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            Dedication

         
         
            To Jonathan, who has continually supported me in every aspect of my life,

            I love you and I thank you.

         

         
            To my children and grandchildren,

            I love you so much.

         

         
            To all the people in the publishing industry who have helped me throughout the years, including the Karpfinger Agency and
               my longtime publisher, William Morrow, and the crew over there. A special thanks to Carrie Feron, my editor supreme, my occasional
               therapist, and my wonderful friend.
            

         

         
            And finally, to all my fans who have supported my books and me,

            I dedicate the final Peter Decker and Rina Lazarus novel to you. I could not have done this without you.

            Thank you, thank you, thank you.
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            Prologue

         
         It took about fifty phone calls, but the family finally decided on a place to eat dinner before Decker and Rina took off for
            Israel from Kennedy. Decker looked around the table at their truly blended family: Rina’s two grown sons, Jacob and Sammy;
            his adult daughter, Cindy; their baby daughter, Hannah, who now had a baby of her own; and their foster son, Gabe. There were
            also three spouses, two fiancées, and five grandchildren. He and Rina had done well. Even if he died tomorrow, Decker would
            go out a winner.
         

         
         As usual, the conversation turned lively, then loud. Adults shouting, children interrupting, along with the usual spillages
            and meltdowns. Right before the entrées arrived, the server came over with two big bottles of rosé champagne and flutes.
         

         
         “Who ordered this?” Rina asked. “Not that I’m complaining.”

         
         “Group effort.” Jacob stood up and gently tinkled the glass with a fork. “Now that we’re all here, I propose a toast to the
            happy couple. May they find peace and solitude on this trip to the Holy Land, and may their construction plans go easily.
            L’chaim.”
         

         
         “L’chaim,” everyone echoed.
         

         
         “One more thing.” Jacob held out two envelopes to his stepfather. “For you two. A small gift for all your long sufferings
            with the clan.”
         

         
         “This better not be money,” Rina said.

         
         “It’s not money.” Cindy smiled. “Open it.”

         
         Decker complied and pulled out two business-class tickets to Israel, then showed them to Rina.

         
         Rina said, “What did you guys do?”

         
         “Go in peace and go in style,” Sammy said.

         
         “This must have cost a fortune.”

         
         “Not so bad between all of us. We just upgraded your original tickets.”

         
         “Unfortunately, we couldn’t get seats together for the outbound at this late date,” Hannah said, “but you’re together for
            the return flight.”
         

         
         “Wow, thank you, children. It makes the trip even more exciting.” Decker held up his champagne flute. “A toast to all of you.”

         
         Just then Gabe’s phone rang. He looked at the screen. The number was blocked. No doubt it was his father. Chris often used
            burner phones, although he had a regular phone with both burner and hush features. But that was just Chris. Nothing with him
            was ever consistent.
         

         
         “L’chaim,” Gabe said. “I’ve got to take this.” He stood up and walked out of the restaurant. The street noise wasn’t much quieter,
            but at least his ears weren’t ringing from little kids screaming. “Hey.”
         

         
         Breathing on the other end. Gabe almost hung up, except it wasn’t perverted breathing. It was labored. “Hello?”

         
         “You’ve gotta . . . get me.”

         
         A woman struggling to talk. Confusion and then the lightbulb. Gabe’s heart started racing. “Mom?” No response. “Are you okay?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Are you hurt?”

         
         “Yes.” She was crying. “They took Sanjay . . . Juleen . . . They’re gone. I’m . . . dying.”

         
         “Mom, where are you?”

         
         “L.A.”

         
         “Where in Los Angeles?”

         
         “Valley.”

         
         “Mom, call 911.”

         
         “No!”
         

         
         “You have to—”

         
         “No!”
         

         
         “You have to call the police, Mom.”

         
         “They’ll arrest me.” A long pause. “You need to come get me.”

         
         “Mom, I’m three thousand miles away. If you’re hurt, you need to go to a hospital. Call 911.” There was no response. “Mom, are you still there?” She didn’t answer, but Gabe could hear her breathing. “Mom, I love you.
            Please call for help!”
         

         
         “Hold on . . . Oh God, I think that’s Juleen!”

         
         “Mom?” But she had hung up. With shaking hands, he dialed her number, but it went straight to voice mail. “Why do you do this to me!”
         

         
         He called again. And again. And again and again and again.

         
         He texted her: CALL ME!

         
         Decker had stepped outside, saw his foster son pacing. “Everything okay?”

         
         “No,” Gabe told him. “My mother just called me. From what I could gather, someone kidnapped my brother and maybe my sister.
            My mom’s hurt.”
         

         
         “Where is she?”

         
         “Los Angeles. The Valley, I think.”

         
         “Her old stomping ground. My old stomping ground. What’s her number? I’ll see if I can’t get someone to send a uniform to look for her.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t want the police involved, Peter. Besides, she called on a blocked number. My calls go straight to voice mail.” Gabe paused. “She took her kids out of India. I suspect she had a court order not to leave the country with them. You know she’s divorcing her husband. There’s probably a custody dispute.” 

         
         “She’s a fugitive?”

         
         “Possibly.”

         
         “Maybe her husband kidnapped them back.”

         
         “Possibly . . .” Gabe continued pacing. “Honestly, at this moment I’m less worried about the kids than I am about her. She
            sounded horrible.”
         

         
         “Gabe, let me call up my old station. I still know lots of people. Maybe they can ping a location off her phone.”

         
         “She said no police.”

         
         “If she’s really hurt, do you think you should listen to her?”

         
         “No, you’re right. But I don’t think that will get you anywhere, Peter. I think she turned off her phone.”

         
         “Then I’m out of ideas,” Decker said. “You’re three thousand miles away and probably can’t get there until tomorrow . . .
            which may be too late.”
         

         
         Gabe’s eyes turned moist. “I love her dearly. But my mom’s a disaster! We know her current husband owes money to bad people,
            so it could be something to do with that. She sure can pick them. I do think that Devek is even worse than my father.”
         

         
         Decker raised his eyebrows. He held a finger up in the air. “Gabe, call your dad.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Call your dad. Nevada is in the same time zone, and he has a private jet. He can probably get there in a couple of hours.
            Plus, he knows the Valley as well as I do. That’s where he and your mom met. And if she’s running from bad people, he can
            protect her better than anyone. Call your dad.”
         

         
         “He’s not going to help. He’s been waiting years for her to crash and burn. I think that’s what’s kept him alive all this
            time. Revenge.”
         

         
         “At least try.” No answer. Decker shrugged. “Do you have any better ideas?” Silence. “Do you want me to call him?”

         
         “No, absolutely not!” Gabe shook his head. “Go back to dinner, Peter. I’m twenty-four. I can handle this.”

         
         “No shame in asking for help.”

         
         “I don’t need help.” Even though he did. “Please go back before everyone realizes there’s a problem.”
         

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “I am.”

         
         Gabe watched his foster dad go back into the restaurant. Then, with shaking hands, he tried to punch in the numbers he knew
            by heart, but he kept making mistakes. Finally, he looked it up in his contact list under Dad. His heart was banging out of his chest.
         

         
         A lot of times, Chris turned his phone off. Even when it was on, he didn’t bother to answer most of the time. Christopher
            Donatti was a very busy man. He didn’t like phone calls. He especially didn’t like phone calls from his son, who was always managing to interrupt some important business his father was doing.
         

         
         His oft-repeated line: You’re losing me money. This better be good.

         
         The phone rang, which meant the current number was still active. A moment later, he heard the line kick in.

         
         “What!”
         

         
         Thank you, God. “Dad, you’ve got to help me. Mom called. She’s in California. The Valley, I think, but I don’t know. She’s badly hurt but
            she won’t call 911 or go to a hospital—”
         

         
         “Hold on. Let me go somewhere private.” A moment later Donatti was back on the line. “Your mother is on the West Coast?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Where are her kids?”

         
         “She had them, but now they’re gone. She’s in the middle of a messy divorce. She might have taken them out of India without
            permission.”
         

         
         “Ah.” A pause. “Someone took them back.”

         
         “I think so.” Gabe was breathing hard. “Chris, I know she wouldn’t let them go without a fight, and I think she got a bad one. She sounded in real trouble. She wants me to come and get her, but I’m in New York. Furthermore, she called me on a blocked number, so I can’t call her back. I think her phone is off.” Gabe paused, but his father didn’t talk. “I’m hoping she’ll call me back. As soon as she does, I’ll get more details. But in the meantime, you’re a lot closer to L.A. than I am. And you’re good at finding people.” 

         
         Another pause. His dad was waiting . . .

         
         Gabe said, “Look, I know you parted on bad terms—”

         
         “She had an affair, got knocked up by the motherfucker, had a bastard child while still married to me, and then dumped me
            unceremoniously. Yeah, I’d call that bad terms.”
         

         
         “I’ve had issues with her as well. I’ve forgiven her.”

         
         “That is certainly your prerogative.”

         
         “She’s my mother, Chris!” Silence. “You know what it’s like to lose a mother.”
         

         
         “I’m not moved. Try a different tactic.”

         
         “You loved her once.”

         
         There was a long pause. Gabe thought he might have hung up. But then Donatti said, “Who says I don’t love her still?”

         
         Gabe took in a deep breath and then let it out. This was a battle that he knew he was going to win. “Will you help her out?
            Yes or no?”
         

         
         “Yes, I’ll go.” No hesitation. “I’m entertaining about a dozen people in my outer office right now. Give me a half hour to
            get rid of them, gas up the jet, and get a flight plan. If she calls you, get a phone number. And give her my number.”
         

         
         “As soon as I know something, I’ll call you.”

         
         “And I’ll tell you this, Gabe. She’d better want my help. I don’t have a good track record with your mother. If I don’t hear
            from her by the time I get to Los Angeles, I’m turning around, and she’ll be your problem forever.”
         

         
         “Agreed. Let me give you Mom’s number.”

         
         “I have it.”

         
         “It’s going to voice mail.”

         
         “If she took the kids out without permission from the courts, she probably doesn’t want to be tracked. I’ll figure something
            out.”
         

         
         “Thank you, thank you, thank you—”

         
         “Yeah, fine. Let me get going on this.” Donatti cut the line and pocketed his cell, running his fingers through his shoulder-length
            white hair, letting his conflicting emotions battle it out, not knowing what to feel now that the moment was actually here.
         

         
         For over a decade, he had been formulating his delicious slap of vengeance . . . a righteous justice in his mind. He had planted
            it, nursed it, fed it, watered it, sheltered it from the cold, and given it relief from the heat. He had watched it grow and
            blossom into something mean and unstoppable. It had consumed his thoughts. How he’d make her pay for what she had done. And now that his chance for retribution was so close—so, so very close—all he could feel was the rapid
            beating of his heart, pounding not with revenge but with excitement.
         

         
         He really, really wanted her back!

         
         The thought of sex with her even after all these years was making him pant like a dog. He had at least a thousand fantasies
            about it—some benign, some dark and cruel—all of them HD vivid in his brain. To see her face again . . . to feel her body.
            To hear her voice. It was her voice that had haunted him the most. Her voice that had kept him awake at nights and dreaming through the days.
            Sometimes she’d talk to him so clearly, he’d turn around only to find empty space.
         

         
         After she left him for the third time over a decade ago, it had taken him years to recover. But he had finally, finally gotten his shit together. He had gotten off heroin, had weaned himself from cigarettes, and had significantly cut down on the booze. Now he exercised regularly. He ate a healthy diet. He had reformed while slaving away at his business—a multimillion-dollar playground for rich men of any sexual persuasion. He had spent years building his own little fiefdom. Lord of the manor, where no one dared to get in his way. He had tons of money, he had loads of sex, and he had respect. Most important, he had control over everything in his life.
         

         
         Now that same everything was about to blow up in his face.
         

         
         And even though he just knew it would end in disaster—like it had three times before—he also knew that he’d take the plunge
            into the deep end without a second thought, idiot that he was.
         

         
         Fool me once, shame on you.

         
         Fool me twice, shame on me.

         
         Fool me three times, and someone’s a moronic dumbass.

         
         He flipped hair out of his eyes, then walked out of his inner office into the fray he was hosting, thinking:

         
         Here we go again.

         
         Here we fucking go again.

         
          

         At six feet four—well, maybe six three and a half now, allowing for shrinkage—Decker had always dreaded flying, cramming his
            oversize body into seats unfit for someone as tall as he was. The flight to Israel was long, and each time after he arrived,
            it took him hours to unfold. This time maybe it would be different.
         

         
         He beamed as he thought of his children, chipping in money to buy Rina and him business-class tickets. Such a lucky man. He
            slid into a chair with a footrest. He had a bigger pillow and a thicker blanket than usual. He had his own TV, with flight
            attendants offering him juice, water, or champagne before the takeoff.
         

         
         He could get used to this.

         
         Rina came over. She was seated three rows behind him. “Pretty luxurious.”

         
         “Unbelievable,” Decker said. “Nice surprise.”

         
         “We did well,” Rina told him. “Any word from Gabe?”

         
         “I know he got hold of his father and that Chris agreed to help.”

         
         “Nice, if he doesn’t kill Terry first,” Rina said.

         
         “It’s been over ten years.”

         
         “Why do I feel Chris is the type of person to carry a grudge?”

         
         Peter’s phone buzzed.

         
         Rina said, “Turn that off. We’re on vacation.”

         
         Decker looked at the screen. “It’s Tyler.”

         
         “It’s eleven-thirty at night. He can’t miss you that much.”

         
         “Yeah, this isn’t good.” Decker clicked in the call. “What’s going on?”

         
         His partner said, “Someone found a body earlier in the evening. In the woods about three miles from the diner where Bertram
            Lanz disappeared.”
         

         
         Decker’s heart sank. He and the entire Greenbury police force had been looking for the disabled man for weeks. He had hoped
            that Lanz was safe with his parents in Germany. But maybe that wasn’t the situation. The incompletion of his case was a weight
            on Decker’s shoulders. He knew he shouldn’t have taken time off without the solve. “Where are you now?”
         

         
         “I just left the scene to call you. No bars up there. I’m going back as soon as I hang up.”

         
         “Do you need me to come back, McAdams?”

         
         “Peter!” Rina said.

         
         “No, no. We’re fine, boss. Coroner should be here soon. Kevin cordoned off the area. I’ll keep you posted. I just wanted to
            let you know.”
         

         
         The flight attendant started making announcements. Rina said, “If you’re going to be intransigent, I’m going back to my seat.”

         
         Decker barely heard her. He stuck his finger in his ear. “You’re sure that you’re okay?”

         
         “We’re great, boss. Don’t worry. Enjoy your time overseas.”

         
         Decker said, “Before you go, any thoughts about the body?”

         
         “Rigor’s come and gone, bloat has come and gone.”

         
         “Then the corpse is weeks old?”

         
         “Possibly. There’s decomposition.”

         
         Decker asked, “Insect activity?”

         
         “Some in the orifices—nostrils, eyes, and mouth.”

         
         “Then part of the face was exposed to the air, so the flies could lay their eggs.”

         
         “Yeah, we found the body partially buried.”

         
         “Animal activity could have disturbed it.”

         
         “Nothing we can see,” McAdams answered. “But that may change once the autopsy is done.”

         
         “Any idea if the corpse is male or female?”

         
         “Probably female, from the size. The face is messed up, and we can’t move anything else until the coroner comes.”

         
         “Is the body nude or is there clothing?”

         
         “Some rotting clothing. Looks like jeans, plaid shirt, sneakers.”

         
         A flight attendant named Nurit came over. “Everything okay, sir?”

         
         Decker looked up at her. “Yes, thank you.”

         
         Nurit swallowed. “The woman across the aisle overheard you talk about corpses. I think it’s upsetting her.”

         
         “Oh, sorry.”

         
         “Sorry for what?” Tyler asked.

         
         “No, not you.” Decker smiled at the flight attendant. “I’m a police detective. I’ll finish up the conversation.” To McAdams:
            “I have to go.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry, boss, I have it covered.”

         
         Decker hung up. Rina had rematerialized. She was standing over him. “You are not going back.”
         

         
         “No, I’m not going back,” Decker said.

         
         “I hope this won’t ruin our vacation.”

         
         “When we land, I’ll give you my laptop and phone. How’s that for commitment?”

         
         “I’ll take you up on that,” Rina said. More announcements. “I have to sit down.” She kissed the top of Peter’s head. “And remember to take your Ambien as soon as we’re in the air. It’ll help with jet lag. I’ll see you in the Holy Land.” 

         
         “A new adventure,” Decker said.

         
         “A new adventure.” Rina mussed his hair and left.

         
         Three hours later, Rina was sound asleep. Decker, on the other hand, was stretched out with his eyes wide open, with a ton
            of thoughts whirling around in his brain. He probably would have been sleeping if he had taken the pill, but he had chosen
            not to.
         

         
         You can take the man out of the investigation, but you can’t take the investigation out of the man.

         
         He had promised Rina to unplug from work when they landed. She deserved that. But why toss and turn for hours when the solution
            to his insomnia was at hand? Quietly, he stood and took down his laptop from the overhead compartment. After booting up, he
            looked at his options for buying the plane’s internet. He thought about the thirty-minute plan. Just a few quick questions
            and then he’d turn off the noise. But an unknown force led his fingers to choose the two-hour plan. He typed in Tyler’s email
            address.
         

         
         He wrote:

         
         I’m signing off on all my electronics when we land.

         
         But for now, I’m up and I can’t sleep.

         
         Tell me everything that’s going on.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         This was how I remembered it, after gaining consciousness, lying on the floor, bloodied and battered.

         
         I was sitting on the couch, going over my legal options for what was going to be a protracted and nasty divorce, trying to
            figure out how to make this happen with no money and working with a legal system over seven thousand miles away. My five-year-old
            son was sitting beside me, playing a video game. My eleven-year-old daughter was in her bedroom, door locked, doing whatever
            she did in the privacy of her own space. Juleen was hyper-adult, and one of the things I did when I rented this apartment
            was ensure she had her own space. It was a two-bedroom place and Sanjay slept in the smaller of the two rooms. Juleen had
            the master, and I slept in the living room on the couch.
         

         
         I was so lost in thought that I didn’t hear the footsteps outside the door. The building was exposed, and usually I heard
            people walking up and down the steps. Not this time. Had I been more alert, all this may not have happened.
         

         
         It was only after the door flew open and I screamed “Run!” that everything kicked into high gear. Two Indian men: one immediately grabbed Sanjay, while the other said something about finding the girl. My son was kicking and screaming as I gripped his legs, pulling him toward me with my opponent pulling in the opposite direction: a mortal tug-of-war. The man had covered Sanjay’s mouth, and I remembered telling my son to bite his hand as I scratched the intruder’s arm and yanked Sanjay furiously. But the man was taller and bigger than I was and held on fast even with one hand over my son’s mouth and nose. I kept at it until the second man returned, asking where the girl was. 

         
         When I didn’t answer, he whacked me across the face—once to the right, once to the left, and another time to the right. Then
            he took my hair, wrapped it around his hand, and yanked so hard a clump came out. Sheer willpower was preventing me from letting
            go of my son’s legs. Then he hit me again on the right side of my cheek, this time with a closed fist. My vision sparkled
            and danced as I began to reel. As I was going down, he kicked me in the head and then twice on my right side in the ribs.
            I felt the crack. For good measure, he gave two final kicks—one in the stomach and one in the back. Still, I was clinging
            on to my son’s feet. It wasn’t until the siren came into earshot that the men panicked, saying something about a neighbor
            hearing the noise and calling the police. One final twist and then a hard jerk that brought an electric wave of pain through
            both arms, and my baby was gone, leaving me empty except for his small polka-dot Vans still in my hand. I brought it up to
            my face, balled myself up into a fetal position, and then things went quiet, then dark.
         

         
         When I awoke, I hadn’t any idea of how long I’d been out. Only that things were silent and I was in excruciating pain. My right arm was dangling uselessly by my side, my jaw was throbbing, my head was ringing and pounding, and my face was on fire. I tried to stand, but as soon as I moved, my sides caved in and a new wave of pain and nausea coursed through my body. My nose felt clogged and runny at the same time, and as I wiped it with my left hand, I saw blood. 

         
         The siren that I had heard must have been from an ambulance or a police car passing by, because no one had come to save me.
            Since it was summer, it was still light outside, with the sun filtering in through the top of the curtain. I always kept them
            closed, but the gap at the top allowed me to see if it was day or night.
         

         
         I lifted my head, and through swollen lids, I could make out my purse. I inched over, doing a soldier’s crawl to a side table
            next to the couch, and yanked it down with my left hand. The contents spilled out, including three phones: my personal cell
            and two pay-as-you-go burners that I picked up a few days ago from Walmart. I retrieved one of the burners and called my son
            in New York. Gabe answered after the third ring, thinking it was his father, but then he heard my voice and asked what was
            wrong.
         

         
         I told him I was in trouble. I told him he had to come to L.A. and pick me up and that I was seriously hurt. All he kept saying
            to me was “Call 911.”
         

         
         I couldn’t call 911. I couldn’t go to the police or to a hospital. They’d ask questions. They’d learn that I took my kids
            out of India without permission from the courts. I’d lose them.
         

         
         I was still under the delusion that I hadn’t lost them already.

         
         My personal phone sprang to life, Juleen’s name on the screen. Abruptly, I hung up on my son and took her call, but I didn’t
            speak right away because it could have been the goons on the other end of the line. But then she said, “Mommy, are you okay?”
         

         
         Stinging tears leaked from my inflamed eyes and ran down my bruised and cut cheeks. “Juleen, where are you?” My voice came
            out muffled and garbled. I could barely move my jaw.
         

         
         “Mommy?”

         
         This time, I spoke slower and as clearly as I could. “Where . . . are . . . you?”

         
         Probably not the brightest question to ask. I had no idea if my phone was being bugged and tracked.

         
         “Hiding—”

         
         “Quiet!” I said. “Remember where we ate dinner last night?” It took me several attempts to make myself understood. Every time
            I spoke, electric shocks ran through my jaw.
         

         
         Finally, she said, “Yes, I remember.”

         
         “Can . . . you . . . get there . . . by yourself?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Ms. Hyper-Adult.

         
         “Turn . . . off . . . your phone. Look around. Wait near . . . door. I’ll . . .” It was getting harder to talk and harder
            to breathe. “I’ll . . . meet you.”
         

         
         I hung up. I regathered all the contents of my purse while still lying on the floor. Then I managed to sit up, then stand.
            Immediately, I was light-headed and nauseated.
         

         
         I threw up.

         
         It was good that I gave the manager of the apartment a big cleaning deposit.

         
         I was holding on to the back of the couch, telling myself to move slowly—as if I had a choice. Clutching on to furniture and
            then the wall, I made my way into the kitchen and retrieved two plastic garbage bags. I groped my way into Juleen’s bedroom
            using the hallway for support. We shared a closet, although neither one of us had much in the way of clothing. I began to
            throw dresses, pants and shirts, shoes, socks, and underwear into the sacks: enough to get us through three or four days without
            doing a wash, but still light enough to carry.
         

         
         I didn’t bother with my son’s things.

         
         More tears.

         
         Not now, Terry, not now.

         
         I was holding everything in my left hand because my right arm was in searing pain. Before I inched my way out of Juleen’s room, I noticed her violin case. I bent down in a squat—easier than bending at the waist—and picked it up. The extra weight was hitting me in waves of pain, but I couldn’t leave without it. Although she wasn’t anywhere close to the prodigy that Gabe was, she loved that violin. 

         
         I knew I couldn’t go out the front door. They might still be out there, waiting for me. I had to follow the plan I had formulated
            with Juleen should a break-in like this happen in this apartment.
         

         
         Lock your door, jump out the window, and run like hell.

         
         And she had executed it perfectly. The back window was still halfway open. I couldn’t lift it any higher. Too much pain and
            too little strength. Luckily, I was small in stature—not like Juleen, but I could squeeze through. I pitched the bags out
            the window along with my purse. I took the violin case in my left hand, held it close to my body, and hoped for the best.
            When I landed, I nearly passed out as agony ripped through my right side. But I got to my feet, gripped the bags and my purse,
            and started the block walk to my car.
         

         
         I realized my face was probably a mess. One eye was shut closed; the other was bloated, but at least I could see out of it
            if I squinted. I probably would have looked like a homeless lady to anyone still out on the streets. But this was Los Angeles.
            No one walked. And even if there had been someone, one look at me and eyes would have been averted. No one wanted to see ugliness.
            Furthermore, no one cared.
         

         
         I never parked in front of my apartment, but Devek had caught up with me anyway. Normally my husband was mild-mannered and
            even wimpy. But his gambling over the last three years had put him on edge. He had tried desperate measures to get money,
            and in his last couple of ventures, he had crossed the line. I had to leave.
         

         
         I had to leave.
         

         
         I was constantly on high alert, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t praying. Gabe had converted to Judaism, and my two younger children were Hindu. I was born Catholic. I wasn’t choosy about who was up there as long as God was listening. And as soon as I managed to fish out my car’s fob and unlock the door, I said my thanks. I opened the back door and stuffed my belongings inside. Once behind the wheel, I locked the door and took a deep breath. 

         
         Sitting on my butt hurt more than standing on my feet, but I had no choice. I pressed the ignition button with my left hand,
            looked around several times, taking into consideration that I could barely see, and pulled out from the curb. It took me five
            minutes in a car to get to the restaurant. Juleen was sitting on the bench by the door, phone and laptop in hand. I pulled
            up and she got up. I noticed that she was hobbling as she walked toward me. She opened the front passenger door and slid in.
            It was closing in on seven p.m. She saw my face and gasped.
         

         
         “I’m fine.” Clearly, I wasn’t. I left the parking lot and pulled into traffic. “I’m okay.”

         
         Tears were running from her eyes. She took my useless right arm and I cried out in pain. Immediately, she dropped it.

         
         “It’s . . . a little sore.”

         
         “Mommy, I’m calling 911—”

         
         “No!”

         
         “You’ve got to go to a hospital!”

         
         “They’ll take you away . . . send you back to India. Is that what you want?”

         
         I couldn’t tell how much of my muffled speech she understood, but she must have gotten the gist of what I said. She shook
            her head and said no.
         

         
         “I’m fine.” I stopped at a long red light. I had no idea where I was going or what I was going to do. Then I remembered. “Gabe.
            Call him.” When she picked up her phone, I said, “Use a burner . . . my purse.”
         

         
         “Right.”

         
         She fished out a burner and called up her brother, knowing his phone number by heart.

         
         Hyper-adult.

         
         Over the phone line, I heard my son’s exasperated voice. “Finally! Where are you?!”

         
         I told my daughter to put it on speaker. Juleen said, “Gabe, you’ve got to come. Mommy is hurt!”

         
         “Badly?”

         
         “Badly.”

         
         “What happened?”

         
         Juleen sidestepped the question. “You’ve got to come get us. I don’t know what to do.”

         
         “Where’s Sanjay?”

         
         Tears overflowing from my eyes, I whispered, “Gone.”

         
         “What happened?” A pause. “Mom?”

         
         Juleen said, “Someone busted into the apartment. That’s all I know. Mommy told me to run and I did.”

         
         “They took Sanjay?” he asked.

         
         I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me. “Yes.”

         
         “And beat you up?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Where are you now?”

         
         Juleen said, “We’re in the car.”

         
         “She’s driving?”
         

         
         “Stopped. You’re on speaker, Gabe. She can hear everything. But she can’t talk well. They hurt her face.”

         
         “Oh God,” Gabe said. “I don’t know this phone number. Are you on a burner?”

         
         “Yes,” I whispered.

         
         “Can you give me the phone number? It’s coming up blocked. If it’s like an iPhone, it should be at the top of your contacts
            list.”
         

         
         “Let me look,” Juleen said. “Okay . . . got it. Here it is.”

         
         “Great! Thank you, Jules.” A pause. “That’s a start. Mom, listen to me and listen carefully. I can’t get there until tomorrow
            afternoon at the earliest. You’re hurt. You need to go to the hospital—”
         

         
         “No!”

         
         “She won’t go,” Juleen told him. “She says they’ll ask questions and then take me away.”

         
         “I thought that might be the situation.” Another pause. “So, this is plan B. Mom, are you listening?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         A sigh over the phone. “When I talked to you the first time, it sounded like you needed immediate help.”

         
         “She does,” Juleen said.

         
         “Mom, I asked Chris to help. He’s much closer to you and he knows L.A. as well as I do. He has a jet. He can get down there
            in a couple of hours. As a matter of fact, he could be on his way now. If you need protection, and it sounds like you do,
            there’s no one better who can help you.”
         

         
         I closed my one good eye. Chris. From the frying pan . . . My life was a complete and utter mess!

         
         “Mom, are you there?”

         
         “I’m here.”

         
         “Mom, he’ll only help you if you ask for help. I know this is a deal with the devil, but you’ve got to call him. This is not
            just about you, it’s also about Juleen.”
         

         
         I didn’t answer, but I knew he was right.

         
         Juleen said, “Give me the number and I’ll call him.”

         
         Gabe said, “He won’t help you, Jules. Only Mom. She’s got to make contact.”
         

         
         I said, “Give me the number.”

         
         “What did she say?” Gabe asked.

         
         “She said to give her the number,” Juleen said. “I’ll write it down for her.”

         
         “Jules, call me back as soon as Mom has spoken to my dad, okay?”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Jules, my dad can be super abrupt and mean. When you meet him, no matter what he says or how he acts, just be calm and super polite.” 

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “I’m really giving you the benefit of my wisdom. Please listen.”

         
         “Okay. Let me get off the phone so Mommy can speak to him.”

         
         Hyper-adult.

         
         “I love you, Mom.”

         
         I couldn’t answer. It was getting harder and harder to speak. I could barely stay awake. Juleen hung up and called my ex’s
            number. It rang three times and then went to voice mail.
         

         
         Juleen said, “Mr. Whitman, this is Teresa McLaughlin’s daughter, Juleen. My brother Gabe said to call you. My mother is hurt
            and can’t talk very well, but she will talk to you when you call back. I’ll give you the number of this phone. Please, please
            call back. Thank you very much, sir.”
         

         
         I gave my daughter the thumbs-up.

         
         “Now what?” she asked. When I didn’t answer, Juleen said, “Mommy, we can’t stay here. They might come back.”

         
         I nodded and pulled into traffic.

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         “I don’t . . . know.”

         
         “You can’t just drive around.”

         
         She was right. I thought for a moment. “My . . . house.”

         
         “What house?”

         
         I waved her off.

         
         “What house?”

         
         “Where I grew up.”

         
         “You grew up here?”

         
         I nodded.

         
         “Does Mr. Whitman know it?”

         
         “Donatti,” I told her. “Mr. Donatti.”

         
         The burner rang. Juleen put the cell on speaker and answered the phone. “Hello?”

         
         I heard my ex’s voice. “Terry?”

         
         It wasn’t the first time Juleen and I had been mistaken for each other over the phone. Our voices sounded alike. “I’m . . .
            here,” I whispered.
         

         
         Chris said, “What’s going on?”

         
         I started to cry and so did Juleen. She said, “They beat her up.”

         
         “Where are you?”

         
         “Valley,” I answered.

         
         “Where in the Valley?”
         

         
         “She’s driving to her house where she grew up,” Juleen answered.

         
         “She’s driving?”
         

         
         “Do you know where her old house is?”

         
         “Yes, I know where it is. Don’t go there—”

         
         His phone cut out. Juleen called him back, but it went to voice mail.

         
         The sun was beginning to go down, and soon we’d be under the cover of darkness. We were about a mile away from the apartment
            we were renting but four miles away from my old house. My one good eye was starting to close up. I knew if I didn’t get there
            soon, I wouldn’t be able to drive at all. My head was exploding with pain, and I was getting very sleepy. I decided to head
            in the direction of my old high school—a common landmark for Chris and me. I kept shaking my head to stay awake. Each time
            I did that, bolts of lightning and thunder clapped inside my brain.
         

         
         The burner sprang to life. Juleen answered. “We’re on speaker, Mr. Donatti.”

         
         “Terry, are you there?”

         
         “Hi, Chris.”

         
         “Terry, listen to me. Are you physically able to drive?”

         
         I didn’t answer.

         
         “Terry?”

         
         “Yes.” For the moment.

         
         “Don’t go to your old house, babe. If I were looking for you, that’s one of the places where I’d camp out. Do you remember where I used to live?” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Go there. It’s on Jasper—8246 . . . no, 8446 . . .”

         
         “8226,” I told him.

         
         “Your beat-up brain is working better than mine. Can you make it there?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Okay, good. I’ll meet you in a couple of hours. Probably less. I’ll blink the headlights twice, then pause and blink them
            twice again, so you’ll know it’s me. You blink back. Do not leave the car for any reason. I’ll come to you.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Juleen, do not let her fall asleep under any circumstances. Can I trust you to do that?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Good. I’ll see you later.”

         
         After he hung up, Juleen said, “Can you drive, Mommy?”

         
         “Yes.” Sort of. “I’m . . . okay.”
         

         
         It took me about a half hour to go four miles on empty streets. I arrived on Jasper just as the last bit of daylight was fading
            from the horizon. The last time I had been at this apartment, I had been sixteen years old, in deep love with the most gorgeous
            guy in high school. I had tutored Chris at his apartment and at my house for about three months until the relationship turned
            odd and weird and was too much for me to handle. Inside, I knew he was bad news, but I kept going back. The last time I was
            here, we had spent the night together. It had been sexual but not sex. That happened in a prison somewhere in the Mojave Desert.
            By the time I had decided to cut bait, it was too late. But it all worked out. I couldn’t imagine a world bereft of Gabriel.
            I closed my eyes, hoping for numbness.
         

         
         Juleen suddenly blasted the radio.

         
         “Turn . . . that off!”

         
         “He told me not to let you fall asleep.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Mr. Whit— Mr. Donatti. You know, Gabe’s father.”

         
         I reached over and turned the knob to off. “I’m fine.” A minute later, my eyes started to close. Juleen shook me. I said,
            “Leave me alone.”
         

         
         “You can’t fall asleep.”

         
         I barely heard her words. I was fading away. She kept shaking me awake. She turned on the radio again. I turned it off. When
            she went for the knob again, I hit her hand. She didn’t care. She kept shaking me, screaming at me, clapping her hands in
            front of my face. I became too tired to even yell at her. Then I began to cry in earnest. I was crying because I had made
            a mess of my life. I was crying because I was in terrible pain. Most of all, I was crying with heartbreak for my lost little
            boy.
         

         
         He must be so scared!

         
         “It’ll be okay, Mommy,” Juleen said. “It’ll all be okay.”

         
         I couldn’t answer her. I could barely breathe, and crying was only making it worse. Here I was, a forty-two-year-old woman,
            completely broke and utterly broken. I had made terrible choices in men. I had abandoned my older son and I couldn’t save
            the younger one. I was a terrible role model for Juleen. She was comforting me instead of the other way around. What was wrong
            with me that I couldn’t even provide the minimum of parenting?
         

         
         I dried my eyes on my sleeve. My lids had swollen shut. If I picked one of them up, I could see. My head was throbbing, and
            I was dizzy and nauseated. On the plus side, I could still think, which meant I had a functioning brain. I also had my eyesight,
            one good arm, and two working legs. That was a lot of good stuff.
         

         
         A text registered on the burner in Juleen’s hands. She said, “It’s Gabe. He’s asking about us and his dad. What should I tell
            him?”
         

         
         The lightbulb went off. I couldn’t talk, but I could text with one hand. I took the phone and pecked out my sentences with my left index finger. 

         
         We made contact with Chris. He’s on his way down.

         
         Thank God! I’ll come to see you. Probably tomorrow.

         
         Don’t worry. I’m fine.

         
         How are you feeling?

         
         Ok. Tired. TTYL.

         
         And it was all true. I was exhausted. I gave the phone back to Juleen. She was texting him something. I put my head back,
            looking at the roof of the car as I drifted off to sleep. Juleen started shaking me after fifteen seconds of blissful nothingness.
            As soon as I awoke, the pain recurred in full force. The burner rang and Juleen put the cell to my ear. It was Gabe. “You’re
            a doctor. You know better. Stay awake!”
         

         
         “Yeah . . . yeah.”

         
         But as soon as he hung up, I started to fall asleep. Juleen snapped her fingers, clapped her hands, and pulled my hair, which
            really hurt. I thought about how that goon had ripped my hair from my head. I felt my scalp, and sure enough there was a small
            bald spot.
         

         
         I just wanted to sleep, but Juleen wouldn’t let me. I didn’t know how long the clapping and snapping and shaking went on,
            but it seemed like forever. Eventually I heard a car motor. I lifted an eyelid and saw two blinks, a pause, two blinks.
         

         
         That’s him, I thought. I forgot to signal him back. Instead, I opened the door, started to stand, and immediately dropped to my knees
            and fell on my face. Nausea had overwhelmed me. I vomited again, hard and fast. So hard, I wet myself—something damp and metallic
            smelling spreading in the groin area of my jeans.
         

         
         From ground level, I saw this very tall man with shoulder-length hair exiting the car and running toward me. In one giant swoop he picked me up without effort. Strong arms—his arms. His smell. I, on the other hand, was covered in barf and blood and stank like a public urinal. But he didn’t say a word as we headed toward his car. I picked up an eyelid and looked over my shoulder, at my daughter, who was carrying two trash bags, her violin case, her laptop, and my purse, hobbling furiously to catch up with me. Chris followed my eyes. 

         
         “Someone get the girl!”

         
         Another man sprang into action and came to Juleen’s aid.

         
         Santa had come with his elves.

         
         Chris propped me up in the middle backseat of a stretch limo and slid in beside me. I was still holding my eyelid up when
            he cupped my chin and examined my face. “Jesus fucking Christ!” He looked at my pants. “Terry, you need to go to a hospital.”
         

         
         “No . . .” I dropped my eyelid, leaving me in pain and darkness. If I couldn’t see, maybe this would all go away.

         
         “You’re pissing blood!” To someone else, Chris said, “What’s the closest hospital from here?”

         
         He obviously wasn’t listening to me, which was par for the course. I yelled out, “No!”

         
         I heard Juleen’s voice. “She won’t go. She’s afraid they’ll take me away.”

         
         “Then they’ll take you away,” Chris said. “It’s better than her dying.”

         
         Someone started the car. We rode a few minutes, and I began to get motion sickness. I gagged a few times.

         
         Chris said, “Stop the car.” I heard the car door open, and he held me as I threw up a third time, retching until I felt my
            stomach was coming up my throat. He said, “You’re also vomiting blood.”
         

         
         I knew what that meant, but I didn’t care. I’d rather go out fighting. I hit him. “No . . . hospital!”

         
         Chris lifted up my eyelid. “Listen to me, Teresa. If you don’t get help soon, you are going to die! You’re a fucking doctor. You know better.”
         

         
         Gabe’s words almost to a T. I hit him again. “No!”

         
         “Stop hitting me. It’s like an annoying gnat.” He was still holding up my eyelid, a brilliantly blue iris staring back at me. Then he let my lid drop and I was encased in darkness. 

         
         “This is against my better judgment.” He paused. “Okay, Terry, this is what I’m going to do. I’ll take you two back with me.
            I co-own a twenty-four-hour emergency room. I’ll take you there. I promise that no questions will be asked, okay?”
         

         
         I nodded.

         
         “We’re not equipped to handle this kind of situation. Most of the time, we just give out antibiotics or pain medicine, or
            wrap a muscle strain. The most we ever do is stabilize heart attacks and send them off to a bigger hospital in Elko. But I’ll
            call in and tell them what I’m dealing with. If the doc there tells me that you have to go to Elko, you’re going to Elko.
            End of discussion. Okay?”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “Start the car,” Chris said. “God help me if you die.” He was silent for a few moments. “What the hell is wrong with your
            arm?” He lifted my right hand and I screamed in pain. “I think your shoulder’s dislocated. Stop the car again.”
         

         
         The driver obeyed.

         
         Chris said, “I can fix this. It’ll probably take some pain away, but if your arm is broken it might make it worse.”

         
         “Tape . . .”

         
         “What’d you say?”

         
         I motioned to Juleen to give me the phone. I picked up an eyelid and managed to orient a finger on the phone’s letters. I
            pecked out: Tape the arm.

         
         Chris read it. He said, “Anyone have any tape?”

         
         Someone from the front seat said, “I have electrical tape.”

         
         Serial killer, I thought.
         

         
         “Give it to me,” Chris said. “This is going to stick to her arm.”

         
         I made a motion with my left hand.

         
         “I don’t understand,” Chris said.

         
         “Flip . . . it.”

         
         “Flip . . . Oh, right.” He took my right arm, and again, I screamed in pain as he started wrapping my forearm on the nonsticky side as tight as he could. It felt like a tourniquet. I was sobbing, it was so painful. 

         
         “Hold on, baby doll. Almost done.” Finally, he said, “This is going to hurt—”

         
         “Go . . .”

         
         He took my wrist and pulled my arm forward and straight out from my body with some force, guiding the ball back into the socket.
            I shrieked in pain. Afterward, it still hurt, but I could wiggle my fingers.
         

         
         I still couldn’t move my arm without pain. “Better,” I whispered. I pulled at the tape.

         
         “You want me to take the tape off?” Chris asked.

         
         I nodded.

         
         “Hold still.” A moment later, something cool touched my skin as it ran the length of the electrical tape up my arm. A knife,
            I presumed. Chris always carried weapons. Even lying next to him, against his chest, I could feel his gun in its shoulder
            holster.
         

         
         He said, “Don’t you dare fall asleep.” I was too tired to answer him. Still, he kept talking . . . to keep me awake. “We had
            problems, I know, but we also had a lot of good times too. Like . . . like remember in Vegas . . . I took you there for our
            five-year anniversary. And we both got so plastered that as soon as we entered the hotel room, we fell down onto the floor.”
            A pause. “And we laughed and laughed and laughed. And we made love all night. And . . .” Another pause. “And then we left
            for breakfast . . . after having been up all night. We both looked a mess—well, I did, not you. You always looked good, Terry,
            no matter what.”
         

         
         Uh, I beg to differ.

         
         “Anyway, we went down to the casino. And there was the giant slot machine that only took ten-dollar tokens. And you wanted
            to play it, and I said gambling was flushing money down the toilet.”
         

         
         How true is that.

         
         “But you insisted, so I bought you a token. And you pulled the lever. One time.” He gave a laugh. “One pull and the bell went
            off. You won a couple of grand. It wasn’t the big jackpot, but it was a good return on your investment.”
         

         
         His voice was far away, like the distant music of a parade.

         
         “And you wanted to give it to me . . . the money. But I told you to keep it and spend it on whatever you wanted. After all,
            it was your money.” A beat. “And you bought me a gun with it—an antique Belgian Mauser Model 1893 rifle. I mean, what the
            hell was I going to do with an antique rifle? But you were so happy to buy it for me. The smile on your face . . . pure joy.
            I still have it, you know. The rifle. I’ve bought and sold lots of guns over the years, but I’ll never give that one away.”
         

         
         He stopped talking for a moment.

         
         “And remember when you used to bake me these fancy cakes for my birthday? I think the first one . . . I think it was a cake
            in the shape of a cello.” A moment passed. “And then there was one that looked like an artist’s palette. And another one that
            was in the shape of a gun. But the best one . . . the one I remember the best was when I was on trial for racketeering and
            jury tampering with my uncle. You baked me a ‘get out of jail free’ cake. God, I laughed my ass off. It was such a tense period
            of time and that just . . . I don’t know. It just cut through . . .” Chris said, “How much longer?”
         

         
         From the front seat, a man said, “Two minutes, sir. They’ve just finished gassing up the plane.”

         
         “Get a route from the FBO. Once we get there, I want to move.”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         A few minutes later, the car slowed and I heard a roaring engine. I opened an eyelid and saw that the limo had pulled up right
            next to a plane. With his long arms, Chris leaned over Juleen and opened the door. “Go ahead, up the steps.” When I started
            to move, he said, “Not you. Your daughter. You just wait here.”
         

         
         As soon as he moved—taking away his shoulder for upright support—I slid until I was lying down. A moment later, Chris helped me out and then picked me up, taking me up the stairs and settling me into a chair. “Someone get me a wet washcloth and a couple of ice packs.” A second later, he said, “This is cold. Put it in the microwave. And get me a towel. And where the fuck is the ice pack?” 

         
         I opened my eyelid and looked around for my daughter, but Chris was standing over me, blocking my vision. He said, “Close
            your eye. It might burn a little.”
         

         
         I cooperated. He began to clean up my face. It took a few minutes, and when he was done, he patted it dry. I still stank.
            He placed an ice pack into my left hand. “Hold this on your face for maybe a minute on and a minute off.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” I paused. “Sorry.”

         
         “Shhh. None of that. I have to copilot the plane, baby. If you need anything, tell your daughter and she’ll come get me.”

         
         I nodded. He stood up, and then I saw Juleen was sitting across the aisle from me. The plane was a six-seater, and four seats
            were taken up. Chris had brought two sidearms with him. The men weren’t just men, they were also his weapons.
         

         
         Chris put on my seat belt. “We’re going over mountains. We’re actually going into the mountains. It’s going to be really bumpy,
            especially because it’s summer and the heat rises after dark. It’s normal. Don’t be nervous.” He stroked my arm. “It’ll be
            okay, I promise you.” To Juleen, he said, “If she starts to fall asleep, just put this ice pack on her face, okay?”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         I held out my hand to my daughter and she took it. Within a minute, I was going under. And no amount of yelling, shaking,
            ice packs, and turbulence would disturb my rest. At one point, they thought I’d died.
         

         
         Maybe I had.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         He stank of vomit, blood, and his own sweat. As meticulous as he was, he tolerated the stench out of necessity. But as soon
            as she was wheeled into a treatment room hidden behind double doors, he had to change his clothes. He always kept spare duds
            in all his offices. And he had a lot of offices. The convenience factor was that he wore the same thing every day: black suit and a black T-shirt, either long-
            or short-sleeved, depending on the weather. His boots were the only item that showed creativity. He had hundreds of pairs
            in every possible color and animal skin available.
         

         
         He leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath. The place didn’t have a waiting room. The men who came here were usually certain types: those who had purposely ditched hearth and home for a couple of nights of bacchanalian freedom, rich single men who wanted it done in a very specific way, and on-the-spectrum coders with no social skills and money to burn. The cash bought them good food, fine spirits, and copious amounts of sex with as many women—or men—as their wallets could afford. Who the hell would be pacing for them in a hospital waiting room? No wives, no girlfriends, no boyfriends, no friends at all. 

         
         Nope. No waiting rooms. Just a hallway with a few chairs. The girl was sitting in one of them, head down, with two trash bags,
            a purse, and a violin case at her feet.
         

         
         Donatti said, “I’m going upstairs. I reek like a garbage dump. Landon, you watch the doors. Petry, you watch the girl. No
            one goes in those doors until I come back. And no one, and I mean no one, touches the girl without my say-so. Anyone disputes
            those orders, shoot first and ask questions later. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
         

         
         The girl raised her hand.

         
         “What?” Donatti said.

         
         “I have to use the toilet.”

         
         It probably had been eight hours since she’d taken a piss. He picked up Terry’s purse. “C’mon . . . this way.” He took her
            to the elevator, and they rode it up to the dark fourth floor. Donatti turned on the lights, then strode down the hall to
            his office door. He suddenly realized that the girl was twenty paces behind. He waited for her to catch up, and then he opened
            the door and turned on the lights. He pointed to a door. “In there.”
         

         
         She limped inside and shut the door. He looked around. This was one of his smaller offices. Desk, chair, and a closet. He
            kept very few files here—just on the men who had serious health conditions. He monitored them like he monitored everything.
            He certainly didn’t want any of his clients dying on the premises.
         

         
         Bad for business.

         
         He put his ex-wife’s purse on the desktop and took out a fresh ensemble, while waiting for the girl to get out so he could
            shower. He could hear her crying from behind the door.
         

         
         The bastard child.

         
         Despite himself, he felt bad for her.

         
         The girl looked like Terry dipped in caramel. The same oval face, lovely cheekbones, and bee-stung lips. Her hair was long like Terry’s but darker in color, as were her eyes. They also had similar voices. It made it easier for him to tolerate her. If he took his imagination to the limit, he could almost pretend she was his and her coloring came from a black Irish ancestor. Of course, she wasn’t his. She had a father, and he had no desire to become a substitute. Although he’d protect Gabe with his life, one kid had always been one too many. 

         
         Finally, she came out, her face freshly washed. “Thank you.”

         
         “Wait here.” Donatti took his change of clothes and went inside the bathroom. A quick shower and clean garments made him feel
            better. He came back into the office, sat at his desk, and fished through Terry’s purse. He took out four phones—three burners,
            including a Xiaomi phone, whatever that was, and a Samsung. To the girl, who was still standing, he said, “Sit down. You’re
            making me nervous.”
         

         
         She obeyed. “Sorry.”

         
         He began to scroll down one of the burners, kept the one that Terry had used most. “Is this your phone?” He showed her the
            Xiaomi.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What’s your code?”

         
         “My birthday.”

         
         “That doesn’t help me.” She gave him the numbers. He said, “Want to tell me what happened?”

         
         “I don’t know what happened exactly.”

         
         “Then tell me what you know inexactly.”

         
         “I heard something loud in the living room. I heard Mommy shout ‘Run!’ I grabbed my phone and laptop and took off and jumped
            out the window. That’s how I hurt my ankle. It was a second-story apartment.”
         

         
         He took out Terry’s personal phone and turned it on. “You and your mother planned an escape route just in case?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         Donatti looked up. “You can call me Chris.”

         
         “Yes, sir . . . Chris.”

         
         “Do you know your mother’s phone code?”

         
         “It’s a bunch of numbers. I’ve got to think.”

         
         “Her birthday maybe?”

         
         “Not her birthday or mine or Sanjay’s. It’s one-one-oh-five or oh-six—”

         
         Donatti smiled. “Eleven-oh-five-seventy-six.”

         
         “Yeah . . . How’d you—?”

         
         “It’s my birthday.” Once it was unlocked, Donatti started scrolling down the numbers in Terry’s call history. Devek had called
            her sixteen times in the previous five days. Donatti looked up Terry’s husband in the contacts and wrote down the number.
            “Is +91 the country code for India?”
         

         
         “I think so.”

         
         “Do you know the state code?”

         
         “No, sorry.”

         
         “I’ll find out.” Donatti wrote down some numbers and showed them to her. “Any of these look familiar?”

         
         “No . . . sorry.”

         
         He pocketed the phones, picked up the purse, and stood up. Then he gathered his dirty clothing and cocked his head in her
            direction. “C’mon.” As they walked to the elevator, he dumped his clothes in a hamper of dirty sheets.
         

         
         The girl said, “Will she be okay?”

         
         “I hope so.” The elevator came. He turned off the hall lights and they went inside. Donatti pushed the down button. “I’ll
            find someone to look at your ankle.”
         

         
         “I’m okay.”

         
         “I got eyes. You’re not okay.” She didn’t answer. He said, “Gabe tell you I was an ogre?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Her face was flat. Unlike her mother, he couldn’t read her. “I am an ogre.”

         
         “You look like him . . . like Gabe.”

         
         “No, he looks like me.”

         
         Her skin darkened. “Yeah, I got the order a little mixed up.” A pause. “He’s tall, but not as tall as you.”

         
         “Few people are.”

         
         “And he has green eyes.”

         
         “Your mother has gold eyes. Yellow and blue make green.”

         
         “People say I look like Mommy.”

         
         “People are correct.” The elevator doors opened. They walked over to the hallway chairs. She sat; he didn’t. Donatti talked
            to his men. “Everything quiet?”
         

         
         “Not a soul, sir.”

         
         Donatti checked his Rolex. “You two have been on shift for over ten hours. Go back and switch with Kent and Giraldi. Put in
            for overtime.”
         

         
         Landon said, “I can stay if you want, Mr. Donatti.”

         
         “No, no, I’m fine. Nothing to do except wait. Go.”

         
         The two men left. Donatti ran his fingers through his hair. He looked at the girl. “I’m sorry you’re going through all this
            shit. It’s a terrible thing when your parents are at war.”
         

         
         “All I care about is Mommy.”

         
         “True that,” Donatti said. “Who do you think is after you and your brother?”

         
         “I’m assuming it’s my father.”

         
         “Is your father violent?”

         
         “No, not at all.”

         
         “Someone beat up your mother.”

         
         “It wasn’t my father.” She crossed her arms.
         

         
         “Just trying to figure out things. Don’t get defensive.”

         
         “I’m just saying . . .”

         
         “Okay. Let me put it this way. If your father did take your brother, would he hurt him?”

         
         “No, of course not. He worships Sanjay.”

         
         “And you?”

         
         Her eyes welled up. “My dad loves me.”

         
         “But . . .”

         
         “Nothing. He loves me.” A pause. “But Mommy loves me more.”

         
         “Don’t take sides.”

         
         “It’s true. She does love me more.”

         
         “Does your mom talk smack about him?”

         
         “No. She never says anything mean about anyone.”

         
         “Including me?”

         
         “Only that Gabe gets his talent from you.”

         
         “She forgot the good looks.”

         
         Juleen regarded his face: beautiful blue eyes and thick blond-streaked white hair that fell down to his shoulders. He was
            good-looking for an old guy. “My dad gambles.”
         

         
         “Some people do.”

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “Nope. You always lose and I don’t like losing money.”

         
         “Then why do people do it if it’s so stupid?”

         
         “Because people do stupid things.” A pause. “Did your mom ever tell you I beat her up?” The girl looked at him with stunned
            eyes. “Not as bad as she is now, but I gave her bruises . . . a couple of black eyes. I scared her into not pressing charges.
            I didn’t want to go to prison. It was cowardly—what I did and how I acted afterward. Like I said, people do stupid things.
            That was my stupidest.”
         

         
         She was silent.

         
         “Don’t be so hard on your father. People gamble because it’s exciting . . . gives them a rush . . . like drugs.” He turned
            to her. “Don’t take drugs. Ever. It screws you up.”
         

         
         “I don’t take drugs.” A pause. “Do you take drugs?”

         
         “Not anymore.”

         
         “But you did?”

         
         “I was both an alcoholic and a drug addict.”

         
         “But not now?”

         
         “For the most part, I’m sober. But it’s always a battle. I’ve got an addictive personality. Don’t even start.”

         
         “Why did you start?”

         
         “I was depressed. I needed a rush.”

         
         “But you’re not depressed now?”

         
         “You ask a lot of questions.”

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         He sat back in his chair and observed the girl. She was squirming. “What?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “No, it’s not nothing. What’s on your mind?”

         
         “I’m just thinking that if you don’t gamble and you don’t drink and you don’t take drugs, like what gives you a rush if you
            have an addictive personality?”
         

         
         “Sex.” With your mother.

         
         The girl’s complexion darkened a couple of shades. Her embarrassment didn’t bother him a whit. He was what he was.

         
         Donatti felt his phone buzz in his coat pocket. He retrieved it and looked at the screen. “It’s Gabe.” He stood and walked
            away from her. “I have Mom. She’s in my ER being treated.”
         

         
         “How is she?”

         
         “Beaten up. She was semiconscious when we got here.”

         
         “I’ll come out.”

         
         “Let me talk to the doctors first. What’s your schedule?”

         
         “It’s whatever you want it to be.”

         
         “What’s on your calendar?”

         
         “I have a concert in Boston tomorrow—actually today, but I can call my agent. It’s like five in the morning.”

         
         “Don’t call anyone yet. What’s after that?”

         
         “Schedule-wise? The next day I’ve got a concert in the Berkshires, and then I’m free for ten days.”

         
         “Come out then. You know, maybe I can call Rina to come out . . . Help watch the girl.”

         
         “Rina and Peter are on a plane to Israel.”

         
         “Israel?”
         

         
         “Yeah. They bought a place there.”

         
         Donatti was mystified. “Why?”
         

         
         “It’s the Jewish homeland. They’re Jewish.”

         
         “Are they coming back?”

         
         “Yeah, they’ll be back in about two weeks.”

         
         “That may be good timing. She can come after you leave.”

         
         “Uh, you know Rina is religious. And you know you live in a brothel.”

         
         “I’m not pimping her out, Gabriel, I’m asking for help with your sister.”

         
         “Don’t get mad, but I think we need someone to stay with Mom while she’s in the hospital.”

         
         “Well, glory fuck, I never thought of that.”

         
         “I said don’t get mad.”

         
         “I’m staying with her until she’s out of the hospital, whenever that is. At some point, I’m going to have to settle your sister
            in your room, but that shouldn’t take more than an hour or two. She’ll be alone until I can arrange things, so it would be
            nice if you could spend some time with her while you’re here.”
         

         
         “She’ll want to stay at the hospital, Dad.”

         
         “I don’t want her here. She talks too much.”

         
         “Juleen talks too much?”

         
         “A regular chatterbox.”

         
         “Wow. News to me. She’ll want to see her mother, Chris.”

         
         “Gabriel, stop arguing with me. I don’t want her to see her mother laid up. You haven’t seen her. I have. She looks horrible. Furthermore, I have
            no idea what shape she’s in. The kid has enough worries. So just shut up and let me take care of this situation, okay?”
         

         
         “Sorry.” He meant it. “Whatever you think, Dad. Thank you for handling everything. I owe you one.”

         
         “You owe me more than one, Gabriel, but not for this. I’ll call you as soon as I know more.”

         
         “Wait. Can I talk to Juleen?”

         
         “Make it brief. Hold on.” Donatti walked back to the girl. “It’s your brother. Be quick.”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         He walked away to give her a little privacy. A minute later, he saw Giraldi and Kent coming down the hallway. Donatti came
            back to the girl and took the phone from her hand. “I’ve got to go find someone to treat your sister.”
         

         
         “What’s wrong?”

         
         “She’s limping. Maybe a twisted ankle. Bye.” He pocketed his phone and talked to his men. “Keep a watch on the girl. No one
            comes near her.”
         

         
         They answered “Yes, sir” in unison.

         
         “I’ve got to find someone to patch up her ankle. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Donatti walked over to the double doors and
            pushed in the code. He found a nurse, Della Gratz. He knew all his employees, and between the restaurants, the shops, the
            casinos, and the brothels, there were more than a hundred of them on rotating shifts. Della was cleaning up a treatment cubicle,
            curtain wide open.
         

         
         “How is she?”

         
         She turned around. “I didn’t hear you come in, Mr. Donatti. They took her to the OR.”

         
         “What’s wrong?”

         
         “I’m not sure. You probably should wait for a doctor, sir.”

         
         “I won’t hold you to it, Della. Please.”

         
         The poor woman was wringing her hands. Everyone hated talking to the boss. “She needs dental work. They thought it would be
            easier to do it in the OR.”
         

         
         “Her jaw’s busted?”

         
         “It was dislocated. They fixed that, but she’s got some loose teeth in the back. I think they’re wiring her jaw, sir.”

         
         “What else?”

         
         “I think they’re going to x-ray her for broken bones.”

         
         “Fine. Is there someone who can look at her daughter’s ankle? I think it’s sprained or twisted. It probably should be taped.”

         
         “I can do that, Mr. Donatti.” She stopped and started to wash her hands.

         
         “Someone will bring her in, then. Thank you.”

         
         “You’re very welcome.”

         
         He came back outside, summoned the girl. She limped over and he said, “I found a nurse who is going to look at your ankle.”

         
         “How’s Mommy?”

         
         “She’s still with us. Let’s go.”

         
         An hour later, she was taped and had a crutch. She started to sit, but Donatti shook his head. “I’m taking you to where I
            live. You’ll stay in Gabe’s room.”
         

         
         “I want to stay here.”

         
         “You can’t stay here, Juleen.”

         
         Tears in her eyes. “I want to see Mommy.”

         
         “When it’s appropriate.” To his men. “I need the car keys.”

         
         “Do you want me to drive you, sir?”

         
         “No, I’m fine. Just keep watch on the doors. I’ll be back in about a half hour.” He picked up the garbage bags and her violin
            case. “C’mon.”
         

         
         She followed him like a chastened dog. As they walked out, she said, “Why can’t I stay with Mommy at the hospital?”

         
         “Because you can’t. The good news is Gabe will be here in a couple of days.” He held up the violin case. “How long have you
            played?”
         

         
         “Five years.” A pause. “Gabe says you play the cello.”

         
         “I do.” Silence. “That’s how I met your mother. We were in orchestra together. She also played the violin.”

         
         “She told me she was terrible.”

         
         “She was.” He let out a small laugh. “But her face more than made up for her lack of talent.” He regarded the girl. “You’d
            better learn how to handle yourself with boys. They’re all dogs. Don’t trust any of them.”
         

         
         “I don’t like boys.”

         
         “One day you will.”

         
         “No, I won’t. I want to be a doctor like my mom. You have to study to do that. I don’t have time for stupidity.”

         
         “Yeah, boys are very stupid. Stop walking. This is the car.” Donatti opened the door and she slid in the passenger side. He
            started the engine and took off. “I have to go back to take care of your mother. You’re going to be alone in the room until
            Gabe gets here. No one is allowed in there except Gabe and me.”
         

         
         “How do I get out?”

         
         “You don’t unless I say so. I’ll bring you meals. I’m sorry, but after what happened to your younger brother, your protection
            is my responsibility, okay?”
         

         
         She nodded. Her lip was trembling.

         
         “I’ll get you some teachers. Have you learned any languages other than English?”

         
         “Hindi.”

         
         “I’ll start you on Spanish and French. I’ll also get you a violin teacher. That’ll keep you busy. Are you
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