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1

The Latin term pro bono, as most attorneys will attest, 
roughly translated means for boneheads and applies to 
work done without charge. Not that I practice law, but 
I am usually smart enough to avoid having to donate 
my services. In this case, my client was in a coma, 
which made billing a trick. Of course, you might look 
at the situation from another point of view. Once in a 
while a piece of old business surfaces, some item on 
lifes agenda you thought youd dealt with years ago. 
Suddenly, its there again at the top of the page, 
competing for your attention despite the fact that 
youre completely unprepared for it.

First there was a phone call from a stranger; then a 
letter showed up fourteen years after it was sent. Thats 
how I learned Id made a serious error in judgment 
and ended up risking my life in my attempt to correct 
for it.

Id just finished a big job, and I was not only 
exhausted but my bank account was fat and I wasnt 
in the mood to take on additional work. Id pictured a 
bit of time off, maybe a trip someplace cheap, where I 
could lounge in the sun and read the latest Elmore 
Leonard novel while sipping on a rum drink with a 
paper umbrella stuck in a piece of fruit. This is about 
the range and complexity of my fantasies these days.

The call came at 8 A.M. Monday, May 19, while I 
was off at the gym. Id started lifting weights again: 
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings after my 6 
a.m. run. Im not sure where the motivation came from 
after a two-year layoff, but it was probably related to 
thoughts of mortality, primarily my own. In the spring, 
Id sustained damage to my right hand when a fellow 
dislocated two fingers trying to persuade me to his 
point of view. Id been hurt once before when a bullet 
nicked my right arm, and my impulse in both instances 
had been to hit the weight machines. Lest you imagine 
Im a masochist or accident-prone, I should state that I 
make a living as a private investigator. Truth be told, 
the average P.I. seldom carries a gun, isnt often pursued, 
and rarely sustains an injury more substantial 
than a paper cut. My own professional life tends to be 
as dull as anyone elses. I simply report the exceptions 
in the interest of spiritual enlightenment. Processing 
events helps me keep my head on straight.

Those of you acquainted with my personal data can 
skip this paragraph. For the uninitiated, Im female, 
thirty-six years old, twice divorced, and living in Santa 
Teresa, California, which is ninety-five miles north of 
Los Angeles. Currently, I occupy one small office in the 
larger suite of offices of Kingman and Ives, attorneys 
at law. Lonnie Kingman is my attorney when the 
occasion arises, so my association with his firm seemed 
to make sense when I was looking for space. Id been 
rendered a migrant after I was unceremoniously shit-canned from the last job I had: investigating arson and 
wrongful death claims for California Fidelity Insurance. 
Ive been with Lonnie now for over two years, 
but Im not above harboring a petty desire for revenge 
on CFI.

During the months Id been lifting weights, my 
muscle tone had improved and my strength had 
increased. That particular morning, Id worked my way 
through the customary body parts: two sets, fifteen 
reps each, of leg extensions, leg curls, ab crunches, 
lower back, lat rows, the chest press and pec deck, 
along with the shoulder press, and various exercises for 
the biceps and triceps. Thus pumped up and euphoric, 
I let myself into my apartment with the usual glance at 
my answering machine. The message light was blinking. 
I dropped my gym bag on the floor, tossed my 
keys on the desk, and pressed the play button, reaching 
for a pen and a pad of paper in case I needed to 
take notes. Before I leave the office each day, I have 
Lonnies service shunt calls over to my apartment. That 
way, in a pinch, I can lie abed all day, dealing with the 
public without putting on my clothes.

The voice was male, somewhat gravelly, and the 
message sounded like this: Miss Millhone, this is 
Teddy Rich. Im calling from Olvidado about something 
might innerest you. This is eight A.M. Monday. 
Hope its not too early. Gimme a call when you can. 
Thanks. He recited a telephone number in the 805 
area code, and I dutifully jotted it down. It was only 
8:23 so I hadnt missed him by much. Olvidado is a 
town of 157,000, thirty miles south of Santa Teresa 
on Highway 101. Always one to be interested in 
something that might innerest me, I dialed the number 
hed left. The ringing went on so long I thought his 
machine would kick in, but the line was finally picked 
up by Mr. Rich, whose distinctive voice I recognized.

Hi, Mr. Rich. This is Kinsey Millhone up in Santa 
Teresa. Im returning your call.

Hey, Miss Millhone. Nice to hear from you. How 
are you today?

Fine. How are you?

Im fine. Thanks for asking, and thanks for being 
so prompt. I appreciate that.

Sure, no problem. What can I do for you?

Well, Im hoping this is something I can do for 
you, he said. Im a storage space scavenger. Are you 
familiar with the term?

Im afraid not. I pulled the chair out and sat 
down, realizing Ted Rich was going to take his sweet 
time about this. Id already pegged him as a salesman 
or a huckster, someone thoroughly enamored of whatever 
minor charms he possessed. I didnt want what he 
was selling, but I decided I might as well hear him out. 
This business of storage space scavenging was a new 
one on me, and I gave him points for novelty.

He said, I wont bore you with details. Basically, I 
bid on the contents of self-storage lockers when the 
monthly payments in arrears.

I didnt know they did that on delinquent accounts. 
Sounds reasonable, I suppose. I took the towel from 
my gym bag and ruffed it across my head. My hair was 
still damp from the workout and I was getting chillier 
by the minute, longing to hit the shower before my 
muscles stiffened up.

Oh, sure. Storage units been abandoned by its 
owner for moren sixty days, the contents go up for 
auction. How else can the company recoup its losses? 
Guys like me show up and blind-bid on the contents, 
paying anywheres from two hundred to fifteen hundred 
bucks, hoping for a hit.

As in what? I reached down, untied my Sauconys, 
and slipped them off my feet. My gym socks smelled 
atrocious, and Id only worn them a week.

Well, most times you get junk, but once in a while 
you get lucky and come across something good. Tools, 
furniturestuff you can convert to hard cash. Im sure 
youre probly curious what this has to do with you.

It crossed my mind, I said mildly, anticipating his 
pitch. For mere pennies a day, you too can acquire 
abandoned bric-a-brac with which to clutter up your 
premises.

Yeah, right. Anyways, this past Saturday, I bid on 
a couple storage bins. Neither of em netted much, but 
in the process I picked up a bunch of cardboard boxes. 
I was sorting through the contents and came across 
your name on some personal documents. Im wondering 
what its worth to you to get em back.

What kind of documents?

Lemme see here. Hold on. Frankly, I didnt expect 
to hear so soon or Id have had em on the desk in 
front of me. I could hear him rattling papers in the 
background. Okay now. We got a pink-bead baby 
bracelet and theres quite a collection of school-type 
memorabilia: drawings, class pictures, report cards 
from Woodrow Wilson Elementary. This ringin any 
bells with you?

My names on these papers?

Kinsey Millhone, right? Millhone with two ls. 
Heres a history report entitled San Juan Capistrano 
Mission, with a model of the mission made of egg 
cartons. Mrs. Rosens class, fourth grade. She gave you 
a D plus. Report is not bad, but project is poorly 
presented, she says. I had a teacher like her once. 
What a bitch, he said idly. Oh, and heres something 
else. Diploma says you graduated Santa Teresa High 
School on June tenth, 1967? Howm I doin so far?

Not bad.

Well, there you go, he said.

Not that it matters, but howd you track me 
down?

Piece of cake. All I did was call Directory Assistance. 
The name Millhones unusual, so I figure its like 
the old saying goes: Apples dont fall far from the tree 
and so forth. I proceeded on the assumption you were 
somewheres close. You couldve got married and 
changed your name, of course. I took a flier on that 
score. Anyways, the point is, how dyou feel about 
gettin these things back?

I dont understand how the stuff ended up in 
Olvidado. Ive never rented storage space down there.

I could hear him begin to hedge. I never said 
Olvidado. Did I say that? I go to these auctions all over 
the state. Lookit, I dont mean to sound crass, but if 
youre willing to pony up a few bucks, we can maybe 
make arrangements for you to get this box back.

I hesitated, annoyed by the clumsiness of his maneuvering. 
I remembered my struggle in Mrs. Rosens class, 
how crushed Id been with the grade after Id worked 
so hard. The fact was, I had so little in the way of 
personal keepsakes that any addition would be treasured. 
I didnt want to pay much, but neither was I 
willing to relinquish the items sight unseen.

I said, The papers cant be worth much since I 
wasnt aware they were missing. Already, I didnt like 
him and I hadnt even met him yet.

Hey, Im not here to argue. I dont intend to hose 
you or nothin like that. You want to talk value, we 
talk value. Up to you, he said.

Why dont I think about it and call you back?

Well, thats just it. If we could find time to get 
together, you could take a look at these items and then 
come to a decision. How else you going to know if its 
worth anything to you? Itd mean a drive down here, 
but Im assuming you got wheels.

I could do that, I suppose.

Excellent, he said. So whats your schedule like 
today?

Today?

No time like the present is my attitude.

Whats the big hurry?

No hurry in particular except I got appointments 
set up for the rest of the week. I make money turnin 
stuff over, and my garage is already packed. You have 
time today or not?

I could probably manage it.

Good, then lets meet as soon as possible and see if 
we can work somethin out. Theres a coffee shop 
down the street from me. Im on my way over now 
and Ill be there for about an hour. Lets say nine-thirty. 
You dont show? I gotta make a run to the 
dump anyways so its no skin off my nose.

Whatd you have in mind?

Moneywise? Lets say thirty bucks. Hows that 
sound?

Exorbitant, I said. I asked him for directions. 
What a hairball.



I showered and flung on the usual blue jeans and T-shirt, 
then gassed up my VW and headed south on 
101. The drive to Olvidado took twenty-five minutes. 
Following Ted Richs instructions, I took the Olvidado 
Avenue exit and turned right at the bottom of the off-ramp. 
Half a block from the freeway, there was a 
large shopping mall. The surrounding land, originally 
given over to agricultural use, was gradually being 
converted to a crop of new and used cars. Lines of 
snapping plastic flags defined tent shapes above the 
asphalt lot where rows of vehicles glinted in the mild 
May sun. I could see a shark-shaped mini-blimp tethered 
and hovering thirty feet in the air. The significance escaped me, but what do I know about these 
things?

Across from the mall, the business establishments 
seemed to be equally divided among fast-food joints, 
liquor stores, and instant-copy shops that offered passport 
photos. There was even a facility devoted to walkin 
legal services; litigate while you wait. BANKRUPTCY
$99. DIVORCE $99. DIVORCE W/KIDS $99 + FILING 
FEE. Se habla espaol. The coffee shop hed specified 
appeared to be the only mom-and-pop operation in the 
area.

I parked my car in the lot and pushed into the place, 
scanning the few patrons for someone who fit his 
description. Hed indicated he was six foot two and 
movie-star handsome, but then hed snorted with 
laughter, which led me to believe otherwise. Hed said 
hed watch the door for my arrival. I spotted a guy, 
who raised a hand in greeting and beckoned me to his 
booth. His face was a big ruddy square, his sunburn 
extending into the V of his open-collared denim work 
shirt. He wore his dark hair combed straight back, and 
I could see the indentation at his temples where hed 
removed the baseball cap now sitting on the table next 
to him. He had a wide nose, drooping upper lids, and 
bags under his eyes. I could see the scattering of 
whiskers hed missed during his morning shave. His 
shoulders were beefy and his forearms looked thick 
where he had his sleeves rolled up. Hed removed a 
dark brown windbreaker, which now lay neatly folded 
over the back of the booth.

Mr. Rich? Kinsey Millhone. How are you? We 
shook hands across the table, and I could tell he was 
sizing me up with the same attention to detail Id just 
lavished on him.

Make it Teddy. Not bad. I appreciate your coming. 
He glanced at his watch as I slid in across from 
him. Unfortunately I only got maybe fifteen, twenty 
minutes before I have to take off. I apologize for the 
squeeze, but right after we spoke, I hadda call from 
some guy down in Thousand Oaks needs an estimate 
on his roof.

Youre a roofer?

By trade. He reached in his pants pocket. Lemme 
pass you my card in case you need somethin done. 
He took out a slim Naugahyde case and removed a 
stack of business cards. My speciality is new roofs 
and repairs.

What else is there?

Hey, I can do anything you need. Hot mops, tear-offs, 
torch-downs, all types of shake, composition, 
slate, clay tile, you name it. Corrective and preventative 
is my area of expertise. I could give you a deal . . . lets 
say ten percent off if you call this month. What kind of 
house you in?

Rented.

So maybe you got a landlord needs some roof 
work done. Go ahead and keep that. Take as many as 
you want. He offered me a handful of cards, fanned 
out face down like he was about to do a magic trick.

I took one and examined it. The card bore his name, 
telephone number, and a post office box. His company 
was called OVERHEAD ROOFING, the letters forming a 
wide inverted V like the ridgeline of a roof. His company 
motto was We do all types of roofing.

Catchy, I remarked.

Hed been watching for my reaction, his expression 
serious. I just had those made. Came up with the 
name myself. Used to be TEDS ROOFS. You know, 
simple, basic, something of a personal touch. I could 
have said Rich Roofs, but that might have gave the 
wrong impression. I was in business ten years, but then 
the drought came along and the market dried up

So to speak, I put in.

He smiled, showing a small gap between his two 
front lower teeth. Hey, thats good. I like your sense 
of humor. Youll appreciate this one. Couple years 
without rain and people start to take a roof for granite. 
Get it? Granite . . . like the rock?

I said, Thats funny.

Anyways, Ive had a hell of a time. I hadda shut 
down altogether and file bankruptcy. My wife up and 
left me, the dog died, and then my truck got sideswiped. 
I was screwed big time. Now we got some bad 
weather coming in, I figured Id start fresh. Overhead 
Roofing is a kind of play on words.

Really, I said. What about the storage-space 
business? Where did that come from?

I figured I hadda do something when the roofing 
trade fell in. As it were, he added, with a wink at 
me. I decided to try salvage. I had some cash tucked 
away the wife and the creditors didnt know about, so 
I used that to get started. Takes five or six thousand if 
you want to do it right. I got hosed once or twice, but 
otherwise I been doing pretty good, even if I do say so 
myself. He caught the waitresss attention and held 
his coffee cup in the air with a glance back at me. Can 
I buy you a cup of coffee?

That sounds good. How long have you been at it?

About a year, he said. Were called pickers or 
storage-room gamblers, sometimes resellers, treasure 
hunters. How it works is I check the papers for auction 
listings. I also subscribe to a couple newsletters. You 
never know what youll find. Couple of weeks ago, I 
paid two-fifty and found a painting worth more than 
fifteen hundred bucks. I was jazzed.

I can imagine.

Of course, theres rules to the practice, like anything 
else in life. You cant touch the rooms contents, 
cant go inside before the bidding starts, and theres no 
refunds. You pay six hundred dollars and all you come 
up with is a stack of old magazines, then its too bad 
for you. Such is life and all that.

Can you make a living at it?

He shifted in his seat. Not sos youd notice. This 
is strictly a hobby in between roofing engagements. 
Nice thing about it is it doesnt look good on paper so 
the wife cant hit me up for alimony. She was the one 
who walked out, so up hers is what I say.

The waitress appeared at the table with a coffee pot 
in hand, refilling his cup and pouring one for me. 
Teddy and the waitress exchanged pleasantries. I took 
the moment to add milk to my coffee and then tore the 
corner off a pack of sugar, which I dont ordinarily 
take. Anything to fill time till they finished their conversation. 
Frankly, I thought he had the hots for her.

Once she departed, Teddy turned his attention to 
me. I could see the box on the seat beside him. He 
noticed my glance. I can see youre curious. Wanna 
peek?

I said, Sure.

I made a move toward the box and Teddy put a 
hand out, saying, Gimme five bucks first. Then he 
laughed. You shoulda seen the look on your face. 
Come on. Im teasing. Help yourself. He hefted the 
box and passed it across the table. It was maybe three 
feet square, awkward but not heavy, the cardboard 
powdery with dust. The top had been sealed, but I 
could see where the packing tape had been cut and the 
flaps folded back together. I set the box on the seat 
beside me and pulled the flaps apart. The contents 
seemed hastily thrown together with no particular 
thought paid to the organization. It was rather like the 
last of the cartons packed in the moving process: stuff 
you dont dare throw out but dont really know what 
else to do with. A box like this could probably sit unopened 
in your basement for the next ten years, and 
nothing would ever stimulate a search for even one of 
the items. On the other hand, if you felt the need to 
inventory the contents, youd still feel too attached to 
the items to toss the assortment in the trash. The next 
time you moved, youd end up adding the box to the 
other boxes on the van, gradually accumulating sufficient junk to fill a . . . well, a storage bin.

I could tell at a glance these were articles I wanted. 
In addition to the grade school souvenirs, I spotted a 
high school diploma, my yearbook, some textbooks, 
and, more important, file after file of mimeographed 
pages from my classes at the police academy. Thirty 
bucks was nothing for this treasury of remembrances.

Teddy was watching my face, trying to gauge the 
dollar signs in my reaction. I found myself avoiding eye 
contact lest he sense the extent of my interest. Stalling, 
I said, Whose storage space was it? I dont believe 
you mentioned that.

Guy named John Russell. He a friend of yours?

I wouldnt call him a friend, but I know him, I 
said. Actually, thats an in-joke, like an alias. John 
Russell is a character in an Elmore Leonard novel 
called Hombre.

Well, I tried to get ahold of him, but I didnt have 
much luck. Way too many Russells in this part of the 
state. Couple of dozen Jonathans, fifteen or twenty 
Johns, but none were him because I checked it out.

You put some time in.

You bet. Took me couple hours before I gave it 
up and said nuts. I tried this whole area: Perdido, LA 
County, Orange, San Bernardino, Santa Teresa County, 
as far up as San Luis. Theres no sign of the guy, so I 
figure hes dead or moved out of state.

I took a sip of my coffee, avoiding comment. The 
addition of milk and sugar made the coffee taste like a 
piece of hard candy.

Teddy tilted his head at me with an air of bemusement. 
So youre a private detective? I notice youre 
listed as Millhone Investigations.

Thats right. I was a cop for two years, which is 
how I knew John.

The guys a cop?

Not now, but he was in those days.

I wouldnt have guessed that . . . I mean, judging 
from the crap he had jammed in that space. Ida said 
some kind of bum. Thats the impression I got.

Some people would agree.

But youre not one of em, I take it.

I shrugged, saying nothing.

Teddy studied me shrewdly. Whos this guy to 
you?

What makes you ask?

Come on. Whats his real name? Maybe I can track 
him down for you, like a missing persons case.

Why bother? We havent spoken in years, so hes 
nothing to me.

But now you got me curious. Why the alias?

He was a vice cop in the late sixties and early 
seventies. Big dope busts back then. John worked 
undercover, so he was always paranoid about his real 
name.

Sounds like a nut.

Maybe so, I said. What else was in the bin?

He waved a hand dismissively. Most of it was 
useless. Lawnmower, broken-down vacuum cleaner. 
There was a big box of kitchen stuff: wooden rolling 
pin, big wooden salad bowl, must have been three feet 
across the top, set of crockery bowlswhat do you 
call it? That Fiesta Ware shit. I picked up a fair chunk 
of change for that. Ski equipment, tennis racquets, 
none of it in prime condition. There was an old bicycle, 
motorcycle engine, wheel cover, and some car parts. I 
figure Russell was a pack rat, couldnt let go of stuff. 
I sold most of it at the local swap meet; this was 
yesterday.

I felt my heart sink. The big wooden bowl had 
belonged to my Aunt Gin. I didnt care about the Fiesta 
Ware, though that was hers as well. I was wishing Id 
had the option to buy the wooden rolling pin. Aunt 
Gin had used it to make sticky bunsone of her few 
domestic skillsrolling out the dough before she sprinkled 
on the cinnamon and sugar. I had to let that one 
go; no point in longing for what had already been 
disposed of. Odd to think an item would suddenly have 
such appeal when I hadnt thought of it in years.

He nodded at the box. Thirty bucks and its 
yours.

Twenty bucks. Its barely worth that. Its all junk.

Twenty-five. Come on. For the trip down memory 
lane. Things like that youre never going to see again. 
Sentimental journey and so forth. Might as well snap 
it up while you have the chance.

I removed a twenty from my handbag and laid it on 
the table. Nobody else is going to pay you a dime.

Teddy shrugged. So I toss it. Who cares? Twenty-five and thats firm.

Teddy, a dump run would cost you fifteen, so this 
puts you five bucks ahead.

He stared at the money, flicked a look to my face, 
and then took the bill with an exaggerated sigh of 
disgust with himself. Lucky I like you or Id be pissed 
as hell. He folded the twenty lengthwise and tucked it 
in his pocket. You never answered my question.

Which one?

Whos this guy to you?

No one in particular. A friend once upon a time 
. . . not that its any of your business.

Oh, I see. I get it. Now, hes a friend. Inneresting 
development. You musta been close to the guy if he 
ended up with your things.

What makes you say that?

He tapped his temple. I got a logical mind. Analytical, 
right? I bet I could be a peeper just like you.

Gee, Teddy, sure. I dont see why not. The truth is 
I stored some boxes at Johns while I was in the middle 
of a move. My stuff must have gotten mixed up with 
his when he left Santa Teresa. By the way, which 
storage company?

His expression turned crafty. What makes you 
ask? he said, in a slightly mocking tone.

Because Im wondering if hes still in the area 
somewhere.

Teddy shook his head, way ahead of me. No go. 
Forget it. Youd be wasting your time. I mean, look at 
it this way. If the guy used a phony name, he probly 
also faked his phone number and his home address. 
Why contact the company? They wont tell you 
nothin.

Ill bet I could get the information. Thats what I 
do for a living these days.

You and Dick Tracy.

All Im asking is the name.

Teddy smiled. How muchs it worth?

How much is it worth?

Yeah, lets do a little business. Twenty bucks.

Dont be silly. Im not going to pay you. Thats 
ridiculous.

So make me an offer. Im a reasonable guy.

Bullshit.

All Im saying is you scratch my back and Ill 
scratch yours.

There cant be that many storage companies in the 
area.

Fifteen hundred and eleven, if you take in the 
neighboring counties. For ten bucks, Ill tell you which 
little town its in.

No way.

Come on. How else you going to find out?

Im sure I can think of something.

Wanna bet? Five says you cant.

I glanced at my watch and slid out of the seat. I 
wish I could chat, Teddy, but you have that appointment 
and I have to get to work.

Whynt you call me if you change your mind? We 
could find him together. We could form us a partnership. 
I bet you could use a guy with my connections.

No doubt.

I picked up the cardboard box, made a few more 
polite mouth noises, and returned to my car. I placed 
the box in the passenger seat and then slid in on the 
drivers side. I locked both doors instinctively and blew 
out a big breath. My heart was thumping, and I could 
feel the damp of perspiration in the small of my back. 
John Russell was the alias for a former Santa Teresa 
vice detective named Mickey Magruder, my first exhusband. 
What the hell was going on?
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I slouched down in my car, scanning the parking lot 
from my position at half mast. I could see a white 
pickup parked at the rear of the lot, the truck bed filled 
with the sort of buckets and tarps I pictured essential 
to a roofing magnate. An oversized toolbox rested near 
the back of the cab, and an aluminum extension ladder 
seemed to be mounted on the far side with its two 
metal antislip shoes protruding about a foot. I adjusted 
the rearview mirror, watching until Ted Rich came out 
of the coffee shop wearing his baseball cap and brown 
windbreaker. He had his hands in his pants pockets 
and he whistled to himself as he walked to the pickup 
and fished out his keys. When I heard the truck rumble 
to life, I took a moment to lean sideways out of his line 
of sight. As soon as he passed, I sat up again, watching 
as he turned left and entered the line of traffic heading 
toward the southbound freeway on-ramp.

I waited till he was gone, then got out of the VW 
and trotted to the public phone booth near the entrance 
to the parking lot. I placed his business card on the 
narrow metal shelf provided, hauled up the phone 
book, and checked under the listings for United States 
Government. I found the number I was looking for and 
dug some loose change from the bottom of my 
shoulder bag. I inserted coins in the slot and dialed the 
number for the local post office branch printed on 
Richs business card. The phone rang twice and a 
recorded message was activated, subjecting me to the 
usual reassurances. All the lines were busy at the 
moment, but my call would be answered in the order 
it was received. According to the recording, the post 
office really appreciated my patience, which shows you 
just how little they know about yours truly.

When a live female clerk finally came on the line, I 
gave her the box number for Overhead Roofing, possibly 
known as Teds Roofs. Within minutes, shed 
checked the rental agreement for his post office box 
and had given me the corresponding street address. I 
said thanks and depressed the plunger. I put another 
coin in the slot and punched in the phone number 
listed on the business card. As I suspected, no one 
answered, though Richs machine did pick up 
promptly. I was happy to hear that Ted Rich was 
Olvidados Number 1 certified master installer of fire-free 
roofing materials. The message also indicated that 
May was weather-proofing month, which I hadnt 
realized. More important, Teddy wasnt home and 
neither, apparently, was anyone else.

I returned to the car, fished an Olvidado city map 
from the glove compartment, and found the street 
listed on the ledger. By tracing the number and the 
letter coordinates, I pinpointed the location, not far 
from where I sat. Oh, happiness. I turned the key in 
the ignition, put the car in reverse, and in less than five 
minutes I was idling in front of Teddys house, whence 
he operated his roofing business.

I found a parking spot six doors down and then sat 
in the car while my good angel and my bad angel 
jousted for possession of my soul. My good angel 
reminded me Id vowed to reform. She recited the 
occasions when my usual vile behavior had brought me 
naught but grief and pain, as she put it. Which was all 
well and good, but as my bad angel asserted, this was 
really the only chance I was going to have to get the 
information I wanted. If Rich had shared the name 
of the storage company, I wouldnt have to do this, so 
it was really all his fault. He was currently on his way 
to Thousand Oaks to give an estimate on some guys 
roof. The round-trip drive would take approximately 
thirty minutes, with another thirty minutes thrown in 
for schmoozing, which is how men do business. The 
two of us had parted company at ten. It was now ten-fifteen, so (with luck) he wouldnt be back for another 
forty-five minutes.

I removed my key picks from my shoulder bag, 
which Id left on the backseat under the pile of assorted 
clothes I keep there. Often in the course of surveillance 
work, I use camouflage garments, like a quick-change 
artist, to vary my appearance. Now I pulled out a pair 
of navy coveralls that looked suitably professional. The 
patch on the sleeve, which Id had stitched to my 
specifications, read SANTA TERESA CITY SERVICES and 
suggested I was employed by the public works department. 
I figured from a distance the Olvidado citizens 
would never know the difference. Wriggling around in 
the drivers seat, I pulled the coveralls over my usual 
jeans and T-shirt. I tugged up the front zipper and 
tucked my key picks in one pocket. I reached for the 
matching clipboard with its stack of generic paperwork, 
then locked the car behind me and walked as far 
as Ted Richs gravel drive. There were no vehicles 
parked anywhere near the house.

I climbed the front steps and rang the doorbell. I 
waited, leafing through the papers on the clipboard, 
making an official-looking note with the pen attached 
by a chain. I rang again, but there was no reply. Quelle 
surprise. I moved to the front window, shading my 
eyes as I peered through the glass. Aside from the fact 
that there was no sign of the occupant, the place had 
the look of a man accustomed to living by himself, an 
aura epitomized by the presence of a Harley-Davidson 
motorcycle in the middle of the dining room.

Casually, I glanced around. There was no one on 
the sidewalk and no hint of neighbors watching from 
across the way. Nonetheless, I frowned, making a big 
display of my puzzlement. I checked my watch to show 
that I, at least, was on time for our imaginary appointment. 
I trotted down the front steps and headed back 
along the driveway to the rear of the house. The 
backyard was fenced, and the shrubbery had grown up 
tall enough to touch the utility wires strung along the 
property line. The yard was deserted. Both sectional 
doors of the two-car garage were closed and showed 
hefty padlocks.

I climbed the back porch steps and then checked to 
see if any neighbors were busy dialing 9-1-1. Once 
assured of my privacy, I peeped in the kitchen window. 
The lights were off in the rooms within view. I tried 
the door handle. Locked. I stared at the Schlage, wondering 
how long it would take before it yielded to my 
key picks. Glancing down at knee height, I noticed that 
the bottom half of the door panel boasted a sizable 
homemade pet entrance. Well, what have we here? I 
reached down, gave the flap a push, and found myself 
staring at a section of kitchen linoleum. I thought back 
to Ted Richs reference to his divorce and the death of 
his beloved pooch. The opening to the doggie door 
appeared to be large enough to accommodate me.

I set the clipboard on the porch rail and got down 
on my hands and knees. At 5 feet 6 inches and 118 
pounds, I had only minor difficulties in my quest for 
admittance. Arms above my head, my body tilted to 
the diagonal, I began to ease myself through the opening. 
Once Id succeeded in squeezing my head and 
shoulders through the door, I paused for a quick 
appraisal to assure myself there was no one else in 
residence. My one-sided view was restricted to the 
chrome-and-Formica dinette set, littered with dirty 
dishes, and the big plastic clock on the wall above. I 
inched forward, rotating my body so I could see the 
rest of the room. Now that I was halfway through the 
doggie door, it dawned on me that maybe I should 
have asked Rich if hed acquired a new mutt. To my 
left, at eye level, I could see a two-quart water bowl 
and a large plastic dish filled with dry dog food. 
Nearby, a rawhide bone sported teeth marks that 
appeared to have been inflicted by a creature with a 
surly disposition.

Half a second later, the object of my speculation 
appeared on the scene. Hed probably been alerted by 
the noise and came skidding around the corner to see 
what was up. Im not dog oriented by nature and I 
hardly know one breed from the next, with the exception 
of Chihuahuas, cocker spaniels, and other obvious 
types. This dog was big, maybe eighty pounds of lean 
weight on a heavily boned frame. What the hell was he 
doing while I was ringing the bell? The least he could 
have done was barked properly to warn me off. The 
dog was a medium brown with a big face, thick head, 
and a short, sleek coat. He was heavy through the 
chest and he had a dick the size of a hairy six-inch 
Gloria Cubana. A ruff of coarse hair was standing up 
along his spine, as though from permanent outrage. He 
stopped in his tracks and stood there, his expression a 
perfect blend of confusion and incredulity. I could 
almost see the question mark forming above his head. 
Apparently, in his experience, few human beings had 
tried to slither through his private entrance. I ceased 
struggling, to allow him time to assess the situation. I 
must not have represented any immediate threat 
because he neither lunged nor barked nor bit me cruelly 
about the head and shoulders. On the contrary, he 
seemed to feel that something was required of him in 
the way of polite behavior, though I could tell he was 
having trouble deciding what would be appropriate. 
He made a whining sound, dropped to his belly, and 
crept across the floor to me. I stayed where I was. For 
a while, we lay face-to-face while I suffered his meaty 
breath and he thought about life. Me and dogs always 
seem to end up in relationships like this.

Hi, howre you, I said finally, in what I hoped 
was a pleasant tone (from the dogs perspective).

He put his head down on his paws and shot me a 
worried look.

I said, Listen, I hope you dont mind if I slide on 
in, because any minute your neighbors going to look 
out the window and catch sight of my hineybumper 
hanging out the doggie door. If you have any objections, 
speak now or forever hold your peace.

I waited, but the dog never even bared his gums. 
Using my elbows for leverage, I completed ingress, 
saying, Nice dog, What a good pooch, and similar 
kiss-ass phrases. His tail began to thump with hope. 
Maybe I was the little friend his dad had promised 
would come and play with him.

Once inside the kitchen, I began to rise to my feet. 
This, in the dogs mind, converted me into a beast that 
might require savaging. He leapt up, head down, ears 
back, beginning an experimental growl, his entire chest 
wall vibrating like a swarm of bees on the move. I sank 
down to my original submissive position. Good boy, 
I murmured, humbly lowering my gaze.

I waited while the dog tested the parameters of his 
responsibility. The growling faded in due course. I tried 
again. Lifting on to my hands and knees seemed acceptable, 
but the minute I attempted to stand, the growling 
started up again. Make no mistake about it, this dog 
meant business.

Youre very strict, I said.

I waited a few moments and tried yet again. This 
time the effort netted me a furious bark. Okay, okay. 
The big guy was beginning to get on my nerves. In 
theory, I was close enough to the doggie door to effect 
an escape, but I was fearful of going head first, thus 
exposing my rear end. I was also worried about going 
out feet first lest the dog attack my upper body while I 
was wedged in the opening. Meanwhile, the kitchen 
clock was ticking like a time bomb, forcing a decision. 
The curtain or the box? I could visualize Ted Rich 
barreling down the highway in my direction. I had to 
do something. Still on my hands and knees, I crawled 
forward a step. The dog watched with vigilance but 
made no menacing gesture. Slowly, I headed across the 
kitchen floor toward the front of the house. The dog 
tagged along beside me, his toenails clicking on the 
grimy linoleum, his full attention focused on my plodding 
journey. Already, I realized I hadnt really thought 
this thing through, but Id been so intent on my ends, I 
hadnt fully formulated the means.

Babylike, in my romper, I traversed the dining room, 
bypassed the motorcycle, and entered the living room. 
This room was carpeted but otherwise contained little 
in the way of interest. I crawled down the hallway with 
the dog keeping pace, his head hanging down till his 
gaze was level with mine. I suppose I should state right 
here that what I was doing isnt routine behavior for a 
private eye. My conduct was more typical of someone 
intent on petty theft, too mulish and impetuous to use 
legitimate means (provided she could think of any). In 
the law enforcement sector, my actions would be classified 
as trespass, burglary, and (given the key picks in 
my pocket) possession of burglary toolsCalifornia 
Penal Code sections 602, 459, and 466 respectively. I 
hadnt stolen anything (yet) and the item I was after 
was purely intellectual, but it was nonetheless illegal to 
squirm through a doggie door and start crawling down 
a hall. Caught in the act, Id be subject to arrest and 
conviction, perhaps forfeiting my license and my livelihood. 
Well, dang. All this for a man Id left after less 
than nine months of marriage.

The house wasnt large: a bath and two bedrooms, 
plus the living room, dining room, kitchen, and laundry 
room. I must say the world is very boring at an altitude 
of eighteen inches. All I could see were chair legs, 
carpet snags, and endless stretches of dusty baseboard. 
No wonder house pets, when left alone, take to peeing 
on the rugs and gnawing on the furniture. I passed a 
door on the left that led back into the kitchen, with the 
laundry room to one side. When I reached the next 
door on the left, I crawled in and surveyed the premises, 
mentally wagging my tail. Unmade double bed, 
night table, chest of drawers, doggie bed, and dirty 
clothes on the floor. I did a U-turn and crawled into 
the room across the hall. Rich was using this one as a 
combination den and home office. Along the wall to 
my right, he had a row of banged-up file cabinets and 
a scarred oak desk. He also had a Barcalounger and a 
television set. The dog climbed on the recliner with a 
guilty look, watching to see if I was going to swat his 
hairy butt. I smiled my encouragement. As far as I was 
concerned, the dog could do anything he wanted.

I made my way over to the desk. Im getting up to 
take a peek, so dont get your knickers in a twist, 
okay? By now, the dog was bored, and he yawned so 
hard I heard a little squeak at the back of his throat. 
Carefully, I eased into a kneeling position and searched 
the surface of the desk. There on a stack of papers lay 
the answer to my prayers: a sheaf of documents, among 
them the receipt for Richs payment to the San Felipe 
Self-Storage Company, dated Saturday, May 17. I 
tucked the paper in my mouth, sank down on all fours, 
and crawled to the door. Since the dog had lost interest, 
I was able to make quick work of the corridor in front 
of me. Crawling rapidly, I rounded the corner and 
thumped across the kitchen floor. When I reached the 
back door, I grabbed the knob and pulled myself to my 
feet. Exploits like this arent as easy as they used to be. 
The knees of my coveralls were covered with dust, and 
I brushed off some woofies with a frown of disgust. I 
took the receipt out of my mouth, folded it, and stuck 
it in the pocket of my coveralls.

When I glanced through the back door to make sure 
the coast was clear, I spotted my clipboard still sitting 
on the porch rail where Id left it. I was just chiding 
myself for not tucking it someplace less conspicuous 
when I heard the sound of gravel popping and the 
front of Richs pickup appeared in my field of vision. 
He pulled to a stop, cranked on the handbrake, and 
opened the truck door. By the time he got out, Id 
taken six giant steps backward, practically levitating as 
I fled through the kitchen to the laundry room, where I 
slid behind the open door. Rich had slammed his door 
and was apparently now making his way to the back 
porch. I heard him clump up the back steps. There was 
a pause wherein he seemed to make some remark to 
himself. Hed probably found my clipboard and was 
puzzling at its import.

The dog had heard him, of course, and was up like 
a shot, hurtling for the back door as fast as he could. 
My heart was thumping so loud it sounded like a 
clothes dryer spinning a pair of wet tennis shoes. I 
could see my left breast vibrating against the front of 
my coveralls. I couldnt swear to this, but I think I may 
have wee-weed ever so slightly in my underpants. Also, 
I noticed the cuff of my pant leg was now protruding 
through the crack in the door. Id barely managed to 
conceal myself when Rich clattered in the back door 
and tossed the clipboard on the counter. He and the 
dog exchanged a ritual greeting. On the part of the 
dog, much joyous barking and leaps; on Richs part, a 
series of exhortations and commands, none of which 
seemed to have any particular effect. The dog had 
forgotten my intrusion, sidetracked by the merriment 
of having his master home.

I heard Rich move through the living room and 
proceed down the hall, where he entered his office and 
flipped on the television set. Meanwhile, the dog must 
have been tickled by a tiny whisper of recollection 
because he set off in search of me, his nose close to the 
floor. Hide and seekwhat funand guess who was 
It? He rousted me in no time, spying my coveralls. Just 
to show how smart he was, he actually seemed to press 
one eye to the crack before he gave my pant leg a tug. 
He shook his head back and forth, growling with 
enthusiasm while he yanked on my cuff. Without even 
thinking, I poked my head around the door and raised 
a finger to my lips. He barked with enthusiasm, thus 
releasing me, and then he pranced back and forth 
hoping I would play. I have to say, it was pathetic to 
see an eighty-pound mutt having so much fun at my 
expense. Rich, unaware of the cause, bellowed orders 
to the pooch, who stood there torn between obedience 
to his master and the thrill of discovery. Rich called 
him again, and he bounded away with a series of 
exuberant yelps. Back in the den, Rich told him to sit 
and, apparently, he sat. I heard him bark once to alert 
his master there was game afoot.

I didnt dare delay. Moving with a silence I hoped 
was absolute, I slipped to the back door and opened it 
a crack. I was on the brink of escape when I remembered 
my clipboard, which was resting on the counter 
where Rich had tossed it. I paused long enough to grab 
it and then I eased out the back door and closed it 
carefully behind me. I crept down the porch steps and 
veered left along the drive, tapping the clipboard casually 
against my thigh. My impulse was to bolt as soon 
as I reached the street, but I forced myself to walk, not 
wanting to call attention to my exodus. Theres nothing 
so conspicuous as someone in civilian clothes running 
down the street as though pursued by beasts.
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The drive back to Santa Teresa was uneventful, though 
I was so juiced up on adrenaline I had to make a 
conscious effort not to speed. I seemed to see cops 
everywhere: two at an intersection directing traffic 
where a stoplight was on the fritz; one lurking near the 
on-ramp, concealed by a clump of bushes; another 
parked on the berm behind a motorist, who waited 
in resignation for the ticket to come. Having escaped 
from the danger zone, I was not only being meticulous 
about obeying the law but struggling to regain a sense 
of normalcy, whatever that is. The risk Id taken at 
Teddys house had fractured my perception. Id become, 
at the same time, disassociated from reality and 
more keenly connected to it so that real life now 
seemed flat and strangely lusterless. Cops, rock stars, 
soldiers, and career criminals all experience the same 
shift, the plunge from soaring indomitability to unconquerable 
lassitude, which is why they tend to hang out 
with others of their ilk. Who else can understand the 
high? You get amped, wired, blasted out of your tiny 
mind on situational stimulants. Afterward, you have to 
talk yourself down, reliving your experience until the 
charge is off and events collapse back to their ordinary 
size. I was still awash with the rush, my vision shimmering. 
The Pacific pulsated on my left. The sea air felt 
as brittle as a sheet of glass. Like flint on stone, the late 
morning sun struck the waves in a series of sparks until 
I half expected the entire ocean to burst into flames. I 
turned on the radio, tuning the station to one with 
booming music. I rolled down the car windows and let 
the wind buffet my hair.

As soon as I got home, I set the cardboard box on 
the desk, pulled the storage company receipt from my 
pocket, and tossed the coveralls in the wash. I never 
should have broken into Teddys house that way. What 
was I thinking? I was nuts, temporarily deranged, but 
the man had irritated me beyond reason. All Id wanted 
was a piece of information, which I now possessed. Of 
course, I had no idea what to do with it. The last thing 
I needed was to reconnect with my ex.

Wed parted on bad terms, and Id made a point of 
abolishing my memories of him. Mentally, Id excised 
all reference to the relationship, so that now I scarcely 
allowed myself to remember his name. Friends were 
aware that Id been married at the age of twenty-one, 
but they knew nothing of who he was and had no clue 
about the split. Id put the man in a box and dropped 
him to the bottom of my emotional ocean, where hed 
languished ever since. Oddly enough, while my second 
husband, Daniel, had betrayed me, gravely injuring my 
pride, he hadnt violated my sense of honor as Mickey 
Magruder had. While I may be careless about the penal 
code, Im never casual about the law. Mickey had 
crossed the line, and hed tried dragging me along with 
him. Id moved on short notice, willing to abandon 
most of my belongings when I walked out the door.

The overload of chemicals began to drain from my 
system, letting anxiety in. I went into my kitchenette 
and tranquilized myself with the ritual of a sandwich, 
smoothing Jif Extra Crunchy peanut butter on two 
slices of hearty seven-grain bread. I arranged six bread-and-butter pickles like big green polka dots on the 
thick layer of caramel-colored goo. I cut the finished 
sandwich on the diagonal and laid it on a paper napkin 
while I licked the knife clean. One virtue of being single 
is not having to explain the peculiarities of ones 
appetites in moments of stress. I popped open a can of 
Diet Coke and ate at the kitchen counter, perched on a 
stool with a copy of Time magazine, which I read back 
to middle. Nothing in the front ever seems to interest 
me.

When I finished, I crumpled the paper napkin, tossed 
it in the trash, and returned to my desk. I was ready to 
go through the box of memorabilia, though I half 
dreaded what I would find. So much of the past is 
encapsulated in the odds and ends. Most of us discard 
more information about ourselves than we ever care to 
preserve. Our recollection of the past is not simply 
distorted by our faulty perception of events remembered 
but skewed by those forgotten. The memory is 
like orbiting twin stars, one visible, one dark, the 
trajectory of whats evident forever affected by the 
gravity of whats concealed.

I sat down in my swivel chair and tilted back on its 
axis. I propped my feet on my desk, the box open on 
the floor beside me. A hasty visual survey suggested 
that the minute Id walked out, Mickeyd packed everything 
of mine he could lay his hands on. I pictured him 
carting the box through the apartment, snatching up 
my belongings, tossing them together in a heap. I could 
see dried-out toiletries, a belt, junk mail and old magazines 
rubber-banded in a bundle, five paperback novels, 
and a couple of pairs of shoes. Any other clothes Id 
left were long gone. Hed probably shoved those in a 
trash bag and called the Salvation Army, taking satisfaction 
in the idea that many much-loved articles 
would end up on a sale table for a buck or two. He 
must have drawn the line at memorabilia. Some of it 
was here, at any rate, spared from the purge.

I reached in and fumbled among the contents, letting 
my fingers make the selection among the unfamiliar 
clusters, a grab bag of the misplaced, the bygone, and 
the abandoned. The first item I retrieved was a packet 
of old report cards, bound together with thin white 
satin ribbon. These, my Aunt Gin had saved for reasons 
that escaped me. She wasnt sentimental by 
nature, and the quality of my academic performance 
was hardly worth preserving. I was a quite average 
student showing no particular affinity for reading, 
writing, or arithmetic. I could spell like a champ and I 
was good at memory games. I liked geography and 
music and the smell of LePages paste on black and 
orange construction paper. Most other aspects of 
school were terrifying. I hated reciting anything in front 
of classmates, or being called on perversely when my 
hand wasnt even raised. The other kids seemed to 
enjoy the process, while I quaked in my shoes. I threw 
up almost daily, and when I wasnt sick at school I 
would try to manufacture some excuse to stay home or 
go to work with Aunt Gin. Faced with aggression on 
the part of my classmates, I quickly learned that my 
most effective defense was to bite the shit out of my 
opponent. There was nothing quite as satisfying as the 
sight of my teeth marks in the tender flesh of someones 
arm. There are probably individuals today who still 
bear the wrathful half moon of dental scars.

I sorted through the report cards, all of which were 
similar and shared a depressingly common theme. 
Scanning the written comments, I could see that my 
teachers were given to much hand wringing and dire 
warnings about my ultimate fate. Though cursed with 
potential, I was apparently a child with little to 
recommend her. According to their notes, I daydreamed, 
wandered the classroom at will, failed to 
finish lessons, seldom volunteered an answer, and usually 
got it wrong when I did.

Kinseys bright enough, but she seems absentminded 
and she has a tendency to focus only on 
subjects of interest to her. Her copious curiosity is 
offset by an inclination to mind everybody elses 
business. . . .

Kinsey seems to have difficulty telling the truth. 
She should be evaluated by the school psychologist to 
determine . . .

Kinsey shows excellent comprehension and mastery 
of topics that appeal to her, but lacks 
discipline. . . .

Doesnt seem to enjoy team sports. Doesnt cooperate 
with others on class projects. . . .

Able to work well on her own.

Undisciplined. Unruly.

Timid. Easily upset when reprimanded.

Given to sudden disappearances when things dont 
go her way. Leaves classroom without permission.

I studied my young self as though reading about a 
stranger. My parents had been killed in a car wreck on 
Memorial Day weekend. Id turned five on May 5 that 
year, and they died at the end of that month. In 
September, I started school, armed with a lunch box, 
my tablet paper, a fat, red Big Bear pencil, and a lot of 
gritty determination. From my current vantage point, I 
can see the pain and confusion I hadnt dared experience 
back then. Though physically undersized and 
fearful from day one, I was autonomous, defiant, and 
as hard as a nut. There was much I admired about the 
child I had been: the ability to adapt, the resilience, the 
refusal to conform. These were qualities I still harbored, 
though perhaps to my detriment. Society values 
cooperation over independence, obedience over individuality, 
and niceness above all else.

The next packet contained photos from that same 
period. In class pictures, I was usually half a head 
shorter than anyone else in my class. My countenance 
was dark, my expression solemn and wistful, as if I 
longed to be gone, which of course I did. While others 
in the class stared directly at the camera, my attention 
was inevitably diverted by something taking place on 
the sidelines. In one photograph, my face was a blur 
because Id turned my head to look at someone in the 
row behind me. Even then, life must have seemed more 
interesting slightly off-center. What I found unsettling 
was the fact I hadnt changed much in the years 
between.

I probably should have been out somewhere looking 
for new clients instead of allowing myself to be distracted 
by the past. What could have happened that 
would result in Mickeys belongings being sold at 
public auction? Not that it was any of my business, 
but then again, thats exactly what gave the question 
its appeal.

I went back to the cardboard box and pulled out an 
old tape recorder as big as a hardback book. Id 
forgotten that old thing, accustomed by now to 
machines the size of a deck of cards. I could see a tape 
cassette inside. I pushed the PLAY button. No go. The 
batteries were probably already dead the day Mickey 
tossed it in the box with everything else. I opened my 
desk drawer and took out a fresh pack of C batteries, 
shoving four, end to end, into the back of the machine. 
I pushed PLAY again. This time the spindles began to 
turn and I heard my own voice, some rambling account 
of the case I was working on at the time. This was like 
historical data sealed in a cornerstone, meant to be 
discovered later after everyone was gone.

I turned it off and set the tape machine aside. I 
reached into the box again. Tucked down along the 
side, I found ammo for the 9mm Smith & Wesson 
Mickeyd given me for a wedding present. There was 
no sign of the gun, but I could remember how thrilled 
Id been with the gift. The finish on the barrel had been 
S & W blue, and the stock was checked walnut with S 
& W monograms. Wed met in November and married 
the following August. By then, hed been a cop for 
almost sixteen years, while Id joined the department 
in May, a mere three months before. I took the gift of 
a firearm as an indication that he saw me as a colleague, 
a status he accorded few women in those days. 
Now I could see there were larger implications. I mean, 
what kind of guy gives his young bride a semiautomatic 
on their wedding night? Impulsively, I pulled open my 
bottom drawer, searching for the old address book 
where Id tucked the only forwarding information Id 
ever had for him. The phone number had probably 
been relinquished and reassigned half a dozen times, 
the address just as long out of date.

I was interrupted by a knock. I hauled my feet off 
the desk and crossed to the door, peering through the 
porthole to find my landlord standing on the porch. 
Henry was wearing long pants for a change, and his 
expression was distracted as he stared out across the 
yard. Hed turned eighty-six on Valentines Day: tall 
and lean, a man who never actually seemed to age. He 
and his siblings, who were respectively eighty-eight, 
eighty-nine, ninety-five, and ninety-six, came from such 
vigorous genetic stock that Im inclined to believe 
theyll never actually pass. Henrys handsome in the 
manner of a fine antique, handcrafted and well constructed, 
exhibiting a polish that suggests close to nine 
decades of loving use. Henry has always been loyal, 
outspoken, kind, and generous. Hes protective of me 
in ways that feel strange but are welcome, nonetheless.

I opened the door. Hi, Henry. What are you up to? 
I havent seen you for days.

Thank goodness youre home. I have a dental 
appointment inhe paused to glance at his watchapproximately sixteen and three-quarter minutes, 
and both my cars are out of commission. My Chevys 
still in the shop after that paint can fell on it, and now 
I discover the station wagons dead. Can you give me 
a lift? Better yet, if you lend me your car, I can save 
you the trip. This is going to take awhile and I hate 
to tie you up. Henrys five-window butter-yellow 
1932 Chevy coupe had suffered some minor damage 
when several paint cans shuddered off the garage shelf 
during a cluster of baby earthquakes late in March. 
Henrys meticulous about the car, keeping it in pristine 
condition. His second vehicle, the station wagon, 
he used whenever his Michigan-based sibs came to 
town.

Ill give you a ride. I dont mind a bit, I said. Let 
me grab my keys. I left the door ajar while I snagged 
my handbag from the counter and fished out the keys 
from the outer compartment. I picked up my jacket 
while I was at it and then pulled the door shut behind 
me and locked it.

We rounded the corner of the building and passed 
through the gate. I opened the passenger side door and 
moved around the front of the car. He leaned across 
the seat and unlocked the door on my side. I slid under 
the wheel, fired up the ignition, and we were under 
way.

Great. This is great. I really appreciate this, Henry 
said, his tone completely false.

I glanced over at him, making note of the tension 
that had tightened his face. What are you having 
done?

A crown ack ere, he said, talking with his finger 
stuck at the back of his mouth.

At least its not a root canal.

Id have to kill myself first. I was hoping youd be 
gone so I could cancel the appointment.

No such luck, I said.

Henry and I share an apprehension about dentists 
that borders on the comical. While were both dutiful 
about checkups, we agonize over any work that actually 
has to be done. Both of us are subject to dry 
mouth, squirmy stomachs, clammy hands, and lots of 
whining. I reached over and felt his fingers, which were 
icy and faintly damp.

Henry frowned to himself. I dont see why he has 
to do this. The fillings fine, really not a problem. It 
doesnt even hurt. Its a little sensitive to heat, and Ive 
had to give up anything with ice

The fillings old?

Well, 1942but theres nothing wrong with it.

Talk about make-work.

My point exactly. In those days, dentists knew how 
to fill a tooth. Now a filling has a limited shelf life, like 
a carton of milk. Its planned obsolescence. Youre 
lucky if it lasts you long enough to pay the bill. He 
stuck his finger in his mouth again, turning his face in 
my direction. See this? Only fifteen years old and the 
guys already talking about replacing it.

Youre kidding! What a scam!

Remember when they put fluoride in the city water 
and everybody thought it was a communist plot? Dentists 
spread that rumor.

Of course they did, I said, chiming in on cue. 
They saw the handwriting on the wall. No more 
cavities, no more business. We went through the same 
duet every time either one of us had to have something 
done.

Now theyve cooked up that surgery where they 
cut half your gums away. If they cant talk you into 
that, they claim you need braces.

What a crock, I said.

I dont know why I cant have my teeth pulled and 
get it over with, he said, his mood becoming morose.

I made the usual skeptical response. I wouldnt go 
that far, Henry. You have beautiful teeth.

Id rather keep em in a glass. I cant stand the 
drilling. The noise drives me crazy. And the scraping 
when they scale? I nearly rip the arms off the chair. 
Sounds like a shovel on a sidewalk, a pickax on 
concrete

All right! Cut it out. Youre making my hands 
sweat.

By the time I pulled into the parking lot, wed 
worked ourselves into such a state of indignation, I 
was surprised he was willing to keep the appointment. 
I sat in the dentists waiting room after Henrys name 
was called. Except for the receptionist, I had the place 
to myself, which I thought was faintly worrisome. How 
come the dentist only had one patient? I pictured 
Medicaid fraud: phantom clients, double-billing, 
charges for work that would never be done. Just a 
typical day in the life of Dr. Dentifrice, federal con 
artist and cheater with a large sadistic streak. I did give 
the guy points for having recent issues of all the best 
magazines.

From the other room, over the burbling of the fish 
tank, which is meant to mask the shrieks, I could hear 
the sounds of a high-speed drill piercing through tooth 
enamel straight to the pulsing nerve below. My fingers 
began to stick to the pages of People magazine, leaving 
a series of moist, round prints. Once in a while, I 
caught Henrys muffled protest, a sound suggestive of 
flinching and lots of blood gushing out. Just the 
thought of his suffering made me hyperventilate. I 
finally got so light-headed I had to step outside, where 
I sat on the mini-porch with my head between my 
knees.

Henry eventually emerged, looking stricken and 
relieved, feeling at his numbed lip to see if he was 
drooling on himself. To distract him on the ride home, 
I filled him in on the cardboard box, the circumstances 
under which it originated, Mickeys paranoia, the John 
Russell alias, and my own B & E adventure at Ted 
Richs place. He liked the part about the dog, having 
urged me repeatedly to get one of my own. We had the 
usual brief argument about me and household pets.

Then he said, So, tell me about your ex. You said 
he was a cop, but whats the rest of it?

Dont ask.

But what do you think it means, his being delinquent 
with his storage fees?

How do I know? I havent talked to him in years.

Dont be like that, Kinsey. I hate it when youre 
stingy with information. I want the story on him.

Its too complicated to get into. Maybe Ill tell you 
later, when Ive figured it out.

Are you going to follow up?

No.

Maybe he got lazy about paying his bills, he said, 
trying to draw me in.

I doubt it. He was always good about that stuff.

People change.

No, they dont. Not in my experience.

Nor in mine, now you mention it.

The two of us were silent for a block, and then 
Henry spoke up. Suppose hes in trouble?

Serves him right if he is.

You wouldnt help?

What for?

Well, it wouldnt hurt to check.

Im not going to do that.

Why not? All itd take is a couple of calls. Whats 
it going to cost?

How do you know what itd cost? You dont even 
know the man.

Im just saying, youre not busy . . . at least, as far 
as Ive heard. . . .

Did I ask for advice?

I thought you did, he said. Im nearly certain 
you were fishing for encouragement.

I was not.

I see.

Well, I wasnt. I have absolutely no interest in the 
man.

Sorry. My mistake.

Youre the only person in my life who gets away 
with this shit.



*



When I got back to my desk, the first thing my eye fell 
on was my address book lying open to the Ms. I 
flipped the book shut and shoved it in a drawer, which 
I closed with a bang.
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I sat down in my swivel chair and gave the carton a 
shove with my foot. I was tempted to chuck the damn 
thing, salvage the personal papers and dump the rest in 
the trash. However, having paid the twenty bucks, I 
couldnt bring myself to do it. It wasnt so much that 
I was cheap, though that was certainly a factor. The 
truth is, I was curious. I reasoned that just because I 
looked through the box didnt make me responsible for 
anything else. It certainly wouldnt obligate me to try 
to locate my ex. Sorting through the items would in no 
way compel me to take action on his behalf. If 
Mickeyd fallen on hard times, if he was in a jam of 
some kind, then so be it. Cest la vie and so what? It 
had nothing to do with me.

I pulled the wastebasket closer to the box, pushed 
the flaps back, and peered in. In the time Id been gone, 
the elves and fairies still hadnt managed to tidy up the 
mess. I started tossing out loose toiletries: a flattened 
tube of toothpaste and a shampoo bottle with a thin 
layer of sludge pooled along its length. Something 
had leaked out and oozed down through the box, 
welding articles together like an insidious glue. I threw 
out a hodgepodge of over-the-counter medications, an 
ancient diaphragm, a safety razor, and a toothbrush 
with bristles splayed out in all directions. It looked like 
Id used it to clean the bathroom grout.

From under the toiletries, I excavated a bundle of junk mail. When I picked up the stack, the rubber band 
disintegrated, and I plunked the bulk of it in the 
wastebasket. A few stray envelopes surfaced, and I 
pulled those from among the discarded magazines and 
dog-eared catalogsbullshit from the look of them: a 
bank statement for an account Id closed many years 
before, a department store circular, and a notice from 
Publishers Clearing House telling me Id been short-listed 
for a million bucks. The third envelope I picked 
up was a credit card bill that I sincerely hoped I paid. 
What a disgrace that would be, a blot on my credit 
rating. Maybe thats why American Express wasnt 
sending me any preapproved cards these days. And 
here Id been feeling so superior. Mickeys payments 
might be delinquent, but not mine, she said.

I turned the bill over to open it. Stuck to the back 
was another envelope, this one a letter that must have 
arrived in the same post. I pulled the second envelope 
free, tearing the paper in the process. The envelope 
itself bore no return address, and I didnt recognize the 
writing. The script was tight and angular, letters slanting 
heavily to the left, as if on the verge of collapsing. 
The postmark read SANTA TERESA, APRIL 2, 1972. Id 
left Mickey the day before, April Fools Day, as it 
turned out. I removed the single sheet of lined paper, 
which was covered with the same inky cursive, as 
flattened as bent grass.



Kinsey,

Mickey made me promise not to do this, but I 
think you should know. He was with me that night, 
sure, he pushed the guy, but it was no big deal. I 
know because I saw it and so did a lot of other 
people whoer on his side. Benny was fine when he 
took off. Him and Mickey couldnt have connect 
after because we went back to my place and he was 
their till midnight. I told him Id testify, but he says 
no because of Eric and his situation. Hes completly 
innocent and desperetly needs your help. What difference 
does it make where he was as long as he 
didnt do it? If you love him, you should take his 
part insted of being such a bitch. Being a cop is his 
whole life, please dont take that away from him. 
Otherwise I hope you find a way to live with yourself 
because your runing everything for him.

D.

I read the note twice, my mind blank except for a 
clinical and bemused response to all the misspellings 
and run-on sentences. Im a snob about grammar and I 
have trouble taking anyone seriously who gets there 
possessives confused with there demonstratives. I 
didnt rune Mickeys life. It hadnt been up to me to 
save him from anything. Hed asked me to lie for him 
and Id flatly refused. Failing that, hed probably concocted 
this cover story with Dwhoever she was. 
From the sound of it, she knew me, but I couldnt for 
the life of me remember her. D. That could be Dee. 
Dee Dee. Donna. Dawn. Diane. Doreen. . . .

Oh, shit. Of course.

There was a bartender named Dixie who worked in 
a place out in Colgate where Mickey and some of his 
cop buddies hung out after work. It wasnt uncommon 
for the guys to band together to do their after-hours 
drinking. In the early seventies, there were frequent 
watch parties at the end of a shift, revelries that 
sometimes went on until the wee hours of the morning. 
Both public and private drunkenness are considered 
violations of police discipline, as are extramarital 
affairs, failure to pay debts, and other scurrilous behavior. 
Such violations are punishable by the department, 
because a police officer is considered on duty at all 
times as a matter of public image and because tolerating 
such conduct might lead to similar infractions while 
the officer is formally at work. When complaints came 
in about the shift parties, the officers moved the drink 
fests from the city to the county, effectively removing 
them from departmental scrutiny. The Honky-Tonk, 
where Dixie worked, became their favorite haunt.

At the time I met Dixie, she must have been in her 
mid-twenties, older than I was by four or five years. 
Mickey and I had been married for six weeks. I was 
still a rookie, working traffic, while hed been promoted 
to detective, assigned first to vice and then to 
burglary and theft under Lieutenant Dolan, who later 
moved on to homicide. Dixie was the one who organized 
the celebration for any transfer or promotion, 
and we all understood it was just one more excuse to 
party. I remembered sitting at the bar chatting with her 
while Mickey sucked back draft beers, playing pool 
with his cronies or trading war stories with the veterans 
coming back from Vietnam. At eighteen, hed served a 
fourteen-month combat tour in Korea, and he was 
always interested in the contrast between the Korean 
War and the action in Vietnam.

Dixies husband, Eric Hightower, had been 
wounded in Laos in April 1971, returning to the world 
with both legs missing. In his absence, shed put herself 
through bartending school and shed worked at the 
Tonk since the day Eric shipped out. After he came 
home, hed sit there in his wheelchair, his behavior 
moody or manic, depending on his medications and his 
alcohol levels. Dixie kept him sedated on a steady 
regimen of Bloody Marys, which seemed to pacify his 
rage. To me, she seemed like a busy mother, forced to 
bring her kid to work with her. The rest of us were 
polite, but Eric certainly didnt do much to endear 
himself. At twenty-six, he was a bitter old man.

I used to watch in fascination while she assembled 
Mai Tais, gin and tonics, Manhattans, martinis, and 
revolting concoctions like pink squirrels and crme de 
menthe frapps. She talked incessantly, hardly looking 
at what she did, eyeballing the pour, spritzing soda or 
water from the bar hose. Sometimes she constructed 
four and five drinks at the same time without missing 
a beat. Her laugh was husky and low-pitched. She 
exchanged endless ribald comments with the guys, all 
of whom she knew by name and circumstance. I was 
impressed with her bawdy self-assurance. I also pitied 
her her husband, with his sour disposition and his 
obvious limitations, which I assumed extended into 
sex. Even so, it never occurred to me that she would 
screw around on him, especially with my husband. I 
must have been brain-dead not to noticeunless, of 
course, she was inventing this stuff to provide Mickey 
with the alibi that Id declined to supply.

Dixie was my height, rail thin, with a long narrow 
face and an untidy tangle of auburn hair halfway down 
her back. Her brows were plucked, a wispy pair of 
arches that fanned out like wings from the bridge of 
her nose. Her eyes were darkly charcoaled, and she 
wore a fringe of fake lashes that made her eyes jump 
from her face. She was usually braless under her T-shirt, 
and she wore miniskirts so short she could hardly 
sit down. Sometimes she veered off in the opposite 
direction, donning long granny dresses or India-print 
tunics over wide-legged pantlets.

I read her note again, but sure enough, the content 
was the same. She and Mickey had been having an 
affair. That seemed to be the subtext of her communication, 
though I found it hard to believe. Hed never 
given any indication he was even interested in her, or 
maybe he had and Id been too dumb to pick up on it. 
How could she have stood there and chatted with me 
if the two of them were making it behind my back? On 
the other hand, the idea was not entirely inconsistent 
with Mickeys history.

Before wed connected, hed been involved in numerous 
affairs, but he was, after all, single and savvy 
enough to avoid emotional entanglements. In the late 
sixties, early seventies, sex was casual, recreational, 
indiscriminate, and uncommitted. Women had been 
liberated by the advent of the birth control pill, and 
dope had erased any further prohibitions. This was the 
era of love-ins, psychedelics, dropouts, war protests, 
body paint, assassinations, LSD, and rumors of kids so 
stoned their eyeballs got fried because they stared at 
the sun too long.

It was also the era in which law enforcement began 
to change. In 1964, the Supreme Court had ruled, in 
the matter of Escobedo v. Illinois, that the refusal by 
the police to honor Escobedos request to consult his 
lawyer during the course of an interrogation constituted 
a violation of the Sixth Amendment. Two years 
later, 1966, in Miranda v. Arizona, the Supreme Court 
came down again on the side of the plaintiff, citing a 
breach of Sixth Amendment rights. From that point 
on, the climate in law enforcement underwent a shift, 
and the image of Dirty Harry was replaced by at least 
the appearance of restraint.

Mickey chafed at the limitations set by policy and, 
on a broader level, at legal restrictions he felt interfered 
with his effectiveness. He was an old-fashioned cop. 
He identified with the crime victim. In his mind, theirs 
were the only claims that counted. Let the perpetrator 
fend for himself. He hated having to protect the guilty, 
and he had no patience for the so-called rights of those 
arrested. I sometimes suspected hed formed his attitudes 
from the reams of pulp fiction hed read growing 
up. Please understand that none of this was evident to 
me when we first met. I was not only infatuated with 
his attitude but wide-eyed with admiration at what I 
mistook for worldliness. I suspect in Mickeys view 
certain rules and regulations simply didnt apply to 
him. He operated outside the standards most other 
cops finally came to accept. Mickey was accustomed to 
getting his way, experienced in what he called certain 
time-honored methods for persuading a suspect to 
make himself agreeable in the matter of inculpatory 
statements. Mickey usually said this in a tone that 
made everybody laugh.

Mickey was revered by his fellow officers and, until 
that March, his departmental run-ins were focused on 
a series of minor infractions. He was late with his 
reports and occasionally insubordinate, though he 
seemed to have an instinct for how far he could push. 
Hed been the subject of two citizens complaints: once 
for offensive language and once for excessive use of 
force. In both incidents the department investigated 
and found in his favor. Still, it didnt look good. His 
was an odd mix of the offbeat and the conventional. In 
his personal life, he was scrupulously honestabout 
his taxes, his bills, his personal debts. He was loyal to 
his friends and discreet with regard to others. He also 
honored his commitments, except (apparently) to me. 
He would never violate a confidence, never rat out a 
pal or a fellow officer. Among men, he was esteemed. 
With women, he was regarded with an admiration 
bordering on hero worship. I know because I did this 
myself, elevating his nonconformity to something 
praiseworthy instead of faintly dangerous.

Looking back on it, I can see that I didnt want to 
know the truth about him. I had graduated from the 
police academy in April of 1971 and was hired by the 
Santa Teresa Police Department as soon as I turned 
twenty-one in May. Id met Mickey the previous 
November, and I was dazzled by the image he projected: 
seasoned, gruff, cynical, wise. Within months 
we fell in love, and by August we were marriedall of 
this before either of us understood what the other was 
about. Once committed, I was determined to see him 
as the man I wanted him to be. I needed to believe. I 
saw him as an idol, so I accepted his version of events 
even when common sense suggested he was slanting 
the facts.

In the fall of 1971, after Mickey was reassigned to 
burglary and theft, he developed what was euphemistically 
referred to as a personality conflict with Con 
Dolan, who headed crimes against property. Lieutenant 
Dolan was an autocrat and a stickler for regulations, 
which caused the two of them to clash time and time 
again. Their differences put an end to Mickeys hopes 
for advancement.

Six months later, in the spring of 1972, Mickey 
resigned from the department to avoid yet another 
tangle with Internal Affairs. He was, at that time, 
under investigation for voluntary manslaughter after 
hed been involved in a bar dispute. His altercation 
with a transient named Benny Quintero resulted in the 
mans death. This was March 17, St. Patricks Day, 
and Mickey was off duty, drinking at the Honky-Tonk 
with a bunch of buddies, who supported his account. 
He claimed the man was drunk and abusive and exhibited 
threatening behavior. Mickey removed him bodily 
to the parking lot, where the two engaged in a brief 
shoving match. To hear Mickey tell it, hed pushed the 
guy around some, but only in response to the drunks 
attack. Witnesses swore he hadnt landed any blows. 
Benny Quintero left the scene, and that was the last 
anyone reported seeing him until his body was discovered 
the next day, beaten and bloody, dumped by 
the side of Highway 154. Internal Affairs launched an 
investigation, and Mickeys attorney, Mark Bethel, 
advised him to keep his mouth shut. Since Mickey was 
the prime suspect, facing the possibility of criminal 
charges, Bethel was doing what he could to cover his 
backside. IA can coerce testimony but is forbidden to 
share findings with the DAs office. There could be 
serious consequences all the same. Given the overarching 
need for honest officers, the department was determined 
to pursue the matter. Mickey resigned in order 
to avoid questioning. If he hadnt left when he did, 
hed have been fired anyway for his refusal to respond.

The day Mickey turned in his badge, his weapon, 
and his radio, his fellow officers were incensed. Department 
regulations prohibited his superiors from making 
any public statement, and Mickey downplayed his 
departure, which made him look all the more heroic in 
the eyes of his comrades. The impression he gave was 
that, despite their treatment of him, his loyalty to the 
department overrode his right to defend himself against 
accusations completely contrived and unfair. So convincing 
was he that I believed him myself right up to 
the moment when he asked me to lie for him. A 
criminal investigation was initiated, which is where I 
came in. Apparently, there were four hours unaccounted 
for in Mickeys alibi for that night. He refused 
to say where hed been or what hed done between the 
time he left the Honky-Tonk and the time he arrived 
home. He was suspected of following the guy and 
finishing the job elsewhere, but Mickey denied the 
whole thing. He asked me to cover for him, and thats 
when I walked.

I left him April 1 and filed for divorce on the tenth 
of that month. Some weeks later, the findings from the 
coroners exam revealed that Quintero, a Vietnam 
veteran, had suffered a service-related head injury. In 
combat, hed been hit by sniper fire, and a stainless-steel 
plate now served where a portion of his skull had 
been blown away. The official cause of death was a 
slow hemorrhage in the depths of his brain. Any minor 
blow could have generated the fatal seepage. In 
addition, the toxicology report showed a blood alcohol 
level of .15 with traces of amphetamine, marijuana, 
and cocaine. There was no actual evidence that Mickey 
had encountered Benny after their initial scuffle in the 
parking lot. The DA declined to file charges, so Mickey 
was off the hook. By then, of course, the damage had 
been done. Hed been separated from the city and he 
was, soon afterward, permanently separated from me. 
In the intervening years, my disenchantment had begun 
to fade. While I didnt want to see him, I didnt wish 
him ill. The last Id heard he was doing personal 
security, a once-dedicated cop demoted to working 
night shift in an imitation cops uniform.

I read the letter again, wondering what I would have 
done if Id received it back then. I felt a ripple of 
anxiety coursing through my frame. If this was true, I 
had indeed contributed to his ruin.

I opened the drawer and took out my address book, 
which opened as if by magic to the page where he was 
listed. I picked up the handset and punched in the 
number. The line rang twice, and then I was greeted 
with a big two-tone whistling and the usual canned 
message telling me the number in the 213 area code 
was no longer in service. If I felt Id reached the 
recording in error, I could recheck the number and 
then dial it again. Just to be certain, I redialed the 
number and heard the same message. I hung up, trying 
to decide if there were any other possibilities I should 
pursue.
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I hadnt visited the house on Chapel Street for a good 
fifteen years. I parked out in front and let myself into 
the yard through a small wrought-iron gate. The house 
was white frame, a homely story-and-a-half, with an 
angular bay window and a narrow side porch. Two 
second-story windows seemed to perch on the bay, and 
a simple wood filigree embellished the peaked roof. 
Built in 1875, the house was plain, lacking sufficient 
charm and period detail to warrant protection by the 
local historical preservationists. Out front, a stream of 
one-way traffic was a constant reminder of downtown 
Santa Teresa, only two blocks away. In another few 
years, the property would probably be sold and the 
house would finish its days as a secondhand furniture 
store or a little mom-and-pop business. Eventually, 
the building would be razed and the lot would be 
offered up as prime commercial real estate. I suppose 
not every vintage single-family dwelling can be spared 
the wreckers ball, but a day will soon come when the 
history of the common folk will be entirely erased. 
The mansions of the wealthy will remain where they 
stand, the more ponderous among them converted for 
use by museums, art academies, and charitable foundations. 
A middle-class home like this would scarcely 
survive to the turn of another century. For the moment, 
it was safe. The front yard was well tended and the 
exterior paint looked fresh. I knew from past occasions 
the backyard was spacious, complete with a hand-laid 
brick patio, a built-in barbecue pit, and an orchard of 
fruit trees.

I pressed the front doorbell. A shrill note echoed 
harshly through the house. Peter Shackelford, Shack, 
and his wife, Bundy, had been close friends of Mickeys 
long before we met. Theirs was a second marriage for 
bothShack was divorced, Bundy widowed. Shack 
had adopted Bundys four kids and raised them as his 
own. In those days, the couple entertained often and 
easily: pizza, potluck suppers, and backyard barbecues, 
paper plates, plastic ware, and bring-your-own-bottle, 
with everyone pitching in on cleanup. There were 
usually babies in diapers, toddlers taking off on cross-lawn 
forays. The older kids played Frisbee or raced 
around the yard like a bunch of hooligans. With all the 
parents on the scene, discipline was casual and democratic. 
Anyone close to the miscreant was authorized to 
act. In those days, I wasnt quite so self-congratulatory 
about my childless state, and I would occasionally 
keep an eye on the little ones while their parents cut 
loose.

Mickey and Shack had joined the Santa Teresa 
Police Department at just about the same time and had 
worked in close proximity. They were never partners, 
per se, but the two of them, along with a third cop 
named Roy Lit Littenberg, were known as the Three 
Musketeers. Lit and Shack were part of the crowd at 
the Honky-Tonk the year Mickey went down. I was 
hoping one or the other would know his whereabouts 
and his current status. I also needed confirmation of 
the letters contents. Id been convinced Mickey was 
guilty of the beating that resulted in Bennys death. I 
wasnt sure what Id do if it turned out hed had a 
legitimate alibi for that night. The idea made my 
stomach roil with anxiety.

Shack answered the door half a minute later, though 
it took him another ten seconds to figure out who I 
was. The delay gave me a chance to register the changes 
in him. In the period when Id known him, he must 
have been in his late thirties. He was now in his early 
fifties and a good twenty-five pounds heavier. Gravity 
had tugged at all the planes in his face, now defined by 
a series of downward-turning lines: dense brows over 
drooping eyelids, sagging cheeks, a bushy mustache 
and heavy mouth curving down toward his double 
chin. His thick salt-and-pepper hair was clipped close 
to his head as though he were still subject to departmental 
regulations. He was wearing shorts, flip-flops, 
and a loose white T-shirt, the sagging neckline revealing 
a froth of white chest hair. Like Mickey, Shack had 
lifted weights three days a week, and there was still the 
suggestion of power in the way he carried himself.

Hello, Shack. How are you? I said, when I could 
see that my identity had been noted. I didnt bother to 
smile. This was not a social visit, and I guessed his 
feelings for me were neither friendly nor warm.

His tone when he spoke was surprisingly mild. I 
always figured youd show up.

Here I am, I said. Mind if I come in?

Why not?

He stepped aside, allowing me to enter the front hall 
ahead of him. Given the echoes of the past, the quiet 
seemed unnatural. Might as well follow me out back. 
I dont spend a lot of time in this part of the house. 
Shack closed the door and moved down the hall 
toward the kitchen.

Even the most cursory glance showed half the furniture 
was gone. In the living room, I spotted a coffee 
table, miscellaneous side tables, and a straight-back 
wooden chair. The silver-dollar-sized circles of matted 
carpeting indicated where the couch and easy chairs 
had once been. The built-in bookcases, flanking the 
fireplace, were now bereft of books. In their place, 
twenty-five to thirty framed photographs showed a 
myriad of smiling faces: babies, children, and adults. 
Most were studio portraits, but there were several 
enlargements of snapshots from family gatherings.

Are you moving?

He shook his head. Bundy died six months ago, 
he said. Most of the furniture was hers anyway. I let 
the kids take what they wanted. Theres plenty left for 
my purposes.

Is that them in the photographs?

Them and their kids. We got thirteen grandchildren 
among the four of them.

Congratulations.

Thanks. The youngest, Jessie . . . you remember 
her?

Dark curly hair?

Thats her. The wild one in the bunch. She hasnt 
married to date, but she adopted two Vietnamese 
children.

Whats she do for a living?

Attorney in New York. She does corporate law.

Do any of the others live close?

Scotts down in Sherman Oaks. Theyre spread out 
all over, but they visit when they can. Every sixeight 
months, I fire up the Harley and do a big round trip. 
Good kids, all of them. Bun did a hell of a job. Im a 
sorry substitute, but I do what I can.

What are you up to these days? I heard you left the 
department.

A year ago this May. I dont do much of anything, 
to tell you the truth.

You still lifting weights?

Cant. I got hurt. Had an accident on duty. Some 
drunk ran a red light and broadsided my patrol car. 
Killed him outright and knocked me all to hell and 
gone. I got a fractured fifth vertebra so I ended up 
taking an industrial retirement. A workers comp 
claim.

Too bad.

No point complaining about things you cant 
change. The money pays the bills and gives me time to 
myself. What about you? I hear youre a P.I.

Ive been doing that for years.

He led me through the kitchen to the glassed-in 
porch that ran along the rear of the house. He seemed 
to live the way I did, confined to one area like a pet 
left alone while its owners are off at work. The kitchen 
was completely tidy. I could see a single plate, a cereal 
bowl, a spoon, and a coffee mug in the dish rack. He 
probably used the same few utensils, carefully washing 
up between meals. Why put anything away when 
youre only going to take it out and use it again? There 
was something homely about the presence of the dishes 
in the rack. From the look of it, he lived almost 
exclusively in the kitchen and enclosed porch. A futon, 
doubling as a couch, was set up at one end, blankets 
neatly folded with the pillows stacked on top. There 
was a TV on the floor. The rest of the porch was taken 
up with woodworking equipment: a lathe, a drill press, 
a router, a couple of C clamps, a vise, a wood chisel, a 
table saw, and an assortment of planes. He was in the 
process of refinishing two pieces. A chest of drawers 
had been stripped, pending further attention. A wooden 
kitchen chair had been laid on its back, its legs sticking 
out as stiffly as a dead possums. Shack must sleep 
every night with the heady scent of turpentine, glue, 
tung oil, and wood shavings. He caught my look and 
said, Virtue of being single. You can do anything you 
want.

I said, Amen to that.

Once upon a time, Bundy had sewn the cafe curtains, 
hanging them on rods across the middle of the 
row of windows. The green and white checked cotton, 
probably permanent press, still looked fresh: crisp, 
carefully laundered, with little clip-on curtain rings. I 
found my eyes filling inexplicably with tears and had 
to feign attention to the backyard, which I could see 
through the glass. Many of the trees remained, as bent 
as old spines, curving toward the ground from a once-proud 
height. A saddle of purple morning glories was 
cinched to the fence, the chicken wire now swaybacked 
from the weight of the vines. The barbecue grill top 
had turned red-brown with rust, replaced by a portable 
kettle grill parked closer to the back steps.

Shack leaned against the wall with his arms folded 
across his chest. So whats the reason for the call?

Im looking for Mickey. The only number I have is 
a disconnect.

You have business with him?

I may. Im not sure. Do I need your approval 
before I telephone the man?

Shack seemed amused. Bundy had always given him 
a hard time. Maybe he missed the rough and tumble of 
conversation. Live alone long enough and you forget 
what its like. His smile faded slightly. No offense, 
kiddo, but why not leave him alone?

I want to know hes okay. I dont intend to bother 
him. Whens the last time you spoke?

I dont remember.

I see. Do you have any idea whats going on with 
him?

Im sure hes fine. Mickeys a big boy. He doesnt 
need anyone hovering.

Fair enough, I said, but Id like the reassurance. 
Thats all this is. Do you have his current phone or 
address?

Shack shook his head and his mouth pulled down. 
Nope. He initiates contact when it suits. In between 
calls, I make a point of leaving him alone. Thats the 
deal we made.

What about Lit?

Roy Littenberg died. The Big C took him out in 
less than six weeks. This was three years ago.

Im sorry to hear that. I liked him.

Me too. I see his boy now and then: Tim. Youll 
never guess what he does.

I give up.

He bought the Honky-Tonk. Him and Bundys 
boy, Scottie, pal around together whenever Scotties in 
town.

I said, Really. I dont remember meeting either one. 
I think both were off in Vietnam when Mickey and I 
were hanging out here. In Santa Teresa, all paths were 
destined to cross and recross eventually. Now the next 
generation was being folded into the mix. Can you 
think of anyone else who might know what Mickeys 
up to?

Shack studied me. Whats my motive in this?

You could be helping him.

And whats yours?

I want the answer to some questions I should have 
asked back then.

About Benny?

Thats right.

His smile was shrewd. He cupped a hand to his ear. 
Do I hear guilt?

If you like.

A little late, dont you think?

Probably. Im not sure. The point is, I dont need 
your permission. Now, will you help me or not?

He thought about it briefly. What about the lawyer 
who represented him?

Bethel? I can try. I should have thought of him. 
Thats a good idea.

Im full of good ideas.

You think Mickey was innocent?

Of course. I was there and I saw. The guy was fine 
when he left.

Shack, he had a plate in his head.

Mickey didnt hit him. He never landed a blow.

How do you know he didnt go after him again? 
The two might have gotten into it somewhere else. 
Mickey wasnt exactly famous for his self-control. That 
was one of my complaints.

Shack wagged his head. The gesture turned into a 
neck roll, complete with cracking sound. Sorry about 
that. Im going to see the chiropractor later on account 
of this effing neck of mine. Yeah, its possible. Why 
not? Maybe there was more to it than Mickey let on. 
Im telling you what I saw, and it was no big deal.

Fair enough.

Incidentallynot that its any of my businessbut 
you shouldve stood by him. Thats the least you could 
do. This isnt just me. A lot of the guys resented what 
you did.

Well, I resented Mickeys asking me to lie for him. 
He wanted me to tell the DA he was in at nine oclock 
that night instead of midnight or one A.M., whatever 
the hell time it was when he finally rolled in.

Oh, thats right, he said snidely. You never tell 
lies yourself.

Not about murder. Absolutely not, I snapped.

Bullshit. You really think Magruder beat a guy to 
death?

How do I know? Thats what Im trying to find 
out. Mickey was off course. He was intent on the 
Might and the Right of the law, and he didnt give a 
damn what he had to do to get the job done.

Yeah, and you ask my opinion there should have 
been more like him. Besides, what I hear, youre not 
exactly one to be casting stones.

Ill grant you that one. Thats why Im not in 
uniform today. But my butt wasnt on the line back 
then, his was. If Mickey had an alibi, he should have 
said so up front instead of asking me to lie.

Shacks expression shifted and he broke off eye 
contact.

I said, Come on, Shack. You know perfectly well 
where he was. Why dont you fill me in and we can 
put an end to this?

Is that why youre here?

In the main, I said.

I can tell you this much: He wasnt on Highway 
154 hassling a vet. He wasnt anywhere within miles.

Thats good. I believe you. Now could we try this? 
Mickey had a girlfriend. You remember Dixie Hightower? 
According to her, they were together that night 
getting it on, to use the time-honored phrase.

So he was sticking it to Dixie. Whoopee-do. So 
what? Everybody screwed around in those days.

I didnt.

Maybe not when you were married, but you were 
the same as everyone else . . . only maybe not as open 
or as honest.

I bypassed the judgment and went back to the 
subject under discussion. Someone could have warned 
me.

We assumed you knew. Neither of em went to any 
great lengths to cover up. Think of all the times you 
left the Honky-Tonk before him. Whatd you think he 
was doing, going to night school? He was nailing her. 
Big deal. She was a bimbo tended bar. She wasnt any 
threat to you.

I swallowed my outrage, dismissing it as unproductive. 
I needed information, not an argument. Betrayal 
is betrayal, no matter when the truth of it sinks in. 
Whether Dixie was a threat to that marriage was beside 
the point. Even fourteen years later, I felt humiliated 
and incensed. I closed my eyes, detaching myself emotionally 
as though at the scene of a homicide. Do you 
know for a fact he was with her that night?

Lets put it this way. I saw em leave the Tonk 
together. She was in her car. He was behind her in his. 
Nights her hubby was home, they checked into that 
dinky little motel out on Airport Road.

Wonderful. How considerate of them. They were 
there that night?

Probably. I couldnt say for sure, but Id be willing 
to bet.

Why didnt you speak up for him?

I would have, for sure. Idve gone to the wall, but 
I never had the chance. Mickey turned in his badge and 
that was the end of it. If you cant reach him, you can 
always ask her.

Dixie?

Sure. Shes around.

Where?

Youre the detective. Try the telephone book. Shes 
still married to whosie-face . . . cripple guy. . . .

His name was Eric.

Thats right. Him and Dixie made a fortune and 
bought a mansion. Sixteen thousand square feet, something 
like that. Big.

Youre kidding.

Im not. Its the honest-to-God truth. Theyre living 
in Montebello on a regular estate.

Howd he do that? The last I saw he was a hopeless 
drunk.

He got into AA and straightened up his act. Once 
he sobered up, he figured out a way to build designer 
wheelchairs. Custom jobs with all the bells and 
whistles, depending on the disability. Now hes added 
sports chairs and prostheses. He has a plant in Taiwan, 
too, making parts for other companies. Donates a ton 
of stuff to childrens hospitals across the country.

Good for him. Im glad to hear that. What about 
her? Whats she doing with herself?

Shes living the life of Riley, turned into Mrs. 
Gotrocks. Country club membership and everything. 
You look em up, tell em I said hi.

Maybe Ill do that.



After I left Shacks, I went into the office, where I 
opened the mail. There was nothing of interest and 
no pressing business. Most of my other cases were 
in limbo, pending callbacks or responses to written 
inquiries of various sorts. I tidied my desk and washed 
the coffeepot. I dusted the leaves on the fake ficus. I 
had no reason to stay, but I couldnt go home yet. 
I was restless, brooding about Mickey in a series of 
thought loops that went around and around. Had I 
erred? Had I acted in haste, jumping to conclusions 
because it suited me? By the time Quintero died, I was 
disenchanted with Mickey anyway. I wanted out of the 
marriage, so his involvement in Quinteros death provided 
the perfect excuse. But maybe thats all it was. 
Could he have resigned from the department to spare 
my pride and, at the same time, to avoid exposing 
Dixie? If Mickey was innocent, if Id known where he 
was that night, the case might have gone differently 
and he might still be a cop. I didnt want to believe it, 
but I couldnt escape the thought.

I lay down on the carpet and flung an arm across 
my eyes. Was there really any point in obsessing about 
this? It was over and done with. Fourteen years had 
gone by. Whatever the truth, Mickeyd elected to 
resign. That was a fact. Id left him, and our lives were 
irreparably changed. Why pursue the matter when 
there wasnt any way to alter what had happened?

What was at stake was my integrity, whatever sense 
of honor I possessed. I know my limitations. I know 
the occasional lapses Im capable of, but a transgression 
of this magnitude was impossible to ignore. 
Mickey had lost what hed loved best, and maybe that 
was simply his inevitable fate. Then again, if Id been 
an unwitting accomplice to his downfall, I needed to 
own up to it and get square with him.
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Forbes Run was a meandering lane-and-a-half, a ribbon 
of pavement that snaked back and forth as it 
angled upward into the foothills. Massive branches 
of live oak hung out over the road. There were no 
houses visible, as far as I could see, but a series of 
markers suggested that large properties branched off 
at intervals. I watched the numbers progress, the 
signs leapfrogging from one side of the road to the 
other, alternating even and odd: 317, 320, 323, 326. 
The Hightowers estate, at 329, was surrounded by a 
low fieldstone wall, accessible through wooden gates 
that opened electronically as soon as I pressed the 
button. Either the Hightowers were expecting someone 
or they didnt much care who appeared at their 
door.

The driveway extended perhaps a quarter of a mile 
and conjured up visions of a proper English manor 
house at the far end, a three-story Tudor with a steeply 
pitched slate roof. What I spotted, at long last, was 
nothing of the kind. The house was contemporary: 
long and low, hugging the ground, with an oversized 
roofline rising to a center peak. I could see four wide 
fieldstone chimneys, clusters of fan palms, and colossal 
black boulders the size of my car that must have 
erupted from Vesuvius and been transported to the 
grounds for effect. To the right, I could see a line of 
four garage doors.

I parked in the large circular parking area in front 
and made my way up the wide, sloping concrete walk. 
A woman, perhaps thirty, in tennis shoes, jeans, and a 
white T-shirt, was already standing in the open doorway, 
awaiting my arrival. This definitely wasnt Dixie, 
and I wondered for a fleeting moment if Id come to 
the wrong house.

Ms. Yablonsky? she said.

Actually, Im not. Im looking for Eric and Dixie 
Hightower. Am I in the right place?

Sorry. Of course. I thought you were someone else. 
Weve been interviewing for staff positions, and the 
womans half an hour late. Is Mrs. Hightower expecting 
you? The woman herself remained nameless and 
without title: parlor maid, factotum, personal assistant. 
I guess she felt she was under no obligation to introduce 
herself.

Im an old friend, I said. I took out a business 
card and handed it to her.

She read the face of it, frowning. A private detective? 
Whats this about?

Im hoping they can put me in touch with a mutual 
acquaintance. A guy named Mickey Magruder. My ex-husband.

Oh. Why dont you come in and Ill tell Mrs. 
Hightower youre here.

Is Eric home?

Mr. Hightowers out of town, but he should be 
home soon.

I stepped into the foyer, waiting uneasily while she 
disappeared from sight. Im sometimes puzzled by 
wealth, which seems to have a set of rules of its own. 
Was I free to amble about or should I wait where I 
was? There was an angular stone bench positioned 
against one wall. The woman hadnt suggested I sit and 
I was loath to presume. Suppose it turned out to be a 
sculpture that collapsed under my weight? I did a one-eighty 
turn so I could scrutinize the place like a burglar-in-training, a little game I play. I noted entrances and 
exits, wondering about the possibility of a wall safe. If 
I were bugging the place, where would I tuck the 
surveillance equipment?

The floors were polished limestone, as pale as beach 
sand. I could see ancient marine creatures pressed into 
the surface, a tiny fossil museum at my feet. A wide 
corridor stretched off to the right. The ceiling was 
twelve feet high with floor-to-ceiling windows on one 
side. The facing walls were painted a snowy white and 
hung with a series of bright abstracts, oil paintings six 
feet tall, probably expensive and done by someone 
dead.

Before me, a pair of double doors stood open and I 
could see into the living room, easily thirty feet long. 
Again, the walls on the far side were floor-to-ceiling 
glass, this time with a panoramic view of pines, live 
oaks, giant ferns, eucalyptus, and the mountains 
beyond. I listened and, hearing nothing, tiptoed into 
the room to have a better look. The wood-beamed 
ceiling slanted upward to near-cathedral height. On 
the left, there was a marble-faced fireplace with a 
hearth twenty-six feet long. On the other end of the 
room, glass-enclosed shelves showcased a variety of 
art objects. To the left, I could see a built-in wet bar. 
The furniture was simple: large armless black leather 
couches and chairs, chrome-and-glass tables, a grand 
piano, recessed lighting.

I heard footsteps tap-tap-tapping down the hallway 
in my direction. Id just managed to giant-step my way 
across the foyer to my original position when Dixie 
came into view. She wore skintight blue jeans, boots 
with spike heels, and a buff-colored blazer over a 
snowy white silk tank top. Her jewelry was Bakelite, 
two chunky bracelets that clattered on her narrow 
wrist. Now forty years old, she was still extremely thin: 
small hips, flat stomach, scarcely any butt to speak of. 
The shoulder pads in her jacket made it look like she 
was wearing protective gear. Her hair was pulled back 
away from her face, an oh-so-chic mess in a shade that 
suggested copious chemical assistance, a red somewhere 
between claret and burnt ocher. Gone were the 
false lashes and all the heavy black eyeliner. Curiously, 
the absence of makeup made her eyes seem much larger 
and her features more delicate. Her skin was sallow 
and there were dark circles under her eyes, lines in her 
forehead, cords showing in her neck. Hard to believe 
she hadnt yet availed herself of a little surgical refreshment. 
Even so, she looked glamorous. There was something 
brisk and brittle in the way she carried herself. 
She seemed to know who I was, using my name with 
an artificial warmth as she held out her hand. Kinsey. 
How nice. What an incredible surprise. Stephie said 
you were here. Its been years.

Hello, Dixie. You look great. I wasnt sure youd 
remember me.

How could I forget? she said. Im sorry you 
missed Eric. Her gaze took me in without so much as 
a flicker of interest. Like her, I wore jeans, though mine 
were cut without style, the kind worn to wash cars or 
clean hair clots from the bathroom standpipe. In the 
years since Id seen her, shed risen in social stature, 
acquiring an almost indescribable air of elegance. No 
need to wear diamonds when plastic would do. Her 
jacket was wrinkled in the manner of expensive fabrics 
. . . linens and silks . . . you know how it is with that 
shit.

She glanced at her watch, which she wore on the 
inner aspect of her wrist. The watch was forties vintage, 
stingy-sized crystal surrounded by little bitty diamonds 
on a band of black cording. Id seen nicer 
versions at the swap meet, which just goes to show 
what I know about these things. Hers was probably 
rare, recognizable on sight by those who shopped in 
the tony places she did. Would you like a drink? she 
asked. Its nearly cocktail time.

My watch said 4:10. I said, Sure, why not? I 
almost made a joke about crme de menthe frapps, 
but a black guy in a white jacket had materialized, a 
silver tray in hand. A bartender of her own? This was 
getting good.

She said, What would you like?

Chardonnay sounds fine.

Well be out on the patio, she remarked, without 
directly addressing her faithful attendant. My, my, my. 
Another cipher accounted for in the nameless servant 
class. I noticed Dixie didnt need to specify what shed 
be drinking.

I followed her through the stone-floored dining 
room. The table was a rhomboid of cherry, with 
sufficient chairs assembled for a party of twelve. Something 
odd was at work, and it took me a moment to 
figure out what it was. There were no steps, no changes 
in elevation, no area rugs, and no signs of wall-to-wall 
carpet within view. I thought of Eric in his wheelchair, 
wondering if the floors were left bare for his benefit.

It struck me as peculiar that Dixie hadnt yet questioned 
the reason for my unannounced arrival at her 
door. Maybe shed been waiting for me all these years, 
rehearsing responses to numerous imaginary conversations. 
Shed always known shed been screwing 
around with Mickey, whereas Id just found out, which 
put me at a disadvantage. I dont often go up against 
other women in verbal combat. Such clashes are 
strange, but not without a certain prurient attraction. I 
thought of all the male-fantasy movies where women 
fight like alley cats, pulling at each others hair while 
they roll around on the floor. Id never had much 
occasion, but maybe that would change. I could feel 
myself getting in touch with my inner mean streak.

Dixie opened a sliding glass door and we passed out 
onto a spacious screened-in patio. The floor here was 
smooth stone, and the area was rimmed with a series 
of twenty-foot trees in enormous terracotta pots. The 
branches were filled with goldfinches, all twittering as 
they hopped from limb to limb. There was a grouping 
of upholstered patio furniture nearby, in addition to a 
glass-topped table and four thickly cushioned chairs. 
Everything looked spotless. I wondered where the little 
birdies dropped their tiny green and white turds.

This is actually a combination greenhouse and 
aviary. These are specimen plants, proteas and bromeliads. 
South American, she said.

I murmured gorgeous for lack of anything better. 
I thought a bromeliad was a remedy for acid indigestion. 
She gestured toward the conversational grouping 
of chairs. From somewhere, I could already smell dinner 
in the making. The scent of sauted garlic and 
onion, like a sumptuous perfume, floated in the air. 
Maybe one of those no-name indentured servants 
would appear with a tray of eats, little tidbits of 
something I could fall on and snarf down without 
using my hands.

As soon as we sat down, the man reappeared with 
drinks on his tray. He gave us each a tiny cloth napkin 
in case we urped something up. Dixies beverage of 
choice was a martini straight up in a forties-style glass. 
Four green olives were lined up on a toothpick like 
beads on an abacus. We each took a sip of our 
respective libations. My Chardonnay was delicate, with 
a long, slow, vanilla finish, probably nothing from a 
screw-top bottle at the neighborhood Stop n Shop. I 
watched her hold the gin on her tongue like a communion 
ritual. She set the glass down with a faint tap and 
reached into her blazer pocket to extract a pack of 
cigarettes and a small gold lighter. She lit the cigarette, 
inhaling with a reverence that suggested smoking was 
another sacrament. When she caught me observing her, 
she opened her mouth to emit a thick tongue of smoke 
that she then sucked up her nose. You dont smoke 
these days?

I shook my head. I quit.

Good for you. Ill never give it up myself. All this 
talk about health is fairly tedious. You probably exercise, 
too. She cocked her head in reflection, striking a 
bemused pose. Lets see. Whats in fashion at the 
moment? You lift weights, she said, and pointed a 
finger in my direction.

I jog five days a week, too. Dont forget that, I 
said, and pointed back at her.

She took another sip of her drink. Stephie tells me 
youre looking for Mickey. Has he disappeared?

Not as far as I know, but Id like to get in touch 
with him. The only number I have turns out to be a 
disconnect. Have you heard from him lately?

Not for years, she said. A smile formed on her 
lips, and she checked her fingernails. Thats a curious 
question. I cant believe youd ask me. Im sure there 
are other folks much more likely to know.

Such as?

Shack, for one. And whos the other cop? Lit 
something. They were always thick as thieves.

I just talked to Shack, which is how I got to you. 
Roy Littenberg died. I didnt realize you and Eric were 
still in town.

She studied me for a moment through her cigarette 
smoke. Miss Dixie wasnt dumb, and I could see her 
analyze the situation. Wheres all this coming from?

All what?

You have something else in mind.

I reached down for my shoulder bag and removed the 
letter from the outside pocket. Got your letter, I said.

My letter, she repeated blankly, her gaze fixed on 
the envelope.

The one you sent me in 1972, I said. Mickey 
tossed it in a box with some other mail that must have 
come the same day. He failed to deliver it, so I never 
read the letter until today. For once, I seemed to have 
captured her full attention.

Youre not serious.

I am. I held up the letter like a paddle in a silent 
auction: My bid. I had no idea you were balling my 
beloved husband. You want to talk about that?

She laughed and then caught herself. Her teeth were 
now as perfect as white horseshoes hinged together at 
the rear of her mouth. Sorry. Im sorry. I hope you 
wont take offense, but youre such a boob when it 
comes to men.

Thanks. You know how I value your opinion.

Nothing to be ashamed of. Most women dont 
have the first clue about men.

And you do?

Of course. Dixie studied me over the ribbon of 
cigarette smoke, taking my measure with her eyes. She 
paused and leaned forward to tap off a cylinder of ash 
into a cut-glass dish on the coffee table in front of her.

Whats your theory, Miss Dixie, if I may be so 
bold as to inquare? I said, affecting a Southern accent.

Take advantage of them before they take advantage 
of you, she said, her smile as thin as glass.

Nice. Romantic. I better write that down. I pretended 
to make a note on the palm of my hand.

Well, its not nice but its practical. In case you 
havent noticed, most men dont give a shit about 
romance. They want to get in your panties and let it go 
at that. What else can I say?

That about covers it, I said. May I ask, why 
him? There were dozens of cops at the Honky-Tonk 
back then.

She hesitated, apparently considering what posture 
to affect. He was very good, she said, with a trace of 
a smile.

I didnt ask for an evaluation. Id like to know 
what went on.

Why the attitude? You seem so . . . belligerent. In 
the end, youd have left him anyway, so what do you 
care?

Indulge me, I said. For the sake of argument.

She lifted one thin shoulder in a delicate shrug. He 
and I were an item long before the two of you met. He 
broke it off for a while and then he came back. Why 
attach anything to it? We were not in love by any 
stretch. I might have admired him, but I cant say I 
liked him much. He had a rough kind of charm, but 
then again, you know that. I wouldnt even call it an 
affair in any true sense of the word. More like sexual 
addiction, a mutual service we performed. Or I should 
say, thats what it was for me. I dont know about him. 
Its a question of pathology. He probably couldnt help 
himself any more than I.

Oh, please. Dont give me that horseshit about 
sexual addiction. What crap, I said. Did it ever occur 
to you that wedding vows mean something?

Yours didnt seem to mean much. Until death do 
us part? At least Im still married, which is more than 
you can say. Or am I wrong about that? Rude of me. 
You might have married someone else and had a whole 
passel of kids. I would have asked before now, but I 
didnt see a ring.

Were you with him the night Benny Quintero 
died?

Her smiled faded. Yes. Flat. No hesitation, no 
emotion, and no elaboration.

Why didnt he tell me?

Did you really want to know?

It would have helped. Im not sure what Id have 
done, but it might have made a difference.

I doubt that. You were such a cocky little thing. 
Really, quite obnoxious. You knew it all back then. 
Mickey wanted you spared.

And why is that?

He was crazy about you. Im surprised youd have 
to ask.

Given the fact he was screwing you, I said.

You knew his history the day you married him. 
Did you seriously imagine hed be monogamous?

Whyd you take it on yourself to tattle when 
Mickey asked you not to?

I was afraid hed get a raw dealwhich he did, as 
it turns out.

Did Eric know about Mickey?

There was the tiniest flicker of hesitation. Weve 
come to an accommodation

Im not talking about now. Did he know back 
then?

She took a long, deliberate drag on her cigarette 
while she formed her reply. Life was difficult for Eric. 
He had a hard time adjusting after he got back.

In other words, no.

There was no emotional content between Mickey 
and me. Why inflict unnecessary pain?

How about so your respective spouses knew the 
truth about you? As long as theres no loveas long 
as its simply sexual servicing, as you claimwhy 
couldnt you tell us?

She was silent, giving me a wide-eyed stare.

The question isnt hypothetical. I really want to 
know, I said. Why not be honest with us if your 
relationship meant so little? I waited. Okay, Ill help. 
You want the answer? Try this. Because wed have 
kicked your respective butts and put an end to it. I 
dont know about Eric, but I have no tolerance for 
infidelity.

Perhaps there are things about loyalty you never 
grasped, she said.

I closed my eyes briefly. I wanted to lift her front 
chair legs and flip her backward, just for the satisfaction 
of hearing her head thud against the stone floor. 
Instead, I silently recited what I remembered of the 
penal code: An assault is an unlawful attempt, coupled 
with a present ability, to commit a violent injury on 
the person of another. . . . A battery is any willful and 
unlawful use of force or violence upon the person of 
another.

I smiled. You think it was okay to make fools of 
us? To gratify your whims at our expense? If you think 
thats loyalty, youre really fucked.

You dont have to be crude.

Someone spoke from the far side of the patio. 
Excuse me. Dixie?

Both of us looked over. Stephie stood in the 
doorway.

For once, Dixie seemed embarrassed, and the color 
rose in her cheeks. Yes, Stephie. What is it?

Ms. Yablonskys here. Did you want to talk to her 
now or should I reschedule?

Dixie exhaled with impatience, stubbing out her 
cigarette. Have her wait in my office. Ill be there in a 
minute.

Sure. No problem. Stephie closed the sliding glass 
door, watching for a moment before she moved away.

This has gone far enough, Dixie said to me. I 
can see you enjoy getting up on your high horse. You 
always liked claiming the moral high ground

I do. Thats correct. Its mine to claim in this case.

When youve finished your drink, you can let yourself 
out.

Thanks. This was fun. You havent changed at 
all.

Nor have you, she said.
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I was halfway down the driveway, heading toward the 
road, when I saw a vehicle coming my way. It was a 
custom van of a sort I hadnt seen before, sleek, black, 
and boxy, with Eric Hightower at the wheel. Im not 
sure I would have recognized him if I hadnt been half 
expecting to see him anyway. I slowed the VW to a 
crawl and gave a tap to the horn as I rolled down my 
window. He drew alongside me and pulled to a stop, 
rolling his window down in response. Underneath the 
tank top he wore, his bulging shoulders and biceps 
looked smooth and tanned. In the old Honky-Tonk 
days, his gaze was perpetually glassy and his skin had 
the pallor of a man whod made a science of mixing 
his medications with alcohol, LSD, and grass. Then, 
his beard had been sparse and hed worn his straight 
black hair loose across his shoulders or pulled back in 
a ponytail and tied with a rag.

The man who studied me quizzically from the 
drivers side of the van had been restored to good 
health. His head was now shaved, his skull as neat as 
a newborns. Gone were the beard and the bleary-eyed 
stare. Id seen pictures of Eric in uniform before he left 
for Vietnam: young and handsome, twenty-one years 
old, largely untouched by life. After two tours of duty, 
hed come back to the world looking gaunt and abused, 
ill-humored and withdrawn. Hed seemed to have a lot 
on his mind, but nothing he was capable of explaining 
to the rest of us. And none of us dared ask. One look 
at his face was sufficient to convince us that what hed 
seen was hellish and wouldnt bear close scrutiny. In 
retrospect, I suspect he imagined us judgmental and 
disapproving when in truth we were frightened of what 
we saw in his eyes. Better to look away than suffer that 
torment.

Can I help you? he asked.

Hi, Eric. Kinsey Millhone. We hung around 
together years ago at the Tonk out in Colgate.

I watched his features clear and then brighten when 
he figured out who I was. Hey. Of course. No fooling. 
Howre you doing? He leaned his left arm out the 
window and we touched fingertips briefly, as close to a 
handshake as we could manage from separate vehicles. 
His dark eyes were clear. In his drinking days, hed 
been scrawny, but the process of aging had added the 
requisite fifteen pounds. Success sat well on him. He 
seemed substantial and self-possessed.

I said, You look great. What happened to your 
hair?

He glanced at himself in his rearview mirror, running 
a hand across his smooth-shaven skull. You like 
it? It feels weird. I did that a month ago and cant quite 
decide.

I do. Its better than the ponytail.

Well, aint that the truth. What brings you here?

Im looking for my ex-husband and thought you 
might have a line on him. The possibility seemed farfetched 
and I wondered if hed press me on the subject, 
but he let it pass.

Magruder? I havent seen him in years.

Thats what Dixie said. I talked to Mickeys buddy, 
Shack, a little while ago and your names came up. You 
remember Pete Shackelford?

Vaguely.

He thought you might know, but I guess not, 
huh?

Eric said, Sorry I cant help. Whats the deal?

Im not really sure. It looks like I have a debt to 
settle with him and Id like to clear it.

I can ask around, if you want. I still see some of 
those guys at the gym. One of them might know.

Thanks, but I can probably manage on my own. 
Ill call his lawyer, and if that fails Ive got some other 
little ways. I know how his mind works. Mickeys 
devious.

Erics gaze held mine, and I felt an unspoken communication 
scuttle between us like the shadow of a 
cloud passing overhead. His mood seemed to shift and 
he let the sweep of his arm encompass the tree-strewn 
property surrounding us on all sides. So what do you 
think? Nine point nine acres and its paid offall mine. 
Well, half mine, given Californias community property 
laws.

Its beautiful. Youve done well.

Thanks. I had help.

Dixie or AA?

Id have to say both.

A plumbers truck appeared in the driveway, pulling 
up behind Erics van. He glanced back and waved to 
let the driver know he was aware of him and wouldnt 
take all day. He turned back to me. Why dont you 
turn the car around and come back to the house? We 
can all have dinner together and spend time catching 
up.

Id love to, but Id better not. Dixies got interviews 
and I have some things to take care of myself. Maybe 
another time. Ill give you a call and we can set 
something up. I put my car in gear.

Great. Do that. You promise?

Scouts honor.

The driver of the truck behind him gave an 
impatient beep on his horn. Eric glanced back at him 
and waved again. Anyway, nice to see you. Behave 
yourself.

You too.

He rolled his window up, and I could see him 
accelerate with the help of a device on his steering 
wheel. It was the only reminder Id had that he was a 
double amputee. He tapped his horn as he departed 
and I continued down the driveway, the two of us 
moving in opposite directions.

I headed into town, pondering the nature of the 
divine comedy. Two of my pet beliefs had been 
reversed in the past few hours. Given the brevity of my 
marriage to Mickey, Id always assumed hed been 
faithful. That notion turned out to be false so it was 
stricken from the record, along with any lingering 
confidence I felt. Id also suspectedwell, lets be 
honest about thisId been convinced Mickeyd played 
a part in Benny Quinteros death. It turned out he 
hadnt, so we could strike that one, too. Guilty of 
infidelity, innocent of manslaughter. Someone with 
talent could convert that to lyrics for a country-western 
tune. In some ways Dixied nailed it. Did I really want 
to know about this shit? I guess I didnt have a choice. 
The question was what to do with it?



The minute I hit the office, I hauled out the telephone 
book and leafed through the yellow pages to the section 
listing attorneys. I ran a finger down the column 
until I found Mark Bethels name in a little box of its 
own. The ad read CRIMINAL DEFENSE and, under that 
heading, specified the following: Drugs, Molest, Weapons, 
White Collar, DUI, Theft/Fraud, Assault, Spousal 
Abuse, and Sex Crimes, which I thought just about 
covered itexcept for murder, of course. Mark Bethel 
had been Mickeys attorney when he resigned from the 
department, a move Mickeyd made on Marks advice. 
Id never been crazy about Mark, and after Mickeys 
unceremonious departure there was little reason for 
our paths to cross. On the odd occasion when I ran 
into him around town, we tended to be cordial, feigning 
a warmth neither of us felt. We were bound by old 
business, one of those uneasy alliances that survived 
more on form than content. Despite my lukewarm 
attitude, I had to admit he was an excellent attorney, 
though in the past few years hed set his practice aside 
in his bid for public officeone Republican among 
many hoping for a shot at Alan Cranstons Senate seat 
in the coming November elections. In the past ten 
years, his political ambitions had begun to emerge. 
Hed allied himself with the local party machine, ingratiating 
himself with Republicans by working tirelessly 
on Deukmejians 1982 gubernatorial campaign. Hed 
opened his Montebello home for countless glitzy fundraisers. 
Hed run for and won a place on the county 
board of supervisors; then hed run for state assembly. 
Logically, his next step should have been a try for 
Congress, but hed skipped that and entered the primary 
for a U.S. Senate seat. He must have felt his 
political profile was sufficient to net him the kind of 
votes hed need to outstrip Ed Zschau. Fat chance, in 
my opinion, but then what did I know? I hate politicians; 
they lie more flagrantly than I do and with a lot 
less imagination. It helped that Bethel was married to 
a woman who had a fortune of her own.

Id heard through the grapevine Laddie Bethel was 
bankrolling the major portion of his campaign. Shed 
made a name for herself locally as a fund-raiser of 
some persuasion for numerous charitable organizations. 
Whatever worthy cause she adopted, she certainly 
wasnt shy about sending me donation requests 
with a return envelope enclosed. Inevitably, there was 
a series of amounts to be circled: $2,500, $1,000, 
$500, $250. If the charitable event was an evening 
affairblack tie optional (in case your green one 
was at the cleaners)Id also be offered the opportunity 
to buy a table for my cronies at a thousand 
dollars a plate. Little did she know I was, by nature, so 
cheap that Id sit there and pick the stamp off the 
prestamped envelope. In the meantime, Mark maintained 
an office and a secretary with his old law firm.

I dialed Mark Bethels office, and his secretary 
answered, followed by an immediate May I put you 
on hold?

By the time I said sure, she was already gone. I was 
treated to a jazz rendition of Scarborough Fair.

Marks secretary clicked back on the line. Thanks 
for holding. This is Judy. May I help you?

Yes, hi, Judy. This is Kinsey Millhone. Im an old 
friend of Marks. I think I met you at the Bethels 
Christmas party a couple of years back. Is he there by 
any chance?

Oh, hi, Kinsey. I remember you, she said. No, 
hes off at a committee meeting, probably gone for the 
day. You want him to call in the morning, or is there 
something I can do?

Maybe, I said. Im trying to get in touch with 
my ex-husband. Mickey Magruder was a client of his.

Oh, I know Mickey, she said, and right away I 
wondered if she knew him in the biblical sense.

Do you know if Mark has a current address and 
phone number?

Hold on and Ill check. I know we have something, 
because he called here a couple months ago and I spoke 
to him myself. I could hear pages rattling as she leafed 
through her book.

Ah, here we go. She recited an address on Sepulveda, 
but the house number differed from the one I 
had. The digits were the same but the order was 
changed, which was typical of Mickey. In his semiparanoid 
state, hed give the correct information but with 
the numbers transposed so you couldnt pin him down. 
He thought your address was your own damn business 
and phones were meant for your convenience, not 
anyone elses. If other people couldnt call him, what 
did he care? I dont know how he managed to receive 
his mail or have pizza delivered. Those were not issues 
he found interesting when his privacy was at stake. 
Judy chimed back in, and the phone number she recited 
was a match for the one I had in my book.

I said, You can scratch that one out. I tried it a 
while ago, and its a disconnect. I thought maybe 
Mickey moved or had the number changed.

I could hear her hesitate. I probably shouldnt say 
this. Mark hates when I discuss a client, so please dont 
tell him I said this

Of course not.

When Mickey calledthis would have been mid-Marchhe did ask to borrow money. I mean, he didnt 
ask me. This is just what I heard later, after Mark 
talked to him. Mark said Mickeyd had to sell his car 
because he couldnt afford the upkeep and insurance, 
let alone the gas. Hes got financial problems even 
Mark couldnt bail him out of.

That doesnt sound good. Did Mark lend him any 
money?

Im not really sure. He might have. Mickey was 
always one of Marks favorites.

Could you check your message carbons and see if 
Mickey left a number where Mark could reach him?

Ill check if you like, but I remember asking at the 
time, and he said Mark would know.

So Mark might have another number?

Its possible, I guess. I can ask and have him call 
you.

Id appreciate that. He can buzz me tomorrow and 
well take it from there. I left her my number and we 
clicked off.

My evening was unremarkabledinner with Henry 
at Rosies Tavern half a block awayafter which I 
curled up with a book and read until I fell asleep, 
probably ten whole minutes later.



I turned off the alarm moments before it was set to 
ring. I brushed my teeth, pulled on my sweats, and 
went out for a three-mile jog. The bike path along the 
beach was cloaked in the usual spring fog, the sky a 
uniform gray, the ocean blended at the horizon as 
though a scrim of translucent plastic had been stretched 
taut between the two. The air temperature was perfect, 
faintly chill, faintly damp. I was feeling light and 
strong, and I ran with a rare sense of happiness.

Home again, I showered, dressed, and ate breakfast, 
then hopped in my car and hit the road for San Felipe 
with the receipt from the storage company tucked in 
my pocket. Id dressed up to some extent, which in my 
case doesnt amount to much. I only own one dress: 
black, collarless, with long sleeves and a tucked bodice 
(which is a fancy word for front). This entirely synthetic 
garment, guaranteed wrinkle-free (but probably 
flammable), is as versatile as anything Ive owned. In 
it, I can accept invitations to all but the snootiest of 
cocktail parties, pose as a mourner at any funeral, 
make court appearances, conduct surveillance, hustle 
clients, interview hostile witnesses, traffic with known 
felons, or pass myself off as a gainfully employed 
person instead of a freelance busybody accustomed to 
blue jeans, turtlenecks, and tennis shoes.

Before I departed, Id taken a few minutes to complete 
a generic claim form that Id dummied up from 
my days of working at California Fidelity Insurance. 
As I headed south on 101, I practiced the prissy, 
bureaucratic attitude I affect when Im masquerading 
as someone else. Being a private investigator is made 
up of equal parts ingenuity, determination, and persistence, 
with a sizable dose of acting skills thrown in.

The drive to San Felipe took forty-five minutes. The 
scenery en route consisted largely of citrus and avocado 
groves, stretches of farmland, and occasional roadside 
markets sellingwhat else?oranges, lemons, and 
avocados. I spotted the storage company from half a 
mile away. It was just off the main road, countless 
rows of two-story buildings, occupying two square 
blocks. The architectural style suggested a newly constructed 
California prison, complete with floodlights 
and tall chain-link fences.

I turned in at the gate. The buildings were identical: 
cinder block and blank doors, with wide freight elevators 
and a loading ramp at each end. The units were 
marked alphabetically and numerically in a system I 
couldnt quite decipher. The doors in each section 
appeared to be color-coded, but maybe that was simply 
an architectural flourish. It couldnt be much fun 
designing a facility that looked like cracker boxes 
arranged end to end. I passed a number of broad 
alleyways. Arrows directed me to the main office, 
where I parked and got out.

I pushed through the glass door to a serviceable 
space, maybe twenty feet by twenty with a counter 
running across the center. The area on the far side of 
the counter was taken up by rental-quality file cabinets 
and a plain wooden desk. This was not a multilayered 
company with the administration assuming any lofty 
position. The sole individual on duty apparently functioned 
as receptionist, secretary, and plant manager, 
sitting at a typewriter with a pencil in his mouth while 
he hunt-and-pecked his way through a memorandum 
of some sort. I guessed he was in his late seventies, 
round-faced and balding, with a pair of reading glasses 
worn low on his nose. I could see his belly bulging 
out like an infant monkey clinging closely to its 
mothers chest. Be with you in just a second, he said, 
typing on.

Take your time.

How do you spell mischeevious?

M-i-s-c-h-i-e-v-o-u-s.

You sure? Doesnt look right.

Pretty sure, I said.

When hed finished, he stood up, separated the 
carbons, and tucked both the original and the copies in 
matching blue folders. He came over to the counter, 
hitching up his pants. Didnt mean to keep you waiting, 
but I was on a tear, he said. When business 
is slow, I write stories for my great-grandson. Kids 
barely two and reads like a champ. Loves his pappaws 
little booklets written just for him. This ones about a 
worm name of Wiggles and his escapades. Lot of fun 
for me, and you should see Dickies little face light up. 
I figure one day Ill get em published and have em 
done up proper. I have a lady friend offered to do the 
illustrations, but somebody told me thats a bad idea. I 
guess these New York types like to hire their own 
artists.

News to me, I said.

His cheeks tinted faintly and his tone of voice 
became shy. I dont suppose you know an agent might 
take a look at this.

I dont, but if I hear of one, Ill let you know.

Thatd be good. Meantime, what can I do for 
you?

I showed him my California Fidelity Insurance identification, 
which bore an old photograph of me and the 
company seal of approval.

His gaze shifted from the photo to my face. You 
oughta get you a new photo. This doesnt do you 
justice. Youre a lot better looking.

You really think so? Thanks. By the way, Im 
Kinsey Millhone. And youre . . . ?

George Wedding.

Nice to meet you.

I hope youre not selling policies. Id hate to disappoint, 
but Im insured to the hilt.

Im not selling anything, but I could use some 
help. I hesitated. I had a story all ready. I intended to 
show him a homeowners claim listing several items 
lost to flooding when some water pipes broke. Of 
course, this was all completely false, but I was hoping 
hed react with sufficient moral indignation to set the 
record straight. What I wanted was the address and 
phone number Mickeyd used when hed rented the 
space. I could then compare the information to facts 
already in my possession and thus (perhaps) figure out 
where the hell Mickey was. In my mind, on the way 
down, Id spun the story out to a convincing degree, 
but now that I was here I couldnt bring myself to tell 
it. This is the truth about lying: Youre putting one 
over on some poor gullible dunce, which makes him 
appear stupid for not spotting the deception. Lying 
contains the same hostile elements as a practical joke 
in that the victim ends up looking foolish in his own 
eyes and laughable in everyone elses. Im willing to lie 
to pompous bureaucrats, when thwarted by knaves, or 
when all else fails, but I was having trouble lying to a 
man who wrote worm adventure stories for his great-grandson. 
George was patiently waiting for me to go 
on. I folded the bogus claim in half until the bottom of 
the page rested a couple of inches from the top and the 
only lines showing were those containing the name, 
address, and telephone number of John Russell. 
You want to know the truth?

Thatd be nice, he said blandly.

Ah. Well, the truth is I was fired by CFI about 
three years ago. Im actually a private investigator, 
looking for a man I was once married to. I pointed to 
John Russells name. Thats not his real name, but I 
suspect the address may be roughly correct. My ex 
scrambles numbers as a way of protecting himself.

Is this police business? Because my records are 
confidential, unless you have a court order. If you think 
this fellow was using his storage unit for illegal purposes 
. . . manufacturing drugs, for instance . . . you 
might talk me into it. Otherwise, no deal.

I could almost have sworn George was inviting me 
to fib, given that hed laid out the conditions under 
which he might be persuaded to open his files to me. 
However, having started with the truth, I thought I 
might as well stick to my guns. Youre making this 
tough. I wish I could tell you otherwise, but this isnt 
related to any criminal activityat least, as far as I 
know. Uhm . . . wow . . . this is hard. Im not used to 
this, I said. He and I parted enemies and its just 
come to my attention I misjudged him badly. I cant 
live with my conscience until I square things with him. 
I know it sounds corny, but its true.

Whatd you do? George asked.

Its not what I did. Its what I didnt do, I said. 
He was implicated in a murderwell, not a murder, 
really, manslaughter is more like it. The point is I didnt 
wait to hear his side of it. I just assumed he was guilty 
and walked out on him. I feel bad about that. I promised 
for better or for worse and gave him worse.

So now what?

So now Im trying to track him down so I can 
apologize. Maybe I can make amends . . . if its not too 
late.

Georges face was a study in caution. Im not 
entirely clear what you want from me.

I passed him the form, tilting my head to read the 
header along with him. I pointed to the relevant lines. 
I think this is partly right. Ive got two versions of this 
address. If yours matches this one or if you have 
another variation yet, I can probably determine which 
is correct.

He studied the name and address. I remember this 
fellow. Went delinquent on his payments. We emptied 
his unit and auctioned everything off.

Thats what worries me. I think hes in trouble. Do 
you think you can help?

I could see him vacillate. I left the clipboard up on 
the counter, angled in his direction. I could see his gaze 
retracing the lines of print. He moved to a file cabinet, 
scanned the labels on the drawer fronts, and opened 
the third one down. He pulled out a fat binder and laid 
it across the open drawer. He wet his thumb and began 
to leaf through. He found the relevant page, popped 
open the rings, removed a sheet of paper, and copied 
it, handing me the information without another word.
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