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Phil Kramer walked down the sidewalk under the big trees toward his car. It was quiet on this street, and the lights in the houses were almost all off. There was a strong, sweet scent of flowering vines that opened their blooms late on hot summer nights like this one—wisteria, he supposed, or some kind of jasmine. There was no way to limit it because there wasn't anything that wouldn't grow in Southern California. He supposed his senses were attuned to everything tonight. He had trained himself over the past twenty-five years to be intensely aware of his surroundings, particularly when he was alone at night. He knew there was a cat watching him from the safety of the porch railing to his right, and he knew there was a man walking along the sidewalk a half block behind him. He had seen him as he had turned the corner—not quite as tall as he was, but well built, and wearing a jacket on a night that was too warm for one. He could hear the footsteps just above the level of the cars swishing past on the boulevard.

He supposed the man could be the final attempt to make him feel uncomfortable—not a foolish attempt to scare him, but a way to
remind him that he could be watched and followed and studied as easily as anyone else could. He could be fully known, and therefore vulnerable. The man might also be out walking for some reason that was completely unrelated to Phil Kramer's business.

Phil approached the spot where his car was parked—too near now to be stopped—and the man no longer mattered. He pressed the button on his key chain to unlock the locks, and the dome light came on. He swung the door open and sat in the driver's seat, then reached for the door to close it.

In the calm, warm night air he caught a sliding sound, with a faint squeak, and turned his head to find it. In one glance, he knew his mistake in all of its intricacies: He took in the van parked across the street from his car, the half-open window with the gun resting on it, and the bright muzzle-flash.

The bullet pounded into his skull, and the impact lit a thousand thoughts in an instant, burning and exploding them into nonbeing as synapses rapid-fired and went out. There was his brother Dan; a random instant in a baseball game, seeing the ground ball bounce up at his feet, feeling the sting in his palm as it smacked into his glove, even a flash of the white flannel of his uniform with tan dust; the pride and fear when he first saw his son; a composite, unbearably pleasant sensation of the women he had touched, amounting to a distilled impression of femaleness. Profound regret. Emily.





Emily Kramer awoke at five thirty, as she had for twenty-two years of mornings. The sun barely tinted the room a feeble blue, but Emily's chest already held a sense of alarm, and she couldn't expand her lungs in a full breath. She rolled to her left side to see, aware before she did it that the space was empty. It was a space that belonged to something, the big body of her husband, Phil. He was supposed to be there.


She sat up quickly, threw back the covers and swung her legs off the bed. She looked around the room noting other absences: his wallet and keys, his shoes, and the pants he always draped across the chair in the corner when he came to bed. He had not come to bed. That was why she had slept so soundly. She always woke up when he came in, but she had slept through the night.

Emily had the sense that she was already behind, already late. Something had happened, and in each second, events were galloping on ahead of her, maybe moving out of reach. She hurried out of the bedroom along the hall to the top of the stairs and listened. There was no human sound, no noise to reassure her.

Emily knew her house so well that she could hear its emptiness. Phil's presence would have brought sound, would have changed the volume of the space and dampened the bright, sharp echoes. She went down the stairs as quickly as she could, trusting her bare feet to grip the steps. She ran through the living room to the dining room to the kitchen, looking for a sign.

She pulled open the back door, stepped to the garage, and peered in the window. Her white Volvo station wagon was gleaming in the dim light, but Phil's car was gone. No, it wasn't gone. It had never come back at all.

Emily turned, went back into the kitchen, and picked up the telephone. She dialed Phil's cell phone. A cool, distant voice said, "The customer you have called is not in the service area at this time." That usually meant Phil had turned the phone off. She looked at the clock on the wall above the table.

It was too early to call anyone. Even as she was thinking that, she punched in the one number she knew by heart. It rang once, twice, three times, four times. His voice came on: "This is Ray Hall. Leave a message if you want." He must be sleeping, she thought. Of course he was sleeping. Every sane person on the planet was sleeping. She 
hoped she hadn't awakened him. She stood with the phone in her hand, feeling relieved that he didn't know who had been stupid enough to call at five thirty in the morning.

But that feeling reversed itself instantly. She wasn't glad she hadn't awakened him. She wasn't in the mood to think about why she cared what Ray Hall thought. She knew only that she shouldn't care, so she punched his phone number again. She waited through his message, then said, "Ray, this is Emily Kramer. Phil didn't come home last night. It's five thirty. If you could give me a call, I'd appreciate it." She hesitated, waiting for him to pick up the telephone, then realized she had nothing else to say. "Thanks." She hung up.

While she had been speaking, several new thoughts had occurred to her. She set the phone down on the counter and walked through the house again. She had no reason to think Phil would kill himself, but no reason to imagine he was immune to depression and disappointment, either. And bad things happened to people without their talking about it—especially people like Phil.

Emily walked cautiously through the living room again. She looked at the polished cherry table near the front door under the mirror, where they sometimes left notes for each other. She forced herself to walk into the downstairs guest bathroom and look in the tub. There was no body. She reminded herself she shouldn't be looking for his body. A man who carried a gun would shoot himself, and she had heard nothing. If he did kill himself, she was sure he would have left a note. She kept moving, into the small office where Phil paid bills and Emily made lists or used the computer, into the den, where they sat and watched television.

There was no note. She knew she had not missed it because she knew what the note would look like. It would be propped up vertically with a book or something, with EM printed in big letters. For for
mal occasions like birthdays or anniversaries, he always used an envelope. Suicide would be one of the times for an envelope.

She walked back to the telephone and called the office. Phil's office line was an afterthought, but she knew she should have tried earlier. The telephone rang four times, and then clicked into voice mail. She recognized the soft, velvety voice of April Dougherty. It was an artificial phone voice, and Emily didn't like it. "You have reached the headquarters of Kramer Investigations. I'm sorry that there is no one able to take your call at the moment. For personal service, please call between the hours of nine A.M. and six P.M. weekdays. You may leave a message after the tone."

Emily had written that little speech and recorded it twenty-two years ago, and the moment came back to her sharply. She remembered thinking of calling the crummy walk-up on Reseda Boulevard the World Headquarters. Phil had hugged her and laughed aloud, and said even the word headquarters was stretching the truth enough.

Emily took the phone from her ear, punched in the voice-mail number and then the code to play back the messages. "We're sorry, but your code is invalid. Please try again." Emily stared at the phone and repeated the code. "We're sorry, but—" Emily disconnected. She considered calling back to leave a message telling Phil to call her, but she knew that idea was ridiculous. He could hardly not know that she was waiting to hear from him. She made a decision not to waste time thinking about the fact that Phil had changed the message-retrieval code. Maybe he hadn't even been the one to change the code. Maybe little April had put in a new code when she had recorded the new message. It would be just like Phil to not know that a new code would be something Emily would want to have, or that not telling her would hurt her feelings.


How could Ray Hall sleep through eight rings? Maybe he was with Phil. That was the first positive thought she'd had. Then she reminded herself that the ring sound was actually a signal, not a real sound. If Ray had turned off the ring, the phone company would still send that signal to Emily's phone.

She thought of Bill Przwalski. He was only about twenty-two years old—born about the time when she and Phil had gotten married and started the agency. He was trying to put in his two thousand hours a year for three years to get his private-investigator's license. Could he be out somewhere working with Phil? He got all the dull night-surveillance jobs and the assignments to follow somebody around town. She looked at the list in the drawer near the phone and tried his number, but got a message that sounded like a school kid reading aloud in class. "I am unable to come to the phone right now, but I will get back to you as soon as I can. Please wait for the beep, then leave me a message." She said, "Billy, this is Emily Kramer, Phil's wife. I'd like you to call us at home as soon as possible. Thank you." Us? She had said it without deciding to, getting caught by the reflex to protect herself from being so alone.

The next call was harder because she didn't know him as well as Ray, and he wasn't a trainee like Billy, but calling the others first had helped her to get past her shyness and reticence. She had already called Ray and Billy, so she had to call Dewey Burns. If she didn't call him, Dewey might feel strange, wondering if she had left him out just because he was black. She made the call, and there was only one ring.

"Yeah?"

"Dewey?"

"Yes."

"This is Emily Kramer. I'm sorry to call so early."


"It's all right. I'm up. What's happening?"

"I just woke up, and Phil isn't here. He never came home last night." She waited, but Dewey was waiting, too. Why didn't he say something? She prompted him: "I just started calling you guys to see if anybody knows where he is, and you're the first one who answered."

"I'm sorry, but I don't know where Phil is. He's had me working on a case by myself for a while, and he hasn't told me what he's doing. Have you called Ray yet?"

"Yes, and the office, and Billy. Nobody's up yet."

"It's early. But let me make a couple of calls and go to the office and look around. I'll call you from there."

"Thanks, Dewey."

"Talk to you in a little while." He hung up.

Emily stood holding the dead phone. His voice had sounded brusque, as though he were in a hurry to get rid of her. But maybe that terse manner had just been his time in the marines coming back to him—talk quickly and get going. He had been out for a couple of years, but he still stood so straight that he looked like he was guarding something, and still had a military haircut. Phil had told her he still did calisthenics and ran five miles a day, as if he were planning to go into battle. Still, he had sounded as though he wanted to get rid of her. And he had said he was going to make calls. Who was he going to call? Who else was there to call besides the men who worked for Phil?

She reminded herself that this was not the time to be jealous. Dewey might have numbers for Ray Hall and Bill Przwalski that she didn't—parents or girlfriends or someone. But what he had actually said was that he would make a couple of calls. What numbers would he have that he could call when Phil Kramer didn't come home one night? She hoped it meant Dewey had some idea of what was going 
on in Phil's latest investigation, or at least knew who the client was. But if he did, why had he said he didn't?

There was so much about Dewey that she didn't know, and she'd always had the feeling Phil must know more about him than he had said. Nobody seemed to know how Phil even knew Dewey. One day there was no Dewey Burns, and the next day there was. He and Phil always seemed to speak to each other in shorthand, in low tones, as though they had longer conversations when she wasn't around.

There was one more person to call. She looked at the sheet in the open drawer, dialed the number, and got a busy signal. She looked up at the clock on the wall. It said five forty. Had it stopped? Had all of this taken only ten minutes?

She hung up and redialed the number. This time the phone rang for an instant and was cut off. "What?" April Dougherty's voice was angry.

"April? This is Emily Kramer, Phil's wife. I'm sorry to call at this hour."

The voice turned small and meek. "That's okay."

"I'm calling everyone from the agency." Emily noticed that April didn't ask what was up. How could Emily not notice? She answered the question that April had not asked. "Phil didn't come home last night, and I'm trying to see if anybody knows where he is, or what he was working on, or if he's with someone."

"No," April said.

"No?"

"He didn't mention anything to me. I went home at six, and he was still at the office."

"Do you remember if Ray was there, or Billy?"

"Um, I think both of them were still there when I left. They were, in fact. But they were getting ready to leave, too."


"Do you remember what Phil was doing when you left? Did he have a case file, or was he packing a briefcase with surveillance gear or tape recorders, or anything?"

"I didn't notice. He could have. I mean, it's his office. He could have got anything he wanted after I left. I think he was sitting at his desk. Yes. He was."

"Was his computer turned on?"

"It's always on."

Emily was getting frustrated. "Look, April. I know it's early in the morning. I would never do this if I weren't worried sick. In twenty-two years, Phil has always managed to make it home, or at least call me and let me know where he is."

"I don't know why he didn't come home." April's voice was quiet and tense. "I'm sure there's a good reason."

Emily was shocked. She had not said anything critical of Phil, but here was this girl, defending him against her. Emily said, "If you hear from him, tell him to call home right away. I'm about to call the cops. If you know of any reason not to, I'd like to hear it."

"If I hear from him, I'll tell him."

"Thanks."

" 'Bye." April hung up.

Emily dialed Phil's cell phone again, and listened to the message. "The customer you have called is not in the service area at this time." She put the phone back in its cradle. The chill on her feet reminded her that she was still barefoot, still wearing her nightgown. She picked up the telephone and hurried to the stairs to get dressed. On the way, she looked at the printed sticker on the phone and dialed the non-emergency number of the police.
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Emily Kramer hurried from the elevator to the office door, staring at the hallway. She had not been in this space in at least five years, but it had not changed since the days when she and Phil had moved the agency here twenty years ago. There was a scuff mark on the right wall above the baseboard that she was sure she had seen before.

She reached the door with the raised gold letters that said KRAMER INVESTIGATIONS, tried to fit her key in the lock, and failed. Phil had not told her anything about changing locks. It was a simple, common sort of difficulty, but it had stopped her progress, and for the moment she couldn't think of a way to move forward. People like building managers tended to show up at ten or eleven, and it was barely six thirty. She felt dazed.

The door swung open, and Dewey Burns faced her. "Emily. What are you doing?"

"Same as you." She charged past him, as though he might shut the door on her. She took a few steps and stopped. Ray Hall and Bill Przwalski were standing together, leaning on one of the desks in the outer office.


"Ray? Billy?" she said. "I tried to call you."

Ray Hall returned her gaze. "Dewey got through to us." He was about forty years old, with gray, squinting eyes that seemed much older, as though he had been disappointed so many times that he was incapable of surprise. This morning he was wearing a black sport coat, a pale blue oxford shirt, and a pair of jeans.

"Phil didn't come home last night," she said.

"We heard," Hall said. "I'm sorry, Emily. But I think he'll turn up okay."

"But you've worked for him for at least ten years. You know he's never done this before. He would never just not show up."

Ray Hall sighed and looked at the floor for a second, then raised his eyes to her. "I think he's okay."

"What does that mean?"

"There are two ways people disappear—involuntarily, and voluntarily. When you have a healthy man who is six feet four, has been in a few fights, and carries a gun, it's hard to take him anyplace he doesn't want to go."

"You think he just took off, without saying anything to anybody?"

"That's one possibility, but I don't know yet."

"And what if you're wrong?"

"I can't be wrong, I haven't guessed yet," he said. "We've got to stay calm and find out what we can before we draw any conclusions."

Emily sat down at the receptionist's desk, because she felt her knees beginning to tremble. After a second, she realized the desk and chair were the same ones she'd used twenty years ago. She gained some strength from the familiarity. She tried to ignore the dwarf plants in cup-sized pots that April Dougherty had on the desk, and the little plush monkey with magnets on its hands that clung to the desk lamp. There was white blotter paper with doodle drawings of spindly-legged girls with long hair swept across big eyes, and the 
name April with a heart dotting the i. Emily noticed that Bill Przwalski was watching her and looking nervous, as though he were afraid she was about to search the desk.

She wanted to. Her hands itched to pull out the drawers and look, but she resisted. She said to Ray Hall, "I called the police."

"So did I," Dewey Burns said.

"You did?"

He frowned. "I told you I was going to."

"Not exactly. You said you were going to make some calls. What did they say?"

"They haven't arrested him or taken him to a hospital. They're checking now to see if they had any contact with him since yesterday afternoon—a traffic stop or something."

"That's what they told me, too." Emily glanced at Ray Hall, but he avoided her eyes.

She stood and walked to the door of Phil's glassed-in corner office. When she pushed open the door, she saw that the deadbolt was still extended and the woodwork was splintered. She spun around in alarm.

Ray Hall said, "That was me. He's the only one who has a key."

She nodded and went inside. Everything in Phil's office looked the same as it always had. She realized that she had been expecting something different. There should have been something that stood out, something that might not be instantly visible to other people, but that Emily Kramer would see. And that would tell her what was wrong. The desk was polished and smelling of lemons, with only a set of IN and OUT boxes that held a phone directory and a hole punch. Phil was not really a neat person. His orderliness came from the military, where they had trained him to straighten and polish the surfaces that showed.


She opened the drawers and filing cabinets, looking for something that was not routine and ordinary. She found time cards and payroll documents that had been annotated in his handwriting as recently as yesterday. She found a copy of a letter he had signed requesting payment of a final bill for what looked like a divorce case. She took it out to Ray Hall. "See this letter? As of yesterday, he was still interested in having this woman pay him. If she gets the letter tomorrow and puts the check in the mail right away, he still wouldn't get it until two days later. He was expecting to be back."

"Marilyn Tynan," said Hall. The three men looked at each other and said nothing. Bill Przwalski began to empty the wastebaskets into a cardboard box.

"What?" she asked.

"That's not a new one. It's a divorce case we did three years ago. Phil just has April send a bill to her and a few others every month with all the current ones. She'll never pay. Did he even sign that?"

She turned it around and held it so Ray Hall could see it. "Yes."

Hall shrugged. "Sometimes he doesn't bother."

Bill Przwalski's cardboard box was full of trash. He lifted it.

"Put that down, Billy," she said. He lowered it to his desk. "Now, one of you tell me what you think is going on."

The others looked at Ray Hall. He took a breath, then let it out. "I don't feel happy about telling you this, Emily. On a hunch, when I went into Phil's office, I got the company bank-account numbers, and called them. The bank's computer says Kramer Investigations has a hundred and fifty in one account, and two hundred in the other."

"Dollars?" said Emily. "You're talking about a hundred and fifty dollars?'"

"Yes."

Her eyes moved across the faces of the three men, who now 
stared back at her openly. She reached into her purse, took out her checkbook, stepped to the front of April's desk, picked up the telephone, and dialed the number on her checks. The cheerful machine voice told her to give the account number and then the last four digits of her Social Security number. When she had punched in the numbers, the machine began to recite a list of choices. She pressed four for a balance. "Your account balance is ... seventy-three dollars and ... seventeen cents. To return to the main menu, press eight. To speak with a representative, press zero."

Emily muttered, "Oh, my God," then pressed the zero and waited. The voice said, "Please hold. All our representatives are busy right now, but your call is important to us."

She kept the telephone to her ear. "The money's gone from our account, too." The men didn't look surprised.

She heard the elevator doors open and close. She held the telephone and watched the office door with the others. When it swung open, she noticed that their eyes had all been focused at the level of Phil Kramer's face, but he was not the one who stepped in. Their eyes dropped about a foot to the face of April Dougherty. As she stepped inside, Emily and the three men stood still, watching her, but nobody greeted her. She glanced at the men without surprise, then faced Emily. "Good morning."

"Hi, April." Emily kept the phone to her ear.

"I'll just be a minute," April said. "I want to collect a few personal belongings, and then I'll be out of your way. Have the police been here yet?"

"Not yet."

April moved to her desk, and began opening the drawers and setting things on the white blotter. They were spare and pitiful: a coffee cup with a flower on it, a little male bee hovering over it and a 
little female bee hiding behind the stem. Beside it were a plastic dispenser for no-calorie chemical sweeteners, a little box with an emery board and six bottles of nail polish, and a couple of hairbrushes. The final item was a cheap makeup case.

"The cops aren't going to impound your hairbrush," Ray said. "If it embarrasses you to leave tampons lying around, then take them. But you don't want your desk so empty that the cops think you're hiding something."

"I'm not!" she snapped.

"Then act like it. Put your stuff back in your desk, sit in your chair, and see what you can bring yourself to do to help us find Phil."

April gaped at him, then sat down and pulled a file out of the deep lower right-hand drawer of her desk. "This is the log sheet. It's what everyone has been doing this week."

Emily's eyes widened. She spun it around on the desk to read it.

"Christ, you didn't include him."

"Of course not. He's the boss," April said.

Emily knew that a part of her was grateful to April for not referring to Phil in the past tense. "Have you kept logs of incoming phone calls and appointments?"

"Sure." April showed Emily a notebook full of lined paper with two columns of names and numbers. Then she produced a bound calendar with a page for each day.

Emily could see that there were lots of calls, lots of people coming into the office. There were also whole days when Phil had been out of the office, and April had put a diagonal line through his square and written No Appointments on it in her neat, unhurried handwriting. Emily pointed to the most recent one. "What's this? Did he say in advance that he didn't want you to make any appointments, or just call from somewhere and say 'I'm not coming in today'?"


"Both," April said. "A lot of the time somebody will be here and then leave, so I have to cancel whatever else is up. Sometimes one of the men calls to say he's in Pomona or Irvine or someplace, and can't get back."

Emily held the three men in the corner of her eye while April spoke. She noted that none of them showed surprise at anything April said. Emily said, "You all know what I'm looking for. We need to know what Phil's working on, and where. He could be stuck somewhere and in trouble."

The recorded voice on the telephone said again, "Please hold. All our representatives are busy now, but your call is important to us." Emily hung up, then reached into her purse, found the slip of paper where she had written the number the police officer had given her when she had called before, and dialed it again.

She heard a voice say, "Officer Morris."

"Officer Morris, this is Emily Kramer. I spoke with you a little while ago about my husband. Well, now I've just learned that money has disappeared from his business accounts and our personal bank accounts. I'm afraid someone may have his identification or be holding him or—"

"Mrs. Kramer, wait. I've been trying to reach you. I just called your house, and I was about to try the office. I'm afraid we've found Mr. Kramer. I'm very sorry to say he's dead."

Emily felt thankful that he had not prolonged the revelation and made her listen for a long time, praying that he wasn't going to say what she had known he would say. "Thank you," she said.

Then she began to cry.
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Jerry Hobart and Tim Whitley were stuck on the road to Las Vegas. Interstate 15 was always just the first part of the pleasure, the incredibly clear sky and the bright yellow morning sun striking the pavement ahead of the car and making the tiny diamond particles pressed into the asphalt glitter. It didn't matter that the diamonds were really bits of broken glass pressed into the hot asphalt by the weight of the cars passing at eighty or ninety. They were like the sequins on the little outfits of the waitresses and the girls in the shows. They weren't diamonds either, and the glitter in their makeup wasn't gold dust, and Tim Whitley didn't care. All that would have done was add to the price. The thought of the women made him eager to get there.

When they had started this morning, the cars on the road to Las Vegas had seemed to skim the pavement, barely touching it. The air was hot and dry and clean. Whitley had sat in the passenger seat and stared out at the high desert, looking at the rocky hills sprouting yuccas and small, paddle-shaped prickly pears, and the vast flatlands with 
Joshua trees spread out like straggling migrations of men, the speed of the car making them appear to move.

But now it was after four o'clock, and they had been inching along at a walk, then stopping dead for a few minutes, then creeping forward a few feet for nearly seven hours. "Jesus," he said. "This is the worst."

Jerry Hobart's head turned slowly toward him like a tank turret. His eyes were slits. "The day isn't over yet."

"If it would just either speed up, or stop," Whitley complained. "Hell, if it would just stop. Then we could turn off the engine and save the gas for later, and take a decent piss by the side of the road."

Hobart said nothing. The jaw muscles on the side of his face kept tightening and going slack.

"We've been climbing for the past hour or two. Maybe I can find a station with news on it now." Whitley leaned close to the dashboard in spite of the fact that the speakers were in the door panels, and used a delicate touch to move the vertical line in minute increments from one band to the next. Once he managed to find the faint singing of Spanish voices that reminded him of a party inside a house far away. Once there was banda music, and he heard an announcer say something about narcotraficantes. "The whole fucking world is turning into Mexico."

Hobart said nothing, and the silence bothered Tim. Hobart was older and more experienced, and he was one of those men who had a solitary self-sufficiency, a strength that Tim knew he lacked. Each time Tim talked, he regretted it afterward. He knew that it was unseemly to complain, and there was no use whining to the man who had been at least moving the car forward when the cars ahead of it moved.

But Tim was frustrated. Four days ago they had rented a suite in the Venetian, and then yesterday they had driven to Los Angeles to 
do some work. They had done their job last night, collected their pay, packed up, and headed back toward Las Vegas in the morning. Ho-bart's establishment of an alibi was thoughtful: Check into a good hotel on the Las Vegas Strip, go out every day and every night, and then one night simply go out and drive to Los Angeles for the killing and drive back. Their suite was officially occupied while they were gone, and nobody was keeping track of anything else. Hobart had called the hotel a couple of times. Once he had complained that the water pressure in the shower wasn't strong enough and asked them to fix it while he was out gambling. Hobart had left their cell phones in the room and made calls to them so there would be a record that they had received calls from a signal repeater that was in Las Vegas within a few minutes of the killing.

But Tim Whitley was feeling increasingly agitated now. They had expected to be back in the hotel by ten or eleven. Now it was after four, and they had not gone a mile in the past hour. Who expected a traffic jam in the middle of the desert? It was the worst jam Whitley had ever seen, and they weren't even in a city. They were fifty miles from a real town, practically on the edge of Death Valley. The gas gauge looked from here as though the tank was barely above empty. He hoped it was just the angle making the gauge look that way. He wasn't facing it head-on like Hobart was in the driver's seat.

Of course, somebody would come along and help if they ran out of gas—there wasn't much solitude on Route 15 today—but that would make their beautiful alibi problematical: There would be somebody who had seen the two of them stalled on the road from Los Angeles to Las Vegas at the wrong time. If they stopped, they were vulnerable. And there was two hundred thousand dollars in cash in the trunk. It wasn't that people didn't drive into Las Vegas with two hundred thousand in cash every day, it was that a pair of shitheels in 
a six-year-old Hyundai didn't. If anything happened to separate them from the endless, anonymous current of traffic—if they had to get out to push the car to the shoulder and sit there with it while everybody stared at them in pity—then they would probably find themselves talking to a tow-truck driver or a cop. It wasn't fair. This should have been simple.

At first everything had been quick and easy. He and Hobart had been working together for about a year, and they were sure of each other. There was no indecision when they saw Philip Kramer come out of the house after the meeting. Hobart said, "We'll take him in his car so we don't have a body lying on the ground that we have to drag out of sight. Go find a place with a clear shot at the left side of his car."

That was not as easy as it sounded. A parked car has to be stopped with its right side to the curb and its left to the street. That didn't suggest a lot of hiding places. But Tim knew that Hobart never spoke idly, and not doing what he said was the same to Hobart as refusing to do it.

Tim Whitley ran down the street toward the place where Phil Kramer had left his Toyota sedan, and searched. The only hiding place he could find to the left of Kramer's car was inside the van parked across the street. Tim was a car thief, and he had his slim-jim with him. By the time Kramer came up the dark street, Tim Whitley was crouched down in the back of the van right behind the driver's seat. When Kramer's door opened, Tim heard it. He went to the window of the van and fired.

Tim felt good about it. It wasn't Hobart this time, with Tim only there to steal a car to use in the job and drive away afterward. This time Tim was the shooter. Hobart's only part in the job had been to walk up the street behind Kramer to keep him preoccupied and under the impression that he knew what to be afraid of.


Tim Whitley sensed a change in Hobart, who was shifting in his seat, trying to see around the car ahead. "What do you see?"

"Cars are getting off up there."

"That's probably good, isn't it?" Whitley said. "We've finally come to what's holding up the traffic. It's got to be an accident. Once we get past that, we'll be home-free." He kept watching Hobart for a reaction.

"I don't see an accident. They're just getting off. Like a detour."

Tim could see it now, too. There was an exit ramp far ahead, and cars were moving to the right to take it—not a huge stream of cars, but maybe one in ten. They climbed to a narrow road above, turned left to cross an overpass, and drove off somewhere to the left and away into the rocky hills.

He knew that Hobart was going to take that road, just from looking at his face. Nine out of ten drivers were staying on the interstate, but the one-tenth that were willing to veer off onto a road that was only two lanes at its widest would surely include Hobart. He had the peculiar, rare quality of absolute confidence in himself and depthless contempt for everybody else.

Hobart took the exit ramp and accelerated up the incline to the other road. He stopped only for an instant, not because he had to look to the right—nobody was coming from that direction, nor had there been since Whitley had first seen the exit—but just to look at the desert from up here.

"Jerry?"

"What?"

"Do you happen to know where this goes?"

"No. But you can get anywhere from anywhere else, if you're moving. Those people back there aren't."

Tim knew it wasn't a good idea to ask anything else for the moment. He knew that it wasn't manly to keep expressing uncertainty, 
to keep demanding information that he had not earned by waiting and seeing. He did not want to squander the precious respect he had gained by taking Phil Kramer with one shot from the van. Doing that had shown he was calm and unafraid.

Still, Tim wanted to voice the concern he had that this might be a road that didn't go where Hobart imagined. He recalled hearing there was one road off Interstate 15 that people took to drive up and around to come out on the north side of the Grand Canyon, the side where there were practically no people. And he knew there was another exit that took you north into Death Valley.

Tim went back to fiddling idly with the radio tuner. It was a fake activity now, and he was just doing it to change the number on the digital indicator, to keep Hobart thinking he was doing a job, like the sonar man in a submarine movie where everybody stood around sweating while he listened for enemy ships. The radio should be picking up something intelligible, but it wasn't working right.

Hobart kept driving up the road between the dry, rocky hills. As the minutes passed and personalities reasserted themselves, the distances between the cars that had left the traffic jam lengthened. There were some drivers who just stomped on the gas pedal and tore through the desert as though the jam were chasing them. Others seemed to wonder if they had made the wrong decision to leave the only major highway in the desert and drive off hoping that the new road would magically take them to Vegas, where they wanted to be. They went slowly, looking back at the interstate as long as they could, hoping to see some improvement so they could go back.

Hobart flashed past a dozen of these cars and kept going for a half hour before Tim Whitley began to feel that he was going to have to speak. He considered various things he could say, but rejected each of them. Any reference to the time that had passed, the distance, or 
the traffic might sound like whining, and Hobart didn't respect whining. He had already foreclosed any talk about their destination. Hobart had said he didn't know where the road led, but seemed to think he could take it to Las Vegas even if it didn't go there.

Whitley let the miles slip past. As he looked out at the rock shapes and colors and the brightness, he conceded that the desert was beautiful. But it was beautiful in the same way the ocean was, in a hostile, treacherous way. If the boat were to spring a leak or the car to break down, the scenery would not be just a sight anymore, but a vast harshness. One was deadly cold and the other was deadly hot, and they were both too enormous for a person to slight in this thoughtless way. It was almost bad luck not to give the desert the fear it deserved.

He felt the car's engine stop racing. In the new silence, Hobart whispered, "Shit." Whitley could see his arm muscles straining as the car coasted. The power steering had cut off, and each adjustment Hobart made to the front wheels meant fighting the dead mechanism. He aimed the car at the shoulder of the road, brought it onto the gravel, and stopped. A second later, the cloud of dust they had kicked up drifted over the car and away.

Tim knew they were out of gas, but he had to say it anyway. "Out of gas?"

"Uh-huh." Hobart turned to look into Whitley's eyes.

"What are we going to do?"

"Walk to get some gas."

Tim Whitley turned and looked back at the long, empty road behind them, a thinning black surface that dissolved into shining pools of mirage water in the relentless sunshine. He tried to calculate. They had been driving for about a half hour. No, more. It was at least forty-five minutes. He didn't know how fast Hobart had been driving, but 
it had to be at least sixty miles an hour. That was a mile a minute. "We can't walk back that far. It's more than forty miles."

Hobart said, "No, we can't. We go in the other direction. There's a town up ahead."

"How do you know?"

"I happened to see it on a map. I think it was on the place mat in that diner in Baker. I know the road goes north this far. To the left is Death Valley, and the road swings off to the right to where the town is. We'll buy a three-gallon can of gas and pay somebody to drive us back here with it."

"Do you happen to know how far it is?"

"Well, if you walk on the road, it could be ten miles, but the road hooks to the right, so we can take a shortcut across country and meet it. I'd guess it would be four miles that way, maybe even two."

"Jesus, Jerry," said Tim. "Walk across the open desert like that?" The car's air conditioning had cut off with the engine, so the windows were heating the enclosed space like a greenhouse. "It must be over a hundred out there."

"Sure it's over a hundred. It's the fucking desert!" Hobart set the hand brake, wiggled the gearshift to be sure it had clicked into Park, and wrenched the steering wheel to lock it. He took the keys, got out and slammed the door.

The idea of waiting here alone in the car tried to form in Tim's mind, but he couldn't grasp and hold it. Being here was unthinkable. It wasn't that something terrible would happen if he were alone, being alone was terrible. He opened the door and got out. The air was so hot it hit the nerves of his skin like something sharp. He stood looking down at the black pavement with swirls of sand on it.

The road was only a layer of asphalt that some crew had dumped from a truck and rolled flat one day. It wasn't safety. It was only a sign that some men had been here once a few years ago.


Tim began to walk away from the pavement toward Hobart. After a few steps into the dirt, his tie to the road wasn't as strong, and he began to trot. When he caught up with Hobart, he was already sweating. They kept walking to the northeast between hills that were just piles of rocks. Tim knew that he needed to be smart and use the few advantages he had. There was the sun, and it was getting lower, so he could identify the west with his eyes closed. He knew that time was important.

He concentrated on keeping up with Hobart. It shouldn't have been difficult because he had longer legs and he was younger. But Hobart sometimes seemed to be something that wasn't quite human anymore. It wasn't that he hadn't started as human, but that he just wasn't as weak as a man anymore. He had burned the softness out of himself a while ago. Hobart kept going straight as though he were walking a surveyor's line. Tim supposed that was a kind of good news. If they went straighter, they'd go farther and meet the curve of the road sooner.

After walking until his shoes had gotten full of sand, Tim noticed that his face was dry. The air was so hot and parched that his sweat dried before it could form drops. He looked at his watch. "We've been walking for forty-five minutes. At this pace I make that three miles, give or take."

"That ought to be far enough," said Hobart. He took a gun out of his shirt and shot Tim through the chest, and then stood over him and shot him through the forehead.

He put the gun back into his belt under his shirt, grasped Tim's ankles, and dragged his body to the side of one of the innumerable piles of rocks. He dug down a few inches with his hands to make a depression, and rolled Tim into it. He covered the body with rocks and then walked the three miles back to the road.

When Hobart reached the car, he opened the trunk, took out the 
gas can, and poured the three gallons into the gas tank. He started the engine, turned on the air conditioning, and opened the windows to blow the hot air out of the car while he accelerated toward the gas station in Amargosa Valley. With a full tank, he could be back in Las Vegas in a couple of hours.
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Emily spent three hours with Detective Gruenthal, the police officer who was placed in charge of Phil's murder. He was a big man with a red face and thinning filaments of hair that were in the process of changing from blond to white. She told him about Phil's habits, and about the sudden departures: the missing money, not telling her where he was late at night. Gruenthal dutifully took notes, a constant illegible scribbling into a notebook that seemed smaller than his thick hand, then told her that the first avenue to pursue was the money.

Because one signatory was dead, Emily was not permitted to open the safe-deposit box that she and Phil rented. She had to meet Detective Gruenthal and a woman named Zia Mondani who represented the state of California at the bank, where the manager was waiting. Emily and the bank manager entered the vault to retrieve the box. Emily carried the box, and they went into a little room instead of the cubicle that Emily and Phil had always used before.

They all sat down at an empty table and she opened the long, narrow gray metal box. As she took things out she set them on the table in front of Detective Gruenthal. There was the deed to the 
house. There were Phil's, Emily's, and Pete's birth certificates and Social Security cards.

Gruenthal immediately picked up Pete's papers. "What's this?"

"They're our son Pete's. He died five years ago in a car crash. Neither of us ever thought to take them out, I guess." She noticed a copy of Pete's death certificate and set that in front of Gruenthal, too.

There was their marriage license, and she had to fight to keep from crying in front of these strangers at the sight of it. To distract herself, she quickly picked out the insurance policy for the house and the policy for the two cars, then the pink slips for the cars. There was Phil's Honorable Discharge from the Marine Corps, a few photographs of the house for insurance purposes, a copy of Phil's private-investigator's license in case something happened to the original that hung in the office. She came to the end.

Gruenthal said, "Is that it?"

"Yes," she said.

"Anything missing?"

"I don't think so. No."

Ms. Mondani, the woman from the state, stood up, said, "Thank you, Mrs. Kramer," and left the room.

Emily began to put the papers back in the box. She tried to remember the things that should have been here, but weren't. Phil had taken his mother's diamond pin, the necklace of real pearls that Emily's grandmother had given her, and the savings bonds. She wasn't even certain how much any of the items had been worth. The jewelry had never been appraised because Phil had said there was no point in insuring anything that was sitting in a bank. The bonds had been a gift from Phil's parents when Pete was born, the beginning of a fund for Pete's college tuition.

As she and the manager returned the box to its slot in the vault, 
she berated herself. She should have told Detective Gruenthal that things were missing, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. She had no idea why Phil had taken them. Was there some need that he had been hiding from her? He always hated to worry her. Maybe he had made some investment that she would have considered risky. She couldn't tell Detective Gruenthal something so private before she even knew the explanation. How could this stranger understand what she was telling him when she didn't yet understand it herself?

When the box had been locked away, she could see Gruenthal was feeling impatient. His time had been wasted. "Mrs. Kramer, I'd better be getting back to the station. If there's anything you remember later, or anything I can do, please call."

"Thank you," she said and watched him leave.

The bank manager saw his chance, too. "Anything else I can do?"

When she said, "Yes," he looked mildly surprised. "I'd like a printout of all the checks that were written against our account in the past year."

"Certainly. Why don't you come to my office where you can be comfortable while I get that information for you?"

When she had the copies in a neat file inside a big envelope, she took them home to study. The checking account was linked to the savings account, and both accounts had been gutted in a quiet, orderly way. Money had been deposited in the checking account from time to time, but the withdrawals were all bigger than the deposits, and the excess came out of the savings account. Phil had written one or two big checks a month for the whole year. All of them were made out to "Cash." As she looked at them, tears of frustration welled in her eyes so she had to keep wiping them away to see. She whispered over and over, "Jesus, Phil. What were you doing? What the hell were you thinking?"


She went to the computer and ordered credit checks from the three credit bureaus. What she was really trying to do was establish the extent of the financial disaster. Were there credit cards she had not seen, or had Phil borrowed money she didn't know about? The credit reports were transmitted, and she read them with a chill in her spine, but there seemed to be nothing in them that she had not already discovered. Nothing told her anything about Phil's state of mind, or what he had been doing the night he was killed.

Emily became more frantic. She began to search the house. She hunted through the office for credit-card slips or receipts, then through stacks of bills that had been paid and filed. She read the last two tax returns, which she had signed when Phil had asked her to, but never bothered to examine. The figures looked normal, but there was no way for her to tell whether they were accurate. At three A.M. she fell asleep on the couch in the den.

The garbage trucks grumbling up the street and lifting cans with their hydraulic claws woke her at six thirty. She put the papers away and assessed the damage. Phil had taken all of their money and either spent it or put it somewhere out of her reach. He didn't seem to have pushed them farther into debt than they already had been with the mortgage on the house and the payments on Phil's car. But why would he deplete their savings? Phil had never been a gambler.

It occurred to her that he might have been sick and not told her. That might explain his mysterious absences from work. He could have been seeing doctors. She called Dr. Kalamian, the family internist, told him what had happened, and asked if Phil had been sick.

Dr. Kalamian said, "I don't think so," then got his records. "I saw him April 27 for his physical. He was fine. His numbers were all normal, actually quite good for a man his age. There's very little chance anything was wrong, or it would have shown up in his tests. And if 
he'd had anything serious, he would have asked me to refer him to a specialist, and he didn't. Look, Emily, this is probably the most stressful time of your life. Would you like me to prescribe something to help you sleep? Maybe an antidepressant?"

"No, thanks."

"Don't convince yourself you're above it," Dr. Kalamian said. "Just keep in mind that I might be able to make some of this more bearable. When I'm not in, one of my group is always on call."

"I'm fine."

She wasn't fine. She wasn't able to sleep more than three hours at a time, and she was depressed and anxious. But the anxiety kept her moving, thinking, alert.

On the third day, Detective Gruenthal called her and said, "The autopsy is complete and the coroner has signed off. We're releasing Mr. Kramer's body."

Emily went to work on the funeral. She began by driving to Greenleaf Mortuary to make the arrangements. Phil had done a job for the owner once. There was a suspicion that one of the funeral directors or morticians was removing rings and bracelets from people just before their burials. Phil had found that they were all honest, a conclusion that he seldom reached in employee investigations. He had looked into every unappetizing aspect of their business, and said, "If I were dead, that's where I'd go." The owner recognized Phil's name and gave her a break on the price of the casket.

Emily felt a bit flustered by the thrown-together quality of Phil's funeral. She remembered having the same feeling of inadequacy when Pete had died. His funeral should have been huge and beautiful and solemn, but it had only been sad and lonely and heartbreaking. There had been plenty of people, and they had all fulfilled their roles, but she had found that they didn't matter. What had mattered 
was that a seventeen-year-old boy was put in the ground. Now it was Phil, and she was alone.

She needed to make arrangements for a plot near Pete's at Forest Lawn. She needed to call around to find a Presbyterian minister. It took her half a day to find the Reverend Dr. Massey of the Seventh Presbyterian Church in San Fernando. She spent the afternoon with him selecting scripture readings from a list she barely recognized from her childhood, and giving him a capsule account of who Phil had been. Many of the important things about Phil weren't things that could be said.

Phil Kramer was an ex-marine. He was six four and, in middle age, a bit scary-looking to strangers, a fact he often used to his advantage in his work. He was alert, a keen observer of people's quirks and tics that might reveal lies or vulnerabilities. Phil could tell a joke in a way that made Emily laugh. Even if it was one of those stupid adolescent jokes about sex, Phil always found it so funny that she couldn't help laughing, too. She couldn't tell the minister that Phil told dirty jokes, so she just said he had a sense of humor.

She couldn't tell him that Phil had been an acceptable lover, who paid a reasonable amount of attention to her while they worked up to having sex and during it, but fell asleep instantly afterward. She couldn't tell the minister she had come to know that was better for her than a sexual virtuoso would have been, or why she would miss those times with him.

When she had made the arrangements, she made a telephone call to her cousin Darlene, the one who had inherited the role of organizer from her mother, Aunt Rose, and asked her to spread the word to the people on her side of the family, and then asked Phil's sister Nancy to call Phil's relatives.

The funeral was three days later, seven days after Phil's murder. As Emily stood in the hallway of the chapel at Forest Lawn and spoke 
to the friends and relatives as they arrived, the biggest feeling was how alone she was. It made her remember that when Pete had died, she'd had Phil to stand beside her. Now she had nobody.

When four of Pete's high-school friends came in, she gaped at them because they looked so much older now. Two had wives with them, and showed her photographs of their kids. Seeing them didn't make her miss Pete, because every day of her life for five years had been partially devoted to missing him. It only reminded her that there were new stages of Pete's life that should have started by now, but never would.

Each person who came in would embrace her, a sensation that was mostly unpleasant, dominated by smells of perfume, hair treatment, or dry cleaning, and an awkward and uncertain placement of arms and necks, look at her with pity, and say one or more of the few available phrases of condolence: "I'm so sorry," "Please accept our sympathy," or "I'll miss him." It struck her as strange that after all of the centuries, nobody had invented anything to say that made any difference.

When she saw Sam Bowen walk in the door, she had to fight to keep from crying. Seeing that he had come down from Seattle for the funeral should have made her feel better, but it didn't. Seeing him just reminded her of the night of his retirement party, when she had thought that the next time she saw him it would be at his funeral. It had never occurred to her that she would see him at Phil's funeral only two years later.

In the end, Dr. Massey presided about as well as anyone could have. He gave a brief generic speech about how Phil had been her husband for twenty-two years, had plenty of friends present at the funeral, had been a private detective who had owned an agency. Dr. Massey was not able to resist guessing that Phil must have been a man of strong faith, who had believed deeply in the Lord. The hair 
on the back of Emily's neck stood up at the unintentional imposture. She hoped people knew that she had not told Massey to say that. She looked surreptitiously at the guests standing along the side and caught Billy Przwalski and one of the guys from Jailbreak Bail Bonds looking at each other skeptically.

Ray Hall and Dewey Burns both sat through the service in stone-faced silence, unmoved and unsurprised, like a pair of poker players. Both of them had brought women with them. Emily was glad that Dewey Burns was not the only dark face in this crowd. His date was somebody Emily had never seen before, but she was very thin and elegant in a black suit, and probably would have been nearly as tall as Dewey if she hadn't been too smart to wear heels to a cemetery. Ray Hall looked as though he were in the middle of some kind of binge. His eyes were bloodshot and his face tired. The woman he had brought was too young for him and not really as attractive as she had looked at first, once a person took the time to study her. She wasn't even slutty. She looked like a college girl who was getting straight As in a dull subject.

At the graveside, while Dr. Massey droned through a prayer, Emily's eyes moved to April Dougherty and stayed there. April was sitting in the front row on the other side of the aisle between the two sets of folding chairs that the Greenleaf people had set out, and she was holding a handkerchief with a lace border to her face and weeping silently. Emily watched her for a few seconds, dry-eyed. Then she looked past the mourners and stared at each car within her field of vision and tried to detect one that had a person in it. She looked along the ridge at the upper end of the cemetery, and at the two other groups of people at other graves. One of them was another funeral, and the other was a family of four—mother, father, and two kids—putting flowers in the vase next to one of the flat grave markers. Nobody seemed to be carrying any object that had a lens.


It was frustrating because Emily was sure the killer must be watching, but she couldn't see him. If she had been the one who had killed Phil, she would have gone to his funeral and made sure she saw everyone who was there. Men like Phil had relatives and friends who might come after his killer. She hoped the police were up on the hill unseen but watching, and they would see someone she had missed.

The minister finished his remarks and then delivered the final prayer. The man from Greenleaf said solemnly, "This concludes our service. Well-wishers are invited to share a lunch at Mrs. Kramer's home immediately after we leave the graveside."

Emily quietly thanked the minister and the funeral director, and accepted a few hugs and mumbled words of comfort. Before even the first people to leave could make it to their cars, the cemetery's efficient gravediggers had lifted the wreaths of flowers off the casket and begun to lower Phil Kramer into the earth. Emily stopped and stared at the coffin as it sank. "Sorry it had to end like this, baby," she whispered. "The rest of it was okay."

When Emily arrived at her house, her cousins Darlene and Betty had already opened the door and laid out the buffet on the sideboard and the dining-room table. There were three natural divisions of people in the house balancing plates of food on their knees and trying to find socially acceptable places to put their drinks while they ate. There were the Kramers, all of them over six feet tall except Phil's sister Nancy, who was five feet ten inches in flat shoes. There were the McCalls, Emily's family, who were all about a foot shorter than the Kramers and blond or redheaded except Emily and Darlene. And there were the people who had known Phil from the detective agency, who were much more varied, but who all stood, seemed more interested in drinking than eating, and had a way of speaking to each other in very low voices while looking at some point across the room.


It occurred to Emily that this was probably the last time the Kramers and McCalls would be gathered together in one place. Now that Phil was gone, the relationship was going to weaken, then dissolve. The only connection had been the marriage of Phil and Emily, and that was over. People would forget. It made the hugs and the kind, solicitous words of the Kramers more poignant, because she knew that she might never see some of these people again.

Phil's sister Nancy wrapped her arms around Emily in a bear hug that left her breathless, then held her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes in a way that made her uncomfortable. "Who did this?"

"We don't know yet," Emily said. "The police are working on it, but they haven't found any leads yet."

Nancy shook her head, stared at Emily in despair for a few long seconds, and walked away.

Phil's aunt Toni cornered Emily and told her that she must force herself to come to the Kramer family picnic in September, but there was a distant look in her eyes when she said it that confirmed Emily's sense that things had already begun to change. Then Phil's uncle Bill intercepted her and said, "It's terrible. Just terrible. I told the big son of a bitch years ago that making a living snooping in other people's business was dangerous. He wouldn't listen."

"I know," Emily said. "It's the way he was. He loved the business."

"Well, I suppose if you want a lot of money, you've got to take some risks. I guess he left you pretty well off, didn't he?"

"Bill!" Aunt Toni said.

"What? He was practically a son to me."

"He always spoke well of you," Emily said, and moved on.

She tried to make the rounds of the relatives and friends, thanking people for coming and trying to feel grateful that they had. She made an effort to speak to the detectives, the bail-bond people, the 
lawyers and off-duty police officers. Many of them were people she didn't know, but she found she could cover it by speaking to them in little groups, which was the configuration they seemed to prefer, and then moving on.

At four o'clock, when her cousins Darlene and Betty were beginning to cover casserole dishes and hors d'oeuvres trays and collect cups and glasses from strange, precarious spots around the living room, Emily sensed that she had lost the last of her energy. She sat at the end of the couch under the front window, and then her cousin Dave's wife Sandy sat down beside her. Dave stood over them for a few seconds, then pulled a chair close so his knees almost touched Emily's. Sandy said, "We're all so sorry, Emily. You've really had more than your share of bad luck over the years."

"I don't know," Emily said. "It's hard to say what someone's share is."

"Well, Dave and I just wanted to let you know that we're always here for you. If there's anything we can ever do to help, or to make things easier for you, we really want to do it."

"That's right," Dave said.

"Well, thank you."

"No, we really mean it," Sandy said.

They seemed so sincere, and somehow so sane and strong as a couple, that Emily thought about their offer. It occurred to Emily that Dave was a successful lawyer—Aunt Lily had been bragging for fifteen years about their big house and their vacation home and how powerful Dave's firm was—and Sandy had some kind of important job in advertising. "Well, I don't know what to say. You're very kind."

"Come on." Sandy stroked Emily's back, petting her like a cat.

"Well, if you're really able to do it. With the funeral expenses and so on, I'm feeling a little pressed. I wonder if you could make me a 
small loan, just until I can straighten things out. I haven't been able to untangle our finances yet. Phil didn't tell me some things I probably should have known, and it's taking time."

At the word loan, she felt Sandy's hand stop on her back, then felt her withdraw it. "That's Dave's field," Sandy said. Emily could hear from her voice that she was glaring at her husband, ordering him to handle this.

"I'd love to, Emily," Dave said. "What we've got is kind of tied up right now, and locked in, but I might be able to help you out with a few ideas. I assume he had life insurance."

"We did at one time, term policies for both of us. But they were really for Pete, and when Pete died, I think Phil may have stopped paying the premiums."

Dave didn't pause. "You'll get his retirement, of course, and there's no tax for you because you were his wife." Dave looked very cheerful about that.

Emily didn't tell him that whatever retirement plan Phil had was gone. She just wanted this conversation to end.

"Then there's the house."

"I hadn't thought about moving."

"Well, think about it now. If you're alone, you don't need three bedrooms, a den, and an office." He looked around. "Even places like this have gone way, way up in the past few years. I think you'll be surprised."

"I guess so. I'll look into it. I'm sure everything will be fine." Emily wished fervently that she had not asked them for help.

"And then there's Phil's car."

"His car?"

"Well, one woman doesn't need two cars, and I assume his is the one you'll sell. Hey! You know, we've been looking for a good used 
car for Charlotte to take to school. I'll bet we can make a deal that's good for both of us."

Emily caught Sandy wincing and shaking her head. Emily said, "The police still have it. Phil was shot in his car."

"Oh!" Dave said.

Sandy rose. "Emily, we've just got to go. As I said, please call me if you need anything." She bent over, patted Emily's shoulder, and headed for the door, not looking to see whether Dave was following.

Once a few guests had left the house, the others seemed to feel that they had been released. They began to move toward the door in numbers. If they felt any obligation to Phil Kramer, they seemed to feel that they had now discharged it; and if they felt any sympathy toward his widow, they judged that the kindest thing they could do for her was to give her a chance to rest.

When she was alone, she lay on her bed, and closed her eyes.

Suddenly she sat up. She couldn't lie here like this. She had to do what she could to find out what had happened to Phil. She stepped out of her black dress, put on a pair of jeans and a pullover top, poured the contents of her small black purse into the one with the long shoulder strap that she used every day, and went down to the car. She could rest when it was her turn to be dead.
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