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Working off duty meant doing the same job without pay. But since the call’s location was only twelve blocks away and the case would wind up in his detail anyway, Decker figured he might as well jump the uniforms. Cordon off the scene before the blues could trample evidence, making his on-duty tasks that much easier. He unhooked the mike, answered the radio transmitting officer—and turned on the computer screen in the unmarked Plymouth. A few moments later, green LCD lines snaked across the monitor.


A female assault victim—suspected sexual trauma—no given name or age. The Party Reporting had been female and Spanish speaking. The victim had been found by the PR in a ransacked bedroom. Paramedics had been called down.


Decker made a sharp right turn and headed for the address.


The interior of the Plymouth was rich with the aroma of newly baked breads—a corn rye loaded with caraway seeds, two crisp onion boards, a dozen poppy-seeded kaiser and crescent rolls, and assorted Danishes. Goodies just pulled from the oven, so hot the bakery lady didn’t dare put them in plastic. They sat in open white wax-lined bags, exhaling their yeasty breath, making his mouth water.


Fresh bakery treats seemed to be Rina’s only craving during the pregnancy and Decker didn’t mind indulging her. The nearest kosher bakery was a twelve-mile round trip of peace and quiet. He enjoyed the early-morning stillness, cruising the stretch of open freeway, witnessing the fireworks on the eastern horizon. He reveled in the forty minutes of solitude and resented the intrusion of the call, the location so close he couldn’t ignore it, his mind forced to snap into work-mode.


He turned left onto Valley Canyon Drive, the roadside cutting through wide-open areas of ranchland. In the distance was the renowned Valley Canyon Spa Resort—a two-story pink-stucco monolith carved into the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains. It looked like a giant boil on the sandy-colored face of the rocks. The guys in the squad room had shortened the spa’s name to VALCAN, which in turn had been bastardized to VULCAN. The running joke was that VULCAN’s clientele were secret relatives of Mr. Spock beamed down to get ear jobs. VULCAN had hosted more stars than the sidewalks of Hollywood Boulevard, its facilities among the most exclusive in the United States. That, and the fact that the place was run by Davida Eversong’s daughter, made it a national draw for rich anorexic women wanting to exercise themselves skeletal.


Davida Eversong was one of those self-proclaimed grandes dames of Old Hollywood. Scuttlebutt had it that she had burrowed herself into a bungalow on the spa’s acreage. Once Decker had spotted her at a local mom-and-pop market. Her features had been hidden by sunglasses and a black turban that wrapped around her cheeks and tied under her chin. It had been her getup that had attracted his attention. Who dressed like that at night except someone wanting to be noticed? But only he had given her a second glance. To the rest of the shoppers, she had been just another L.A. eccentric.


Decker was barely old enough to remember the latter part of her long film career—the last three or four movies where she’d been thrown some bones—courtesy parts. Then came the talk-show circuit promoting the autobiography. The book had been a best seller. That had been about fifteen years ago and nothing public since. Still, the name Eversong conjured up images of studio Movie Queens and Hollywood glamour. Eversong’s daughter was certainly not inhibited about using the connection. Maybe she was genuinely proud of Mama. Or maybe it just made good business sense.


Scoring the base of the spa’s mountain was a single file of multicolored sweatsuits; the ladies coming back from their morning aerobic hike. From Decker’s perspective, they looked like Day-Glo ants encircling a giant hill.


He reached inside one of the paper bags, broke off a piece of warm cherry Danish, and stuffed it into his mouth. Chewing, he called Rina on his radio, telling her why he wouldn’t make it for breakfast. She sounded disappointed but he couldn’t tell what bothered her more—his absence or the absence of her morning kaiser roll.


Not that she didn’t enjoy his company, but she was more preoccupied than usual. That was to be expected. Though he kept hoping her self-absorption would pass, he’d come to realize it was wishful thinking.


El honeymoon was finito. Time to get down to the business of living.


He remembered the physical exhaustion that accompanied a newborn—long nights of interrupted sleep, the bickering, the tension. His ex-wife had looked like a zombie in the morning. Acted like one, too. He also remembered the joy of Cynthia’s first smile, her first steps and words. He supposed it would be easier the second time around because he knew what to expect. But damned if he wasn’t going to miss being the center of Rina’s attention.


He bit off another piece of Danish, wiped crumbs off his ginger-colored mustache.


Well, that’s just life in the big city, bud.


He pushed the pedal of the unmarked, the car chugalugging its way up the curvy mountain road. The address on the computer screen corresponded to a ranch adjacent to the spa. The pink blob and its next-door neighbor were separated by ten acres of undeveloped scrubland, but he couldn’t find any definitive line dividing the two properties.


He found the numbers posted on a freestanding mailbox at the driveway’s entrance. Turning left down a winding strip of blacktop, he parked the unmarked in front of the ranch house. It was a white, wood-sided, one-story structure sitting on a patch of newly planted rye grass. Bordering the house were rows of fruit trees—citrus on the left, apricot, plum, and peach on the right. Between the trees, he could make out crabgrass and scrub, the foliage gradually thickening to gray-green shrubs and chaparral as the land bled into the base of the mountains.


He punched his arrival into the computer—a whopping two minutes, twenty-two seconds response time. Nothing like being blocks away to skew the stats in LAPD’s favor. He stepped out of the unmarked and gave the place a quick glance. Although the house was modest in size, there was something off about it.


The wood siding sparkled like sun-drenched snow—not a flake of paint dared to mar the surface. The flagstone walkway held nary a crack, and the wood shingles on the roof were ruler aligned. The porch was also freshly painted. It didn’t creak and held a caned rocking chair decorated with crocheted doilies draped over curved arms. The place was a perfect ranch house. Too perfect. It looked like a movie set.


Decker banged on the door and identified himself in Spanish as a police officer. The woman who let him in was frazzled and babbling incoherently, evoking Dios between hysterical sobs. She was around forty, her soft plumpish body squeezed into a starched-white servant’s uniform. Her dark eyes were full of fear and her fingers were clutching the roots of her hair. She led him into a trashed bedroom. The bed was a heap of jumbled sheets and broken glass. Drawers had been opened and emptied of their contents. But Decker’s eyes focused on the center of the floor.


She lay crumpled like a discarded article of clothing, blindfolded, partially nude, her skin bruised and clay-cold. Immediately, he knelt beside her, checked her pulse and respiration. Though her breathing was shallow, her heartbeat was palpable. Quickly, Decker eyeballed the body for hemorrhage—nothing overt. Though the floor was hard and chilled, Decker didn’t dare move her in case there were spinal injuries. He ordered the maid to bring him a blanket, then carefully removed the blindfold and gasped when he saw who it was.


Davida Eversong’s daughter—VULCAN’s owner. He’d seen her picture dozens of times in the local throwaways. Human Interest stories: the spa hosting a Save the Whales weekend extravaganza or a special two-for-one rate to benefit the homeless. Her stunning face gracing the front page of The Deep Canyon, Bellringer, arm in arm with a different star every week.


What the hell was her name? Everybody always called her Davida’s daughter. Even the local papers constantly referred to her as so-and-so, daughter of Davida Eversong. Her name was something exotic. Lara? Not Lara, Lilah. That was it. Lilah. Lilah B-something. So she lived next door to her spa. That made sense.


He could make out her beauty even in her current state. Her eyelids were puffy, her lower lip swollen and cracked. Her neck was imprinted with red indentations, but there were no deep ligature marks around her throat. She had welts over her upper torso as if someone had whipped her.


Decker took out his pocket spiral and started noting the injuries he saw. If she remained unconscious, unable to give consent to be photographed, his record of specific marks would be valuable evidence of the crime.


The poor woman. Her nightdress had been hiked over her pelvis. Some sexual activity had occurred. Decker smelled the musky odor of semen in the room. He finished some cursory notes, then lowered her gown and covered her as soon as the maid returned with the comforter. Smoothing blond wisps off her clammy forehead, he gently touched her cheeks, hoping the heat from his hands would warm her face. Streams of gentle breath flowed across his hands.


He whispered “Lilah,” but got no response. As the seconds passed, her cheeks seemed to take on color. Decker turned to the maid, told her not to touch anything, asked her to wait outside and direct the paramedics. In the background, he could hear approaching sirens.


Brecht! That was her name. Lilah Brecht. Her father had been an artsy German director, his name often bandied about in magazine and newspaper articles dealing with foreign films. With an actress mother and a director father, Decker briefly wondered why she hadn’t pursued a career in the performing arts.


His eyes went back to Lilah’s visage. At least the injuries seemed superficial, her facial bones appeared to be intact. Lucky, because her features were delicate and would have easily shattered under a well-placed blow. She had an oval face, a thin straight nose, high cheekbones leading to an angular jawline that tapered to a soft mound of chin. Making allowances for the swelling, Decker imagined her eyes to be deep-set and almond-shaped.


He heard footsteps approaching, pivoted around, and saw the paramedics cross the threshold. Two of them—a man and a woman, both wearing short-sleeved blue doctor’s jackets. Decker started to rise, but something immediately jerked him back down. A hand. Her hand! It had shot out of nowhere, clutching his arm with surprising strength. Grimacing in pain, he knelt down again, trying to ease the pressure. She was grasping his left arm—the one still recovering from a gunshot wound. As he tried to gently pry the fingers off, she increased her vise grip, forcing him to use some muscle to pull her hand away. Then he took it and cradled it in his own.


“Do you hear me, Lilah?” he whispered.


There was no response.


The female paramedic knelt beside Decker. She was young and had short, brown curly hair that accentuated the roundness of her moon face. Her name tag said Gomez.



Decker attempted to free himself from Lilah’s grip, but she wouldn’t let go.


“You seem to have made a friend,” Gomez said, as she shone a light on Lilah’s pupils. Then she checked her pulse and respiration.


“She must be conscious at some level,” Decker said. “She’s just not responding verbally.”


“You put the blanket over her?”


“Yeah,” Decker said. “She was cold and gray when I found her.”


“Shock.” Gomez pocketed the light. “Her pupillary response is normal. Her pulse is weak but steady.” She stared at the face. “Isn’t this … you know … the movie star’s daughter? The one who runs the spa?”


“Lilah Brecht.” Again, Decker tried to pull his hand away, but cold fingers had locked around his palm.


“I think she’s trying to tell you something.” Gomez pulled back the blanket, gave the blond woman’s body a quick check-over. “Lilah, can you hear me? Squeeze …” She looked at Decker.


“Sergeant Decker,” he said.


“Squeeze Sergeant Decker’s hand if you hear me.”


No response.


“Maybe it’s something primal,” Gomez said.


Her partner—a skinny kid with sloping shoulders—came in with the stretcher.


“Can you stay with her?” Gomez said to Decker. “I’m going to help Eddie with the gurney.”


“Yeah. Try not to mess things up for me.”


Gomez looked around the room. “You could tell the difference?”


“It’s the perp’s mess, not yours.” His back ached from kneeling. He sat on the floor. “Lilah, I’m Sergeant Decker. I’m here to help you. Can you hear me? Squeeze my hand if you can.”


No response.


“Lilah, Miss Gomez—”



“Teresa.”


“Lilah, Teresa and Eddie are going to take good care of you. They’re taking you to the hospital. Everything is going to be okay.”


There was no hand squeeze, but tears leaked from under closed eyes.


“Lilah, I know you can hear me, but I also know you’re too weak to talk. Don’t even try. I’m going to try to find out what happened to you. When you’re feeling better, I’ll come to the hospital and talk to you. You just hang in. I have to take my hand away now, so the paramedics can get you to the hospital.”


But as he pulled his hand away, she tightened her grip.


Eddie said, “You can hold her hand.” His voice was tinny. “We can work around you.”


Again, Decker tried to extricate himself. “Lilah, I’d like to look around your house. It will help me find out what happened.”


Her hand remained affixed to his, fingers digging into his flesh. “Just hold her hand, Sergeant, while we load her,” Teresa said. “No sense upsetting her.”


Decker cooperated, but felt uncomfortable about it. Such desperation in her grip—and strength. Eerie because Lilah looked so beaten and weak. Maybe it was adrenaline reserve. He whispered, “You’re safe now, Lilah. No one is going to hurt you. You’re safe.”


“Lilah, we’re getting ready to move you,” Teresa said. “I’m just bracing your neck. You’re going to be okay.” She turned to Decker. “As long as you’re here, slip your hand under her back and help us load her.”


Decker nodded.


“Count of three,” Eddie said. “One … two … three, go!”


Like well-oiled machinery, the three of them loaded Lilah onto the gurney, her hand still gripping Decker’s. But at least now he was able to stand, roll his shoulders to loosen his back. Again he tried to take his hand away, but Lilah wouldn’t ease up.



Teresa craned her neck to look up at Decker. “From the grip she has on you, at least we know there’s no spinal break … from the waist up, that is.”


Eddie said. “Lilah, can you wiggle your toes?”


There was a slight response.


“Good, Lilah,” Decker said. “That was good. Can you understand me? Squeeze my hand if you can.”


A light squeeze.


“That’s great, Lilah! The paramedics are going to take you to the hospital now. You’re in excellent hands. The doctors are going to help you, run a few tests to make sure you’re okay. I want them to examine you very carefully for me. Is that all right? Do you understand me?”


Another squeeze.


Decker turned to the paramedics and said, “Where are you taking her?”


“Sun Valley Memorial,” Teresa said. “That okay?”


“Yeah, that’s fine. Ask for Dr. Kessler or Dr. Begin and tell them it’s for Detective Sergeant Peter Decker. They’ve both done pelvics in these types of situations and are familiar with what I need for evidence collection. The usual—all the fluids, a good pelvic- and head-hair combing, nails cleaned, the debris slided for the lab—fingernails and toenails.” He stroked the hand that was clutching his. “Lilah, at the hospital, is it okay if someone takes pictures of your injuries? If I have pictures of your injuries, it will help me catch and convict the monster who did this to you. Do you understand me?”


She let out a muffled sound.


“Lilah, squeeze my hand if it’s okay?”


Another squeeze.


“Good, Lilah.” He faced the paramedics. “Tell the docs that I’ll be sending down a police photographer. I’ll also need her clothes and any other personal effects bagged. Please ask them to use gloves. I’ll pick her stuff up myself and send it to the lab.”


“You got it,” Teresa said.


Decker regarded the manicured hand, long slender fingers laced around his. “Lilah, this is Sergeant Decker again. I’m going to ask you a question. Squeeze my hand if the answer is yes. Do you know who attacked you?”


No reaction.


“Okay, I’m going to ask you the same question. Squeeze if the answer is yes. Do you know who attacked you?”


Nothing.


“You don’t know who attacked you? Squeeze if you don’t know who attacked you.”


Decker felt light pressure around his fingers. “Okay, that was great. I promise you, Lilah, you’re safe. You’re going to be all right. I have to let go now.”


Her fingers tightened around his.


“Lilah, I have to let them take you to the hospital and I can’t come with you.” He wrenched his hand out of hers and as he did, she let out a low moan. “I’ll be back, Lilah. I promise I’ll come back and talk to you.”


She moaned again, water trickling down her face. As they carried her out, Decker saw her hand stretching outward, reaching out to him. And those moans. He felt as if he were abandoning her and hoped she wouldn’t hold anything against him when he came to question her … if she’d even remember him. Assault victims were sometimes afflicted with amnesia, especially if the ordeal was particularly vicious.


Decker stretched his long spine, then ran his thick hand through carrot-colored hair. Looking over his shoulder, he noticed the maid at the entrance to the room. She was still trembling, her hand on the doorpost for support. He told her to sit down in the kitchen and pour herself a cup of tea. He’d be with her in a minute.


From his coat pocket, he pulled out an evidence bag and slipped the blindfold inside. With a grease pencil, he roughly outlined Lilah’s position on the floor. Then he unhitched his hand-held radio and asked to be patched through to Detective Marge Dunn. While waiting for her to respond, he took out a pen and his rape checklist and began to make detailed notes.








2





Tucked inside the rear corner of the bedroom’s walk-in closet, the freestanding safe was open and empty. It was a waist-high, green-colored block, lined with three inches of high-grade solid steel, and contained an inner safe that was bare as well. As Benny the printman dusted the vault, Marge Dunn danced around shards of glass as she drew a layout of the bedroom and divided it into grids for evidence check.


The place had been tossed; furniture had been knocked over. Old-looking pieces: the skinny, austere stuff without curves or embellishments. Could have been replicas, but were probably antiques. Lots of embroidered pillows and doodads, doilies in garish colors, were mixed in with the mess. Lilah had a four-poster bed, the rumpled spread made out of chenille. Like the spread Granny used to have, Marge thought, white and full of little pompons. She smiled, remembering how she picked at them until the knots fell apart.


A couple of baby uniforms named Bellingham and Potter were hanging around, not really getting in the way but not doing anything productive either. There were already a few blues outside securing the scene so the young ’uns weren’t needed here. Marge called them over.


Nice-looking babies—tall and trim with well-scrubbed faces, eyes that seemed eager to work. Their enthusiasm made Marge feel old. Depressing, since she’d just turned thirty.


“Why don’t you two canvass the area?” she suggested. “See if anybody or anyone heard anything?”


Bellingham rubbed a spit-polished shoe against the floor. “Sergeant Decker told us to wait here. The nearest neighbor is the spa and he didn’t want us questioning anyone without him. But if you want us to go, Detective, we’ll go.”


Marge thought for a moment, fingering strands of blond hair. Pete was right. These kids weren’t savvy enough to handle the Vulcanites.


“I noticed a stable out back,” Marge said. “Why don’t you check that out? See if anyone’s hanging around, if anything looks suspicious. Count how many horses the stable holds.”


“Sure thing, Detective,” Potter said. “Should we report back to you or Sergeant Decker if we come up with anything?”


“Either one,” Marge said. “And don’t spend too much time on it. Just look around, jot down some notes, and report back. Then get on with your patrols. You two together?”


“Yes, ma’am … er, yes, Detective …” Bellingham blushed. “Sorry.”


Marge smiled, slapped him on the back. “Get your butts out there.”


After they left, she was glad to have some elbow room. The photographer had just finished, leaving Benny in the closet. The lab boys were checking the doors and windows in the front section of the house, and Pete and the maid were in the dining room.


“Detective?” Benny called out.


“Coming.” Marge squeezed her large frame inside the closet. Not an easy trick with Benny occupying most of the space. The man was big and blocky, just this side of fat. Today he was dressed in a starched white shirt and razor-pressed pants; not a spot of dust dared sully his clothes. Definitely the neatest lab man she’d ever worked with. “What’s up?”


“We got some beauties.” Benny’s voice was basso pro-fundo. “Unfortunately, they’re repeats. See right here … this is a right index, it shows up twice. Here we got a partial palm and two right thumbs on the dial. A middle over here. On the inner dials we have the same palm and index. You can see how small they are. Female. I’ll transfer them but I’m betting they belong to the lady of the house.”


“Anything else?”


“Not so far.”


Marge shrugged off the lack of progress. Most perps just didn’t leave calling cards, but almost all left evidence transfer. Even if she couldn’t find anything else, there was the semen. Marge could smell it as she approached the bed. She’d bag the sheets after she sifted through the mess on top of them.


She wandered into the master bathroom. Its walls were ceramic tiles of mint and hunter green in immaculate condition. The taps were old-style fixtures but the chrome was high-polished and scratch free. There was a beveled mirror on the back of the door. Open glass shelving served as the medicine cabinet. The racks held pottery crocks labeled in calligraphy—witch hazel, foxglove, mint, trefoil. No over-the-counter meds, not one prescription vial. The top shelf held a bowl of cinnamon-smelling pinecones and acorns. The bathroom window was clear glass, but obscured by a curtain of dangling crystal beads. They sent prismatic rainbows onto the walls.


Whoever messed up the bedroom hadn’t bothered with the bathroom.


Marge returned her attention to the bedroom. It was papered in something silky and cream-colored and dotted with a couple of dozen black-and-white photos of Lilah Brecht buddying up to celebrities. Or maybe it was the other way around. The stars looked thrilled to be in the snapshot. All the photos had been autographed.


To Lilah and Valley Canyon: With my fondest love, Georgina DeRafters.


To Lilah Brecht: the only woman who has seen me without makeup. Keep that cellulite off my thighs. Love, Ann Milo.


Georgina DeRafters and Ann Milo: old-timers who’d made strictly B movies. The As were probably hung on the spa’s walls. How did that make the Bs feel? Did they even notice? They were bound to; all actresses are narcissistic. What did Lilah tell them after they’d paid her hundreds a day and didn’t even see their pictures on the wall?


I keep my closest and dearest friends at home?


Marge shrugged. For every picture still on the wall, there were at least that many scattered about the room. The glass protecting the photographs had been deliberately smashed, as if someone had taken the pictures off the wall and smacked them with a hammer. One bull’s-eye in the center of each picture, broken seams radiating outward. The room twinkled with glass reflecting the bright midmorning light. The sunbeams coursed through two large windows—one on the eastern wall, one on the northern. Pete had found the bedroom windows locked: The lab men hadn’t found any pry marks on their sashes.


The nightstands flanking the bed had been pushed over, the table lamps crushed to dust. The impact of the lamps falling to the floor couldn’t have pulverized the ceramic bases to that extent. The table-to-floor distance was just not that great. Someone had smashed the suckers.


Someone had been pissed.


The dresser had been cleared of its contents, drawers pulled out and emptied, clothes tossed about carelessly.


Only Lilah’s bedroom had been trashed.


Maybe the perp was expecting to find something in the safe. When it wasn’t there, he’d searched the entire bedroom.


But then, why wasn’t the rest of the house tossed?



Maybe he found what he wanted.


Then he raped her.


Marge carefully fingered the broken glass on the bed with her gloved hand. She’d have Benny bag the pieces. Could be someone cut himself, leaving traces of blood. The lab man came out of the closet.


“I’m done inside, Detective. You want to search it for evidence, go ahead. I’ll start dusting the walls.”


“Find anything other than those female prints?”


Benny shook his head.


“Detective?”


Marge turned around. Officer Bellingham had returned, a very grave look on his face.


“We finished our interview with the stable hand. I think you’d better check him out personally.”


“Stable hand?”


“Yes, ma … Detective. He claims he lives there. There is a small hot plate inside one of the stables, some cooking utensils and work clothes. And there’s a chemical toilet just outside the barn. He could be telling the truth. But I don’t think the man has his full faculties.”


“He’s retarded?”


“Or very stupid, Detective. He answers in one-word sentences, won’t look you in the eye. Very suspicious. Of course, he claims he didn’t hear anything. And the stables are pretty far away from the house. But I think this man needs to be questioned. Officer Potter is with him now. Should we bring him here?”


“No, I’ll go out to the stables. You make sure no one unauthorized comes in the bedroom. This stable hand have a name?”


“Carl Totes. He says he’s worked for Miss Brecht for many years. Like I said, there’s evidence that he does reside inside the stables but I think he could be a suspect.”


“I’ll check it out.”


“By the way, Detective, there are six stalls and five horses inside the stable.”



Marge patted him on the back. “Good job, Officer.”


Bellingham tried to hold back a smile but didn’t quite make it. The left corner of his mouth spasmed upward. Through crooked lips, he said, “Thank you, Detective.”


 


It took three cups of tea and a half hour for the maid to calm down. Her name was Mercedes Casagrande, a thirty-five-year-old native of Guatemala who’d worked for Lilah Brecht for seven years. She wasn’t forthcoming with the answers, but guarded as she was, Decker sensed she wanted to help. She just didn’t want to jeopardize her job or the privacy of her patrona.


They sat at an oval dining-room table, the room furnished in early-twentieth-century pieces. The interior of the house had been done up in the style of Art Nouveau or Art Deco. Decker never could remember the difference between the two periods. As he made chitchat with the maid, she began to relax and answer his questions in halting English.


Decker slipped out his notepad and asked, “How many days a week do you work here for Missy Lilah?”


“I work all the days except Saturday and Sunday. I don’ work on those days ’cause I go to church.”


“What are your hours?”


“Seven to fife. But sometime I work diferente hours. If Missy Lilah need help in the night for the dinner. I work eleven to eight, mebbe nine o’clock. If someone take care of my kids.”


Decker said, “You never sleep in?”


“No.” Mercedes shook her head. “No duermo en la casa, no.”


Decker said, “So you weren’t here yesterday?”


“I work yesterday, jes.”


“But it was Sunday.”


Mercedes looked confused. “I work only four hours. Missy Lilah call me and say house is a mess. So I come. That is not every week. Mebbe I work Sundays one time a month. But only if someone watch my kids.”



“And what time did you leave?”


“I leave fife, fife-thurdy, mebbe. Everythin’ is okay. Missy Lilah tell me she go out with her brother so I don’ have to make dinner.”


Decker smoothed his mustache. “Missy Lilah was going out to dinner with her brother?”


“Jes.”


“Was she with her brother when you left?”


“No, he don’ come yet, but she say she go to dinner with him. She go to dinner with him mebbe one or two time a week.”


“What’s her brother’s name, Mercedes?”


“El Doctor Freddy.”


“El Doctor Freddy?”


“Jes.”


“Does El Doctor Freddy have a last name—nom de familia?”


“Same as Missy Lilah.”


“Freddy Brecht?”


“I thin’ his name is Señor Frederick.”


“Frederick Brecht?”


“I thin’ so.”


“And he’s a physician? Un doctor de la medicina?”


“Sí. He work at the spa. But he don’ work there all the time.”


“He has another office?”


“I thin’ so.”


“Do you know where his other office is? Usted sabe donde está su otra oficina?”


Mercedes shook her head.


Decker said, “You’re doing great. Muy bien. You didn’t see El Doctor Freddy come inside the house?”


“No.”


“Does Doctor Freddy have a key to the house?”


Mercedes scrunched up her forehead in concentration. “I thin’ … jes.”


Decker wrote down: No forced entry and Dr. Freddy may have a key. “And Doctor Freddy wasn’t there when you left to go home.”


“No, he don’ come yet.”


“But Missy Lilah was home.”


“Jes, she come home around four from the spa, all wet. She do very much exercise. She very, very skinny, but es okay ’cause she don’t throw up like muchas mujeres at the spa. She tell me all the women throw up to be skinny. I thin’ that’s no good.”


“I don’t think that’s good either.”


“But Missy Lilah no throw up to be skinny. But she do muchas exercise. Mucho tiempo corriendo. En la calle, en la montaña, todo el tiempo, ella corrió.”


Decker wrote: Lilah obsessive runner. “Does she ever run at night?”


“I don’ know.”


If she did, it would put a new slant on the incident. After dinner with her brother, Lilah went out for a midnight run. Then someone familiar with her habits waited for her to return exhausted from her jog, and forced his way in. After she opened the safe, he attacked her, then tossed the room. That play-by-play would also be consistent with no forced entry.


Decker excused himself a moment, stood and walked around the room, wincing as pain pierced his upper body. Even though the gunshot wounds were in the left arm and shoulder, he found that stretching his spine mitigated the throbbing in his extremities. He extracted a couple of extra-strength Tylenols from his shirt pocket and popped them into his mouth, swallowing without water, the movement as reflexive as breathing. Having worked his way off codeine, then Percodan, he’d been alternating with the over-the-counter analgesics—one day Tylenol, the next Advil. Almost eight months to the day, his recovery was good but still incomplete. The OTC tablets helped take the edge off, but he knew there’d come a time when he would have to learn to live without the medicine and with the pain.


He stretched again, then sat and said, “Mercedes, when you came in this morning, did you notice anything different about the house before you went into Missy Lilah’s bedroom?”


“No, nothing.”


“Everything was in order.”


“Jes.”


“None of the furniture was moved or the vases put on a different table … anything like that?”


“No. Jus’ the door to Missy Lilah’s bedroom is open. She like it closed.”


“But nothing different in the living room, dining room?”


She shook her head.


“The front door was locked?”


“Jes. I use my key to come in.”


“You have a key?”


“Jes.”


“Anyone else in your family know you have a key to her house?”


Mercedes’s face flushed with fear. “Ninguna persona! I keep it in especial place.”


“So you’re positive that no one has the key to Missy Lilah’s house.”


“Ninguna persona en mi familia. Jus’ me.”


Decker told her he believed her, but kept the question open in his mind. “When you came in this morning, did you go straight to the bedroom? Or did you do something else first? Hang up your coat and purse, start the washing machine?”


“I hang up my coat and look around. Everythin’ is okay. Entonces, I see the door open—”


“The bedroom door?”


“Jes, the bedroom door. I go to close it, I see Missy Lilah—”


Covering her face, she burst into sudden tears, sobbing for a full minute, Decker waiting until the crying subsided. Mercedes reached inside her purse, found wrinkled tissue and wiped her eyes. “She be okay, Missy Lilah?”


“I think so.”


“I pray to Dios—to Jesús—she be okay. I go to church today to pray for Missy Lilah.”


“It’s good to pray,” Decker said.


“Jes.”


“Makes you feel better?”


Mercedes nodded. “Everyone need ayuda—help.”


Ain’t that the truth. Decker patted her hand. “Mercedes, do you clean Missy Lilah’s room every day?”


“Jes.”


“You clean inside her closet?”


“Jes, I vacuum every day there. She don’ like the dust.”


“In the closet, there’s a big safe.”


“Jes.”


“You dust the safe?”


“Jes, every day.”


“Did you dust the safe yesterday?”


“Jes, every day.”


“Do you wear gloves when you dust the safe?”


“I don’ wear gloves, only when I clean the toilet.”


“So it’s possible that your hands touched the safe. Es posible que su mano ha tacado la puerta de la caja de seguridad?”


“Sí, es posible.”


Benny had pulled some latents from the safe. The maid was going to have to be inked for print comparison. But there was a good side to her compulsive cleaning; the safe had been wiped clean every day. If some of the latents belonged to Lilah, she had to have opened the safe after Mercedes cleaned it yesterday. Had she been forced to open it? Or maybe she put something valuable inside yesterday and someone had known about it.


Decker scribbled a few notes—questions he’d bring up with Lilah. Hopefully, she’d be completely conscious by late afternoon, in good-enough shape to be interviewed briefly. “We’re just about done, Mercedes. Just a few more questions. I want to talk about the man who works with the horses.”


“Señor Carl?”


“Yes. He says he lives in the stables. Is that true?”


“Jes.”


“How long has he lived there?”


“Four, fife years. He come after me, but he work for Missy Lilah for a long time.”


“You see him a lot?”


“No.”


“If something breaks in the house, who fixes it?”


Mercedes thought. “Missy Lilah send someone—different peoples. Sometimes people from her work.”


“From her work? You mean the spa?”


“Jes.”


“Which people?”


“Diferentes. I thin’ sometimes a boy comes to pick the vegetables.”


“A boy? A muchacho?”


“No. More old. His name is Mike.”


“Mike,” Decker repeated. “Do you know his last name?”


Mercedes shook her head.


“But he works at Lilah’s spa?”


“Jes, I thin’.”


“Okay,” Decker said. “So Señor Carl doesn’t fix things in the house.”


“No. Jus’ work with the horses, mebbe pick vegetables, también. I don’ know.”


“Do you ever make breakfast or lunch for Señor Carl?”


“No.”


“Do you make him snacks? Give him some juice when the weather gets hot?”


“No, he stay out of the house, I stay in the house. We don’ talk, mebbe jus’ one or two time a year. He come to the house and ask for Missy Lilah. But he never come in the house.”



“Does he ever use the bathroom in the house?”


“No, I thin’ he have a toilet.”


“You ever wash his clothes?”


Mercedes shook her head.


Decker leaned in close and whispered, “Does he scare you?”


The maid wrinkled her lips and shook her head. “No, he don’ scare me. Missy Lilah say he nice. I thin’ he nice, too. But I thin’, he’s a little …” With her right index finger, she made air circles next to her right temple.


“A little crazy?”


“Mebbe. But I thin’ he love Missy Lilah. One time, Missy Lilah and her brother have a bad fight outside. Missy Lilah don’ let her brother in the house and he get mad. Señor Carl hear it and he get real mad.” She demonstrated his anger by wrinkling her nose and balling her fist. “He go in of the stable and get a big shobel. He show it to El Doctor and jell at him, and make him go away.”


“It was a bad fight?”


“Jes, very bad.”


“Does Missy Lilah fight a lot with Doctor Freddy?”


“Oh, no!” Mercedes was wide-eyed. “Missy Lilah no fight with Doctor Freddy, never. This was el otro doctor, su otro hermano.”


Decker digested that. “She has two brothers?”


“Jes.”


“And both are doctors?”


“Jes. El otro doctor come here mebbe two or three time since I work here. Missy Lilah don’ like him. He come and dey fight. Señor Carl, he chase him away last time. Jell at him, shake his shobel. Say: ‘Go away. Go away or I kill you.’”


“What’s el otro doctor’s name?”


“Missy Lilah don’ tell me. She just call him su otro hermano.”


“How do you know he’s a doctor?”


Mercedes was silent. “I don’ remember. I jus’ know he’s a doctor.”



“When Carl chased him away, how long ago was that?”


“I thin’ mebbe two years ago.”


“You haven’t seen su otro hermano in two years?”


“No.”


“Okay, let’s go back to Señor Carl. You think he’s a little crazy? Un poco loco?”


“More estupid.”


“You ever see him be crazy with Missy Lilah?”


Mercedes shook her head.


“Did he ever act crazy with you?”


Again a shake of the head.


Decker checked his watch. It was almost noon and his stomach was growling. But before lunch, he wanted to check out Señor Totes himself. Marge should have picked the stable hand’s brain by now. He’d confer with her, then ask Totes about the fight Lilah had with her other doctor brother. Maybe send Marge down to the spa to check out this Mike character. He pocketed his notepad and thanked the maid for her time.
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“Be it ever so humble …” Marge smiled. “May not be much, but Totes calls it home. Makes my place look pretty high-end.”


Decker smiled, his eyes examining the horseless stall. The wooden floor was clean, most of it covered by a moth-eaten, hand-loomed rug. An army cot lay in the middle of the area, brown standard-issue blankets folded neatly at its foot. Against the back was a two-burner hot plate plugged into an electrical socket. Jammed into the corners were piles of canned goods, a broom, a mop, and a dustpan. Wooden wall knobs, ordinarily used to hang tack, held dirty denim overalls and dust-covered work shirts on the left side, a bath towel, a circular kitchen towel, and a heavy skillet on the right. Not a lot of living space, but then again, the horses never complained.


“A bit of a contrast from the main house,” Marge said. “Notice all the antiques at her place?”


Decker nodded.


“And not just the furniture—all the vases and bowls and rugs and pillows and shit. She put a lot of money into decorating. Spa must do well.”


Decker shrugged. “Is there a john here?”


“He’s got a chemical toilet out back.” Marge wrinkled her nose. “Why he bothered to put it outside, I don’t know. Whole place smells. Lord, how in the world does he eat surrounded by this stink?”


“This ain’t nothing.” Decker took a deep sniff. “He’s got fresh shavings in here. You should have gotten a whiff before he raked the stalls.”


“Lucky me.”


“Did he rake while you were interviewing him?”


“No, he just sat on the cot and answered my questions—‘Yessim. Nossim.’ But I think he understood everything I asked him, Pete. Claims he didn’t see or hear anything. Now the stable is away from the house, but I would think that sound carries pretty well in these open spaces. There were a lot of smashed items in Lilah’s bedroom. Maybe he just tuned the noise out.”


“Maybe.” Decker related the incident with Lilah and el otro hermano. “Totes was very protective of her according to the maid, threatening Lilah’s nameless brother with a shovel. If he had heard something suspicious, he might have done something. He didn’t mention anything about the fight to you?”


“Not a word. But with a guy like Carl, you’ve got to know the right questions beforehand. He doesn’t volunteer a thing and I don’t think it’s because he’s holding back. He’s just too basic to improvise. I asked him if he knew anyone who didn’t like Lilah. He said ‘nossim.’ Now if I had asked him, did Lilah have a fight with her other brother two years ago, I probably would have gotten a ‘yessim.’”


“Specificity is the name of the game.”


“And short questions,” Marge said. “Anyway, he swore he didn’t hear or see anything when he got up this morning at four-thirty.”


“That’s his usual rising time?”


“Yes. It was dark outside. He didn’t see anything.”


“You think he was being truthful?”


“I think he was, but it’s hard to say. Remember that beekeeper’s retarded son last year? Totes was wary in the same way when questioned. Both didn’t look you in the eye.”



“He’s as retarded as Earl Darcy?”


“No, Carl’s higher-functioning,” Marge said. “He takes care of himself and the horses. Besides being the stable hand, he’s the grounds keeper. Takes care of the fruit trees, maintains the huge garden out back. She’s got a few acres here. Keeping it up is a lot of responsibility.”


“You know, the maid mentioned that Lilah sends people from the spa to fix things in her house, pick stuff from the garden. She mentioned someone named Mike.”


Marge said, “I’ll check him out.”


“What about Totes as a suspect? What does your gut say?”


“Gut-speaking, probably not. You told me Lilah didn’t know who attacked her. I don’t think Carl has enough smarts to plan an assault without being recognized.”


Decker said, “How long has Carl been working out the horse?”


“He took it out maybe a half hour ago, says he tries to work out each horse for an hour. Jesus, that’s six hours in the saddle every day. Guy must have nothing but a big callus for a butt.”


Decker slapped his notepad against his palm. “You get used to it.”


“Macho Pete.”


Decker smiled, thinking that Marge wasn’t so bad in the machismo department herself. At a fit five-ten, one fifty-five, she could successfully floor most men without breaking a sweat. Her most feminine feature was her eyes. Soft and doelike, they inspired trust. Everyone told Marge their secrets.


She said, “Why don’t you take a look around while I organize my notes?”


Decker agreed, strolling the stables, taking in the scenery. Lilah had prime horses—well-muscled with straight backs and princely gaits. The Lippizaner was the jumper, the two Thoroughbreds were young with fine-looking legs. The Appaloosa in the middle stall looked to be about twelve—probably dead broke and a great trail rider. Aps were good range horses—fearless and surefooted. He returned to Totes’s stall, sniffed the towels and bedsheet.


“His clothes are dirty, but his linens are clean. The maid said she doesn’t do his laundry.”


Marge said, “He’s got a small empty washbasin outside. Next to the toilet.”


“Who buys his food?”


“He told me Lilah gives him some canned goods—tuna, chili and beans. And then there’s the garden—actually it’s more like a farm. A half acre’s worth of vegetables, most of the greens and herbs grown for the spa. VULCAN advertises homegrown fruits and vegetables. Guess Lilah needs something to justify those rates.”


Decker smiled and rolled his shoulders.


Marge said, “Totes helps himself to the veggies. To the fruits in the orchards, too. I guess if you don’t mind simple living and the smell, it’s not a terrible life.” She checked her watch. “How about we grab some lunch after you’ve spoken to Mr. Totes?”


“I want to stop off at home,” Decker said. “I’ve got some baked goods in the car that were supposed to be Rina’s breakfast. Want to come over for lunch?”


“I’m sure Rina would love that.”


“I’ll need you as a buffer.”


“She giving you a hard time?”


“Nah,” Decker said. “She’s just being pregnant. Stop by with me. She likes you. Sometimes I think she likes you better than me.”


“You go it alone this time.” Marge stood on her tiptoes and patted his cheek. “You’re a big boy, you can handle it.”


Decker smiled. “You want to explain to Totes that I’m your partner? He’s already had one interview today. I don’t want to confuse the guy by suddenly presenting myself.”


“Sure.”


“While I’m talking to him, can you do me a favor?”


“Name it.”


“Frederick Brecht’s not at the spa and supposedly no one had his office number. The Vulcanites are very closemouthed.”


“I’ll look him up. You want me to call him?”


“I don’t know if he’s aware of what’s happened. The maid didn’t call him; the spa isn’t concerned about Lilah’s absence. The manager there … what the hell was her name?” He flipped through his notepad. “Uh … Kelley Ness … she told me that Ms. Brecht wasn’t expected in today, but she didn’t sound uptight.”


“Did you ask Kelley about this Mike person?” Marge said.


“No. If Mike’s there and involved, I don’t want to spook him. I don’t want to interview this Mike guy or Doctor Freddy by phone. I want to see their reactions to the news in the flesh.”


“Makes sense,” Marge said. “How about you talk to Totes while I break for lunch? Afterward, I’ll take a peek around the spa and you check out Doctor Freddy.”


“Sounds good,” Decker said. “By the time I’m done with Freddy, maybe Lilah will be able to talk.”


Marge said, “What should we do about Davida Eversong?”


Decker made a face and leaned backward. “What does she have to do with any of this?”


“You haven’t talked to Morrison yet?”


Decker was taken aback. It was unusual for the captain to stick his nose into Decker’s affairs. “Christ, what is it, Marge?”


“Just wanted to know a little about the case. Mentioned the fact that since Lilah was Davida Eversong’s daughter, it could get some press.” Marge sighed. “That maybe we might want to break the news to Ms. Eversong first and tell her to keep a low profile so we can do our jobs. I seemed to get the impression that he’s worried that Eversong might play this for some publicity. Should I try to dig her up?”


Decker thought for a moment. “Not just yet. Let me at least try to talk to Lilah first. She may have her own method of dealing with her mother.”


 


Plumes of dust obscured the corral’s ground as the palomino kicked up cloud banks of grit. The tomtom sound of hooves beating against the dirt, the horse rounding each bend of the fence seamlessly. In lesser hands, the stallion could have easily lost its footing, but Totes handled the animal with the combined expertise of professional cowboy and jockey.


Riding bare chested, the man was so thin he looked like an antenna. In his time, Decker had known many hands like him. Their strength was often deceptive. The guy was probably one wiry sucker.


Marge caught Totes’s attention. He pulled on the reins, stopping directly in front of them, spraying them with dirt. He untied the bandanna from around his neck and wiped perspiration off his face and neck. A watery sheen had coated his chest and stomach, but he didn’t bother to swab it away.


“Carl, this is my partner, Sergeant Decker,” Marge said. “If you don’t mind, he’d like to ask you a few questions.”


There was a moment of silence. Totes’s eyes were unreadable, hidden behind the shadow of his cowboy hat. He had a long face that matched his lean body. His nutmeg-colored cheeks were gaunt, hairless, and mottled with acne scars and moles.


“My partner needs to ask you a few questions, Carl,” Marge said.


Totes nodded.


“How ’bout we go in the stable?” Decker said. “You can brush your horse down while we talk.”


Totes nodded but made no effort to dismount. The palomino was prancing about, chafing at the bit, sweat pouring down his flanks.


Decker said, “You need to cool him off first?”



“Yes sir, I do.”


“Go ahead,” Decker said. “I’ll wait.”


Totes clicked his tongue and he and the horse trotted slowly around the corral.


“Swift, sport,” Marge said.


“Like you said, you’ve got to know the right questions.”


“I think you’ve got a good fix on the dude, Pete.” Marge slung her purse over her shoulder. “And now if I’m no longer needed …”


“Give me about a half hour.”


“You won’t need that much time, but go ahead.”


After Marge left, Decker leaned against the railing as Totes led the golden beauty through a series of cool-down exercises. The sky was clear and cloudless, the mountains studded with wild flowers. Watching Totes in the saddle, Decker felt jealous of the stable hand’s freedom, of his skill, too. Totes might be blunted mentally, but he’d mastered all the subtleties of riding. Fifteen minutes passed before Totes decided it was time to call it quits. He dismounted, took off his saddle, and led the horse by the reins around the corral. After the animal had been sufficiently cooled down, Totes brought him to the stable. Decker walked abreast of the horse, admiring his stately walk.


“Miss Brecht has some beautiful animals,” Decker said, once inside the stable.


Totes nodded and placed the horse in the middle stall opposite the Appaloosa. He took out a wire currycomb and brush and began to groom the beast. The comb had just made contact with the horse’s skin when Totes stopped, turned around, and looked at Decker.


“You can pull up a bucket and sit if you want.”


“I don’t mind standing.”


Totes didn’t respond. He paused, then returned his attention to the horse.


“Miss Brecht a good rider?” Decker asked.


“Yessir.”



“This one her favorite horse?”


“Yessir.”


“What’s his name?”


“Apollo.”


“Apollo,” Decker repeated. “After the sun god.”


Again, Totes stopped what he was doing and pivoted to look at Decker. He took off his cowboy hat, wiped his forehead with his arm, and put the hat back on. His hair was cropped short—one step above a five-o’clock shadow. Eyes, pale blue. They held a vacant stare.


“Apollo’s a great name,” Decker said. “Lilah must be a very experienced rider to handle a stallion. She doesn’t look like she has enough weight to manage him.”


Totes didn’t answer. He continued grooming the animal.


“How long you work for Miss Brecht, Carl?”


“Five years.”


“She have the horses before you came to work for her?”


“A few.”


“She have Apollo?”


“Yessir.”


“How old is he? Around six?”


“Yessir.”


Unimpressed.


Decker said, “Did she have the Appaloosa when you came here? He looks older, around twelve, thirteen, maybe?”


“Twelve and a half.”


“He’s in good shape.”


“Yessir.”


“Has Miss Brecht ever lived with anyone in the five years you worked here?”


No response.


“Has Miss Brecht ever lived with her brother Freddy, the doctor?”


Totes hesitated before answering. “Nossir.”


“Do you see Miss Brecht’s brother around here a lot?”


A pause. “Yessir.”



“Was he here last night?”


Totes stopped what he was doing, but didn’t turn around. “I don’t remember.”


“See anything strange last night?”


“Nossir. ’Ready told your lady pardner that.”


“I know you did,” Decker answered. “I’m just … you know … trying to figure out a few things. Did you happen to see anyone near Miss Brecht’s house during the night?”


Another pause. “Nossir.”


“Did you happen to see Miss Brecht last night?”


Totes continued brushing but didn’t answer. Decker didn’t know if he was thinking about the question or if he was just that dull. Dragging answers out of him was like wading through sludge.


“She don’t ride at night so I probably didn’t see her. I only see her when she rides.”


“Do you pick the vegetables for her spa?”


A pause. “Nossir.”


“Who does?”


“Who what?”


“Who picks the vegetables for her spa?”


“Someone from the spa.”


“Do you know a guy named Mike from the spa?”


“Don’t know him, nossir.”


Decker waited a beat. “Carl, do you ever see a guy named Mike from the spa picking vegetables for Miss Lilah?”


“I see him,” Totes said. “But I don’t know him.”


“But you know what he looks like.”


“’Course.”


“Was he here yesterday?”


“Nossir.”


“You’re sure.”


“Yessir.”


Decker sighed inwardly. “Carl, does Miss Brecht ever go running at night?”


“Don’t recall.”



“Maybe Miss Brecht went running last night,” Decker suggested. “You might have seen her?”


Totes turned slowly and faced Decker, a confused look on his face.


“Did you see Miss Brecht run last night, Carl?”


Totes shook his head.


“But she does run at night?”


Totes scratched his nose. “Don’t recall.”


Decker bit back frustration. “So nothing unusual happened last night?”


Totes nodded slowly.


“And you didn’t see Miss Brecht’s brother—Frederick Brecht—here last night.”


“Nossir.”


“What about Miss Brecht’s other brother—the one who had the fight with her about two years ago.”


Totes removed his hat. The empty expression in his eyes had been replaced by hot blue flames. “What about him?”


“He come around here a lot?”


“Not no more.”


“You chased him away last time he was here?”


“I did do it.”


“With a shovel.”


“I did do it.”


“Why?”


“’Cause he was yellin’ at Miz Lilah something fierce.”


“Did Miss Lilah ask for your help?”


Again, Totes seemed confused.


“Did she come running to you and say, ‘Carl, help me chase my brother away.’”


“Nossir.”


“But you figured she needed help so you chased him with the shovel.”


“I just didn’t like the way he was yellin’.”


“Was he swearing at Miss Lilah?”


“Swearin’?”



“Yeah, swearin’. Cussin’ at her.”


“He was yellin’. Maybe he was cussin’, too. But the yellin’ was ’nuf.”


“What were they yelling about?”


Totes spit. “None of my dang business.”


“I know you wouldn’t listen in on purpose, but maybe you overheard something?”


“None of my dang business.”


Decker shifted gears. “By the way, what’s Miss Lilah’s brother’s name?”


“Freddy.”


“No, Carl, the other one. The one she was yelling at.”


“He was yellin’.”


“Okay, the one who was yelling at her. What’s his name?”


Once again, the eyes became blank. “Name?”


“If you don’t know it, it’s okay,” Decker said. “I’ll get it from Miss Lilah.”


The eyes filled suddenly with water. “How’s Miz Lilah?”


Decker said, “I think she’ll be okay.”


“If King hurt her, I’m gonna kill him,” Totes announced.


Decker paused to write down Totes’s declaration in his notebook. “Who’s King, Carl?”


“King,” Totes said. “That’s Lilah’s brother. The one who was yellin’.”


Decker let that sink in. Had to go real slow with the guy. “Lilah’s other brother, the one who was yelling. Was his name King?”


“Yessir. I just remembered it.”


“Is King his first or his last name?”


Totes put his cowboy hat back on and shrugged ignorance. He said, “Are we almost done? All this talk is makin’ me addled. And when I’m addled, I can’t work.”


Decker stuffed the notepad back in his coat pocket. He patted Apollo’s butt and told the stable hand they were through.
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The smell of food in the oven awakened Decker’s stomach. He placed the bags of bakery goods on his dining-room table and took off his jacket. Ginger dashed in from the other room, barking with excitement.


“Rina?”


There was no answer.


“What’s Mama cooking, girl?” Decker said, petting the Irish setter. He went to the kitchen, the dog at his heels. The counters were filled with cookie sheets containing hundreds of miniature knishes—tiny bits of puff pastry filled with potato, spinach, or buckwheat. He picked up a couple and tossed them in his mouth, swallowed them down with a tall glass of orange juice.


He looked outside the window, at his own acreage, then opened the back door to let the dog out. Rina was nowhere in sight. Maybe she was inside the barn. Again, he called out her name. No answer.


The timer on the stove went off. He opened the oven door, saw the tops of the knish dough had turned golden brown and turned off the heat. With stuff left in the oven, she was bound to show up soon. Or so he told himself. But he was determined to be calm. He was getting better at not worrying about her, but as with the mending of his wounds, it was proving to be a slow process.



He opened the kitchen drawer and fished out a yarmulke stuffed between a tape measure and a hammer, then bobby-pinned the skullcap onto his hair. He filled
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