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			“The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,/But in ourselves, that we are underlings.”

			—William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar

			“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,

			Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

			—William Shakespeare, Hamlet

			“Corruption, embezzlement, fraud, these are all characteristics which exist everywhere. It is regrettably the way human nature functions, whether we like it or not.”

			—Alan Greenspan

			“A psychic reading is not just about career opportunities, good fortune or meeting tall, dark strangers. It is a sacred portal to manifesting your true destiny.”

			—Anthon St. Maarten

		


		
			Chapter 1

			The Age of Aquarius

			We're partners, right?”

			Nothing good can come from that question when it comes from the mouth of Goldblatt.

			“I mean, all for one and one for all, am I right?” he quickly added in an attempt, I was sure, to seal the deal.

			“I think you’re confusing us with the three musketeers. May I point out there are only two of us, and I’m afraid that’s not the only fallacy in your declaration. But you might as well finish what you’ve started.”

			We were having our weekly Friday lunchtime sit-down to discuss what Goldblatt likes to refer to as “business.” I have another name for it: waste of time.

			Our venue changes from week to week but the concept is always pretty much the same: a cheap diner-slash-coffee shop somewhere on the island of Manhattan. Today’s eatery of choice (Goldblatt’s choice, my destiny) is the Utopia Diner, on Amsterdam, near 72nd Street. And as for the business we’d just finished discussing, well, to be honest, there never is very much actual business to discuss and today was no exception.

			At this particular moment in time, we were going through a bit of a dry spell, which always makes me a little nervous because no matter how much I banish it from my mind, the rent is due the first of every month and at least three times a day I seem to develop a hunger that must be quenched. Still, a good fifteen, twenty years away from Social Security, and with precious little dough in the bank—okay, let’s be honest, no dough in the bank—and no 401-K to fall back on, I need to keep working. And, as much as I don’t like to admit it, lately it’s been my “partner,” as he likes to refer to himself, as opposed to my preferred albatross, who’s brought in the bulk of our clients.

			We’d already finished eating—though technically, Goldblatt never actually finishes eating which means a meal can easily turn into an all-day affair, if I don’t apply the brakes—and we were just waiting for the check to arrive. This is a crucial point of any meal with Goldblatt because it is the opening gambit in what has become our weekly routine of watching the check sit there in no-man’s land somewhere between us until I inevitably give in, pick it up, and pay. Otherwise, I risk one of two things: either we’d be there all afternoon or, worst case scenario, Goldblatt will decide he’s still hungry and threaten to order something else. Neither one of these options is the least bit appealing.

			“I’ll get right to the point,” he said.

			Just then, out of the corner of my eye I spotted the waiter, like a white knight, approaching with our check in hand. If I acted quick enough I might be able to get out of there before I can be sucked into something I don’t want to have anything to do with.

			“That would be nice,” I said, reaching for my wallet. “What is your point?”

			“I need to hire you.”

			I was stopped in my tracks before I got my wallet halfway out of my back pocket.

			“Really? To do what?”

			“I want you to find someone for me. Well, to be more precise it’s not really for me. It’s for my ex-wife.”

			Wait a minute! Goldblatt married? Goldblatt with a wife? Goldblatt a husband? This was a new one on me, something I’d never even considered.

			“You…you’ve been married?” I stammered.

			Truth is, I never pictured Goldblatt being in any relationship other than with, yes, as irritating as it might be, me. I mean the guy isn’t exactly anyone’s idea of Don Juan, although I suppose in theory there are women who might find him if not attractive in the conventional way at least interesting in a specimen-under-glass way. Or maybe as a project. Women love a project. They love a challenge. They love the idea that they have the opportunity to remake a man in their image. Maybe that was it. But whatever it was, my world was shaken to the core. And what would shake it even more would be to find that he was actually a father, too. But one shock per meal is more than enough, so there was no chance I was going to pursue that line of questioning.

			“Unfortunately, the answer is yes. More than once, in fact.”

			“Holy Cow,” I blurted out, channeling the Scooter. “You’re kidding me?”

			At this point the same bald, squat waiter who seems to serve us in every diner we patronize, reached our table and dropped the check right in front of me.

			“This is not something a man usually kids about.”

			“How many times?”

			He held up three fingers.

			“Three times! You’ve been married three times?”

			“Yeah.”

			I gulped.

			“Are you married now?”

			He shook his head. “Nah. I’m kinda between wives. Giving it a rest, if you know what I mean. But chances are I’ll be back in the saddle again soon enough.”

			“Okay, so let me get this straight. You’ve been married three times and now you’re single but you would consider getting married again?”

			“Man is not meant to be alone, Swannie. You might consider the possibility that your life would be enriched if you found your soul mate.”

			You’re fortunate if you find one soul mate in life and I’d already had mine. She was yanked from my life as a result of a freak accident, a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I didn’t know if Goldblatt knew the circumstances of her bizarre accidental death, but I wouldn’t have been surprised because he seems to know a lot of things he has no business knowing.

			“Some men are meant to be alone, Goldblatt. I’m one of them and after three failed marriages maybe you should consider the possibility you are, too.”

			He smiled and puffed out his chest. “What can I say, Swann? I’m a friggin’ babe magnet.”

			I would have laughed, should have laughed, but I was still processing the scary fact that he’d been married three times. That meant there were three women in the world who not only were willing to marry him but did marry him. I wanted to know more. Much more. Everything, in fact. But this was not the time and certainly not the place to delve into Goldblatt’s mysterious, sordid past. Nevertheless, I promised myself I would revisit this topic in the not too distant future.

			Still in shock, I avoided our weekly “who’s paying for this meal” tango, grabbed the check and reached for my wallet…again.

			“So, wanna know the story?” he asked.

			“Which story would that be?”

			“The story of why I want to hire you?”

			“Desperately.”

			“It’s for Rachel. She was my second wife. The best of the lot, actually. Sweet kid. We had our problems, that’s for sure, and maybe I should’ve stuck with it. You know, like given it more of a chance.”

			“It’s a little late for regrets, isn’t it?” I said, but Goldblatt wasn’t listening. His head was cocked to one side and his eyes rolled up in their sockets. It was obvious his mind was off in the ether somewhere, strolling down Memory Lane, I assumed.

			“How long were you married?”

			“Let’s see.” He closed his eyes and started counting on his fingers. His eyes snapped open. “Technically, I guess it was a little more than six months.”

			“Six months? You call that a marriage?”

			“It was legal, if that’s what you mean.”

			“And exactly what do you mean by ‘technically?’”

			“I mean we were together for a few months before we actually got hitched, and then we were legally married for maybe three months before the annulment…”

			“You got an annulment?”

			“Not me. Her. I woulda stuck it out a while longer. You know, I’m really a traditional kind of guy. But she needed an annulment. Something to do with the church. It woulda looked bad on her record if she got a divorce. I guess Jesus don’t much like the idea of divorce. Mumbo-jumbo, as far as I’m concerned. But I went along with the annulment thing. What’d I care? Remember, I’m a lawyer. I know all about legal fictions.”

			“Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Why’d she dump you?”

			“I’m really not fond of the word ‘dump.’ I prefer, parting of the ways. Or, better yet, we had different priorities. It’s complicated and kind of personal.”

			“Of course, it’s personal. That’s why I want to know.”

			“Yeah, well, maybe some other time.”

			“Man, this is a little too much to digest all at once, so we might as well skip to the part where you need to hire me.”

			“Yeah, right. None of the rest is important. Anyway, Rachel, that’s her name. Did I already say that?”

			I nodded.

			“She’s a real sweet kid, but she’s always been kinda, shall we say, naïve…you know, trusting. Too trusting, if you ask me. And she’s also a bit woo-woo, you know, out there.” He waved his hands and rolled his eyes, aiming them up toward the ceiling which obviously was blocking the way to heaven, which I presume was what he was shooting for.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You know, like what do they call it?” He snapped his fingers. “New Agey. That’s it. She believes in all that bullshit like astrology, Tarot cards, tea leaves, all that spiritual garbage.  She wouldn’t marry me while Mercury was in retrograde. I don’t even know what the hell that means but hey, it wasn’t like I was in a hurry to tie the knot.”

			“I thought you were a traditionalist?”

			“That doesn’t mean I was stupid. You gotta get to really know a person before you take a step like that.”

			“You took it three times.”

			“No one’s perfect, Swann.”

			I’m sure we could have gone on like this all afternoon, but I had better things to do, which meant just about anything else.

			“Let’s get on with it,” I said, tossing my credit card on top of the check. It’s always a crapshoot as to whether or not I’ve reached my credit limit, but since I’d uncharacteristically paid it off a couple weeks earlier after a minor payday, I figured I was in the clear. Goldblatt had made been making noises for several weeks about getting a “company” card, “for tax purposes,” he explained. But I didn’t see him making a move to apply for one and I sure as hell wasn’t going to sign on for a card where I’d be on the hook for any expenses he chalked up.

			“So,” he continued, “not long ago she goes off on this trip to San Francisco. You know, one of those things where she’s gonna find herself. Anyway, she’s hanging out in that old hippie district…”

			“Haight-Ashbury.”

			“Yeah, that’s it. She meets this guy. Nice guy, she says. Turns out he’s into the same shit she is and he’s even from back here. He’s out there for the same reason she is: to find himself. I guess there are lots of lost people out there, right? Anyway, she likes him a lot and he likes her well enough so when they get back here to the city they start to go out. After a couple dates she falls for him. Hard. According to her, he falls hard, too. One night they have this date to go dancing downtown only he doesn’t show. She gets worried, ’cause she says that’s not like him. She keeps calling, but he doesn’t answer. She leaves messages. He doesn’t call back. What can she do? She figures he skipped out on her. She’s heartbroken, of course, but what can she do? A week or so later she gets a call from some woman. Says she’s his sister. Kate something or other. Tells Rachel her brother died.”

			“Died?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Murdered?”

			“Nah. She says natural causes. Heart attack or something sudden like that. She tells Rachel he went just…” Goldblatt snapped his fingers, “like that. Poor kid. She can’t even go to the funeral because it’s already over. They cremated the body, so she doesn’t even have a grave she can visit.”

			“Sad story, but would you please get to the point where you tell me why you need to hire me.”

			“Keep your shirt on. I’m getting there. So, he croaks and she’s heartbroken, I mean really torn up. Bad. She’s an emotional chick anyway but I’ve never seen her that bad. She loses weight ’cause she’s not eating. She can’t get out of bed and when she does she barely makes it to the couch. She sleeps most of the day. You know the drill. She’s so depressed she goes to a shrink. He gives her a prescription for one of those anti-depressants. Doesn’t work. She don’t know what to do with herself so she winds up wandering the streets. Day, night, it don’t matter. She’s out there looking for something but she doesn’t know what it is.”

			“There’s an end to this story, right?”

			“Yeah. I’m getting there. Anyway, she figures the only way to snap out of his is to maybe reconnect with him in some way, so she calls his sister. She talks to her and it seems to help a little ’cause Rachel starts to feel connected to the dead guy. They call back and forth a couple, few times. You know, like they become telephone pals. One day, when she tells his sister she’s still feeling really down about the whole thing, the sister mentions this fortuneteller named Madame Sofia. She tells Rachel how she went to her when their father died and how she really helped by giving her closure. Don’t you fucking hate that word? Like it’s some kind of real estate deal. Anyway, Rachel, who believes in this kind of crap, decides she’s gonna try it too.”

			“You mean going to this fortune teller?”

			“Yeah, that’s right. Like I told you, Rachel’s not only a little spacey but by this point she’s pretty desperate. I mean, when better living through chemistry doesn’t work, what else is there? She’s willing to try anything to get rid of the pain, right? Even something like this. So, she goes to this fortuneteller and this chick tells Rachel she can make contact with the guy.”

			“The dead guy?”

			“Yeah. Right. The dead guy. Now you gotta understand this about Rachel. She believes we don’t really die when we leave this mortal coil. She believes in an afterlife. Like, we don’t really die we just move on to “another room.”

			“Another room?”

			“Yeah. Like another dimension, maybe. You don’t really die, according to Rachel, you just move to another place. It can be a better place or it can be a worse place. But it’s a different place. So, this fortuneteller supposedly finds the “room” this guy has moved on to and she supposedly makes contact with him.”

			“Makes contact?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And Rachel believes this?”

			He nods. “She believes, all right. Now Rachel may be woo-woo, but she’s not stupid. She had to be convinced, but she was. Evidently, according to Rachel, this Madame Sofia knows stuff about the dude and about her and him that she couldn’t possibly know.”

			“Like what?”

			“You’ll have to ask Rachel. But evidently it was enough to convince her that the chick really has made contact. At the end of that first session she tells Rachel she can only continue if Rachel can come up with some dough.”

			“Big surprise.’

			“Yeah.’

			“How much?”

			“Like twenty-five grand.”

			“You’re kidding?”

			“I wish I was.”

			“For what?”

			Goldblatt, the man of a thousand faces, made one of them. “You’re gonna love this one. It’s for a fucking ‘time machine.’”

			I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. But Goldblatt, obviously dead serious and not too happy about the situation, wasn’t laughing with me.

			“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

			“Like a heart attack. You and I know it was for that trip around the world and a Rolex watch and maybe a diamond pendant but Rachel, well, by this time she’s under some kind of spell. She’s bought everything this gypsy woman told her, hook, line and sinker.”

			“Didn’t she question the money thing?”

			“Nope. She rationalizes. Tells herself, ‘everyone has to make a living.’ Me, I look at it as a killing, not a living.”

			“And Rachel was able to come up with the dough?”

			“She was. And a lot more. Because you know the drill. Once you’re on the line they’re not about to let you off the hook.”

			“Where was she getting the money?”

			“Inheritance from her father. He was some kind of big shot lawyer. He died before I met her. That’s probably why she married me. You know, what with me being a lawyer and all. Maybe she connected me with her dead father.”

			The idea that Goldblatt could remind anyone of their father struck me as odd at best, but women are a strange lot. As Freud said, “women, what do they want?” In this case, at least for a few months, I guess it was Goldblatt.

			“What was this so-called time machine supposed to do?”

			“It wasn’t an actual time machine. You know, one of those H.G. Wells thingies that’s supposed to send you back in time. It was some kind of otherworldly apparatus that was supposed to make a clear connection between them while he’s in this other ‘room.’ I’m sure you know what comes next.”

			“The time machine isn’t quite enough, right?”

			“Bingo. She asks Rachel for another twenty-five grand.”

			“For?”

			“Now that she’s made contact she needs to build what she calls a ‘golden bridge’ across the dimensions, so Rachel can ‘visit’ the ‘room’ where this guy is parked, probably for eternity.”

			“Give me a break.”

			“Yeah, real ‘Twilight Zone’ stuff. But Rachel bought it. She believed she could actually communicate with the dead guy.”

			“So, she came up with the dough?”

			“Yeah. But now when she sees nothing’s happening, she starts getting a little suspicious.”

			“About time.”

			“You’re telling me. So, she tells me the whole story and wants to know if I think maybe something’s fishy. I practically have a fucking heart attack…I mean, that’s a shitload of dough.”

			“And here I would’ve bet it was food that was gonna get you.”

			“Very funny. Anyway, she starts crying, because in her heart she knew all this was just a load of bullshit. But the poor kid was lonely and she wasn’t thinking straight. She feels worse now that she was taken for such a sucker so she makes me promise to get her money back.”

			“Which is where I come in.”

			“Right. I could probably do it myself but if I found this quack I’d probably kill her.”

			“What do you mean, ‘find her?’”

			“You don’t think after taking Rachel for all that dough she’s gonna stick around, do you? Rachel goes back to the storefront to confront her to try to get her money back and abracadabra,” he snapped his fingers, “she’s gone.”

			“Storefront?”

			“Yeah. She worked out of one over on First Avenue, near the 59th Street Bridge, or whatever they’re calling it now. Only it’s not there anymore.”

			“What do you mean it’s not there anymore?”

			“It’s a Subway sandwich shop now. So, partner, you gotta help me out by helping Rachel out.”

			My gut response was to say no. I didn’t want to get involved in Goldblatt’s life any more than I had to. Besides, this sounded like a no-win situation. The chances of finding this woman were pretty slim, the chances of getting the dough back even slimmer. But I knew I couldn’t say no to Goldblatt. It wasn’t just that we were partners, even though the idea of that turned my stomach, it was that he’d helped me out in the past and although I would never admit it to him, I did owe him something. And it might give me a unique opportunity to find out more about Goldblatt, My Man of Mystery.

			But if I took this on, I had to set firm ground rules because if I didn’t, he’d be hovering over me like a helicopter mom, second-guessing my every move. Getting all up in my face.

			“When can I meet with Rachel?”

			“I’ll give her a call and set it up.”

			“Just give me her number and I’ll take care of it.”

			“And you’ll let me know so I can be there, right?”

			“You’ll just get in the way.”

			“She’ll be much more comfortable with me in the room. Otherwise, she’ll clam up and you won’t get anything from her.”

			“I wouldn’t worry about that. I’m pretty good at getting people to give me what I need.”

			“She don’t know you, Swann. She’s skittish.”

			“Look, Goldblatt, this is non-negotiable. Either I meet Rachel alone or you can find someone else to help her.”

			“You’re threatening me?”

			“It’s not a threat. It’s how I conduct business. You want me to do my best, don’t you?”

			“And your best means I don’t tag along?”

			“Exactly.”

			He was thinking it over. I knew this because he grabbed for the last roll in the basket, split it in half, buttered it generously, and took a couple bites. This is what he does when he thinks. Eat.

			“Okay. I get it. I don’t like it but I get it. But let me talk to her first so she doesn’t get spooked.”

			“Fine by me,” I said, trying to remain calm as I imagined the fun that might be in store for me in meeting the former Mrs. Goldblatt.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Easy Come, Easy Go

			She had a gentle, breathless little girl voice that reminded me of a cross between Jennifer Tilley and Marilyn Monroe singing “Happy Birthday, Mr. President” to JFK in Madison Square Garden. There was a slight hesitation in her speech, like she was a recent stroke victim searching for the right word, when answering simple questions like, “when would you like to meet?” “Uh, anytime is, uh, fine, with, uh, me.” “Where would you like to meet?” “Uh, anywhere is fine, uh, fine with, uh, me.”

			Fine so long as it was in a public place. So, after way too long negotiating, I wound up agreeing to her suggestion we meet on a park bench on the path that led to the zoo, near the 59th street entrance to Central Park, at three o’clock the next afternoon. She was happy with this choice because she said she “loved being around nature.” Me, not so much. Nature and me don’t always get along. To be honest, I think nature has it in for me. Give me the big city anytime, where the aggression is always in your face, as opposed to sneaking up on you when you least expect it.

			Before we met, I spent way too much time constructing a picture in my mind of what this former wife of Goldblatt’s would look like. It was a toss-up between mousy and eminently forgettable and tall, blonde, blue-eyed, full-figured, dressed in some outlandishly stylish, baby-doll outfit. As it turned out, it was somewhere in-between.

			I arrived at the agreed upon bench fifteen minutes early and spent the time watching people pass, trying to guess which one was Rachel. Finally, a few minutes past three, I was pretty sure I spotted her. She was a petite, dark-haired woman wearing blue jeans and a blue hoodie sweatshirt. As she got closer, I could see she was very pretty in that cute, wholesome Karen Allen way. I’m pretty good at reading faces but even if I weren’t hers was surprisingly easy. Honest. Sad. Confused. Embarrassed. Vulnerable. All adding up to a woman on the edge. I know the species all too well. In fact, over the years I seem to attract them, both professionally and personally. Now, it appeared as if I had one more to add to my list.

			She moved so slow that it seemed as if she were in a trance, completely unaware of what was going on around her. Or maybe she was just preoccupied, thinking of all that dough she gave away. Like a frightened animal, her eyes darted from left to right, then right to left, as if she didn’t quite know where to let them settle. And yet it appeared as if she wasn’t quite focusing on what she saw. I thought she’d walk right past me, but I was wrong. Instead, she smiled and headed in my direction. When she was a few feet away, I surprised myself by standing and bowing slightly at the waist. It seemed like the right thing to do, but I honestly don’t quite know where that came from. I mean, it’s not as if I was a graduate of the Emily Post School of Proper Etiquette. Me, who keeps confusing which side of the plate the fork goes on.

			“You must be Mr. Henry Swann,” she said, extending her hand.

			“And you must be Rachel.” I took her tiny hand in mine, not knowing if I was going to shake it or kiss it. I chose the former. Even though it was an unusually warm day for late May, her hand was surprisingly cool to the touch.

			“That’s me. Have a seat. And you can drop the mister stuff.”

			She nodded and offered a half-smile. “Would you mind terribly if we walk a bit? It’s such a beautiful day and…” She never finished her sentence, or at least I didn’t hear her finish it. Instead, she swiveled her head right then left, as if to see if someone was watching us.

			“Sure. Got any particular direction in mind?”

			She hesitated a moment. This was a woman who didn’t make decisions easily. “Let’s walk into the zoo. I loved visiting the animals when I first moved here. They had such a calming effect on me.”

			“Seeing animals in cages calms you?”

			Her face turned red. She got all fluttery. Like Diane Keaton in Annie Hall.

			“No. No. That’s not what I meant. Seeing the animals, realizing I’m not the center of the universe, that’s what calms me. I see the animals in their cages then close my eyes and imagine them in their natural habitat.”

			“I was just kidding, Rachel.”

			“Oh, sometimes I can’t tell when someone’s kidding. I think maybe I’m a little too serious. Do you think I’m too serious? I’m afraid I’m always the one who doesn’t get the joke. May I tell you something a little crazy?”

			“The crazier the better.”

			“I used to fantasize breaking in here at night and setting all the animals free.”

			“I imagine that would create quite a stir.”

			What I didn’t add is that it’s always people like me who wind up cleaning the stirs left by people like her.

			She smiled. “I know you’re kidding, but you know I wouldn’t really do it, right?” She stopped and turned toward me. “You do know that, don’t you?”

			“I do have a sense of humor, Rachel, so the answer is yes. I know you’re kidding.” I said that but the truth was I didn’t know anything of the kind. I was tempted to ask if she talked to the animals, but I was afraid the answer might be yes and then where could we possibly go from there?

			“You know, I really appreciate your taking the time to meet with me, Mr. Swann…” I gave her a look. “I mean, Henry. I’m so embarrassed about this whole thing.” She buried her head in her hands.

			“You’re not the first person to be…”

			“Suckered?”

			“That’s not the word I was going to use,” I lied. In fact, it was the first word that came to mind.

			We started to walk again.

			“What word were you going to use, if I may ask?”

			“Taken advantage of in a time of deep emotional stress.”

			“You sound like you’ve been in therapy.”

			I shook my head, no.

			“Then you do have a heart.”

			“Was there a doubt?”

			“My husband said you weren’t, and these are his words, ‘all touchy-feely.’”

			“He’s right about that. I’m probably the least touchy-feely person you’ll ever meet. You still call Goldblatt your husband?”

			Her face reddened. “Oh, my, I suppose sometimes I do. I’m sorry about that. I’d say it’s force of habit except we were married less than six months and that was over six years ago. I suppose it’s because that’s pretty much the only context I know him in. We didn’t know each other very long before we got married. But he still kind of watches out for me. He’s very loyal, you know. His putting you in touch with me is Exhibit One of that loyalty. It wasn’t his money that was…lost…but he took this very personally. I think he would have gone after the money himself except…”

			“Except what?”

			“He knew he couldn’t be objective. I think he’s afraid he’ll do something…harsh.”

			So, was that what all this stuff about the Israeli martial art was about?

			“Besides, he thinks the world of you.”

			That last part hung in the air for an awkward moment. She probably wanted me to return the compliment but for some reason my lips were sealed shut. What I really wanted to do is ask questions to find out more about their relationship. How they met. What attracted her to him. Why they married so quick. But that’s not what I was there for, so I restrained myself.

			“Look, Rachel, the quicker we get through this the quicker I can get started. I know this must be uncomfortable for you and Goldblatt did fill me in on most of it, but I’d rather get the facts straight from you. So, tell me all about it? From the beginning.”

			And so, as we approached the entrance to the zoo, her voice so low I often had to lean forward to catch what she was saying, she began.

			“Last fall I was in a terrible state. My life was falling apart. I’d just lost my job as a translator at the UN and I’d recently broken up with my boyfriend. We’d been together almost a year—well, together and apart and then together again, to be more precise. I finally realized it wasn’t going anywhere, but that didn’t make it any easier. In fact, it probably made it worse because he was only one more in a long string of…” She stopped and looked up. Her eyes shrunk to pinholes. “Losers.” She shook her head. “I hate that word, but that’s what they were.”

			I smiled.

			“I don’t mean to put my husband in that category…”

			I shook my head. “Didn’t even cross my mind,” though if most certainly did.

			She began to walk again, her gaze straight ahead, as if she were walking alone.

			“I guess in your line of work you know what I’m talking about.”

			“I’ve come across more than my fair share of them, if that’s what you mean. I’ve learned not to judge too quickly. We all do things we aren’t proud of. But I’d be out of business if they weren’t plenty of ‘losers’ out there.”

			“I had no idea how I was going to put my life back together, or even if I was ever going to be able to put it back together. I wasn’t sleeping. I wasn’t eating. Basically, I was hardly functioning. I tried just about everything. Therapy. Medication. Meditation. Holistic cures. Yoga. Nothing was working, so I decided I needed to get away. You know, so I could get some perspective and figure out what I was going to do with the rest of my life. So, I went to San Francisco.” She stopped and looked at me. “I know what you’re thinking.”

			“What’s that?”

			“That you can’t run away from what’s in your own head. All I can say is that when you’re in the state I was in you’ll try anything.”

			I knew what she was talking about. For many the West Coast is the last stop. A fellow I knew from my days at Columbia, a guy who turned out to be a pretty fair writer, threw himself off the Golden Gate Bridge several years ago. They found his shoes, his wallet, and his eyeglasses, set neatly in a pile at the spot where he jumped. No note. No indication as to why he did it. They never found the body. Just like those guys who escaped from Alcatraz back in the early sixties. I indulged in the usual kind of self-examination stuff after something like that happens. Trying to make sense out of something that appears to be a senseless act, a waste of human life. You ask around, and I did, and all you get is, “he seemed so happy.” Or, “he didn’t seem like the type.” But I guess that’s the point. There is no type and none of us knows what’s really going on in someone else’s head. Believe me, I’ve tried. It’s part of my job. Sometimes, if I’m lucky, I get close. But I don’t kid myself. Close is about as good as it can get and if I’m lucky close is enough to get me where I need to be. The truth is, most times I don’t even know what’s going on in my own head and why I do the things I do. That’s what really scares me.

			“Goldblatt claims you went there to join some kind of cult.”

			She made a face, and started walking again.

			“That’s not true. That was just his interpretation. He’s really a very sympathetic and empathetic man, but sometimes he just doesn’t get it. The truth is, I went out there to check out something called the Second Lives Institute. Have you heard of it?”

			I shook my head, no.

			“It’s a relatively new movement that focuses on second chances. So many people get into a rut they can’t climb out of. Or they feel they’re moving in the wrong direction and don’t know how to shift gears. I read about it online and it seemed to make a lot of sense. Once I was out there I wound up taking a class called ‘What Comes Next?’ It was focused on dealing with grief and then moving on, reinventing oneself if necessary.”

			“Did it help?”

			She shook her head. “I was in no condition to sit in a classroom for hours and hours listening to advice I knew wouldn’t work. If anything, it was making things worse. I guess life is so much about timing and for me the timing wasn’t right. I was ready to walk away from the whole thing and then I met Michael.”

			“That’s the guy?”

			“Yes.”

			“How’d you meet?”

			“At the end of what I thought was going to be my last day in the program he approached me and asked if I’d like to get coffee. I’d seen him hanging around the Institute. I think he may have sat in on the class a couple times. But I hadn’t paid much attention to him. I was too much in my own head. Besides, I wasn’t in any condition to connect with someone when I couldn’t even connect with myself. I’m not even sure why but I said, yes. There was something about him. I don’t know what it was. An energy, maybe? We connected immediately. Turns out we had a lot in common. He was in pretty much the same state I was in. His business had recently gone bankrupt. He’d split with his wife. His kids wouldn’t talk to him because they blamed him for the marriage breaking up. The way he put it, he was drowning and it really frightened him when he started to think that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She stopped and turned to face me.

			“I mean, drowning. Literally.”

			“You mean he considered committing suicide?”

			“Yes. He said he thought about it and once he started he couldn’t stop. But after a while he came to his senses. He realized he couldn’t do that to his kids. In the end, he decided it was a selfish act. It might solve his immediate problem but it would cause so many other problems for so many other people. I knew exactly what he was feeling because there were times when I was feeling the same way. It’s not that I would have actually ended my life. I really wouldn’t have gone that far. But I have to admit the idea of going to sleep for a very, very long time, shutting down all the voices in my head, was very appealing.”

			She paused a moment and faced me again. I could see teardrops beginning to form at the corner of her eyes. She swept them away with the back of her hand, took a deep breath and continued.

			“I hope you don’t think I’m crazy.”

			“I’ve met plenty of crazy people in my line of work, Rachel, and you’re not even in the top hundred.”

			“That’s good to hear. Anyway, we bonded very quickly. He was so smart. And he was very sensitive…but not in that touchy feely way.” She stopped again, turned to me and smiled. “Like I am, or at least the way I’m accused of being by some people who know me. I fell for him almost immediately. I know what you’re thinking. I was vulnerable and that’s why. But you’ll have to take my word for it that it wasn’t that at all. It was real. It would have happened no matter what state I was in. You know how it is, right?”

			I nodded as if I did.

			“It’s a once in a lifetime thing, right?”

			“So they say. What about him?”

			“He felt the same, at least that’s what he said. We had a couple more dates in San Francisco and then when we got back here we began to see each other on a regular basis.”

			“What’d you do?”

			“I don’t understand your question.”

			“What kinds of things did you do together?”

			“Oh, you know, regular things. Movies. Dinner. Dancing. Walks in the park. The things people do when they’re getting to know each other. The same things you probably did.”

			She had no idea the kinds of things I did and I wasn’t about to tell her. Suffice it to say, my courtship was nothing like those romantic, Hollywood movies.

			“Tell me all you can about him. What did he look like? How old was he? What did he do for a living?”

			“Why do you need to know all this? I mean, how is this going to help me get my money back?”

			“I ask a lot of questions, Rachel, because it helps get me where I have to go. It’s the way I work. I need to piece together a whole picture in my head. It’s how I make sense of things that otherwise make no sense at all. It’s like what novelists do for the characters they write, and actors do for the characters they play. They build them from scratch. They have to know everything about them, much more than they put on the page or on stage. They need to know how they’ll act and react in any situation. So, they’re continually constructing them, layer upon layer, until they breathe on their own, until they become real. The more I know about everything in your life during this period the easier it’s going to be for me to figure things out, which means the closer I’ll get to finding Madame Sofia and possibly getting your money back.”

			“Do you really think you can?”

			I shrugged.

			“Have you ever been married?” she asked.

			I nodded.

			“Do you have children?”

			I had to stop her there. Not only because I wasn’t there to talk about me—I never like to talk about me—but because it was not a subject I wanted to talk about period. If I did,  I’d have to think about my son and my missed connections with him and about what a rotten father I was and what a rotten
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