, in the midst of a terrible fight
during which she claimed he had the sensitivity of a clod
of dirt, why they had such fabulous sex.

“It’s impersonal,” she said impatiently, “like a tryst
on a train or airplane or something. I don’t know you. You
don’t know me. That makes for mad sex.”

He didn’'t quite agree. He connected with Anni. Okay,
maybe not like someone with a fulfilled existence, but like
someone who was halfway there. She touched him; he
responded.

Was there more? He believed maybe so, and maybe this

had to do with something he lacked.



Apparently, she had thought so, seeking out Martin
Tabares’ easy intimacy, and the many past affairs that had
fine-tuned his style. He hoped she didn’t know about
Martin’s past. He couldn’t believe she would sleep with a
man so profligate with his emotions.

Ray regretted never telling her about Martin’s
grasping sexual needs, how he had been unfaithful within
weeks of his marriage, how he developed a shallow
familiarity with women which never translated into
committment.

But would it have stopped Anni, recognizing Martin'’s
mendacity? Maybe not. Women liked feeling special, and
Martin specialized in making them feel that way. Ray never
knew how to give her that. He consciously praised her
beauty, he licked her where she asked to be licked,
breathed in her ear the way a sex book told him to breathe.
Nothing came naturally between them. He had failed in his
marriage, and he couldn’t blame Anni for that, although he
found it extremely useful to blame her for giving up
without telling him. Her affair lacked class. He had held
the two of them to a high standard, one that would have
deplored such renagade sexuality without a prior meeting
that explained all.

He knew his expectations weren'’'t realistic, yet they
persisted. Why couldn’t a couple be honest with each
other? If you gave up, you gave notice.

He didn’t like thinking about the black lace teddy



with the crotch cut out that he found in her drawer, one he

had never seen, one she obviously wore for Martin.

Excerptch7.Ray leaves offic.cwk

old 7 Ray leaves office

Ray left the office. Martin stayed behind to lock up
and turn out lights, so Ray had the opportunity to go by
Martin’s car in the lot behind their building and scratch
it with his key.

He didn’t. People thought of doing nasty things all
the time but didn’t always do them. Sometimes imagining the
act was gratifying enough. He ran his hand along the hood
of the Ferrari, admiring the amazing custom paint job,
duotoned black and blue, so swank the vehicle could be
framed and hung on a wall as art. These designers shaped
cars like jungle predators, tough-loined and ready to
pounce. Martin kept it spotless, too.

Ray found a clod of mud in a nearby flowerbed, then
smeared it down the driver’s side window. Was there a right
word? He settled for “rage,” and completed the slight
vandalism aware Martin would know who had done it. Aware it
didn't reflect well on himself, he blurred it, leaving a
slobby mess for his old friend to clean.

He knew what it said, and that was enough. He thought



Martin, with two children, a house in Brentwood, a
beautiful wife, and many affairs under his belt, would
understand the angry, childish gesture.

His own sleek animal welcomed him like an old friend,
its pleasant cool air blowing around his legs and his

overwarm face.

Ray has epiphany

“No."

Martin’'s face twisted, and Ray had to admit to a
certain amount of pleasure watching the freckled, handsome
face go bad. “It’s such a hard choice,” Martin said.
“You’ll need some time to think about this.” Quickly, he
packed up his files and stood. Greco followed his lead.

“I need no time.”

“Ray, don’t make a bad mistake here. Greco likes your
style. He’s spoken strongly on your behalf.”

Ray couldn’t help smiling at that. Greco appreciated
Ray’s discretion, no doubt about it.

“But neither one of us can go with your egomania in
this case. We're talking about his home, not your
reputation as a shrewd interpreter of the modern
architectural vernacular.”

Kate entered the room. “Sorry to be late,” she said,
“but the printer’s sticky.”

“I didn’'t know you were coming,” Martin said. Greco



appeared bemused. Ray had no idea why she had shown up.

She dropped some papers on the table. *“These are
alternative ideas Ray and I thought you might like to see
that we worked out based on conversations with Mr.
Furkioti.”

Furkioti looked slightly sick. He picked through the
sheaf of big papers. *“No basement level,” he noted.

“No. These are just for the main sections of your
house.

Martin studied the plans. He frowned. *“These aren’'t
site specific.”

Kate waited for Ray to say something, join in the
game, but he didn’t. “They’'re extremely preliminary, as
you must imagine. Just jumping boards.”

“Well, why didn’'t you show us this stuff before, Ray?
Now we can get down to the real work of giving this man his
house.”

“Oh, Kate, aren’'t you good,” Ray said.

“Thanks.”

“You're something else.”

“Um. I’'1ll leave you all to this,” Kate said.

“Another good idea,” said Ray.

Her mouth pulled tight as a clasped purse, she left
the room.

“Cute stuff,” said Greco absently, looking first at
her departing ass, then at her plans. “And this is exactly

the right touch, here.”



Martin spent some minutes studying the new design.
“This is the right spirit. Lots of work still to be done.”

“She’s good,” Ray agreed.

“But?” Martin asked. “I hear a big ‘but’.”

“This bullshit’s nothing to do with me.” The word came
out of his mouth like bullets. He examined its effect.

Yeah, both of the other men in the room winced upon
impact.

“You're saying you’'re out,” Martin said slowly.

“Yep.”

“This position your taking, this stubbornness is utter
crap.”

“Ray,"” Greco said, speaking finally. “I want you on
board.”

“No can do.”

“Fine,” said Martin. “You fucking asshole.”

“Fine,” Ray said, “0Old buddy, old pal.” He walked out
of the meeting a boiling bucket of emotion. Greco Furkioti
looked after him, dark eyes unhappy.

Should Ray have played a softer game? Or was he right
to bail? 1In his office, before Martin had time to register
what had happened, Ray collected his favorite files. He
taped up a flattened box that he had lying beside his desk,
then stuffed it full of goodies: his rolladex, his calendar
as well as stamps and a photograph of Anni leaning on a
gray fence, windblown, beautiful.

“What do you think you’re pulling?” Martin said,



closing the door behind himself, observing. *“Now our
client’s confused.”

“Fuck you and fuck him.”

“Ray, Ray, Ray. I want you to think very carefully
before you throw everything we’ve worked for away!”

“Too late.”

Ray gathered up his things, which included a fairly
bulky box, and walked out of his office toward the front of
the office. Suzanne, seeing him coming, stood up, shocked.

“You can’'t go,” she said.

“Bye, Suzanne. Tell everyone goodbye.”

“No, Ray, no.”

He stood, both hands holding a big box, in front of
the double doors to the office until she opened them for
him. He headed out.

In the parking lot, he put the box into the trunk of
his car. He got in. He started up his car.

A gentle rapping at his window.

“Yeah?"”

Kate stood outside. He lowered his window to speak
with her. “Hi, Kate.”

“Don’t leave too quick,” she said. “Give me five
minutes to get my briefcase, okay? I saw a place up the
street, cheap rent, bad floors, great windows.”

“You're full of surprises.”

“You, too, Ray.”



Ray’s motto
He built models of his past life with the hope that

someday he could progress beyond it.



