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THE CASE OF THE LONG-LOST LOVER

 


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


As it turned out, the woman was real.

Not a figment of my colleague’s misbehaving
perceptions. Not a delusion sparked by the misfires in his
brain.

Real. Vaguely familiar. And disturbing,
especially when encountered in this particular house.

Around seven p.m. on a Sunday, I’d received a
call from Dr. Jeremiah Schwartz, who, like me, practiced obstetrics
at Safe Harbor Medical Center. In a low voice, he’d urged me to pop
over to his house.

“Eric, there is a woman present.” Despite his
hurried manner, he spoke in his usual stilted way.

“And?” I’d prompted, reluctant to abandon an
evening of sprawling alone on the couch, catching up on medical
journals.

“I am uncertain she is real,” Jeremiah had
said.

There are two questions I’ve learned not to
ask my lanky colleague. They are: What the hell are you talking
about? And, Why me?

I simply said, “Explain.”

He cleared his throat, always a monumental
task considering his long neck. “She appeared at my front door,
requesting to rent my spare room.”

“What’s unusual about that?” I grumbled. With
Jeremiah, there was no point in soft-pedaling my irritation. When
he isn’t focused on work, the noise in his head dampens his ability
to detect nuances.

“Although I obtained permission from my
landlady to seek a housemate, I have not advertised,” he informed
me. “Also, my visitor neither telephoned nor messaged nor rang the
bell. Through the front window, I spotted her on my porch. She
claims to be a local ob-gyn, yet I have not heard of her.”

Safe Harbor may be a small town, but “local”
encompasses a large area. Richly populated in every sense, Orange
County, California is home to many doctors.

“What’s she doing right now, while you’re on
the phone?” Delusions would, I presumed, suspend themselves when
they became inconvenient, unlike real women. Or men, for that
matter.

“She is measuring the room with a tape,” he’d
said. “Please Eric. I have no one else to ask.”

Whether intentionally or not, he’d tapped
into my weakness. I suffer from a misplaced hero complex, leaping
to the aid of those perceived to be relying on me. My
sister-in-law, Tory, claims it indicates a massive ego.

“I’ll be right over.” It was a short drive,
and a mild end-of-summer evening. Also, as he’d indicated, who else
could he call?

Jeremiah trusts few people with his diagnosis
of schizophrenia. A successful physician and a high-functioning
member of society, he deserves respect for overcoming the constant
challenge of his disease, in my opinion. Not everyone would view it
that way.

Downstairs, I explained that I had an errand
to run. Tory and her father, Morris, both of whom had migrated into
my house during the three years since my wife’s death, barely
glanced up from their ferocious game of Go Fish at the kitchen
table. Their ability to ignore me was among their more endearing
qualities.

From my home on a bluff with a marginal view
of the harbor, my electric car cruised inland. Traffic being light,
I arrived within minutes at the cottage-lined streets of Jeremiah’s
neighborhood.

I angled into a vacancy at the curb near his
bungalow. In the lingering daylight, the blue walls and cream
shutters glowed. Alongside the porch, bird-of-paradise plants
thrust up orange-and-lavender spikes.

In this place, less than six months
previously, another doctor had been found dead. Following a painful
and complicated investigation that delved into the long-term
consequences of sexual abuse and a subsequent attempt at revenge,
she had been laid to rest. Her nurse, to whom she’d willed the
property, had leased it to Jeremiah, who was unperturbed by
lingering emotional overtones.

An instant after I rang the bell, he opened
the door. Dark, piercing eyes regarded me from a height several
inches above my own. He wore a pressed shirt and creased slacks,
and appeared freshly shaved. He had always been fastidious, even
when we met in medical school at Harvard more than a dozen years
earlier.

This being my day off, I had thrown on jeans
and a polo shirt. Not that I cared what impression I made on the
lady in question. I had only to sweep my gaze across her, confirm
or deny her existence, and depart.

Inside, the broad front room had gained fresh
curtains since I helped Jeremiah move in. The worn carpet remained,
and from the built-in cabinets at my left to the fireplace on my
far right, only bare bones furniture and an entertainment system
saved the space from nakedness.

“I am grateful for your assistance. I shall
summon her.” My colleague swung around and called, “Hello?
Doctor?”

In the hallway, floorboards creaked, and a
young woman appeared. She was quite tangible, with long, ice-blond
hair and dark-red lipstick. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to take so...”
She eyed me as if a snake had slithered into the room and she was
considering chopping off its head. “Dr. Darcy?”

“That’s right.” She did look familiar, but I
failed to put a name to the face.

Jeremiah smiled, no doubt relieved that she
was real. “Eric, this is Dr. Piper Blanchard.”

“Blanchard,” I repeated. Now, that
rang a bell. More of a ring tone from ages past. Then it hit me.
“Nicole’s sister?”

“Yes.” A crease formed between her
eyebrows.

Nicole was one of the few women I had ever
dated, and that was more than a decade past. Aside from that, my
romantic history had been simple to the extreme. As a teenager, I
fell in love with one girl and, aside from a short breakup, stayed
with her through marriage and unto death.

During that separation, I’d connected with
Nicole Blanchard, a passionate, volatile med school classmate. The
affair had flashed across my horizon, as intense as a comet and as
quick to burn out. A short time later, she’d left school, citing a
desire to help her cancer-stricken mother.

Dimly, I recalled meeting this younger sister
when she visited Boston. While I rarely forget a face, Piper had
left little impression. However, I gathered she took a keen
interest in me. More antipathy than interest, judging by her
scowl.

“How is your sister?” I asked.

“You should know,” she said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Anybody care for coffee?” Jeremiah
interrupted, as if we were chatting idly. Which, to a man oblivious
to social cues, was the case.

We both declined. Piper wrapped her arms
around herself, shivering despite her sweater.

“How did you hear about my extra room?”
Jeremiah inquired, before I could quiz Piper further about her odd
remark.

“From Brandy,” she said.

Brandy was the nurse who’d inherited the
house. “How do you know her?” he asked.

“I work with her.”

The situation clicked for me. “You’re the new
ob-gyn in Chuck Kane’s office.” Although Chuck has admitting
privileges at Safe Harbor, he sees his regular patients in a suite
in nearby Newport Beach.

“Brandy is your nurse,” Jeremiah summed up.
“This indicates you are filling Alison’s position. Are you aware
that she owned this house and was discovered dead in the
bathroom?”

That ought to dash any interest in renting, I
mused.

“Dark histories don’t bother me,” Piper
replied. “How about you, Eric? Or maybe they appeal to you.”

I’d had more than enough of innuendoes. “Is
there a problem about Nicole?” Perhaps, unjustly, she blamed our
breakup on me. In fairness, people often recall past incidents
differently, depending on their perspective, but I wasn’t the one
who’d called it quits.

“You might say that. She’s been missing for
nine years.”

“What?” Although my former lover had
had a wild streak, people don’t vanish for such a long period
without good reason. Or bad reason. “Under what circumstances?”

“The last anyone heard, she was heading here
to talk to you.”

What nonsense was this? “I think I’d remember
if...” A memory tickled, a phone conversation that had dropped from
my awareness because it was unremarkable and had occurred at a
distracted moment.

Vaguely, I registered Jeremiah inviting us to
sit down, which we did—him and me on the sofa, Piper on a plastic
resin chair. Thankfully for my jumbled train of thought, he resumed
addressing his potential housemate. “I was acquainted with your
sister, also.”

Her attention shifted to him. “How?”

“We were all in the same class at med
school,” he told her. “She had a drinking problem.”

He’d noticed that? Jeremiah was full of
surprises.

“Yes, she did,” Piper conceded. “How well did
you know her?”

“Only slightly,” he said. “She and Eric dated
after he and Lydia broke up. She and I dated then, too.”

“You dated my sister?” Her hands clenched in
her lap.

“No, I dated Lydia. But I was never the man
she loved.” An unaccustomed wistfulness crept into his voice.
“After a month or so, we returned to our normal relationships,
Lydia with Eric and me with my studies. I do not know what became
of Nicole after she left school.”

“But Eric does.” Her gaze drilled into me.
“Isn’t that true?”

“I don’t have a clue why you assume that.”
However, despite her irksome attitude, I supposed any insights
might prove useful. “She did call me about nine years ago. I’d
forgotten.”

“When was that?”

I provided the exact date.

“Good memory,” Piper snapped.

“Not really,” I said. “It was the night
before my wedding.”

“That would be a memorable date,” Jeremiah
agreed.

His guest leaned forward angrily. “Why didn’t
you help her?”

She appeared to have an entire mountain of
assumptions, while I had only an anthill of facts. “With what?” I
said. “She didn’t ask for help.”

“That’s why she came here!” Piper flared.
“Was she too inconvenient? Just got in the way of your wedding, I
suppose.”

Far from it. Nothing could have stopped me
from marrying the woman who’d been my soul’s mirror since junior
high school. But, contrary to Piper’s belief, her sister had made
no request of any kind. “What would she have needed? Money?”

“Quit playing games!”

“It would be more productive,” Jeremiah
interjected mildly, “to allow Eric to describe what happened,
rather than to debate what you assume.”

The man had a logical mind. It made him an
excellent diagnostician and, in this case, a sensible
moderator.

Piper straightened, her back rigid. “Well,
what did happen, doctor?”

Probing an amorphous lump of memory, I teased
out the point at which the phone rang. I’d just returned from a
pre-wedding dinner party, relieved to tug off my tie and suit
jacket. I’d been staying in my father’s house—this one—in the
downstairs bedroom during my residency. My soon-to-be wife had
shared an apartment with friends, both of us saving money for the
future.

“It was after ten and I was tired,” I said.
“When she told me she was in town and asked to meet the next
morning, I explained I couldn’t because I was getting married.”

“I’m sure that cheered her up,” Piper
said.

I ignored the gibe. “She congratulated me and
apologized for intruding. I asked why she was in town, but she
seemed in a hurry to get off the phone. She did mention she’d been
living in Juneau and that her mother—your mother—had recently
died.”

“That’s it?” Piper pressed. “Nothing
else?”

“Not that I remember,” I said. “Was she in
trouble?”

“You could put it that way,” Piper muttered.
“No one ever saw her again.”

While I regretted being unable to help, I
didn’t understand the hostility. If only I were trained in
interrogation like my friend Keith, a police detective. Still, I
did diagnose diseases, a more or less similar process. “What
symptoms... I mean, what kind of trouble?”

She stared past me. “I’m not sure.”

“Why not?”

“Nine years ago, I was living in Seattle,”
Piper said. “We didn’t communicate much.”

I applied more pressure. “How long before you
figured out she was missing?”

“Six or seven months.” The words dragged out
of her. “When I called to tell her I’d been accepted for my
residency at U-Dub, her phone was out of service.”

Mentally, I translated that she’d stayed in
Seattle to specialize in obstetrics at the University of
Washington. “Did you try to find her?”

“Well, of course!”

“How?”

With a visible effort, she reined in her ill
temper. “I asked around. She’d sold the family restaurant to pay
Mom’s medical bills. Friends and co-workers said she’d packed her
stuff and driven off.”

“And no one had heard from her?”

“Not that they told me.” She glared. “It’s
not like I had any reason to panic. I kept expecting her to get in
touch, and then I was working crazy hours at the hospital. It
wasn’t until I came up for air the next summer that I got really
worried.”

“Did you hire a detective?”

“Naturally! What do you take me for?” Her
nostrils flared. “He charged me a bunch of money for exactly
zip.”

“No credit card use? No cell phone use? What
about her car?” I’d learned something about how private
investigators work since my sister-in-law became one.

“Which part of zip don’t you understand?”

She was losing her temper, and I might soon
lose mine. Time to wrap this up. “What brings you here now?”

“Not that we aren’t glad to see you,”
Jeremiah put in.

Piper weighed her answer carefully. Too
carefully? “I ran into a cousin who’d seen my sister shortly before
she vanished.”

“She had information?” Jeremiah inquired in
the same bright tone.

She nodded tensely. “She remembered two
things Nicole told her. That she was coming here to see Eric, and
that she believed she was in danger.”

“This cousin waited nine years to share
this?” I didn’t bother to hide my skepticism.

Again, the woman paused before answering, as
if to measure her words. “She had no idea Nicole had gone missing.
They weren’t close, and my sister was always a little flaky.”

True. “What kind of danger?”

“She didn’t specify.” Grimly, Piper added,
“But she named you. You’ve admitted she contacted you.”

“If she felt threatened by me, why would she
come here?”

“To confront you,” Piper responded. “She was
never the type to let people push her around.”

Neither am I. I tamped down my
frustration. Obviously, Piper believed more had happened between
her sister and me, either in Boston or nine years ago, than was
actually the case. “Confront me about what?”

“Quit lying and tell me what happened to
her!”

Jeremiah spoke up. “In my observation, Eric
never lies.”

“Thank you.” I reminded myself that having a
loved one disappear under puzzling circumstances could fray your
judgment. “Have you filed a missing person report?”

“Yes, in Juneau. It went nowhere,” Piper said
bitterly. “It’s up to me to get justice for her.”

“But why relocate to Safe Harbor?” Jeremiah
asked. “Did you not already have a practice in Juneau?”

“In Anchorage, actually.” Piper tugged at her
pencil-slim skirt. “I had personal reasons for leaving Alaska.
Then, right after I ran into my cousin, I read about this opening
at Chuck’s practice. It seemed like fate.”

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

“A few weeks.”

“Why not call me straight away?”

She stopped twitching. “I’ve had a lot to do,
meeting patients, submitting my credentials to the hospital. I
assumed I’d run into you before long.”

“And now you have,” I noted. “Satisfied?”

“With what?” she said. “You’ve told me
nothing.”

Except the date of my contact with Nicole,
when she’d presumably been in town. Although unless someone checked
the phone records, we couldn’t be sure where the call had
originated. “You’ve got everything I know.”

“You could hire Eric’s sister-in-law, Tory
Golden,” Jeremiah said. “She’s a PI.”

Bad idea. Tory, who’d worked with my friend
Keith at the police department before joining a firm of private
investigators, mostly operates out of my house. Having her dig into
my personal history would constitute an invasion of privacy, as
well as a conflict of interest on her part. Not that she’d hesitate
to skewer me if the situation warranted it.

“She’s your wife’s sister?” Piper asked.

“My late wife’s, yes.”

She showed no surprise that I was a widower.
I assumed she’d researched me in advance. “You get along with
her?”

“A matter of opinion,” I said.

“She must know you well.”

“Too well.” I wasn’t convinced that would
work in my favor. “You should choose someone more objective.”

Dropping the subject, Piper swung toward
Jeremiah. “How much is the rent?”

He told her.

“Great. I’m sick of living in a motel. Can I
move in next weekend?”

Damn. I’d been almost certain she’d pass.

“I will email you a sublet agreement.”
Jeremiah took her contact data, shook her hand and saw her off.
“You are frowning,” he commented when he rejoined me.

“I don’t like her,” I said.

“It is natural to dislike people who do not
like us,” he observed.

“Very astute.” Why direct sarcasm at him?
None of this was his fault.

“Do you suppose she noticed anything odd
about me?” he asked.

“You were fine.” I didn’t suggest he share
his diagnosis of schizophrenia with her. She might pick it up
eventually on her own, but until she did, discretion made sense.
Even other physicians can harbor prejudices against the mentally
ill.

Although acquainted since med school,
Jeremiah and I had only become friends recently. After his and
Lydia’s brief involvement, I’d feared he might be stalking her when
he followed my lead by applying for a residency in obstetrics at
the University of California, Irvine. He’d bought a car identical
to mine, got his hair cut by the same barber, and eventually rented
an office in the same medical building as me.

Only later did he volunteer an explanation.
While studying and practicing medicine, he had no difficulty
concentrating. In private life, beset by mental phantoms despite
taking medication, he’d floundered until he decided that, since
Lydia and some of our colleagues liked me, he should adopt me as
his template. As long as he behaved exactly as I did, he’d
rationalized, he would appear normal.

Once he’d confided the truth, I’d stopped
ducking through doorways to avoid him. Fortunately, he’d since
gained enough self-confidence to reduce his copycattery.

As I took my leave, I hoped he wouldn’t
become too fond of his new housemate. Not only had Piper insulted
me, I was certain she hadn’t told us the whole truth.

Best case scenario: she’d find her sister,
fast. But after nine years, that didn’t seem likely.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


When I strolled into the lobby of the medical
office building on Friday, nearly a week later, a lab technician
waiting for the elevator eyed me with suspicion. Given the gossip
that had spread like drug-resistant bacteria through the hospital,
I half expected her to opt for the stairs.

Instead, I took the stairs myself. Much more
pleasant than enduring her uneasy company, and good exercise,
too.

My awareness of the rumors had begun when I
encountered questioning glances in the cafeteria. In the hallways,
I noticed that conversations hushed abruptly as I approached, and
lulls dropped like shrouds across normally gabby operating
rooms.

Here and there, as the days passed, I had
caught snatches of words. “Had an affair... woman disappeared...
last person to see her...”

No, I wasn’t! I wanted to shout. I didn’t see
her. And that affair happened before I got married.

But to respond would only add fuel to the
fire. Once hysteria hits the gullible and the loose-lipped, it
becomes unstoppable. Viral, indeed. If someone invented a vaccine,
I’d volunteer to administer the shots myself.

Inside my office, receptionist Glenda was
tapping rapidly on her phone. My nurse, the dedicated and gifted
Farrah, cast her a stern look. After a tick of reluctance, the
phone went into a drawer.

“Anything new on the rumor front?” I asked as
Farrah handed me a patient’s face sheet.

“Just the same nonsense,” she returned
briskly. “Except it’s getting more exaggerated, like that game
where people whisper a secret down the line until it’s completely
out of whack. No one with half a brain believes you cheated on your
wife.”

I had to snap my jaw into place before
responding. “Because I didn’t.”

“Of course not.”

Where had the gossip stemmed from? I hadn’t
spotted Piper at either the hospital or this adjacent building.
Since the practice she’d joined was located a few miles away,
there’d be no reason for her to hang around until she secured
hospital privileges.

It hadn’t required frequent reminders to keep
Nicole Blanchard in my thoughts. My former girlfriend’s face
animated my mental screen: golden hair, amber eyes, ready smile.
She’d had a keen memory for the gobs of data that med students need
to absorb, which was fortunate, because she’d studied less than
most of us. Breezy self-assurance had floated around her, the kind
of surpassing confidence only a twenty-something can carry off
without arrogance.

When I asked why she’d chosen to be a doctor,
Nicole had said her father died in a hunting accident when she was
fifteen. A restaurant owner in Juneau, he’d supplemented the family
resources by hunting and fishing. Shot by accident in a remote
area, he’d bled to death before he could be airlifted to a
hospital.

“A lot of people in Alaska live in isolated
towns,” she’d added. “I’d like to save some of them.” Her goal had
been to specialize in emergency medicine.

Despite admiring her idealism, I’d had doubts
about her temperament. Her vivacity often spun into exuberance,
especially when stoked by alcohol, and she soon dropped out of our
study group. Fundamentally unsuited to each other, Nicole and I had
parted even before Lydia and I reconnected.

Yet for a while, in a Boston winter, she’d
bloomed bright against the gray hardscape. Why had she disappeared?
I kept replaying that conversation of nine years ago, seeking a
word or tone of voice that might offer the key to where she’d gone
or what danger she’d feared.

Had there been an abusive relationship?
Nicole didn’t strike me as the type to be easily intimidated. And
if she’d reported threats or a stalker to the police, Piper’s
missing person report should have dredged up that information.
Could she have killed herself? If she had, she apparently hadn’t
left a note, nor had her body been discovered and identified.

Why didn’t anyone among her friends have a
clue where she’d gone? If only they had searched sooner. By the
time Piper set her PI on the trail, it must have gone cold. But
then, she hadn’t actually disappeared from Alaska, since her last
known whereabouts had been in California.

Despite the troubling sense that I’d failed
Nicole, I had to concentrate on my work. And there was plenty of
that.

Originally a community hospital, Safe Harbor
Medical Center still offered a range of medical services, including
maternity care, general surgery, and pediatrics. However, during
the past decade it had also established a world-class center for
men’s and women’s fertility treatment.

Later that morning, I filled in for another
doctor, performing egg retrievals and implanting embryos. Thanks to
advances in microsurgery and embryology, eggs can be removed from a
donor, fertilized with sperm from the husband/partner or a male
donor, and grown inside the wife/partner or a surrogate. It’s a
complex business, and expensive, although the hospital offers an
assistance program. Success rates have risen dramatically, and
there is no joy to rival the birth of a much-desired, healthy
baby.

Mornings like this aroused a mixture of
longing and elation. Eventually, I hoped one of the children
brought into the world would be my own. However, it hadn’t happened
for Lydia and me, and I had yet to meet another woman I could
love.

For now, I substituted the privilege of
bringing happiness—in best-case scenarios—to others. I was more
fortunate, in my view, than those who specialized in performing
these procedures, because as an ob-gyn with a regular practice, I
shared the course of my patients’ pregnancies and assisted in their
deliveries.

At lunchtime, en route to the cafeteria, I
paced alongside anesthesiologist Rod Vintner, a wiry fellow in his
forties with gray hair bristling below a surgical cap. “Is it
true?” he demanded. “Did you have flaming sex with an alien from
Alpha Centauri?”

A strained smile at his wisecrack was the
best I could manage. “What have you heard?” Rod’s a magnet for
ear-bending conversations in the O.R.

“Something about a missing old girlfriend,”
he said. “And a lot of speculation run amok.”

“A woman I dated for a month or so in med
school was last heard from nine years ago, when she called me for a
casual conversation,” I summarized. “That’s all I know. Her sister
might be spreading the rumors.”

When I tossed out the name Piper Blanchard,
Rod replied that he’d met her that morning in the company of Dr.
Chuck Kane. Her new boss must have helped her secure permission to
treat patients here.

“Good-looking woman. Intense, but she didn’t
share any fabulous rumors with me, darn it,” Rod noted. “Honestly,
I’ve been hearing this crap all week. Seems centered in the
cafeteria. At least, that’s where it’s the loudest.”

“I may have lost my appetite,” I
grumbled.

“Eat, doc. You need your strength.” He shooed
me into the large, noisy dining room.

Spicy aromas drew me to the taco bar. Behind
the counter, a fiftyish woman in a yellow uniform, her gray-laced
dark hair restrained by netting, sneered as she added a dollop of
refried beans. “Well, well, if it isn’t the infamous Dr.
Darcy.”

Beside me, Rod tensed, and another cafeteria
worker frowned at the serving lady, whose bar pin identified her as
Y. Worth. Rudeness was out of place toward any customer, and
doctors occupied a particular position of respect.

Who the hell do you think you are?
nearly flew from me, but lashing out at a person in her position
would be just as bad as what she’d done. I was well aware of my
status, and of the moral obligation not to abuse it.

“You might want to watch what you say to my
brother-in-law,” commented another doctor, from behind Rod. “He’s
very good at disposing of bodies.”

Leave it to Tory’s younger brother to lighten
the mood. Barry Golden, a urologist and men’s fertility specialist,
is my favorite member of our family. He’s open, supportive and
unfailingly kind.

“Yvonne’s new here,” put in the second woman
in yellow.

In the glare of disapproval from all around,
Ms. Worth ducked her large head. “No offense intended.”

“Let’s forget it,” I muttered. To say “no
offense taken” would be untrue.

I wondered why my personal history would
interest a new employee. But some people act as if the entire world
has enlisted in a reality show for their entertainment.

Barry went to join his usual lunch companions
outside on the patio, while Rod accompanied me to a table. Although
I would have preferred dining outdoors, Jeremiah was signaling to
us.

We slid into place. “That woman has a loud
voice,” Jeremiah observed. “I did not hear Dr. Golden’s response
but I gather it was amusing.”

I repeated it to him. He smiled.

“Here’s what I’m thinking.” Rod paused with
his taco in midair. “A boxing match between Ms. Worth and Nurse
Keely Randolph. Place your bets!”

Despite my reluctance to joke about an
innocent party, I couldn’t avoid a peek at a table from which
several doctors and nurses were clearing their trays. Among them
was Keely Randolph, R.N., a dour woman built like a Mack truck.

A few years ago, she’d accused the abrasive
head of our fertility program of being arrogant and egotistical,
descriptions secretly supported by a number of other staffers.
She’d barely hung onto her job. While he’d since mellowed, she
hadn’t, much.

The ob-gyn she currently assisted left early
several afternoons a week, freeing Keely to earn extra income, but
she had little tolerance for picking up shifts with other doctors.
For some reason, she respected me. While I didn’t need additional
help in my office, I’d had a painful experience with a dishonest
housekeeper. To my surprise, Keely had offered to fill that role,
and now moonlighted as my cleaning lady. She did an excellent job,
and we got along fine.

Springing to her defense in a humorous
situation might be overkill. Instead, I told Rod, “No bets. She
might bruise her hands and quit working for me.”

“Can’t have that,” he agreed cheerily.

Among those bussing trays to the conveyer, I
spotted Chuck Kane. And when Keely turned to leave, a woman in a
white jacket slipped into view from behind her.

Piper Blanchard’s eyes met mine across the
lunchroom. She rocked slightly, as if I’d fired an invisible salvo.
The ambient din of conversation faded. People had noticed.

After disposing of her lunchware, Piper
marched toward our table, thin and sharp as a scalpel. Did she have
questions for Jeremiah about the weekend move? Surely that could be
handled in a less public fashion.

Rather than watch her approach, I studied my
refried beans. And decided not to eat the congealing lump,
considering who had served them.

Adjusting her white coat, the newcomer
occupied a chair across from me. “I want you to know that I’m not
responsible for the gossip,” she said. “Well, not exactly.”

Was she responsible inexactly? And if so,
how? Rather than get into an argument, I awaited enlightenment.

“I, um, guess I spoke out of turn.” She
hesitated.

“If you are indiscreet, it will not be
acceptable for you to occupy my spare room,” Jeremiah said.

“What?” Piper blinked. “No, you
misunderstand. The gossip was, well, unintentional.”

“You talk in your sleep?” Rod hazarded. “With
a megaphone?”

A blush brightened her cheeks. “It was a
stupid mistake.” Her gaze skimmed my face, not lingering. “I’ve
been staying at the Harbor Suites. You know the place?”

We all nodded. Within walking distance of the
hospital, the motel leased rooms by the day, week or month. It was
popular with out-of-area patients and their families, and offered
discounts to long-term residents. It was also far superior to the
town’s other motel, which lay closer to the freeway.

“Being new around here, I hadn’t met many
people. I kept running into that woman over there.” She indicated
the hot-food station.

“Note that the witness has identified Yvonne
Worth,” Rod said as if addressing a courtroom. “You mean her,
right?”

“Yes. I kind of over shared,” Piper said.
“About my sister and Eric. It never occurred to me she’d shoot her
mouth off around the hospital.”

“Some people have no respect for boundaries,”
Rod deadpanned.

“Now she assumes we’re friends. She drops by
my room and pesters me for more details,” Piper said. “You see why
I’m eager to move this weekend, Dr. Schwartz.”

“Is it likely she will track you to your new
home?” Jeremiah inquired. “I would not like to encounter this
person in my front yard.”

“She doesn’t have a car. And if she shows up,
I’ll tell her I’m not allowed to have guests.” Piper twisted a
strand of her pale-blond hair. “Please don’t change your mind.”

Jeremiah thought it over. “I will sublet to
you on the condition that any information you learn at my house
remains private. That includes observations or conversations
involving me or my friends. And that you entertain no unpleasant
guests.”

Her head bobbed. “As long as you don’t object
to my continuing to probe my sister’s disappearance.”

He turned to me. “Eric, would such conduct by
my housemate pose a problem for you?”

While I resented her intrusion into my
circle, separating Piper from that Worth woman was in my best
interest. Besides, depriving her of her new home seemed cruel and
pointless. “Not at all. I’d like to get to the bottom of what
happened to Nicole, too.”

Piper tapped her fingers on the table. “Then
you don’t object to my hiring your sister-in-law’s services?”

Before I could figure out how to phrase my
objection, Jeremiah said, “Tory is an outstanding
investigator.”

“Good, because I dropped by her firm
yesterday and signed a contract.”

I nearly choked on my taco. Rod whacked me on
the back, which was completely unnecessary.

Tory hadn’t mentioned it to me. After a few
swallows of water, I said, “I refuse to be interrogated in my own
home.”

“She promised to keep her investigation
separate from your private life.” Behind Piper’s cool tone, I
sensed her watching me closely. Did she believe I’d hidden her
sister’s personal effects in the attic? Or that I’d break under
pressure and spew the truth of my homicidal guilt over the
breakfast table?

“I’m not sure that’s possible,” I began.

“She assured me that she’s a professional,”
Piper responded.

“Yes, but she’s human.”

“I already paid her a retainer.” Before I
could summon further argument, our companion excused herself and
left.

Fuming, I resumed eating. The rest of my taco
sank into a lump in my stomach.

“Charming woman,” Rod observed dryly.

“Matter of opinion.”

“I will keep an eye on her,” Jeremiah assured
me. “Just as I presume she plans to keep an eye on you.”

“Thanks.” His words hardly registered. I was
too busy wondering how Tory imagined she could keep her inquiry
apart from our home life.

I got my answer a few minutes later when my
phone rang. It was my nurse.

“Your sister-in-law is here,” Farrah said.
“You have half an hour before the next patient. Shall I send her
away or ask her to take a seat?”

“Does she have
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