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Chapter 1

I dreamed of people with
extraordinarily white teeth. It wasn’t a disturbing dream, but the
next day, the things started happening. At first, I thought they
were coincidences and bad luck, then I began to worry. I would see
things in my peripheral vision. That afternoon, when words weren’t
flowing like they should,
something flew past the window. Stepping to the sill, I saw
Hailey’s rose garden with nothing amiss. It was probably a
squirrel. Since I wasn’t writing well anyway, I lingered admiring
the view of the palms in the greenbelt with their dark, shiny
fronds and the late afternoon sun sparkling on the sea in the
distance. Through the trees, I could barely distinguish the pier,
but at night its lights were festive. The casement was open, and
the sundowner breeze was rising from the water.

Shaking myself out of that trance, I returned
to the matter at hand, how to extricate Elizabeth from Inspector
Maxwell before she slips and reveals her complicity in the murder
of Edward. Sometime after four, I checked my word count, which
wasn’t very good, saved the day’s work, and crossed the room to put
the detachable media into the old beige fireproof file. It was
locked. Irritated, I turned over my monitor and read the
combination from the adhesive label I had stuck there hoping to
hide it from burglars. I also wrote it backward. I should replace
the behemoth with a modern file that locks with a key, but
fireproof files are expensive, and I was attached to the massive
beast.

I thought I saw the shadow cross the window
again. Looking, there was still nothing stirring, and the only
sound was a woodpecker cackling from one of the queen palms. Well,
the day was done, and it was time for a drink. On the way to the
bar, I stopped in the door of Hailey’s office. She was seated at
her computer. In profile, the sweep of her salt-and-pepper hair
framed the classic cameo of her faultless face, the face—almost
unchanged—that snared me so many years ago. I walked behind her and
massaged her shoulders, then bent to kiss her cheek.

“How’d it go today?” she asked not looking
from her monitor.

“Had better days.”

“I picked up your jacket from the
cleaners.”

“What jacket?”

“The off-white one. It will be a nice night
to sit outside.”

“What do I need a jacket for? They don’t even
have outside tables.”

She tilted her face toward me. “I want you to
look nice. Be thankful I don’t make you wear a tie.”

“Writers don’t wear ties. It’s in the rules.”
I left to get that drink and walked past her terrier mix, Gretchen.
The little monster growled at me and snarled. “What’s wrong with
her?”

“You probably startled her.”

I filled a glass with ice, poured gin three quarters to the rim, squeezed a
lime wedge into the mix, and splashed it with tonic. A second
cocktail went down easily as I watched the news, then I supposed it
was time to get dressed for dinner with my sometimes irritating
agent, Maury. I hadn’t worn the jacket since last summer. Somebody
once told me it was gauche to wear white in the winter. In Southern
California, what difference did it make? Anyway, I couldn’t get
into the thing. “Hey, they shrank my jacket,” I yelled to Hailey
who was in the bathroom putting on her lipstick.

“Dry cleaners don’t shrink things.”

“Then they gave you the wrong jacket.”

“See if the laundry mark is under the
collar.”

“It says ‘Walker.’ Is that me?”

“You must have gained weight. You’ve been
taking bigger portions lately. I’ve been meaning to say
something.”

“I get on the scale every morning. I’ve
weighed between one eighty and one eighty-four for twenty
years.”

“You just don’t want to wear a jacket. Maury
will have a jacket on.”

“I’ll wear a damned jacket—just not this one.
Shit, you couldn’t get into it.”

She left the bathroom and examined the coat.
“This is your jacket all right. If they washed it in water, the
lining would be all puckered. The scale must be wrong. Remember
this when you order tonight.”

I shrugged on my tan jacket. “Then how come
this one fits?”

“I don’t know. It’s time to go.”

We drove down from the hills toward the coast
in silence, passed under the freeway, and negotiated the coast road
for the short way to the Santa Barbara Inn. The valet took the car
and I steered Hailey by the elbow into the lobby, and then to the
elevator. I was still feeling irritated and said, “I’d just as soon
we were having dinner alone.”

“Stop complaining. He drove all the way from
Los Angeles for this.”

Maury Goldstein was already seated at a table
with a view of the ocean. He stood and hugged Hailey. She pretended
to kiss his cheek and asked, “How’s Karen?”

“She’s fine. She’s in New York on a book
tour.”

I didn’t care where Karen was as long as it
wasn’t here.

Maury held Hailey’s chair before shaking
hands with me. “Christopher, old man, how’s my favorite
author?”

“Just fine, how about you?”

“Couldn’t be better.” Maury already had a
bottle of wine, which he proceeded to pour. “When are you going to
approve the cover art?”

“I don’t like the cover art.”

“I have passed along your concerns. I’m
afraid it fell on deaf ears.”

Grunting, I studied the menu. “I think I’ll
have the lobster.”

“You don’t want lobster with red wine, dear,”
Hailey said.

I looked at her and felt my brow knit. “I
feel like lobster. I’ll get a split of champagne.”

She returned my scowl and looked at the
agent. “Maury, I don’t know how you put up with him.”

“We have a lot in common.” He gave Hailey a
sly look that I didn’t quite get. Maury ordered pâté to start, and
conversation drifted to the
spectacular view.

As the meal progressed, I was digging in the
lobster’s carapace looking for the roe.

“That stuff is gross,” Hailey said. “It’s
embarrassing to be seen with you when you’re eating it.”

“So, don’t look.” I spooned a heap of the
green glop onto a chunk of bread. That was when I felt the insides
of my elbows start to itch. “My throat is starting to constrict,” I
croaked.

“It’s from eating that disgusting stuff,”
Hailey said.

“I’ve eaten it a hundred times.”

Maury said, “I think you’re having an
allergic reaction.”

“I’ve never been allergic before.”

“It can develop anytime.” Maury went urgently
to the hostess station. He returned on the double and said,
“They’re calling the paramedics. Let’s get you down to the lobby.
Can you walk?”

“I can walk. I just can’t breathe.”

“You’re turning green,” Hailey shrieked.

Maury hauled me to my feet knocking over the
chair. He dragged me across the dining room, past the startled
diners, and into the elevator. In the lobby, he put me on a bench.
The EMTs were there in minutes and strapped
me to a gurney. A chunky girl with a cute face and unusually white
teeth, who couldn’t have been any older than my daughter, Ashlee,
gave me oxygen on the way to the hospital. They wheeled me into the
ER and through the double doors to the
treatment area without pausing at the nurses’ station. The girl
with the oxygen bottle stayed with me. “You ever have this happen
before?”

I shook my head while still gasping for air
and thinking about my dream and her teeth.

A few minutes later, a nurse pushed back the
curtain and gave me a shot. “What did you eat?”

“Lobster. I’ve had it a hundred times. It’s
my favorite.”

“Allergies can pop up at any time. You’re
going to have to find a new favorite,” she said while taking my
pulse. “You should be breathing easier in a minute.”

“It is better.”

“Good. Just lay still and breathe. I’ll check
on you in a little while.”

The nurse and the EMT
girl left and Hailey passed them moving fast. “You scared the hell
out of me.”

“I had a few bad moments myself.”

“I told you not to have lobster.”

Irritated, I said, “I’ve had lobster a
hundred times without a problem.”

“It’s just a good thing Maury was there and
remained calm.”

“Good old Maury. Where is he?”

“In the waiting room. I was too shaken to
drive. I should let him know you’re okay.”

“I’m going to be here a while. You might as
well let him take you to get the car if you’re together enough to
drive now so you can take me home.”

“Yes, I’ll do that, and I have to give the
nurse your insurance information.”

Hailey left, and I lay staring at the
fluorescent light over my head as the minutes crawled past. After
an hour, I felt fine and was contemplating walking out of the place
when the nurse who injected me withdrew the curtains.

“Feeling better?” she asked and checked my
pulse again.

“I’m fine now.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah, I’m ready to go.”

“Have you got someone to take you home?”

“My wife should be out there. I expected her
to wait with me. Did you tell her not to come in?”

“I haven’t seen anyone.”

“She must be waiting outside,” I said
swinging my legs over the side of the bed.

“Okay, just sign this release form.”

I scribbled on her clipboard and sat in the
wheelchair that she produced from behind the curtains. It’s weird
that they insist on wheeling you out after you’ve recovered. I
scanned the waiting room. There was no Hailey, in fact, the crowd
looked to be completely Hispanic. “She must be waiting outside,” I
said. She pushed me through the automatic sliding doors. There was
nobody outside but ambulance drivers. “Christ, where is that woman?
I’ll call her.” The call went straight to voicemail. “Dammit,
Hailey, pick up. Where are you?” I looked at the nurse. “I’ll just
call a cab.”

“I hope something didn’t happen to your
wife,” she said.

“Me too.” I vacillated between concern and
anger until the cab arrived. On the way back to the hills, I cooled
a little, but anxiety returned as I tapped the code into the keypad
by the garage door. The door rose, and I was baffled to see the
rear bumpers of Hailey’s Land Rover and my antique Jaguar
XJS, which I’d driven to dinner.

In the dim light filtering through the
bedroom window, I saw Hailey’s form under the covers. She heard me
enter. “What are you doing here?” she said sounding alarmed.

“Me? What are you doing here when you were
supposed to bring me home from the damn hospital?”

“They said they were going to admit you and
that I couldn’t see you again until morning.”

“Who said that?”

“The nurse.”

“What nurse?” I asked.

“I don’t know what nurse—a nurse.”

“That’s crazy. Nobody ever said anything
about admitting me. And why didn’t you answer your phone?”

“I turned it off when I went to bed. It was a
misunderstanding. You don’t need to yell at me.”

“I’m not yelling.” I wanted to yell, but I
turned and left the room. Downstairs, I poured whisky into a glass and heard a suspicious plop.
Reaching under the cabinet, I pushed on the switch of the bar
light. In the soft glow, I saw at the bottom of my glass a little
white scorpion. After drinking Glenfiddich for longer than I can
remember, I knew they did not put scorpions in their whisky bottles. The pickled arachnid went down
the disposal along with the contents of the decanter. Thankfully, I
had an unopened bottle in the liquor cabinet. After that encounter,
I deserved three fingers instead of two, which I sipped in the dark
until I felt calm enough to try for some sleep.

When I tiptoed into the bathroom to brush my
teeth, my toothbrush wasn’t in the drawer. Deciding to avoid
confrontation, I slipped into bed with filmy teeth that were not
very white.


Chapter 2

Hailey was a morning person.
She usually rose and exercised before I woke. I found her in the
kitchen. She said, “I thought you were going to sleep all day.”

I went right for the heart of things. “Did
you move my toothbrush last night?”

“Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know. It wasn’t in the drawer last
night when I wanted to brush my teeth. Now, it’s there.”

“You must still have been bleary from your
lobster episode.”

“Maybe. I wonder if I’m allergic to all
seafood.”

“You should see an allergist and get
tested.”

“I’ll do that. Did Maury say when he was
going back to LA?”

“This afternoon. He said he was going to
sleep late and have lunch on the pier.”

“I suppose I should call him.”

“That would be the decent thing. Are you
ready for your eggs?”

After finishing the eggs, I put my plate and
fork into the dishwasher and said, “Thanks for breakfast. I’m going
to take my walk now.” I whistled for Gretchen, but she growled and
put her tail between her legs. The fur on her back stood on end. “I
guess I’ll walk by myself today.” I continued to the garage to put
on my Nikes and did a double take. My car was backed into the
stall. Now, I knew that when I came home it was parked nose first
because I remembered admiring the XJS V12
emblem on the sexy tail. I had a thing for sexy tails. But what
would possess someone to back out of the garage, do a U-turn, and back into the stall? She had still been in
her workout suit, so I was fairly certain Hailey hadn’t gone
anywhere. I decided the matter was too bizarre to approach and left
by the side door.

It was a perfect morning in the hills above
Santa Barbara. The sea was deep blue and the sky cloudless. I
supposed it was going to be hot soon, but for the moment, the air
was fresh and creamy. The neighborhood was quiet after the commuter
exodus, and I felt good walking on the margin of the road beneath
the hulking white eucalyptus trees. A mile into my sojourn, a car
passed that I thought I had just seen. Well, it was a black Honda
with tinted windows—a common enough car—but I saw it again and
memorized the letter part of the license plate. When I saw it a
fourth time, I thought it might be good to abort the walk. Rather
than complete the loop that I normally did, I backtracked and saw
it twice more. Each time it passed me, it turned at the next cross
street.

At home, I stood at the tall, arching window
in the front room and watched the street. No black Honda passed in
the fifteen minutes I stood there, so I went to my office and
attempted to begin the day. Apparently, the computer had restarted
overnight—the welcome screen displayed an idyllic coastal scene. I
hated those damned updates. I typed the password and tapped
‘Enter.’

‘Password incorrect.’

“Shit.” I typed it again and counted the dots
this time.

‘Password incorrect.’

I checked the caps lock key. It was off, so I
tried again to the same result. I shoved the keyboard at the
monitor and fumed. It took several minutes to think of a solution.
Propping my tablet next to my elbow, I typed ‘how to reset Windows
password.’ The instructions were endless. It took an hour to
navigate them. At the end, a
window opened that said, ‘We emailed you a security code.’

By then I was talking to the screen. “How the
hell am I supposed to pick up my email?” Then I remembered I could
use the tablet for email, although, I never did. By the time I
finally got access to my files, I was cursing Microsoft, Bill
Gates, and Steve Jobs for good measure.

The time display in the lower corner reminded
me that I should call Maury. He answered on the second ring. “Hi,
Maury, it’s Chris.”

There was a moment of silence. “Chris
who?”

“Geez, come on, I didn’t screw up dinner on
purpose.”

“Screw up dinner? Are you sure you have the
right number?”

“Sorry. Is this Maury Goldstein?”

“Yes, who am I speaking to?”

“Maury, it’s me, Chris.”

“I don’t recall knowing anyone named
Chris.”

I had no idea what was happening. “What kind
of game are you playing?”

“I’m not the one playing games.” The line
went dead.

I slumped in the chair and stared at the
phone, then I redialed. “Maury, what the hell is going on
here?”

“Will you please stop calling this
number?”

“You’re my agent, for Christ sake. What do
you mean stop calling?”

“I don’t represent anyone named Chris.” He
ended the call again.

“Asshole,” I said to the blank display and
tossed the phone across the desk. Hoping to get some work done, I
grabbed the mouse and clicked on File Explorer, then opened the
folder with my manuscript, Murder Madness Mayhem, but I
couldn’t find the file in the list of items. The navigation bar
said, ‘This PC>Documents>Work>MMM.’ The manuscript was not
in the list of files. I hated those damned updates.

With a resigned sigh, I went to the file
cabinet to recover the thumb drive with my backup. It was locked
again. What the hell is going on? Deep breath—I turned over
the monitor to get the combination from where I hid it. There was
no adhesive strip under the base. I collapsed onto my chair and
rolled halfway across the room. Now, I began to wonder if Hailey
were trying to drive me nuts. Keeping it rational, I calmed my
thoughts and attempted to visualize the numbers. It took me three
tries, but I got it open—the thumb drive was gone.

My brain was doing cartwheels. In an effort
to regain control, I lay on the couch and closed my eyes. The scent
of the leather was soothing, and I might have dozed if Hailey
hadn’t passed the door and said in a cheerful voice, “You’re never
going to meet your deadline that way.”

“Can you come here for a minute?” I asked sitting up and patting the tan
cushion beside me.

She sat and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just one of those ridiculous
days. There must have been a damned update, my computer restarted
overnight, and my password wouldn’t work. I wasted a whole hour
resetting the damn thing, then I couldn’t find my manuscript, so I
went to get the backup from the file, and it was locked. By any
chance did you remove the combination from where I had it
hidden?”

“Why would I do that?”

Trying not to sound accusatory, I said, “I
don’t know. Just to screw with me? It’s not April Fools, is
it?”

“I don’t even know where you hide your
combination.”

“Well, it was there yesterday, but it’s not
there today. I don’t know how the damned file keeps getting locked
in the first place.”

“Oh, you probably bumped the dial or
something. Your hands have been shaky lately. Don’t think I don’t
see it.” She waved her hand dismissively.

“Probably, but when I finally got the thing
open, my thumb drive wasn’t there.”

“You just forgot to put it away. I told you
you’ve been drinking too much.”

“Don’t start. I hadn’t been drinking when I
put it away yesterday.” I felt a prick of annoyance at her
harping.

“You had quite an experience last night.
Maybe you were thinking of the day before. It’s probably in the
file, just under some of the crap. You should clean it out once in
a while.”

“I don’t have time to clean it out. Remember
that deadline you mentioned earlier? Oh, and on the same subject, I
called Maury, and he pretended that he didn’t know who I was.”

She smiled at that. “You know Maury. He’s
just screwing with you.”

“Yeah, I know Maury. Maybe it’s time to find
a new agent.”

More expressions flickered across her face
than seemed appropriate for a
reaction to that remark. “That’s up to you.”

Ashlee stuck her head in the doorway. “Hi,
you two. I’m on my way out. I’ve got a class.”

“Will you be home for dinner?” Hailey
asked.

“I think so.”

I gave her my best fatherly look. “Did you
remove a label from the underside of my monitor base, young
lady?”

She returned my look with one that said,
‘Yeah, right.’ “Like I go looking for secret messages under your
monitor all the time.”

“Well, somebody did.”

“It must have been the maid,” she flipped her
shiny brown hair behind her shoulder and put her hand on her
hip.

“We don’t have a maid,” I reminded her.

“You should get a maid so you have somebody
to blame when you get absent-minded.” Ashlee’s smile softened her
accusation.

“Watch it, little girl, or I might just get
absent-minded enough to forget to
write your tuition check.”

Hailey stood and slipped past her daughter.
“Have a nice day, and say hi to Seth.”

When both had left me, I went to the
bathroom, thinking maybe it would clear my head. Back in the
office, I opened the file again, and there was the damn thumb drive
sitting in plain sight on a folder at the bottom of the drawer.
Finally, with most of the morning gone, I opened the manuscript and
began working.

 


* * *

 


At four o’clock, I copied the manuscript to the
removable drive and put it in the file, then I logged onto Amazon
to check my dashboard. There had been no activity for three days.
Thinking that I might have been bashed by a reviewer, I went to my
bookshelf and clicked to my latest release, which was the
most brisk seller. A window
opened: ‘Page not found.’ I did a search for the title and got a ‘0
results found’ message. Searching for my name returned the same
thing. Damned Amazon. I hunted all over for a ‘Contact Us’
button. Finally, in the associate's section, there was an eight hundred number. I
really wanted email, but I dialed and waited.

“Thank you for calling Amazon support. Your
call is important to us. Please stay on the line for the next
available representative.”

“Shit.” I poked the ‘End Call’ icon and threw
the phone.

“What are you swearing about now?” Hailey
asked stepping behind me.

“Amazon has taken down my books, and there’s
no way to contact them to find out what’s going on.”

“Oh, there’s got to be a way to contact
them.”

“I just called them and was put on terminal
hold.”

“Let me see.” She took the mouse and
navigated around a couple of pages. “There, see they have an email
contact form.”

“It wasn’t there a minute ago.” I composed a
testy message, clicked send, and went to the bar to fix a gin and
tonic—not much tonic.


Chapter 3

I was dragging trash bins to
the curb when Ashlee found me. “Dad, it’s not trash day.”

“It’s not?”

“No, trash day is tomorrow. I’ll help you
take the bins back before the neighbors think you’re losing
it.”

“The funny little calendar you gave me for
Christmas says it’s Thursday.”

“You must have torn off two pages. It’s only
Wednesday.”

“Damn. You’re sure?”

“I’m sure, Dad. It’s been Wednesday all
day.”

“Okay. Get the black one. It’s lightest.”

“Mom sent me to tell you dinner is ready.
Seth is going to join us.”

At the dining room table, I said with a
little self-deprecation, “My calendar says it’s Thursday. I lost a
whole day.”

“Be sure to remember not to tear off another
page tomorrow or you’ll lose two days,” Hailey said.

“The Asian pork is good, dear.”

“Thank you. I hope you’re not allergic to
it.”

So did I. “What’s in the sauce?”

“Coconut milk, hoisin, and plum sauce.”

“It’s really good, Mrs. Walker,” Seth
said.

“Thank you. Seth, I wish you’d learn to call
me Hailey—someday I wish you’d call me Mom.”

“Mother, don’t start. I’ve got to finish my
degree before we start that kind of talk.”

I liked Seth, but this kind of talk was
putting me off my fried rice. Then I started to itch. “Oh, shit, my
throat is constricting again.”

Hailey, with her voice rising, said, “Ashlee, call nine-one-one.”

“This time don’t forget about me in the
emergency room,” I croaked churlishly.

Hailey frowned and glared at me. Seth stood
and looked confused.

Only Ashlee had it under control. “I’ll go
with you this time to make sure you have a ride home.”

“If you’re going,” Hailey said like it was a
trip to Walmart, “I’ll clean up the dishes and get there as soon as
I can.”

 


* * *

 


While I rode in the ambulance with an oxygen mask on
my face, Seth drove Ashlee to the hospital. He waited outside while
she stayed with me in the curtained cubical. I’d already had my
epinephrine shot by the same nurse who reminded me to change my
favorite food. “So, how many people are allergic to pork?” I asked
her.

“See an allergist.”

“I don’t have time to see an allergist. I
spend all my time in the ER.”

Hailey arrived, and Ashlee left to go home
with Seth. Maybe they should get married. The ordeal was
over thankfully, before ten. Hailey drove me home in her car. When
she turned onto our block, I said, “What the hell is this?” The
trashcans were back at the curb.

“They were there when I left the house,”
Hailey said. “I thought you must have been too lazy to bring them
in before dinner.”

“I took them in. Ashlee helped me.”

“You’ve been through a lot. You probably
meant to do it after dinner and got confused during the fracas.”
The garage door rose. “Do you want to get out before I pull
in?”

I noticed the front end of my car. “Yeah. Oh, by the way, when did you
back my car into the garage?”

“Why would I do that? I thought it was a
little strange.”

“Well, somebody did and it wasn’t me.”

“Maybe Ashlee’s screwing with you.”

“That’s not like Ashlee.” I stood on the
driveway holding the car door open while talking to her.

Hailey said a little heatedly, “Well, it’s
not like me either.”

“I’ll get the trash bins so we don’t look
like fools in the morning.” I slammed the door and walked down the
curving driveway, then put the three bins behind the gate beside
the garage where they belonged. After relocking the gate, I filed
past the two cars and saw that Hailey had left an empty wine bottle
and the hoisin jar on my workbench. I must have been feeling a
little anal. Instead of leaving them until morning, I took them
back out and raised the lid of the recycle bin. I never believed
that any of that trash actually got recycled. I figured it was a
politically correct pipedream that had to be subsidized by the
state. While I was visualizing rows of white-clad Méxican women lining a conveyor, singing
Cielito Lindo while happily sorting the sticky, nasty
smelling crap in the recycle bin, I saw in the glare of the
security light, next to the coconut milk can, was a small crabmeat
tin.

Why did I think that odd? I lowered
the lid and went into the house where I poured a nightcap and took
it onto the patio. The cool air and the warm whisky pushed the day’s tribulations to a corner
of the brain that could be shuttered. Eventually, sleep seemed
possible, so I went inside and climbed the stairs. Hailey was
watching the news.

That shuttered corner of the brain flew open.
“I found a crabmeat can in the recycle bin.”

“So? I made deviled crab dip for the bridge
club Monday. Everybody loved it.”

“Bridge club,” I muttered and went into the
bathroom to brush my teeth. Thankfully, the toothbrush was where it
belonged, or I might have gone berserk or maybe curled into a fetal
ball in the corner. When I had finished spitting, I contemplated
the face in the mirror. The eyes were haggard from the day’s
events, but the crow’s feet were superficial, and if I shaved my
sideburns, no one would find any gray. Was that the face of a man
losing it?

 


* * *

 


I woke to a sound and noticed that morning light was
leaking around the heavy curtains. Hailey snored softly on her side
of the bed with her back to me. If Ashlee came home, she had been
uncharacteristically quiet. Besides, her car had been in the
driveway. I couldn’t see Seth getting up after banging her to drive
her home, but somebody was definitely banging in the kitchen. I
wrapped a robe around me and considered taking my revolver, thought
better of it, and went downstairs. Hailey was starting
breakfast.

“Are you
showered already?” she asked.

“Uh, no, I just came down to see what was
going on.”

“What did you think was going on?”

“I wasn’t sure. I thought you were beside me
in bed. I must have still been dreaming.”

“I would say so unless there was somebody else in bed with you.” She
smiled when she said it. “Go take your shower. I won’t put your
eggs on until you’re finished.”

By then, it wouldn’t have surprised me to
find a stranger in bed. I reentered the bedroom a little
tentatively. There was no shape on Hailey’s side of the bed. After
opening the curtains, I saw that she had made her half of the bed.
What kind of person makes half a bed? I finished the job and got
into the shower. While lathering my hair, I basked in the needles
of hot water pelting my back. In the next instant, I was scalded. I
jumped out of the stream swearing.

After I finished my ablutions and dressed, I
went to the kitchen. “You blistered me, woman.”

“Huh?”

“You flushed the toilet and sent me to the
moon. Damned house is worth more
than a million, and we can’t even open two taps at the same
time.”

“I didn’t flush a toilet. I didn’t even run
water in the sink.”

“Is Ashlee here?”

“No, Ashlee isn’t here. It must have been the
neighbors doing something,” she said.

“Christ, one of the priciest places on earth
and they can’t even furnish a decent water supply.”

“Get some coffee and relax. You’ve been
through a lot lately. Maybe you need Valium or something.”

Still grumbling, I removed the strainer
basket from the espresso machine. She always leaves her spent
grounds in the basket. I had to beat the daylights out of it to get
rid of them. While refilling the strainer from the grinder, I
asked, “Where do I find an allergist?”

She turned looking exasperated. “You call your primary care doctor
and ask for a referral.”

“He’ll want me to see him first. I don’t want
to spend the whole week going to doctors.”

“You’ve already spent a lot of the week
laying in the ER. Call your doctor.” She
slid the eggs onto plates that already had toast and one slice of
bacon, then she put them on the glass table beneath the windows.
“Do you want orange juice?”

“No, I might be allergic to it.”

“If you’re going to be like this all day, I’m
going shopping.”

“Sorry. Thanks for the eggs.”


Chapter 4

As predicted, my doctor
wanted a fee out of this, so I accepted an appointment the
following morning. After that, I decided I needed to confront Maury
and get the Amazon thing settled.

Maury answered on one ring. “Oh, hi, Chris,
how are you after the other night?”

I’d been primed for a fight. That left me
with nothing. “I, uh, actually, I had another attack.”

“Shit. Are you seeing a doctor?”

“Yeah, tomorrow. Look, Maury, the morning
after our aborted dinner, I called you and you pretended to not
know who I was. What was that all about?”

“I didn’t get a call. You must have dialed
a wrong number.”

I felt cornered. “I pressed the same button
on my phone that I pressed a minute ago, and what are the chances
of misdialing another Maury Goldstein?”

“I don’t know, pal. That’s pretty weird.”

This wasn’t going anywhere. “Whatever. More
important than that, Amazon has taken down my books.”

“What? They can’t do that. Hang on a minute.”
I heard keystrokes in the background. “Here’s your Author Central
page with each of your books. Let’s see if they’re linked. Yep. It
goes right to the book’s page.”

“They weren’t there yesterday afternoon. I
sent them an email but haven’t gotten a response.”

“Yeah, they’re lousy about getting back to
you. They don’t want to be bothered. Anyway, it looks like you’re
fine now.”

“Okay, sorry to bother you.”

“No, bother,
pal. You know you can call me any time.”

I ended the call and stared at nothing. Maybe
it wasn’t just a little dementia.
Maybe it was a full-blown psychotic breakdown. With trepidation, I
shook the mouse to wake the monitor and clicked on the Amazon
bookmark. The graph updated and sales had restarted. My bookshelf
looked normal. That motivated me to try something novel. I thought
I’d attempt to write.

My desk sat perpendicular to the wall
beginning at the edge of the window so I could stare at the view in
times of non-productivity. A blur of motion flashed past the corner
of my eye. This was no squirrel. I jumped and made the chair roll
backward. Running into the family room, I threw the screen
aside and sprinted into the
garden.

I heard Hailey shout, “What are you
doing?”

There was nobody in the garden, so I kept
moving to the backyard where I froze and surveyed the pool, the
lemon tree, the wall of red hibiscus, the barbecue, and the patio
furniture. Cautiously, I continued around the opposite corner of
the house. The tall gate was closed. It’s locked on the outside but
unlocked from the inside. The alley between the house and the wall
was empty. He could have gone through the gate, but I should have
heard it slam.

Hailey caught up with me. “What are you
looking for?”

“I saw a person in the rose garden. He was
heading for the backyard.”

“Do you suppose it was someone checking to
see if we were home?”

“That’s what I was afraid of, but I got out
here pretty fast. Where did he go?”

“Somebody could have jumped over the wall if
they were really athletic,” she said. “Maybe you should call the
McNallys and warn them.”

“Their dog would be barking. I should put a
lock on the rose garden gate.”

“Then the meter reader couldn’t get in,” she
said.

“They have those wireless internet meters
now?”

“So, get a lock if you’ll feel better.”

 


* * *

 


The afternoon crawled toward the cocktail hour with
hardly a coherent word added to my manuscript—hell, hardly an
incoherent word. During an especially idle moment, I thought of
something that gave me worry. I clicked over to the browser and the
Amazon bookmark, then I opened my author’s page and tested the link
to my website. The screen went white with an error message: ‘Error
404 page not found.’

“Dammit,” I said to the devils in the
room.

I typed the address into the search box.
‘Error 404 page not found.’

Fuming, I stabbed at the icon on my phone for
my webmaster. I wasn’t in the mood for the cheery voice that
answered. “Mr. Walker, how y’all doin’?”

“Hello, Rick, I’m fine—well, I’ve had better
days. My website is gone. What happened?”

“Say what? Just a minute.” I heard the
webmaster
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