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			Chapter One

			It was bad news walking through the door.

			They were coming his way: five of them—three guys, two girls—all of them looking older than him by a couple of years but probably still in high school. The guys had some muscle, but none of them was steroidal, meaning he could take any of them one-on-one. Collectively, he didn’t stand a chance. Besides, Gabe wasn’t spoiling for a fight. Last time that happened, he messed up his hand—temporarily. He’d been lucky. Maybe he’d be lucky again. If not, he had to be smart.

			He pushed his glasses up on his nose and kept his eyes on the book until the group was on top of him. Even then, he didn’t look up. Nothing was going to happen to him inside a Starbucks ... staring at the page in front of him, his mind going a mile per sec.

			“You’re sitting in my seat,” one of the guys said.

			His dad had always emphasized that if he were about to be jumped, it was best to take on the leader. Because once the leader was gone, the others fell like dominoes. Gabe counted to five before he looked up. The guy who spoke was the biggest of the three.

			“Excuse me?” Gabe said.

			“I said you’re sitting in my seat.” And as if to emphasize the point, he pulled back his jacket, giving Gabe a five-second peek at the gun stuck into his waistband—positively one of the worst places to keep an unharnessed weapon. There were only two people in the world that Gabe would take crap from and he wasn’t looking at either one of them. To acquiesce would be a mistake. On the other hand, to confront would also be a mistake. Luckily, the dude gave him an out.

			Gabe held up an index finger. “Do you mind?” Slowly and carefully, he pulled back the guy’s jacket with his finger and stared at the gun. “Beretta 92FS with some kind of a custom grip.” A pause. “Sweet.” He let the jacket drop. “You know the company just came out with an advanced model—a 96A or something like that. Same thing as the 92 series except it has a higher magazine capacity.”

			Gabe stood up. Nose to nose, he was a couple of inches taller than the gunslinger, but the height differential wasn’t something he was about to flaunt. He took a half step back, giving them both some personal space.

			“I like the plinkers ... like the 87 Cheetah .22LR. First of all, it’s got great reliability. Second, it’s one of those ambidextrous pieces. I’m right-handed, but I got a real strong left. You know how it is. You never know which hand it’s gonna be convenient to use.”

			They were locked in a staring contest, Gabe’s focus on the dude with the piece. As far as he was concerned, the other four didn’t exist. Then, with a sudden, fluid motion, Gabe stepped aside and held out his hand, magnanimously offering the dude his seat. “Be my guest.”

			A few seconds ticked by, each waiting for the other to blink.

			Finally, the guy said to Gabe, “Have a seat.”

			“After you.”

			The two of them eyed each other, then they both sat down at the same time with the dude taking up the leather chair that Gabe had formerly occupied. He kept his eyes on the guy’s face, never letting up for a moment. Dude was around five ten, one eighty, broad chest, strong arms. Brown hair past his ears, blue eyes, strong chin. Under his leather jacket, he had on a gray T-shirt and wore black, tight-fitting jeans. He was a good-looking guy and probably had a posse of admirers.

			Dude said, “Where’d you learn about guns?”

			Gabe shrugged. “My dad.”

			“What does he do?”

			“My father?” At this, Gabe broke into a slow grin. “Uh ... actually, he’s a pimp.” The expected pause. “He owns whorehouses in Nevada.”

			The dude stared at him with newfound respect. “Cool.”

			“It sounds a lot cooler than it is,” Gabe said. “My dad’s a nasty guy—a real mean motherfucker. He also owns about a zillion guns and knows how to use every single one of them. I get along with him because I don’t cross him. Plus, we don’t live together anymore.”

			“You live with your mom?”

			“Nah, she’s in India somewhere. She took off with her lover and dumped me into the care of complete strangers—”

			“Are you shittin’ me?”

			“I wish I was shittin’ you.” Gabe laughed. “Last year was a total nightmare.” He rubbed his hands together. “But it worked out okay. I like where I am. My foster dad is a police lieutenant. You’d expect him to be the hard-ass, but compared to my own dad, the man is a saint.” He looked at his watch. It was almost six in the evening and night was inches away. “I gotta go.” He stood up and so did Dude.

			“What’s your name?” Dude asked.

			“Chris,” Gabe lied. “And you?”

			“Dylan.” They fist-bumped. “What school do you go to?”

			“Homeschooled,” Gabe said. “Almost done, thank God. Hey, nice to meet you, Dylan. Maybe I’ll catch you on the shooting range.”

			He turned his back to the group and slowly swaggered away. It took all his energy not to glance back.

			Once he was out the door, he ran like hell.

			Rina was arranging roses when the boy came in, flushed and panting. She said, “Are you all right?”

			“Just out of shape.” Gabe tried to steady his breathing. He attempted to give his temporary mother a smile, but it probably didn’t come out too sincere. He could tell that Rina was scrutinizing him, her blue eyes concentrated on his face. She was wearing a pink sweater that matched the flowers. His mind was desperately trying to figure out small talk. “Those are pretty. From the garden?”

			“Trader Joe’s. The roses in the garden won’t start blooming for another couple of months.” She regarded her charge, his emerald eyes flitting behind his glasses. Something was off. “Why were you running?”

			“Trying to be healthy,” Gabe told her. “I really need to do something about improving my stamina.”

			“I’d say anyone who can practice for six hours a day has a great deal of stamina.”

			“Tell that to my beating heart.”

			“Sit down. I’ll get you something to drink.”

			“I can do it.” Gabe disappeared into the kitchen. When he came back, he was holding a bottle of water. Rina was still giving him funny looks. To distract her, he picked up the paper from the dining room table. The front page showed a picture of a boy, the caption stating that fifteen-year-old Gregory Hesse had committed suicide by a single gunshot to the head. He had a round face and big round eyes and looked much younger than fifteen. Gabe started reading the article in earnest.

			“Sad, isn’t it.” Rina was looking over his shoulder. “You think to yourself, what on earth could have been so bad that this poor kid was willing to end it all?”

			There were lots of reasons for despair. Last year he had gone through all of them. “Sometimes life is hard.”

			Rina took the paper from him, spun him around, and gave him her serious eye-to-eye contact. “You looked upset when you camein.”

			“I’m fine.” He managed a smile. “Really.”

			“What happened? Did you hear from your dad or something?”

			“No, we’re cool.” When Rina gave him a skeptical look, he said, “Honestly. I haven’t spoken to him since we came back from Paris. We texted a couple of times. He asked me how I was doing and I told him I was fine. We’re on good terms. I think he likes me a lot better now that my mom is out of the picture.”

			He took a swig of water and averted his eyes.

			“Did I tell you my mom IMed about a week ago?”

			“No ... you didn’t.”

			“Must have slipped my mind.”

			“Uh-huh—”

			“Really. It was no big deal. I almost didn’t answer her because I didn’t recognize the screen name she was using.”

			“Is she okay?”

			“Seems to be.” A shrug. “She asked me how I was.” Behind his glasses, his eyes were gazing at a distant place. “I told her I was fine and not to worry ... that everything was cool. Then I signed off.” He shrugged again. “I didn’t feel like making chitchat. Tell you the truth, I’d rather she not contact me. Is that terrible?”

			“No, it’s understandable.” Rina sighed. “It’ll take a lot of bridge building before you get some trust—”

			“That’s not gonna happen. It’s not that I have anything against her. I wish her well. I just don’t want to talk to her.”

			“Fair enough. But try to keep an open mind. When she contacts you again, maybe give her a few more seconds of your time. Not for her sake, but for yours.”

			“If she contacts me again.”

			“She will, Gabriel. You know that.”

			“I don’t know anything. I’m sure she’s busy with the baby and all.”

			“One child isn’t a substitute for another—”

			“Thanks for the pep talk, Rina, but I really don’t care. I barely think about her.” But of course, he did all the time. “The baby needs her way more than I do.” He smiled and patted her head. “Besides, I’ve got a pretty good substitute right here.”

			“Your mom is still your mom. And one day, you’ll see that. But thank you very much for the nice words.”

			Gabe returned his eyes to the newspaper article. “Wow, the boy was local.”

			“Yes, he was.”

			“Do you know the family?”

			“No.”

			“So like ... does the lieutenant investigate cases like this?”

			“Only if the coroner has questions about whether it was a suicide.”

			“How can the coroner tell?”

			“I really don’t know. You can ask Peter when he gets home.”

			“When’s he coming home?”

			“Sometime between now and dawn. Do you want to go out to the deli for dinner?”

			Gabe’s eyes lit up. “Can I drive?”

			“Yes, you can drive. While we’re there, let’s pick up a sandwich and take it to the Loo. If I don’t bring him food, he doesn’t eat.”

			Gabe put down the paper. “Can I shower first? I’m a little sweaty.”

			“Of course.”

			Gabe could tell that Rina was still evaluating him. Unlike his father, he wasn’t an adroit liar. He said, “You worry too much. I’m fine.”

			“I believe you.” Rina mussed his hair, damp with perspiration. “Go shower. It’s almost seven and I’m starving.”

			“You bet.” Gabe smiled to himself. He had just used one of the Loo’s favorite expressions. He had been with the Deckers for almost a year and certain things just filtered in. He became aware of hunger pangs. It had just taken time for his stomach to calm down for his brain to get the message that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast and that he was famished.

			It’s not that he had a nervous gut. But guns did strange things to his digestive system.

			Completely unlike his dad.

			Chris Donatti never met a firearm he didn’t like.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			Since the Hammerling case was aired on the TV show Fugitive, Decker had been getting calls, most of them dead ends. Still, he made it a habit to probe every single lead no matter how inane the tip. A serial killer was on the loose, and there was no such thing as half-assed investigation. The current tip was a spotting in the New Mexican desert in a small blip of a town somewhere between Roswell—known for its close encounters with UFOs—and Carlsbad, known for its network of underground caves. In the middle of nowhere was always a great place to hide out. Plus that region was in a direct line to Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, where, by some estimates, there had been more than twenty thousand murders in the past decade. The vast majority of the dead had been participants in vicious drug wars. But there was also a large minority of young female victims, possibly five thousand of them, called feminicidios, most between the ages of twelve and twenty-five, with no apparent connection to one another. The Mexicans’ penchant for violence would provide convenient cover for someone like Garth Hammerling if he could avoid getting killed himself.

			Decker raked fingers through his thick head of hair, which retained some bright red highlights among the gray and white. Hannah said the streaks looked very punk. He smiled when he thought of his youngest daughter. She was away in Israel for the year and then after that would be starting college at Barnard. His children ranged from midthirties to eighteen and he had yet to experience an empty nest, courtesy of two very disturbed people who unwittingly enlisted his and Rina’s help in raising their child. Gabriel was a good kid, though—not a bother, but he was a presence.

			Currently, Rina was teaching the fifteen-year-old how to drive.

			I thought I was long past that one, she had told him. We plan and God laughs.

			The good news was that his baby grandsons, Aaron and Akiva, from his elder daughter, Cindy, were almost three months old. They had been born three weeks early at five pounds, thirteen ounces and six pounds, one ounce. At the end of her pregnancy, Cindy had been carrying around more than sixty pounds of baby weight. But being athletic and working out almost every day, she had dropped the pounds and then some. She was currently on maternity leave from her position as a newbie detective with Hollywood. She planned to go back as soon as she found the right nanny. In the meantime, Rina and his ex-wife, Jan, were willing substitutes. The babies were way more work than Gabe.

			Decker smoothed his mustache while studying the phone message.

			The tip had been given by the New Mexico State Police. This was the fourth sighting of Garth Hammerling in New Mexico, and Decker was beginning to think that maybe he was on to something. He called up the 505 area code and after a series of holds and call switching, he was connected to CIS—Criminal Investigative Section—in Division 4. The investigator who was assigned to follow up the lead was named Romulus Poe.

			“I know the guy who phoned it into the show,” Poe told Decker. “He owns a motel in Indian Springs located about forty miles south of Roswell. The man is what you might call an indigenous character. He sees and hears things that elude most of us mere mortals. But that doesn’t mean he’s totally loco. I’ve been out here for twelve years. Before that I was ten years in Las Vegas Metro Homicide. I’ve seen and heard my fair share of freak. The desert is no place for the fainthearted.”

			“What’s the guy’s name?” Decker asked.

			“Elmo Turret.”

			“What’s his story?”

			“He claims he saw a guy that looked like the picture of Hammerling shown on Fugitive. Elmo said he saw him a few days ago, camping out ten miles south from his motel. I’m just clearing out a drug bust. I spent the afternoon pulling out around an acre of mature MJ plants and I don’t mean Michael Jordan. As soon as I’m done with the processing of the local yokels who owned the land, I’ll swing by the area on my bike and see if I can’t find any veracity to the story.”

			“Call me one way or the other. You know, this is the fourth spotting I’ve received from New Mexico.”

			“Doesn’t surprise me. Ever been here?”

			“Just Santa Fe.”

			“That’s another country—civilized for the most part. Down here ... well, what can I say? The Wild West is alive and kicking.”

			Paperwork took up another hour, and by seven-thirty in the evening, Decker was about to call it quits when his favorite detective, Sergeant Marge Dunn, knocked on the sash to his open door. The woman was five ten with square shoulders and wiry muscle. She was dressed for winter L.A. style, wearing brown cotton slacks and a tan cashmere sweater. Her blond hair—and getting blonder by the years—was pulled back into a ponytail.

			“Have a seat,” Decker told her.

			“I’ve got a woman outside wanting to talk to you,” Marge said. “Actually, she wanted to talk to Captain Strapp but since he left, she settled for the next in line.”

			“Who is she?”

			“Her name is Wendy Hesse and she told me that her business is personal. Rather than push my weight around, I figured it would be easier to send her to you.”

			Decker peeked at his watch. “Sure, bring her in while I go grab a cup of coffee.”

			By the time he got back, Marge had seated the mystery woman. Her complexion was an unhealthy shade of putty and her blue eyes, though dry at the moment, had cried many tears. Her hair was cut helmet style—dark brown with white roots. She was a big-boned woman and appeared to be in her late forties. She was dressed in a black sweater and black sweatpants with sneakers on her feet.

			Marge said, “Lieutenant Decker, this is Mrs. Hesse.”

			He put the coffee cup on his desk. “Can I get you something to drink?”

			The woman looked at her lap, shook her head, and mumbled something.

			“Pardon me?” Decker said.

			She snapped her head up. “No ... thank you.”

			“So how can I help you?”

			Wendy Hesse looked at Marge, who said, “Maybe I’ll get some coffee. Are you sure you wouldn’t like some water, Mrs. Hesse?”

			The woman refused a second offer. After Marge left, Decker said, “How can I help you, Mrs. Hesse?”

			“I need to talk to the police.” She folded her hands and looked at her lap. “I don’t know how to start.”

			Decker said, “Just tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“My son ...” Her eyes watered. “They say he ... that he committed suicide. But I don’t ... I don’t believe it.”

			Decker regarded her in a different context. “You’re Gregory Hesse’s mother.”

			She nodded as tears flowed down her cheeks.

			“I am so sorry, Mrs. Hesse.” He handed her a tissue. “I can’t even imagine what you’re feeling right now.” When she started sobbing openly, Decker stood up and put his hand on her shoulder. “Let me get you some water.”

			She nodded. “Maybe that’s a good ... idea.”

			Decker caught Marge at the coffeepot. “The woman is Gregory Hesse’s mom—the teen in the paper who committed suicide.” Marge went wide-eyed. “Anyone from Homicide at the scene yesterday?”

			“I was in court.” She paused. “Oliver was there.”

			“Did he talk to you about it?”

			“Not really. It got him down. You could read it in his face. But he didn’t say anything about the death being suspicious.”

			Decker filled up a wax paper cup with water. “Mrs. Hesse has her doubts about suicide. Would you mind sticking around? I’d like another ear.”

			“Of course.”

			Both of them went back to his office. To Mrs. Hesse, Decker said, “I’ve asked Sergeant Dunn here. She partners with Scott Oliver who was at your house yesterday afternoon.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Hesse,” Marge said.

			Tears ran down her cheeks. Mrs. Hesse said, “There were ... lots of police at the house.”

			“Detective Oliver was in civilian dress. I don’t remember what he was wearing yesterday. He’s in his fifties—”

			“That one,” she said, drying her eyes. “I remember him. Amazing ... it’s still a blur ... a nightmare.”

			Decker nodded.

			“I keep expecting to ... wake up.” She bit her lip. “It’s killing me.” The tears were falling again faster than she could dry them. “What you can do for me is find out what really happened.”

			“Okay.” Decker paused. “Tell me, what don’t you believe about your son’s death?”

			Wet droplets fell onto her folded hands. “Gregory did not shoot himself. He’s never used a gun in his life! He hated guns. Our entire family abhors violence of any kind!”

			Decker took out a notepad. “Tell me about your boy.”

			“He wasn’t suicidal. He wasn’t even depressed. Gregory had friends, he was a good student. He had lots of interests. He never even remotely hinted at suicide.”

			“Anything about him change over the last few months?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Maybe a little more moody?” Marge suggested.

			“No!” She was resolute.

			Decker asked, “Did he sleep more? Did he eat more? Did he eat less?”

			Wendy’s sigh signaled exasperation. “He was the same boy—thoughtful ... he could be quiet. But quiet doesn’t mean depressed, you know.”

			“Of course not,” Decker told her. “I hate to ask you this, Mrs. Hesse, but how about past drug use?”

			“Nothing!”

			“Tell me a little about Gregory’s interests. What about extracurricular activities?”

			She was taken aback. “Uh ... I know he tried out for the debate team.” Silence. “He did very well. They told him to come back next year when there’s more room.”

			Meaning he didn’t make it. “What else?” Decker said.

			“He was in math club. He excelled in math.”

			“What did he do on the weekends?”

			“He was with his friends; he went to the movies. He studied. He was taking a full load including an AP course. ”

			“Tell me about his friends.”

			She crossed her arms in front of her ample bosoms. “Gregory may have not been one of the popular kids.” She made air quotes over the word popular. “But he certainly wasn’t an outcast.”

			“I’m sure he wasn’t. What about his friends?”

			“His friends were ... he got along with everyone ... Gregory did.”

			“Can you be more specific? Did he have a best friend?”

			“Joey Reinhart. He’s been friends with him since grade school.”

			“Any others?” Marge asked.

			“He had friends,” Mrs. Hesse kept repeating.

			Decker tried a different approach. “If Gregory had to fit into a high school category, what would it be?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You mentioned the popular kids. There are other cliques: jocks, skaters, stoners, nerds, rebels, brainiacs, philosophers, hipsters, Goths, vampires, outcasts, artistes ...” Decker shrugged.

			The woman’s mouth was set in a thin line. Finally, she said, “Gregory had all sorts of friends. Some of them had some problems.”

			“What kind of problems?”

			“You know.”

			“Problems to us usually mean, sex, drugs, or alcohol,” Marge said.

			“No, not that.” Wendy kneaded her hands. “Some of his friends were a little slower to mature. One boy, Kevin Stanger ... they picked on him so bad that he transferred to a private school over the hill.”

			“He was bullied?” Decker asked. “And by bullied, I mean physical contact.”

			“All I know is he was transferred.”

			“When was this?” Marge asked.

			“About six months ago.” The woman looked down. “But that wasn’t Gregory. No sirree. If Gregory were being picked on, I would have known about it. I would have done something. I’ll tell you that much.”

			Precisely the reason why Gregory might not have told her. Decker said, “He never came home with unexplained bumps or bruises?”

			“No! Why don’t you believe me?”

			“I do believe you,” Decker said. “But I have to ask certain questions, Mrs. Hesse. You want a competent investigation, right?”

			The woman was quiet. Then she said, “You can call me Wendy.”

			“Whatever you’d prefer,” Decker said.

			Marge said, “Any girlfriends in his life?”

			“I didn’t know of any.”

			“Did he go out on the weekends?”

			“Mostly, he and his friends go to each other’s houses. Joey’s the only one old enough to drive.” Wendy’s eyes welled up with tears. “Mine never will.” Instant sobs. Decker and Marge waited until the hapless woman could find her voice again. “A couple of times”—she wiped her eyes—“when I went to pick him up ... I saw a few girls.” She dabbed her eyes again. “I asked Gregory about them. He said they were Tina’s friends.”

			“Who’s Tina?” Marge asked.

			“Oh ... sorry. Tina is Joey’s little sister. She and Frank, my younger son ... they’re in the same grade.”

			“Did Joey and Gregory go to the same school?”

			“Bell and Wakefield. In Lauffner Ranch.”

			“I know it,” Decker said.

			Bell and Wakefield was the North Valley’s exclusive prep school on twenty acres with a state-of-the-art football field and indoor basketball arena, a movie studio, and a computer lab worthy of NASA. It prized sports, dramatics, and academics in that order. Lots of pro athletes and actors lived in the area and B and W was a natural repository for their children. “About fifteen hundred students?”

			“I don’t know exactly, but it’s a big school,” Wendy said. “A lot of breathing room to find your special place.”

			And if you don’t find your place, it’s a lot of room to get lost, Decker thought.

			Wendy said, “Joey’s a goofy kind of kid. About five eight and weighs about a hundred pounds. He wears big glasses and his ears stick out. I’m not saying this just to be mean, just to tell you that there were lots of other kids that would have been bullied before Gregory.”

			“Do you have a picture of him?” Decker said.

			Wendy rummaged through her purse and pulled out his grade-school graduation picture. It showed a baby-faced boy with blue eyes and pink chubby cheeks. Puberty was years away, and high school never treated those boys kindly.

			“May I keep this?” Decker asked.

			Wendy nodded.

			He closed his notebook. “What would you like me to do for your son, Wendy?”

			“Find out what really happened to my boy.” There were tears in her eyes.

			Decker said, “The coroner has ruled your son’s death a suicide.”

			Wendy was resolute. “I don’t care what the coroner says, my son didn’t commit suicide.”

			“Could it have been an accidental shooting?”

			“No,” Wendy insisted. “Gregory hated guns.”

			Marge asked, “So how do you think he died?”

			Wendy glanced at the detectives while kneading her hands. She didn’t answer the question.

			Decker said, “If it wasn’t accidental death by his own hand and if it wasn’t intentional suicide, that leaves homicide—either accidental or intentional.”

			Wendy bit her lip and nodded.

			“You think someone murdered your boy?”

			It took a few moments before Wendy could speak. “Yes.”

			Decker tried to be as gentle as possible. “Why?”

			“ ’Cause I know he didn’t shoot himself.”

			“So you think the coroner missed something or ...” Wendy was silent. Decker said, “I have no problem going to the school and talking to some of Gregory’s friends and classmates. But the coroner is not going to change her determination unless we find something extraordinary. Something that would directly contradict a suicide. Usually, it’s the coroner who comes to us because he or she suspects foul play.”

			“Even if it was ... what you say.” Wendy wiped her eyes with her fingers. “I don’t have ... a clue ... to what happened.” More tears. “If he did do it ... I don’t know why. No idea whatsoever! I couldn’t be that dumb.”

			“It has nothing to do with brains—”

			“Do you have children, sir?”

			“I do.”

			“What about you, Detective?” She had turned to Marge.

			“A daughter.”

			“So what would either of you do if you suddenly came home one day ... and found your child ... had committed suicide?”

			“I don’t know,” Decker answered.

			Marge’s eyes watered. “I can’t imagine.”

			“So tell me,” Wendy continued. “How would you feel if you knew there was absolutely no reason for your child to do this? He wasn’t depressed, he wasn’t moody, he didn’t take drugs, he didn’t drink, he wasn’t a loner, he had friends, and he never ever handled a gun. I don’t even know where he got the gun!” She burst into sobs. “And no one ... will ... tell me ... anything!”

			Decker let her cry it out, handing her the box of tissues.

			Marge said, “What do you want us to do, Mrs. Hesse?”

			“Wen ... dy.” She answered between sobs. “Find out what happened.” Her eyes were imploring. “I realize this is probably not a police matter, but I don’t know where to turn.”

			Silence.

			“Should I hire a private investigator? I mean, at least maybe he can find out where Gregory got the gun.”

			“Where is the gun?” Decker asked.

			“The police took it,” Wendy told him.

			“Then it should be in the evidence locker,” Marge said. “It’s also in the files.”

			“Let’s pull it out and find out where it came from.” He turned to Wendy. “Let me start with the gun, and we’ll work it from there.”

			“Thank you!” A new fresh round of tears poured out of Wendy’s eyes. “Thank you for believing me ... or at least thinking about what I said!”

			“We’re here to help,” Marge said.

			Decker nodded in agreement. The woman was probably in massive denial. But sometimes, even in these situations, parents really did know their children better than anyone else.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sitting on the living room sofa, Decker pop-topped a can of Dad’s and basked in the warmth of his wife’s presence and the aftertaste of cured meat. “Thanks for picking up my dinner.”

			“If I knew you were that close to coming home, we would have waited for you at the deli.”

			“It’s better this way.” He took Rina’s hand. He had showered before he ate, changing from his suit to a sweatshirt and sweatpants. “Where’s the kid?”

			“Practicing.”

			“How’s he doing?”

			“Seems to be okay. Did you know that Terry contacted him?”

			“No, but it was bound to happen sooner or later. When was this?”

			“About a week ago.” Rina recapped the conversation. “It obviously upset him. He wasn’t himself over dinner tonight. Whenever he gets uncomfortable, he talks about his upcoming competitions. Paradoxically, competition seems to calm him down. Renting him a piano is a lot cheaper than therapy.”

			The baby grand was in the garage—the only place where they had enough room. Gabe shared his music studio with Decker’s Porsche, workbench, and power tools and Rina’s planting and potting station. They had soundproofed the space because the kid practiced at the oddest hours. But since he was homeschooled and was basically done with high school, they let him march to his own drummer. He wasn’t even sixteen and had already gotten into Juilliard and early action at Harvard. Even if they were his legal guardians—which they weren’t—there was really no guidance left to give him. At this point, they were just providing him with food, a safe shelter, and a little company.

			“Tell me about your day,” Rina said.

			“Pretty routine except for the last half hour.” Decker recapped his puzzling conversation with Wendy Hesse.

			“That poor woman.”

			“She must be really hurting if she wants a homicide over suicide.”

			“Is that what the coroner ruled? Suicide?”

			Decker nodded.

			“So then ... she just doesn’t want to believe it.”

			“True. Usually the ominous signs are there but parents look the other way. I honestly believe that Wendy is dumbfounded.” He smoothed his mustache. “You know when we first met and you were adamant about sending the boys to Jewish day school, I thought you were nuts. For what we were paying in tuition, we could have sent the boys to Lawrence or Bell and Wakefield, not a school housed in a one-story dilapidated building that doesn’t even have a library and a computer lab.”

			Rina smiled. “Many people would have agreed.”

			“But I’ve gotta say, most of the kids we’ve met are nice. Granted, I’m seeing the worst of the prep school teens, but I don’t think those places breed healthy attitudes. On balance, you did the right thing.”

			“The school, although disorganized and sorely lacking in resources, is a very kind place. Thank you for saying that.”

			Decker leaned back. “You talk to any of the kids today?”

			“Of course, the boys are busy as usual. I did Skype with Hannah this morning. She was just going to bed. She’ll probably be up in a couple of hours.”

			“I miss her.” Decker looked sad. “Maybe I’ll give Cindy a call. Find out what she’s up to.”

			Rina smiled. “Grandchildren are always the antidote to what ails you.”

			“You want to take a ride over and see them?”

			“You should ask Cindy first.”

			“Yeah, I guess I have to do that.” Decker made a phone call and hung up grinning. “She said, come on over.”

			“Then let’s go.”

			“What about Gabe?”

			“I’ll tell him we’re going,” Rina said. “He likes Cindy and Koby, but I have a feeling he’ll decline. He wasn’t himself today. Maybe it has to do with his mother. Anyway, when he gets like that, he retreats inward.”

			Decker took in her words. “Should I talk to him?”

			“He’ll just tell you everything’s okay.”

			“I don’t want him to feel like a stranger,” Decker said. “But I don’t do much to make him feel like a member of the family. I’d feel really guilty if I came home one day and found him in the same condition as Gregory Hesse.”

			Rina nodded. “I think his music is and always was his salvation.”

			“Is it enough?”

			“I don’t know. All I can tell you is he’s functioning well. He takes the bus twice a week to USC for his lessons, he did all his own college applications even though I offered to help, he went for his own interviews and auditions even though I offered to come with him, and he booked his own flights and hotel rooms even though I offered to do it. He’s already guaranteed admission into Harvard and Juilliard. It seems to me like he wouldn’t be planning his future if he didn’t think he had one.” Rina paused. “If you want to do something nice for him, take him out driving. That excites him.”

			“Okay, I’ll take him out on Sunday.”

			“He really admires your Porsche.”

			“Uh, let’s not carry this niceness thing too far. Being emotionally sensitive is one thing. The Porsche is quite another.”

			The Coffee Bean was about two miles from the Starbucks where Gabe had encountered Dylan and posse, hopefully out of their range of operation. Not that he expected to meet up with anyone else at six in the morning. The place was empty and that was just fine. He had chosen a padded leather seat in the back, after he bought a bagel and a large coffee as well as the New York Times. When he lived back east, he read the Post. It felt strange reading the intellectual paper when all he wanted to do was read “Weird but True” or “Page Six” to find out who was banging whom.

			The café was about fifteen minutes away from his bus stop to USC. Tuesdays and Thursdays were lesson days with Nicholas Mark, and although he wasn’t scheduled to meet with his teacher until eleven, he decided to get a jump on the day. He had slept fitfully last night. His mother’s voice knocking around in his head...

			He slathered cream cheese onto his bagel and started skimming through the news, which was even more depressing than his current life. A few minutes later, he felt the presence of eyes and looked up.

			A kid in the Jewish school uniform. Not surprising since the place was a two-minute walk from the day school. She must have had mufflers on her feet since he hadn’t heard a thing until she was standing over him, clutching her backpack as if it were armor.

			Her smile was shy. “Hi.”

			“Hi,” he answered. Upon a second glance, he realized that she was probably older than he had initially thought. She had a mocha complexion, a small, pointed chin, full lips, and big black round eyes topped with black eyebrows carefully arched and shaped. Her hair was equally as dark, very long and tied into a ponytail. She was actually cute, although her body wasn’t much—two scoops of ice cream for a chest and not a curve in sight. “Did you need something?”

			“Do you mind if I sit down?”

			He was the only occupant in the entire place. He shrugged. “No, go ahead.”

			But she didn’t sit. “I heard you play last year at graduation,” she told him. “My older sister was in Hannah’s class. You were ...” She clutched her backpack to her chest. “Just ... fantastic!”

			Gabe said, “Thank you very much.”

			“I mean it was like ...”

			She didn’t finish the sentence. Silence ensued. It was awkward.

			“Thank you. I appreciate it.” Gabe picked up his coffee cup and sipped it, his eyes slipping back to his paper.

			“Do you like opera?” she blurted out.

			Gabe put down the paper. “As a matter of fact, I do like opera.”

			“You do?” Her eyes got wide. “Well, that’s good. Then at least these won’t go to waste.” She put down her backpack and started rummaging through it until she found what she was looking for—an envelope. She offered it to him. “Here you go.”

			He regarded her for a few moments, then took the envelope and opened it up. Tickets to La Traviata this Sunday at the Music Center. First row loge. “These are good seats.”

			“I know. They cost me a lot of my own money. Alyssa Danielli is playing Violetta. She’s wonderful, so I’m sure it’ll be wonderful.”

			“Then why aren’t you going?”

			“I was gonna go with my sister, but she flaked on me. I just couldn’t compete with a pool party and the lure of Michael Shoomer.”

			“So why don’t you find someone else to go with?”

			“No one my age is going to want to spend their Sunday afternoon at the opera.”

			“What about your mom?”

			“She’s busy. She’s not interested anyway. The only reason my sister agreed to go is I told her I’d clean her room. So I guess now I don’t have to do it.” She looked wounded. “You might as well use them. Take your girlfriend.”

			“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

			“Well, then take a friend.”

			“I don’t have any friends. But ... I certainly will use a ticket if you’re going to throw them away. Are you sure?”

			“Positive.”

			“Then thank you very much.” He handed her back the envelope with a single ticket.

			“You’re welcome.” She heaved a big sigh.

			Gabe tried to stifle a smile. “Would you like to go together?”

			The kid got excited. “Do you have a car?”

			“No, I’m only fifteen. But we can take the bus.”

			She looked horrified. “A bus?”

			“Yeah, a bus. That’s how you get around if you don’t have access to a car.” Her complexion darkened, and Gabe pointed to a chair. “Why don’t you sit down? I’m getting a pain in my neck looking up at you ... although it’s not that far.”

			“I know. I’m a runt.” She sat down and glanced over her shoulder, speaking softly as if they were conspiring. “Do you know how to get to the Music Center by bus?”

			“I do.”

			“Where do you find a bus?”

			“At a bus stop.”

			She bit her lip. “You must think I’m a doofus.”

			“No, but you’re probably a pampered pooch who’s been carted around her entire life.”

			Instead of taking offense, she nodded. “Carted everywhere except where I really want to go.” She sighed. “I love Alyssa Danielli. Her voice is so ... pure.”

			Gabe sat back in his chair and gave her face an honest appraisal. He admired passion in any form, but classical music was something he could relate to. “If you want to go to an opera so bad, just go.”

			“It’s not that simple.”

			“Why not?”

			“You don’t understand Persian culture.”

			“Is there something in Persian genes that make them not like opera?”

			“My father wants me to be a doctor.”

			“I’m sure there are doctors who are opera fans.” He took a bite of his bagel. “You want some coffee or something?”

			“I’ll get it.” She stomped away, but left her backpack behind. A few minutes later she was back with something foamy. A sheen of sweat coated her forehead. “People are starting to come in.”

			“That’s good. It’ll keep the place in business.”

			“I mean it’s ...” She glanced at her watch and sipped her coffee. “Is taking the bus dangerous?”

			“I wouldn’t go in the wee hours of the morning, but this is a matinee.” Gabe rubbed his neck. “If you’re going to continue to talk to me, could you please sit down?”

			She sat.

			He said, “Look ... whatever your name is. How about if I give you directions by bus? If you’re at the bus stop, then we’ll go together. If not, I’ll buy you a CD and write you a review.”

			She sighed. “Maybe we can go by cab.”

			“A cab is like twenty times the money.”

			“I’ll pay for it.”

			Gabe stared at her. Who was she? “I’m not pleading poverty. I’ll pay for the cab if you definitely go. Otherwise, I’m going to go by bus.”

			“How about this?” the girl said. “You’ll pay for the cab if I go, and if I don’t go, I’ll pay you back.”

			Gabe shook his head. “This is getting very complicated.”

			“Please?” she implored.

			“Fine.” He rolled his eyes. “You’ll pay me back for the cab if you crap out ... which doesn’t make any sense because I have to pick you up anyway and by that time, you should know whether or not you’re going.”

			Her big eyes got even wider. “You can’t pick me up at my house. I’ll meet you a few blocks away.”

			“Aha.” Gabe got it. “You’re sneaking around your parents.”

			“Sorta.”

			“Jeez, it’s not like you’re going to a rave; it’s a freakin’ opera.” When she didn’t say anything, he said, “It’s not just the opera; it’s going with me to the opera. Because I’m not Jewish.”

			She stared at him. “You’re not Jewish?”

			“Nope. I’m Catholic.”

			“Oh God. My dad would kill me just for going with a white boy.” She leaned over and spoke softly. “Why were you in a Jewish school if you’re not Jewish?”

			“It’s a long story.” He paused. “This isn’t a good idea. I don’t want to be responsible for getting you into trouble. Would you like your ticket back?”

			“No, of course not. If you don’t use it, it really will go to waste.” She blew out air again. “I mean, it’s just going to the opera, right?”

			“Yes, it’s just going to the opera. It is not a date.” He studied her face again. “How old are you?”

			“Fourteen.”

			“You look around ten.”

			“Thank you very much,” she snapped. It was clearly something she heard all the time.

			“You look young, but you’re very cute.” Gabe said it to mollify her, but he actually meant it. “This is what I’m going to do. I’m going to give you my phone number and you call or text me if you can make it.” He waited a moment. “You have a cell, right?”

			“Of course.”

			“So Persians can have cell phones—”

			“Ha, ha!”

			“Take down my cell number. Do you know my name?”

			“Gabriel Whitman.”

			“Excellent.” He gave the girl his number. “I’ll take your phone number now. But to do that, I first need to know your name.”

			“Yasmine Nourmand.” Pronounced Yaz-meen. She spelled it and then gave him her phone number.

			“That’s a very exotic name. What is your older sister’s name?”

			“I have three older sisters.”

			“The one that was in the class with Hannah.”

			“That’s Sage. My other sisters are Rosemary and Daisy. Yasmine is the Hebrew of Jasmine.”

			“So Mom had sort of a botanical thing going.”

			Yasmine smiled and checked her watch. “I have to go. School starts at seven-thirty.”

			“I remember that. Why were you here so early?”

			“Sometimes I come early to listen to my CDs.” She pulled out six operas—two Verdi, two Rossini, and two Mozart. “I mean, I really love my parents. And I love my sisters. They’re gorgeous and wonderful and everything. And I enjoy the regular pop stuff, too. But sometimes when I listen to my music—that no one else seems to like—I like being alone.”

			Her eyes were far away.

			“It’s my dream to see a real-life opera. And to hear someone as good as Alyssa Danielli.” She hefted her backpack. “Thanks for offering to come with me.”

			“It’s my pleasure.”

			“And thanks for not making fun of me.”

			“Well, I kinda did.”

			“Yeah, you kinda did.” She gave him a wave and was off.

			He returned his eyes to the paper, knowing full well that this was a mistake. But in talking to her, he suddenly realized how lonely he was.

			She had awakened a sleeping lion.

			Girls.
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