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THE CASE OF THE SURLY SURROGATE

 


CHAPTER ONE

 


Whoever killed Westlake Choate really wanted
him dead. He was drugged, beaten, stabbed and left in a swamp.

The thirty-one-year-old photographer
disappeared the morning after a Sunday dinner party at the home of
his wealthy in-laws, the Bryerlys, which he did not attend. He had
been hired for a wedding that kept him busy until midnight.

The next morning, as I later learned, Wes
arose early and, without waking his wife, Cress, left their
apartment above his studio. Since he didn’t work on Mondays, his
absence went unnoticed until afternoon, when he missed an
appointment with his wife, the surrogate mother of their baby; and
their obstetrician. That would be me, Eric Darcy, M.D.

Until the day when Wes was
uncharacteristically late, I’d considered him only as the husband
of a patient. I had no inkling how deeply my life was about to
become entwined with his death.

For several years, I’d seen Westlake Choate
around the town of Safe Harbor, California, behind the camera at
weddings and other events, but hadn’t had much awareness of him as
a person until he and Cress began their infertility workup.
Dark-haired with a trace of a beard, Wes was extraordinarily
handsome and well aware of it. Toward his wife, he displayed a
tenderness offset by occasionally insensitive remarks about her
infertility.

It wasn’t my job to like or approve of my
patients, only to treat them as best I could. Moreover,
experience—nearly ten years of it, since I graduated from Harvard
Medical School—had demonstrated how often unsuspected qualities,
positive or negative, might manifest in my presence.

Regardless of any mixed emotions in the
marriage, Wes clearly adored his daughter-to-be. From the beginning
of the surrogacy process, he had attended every visit, emailed me
with questions and shared a couple of artfully lit photos of the
bikini-clad surrogate, his fascination growing along with her
belly. He planned, with her permission, to bring a video camera
into the delivery room to capture the awe-inspiring moment when, in
a painful gush, a baby enters the world.

I empathized with his eagerness for
fatherhood. Although I’d originally intended to become a
psychiatrist, partly to differentiate myself from my obstetrician
father, I got hooked on the field during my medical training.
Bringing a new life into the world, being the first person to touch
that precious small person, was a thrill that never faded.

Just as I’d begun to dream of having
children of my own, Lydia, my high-school sweetheart and the
vibrant, volatile center of my life, had died in a
still-unexplained fall while traveling. Now, thirty-six and widowed
for two years, I felt powerful flashes of yearning to be a
father.

Not yet. Not for a very long time.

My thoughts returned to the patients in my
exam room, that Monday afternoon of Wes’s disappearance. His wife,
Cress, her long brown hair loose around her shoulders, checked her
phone for messages as she paced. “I wish I knew where he is. He’s
not answering calls or texts.”

“Great time for him to lose interest.” On
the exam table, her best friend and surrogate, Tanya Nichols,
plucked at her skimpy gown. Buddies since childhood, the women
often mirrored each other’s facial expressions, gestures and manner
of speech. Both wore their hair long and they dressed similarly in
pink tops, white shorts and flip-flops. “I thought having a baby
would be a big adventure. Well, I got part of it right. The ‘big’
part.”

“The third trimester is always hard,
especially in summer,” I said. Despite the sea breezes, coastal
Southern California gets hot in August. “I hope you have air
conditioning.”

“Not at my apartment,” Tanya grumbled,
tucking back a sweaty strand of blond hair. Most pregnant women
radiate heat, regardless of the weather. “I’m still working,
though. That’s a good thing. Because of the A/C.” An artist, she
assisted at Boulevard Belles Photography—Wes’s studio had inherited
its syrupy name from a former owner—and advised clients on color
coordination at Cress’s bridal shop next door.

Cress and Wes had met when he popped into
her store, Brides and Maids, to leave flyers. They’d told me that
they’d progressed from joking about their rhyming names to sharing
promotional ideas to falling in love. But when it came to having a
baby, their luck ran out.

Unable to conceive, the couple had come to
me for tests. Those revealed a combination of unexplained premature
ovarian failure and a malformed uterus. Although Cress was
otherwise healthy, their best option was sitting before us on the
exam table.

Tanya, a former art student of my wife’s,
was an unusual surrogate, chosen by the parents outside of Safe
Harbor Medical Center’s surrogacy program. She hadn’t previously
given birth, which is normally a requirement, but agreed to carry
their child without compensation beyond out-of-pocket expenses.
They’d had a lawyer draw up a contract in accordance with
California law.

Her participation, which included the use of
her own eggs, had saved them a bundle. Luckily, she’d conceived on
the first try.

“He left while I was sleeping. It’s his day
off, so I guess he went out to shoot pictures for fun and lost
track of the time.” Cress drew a deep breath. “My husband’s excited
about this exhibit he has coming up next weekend. The wedding
photography isn’t his main thing, although he’s terrific at
it.”

“Those shots he took of you are stunning,
Tanya.” I’d seen them proudly displayed on Wes’s phone. “Are they
in the exhibit?”

“No idea.”

“He’s keeping the whole thing under wraps,”
Cress said.

“You’d think it was at the Guggenheim
instead of the Wine Arts Gallery,” the surrogate added. “Unless
this kid’s in a hurry, I won’t even be able to drink any of that
wine.”

“Why don’t you go into labor in the middle
of the reception?” teased her friend. “The exhibit would get a ton
of press coverage.”

“What, and steal all the glory? Wes would
kill me.”

“I’d kill him right back,” Cress said
stoutly. The mention of killing sent a shiver through me, although
I’d never been superstitious.

I hadn’t entirely recovered from the murder,
the previous year, of an older client shortly after she consulted
me about a puzzling set of circumstances. I’d operated on cadavers
during my training and, as a doctor, witnessed a few deaths, but
seeing my patient’s helpless body stretched out beneath the glare
of police lighting had left a permanent scar on my mind.

You can’t save them all. Sometimes you can
help them, though.

Being around these two close friends and the
near-term baby dispelled my lingering shadows. “Let’s get started,
shall we?”

I don’t like to rush patients, to the
occasional frustration of my nurse. Still, we couldn’t wait for a
laggard husband who was probably stuck in traffic elsewhere in
Orange County.

Identical nods sent me into action. Blood
pressure: excellent. Weight gain: in the desirable range.
Heartbeats of mother and baby: on target.

Tanya answered my questions about her
well-being and the baby’s movements, and we reviewed plans for the
delivery at the hospital next door to my office building. I
confirmed that the women and Wes had completed a childbirth
class.

Attendance at such classes has dwindled in
recent years, due to busy schedules and the ease of finding
information—not all of it accurate—on the Internet. I recommend the
advance training because my patients go into labor better informed
and more confident.

“What a miracle.” Cress gazed fondly at her
friend’s abdomen. “I can’t wait to hold her.”

We’d seen baby Georgette a couple of times
on the ultrasound screen. But there’s no substitute for the
softness of a baby and the milky scent as she nestles against your
shoulder.

“I can’t wait, either. Georgie’s started
taking dancing lessons.” Tanya rested a hand on her bulge. “Mostly
in the middle of the night.”

“I won’t mind if she fusses.” Cress beamed.
“I’ll take her downstairs to the shop so Wes can sleep.” After a
beat, she added, “Or he’ll take her down to his studio so I can
sleep.”

“Like that’s going to happen,” Tanya
grumbled.

“He will!”

“Yeah, if he’s in the mood.”

Early in the pregnancy, Tanya had treated
both parents warmly. Recently, her attitude toward Wes had soured.
It’s not unusual for an uncomfortable mother-to-be to resent the
father, especially if he isn’t attentive in the foot-rubbing and
tea-brewing department. In this case, Cress had taken charge of
pampering and, it appeared, morale.

“I realize this is hard on you, Tan, but
what you’re doing is such a blessing,” she said. “Georgie’s
everything to me. And there’s only a few weeks left.”

Tanya’s expression mellowed. “It’ll be
fantastic to see her. And to put my real shoes on. How come you
never told me my feet would puff up like cantaloupes, Eric?”

“Did I leave that out? Sorry.” I don’t mind
when patients use my first name, since I often call them by theirs.
Also, Tanya used to hang around our house with her older sister
Shana, who was my wife’s close friend.

Cress scowled at her phone. “Still nothing.
I can’t imagine what he’s doing. Usually he’s more considerate.
Calling me. Bringing little gifts.”

“Seriously—Wes?” Tanya’s nose wrinkled.

“After five years, it’s like we’re still on
our honeymoon.”

“Or he has a guilty conscience,” Tanya
muttered.

“It isn’t his fault women flirt with him!”
her friend flared. “He only tolerates it because it’s good for
business. They’re just tramps, anyway.”

Red blotches dotted Tanya’s cheekbones.
Although they vanished quickly, micro-expressions reveal what’s
happening beneath the surface. It’s a doctor’s job, like a
detective’s, to pick up clues.

Those sexy photos of the scantily clad
surrogate. Wes’s cocky self-assurance. Tanya’s change in
attitude.

Had he seduced his wife’s best friend during
a photo session? While “seduced” may be an outdated term, the
seething hormones and physical changes of pregnancy increase a
woman’s emotional vulnerability.

As far as I knew, Tanya didn’t have a
boyfriend to support her during this process. And a certain
intimacy might well arise in an isolated studio.

I hadn’t become part of this situation to
facilitate predatory behavior. But perhaps I was reading too much
into it. As a doctor, I tend to be protective of my patients.

I settled for hoping I was wrong.

“If you’re concerned, you should report him
missing,” I told Cress. His absence did strike me as odd in light
of his past reliability.

Her eyes narrowed as if I’d made an
accusation. “He wouldn’t run out on me.”

What had inspired such defensiveness? “That
wasn’t the implication,” I said. “If he suffered a medical
emergency, it’s important he be found quickly.”

“Like a heart attack? At thirty-three?”
Tanya scoffed.

“I was thinking in terms of a fall,
depending on where he went to shoot pictures.” Southern
California’s coastline and wilderness parks are dotted with cliffs
and ravines.

Cress frowned. “Or his car died out in a
canyon and there’s no cell signal.”

“Don’t wait too long,” I said. “In August,
dehydration can lead to heat stroke. And young men tend to believe
they’re invulnerable.”

“I’ve warned him to carry a water bottle,”
Cress said. “That doesn’t mean he listens.”

I could do nothing for him at the moment.
“Let’s review the signs of labor and when to go to the
hospital.”

Both women had questions, I provided
answers, and we finished at around 5:30. Away they went, armed with
print-outs handed them by my nurse. Cress was still checking her
phone.

One patient remained, another surrogate
accompanied by the intended mother. Almost eight months into her
pregnancy, Maggie Mejia Majors had been diagnosed with a condition
called placenta previa in which the organ providing oxygen and
nutrients to the baby covers part or all of the birth canal. Unless
it shifted by itself, a safe delivery would require a Cesarian
section.

A cheerful young woman with a Hispanic
heritage, Maggie was a familiar figure at Safe Harbor Medical
Center, where she worked as executive assistant to the hospital’s
staff psychologist. Maggie had signed up for the surrogacy program
because she loved being pregnant. She and her husband, a tow-truck
driver, had two children and couldn’t afford more.

I prescribed bed rest at home. The intended
mother, Danielle Jeffers, promised to check on Maggie
frequently.

“This baby means so much to us,” Danielle
told me as she helped the other woman to her feet.

“I’m thrilled to be a part of this.” Moving
gingerly as if to avoid jostling the baby inside her, the surrogate
beamed at us both.

“So am I,” I assured them.

Danielle’s mother had been the older patient
whose murder haunted me, and whose killer I’d helped to expose. But
strongly as I wished she were here to enjoy this longed-for child,
sometimes all we can do is move forward.

After they left, my nurse informed me we had
an empty waiting room and no patients in labor. With a staff
physician on duty at the hospital in case of unexpected admissions,
I was free for the evening.

A blast of heat accompanied me to the
parking garage, where I disconnected my electric car from its
charging station. It rolled silently along the curving drive that
serves the hospital and several medical buildings.

My sense of foreboding persisted. Tanya’s
changed attitude toward the father, Wes’s absence and his wife’s
inability to reach him all hinted at trouble. Had I erred by not
insisting the couple use the surrogacy program? Did Wes have
instabilities that I’d missed? Legally, I’d done nothing wrong, but
had I served my patients well?

You’re their doctor, Eric, not their father
confessor.

It isn’t always easy to draw the line. I can
be pulled into patients’ private lives, as I had been after
Danielle’s mother was murdered. More commonly, I phone patients at
home if I’m concerned about their symptoms worsening or if it
occurs to me on further reflection that they might be withholding
information, such as an inability to afford prescription medicine.
While I don’t receive enough free samples to supply everyone, I can
share what I have to tide someone over until the next paycheck.

Stop obsessing about work. Although
I’m never entirely off-duty, it’s important to relax during free
time. To refocus my thoughts, I concentrated on the people I was
passing on Safe Harbor Boulevard.

From the Bear and Doll Boutique, a
grandfatherly man emerged embracing a large stuffed lion and
grinning. A young woman with her palm resting on her enlarged
abdomen gazed in the window of the Baby Bump maternity shop. A
little farther, a woman shepherded a boy and girl into a pizza
parlor.

Children all over the place. None of them
mine.

As I crested a rise and the gleaming harbor
spread below, it hit me that with dedication, money—lots of
that—and patience, I could commission a surrogate myself.

Longing welled up. To be a child’s go-to
guy, their father, their rock. To share a bond that endured
throughout our lives.

I’d felt such closeness once, in a different
way. As a high school freshman mourning my mother’s death from
cancer, I’d connected with an intense girl who moved in the shadows
of her father’s suicide. We’d become each other’s torches in the
darkness and, despite ups and downs, set out on a course that had
led to marriage and, I’d believed, forever.

Abruptly, two years ago, my light had gone
out, for reasons I still didn’t understand. Until I could move on,
I had no business bringing a child into the world. Babies don’t
solve our problems, no matter how much we need them. They aren’t
put here to give their parents unconditional love, but to receive
that from us.

Ahead, a green arrow pointed left. I turned
toward my house, leaving behind a shimmer of longing. And, for a
while, my unease about the missing husband.

But not for long.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


For a solitary guy, I’d been lax about
accumulating housemates, I reflected as I reached my small street.
Deciding to share my Tudor Revival home with my father-in-law and
sister-in-law hadn’t exactly resulted in overcrowding—with four
bedrooms and assorted nooks and dens, there was plenty of space—but
far too much drama.

After my mother’s death when I was thirteen,
I’d lived here with my father, each of us respecting the other’s
distance. When Lydia and I married, Dad had invited us to live with
him. We’d accepted gladly, and my wife, quiet as a rainbow, had
carved out a private sphere.

Four years ago, Dad had died of a heart
attack. Two years later, after I lost Lydia, I’d asked her affable
stepfather, Morris Golden, to join me. Perpetually balanced on a
financial brink, the caterer had been sleeping at his business and
I’d been concerned for his health. He now occupied the downstairs
bedroom.

Lydia’s half-sister, Tory, a private
investigator, hadn’t waited to be asked. Following a burglary the
previous year, she’d moved in, declaring it was for our
protection.

I liked Tory, although her prickly emotions
occasionally hit a flash point. You could have sold tickets for the
fireworks during her break-up with my friend, Keith Sparks, a
homicide detective, after she caught him cheating with a nurse.
Specifically, having sex in an on-call room late one night when he
was waiting to talk to a witness.

Not only had she moved out of their
apartment and into my house, she’d quit her job at the police
department and become a PI with a local agency. Eventually, she and
Keith had achieved a shaky cease-fire. Very shaky, considering that
he’d begun dating the nurse in question.

When I reached my driveway, I saw an aging
red Honda Accord parked at the curb and wondered who it belonged
to. No sign of the Golden Fine Foods truck. Morris must have been
out delivering specialty dinners—choice of gluten-free, nut-free,
vegetarian or vegan—to his subscribers. Still, this morning he’d
left the fridge full of tasty leftovers from the Sunday night
dinner he’d catered for the Bryerly family, Cress’s parents. As one
of the world’s worst cooks, I was especially appreciative.

The garage door lifted to reveal Tory’s
green hybrid in the extra space, shielded from the heat. Usually
she dropped it within walking distance of the curb, then raced
inside to file a report on some supposedly disabled insurance
fraudster she’d caught surfing, repairing his roof or—in one
instance—training for the Ironman Triathlon.

I plugged in my car and, laptop bag in hand,
was edging between the cars toward the inner door when it flew
open. There stood the stocky figure of Keely Randolph, R.N., who
moonlighted as my housekeeper on her doctor’s two afternoons off.
Much as I admired Keely’s efficiency, it came bundled with the
sharp tusks and temper of a walrus.

“I am not cleaning that room again,” she
declared.

I halted, since the only alternative was to
bowl her over or die in the attempt. “Beg pardon?”

“Her office,” she announced. I presumed that
“her” referred to my sister-in-law.

My dream of a peaceful evening popped like a
soap bubble. “May I come in?”

With a scowl, Keely allowed me into a small
passageway. Straight ahead lay the kitchen, a broad expanse that
opens to the great room. My mouth watered at the prospect of mining
the fridge.

“That woman is out of control,” the
nurse/housekeeper declared.

“It’s a pain when someone messes up a room
you already cleaned,” I said as politely as my hunger would allow.
Now go away.

She plucked lint from her red-checked apron
and tucked it into her pocket. “I don’t know why she didn’t do this
earlier. No, she had to wait till I finished vacuuming and dusting.
Then she shows up with a couple of guys and a bunch of boxes.
Computer junk everywhere. Cords. Packing tape. Cardboard crumbles.
Like they have no idea how to use a waste basket.”

My brain was still catching up to the
“couple of guys” bit. “I’ll check it out,” I promised. “No one
expects you to re-do the room. You’re free to leave if you’ve
finished.”

Keely’s harrumph indicated her
disappointment in my lack of outrage. “I have to fold the sheets
and towels.”

“Fine. Thanks.” I deposited my gear on a
table and headed through the great room and the three-story entry
hall below a skylight. Beyond that, I heard male laughter and
Tory’s throaty chuckle from the front office that used to be my
wife’s art studio.

Bracing for the inevitable rush of emotions,
I stepped into the glowing room where late afternoon sunshine
diffused through the bay window. It had once illuminated striking
wall pieces combining photos, paint and found objects, created by
the animated woman who’d anchored my world.

Like a cuckoo left in someone else’s nest,
Tory Golden bore little resemblance to her petite, dark-haired
sister save for a voice that eerily resembled Lydia’s. Tall with
frizzy chestnut hair, she leaned against her chipped desk,
directing someone’s skinny jeans-clad rear end.

“There’s a power strip somewhere,” she told
the unidentified butt while acknowledging my arrival with a wave.
“You’re the computer genius, Parker.”

“Plugging things in, not my field,” came a
tenor voice.

Parker. I knew that name. Not accustomed to
staring at his ass, though. “They didn’t teach that at Stanford?” I
joked.

“They don’t teach that anywhere,” he shot
back.

The third person in the room was my
brother-in-law, Barry Golden, M.D., who spoke from the corner where
he was straightening a printer stand. “You gotta earn your supper
if you expect to eat with us, Park. Baked salmon, artichoke fondue
and—what else did you say Dad cooked last night?”

“Epically unfair,” replied the voice from
beneath the desk. “You’re making me work for my family’s
leftovers.”

The denim-covered bottom, along with the red
car out front, belonged to Barry’s close friend and former college
roommate. I’d run into Parker Bryerly often enough over the years
to slot him into the younger brother category, along with Barry.
Both were nice guys, pleasant to be around, without a lot of sharp
edges.

Parker also happened to be Cress Choate’s
brother. I found it disturbing to run into him at my house right
after seeing her at my office.

Last night, Morris had catered a dinner at
their parents’ home. Today, Parker’s brother-in-law, Wes, had gone
missing. The last time I’d encountered this many odd connections,
one of my patients had been murdered.

You’re getting paranoid. Cut it out.

“Hey, Eric,” Barry said by way of greeting.
A urologist four years my junior, he’s shorter than his sister but
has the same brownish hair and hazel eyes. Also, an easy grin that
hopefully comforts his male fertility patients when he informs them
of their lousy sperm counts.

“What’s all this?” I indicated the computer
gear.

“My laptop died.” Tory shrugged. “Using my
shiny new Visa card, I decided to go all-out for a desktop.”

“Got it!” Backing out, Parker ducked his
head to clear the desk. When he straightened, I glimpsed heavy dark
eyebrows overpowering a diamond-shaped face, with wide cheekbones
and a narrow chin.

“Thanks, Park,” said my sister-in-law.

Grabbing a chair, he plopped in front of the
computer and switched it on. “Let’s boot up this baby and see what
she can do.”

Before he became too engrossed to tear
himself away, I seized the chance to ask, “By the way, Parker, any
idea where your brother-in-law’s disappeared to?”

“Wes is gone?” he said. “That would be a bit
of luck.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because he’s a... what did I call him,
Barry?”

“A pond-sucking dirtbag?”

“That’s it.”

Tory perked up. “Somebody need finding? Hire
me. I have room in my schedule.” While the agency where she’s on
staff, Fact Hunter Investigations, refers jobs to her, she earns
more when she brings in clients.

“Please don’t track him down.” Parker’s
fingers blurred on the keys as the prompts whizzed past. “Do my
sister a favor and leave him lost. He only married her because he
thought she was rich.”

A simplification at best. So I believed.

“The joke was on him,” Parker continued. “My
parents hang onto their money like a gorilla with a banana.”

Did he understand his sister’s marriage
better than I did? He’d been observing it longer and at closer
range. Or he might simply be biased against the flamboyant man
who’d intruded into his family.

“Maybe he accidentally snapped a mafia hit
man doing the deed and got offed,” Parker added. “That’d be
cool.”

“Not really,” Barry said.

Parker shrugged. “He wasn’t at my folks’
dinner last night, and I’m glad. All he does is talk about
himself.”

“Why wasn’t he there?” I asked.

“Hired to shoot a wedding, he claimed. No
telling where he really was, or with whom.” Parker’s nostrils
flared in distaste. “We’re better off without him. My sister
certainly would be.”

I wasn’t inclined to joke about either
murder or adultery. Neither, I gathered from the uncomfortable
silence, was Tory or Barry.

Besides, we were wasting time that could be
better spent eating. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m being paged,” I
said. “By my stomach.”

“Done!” Parker hit Enter and various
functions sorted themselves out on the screen. “Let’s go.”

I wasn’t seeking company. Still, considering
the dour nature of my musings, a little light conversation ought to
be a relief. We all trooped out of the study.

Whoever designed this house must have loved
to eat. In addition to a formal dining room, there’s a
greenhouse-style breakfast nook in the back and a butcher-block
table in the open kitchen.

On the counter that separated the cooking
area from the great room, we arrayed containers of leftovers. While
Tory commandeered the microwave, I piled a paper plate with chicken
puffs, crab tartlets, stuffed mushrooms and cheese-filled
pastries.

“Wow!” Nudging past me, Parker snatched half
a dozen of the latter. “Spanakopita. Mom’s favorite. And mine.”

“Help yourself.” En route to the table, I
added fresh fruit. Chocolate-covered strawberries, to be precise.
Very nutritious.

Tory took a chair, stretching her legs under
the table and forcing the three of us to shift aside. “Spana...
nakopita,” she mispronounced. “That sounds Greek. I thought your
mom was Italian.”

“There’s this phrase she likes: una
faccia una razza. One face, one race.” Parker spoke around a
mouthful of food. “She thinks Italians and Greeks are practically
the same. She and Dad never stop raving about a trip they took to
Greece when I was a baby.”

After fetching a bottle of Chablis from the
wine cooler, Barry peered into a drawer. “There’s a corkscrew
around somewhere.”

“I’ll open it.” Parker patted his pocket.
“Hey. Where’s my Swiss army knife, Barry?”

“I found it. The corkscrew, not your knife.”
As he uncorked the bottle, Barry explained to Tory and me, “I
borrowed his knife to open some snacks. Didn’t realize I’d be
seeing him today, so I asked Dad to give it to him last night.”

“Well, he didn’t.”

“I’m sure it’ll turn up. If not, I’ll buy
you a new one.”

The doorbell chimed. I’d half risen when
Tory halted me with a gesture. “Don’t bother. I hear the
thumpa-thumpa of size twelve feet.”

Whenever Keely was working, she took it on
herself to answer the door. I once caught her holding the dryer
repairman at bay, demanding to know whether he had any communicable
diseases. I advised her that medical histories are not required of
service people.

A female voice rang out from the hall.
“Aren’t you Keely Randolph?” With a sinking sensation, I identified
it as belonging to Narda Petrakis. That was Keith’s new girlfriend,
an emergency room nurse at Heights View Medical Center, located
half a dozen miles inland. “Do you live here?”

“Housekeeper.”

“But you’re a nurse at Safe Harbor, right?”
Narda persisted. “They didn’t fire you, did they?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I mean, because of your reputation.”

A couple of years ago, Keely had accused the
head of our fertility program of being an arrogant putz, which was
true. She’d also once had a showdown with our former psychologist,
who’d been widely and accurately regarded as a
prescription-strength jackass.

Still, it surprised me that her notoriety
had reached the staff of a neighboring city’s hospital. And that
Narda would be so flamingly rude.

“Second job keeps me too busy to go around
bothering people,” Keely snarled. Score one for her.

“Is Eric home?” That was Keith.

“They’re eating. You know the way,
detective.”

Across the table, Tory stiffened at the
prospect of seeing her ex-boyfriend and his latest squeeze. So much
for our relaxed dinner-table conversation. It’s a good thing
doctors develop cast-iron digestive systems from eating on the run
during our training.

Narda’s voice grew louder. “This place is
gorgeous! What stunning colors.” I agreed with her about that. My
wife had transformed the once-dark interior with hues of aqua,
pearl and pink. “Who decorated it?”

“Lydia. Eric’s late wife.” Keith spoke
softly, no doubt aware that we could hear them approach even though
we couldn’t yet see them.

“She had great taste.” Narda’s next comment
puzzled me: “It’s like being inside the Caves of Poseidon.”

This house had never reminded me of a cave.
A coral reef, rather, or an opal.

“What’re the Caves of Poseidon?” Keith asked
impatiently. He’d always disliked obscure references, which he
considered pretentious.

“They’re sea caves you reach by boat,” Narda
said. “My parents took me there when we visited my grandparents.”
Then she burst out: “This would be a perfect place to throw my
birthday party!”

Say, what? “Like hell,” I
muttered.

Even my normally tolerant brother-in-law
reacted with, “Chutzpah, anyone?”

In my household, we tended to toss in the
occasional Yiddish term. Although I was raised garden-variety
Christian, Lydia’s family was Jewish. Not observant, although once
in a while Tory lit Sabbath candles.

Rounding a corner, our visitors came into
view. Narda, her dark eyes alight, greeted me with, “Whatever
you’re eating smells terrific, Eric.”

“Thanks.” Courtesy required that I add,
“Won’t you join us?”

“I’d love to!”

Tory uttered a low growl.

When Keith spotted my sister-in-law, he
missed a step. Usually the six-foot-tall former football player
radiated self-assurance. “Tory,” he said. “Didn’t expect to see you
here.”

“I live here.”

“Your car wasn’t out front.” Regrouping,
Keith made introductions for Narda, although she’d met some of us
before. Nods and hellos were exchanged.

At the counter, she zeroed in on the
pastries. “I love spanakopita.”

Two people in one day who could pronounce
that word. Must be a record.

At the table, Narda dragged over a chair.
“Eric,” she said, ignoring everyone else, “hear me out. Friday’s my
thirtieth birthday. We were on our way to the party store to buy
stuff for Keith’s apartment, but this would be so much better!
And”— waving a hand—“You’ve inspired me. Some drapes, some grapes,
and we’ll transform your house into a Greek temple.”

“I’ll consider it.” When we store frozen
tissue samples in hell. Scooting back, I went for my second
course.

En route to the microwave, I nearly tripped
over Keely, who’d knelt to stow towels in a drawer. “She’ll turn
the place topsy-turvy while I’m working on Friday,” my housekeeper
complained. “And leave a mess for me on Monday.”

“I’ll clean up,” Narda promised.

“She won’t,” Keely opined, sticking to the
third person. Judging by her snappishness, she hadn’t forgiven the
remark about her reputation.

Keith, who was piling his plate to a
towering height, glared down
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