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1

The house on Old Reservoir Road appeared to be in 
the final phases of construction. I spotted the site as I 
rounded the curve, recognizing the unfinished structure 
from Fiona Purcells description. To my right, I could 
see a portion of the reservoir for which the road was 
named. Brunswick Lake fills the bottom of a geological 
bowl, a spring-fed body that supplied the town with 
drinking water for many years. In 1953 a second, larger 
catch basin was established, and now Brunswick is little 
more than an irregular blue splotchlet on maps of the 
area. Swimming and boating are forbidden, but seasonally 
the migrating water birds rest on the placid surface 
as they make their way south. The surrounding hills are 
austere, gentle swells rising to the mountains that mark 
the northernmost boundary of the Santa Teresa city 
limits.

I parked my VW on the gravel berm and crossed the 
two-lane road. The steeply pitched lot was still bare of landscaping and consisted entirely of raw dirt and 
boulders with a dusting of weeds taking hold. At street 
level, a big commercial Dumpster was piled high with 
debris. A small grove of signs planted in the yard 
announced the names of the building contractor, the 
painting contractor, and the architect, though 
Mrs. Purcell had been quick to assure me by phone that 
shed drawn up the plans herself. The designif thats 
what you want to call itwould have been approved 
by the Department of Defense: an implacable series of 
concrete boxes, staunch and unadorned, stacked up 
against the hillside under a pale November sun. The 
facade was as blank as a bunker, a radical contrast to 
the sprawling Spanish-style homes on adjacent properties. 
Somewhere to the rear of the house, there must 
have been a driveway leading to garages and a parking 
pad, but I opted for the stairs built into the barren 
hillside. At six A.M., Id done a three-mile jog, but Id 
skipped my Friday-morning weight lifting to keep this 
early appointment. It was just now eight oclock and I 
could feel my butt dragging as I mounted the steps.

Behind me, I could hear a dog bark. Its deep-throated 
yaps echoed through the canyon, conveying a message 
of excitement. A woman was calling, Trudy! 
Truuddy! while the dog barked on. She emitted a 
piercing whistle, and a young German shepherd came 
bounding over the hill, heading in my direction at full speed. I waited, bracing myself for the force of muddy 
feet, but at the last possible second, the whistle came 
again and the dog sprinted off. I continued climbing 
Fionas wide concrete steps, tacking twice before I 
reached the upper terrace with its plain limestone portico 
that shaded the front entrance. By then, my thighs 
were burning, I was huffing and puffing, and my heart 
was rat-a-tat-tatting like machine-gun fire. I could have 
sworn there was less oxygen in the air up here, but Id 
actually only climbed the equivalent of two stories and 
I knew it was probably no more than three- to four-hundred 
feet above sea level. I turned, pretending to 
admire the view while I recovered my breath.

From this aerie, I could see the broad, shimmering 
band of the Pacific Ocean stitched to the shoreline some 
five miles away. Before me, the day was so clear, I could 
almost count the mountain ridges on the islands twenty-six 
miles out. Behind me, the clouds were peering over 
the mountaintops, a fast-moving blanket of dark gray 
in advance of a storm. San Francisco, four hundred 
miles to the north of us, was already feeling its lash.

By the time I rang the bell, my breathing had slowed 
and Id done a quick mental review of the subject I was 
here to discuss. Fiona Purcells ex-husband, Dr. Dowan 
Purcell, had been missing for nine weeks. Shed had a 
messenger deliver a manila envelope filled with newspaper 
clippings that recapped events surrounding his disappearance. Id sat in my office, tilted back in my 
swivel chair, my Sauconys propped on the edge of my 
desk while I studied the articles shed sent. Shed 
arranged them chronologically but had otherwise presented 
them without editorial comment. Id been following 
the story in the local papers, but Id never 
anticipated my involvement in the case. I found it 
helpful to have the sequence laid out again in this 
truncated form.

I noticed that over the course of nine weeks, the
character of the coverage had shifted from the first 
seventy-two hours of puzzlement, through days of 
feverish speculation, and into the holding pattern that 
represented the current state of the investigation. 
Nothing new had come to lightnot that there was 
ever much to report. In the absence of fresh revelations, 
the publics fascination had begun to dwindle and the 
medias attention to the matter had become as chilly 
and abbreviated as the brief November days. It is a 
truth of human nature that we can ponder lifes mysteries 
for only so long before we lose interest and move on 
to something else. Dr. Purcell had been gone since 
Friday, September 12, and the lengthy column inches 
initially devoted to his disappearance were now reduced 
to an occasional mention nearly ritual in its tone. The 
details were recounted, but the curiosity had shifted to 
more compelling events.

Dr. Purcell, sixty-nine years old, had practiced family 
medicine in Santa Teresa since 1944, specializing in 
geriatrics for the last fifteen years. Hed retired in 1981. 
Six months later, hed been licensed as the administrator 
of a nursing care facility called Pacific Meadows, which 
was owned by two businessmen. On the Friday night in 
question, hed worked late, remaining in his office to 
review paperwork related to the operation of the nursing 
home. According to witnesses, it was close to nine 
oclock when he stopped at the front desk and said 
good-night to the nurses on duty. At that hour, the 
occupants had settled down for the night. The corridors 
were empty and the residents doors were closed against 
the already dimmed hall lights. Dr. Purcell had paused 
to chat with an elderly woman sitting in the lobby in 
her wheelchair. After a cursory conversation, less than 
a minute by her report, the doctor passed through the 
front door and into the night. He retrieved his car from 
his reserved space at the north side of the complex, 
pulled out of the lot, and drove off into the Inky Void 
from which hed never emerged. The Santa Teresa 
Police and the Santa Teresa County Sheriffs Departments 
had devoted endless hours to the case, and I 
couldnt think what avenues remained that hadnt 
already been explored by local law enforcement.

I rang the bell again. Fiona Purcell had told me she 
was on her way out of town, a five-day trip to San Francisco to purchase furniture and antiques for a client 
of her interior design firm. According to the papers, 
Fiona and the doctor had been divorced for years. Idly, 
I was wondering why shed been the one who called me 
instead of his current wife, Crystal.

I saw a face appear in one of the two glass panels 
that flanked the entrance. When she opened the door, I 
saw that she was already dressed for travel in a double-breasted 
pin-striped suit with wide lapels. She held a 
hand out. Ms. Millhone? Fiona Purcell. Sorry to make 
you wait. I was at the back of the house. Please come 
in.

Thanks. You can call me Kinsey if you like. Nice 
meeting you, I said.

We shook hands and I moved into the entrance hall. 
Her handshake was limp, always startling in someone 
who, otherwise, seems brisk and businesslike. I placed 
her in her late sixties, close to Dr. Purcells age. Her 
hair was dyed a dark brown, parted on one side, with 
puffy bangs and clusters of artificially constructed curls 
pulled away from her face and secured by rhinestone 
combs, a style affected by glamour-girl movie stars of 
the 1940s. I half-expected an appearance by John Agar 
or Fred MacMurray, some poor, feckless male whod 
fallen prey to this vixen with her fierce shoulder pads. 
She was saying, We can talk in the living room. Youll 
have to pardon the mess.

Scaffolding had been erected in the foyer, reaching 
to the lofty ceiling. Drop cloths lined the stairs and the 
wide corridor leading to the rear of the house. To one 
side of the stairs, there was a console table and a 
streamlined chrome lamp. Currently, we seemed to be 
the only two on the premises.

Your flights at ten? I asked.

Dont worry about it. Im eight minutes from the 
airport. We have at least an hour. May I offer you 
coffee? Im having mine in here.

No, thanks. Ive had two cups this morning and 
thats my limit most days.

Fiona moved to the right and I followed in her wake, 
crossing a broad expanse of bare cement. I said, When 
do the floors go in?

These are the floors.

I said, Ah, and made a mental note to quit asking 
about matters far beyond my ken.

The interior of the house had the cool, faintly damp 
smell of plaster and fresh paint. All the walls in range 
were a dazzling white, the windows tall and stark, 
unadorned by any curtains or drapes. A sly glance 
behind me revealed what was probably the dining room 
on the far side of the entryway, empty of furniture, 
subdivided by rhomboids of clear morning light. The 
echo of our footsteps sounded like a small parade.

In the living room, Fiona gestured toward one of two matching armchairs, chunky and oversized, upholstered 
in a neutral-toned fabric that blended with 
the gray cement floor. A large area rug showed a 
densely woven grid of black lines on gray. I sat when 
she did, watching as she surveyed the space with the 
practiced eye of an aesthete. The furnishings were striking: 
light wood, tubular steel, stark geometric shapes. 
An enormous round mirror, resting in a crescent of 
chrome, hung above the fireplace. A tall silver and ivory 
coffeepot, with a matching creamer and sugar bowl, sat 
on a silver tray on the beveled-glass coffee table. She 
paused to refill her cup. Are you a fan of art deco?

I dont know much about it.

Ive been collecting for years. The rugs a Da Silva 
Bruhns. This is Wolfgang Tumpels work, if youre 
familiar with the name, she said, nodding at the coffee 
service.

Beautiful, I murmured, clueless.

Most of these pieces are one of a kind, created by 
craftsmen who were masters in their day. Id go on 
rattling the names off, but I doubt theyd mean much if 
youre not acquainted with the period. I built this as a 
showcase for my collection, but as soon as the house is 
finished, Ill probably sell it and move on. Im impatient 
by nature and far too restless to stay here long. She 
had strong features: thinly arched brows and dark, 
smudged eyes, with pronounced streaks of weariness descending from the inner corners. She took a sip of 
coffee and then paused to extract a cigarette from a 
pack sitting on the table. The lighter she used was one 
of those small gold items and made very little sound 
when she flipped the cover back and thumbed the 
striker wheel. She held the lighter in her palm and drew 
deeply on her cigarette, clearly savoring the relief. She 
tilted her head toward the ceiling and blew the smoke 
out in a stream. I figured I could always drop my blazer 
at the cleaners on the way home.

She said, I dont think I mentioned this when we 
chatted the other day, but Dana Glazer suggested I get 
in touch with you. I believe she was Dana Jaffe when 
you were acquainted with her.

Really. How do you know her?

Im helping her redecorate her home. Shes now 
married to one of Dows associates, Joel Glazer, whose 
first wife died. Do you know Joel? Hes a partner in a 
company called Century Comprehensive that owns a 
chain of nursing homes among other things.

I know the name Glazer from the papers. Ive never 
met him, I said. Her call was beginning to make sense, 
though I still wasnt sure how I could be of service. 
Dana Jaffes first husband, Wendell, had disappeared in 
1979, though the circumstanceson the surfacewere 
very different from the current case. Wendell Jaffe was 
a self-made real estate tycoon whod faked his own death, showing up in Mexico shortly after his widow 
had collected half a million dollars in life insurance 
benefits. Wendell was facing jail time after a Ponzi 
scheme hed cooked up threatened to unravel, exposing 
his chicanery. The pseudocide was his attempt to 
avoid the inevitable felony conviction. He might have 
pulled it off, but hed been spotted in Mexico by a 
former acquaintance, and Id been dispatched by the 
insurance company, who wanted their money back. I 
wondered if Fiona suspected her ex-husband had pulled 
a fast one as well.

She set her coffee cup aside. You received the 
articles?

A messenger dropped them off at the office yesterday. 
I read them last night and then again this morning. 
The police have been thorough. . . .

Or so theyd like us to think.

Youre not happy with their progress?

Progress! What progress? Dowan is still missing. Ill 
tell you what theyve accomplished: Zilch. I grant you, 
theyre going through the motionsmaking public pronouncements, 
trumpeting their concernsbut its all 
sound and fury, signifying nothing.

I objected to her attitude but decided not to protest 
just yet. I think the cops are terrific, but why argue the 
point? She wanted to hire me and I was here to determine what, if anything, I could contribute. Whats the 
latest? I asked.

No ones heard a peep from himat least as far as 
Ive been told. She took another drag on her cigarette 
and then tapped the ash into a heavy crystal ashtray. 
Her lipstick was dark and bled into the fine hairline 
crevices along her upper lip. Shed left a distinct half-moon 
on the coffee cup and a full ring around the filter 
of her cigarette. Her jewelry was clunky: big clip-on 
silver earrings and a matching bracelet. The effect was 
stylish, but everything about her suggested estate sales 
and vintage clothing shops. I fancied if Id bent close, 
Id have picked up the whiff of moth balls and cedar 
closets, mingled with scents from the 40s: Shalimar 
and Old Golds. In moments, her looks were striking, 
harsh flickers of beauty she seemed at pains to accentuate. 
She lowered her eyes. Of course, you realize were 
divorced.

There was reference to that in one of the articles 
you sent. What about his current wife?

Ive only spoken to Crystal once throughout this 
whole ordeal. Shes gone to great lengths to keep me 
out of the loop. I receive up-dates through my daughters, 
whove made it a point to stay in close touch with 
her. Without them, Id have even less information than 
I do, which God knows, isnt much.

You have two girls?

Correct. My youngest, Blanche, and her husband 
are only four blocks away. Melanie, the older one, lives 
in San Francisco. Ill be staying with her til Tuesday 
afternoon of next week.

Any grandchildren?

Mels never been married. Blanche is expecting her 
fifth in about three weeks.

I said, Wow.

Fionas smile was sour. Motherhoods just her way 
of avoiding a real job.

A real job sounds easier. I couldnt do what she 
does.

She barely manages herself. Fortunately, the children 
have a nanny whos extremely competent.

How do your daughters get along with Crystal?

Fine, I suppose. Then again, what choice do they 
have? If they dont dance to her tune, shell make sure 
they never see their father or their half-brother again. 
You know Dow and Crystal have a son? His name is 
Griffith. He just turned two.

I remember mention of the boy. May I call you 
Fiona?

She took another drag of her cigarette and placed it 
on the lip of the ashtray in front of her. Id prefer Mrs. 
Purcell, if its all the same to you. Smoke trailed from her mouth as she spoke and she seemed to study it, 
bemused.

Yes, well. Im wondering if you have a theory about 
your ex-husbands disappearance.

Youre one of the few whos even bothered to ask. 
Apparently, my opinion is of no concern. I suspect hes 
in Europe or South America, biding his time until hes 
ready to come home. Crystal thinks hes deador so 
Ive heard.

Its not so far-fetched. According to the papers, 
theres been no activity on his credit cards. Theres been 
no sign of his car and no sign of him.

Well, thats not quite true. Thereve been a number 
of reports. People claim to have spotted him as far away 
as New Orleans and Seattle. He was seen getting on a 
plane at JFK and again south of San Diego, heading for 
Mexico.

There are still sightings of Elvis. That doesnt mean 
hes alive and well.

True. On the other hand, someone fitting Dows 
description tried to cross into Canada but walked away 
when the immigration officer asked to see his passport, 
which is missing, by the way.

Really. Thats interesting. The papers didnt mention 
it. I take it the police have followed up?

One can only hope, she remarked. There was something hollow in her tone. If she could only persuade 
me, then perhaps what she said would turn out 
to be true.

Youre convinced hes alive?

I cant imagine otherwise. The man has no enemies 
and I cant conceive his being the victim of foul play, 
she said, forming the quote marks with her fingers. 
The ideas absurd.

Because?

Dows perfectly capable of taking care of himselfphysically, at any rate. What hes not capable of doing 
is facing the problems in life. Hes passive. Instead of 
fight or flight, he lies down and plays deadin a 
manner of speaking. Hed rather do anything than deal 
with conflict, especially involving women. This goes 
back to his mother, but thats another story altogether.

Has he done anything like this before?

As a matter of fact, he has. I tried to explain this to 
the police detective. In vain, I might add. Dowans done 
this twice. The first time, Melanie and Blanche werewhat?probably only six and three. Dowan disappeared 
for three weeks. He left without warning and 
returned much the same way.

Whered he go?

I have no idea. The second time was similar. This 
was years later, before we separated for good. One day 
he was here; the next, he was gone. He came back a few weeks later without a murmur of explanation or 
apology. Naturally, Ive assumed this recent disappearance 
was a repeat performance.

What prompted his departure on those earlier 
occasions?

Her gesture was vague, smoke trailing from the tip 
of her cigarette. I suppose we were having problems. 
We usually were. At any rate, Dow kept saying he 
needed time to clear his headwhatever that means. 
One day soon after that he simply didnt come home. 
Hed canceled his appointments, including social 
engagements, all without a word to me or to anyone 
else. The first I became aware was when he failed to 
arrive for dinner. The second time was the same except 
I didnt go out of my mind with worry.

So in both of those instances, he behaved much as 
he did this time?

Exactly. The first time, it took hours before I 
realized he was gone. The mans a doctor and, naturally, 
he was often delayed. By midnight, I was wildclose to hysterical. I thought Id go mad.

You called the police?

I called everyone I could think of. Then first thing 
the next morning, a note arrived in the mail. He said 
hed come home eventually, which is exactly what he 
did. I was furious, of course, but he seemed totally 
unconcerned. Fool that I am, I forgave him and we went on as before. The marriage was good, or good 
enough from my perspective. I thought he was happyuntil this business with Crystal. For all I know, hed 
been fooling around with her for years.

What made you stay?

I thought he was a good husband. Thats how 
innocent I was. He tended to be distant, but I didnt 
fault himat least, on a conscious level. I might have 
harbored resentments, but I wasnt aware of them. 
Looking back, I realize there are many ways a man can 
disappear.

Such as?

She shrugged, stubbing out her cigarette. Television, 
sleep, alcohol, books, uppers, downers. Im speaking in 
general terms, but you get my drift.

And in his case?

Dow buried himself in his work. Went in early, 
stayed at the office until all hours of the night. What 
you have to understand about him is, hes someone 
who avoids disagreements. Thats why he loves the 
elderlybecause they make no real demands on him. 
Being a physician gives him status, which has always 
been better, in his mind, than having to be accountable 
like any ordinary mortal.

How long were you married?

Close to forty years. We met at Syracuse. I was 
majoring in art history and he was pre-med. We married shortly after graduation. Dow went on to medical 
school at Penn State and did his internship and residency 
out here. By then, we had the girls. I stayed home 
with them until they were both in school and then 
I went back and got my masters in interior design. I 
designed the house we built soon afterward in Horton 
Ravine. Of course, we hired an architect to handle all 
the nuts and bolts.

He still owns that house?

Yes, though Crystal doesnt care for it from what 
Ive heard.

You didnt ask for the house in the settlement?

I couldnt afford the mortgage and upkeep. To hear 
him tell it, he was fleeced. Strictly his point of view. 
Believe me, he got the better deal. He probably paid 
someone offthe judge, my lawyer. You know how 
men stick together when it comes to the almighty 
buck.

I noticed she was busy shading my perception, scoring 
points for her team. Divorced folk always seem to 
angle for your sympathy, casting themselves in the best 
possible light. It seemed odd, in this case, when the 
reason for my visit was to see if I could be of help in 
the search for him. Was she still in love with the man? 
It must have been difficult when the marriage broke 
up, I murmured.

Humiliating. Devastating. It was such a clich. Doctor goes through a midlife crisis, leaves his middle-aged 
wife to take up with some whore.

The papers had had a field day with the fact that 
Crystal had been a stripper. Still, I questioned Fionas 
use of the word whore. Stripping, as a way of earning 
money, doesnt necessarily translate into hookerdom. 
For all we knew, Crystal might have earned her masters 
in psychiatric social work. How did he meet her?

Youd have to ask her that. The truth is, Dow 
developed an appetite for . . . mmm . . . unusual sexual 
practices. His hormones were off or his anxiety levels 
began to climb as he aged. Possibly his problems harked 
back to his mother. Everything else connects to his 
relationship with her. Whatever the reason, once 
Dowan turned sixty, he began to falter. He couldnt . . . 
lets say . . . perform without stimulus. Pornography, 
marital aids . . .

Which didnt appeal to you.

I thought it was revolting. I cant even tell you the 
practices he wanted to pursueunspeakable acts that 
I refused even to discuss with him. He finally stopped 
pressing.

Because hed taken up with her?

Evidently. Hes never admitted it, but Im sure he 
went looking. It did cross my mind hed go out and 
find someone willing to submit to his perverse requests. I certainly wouldnt do it and I knew Id made myself 
entirely clear on that point.

I was secretly panting for an example, but I thought 
it was wiser (for once) to keep my big mouth shut. 
Sometimes you dont want to know what people door refuse to doin private. If I had occasion to meet 
the doctor one day, I didnt want to be distracted by an 
image of him cavorting in the nude with an organic 
carrot up his butt. Did you ask for the divorce or did 
he?

He did. I was completely taken off-guard. I presumed 
hed get his needs met outside the marriage and 
keep his family intact. I never thought hed stoop to 
divorce at this late stage in his life. I should have 
known. Dowans weak. Not that any of us relish owning 
up to our mistakes, but Dow always abhorred even 
the appearance of failure.

Meaning what?

Well, she said, lowering her eyes. I watched her 
gaze dance across the floor. I suspect his relationship 
with Crystal is not the union of souls hed like others 
to believe. Some months ago, hed heard she was screwing 
around on him. Better to disappear than admit hed 
been cuckolded.

Did he have any idea who it was?

No, but he was looking into it. After he disappeared, my friend Dana finally confided that shed 
known the whole time. The fellow is Crystals personal 
trainer. His name is Clint Augustine.

I heard a little ding-dong going off in my head. I was 
sure Id heard the name before, possibly in the gym 
where I work out.

You believe he left because of that?

Yes. We had a conversationa long talkon September 
10. This was two days before he vanished. He 
was dreadfully unhappy.

He said that?

Her hesitation was distinct as she debated with herself. 
Not in so many words, but you dont go through 
forty years of marriage without learning to read 
between the lines.

What occasioned the conversation?

He came over to the house.

You were seeing him, I stated.

Well, yes. At his request, she said, her tone faintly 
defensive. Dow adores this place, just as he adores the 
house in Horton Ravine. He was always interested in 
my design work, even before our relationship under-went 
the shift. Lately, hed been stopping by in the 
evenings to have a drink with me. That night, he was 
exhausted. His face was gray with worry, and when I 
asked what was wrong, he said the pressures at the 
office were driving him insane. And Crystal was no help. Shes extremely narcissistic, as youll discover 
when you meet her, which I assume you will.

Were you surprised hed confide in you after everything 
hed put you through?

Who else does he have? Anyway, he didnt really 
talk about her, but I could see the tension in his eyes. 
Hed aged a good ten years in a matter of months.

Youre saying he had problems at home as well as 
problems at work?

Thats right. He didnt talk specifics, but he mentioned 
in passing that he needed to get away. Thats the 
first thing I thought of when I heard he was gone.

Couldnt that have been wishful thinking?

I suppose it could, she said. I mean, he didnt 
pull out airline tickets, but he did seem desperate.

Do you remember a reference to any place in 
particular?

She tilted her head. Ive racked my brain, but I 
really cant remember. It was an offhand remark and 
I didnt think much about it until this came up.

I assume you told the police.

Again, she hesitated. Not at first. I thought his 
absence was voluntary and hed come home when he 
was ready. I didnt want him to be embarrassed. Leave 
it to Crystal to turn this ordeal into a media circus.

I could feel myself bristle. Mrs. Purcell, hes a 
prominent physician, well known and loved in this community. His disappearance is bound to attract 
media attention. If you thought hed gone AWOL, why 
didnt you speak up?

I felt he was entitled to his privacy, she said, her 
cheeks coloring slightly.

What about all the time and money being spent on 
the investigation? Werent you at all concerned about 
that?

Of course. Thats why I spoke to the police, she 
said. After six weeks, I began to worry. I guess I was 
expecting a call or a note, some indication he was all 
right, wherever he was. Now that nine weeks have 
passed, I thought it was time to take matters into my 
own hands.

What made you think hed be in touch with you 
instead of her?

Because Crystals the one hes been trying to 
escape.

And now youre worried somethings happened to 
him.

I suppose so. Thats why I decided to meet with the 
detective last week. Odessa was polite. He took notes. 
But I got the impression he didnt take me seriously. He 
said hed get back to me, but thats the last Ive heard. 
The police must be working dozens of other cases, 
which means they dont have the time or resources to devote to Dow. I said as much to Dana and she agrees. 
Thats why she recommended you.

I dont know what to say. Even if we come to some 
agreement, I cant spend twenty-four hours a day on this 
any more than the police can. I have other clients, too.

I didnt say youd have to be exclusive.

Even so, Im just one person. Youd be better off 
with a big Los Angeles agency, one with lots of operatives 
who can fan out across the country and do this 
properly. You might end up having to search for him 
overseas.

She cut me off with a wave of her hand. I dont 
want a big L.A. agency. I want someone local whos 
willing to report directly to me.

But all Id be doing is repeating what the police 
have already done.

You might have ideas they havent thought of yet. 
After all, you tracked down Wendell Jaffe years after 
everyone assumed he was dead.

I did track him down, but I didnt start from 
scratch. Someone spotted him in Mexico and thats why 
the case finally broke.

Her expression became withdrawn. You wont 
help.

Im not saying that. Im talking about reality, which 
doesnt look that good.

But what if theres an angle the police have over-looked?

What if theres not?

Then at least Id be satisfied with the job theyve 
done.

I was silent for a beat, staring at the floor. Inside, a 
little voice was yelling No, no, no! while my mouth 
said, Ill do what I can, but I make no promises.

Good. Thats wonderful. Well talk on Tuesday. 
Just keep track of the time you put in and you can give 
me an invoice as soon as I get back. She glanced at her 
watch and then rose to her feet.

I stood when she did. Ill need a retainer.

A retainer? She made a show of startlement, but 
I wondered if she was repeating the words for effect. 
Surely she didnt do business without a written agreement 
and earnest money changing hands. How much 
did you have in mind?

I charge fifty an hour or a flat four hundred a day, 
plus expenses, so fifteen hundred dollars should cover it 
for now. If you give me Melanies address, Ill overnight 
you a contract for your signature. In truth, I could 
have brought one with me, but I hadnt been sure wed 
end up coming to an agreement.

She blinked as though baffled. Im sorry. I didnt 
picture anything so formal. Is this standard procedure 
in your line of work?

Actually, it is, I said. I noticed she didnt call it a 
profession, which meant she probably lumped me in 
with retail clerks, short-order cooks, and Roto-Rooter 
men.

What if you fail to find him?

Thats exactly the point. If I come up empty-handed, 
you might decide I wasnt worth the hourly 
wage. Once I take a case, I persevere. Ill follow the 
trail right out to the bitter end.

I should hope so, she said. She thought about it 
briefly, and then she crossed to an ebony-inlaid console. 
She removed her checkbook, returned to her chair, and 
sat down. And Im to make the check out to . . .?

Millhone Investigations.

I watched while she dashed off a check and tore it 
out of the book, scarcely bothering to disguise her 
irritation as she handed it to me. I noticed we were 
bank mates, sharing the same branch of the Santa 
Teresa City Bank. I said, Youre upset.

I operate on trust. Apparently, you dont.

Ive learned the hard way. Its nothing personal.

I see.

I held out the check. I can return this right now if 
youd prefer.

Just find him. Ill expect a full report the minute I 
get home.
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Before I left Fionas, she gave me Melanies home 
address in San Francisco, along with her home and 
office numbers. I couldnt imagine the need to call Fiona 
up there. She also gave me Crystals Horton Ravine 
address and phone number. Id never met Detective 
Odessa, whom Fionad mentioned in passing, but a 
conversation with him was the first item on my list. 
Driving back into town, I noticed my stomach had 
begun to churn with anxiety. I tried to pinpoint my 
doubts, laying them out one by one, though not necessarily 
in the order of importance.



1.I didnt particularly likeor trustFiona. She 
hadnt been candid with the cops and I didnt 
think she was being entirely candid with me. 
Under the circumstances, I probably should 
have declined to take the job. Already I was 
regretting the haste with which Id agreed.

2.I wasnt sure I could be effective. Im often 
uneasy at the outset of an investigation, 
especially one like this. Nine weeks had passed 
since Dr. Purcell was last seen. Whatever the 
circumstances surrounding a disappearance, 
the passage of time seldom works in your 
favor. Witnesses embellish. They invent. The 
memory grows foggy. The truth tends to blur 
with repetition, and details are altered to suit 
various personal interpretations. People want 
to be helpful, which means they embroider 
their stories, coloring events according to their 
biases as the situation drags on. Entering the 
game this late, the likelihood of my making 
any critical discovery was almost out of the 
question. Fiona did have a point in that sometimes 
a fresh perspective can shift the focus of 
an investigation. All well and good, but intuition 
was telling me that any break in the case 
was going to be the result of serendipity, a 
term synonymous with unadulterated dumb 
luck.

3.I didnt like the bullshit about the retainer.



I stopped off at McDonalds and ordered coffee and 
a couple of Egg McMuffins. I needed the comfort of 
junk food as well as the nourishment, if thats what you want to call it. I munched while I drove, eating with 
such eagerness I bit my own index finger.



I might as well take a moment here to identify myself. 
My name is Kinsey Millhone. Im a licensed private 
investigator in Santa Teresa, California, which is ninety-five miles north of Los Angeles. Im female, thirty-six, 
twice divorced, childless, and otherwise unencumbered. 
Aside from my car, I dont own much in the way of 
material possessions. My business, Millhone Investigations, 
consists entirely of me. I was a cop for two 
years early in my twenties, and through personal machinations 
too tedious to explain, I realized law enforcement 
didnt suit me. I was way too crabby and uncooperative 
to adjust to department regulations, with all 
the ethics clauses thrown in: I have been known to bend 
the rules. Plus, the shoes were clunky and the uniform 
and the belt made my ass look too wide.

Having left gainful city employment, I apprenticed 
myself to a two-man office of private investigators, 
where I put in the hours necessary to apply for my 
license. Ive been on my own now for a good ten years, 
licensed, bonded, and heavily insured. A good portion 
of the last decade, I spent pursuing arson and wrongful 
death claims for California Fidelity Insurance, first as a 
bona fide employee, later as an independent contractor. We came to a parting of the ways three years ago in 
October 1983. Since then, Ive rented space from the 
law firm of Kingman and Ives, an arrangement that Id 
begun to suspect was on the verge of change.

For the past year, Lonnie Kingman had been complaining 
about the shortage of space. Hed already 
expanded once, taking over the entire third floor of a 
building he owns free and clear. Hed now purchased a 
second building, this one on lower State Street, where 
he intended to relocate as soon as escrow closed. Hed 
found a tenant for our current digs, and the only 
question that remained was whether Id go with him or 
find an office of my own. Im a loner at heart, and 
while Im fond of Lonnie, the whole idea of working in 
close contact with other people had begun to get on my 
nerves. I found myself going into the office nights and 
weekends, spending half my days working from homeanything to create the sense of space and solitude. Id 
talked to a real estate broker about month-to-month 
rentals, and Id responded to several classified ads. So 
far I hadnt seen anything that really struck my fancy. 
My requirements were modest: room for my desk, 
swivel chair, file cabinets, and a few fake plants. In 
addition, I pictured a small but tasteful executive potty. 
The problem was that everything I liked was too large 
or too expensive, and anything that fit my budget was 
too cramped, too shabby, or too far from downtownI spend a lot of time at the Hall of Records and I like 
to be within walking distance of the court house, the 
police station, and the public library. Lonnies office 
was a haven, and he doubles as my attorney if the shit 
hits the fanwhich it very often does. The choice was 
tough and I still wasnt sure what I wanted to do.

As soon as I reached the two-hundred block of east 
Capillo, where Lonnies office was located, I began the 
usual search-and-seizure mission, hunting for a parking 
place. One drawback to the current building was the 
tiny lot attached, which only held twelve cars. Lonnie 
and his partner were each assigned a slot, as were their 
two secretaries, Ida Ruth Kenner and Jill Stahl. The 
remaining eight spots went to the buildings other tenants, 
so the rest of us were forced to ferret out parking 
where we could. Today I nosed my way into a short 
length of curb between two commercial driveways, a 
spot I could have sworn was almost legal. It was only 
later I discovered Id been wrong.

I walked the five blocks to the office, climbed the 
requisite two flights of stairs, and let myself into the suite 
through an unmarked side door. I crossed the interior 
hallway to my office, unlocked the door, and stepped 
in, carefully avoiding Ida Ruth and Jill, who were deep 
in conversation a short distance away. I knew the 
subject matter would be the same one theyd been 
debating for the past two months. Lonnies partner, John Ives, had urged the firm to hire his niece as the 
receptionist when the position became open. Jeniffer 
was eighteen years old and a recent high school graduate. 
This was her first job and despite being given a 
lengthy written job description, she seemed thoroughly 
perplexed about what was expected of her. She showed 
up for work in T-shirts and miniskirts, her long blond 
hair hanging down to her waist, legs bare, feet shoved 
into wood-soled clogs. Her phone voice was chirpy, her 
spelling was atrocious, and she couldnt seem to get the 
hang of coming in on time. She also took frequent two-to 
four-day vacations whenever her unemployed friends 
headed off to play. Ida Ruth and Jill were constantly 
exasperated at having to pick up the slack. Both bellyached 
to me, apparently reluctant to complain to Lonnie 
or John. Petty office politics have never held much 
appeal, which was yet another reason I was leaning 
toward a change in venue. Where Id once been 
attracted to the sense of family I felt at the firm, now 
all I saw were attendant psychodramas. Jeniffer was 
Cinderella with a diminutive IQ. Ida Ruth and Jill, like 
the spiteful stepsisters, were simperingly nice to her in 
person but talked about her behind her back every 
chance they could. Im not sure what part I played, but 
I did my best to avoid participation by hiding in my 
room. Clearly, I was no more adept at resolving conflicts than anyone else.

In the interests of escape, I put a call through to the 
Santa Teresa Police Department and asked to speak to 
Detective Odessa. He was in a meeting, but the woman 
who took my call said hed be free in a bit. I made an 
appointment for 10:30. I filled in a boiler plate contract 
and slipped it in an Express Mail envelope that I 
addressed to Fiona in care of Melanies home in San 
Francisco. I tucked the whole of it in my handbag and 
then sat at my desk, making deeply symbolic doodles 
on my blotter between rounds of solitaire. Its not as 
though I didnt have a ton of other work to do, but I 
found myself distracted by the information circulating 
through my brain. I finally pulled out a manila folder 
and a yellow legal pad and started taking notes.

At 10:20 I locked my door and walked over to the 
post office, then continued to the police station, which 
was four blocks away. The morning air was chilly and 
the earlier pale sunlight had faded as the sky clouded 
over with the first hint of rain. The Santa Teresa 
rainy season is unpredictable. Intermittent periods of 
precipitation once began in mid-January and extended 
willy-nilly into early March. Of late, weather extremes 
in other parts of the world have resulted in capricious 
deviations. From late May until October, rain levels can 
still be measured in fractions of an inch, but the winter 
months now vary, and this one was shaping up to be 
one of the wettest in years. A cold front was moving down from Alaska, pushing a raw wind ahead of it. 
The tree branches moved restlessly, bending and creaking, 
while dried palm fronds broke loose and swept 
along the sidewalks like brooms.

The lobby at the police station seemed cozy by 
comparison. On my left, a small boy sat waiting on the 
wooden bench while his father talked to the civilian 
clerk about copies of an accident report. I moved to the 
L-shaped counter, where a uniformed officer monitored 
the walk-in trade. I told him of my appointment and he 
relayed the information to Detective Odessas desk by 
phone. Hell be right out.

I waited where I was, glancing idly into Records 
across the counter to my right. My friend Emerald had 
taken early retirement, leaving me with no buddy 
to slip me information. Shed never actually violated 
department policy, but shed come close a few times.

Detective Odessa opened the door and stuck his head 
around the frame. Ms. Millhone?

Thats me.

Vince Odessa, he said, and we shook hands. 
Come on back.

I said, Thanks. He handed me a visitors badge 
that I clipped to my lapel.

He wore a blue dress shirt, a dark tie, chinos, dark 
socks, and shiny black shoes. His hair was dark and the 
back of his head was flat, as though hed slept on his back for his entire infancy. He was taller than I, probably 
five foot nine to my five foot six. He held the door, 
allowing me to pass into the corridor in front of him. I 
paused and he took the lead. He walked ahead of me 
and turned left, passing through a door marked INVESTIGATION. 
I followed him through a warren of small 
offices. Over his shoulder, he said, Shelly mentioned 
this was in regard to Dr. Purcell.

Thats right. His ex-wife hired me to look into his 
disappearance.

Odessa kept his tone neutral. I had a feeling that 
was coming. She was in here last week.

Whatd you make of her?

Ill have to take the Fifth. You on the clock?

I havent deposited her check. I thought itd be 
smart to talk to you first.

His office was tucked into a standard cubicle: 
shoulder-high gray walls carpeted in a tight synthetic 
loop. He took a seat at his desk, offering me the only 
other chair in the compact space. Framed photos of his 
family were arranged in front of him: wife, three daughters, 
and a son. A small metal bookcase behind him 
was neatly lined with department manuals, texts, and 
assorted law books. He was clean shaven except for a 
line of whiskers hed missed when his razor jumped 
over the cleft in his chin. His dark brows were fierce 
over dark blue eyes. So what can I help you with?

Im not sure. Id love to hear what you have, if 
youre willing to share.

I got no problem with that, he said. He leaned 
forward, checking through a stack of thick files on one 
side of his desk. He pulled a three-ring binder from the 
bottom of the pile and set it in front of him. Place is a 
mess. They tell us were switching over to computers in 
the next six, eight months. Paperless office. You believe 
that stuff?

Itd be nice, but I doubt it.

So do I, he said. He leafed through numerous 
pages to the initial incident report. I just got this 
promotion. Im junior man on the team so this is a 
training exercise as far as theyre concerned. Lets see 
what we got. His gaze zigzagged along the page. 
Crystal Purcell filed a missing persons Tuesday morning, 
16 September, seventy-two hours after the doctor 
failed to arrive home as scheduled. Records took the 
information. Wed had some residential burglaries that 
same weekend so I didnt pick up the report until noon 
Thursday, 18 September. As far as we could determine, 
Purcell wasnt at risk, and there was nothing suspicious 
about the circumstances of his disappearance. He 
paused to look at me. Tell you the truth, we figured 
hed gone off on his own. You know how it is. Half the 
time the guy shows up later with his tail between his 
legs. Turns out hes got a girlfriend or hes been off on a bender with the boys somewhere. Might be half a 
dozen explanations, all of them harmless. Its aggravating 
to the wife, but nothing sinister.

He leaned back in his chair. Half a million to a 
million people run away each year. Its tough on family 
and friends. Youve probably seen it yourself. At first, 
they get into denial. Cant believe someoned do such a 
rotten thing to them. Later, they get mad. Anyway, I 
called the current Mrs. Purcell and made an appointment 
for Friday afternoon. This was September 19. 
Frankly, I stalled, assuming shed hear from him.

Which she didnt?

Not then and not since. From what she says, he 
wasnt suffering any physical condition that raised a 
flag on that scoreno heart problems, diabetes, no 
history of mental illness. She said shed called and 
talked to him at the officethis was 12 September, 
shortly after lunch. Purcell told her hed be late, but 
there was no mention of his not coming home at all. By 
Saturday morning, she was frantic, calling everyone she 
knewfriends, relatives, his colleagues. Hospitals, 
CHP, the morgueyou name it. There was no sign of 
him.

I sat with her for an hour, this was at the house in 
Horton Ravine. Shes got another place at the beach 
she stays most weekends. I went through the drill. 
Asked about habits, hobbies, job, country club member ships; had a look at his bedroom; went through his 
chest of drawers, phone bills, credit card receipts. I 
checked his credit card accounts for any recent activity, 
address book, calendarcovering all those bases.

Nothing surfaced?

He held up a finger. Ill get to that in a minute. 
Over the next couple weeks, we went through the mail 
at his home and at the clinic, arranged a mail cover, 
talked to his associates, entered him in the DOJ missing 
persons system, and put a stop on his license plate. 
Meantime, you have to understand, were not talking 
about a crime here, so this is strictly a public service. 
Were doing what we can, but theres no evidence to 
suggest we got a problem on our hands.

Fiona tells me his passports missing.

Odessa smiled ruefully. Sos mine for that matter. 
Just because his wife cant lay hands on it, doesnt mean 
its gone. We did come across a recent statement for a 
savings account at Mid-City Bank. And this is what 
caught our attention. It looks like he made a series of 
cash withdrawalsthirty thousand dollars worthover the past two years. Balance drops from thirteen 
grand to three in the past ten months alone. The last 
activity on the account was August 29. His wife doesnt 
seem to know anything about it.

You think he was prepping for departure?

Well, it sure looks that way. Granted, thirty thou wont get you far in this day and age, but its a start. 
He mightve milked other accounts we havent come up 
with yet. Its always possible the guys a gambler and 
this is his stake. She says hes not, but she mightve 
been kept in the dark.

Could we go back to the passport? If Purcell left 
the country, wouldnt Customs have a record of it?

Youd think so. Assuming his was the passport he 
used. He might have traded in his personal IDdrivers 
license, birth certificate, and passportfor a set of 
phony papers, which means he could have flown to 
Europe or South America under someone elses name. 
Or he might have driven into Canada, booked a flight, 
and left from there.

Or he might be lying low, I said.

Right.

Wouldnt someone have spotted his car?

No guarantee of that. He couldve run it off a cliff, 
or driven into Mexico and sold it to a chop shop. Park 
a car like that in South Central and see how fast it disappears.

What kind of car?

Four-door Mercedes sedan. Silver. Vanity plate 
reads DOCTOR P.

I said, You havent mentioned foul play.

No reason to. Or if there is, I dont see it. Its not like we found blood stains in the parking lot outside 
the nursing home. No signs of a struggle, no evidence 
of assault, and no reason to believe he was forcibly 
removed. We canvassed the neighborhood, hitting every 
house within range. Nobody saw or heard a thing that 
night.
Fiona thinks he might have left on his own. Whats 
your take on it?

Personally, I dont like the feel of it. Nine weeks 
with zip. You almost have to assume theres something 
else going on. Were beginning to backtrack, looking 
for anything we might have missed the first go-round.

Did Fionas story affect the investigation?

In what regard?

All this talk of his past disappearances, I said.

Odessa waved that aside. Air and sunshine. She 
says hes gone off before. Maybe so, maybe not. Im 
not entirely clear about her motive.

According to her, she wants results.

Sure, but who doesnt? Were cops, not magicians. 
We dont perform miracles.

Did you believe the story she told?

I believe he left her. Whether he was having problems 
with the current Mrs. P. is anybodys guess. He 
paused. Have you met Crystal yet?

I shook my head. 


Odessa lifted his brows and shook his hand as 
though hed burned it. Shes a beautiful woman. Hard 
to picture anyone walking out on her.

You have a theory?

Not me. From our perspectiveso farthis is not 
a criminal matter. You got no crime, then theres no 
Miranda and no need for search warrants, which makes 
our job a hell of a lot easier. Were just a bunch of 
good guys trying to do the family a favor. Personally, I 
think things look bad, but I aint gonna say that to 
anyone else, including you, he said.

I indicated the file. Mind if I take a look?

Wish I could, but this is Paglias case and hes hell 
on confidentiality. He doesnt mind us passing on the 
gist of it when it seems appropriate. The point is to find 
the guy, which means we cooperate when we can.

He wont care if I go back and talk to some of these 
people?

Youre free to do anything you want.

When he walked me out to the front, he said, If 
you find him, let us know. He can stay gone if he wants, 
but Id hate to keep putting in the hours if hes off in 
Las Vegas with a snootful of coke.

You dont believe that.

No, I dont. Nor do you.

On the way back to the office, I did a two-block 
detour and made a stop at the bank. I filled out a deposit slip, endorsed Fionas check, and waited my 
turn in line. When I reached the window, I pointed to 
the account number printed on the face. Could you 
verify the balance in this account? I want to be sure the 
checks good before I make the deposit. Another lesson 
learned the hard way. I dont start work until a check 
has cleared.

The teller, Barbara, was one Id been dealing with 
for years. I watched while she typed in the account 
number on her computer keyboard and then studied 
the screen. She hit the Enter key once. Tap. Again. Tap. 
I watched as her eyes traced the lines of print.

She looked back at my deposit slip and made a face. 
This is covered, but its close. Want the cash instead?

The deposits fine, but lets do it before another 
check comes in and leaves her short.
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I returned to the office to find that Jill and Ida Ruth 
had left a note on my door. KinseyBelow is an 
itemized record of Jeniffers tardy days, screwups, and 
unexplained absences. Please add any other incidents 
you know of, sign this, and leave it on my desk. We 
think its best if we present a unified front. We mean 
business! Ida Ruth.

I dropped the list in my trash and put a call through 
to Crystal Purcell at the house in Horton Ravine. The 
housekeeper informed me shed left for the beach 
house, where shed be spending the weekend. She 
gave me the number, which I dialed as soon as wed 
hung up. I hoped the woman who answered would be 
Crystal, but when I asked for her by name, I was put 
on hold until a second woman picked up. This is 
Crystal, she said.

I identified myself by name and occupation, hoping 
she wouldnt be annoyed by the idea of yet another detective. According to the newspapers, shed already 
talked to investigators from the Santa Teresa Police 
Department. I told her Id met with Fiona that morning 
and that shed asked me to look into Dr. Purcells 
disappearance. I know youve gone over the subject 
repeatedly, but Id appreciate hearing the story from 
you, if you can bear telling it again.

There was a momentary pause wherein I could have 
sworn she was practicing her Zen deep breathing. This 
is very hard.

Im aware of that and Im sorry.

How soon?

Thats entirely up to you. The sooner the better.

There was another pause. How much are you 
charging?

Fiona? Fifty an hour, which is on the low end of 
the scale. A big-city private eye is paid twice that. 
Briefly I wondered why I sounded so apologetic. Maybe 
shed prefer to chat with someone whose services were 
worth more.

Stop by at five. Im on Paloma Lane. She gave me 
the number. Do you know where that is?

I can find it. Ill try not to take too much of your 
time.

Take all you want. Fionas the one paying.



*



I left the office at four oclock, stopping by my apartment 
on my way to Crystals beach house. The accumulating 
cloud cover had generated an artificial 
twilight, and the smell of gathering rain had infused the 
air. Id left windows open in the loft and I wanted to 
get the place buttoned down properly against the coming 
storm. I parked the car out in front and pushed 
through the gate with its reassuring whine and squeak. 
I followed the narrow concrete walk around the side of 
the building to the backyard.

My apartment was formerly a single-car garage converted 
into living quarters. My studio consists of a 
small living room, with a sofa bed for guests tucked 
into a bay window, a built-in desk, a kitchenette, a 
stacking washer-dryer combination, and a bathroom 
downstairs. Above, accessible by a tiny spiral staircase, 
I have a sleeping loft with a platform bed and a second 
bathroom. The interior resembles a sturdy little seagoing 
vessel, complete with a porthole in the front door, 
teak-paneled walls, and sufficient nooks and crannies, 
cubby-holes, and niches to accommodate my small store 
of possessions. The best part of all is the good soul who 
makes this possible, my landlord, Henry Pitts. Hes 
eighty-six years old, handsome, thrifty, energetic, and 
competent. He worked as a commercial baker for most 
of his professional life and even in retirement, cant 
quite give up his addiction to breads, pies, and cakes. He not only produces a steady stream of baked goods, 
but he caters luncheons and high teas for all the old 
ladies in the neighborhood. In addition, he trades his 
fresh breads and dinner rolls for meals at the corner 
tavern, where he eats three to four nights a week.

At the head of the driveway, I could see Henrys 
garage door standing open, though both vehicles were 
in place. As I turned left onto the patio, I spotted him 
on a ladder outside his bedroom, putting up the last of 
his storm windows. He wore shorts and a tank top, his 
long legs looking knotty, his tan all but faded now that 
winter was here. The Santa Teresa temperatures 
never drop much below fifty, but hes originally from 
Michigan, and despite the fact hes been in southern 
California more than forty years, his lingering attachment 
to the seasons dictates the installation of window 
screens in late spring and storm windows in late fall. 
The weather itself is immaterial to him.

The patio was still littered with cleaning supplies: the 
garden hose, wads of crumpled newspaper, a wire 
brush, a bucket of water mixed with vinegar, and 
numerous sponges gray with soot. Henry waved from 
his perch and then eased carefully down the ladder, 
whistling tunelessly to himself. I paused to help him 
clean up, tossing dingy water in the bushes while he 
rewound the hose into a terra-cotta pot. Youre home 
early, he remarked.

I thought I better close my windows before the rain, 
assuming well actually have some, I said. Henryd 
often complained that the rain in California lacked the 
bluster and theatrics of a good Midwestern storm. 
Many times the promised rain failed to materialize at 
all or arrived in a form barely sufficient to wet the 
pavement. Were seldom treated to the displays of 
thunder and lightning he remembers with such enthusiasm 
from his Michigan youth.

Henry said, Why didnt you call? I could have saved 
you a trip. Stick the brush in that bucket. Ill take it in 
with me when I go.

This was right on my way. I have an appointment 
at five oclock down on Paloma Lane so I was heading 
in this direction. Any excuse to avoid the office. Too 
much nonsense for my taste.

Hows the search for new space?

I waggled my hand back and forth, indicating not so 
good. Something will come up. Meanwhile, I have a 
new client. At least Im ninety-nine percent sure.

Why the hesitation?

Might be the aggravation at the office, spilling over 
into this. I am interested in the case, but Im not 
convinced I can be effective. This is the doctor whos 
been missing.

I remember reading about that. Still no sign of 
him?

Nope. His ex-wife thinks the cops arent showing 
the proper initiative. Frankly, she strikes me as the type 
who likes to make people jump through hoops.

Youll do fine. With that, he returned to the 
ladder, which he collapsed and carried back across the 
patio to the garage. I watched him ease around his 
1932 Chevy coup and hang the ladder on the wall. His 
garage is lined with pegboard, with the location for 
each item neatly silhouetted in paint. You have time 
for some tea? he asked, coming back across the yard.

I glanced at my watch. Better not. Ill see you later 
up at Rosies.

Ill be there closer to seven than to six. Shes 
actually on her way over so I better get washed up. 
Shes asked me for help, but she wont say with what.

I said, Uh-oh.

He waved dismissively. Its probably something 
simple. I dont mind a bit. If she shows while Im gone, 
tell her Ill be back in a flash, as soon as Ive cleaned 
up.

Henry crossed to his backdoor and went into the 
kitchen, where I could see him through the window, 
scrubbing up at the sink. He smiled when he caught my 
eye and started whistling to himself again.

I turned when I heard the gate squeak. Rosie 
appeared moments later, toting a brown paper bag. She 
owns the Hungarian tavern where Henrys older brother, William, now functions as the manager. William 
and Rosie were married Thanksgiving day the year 
before, and they live in an apartment above her restaurant, 
which is half a block away. William is eighty-seven 
years old, and where Rosie once swore she was 
in her sixties, she now admits to being in her seventies, 
though she wont specify where. Shes short and top-heavy 
with a coquettish cap of red hair dyed the color 
of Florida oranges. As usual, she was wearing a muu-muu, 
this one a gaudy jungle of orange and gold, the 
skirt lifting, sail-like, against the rising wind. She brightened 
when she saw me. Kinsey, is good. Heres for 
Henry, she said, opening the bag for me.

I peered at the contents, half-expecting to see kittens. 
What is that? Is that trash?

Rosie shifted her weight from one foot to the other, 
refusing to make eye contact, a strategy she employs 
when shes guilty, ill at ease, or maneuvering like crazy. 
Is my sister Klotildes medical bills for hospital and 
after she died. Henrys going to explain. I cant make 
into heads or tails with this. Rosies perfectly capable 
of speaking grammatically. She only butchers vocabulary 
and syntax when shes trying to seem helpless, thus 
conning you into doing her some outrageous favor. 
This is especially true when shes dealing with her state 
and federal taxes, which Henrys done without a murmur 
for the past six years. Now slyly, she said, You gonna help I hope. He shouldnt do by himself. Is not 
fair.

Why cant William pitch in?

Klotilde preferred Henry.

But shes deceased, I said.

Before she deceased herself, she preferred, she said, 
smiling coyly, as though that cinched it.

I dropped the argument. It was really up to Henry, 
though it irritated me intensely that shed take advantage 
of him. The Klotilde in question was Rosies 
cranky older sister. Id never been able to pronounce 
her Hungarian surname, which abounded in consonants 
and strange punctuation marks. Shed suffered for years 
from an unspecified degenerative disease. Shed used 
a wheelchair since she was in her fifties, plagued by a 
variety of other ailments that necessitated copious medications 
and numerous hospital stays. Finally, in her 
seventies, shed been advised to undergo hip-replacement 
surgery. This was in April, some seven months 
back. Though the surgery had been successful, Klotilde 
had been outraged by the rigors of convalescence. Shed 
resisted all attempts to get her on her feet, balked at 
nourishment, refused to use a bedpan, pulled out catheters 
and feeding tubes, flung her pills at the nurses, and 
sabotaged her physical therapy. After the customary 
five days in the hospital, she was moved to a nursing 
home where, over the course of the next several weeks, she began to decline. Shed finally succumbed to pneumonia, 
dysphagia, malnutrition, and kidney failure. 
Rosie had not been exactly stricken when she passed. 
She should have pessed a long time ago, said she. 
Shes a pain in the patooty. Thats what happens when 
you dont behave. She should have done what doctor 
say. She shouldnt never resist help when he know best. 
Now I got this and I dont know what to do with. Here 
you take.

Judging from the weight and heft of the bag, shed 
gotten into some resistance of her own, letting all the 
paperwork pile up. Itd take Henry weeks to get everything 
sorted out. He emerged from the back door and 
crossed the patio to us. Hed changed out of his tank 
top and shorts into a flannel shirt and long pants.

I gotta scoot, I said, and set the bag on the ground.

Henry peered in. Is this trash?

By the time I let myself into my apartment, he was 
already hauling the bag toward his kitchen door, nodding 
sympathetically while Rosie lurched through a 
tortured explanation of her plight.

I dropped my shoulder bag on a kitchen stool while 
I circled the apartment, closing windows and locking 
them. I turned on lamps as I went so the place would 
look cheerful when I got home. Upstairs, I pulled on a 
clean white turtleneck, which I wore with my jeans. I 
shrugged back into my gray tweed blazer, traded my Sauconys for black boots, and studied myself in the 
bathroom mirror. The effect was just what youd 
expect: a tweed blazer with jeans. Works for me, I 
thought.



Paloma Lane is a shady two-lane road that runs 
between Highway 101 and the Pacific Ocean, sharing 
the irregular strip of land with the Southern Pacific 
Railroad. Despite the proximity to the freight and 
passenger trains thundering past twice daily, many 
houses along Paloma sell in the millions, depending on 
the number of linear feet of beachfront a property 
claims. The houses vary in style from Pseudo-Cape Cod 
to Mock Tudor to Faux Mediterranean to Contemporary. 
All are situated as far away from the railroad 
tracks as possible and as close to the sand as county 
setbacks permit. Crystal Purcells lot was one of the few 
without electronic gates. The house next door, to the 
left of hers, bore a discreet For Sale sign with a PRICE REDUCE banner across the center.

Crystals house filled the narrow lot. The glass-and-cedar 
structure was probably forty feet wide and three 
stories high, each floor angled strategically to keep the 
neighboring houses out of sight. To the left, an open 
carport sheltered a silver Audi convertible and a new 
white Volvo, with a vanity license plate that read CRYSTAL. The end slot was free; probably where Dow 
Purcell had parked his Mercedes. To the right, there 
was room for an additional three cars on the gravel 
stretch where I parked my slightly dinged 1974 VW.

The rear facade of the house was austere, a windowless 
wall of weathering wood. On either side of the 
door, a row of thirty-foot fan palms had been planted 
in enormous black jars. I trudged across the gravel to 
the entrance and rang the bell. The woman who 
answered the door carried a wide martini glass by the 
rim. She said, You must be Kinsey. Im Anica Blackburn. 
Nicas the name most people use. Why dont 
you come in? Crystals just finished her run. Shell be 
down in a bit. I told her Id let you in before I headed 
home. Her dark auburn hair was slicked back, strands 
looking wet as though she was fresh from the shower. 
A faint damp heat seemed to rise from her skin, which 
smelled of French milled soap. Her body was slim and 
straight. She wore a black silk shirt, crisply pressed 
jeans, and no shoes. Her bare feet were long and 
elegant.

I stepped into the foyer. The lower level widened 
from the entry, expanding into a great room that 
utilized the entire width of the house. Tall windows 
looked out onto a weathered wooden deck with worn 
canvas chairs bleached to a hue somewhere between 
putty and dun. The floors were a pale wood, covered with pale sisal carpeting, probably selected for its ability 
to disguise sand tracked in from the beach. Everything 
else within view, from the walls to woodwork to the 
plump upholstered furniture dressed in wrinkled linen 
slipcovers, was as white as whole milk.

Beyond the deck, there was an apron of scruffy grass 
about ten yards wide. Beyond the grass, the ocean 
looked cold and unforgiving in the late afternoon light. 
The sea was a pearly gray, dark at the horizon where 
the water and cloud cover met and melded into one 
somber mass. The surf tumbled monotonously against 
the shoreline. Waves relaxed and fanned out, reached, 
hesitated, and then withdrew again. Inside, somewhere 
above, I could hear voices raised in heat.

SHUT UP! Thats bullshit. You are such a bitch. I 
HATE you! . . .

The reply was low and firm, but apparently 
ineffective.

A shrieking invective was hurled in response. A door 
slammed once and then slammed again so hard it made 
the windows shake.

I glanced at Nica, who had her face upturned, 
regarding the ceiling with an air of bemusement. 
Leilas home for the weekendCrystals only daughter, 
age fourteen. Thats skirmish number one. Trust 
me, the fights will escalate as the hours wear on. By 
Sunday, its all-out war, but then its back to school for her. Next weekend they start in again, and so it goes. 
She gestured for me to follow and then moved into the 
great room and took a seat on the couch.

Shes in boarding school? I asked.

Fitch Academy. Malibu. Im the school guidance 
counselor and I provide personal transportation to and 
from. Not part of my duties. As it happens, I rent a 
house two doors down. She had strong, arched brows 
over dark eyes, high cheek bones with a smattering of 
freckles, and a pale wide mouth, showing perfect white 
teeth. This particular Donnybrook is about whether 
Leilas going to spend the night with her dad. Four 
months ago she was fanatical about him. If she couldnt 
spend the weekend with him, shed regale everyone in 
ear range with loud, shrieking fits. Now theyre on the 
outs and she refuses to go. Up to this point, she was 
winning the battle. Once she slams the door, its over. 
She loses big points for that, giving Crystal a tactical 
advantage.

Id find it difficult.

Who doesnt? Girls her age are melodramatic by 
nature and Leilas high strung. Shes one of the brightest 
kids we have, but shes a handful. They all are except 
for a few Goody Two-shoes. You never know where 
you stand with them. Personally, I prefer this, though it 
does get tedious.

Fitch is all girls?

Thank God. Id hate to imagine having to deal with 
boys that age, too. Can I fix you a drink?

I better not, but thanks.

She finished the last of her martini and then leaned 
forward and set her empty glass with a click on the pale 
wood coffee table. I understand youre here about 
Dowan.

Yes, and Im sorry to intrude. Im sure shes been 
through a lot since this ordeal began.

It cant be helped.

Hows she doing?

Id say fair. Of course, the strains been enormous. 
The days drag on and on, some worse than others. She 
keeps waiting for the phone to ring, looking for his car. 
The rumors keep flying, but thats about all. No real 
sign of him yet.

Im sure its hard.

Impossible. It really gets to her. If it werent for 
Griff, I dont know how shed manage to keep sane.

Where was she that night, this house or the other 
one, in Horton Ravine?

Nica pointed at the floor. Theyre usually here on 
weekends. Crystals a Piscesa water baby. This is 
more her style than that pretentious pile of shit Fiona 
built in town. Have you been there?

Not yet.

No offense, she added mildly. I know shes your 
client. You poor thing went unsaid.

What about you? When did you hear Dow was 
missing?

Well, I knew something was going on that first 
night. Id driven Leila up from Malibu as usualwe 
arrived about five oclockand she went off to her 
dads. Hes her stepfather, really, but hes helped raise 
her from infancy. At any rate, Crystal had already 
talked to Dow when we pulled in from school. He 
knew he wasnt going to be free in time for supper, so 
it was just Crystal and Rand and me.

Rand?

Griffs nanny. Hes great. Hes been with the baby 
ever since Griff was born. Youll meet both in a bit. 
Randll bring Griff in for his good-night kiss right after 
his bath. By then hes had his supper and hes ready for 
bed. On the twelfth, we put together a cold picnic and 
ate it out on the deck. It was gorgeousquite clear and 
very balmy for that time of year; warm enough to linger 
without sweaters, which is unusual out here. We chatted 
about nothing in particular while we worked our 
way through a couple bottles of red wine. At seven 
forty-five, Rand took Griff and went over to the other 
house. Hes got a couple of TV shows he likes and he 
wanted to be there in time to settle in for those.

Rand and the baby stay at the house in Horton 
Ravine?

Ordinarily, no. I think Crystal and Dow were looking 
forward to some time alone. I was probably here 
until ten oclock. It wasnt late, but I was bushed, finally 
winding down for the week.

What time did she expect Dow?

Any time after nine. That was usually his pattern 
when he had to work late. I guess if youre married to 
a doctor, you dont pay much attention to the clock. 
Crystal fell asleep on the couch. She called me at three 
in the morning after she woke and saw that he wasnt 
here. She thought he mightve come in late and gone 
into the guest room to avoid disturbing her. She 
checked and when she realized he wasnt there, she 
came back down and flicked on the outside lights. His 
car wasnt there. She put a call through to the clinic 
and they said hed been gone for hours. Thats when 
she called me and I told her to call the cops. She 
couldnt file a report until at least seventy-two hours 
had passed.

What was she thinking? Do you remember what 
she said?

The usual. Car accident, heart attack. She thought 
he mightve been picked up by the cops.

What for?

Driving under the influence.

He drinks?

Some. Dow always has a couple glasses of whiskey 
at the clinic when he works late. Its his reward for 
putting in the hours above and beyond the call of duty. 
Shes warned him about driving home afterwards, but 
he always swears hes fine. She was worried he mightve 
run off the road.

Was he on medication?

Hey, at his age, who isnt? Hes sixty-nine years 
old.

What went through your mind?

A brief smile flickered. Odd you should ask. I 
thought about Fiona. Id almost forgotten, but its really 
what popped into my mind the moment I heard.

What about Fiona?

That shed finally won. Thats all shes angled for 
since the day he left, maneuvering to get him back, 
using any means she could. I thought Nica might say 
more, but she reached for her glass and tilted it to her 
lips, realizing belatedly shed finished her drink. She sat 
forward on the couch. I should be on my way. Tell 
Crystal Ill be at my place whenever shes done with 
this.

She got up and padded as far as the wide French 
doors.

I watched her cross the deck and disappear, striding 
down the path and into the sand. From the rear of the house, I could hear the sound of bathwater running, a 
man murmuring, and then a squeal of childish laughter 
rebounding against tile walls: two-year-old Griffith with 
his nanny, Rand.
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During the time I was alone, I took advantage of the 
lack of supervision to do a quick assessment of the 
place. Ordinarily, if left to my own devices, Id have 
opened a few drawers, sorted through the mail, perhaps 
even scanned a letter or a credit card statement. Theres 
ever so much information embedded in our correspondence, 
which is why those pesky federal mail-tampering 
penalties are so severe. Hunt as I might, however, I 
couldnt find anything of interest and I was reduced to 
gazing at home furnishings, trying to calculate the 
valuenot a specialty of mine. In one corner, there was 
a round table draped with a floor-length cloth, surrounded 
by four chairs wearing those little matching 
dresses with the bows tied in back. I pulled up one skirt 
and discovered a common metal folding chair. The 
table itself was constructed of a round of raw plywood 
bolted to a cheap set of legs. This was a workaday 
metaphor for much that I observe during the course of my work: what looks good on the surface usually turns 
out to be crap underneath.

To my left, the far walls were floor-to-ceiling bookcases, 
a sliding ladder affixed to a railing midway up. 
Closer inspection revealed shelves lined with romance 
novels by women writers with made-up sounding 
names. A free-standing Swedish fireplace provided 
warmth on chilly nights without obstructing the ocean 
view. A long angled counter separated the high-tech 
kitchen from an eating area that looked out at the 
beach. To the right, there was a staircase that I surveyed 
with longing. The second and third floors probably 
contained the bedrooms, perhaps a study or home office 
where all the yummy paperwork was kept. Of course, 
it was likely her mail was sent to the main residence in 
Horton Ravine, which might explain the absence of 
letters sitting out in plain view.

I heard someone cross the room just above me, the 
muffled thump of bare feet on bare hardwood floors. I 
glanced up without thinking, following the sound. 
Belatedly, I realized there was a window in the 
ceiling, clear glass or Lucite maybe thirty-six inches 
square with a view into the bedroom directly above. 
Startled, I watched Crystal Purcell parade naked across 
my line of view. Thirty seconds later, she padded down 
the stairs, still barefoot, wearing wash-faded jeans cut 
so low her belly button showed. Her short-cropped T-shirt was gray, the neck of it pulled out of shape by 
years of wear. By my reckoning, she hadnt had enough 
time to pull on any underwear.

Her hair was an upscale-salon blond, a little longer 
than shoulder length, framing her face in a tangle of 
soft curls. A few strands along her neck were still damp 
from the shower. Holding out her hand, she said, 
Hello, Kinsey. Im sorry to keep you waiting. I just 
came back from a run and wanted to get rid of all the 
sweat and sand. Her grip was strong, her voice mild, 
her manner pleasant but subdued. Wheres Anica? Did 
she leave? I asked her to keep you company until I 
came down.

She just left. She asked if youd call her as soon as 
youre free.

Crystal moved into the kitchen, sailing her comments 
in my direction while she crossed to the stainless steel 
refrigerator and removed a bottle of wine. Shes been 
a godsend, especially with Leila coming home on weekends. 
Its been hard enough without worrying about her 
on top of everything else. Anicas the counselor at 
Leilas private school.

Thats what she said. Must be nice having her so 
close.

Shes a good friend. One of the few, I might add. 
Dows Horton Ravine pals view me as beneath 
contempt.

I couldnt think how to respond so I kept my mouth 
shut. I moved as far as the counter, keeping her in view. 
I could see evidence of Griffs dinner. The tray on his 
chrome-and-plastic high chair still bore a three-sectioned 
Beatrix Potter plate, with drying curds of scrambled 
egg, toast crusts, and a smear of applesauce. A bib 
had been laid over the back of the chair.

How long have you known her?

Really, not that long. Sometime early last spring. I 
saw her out on the beach and then later at Fitch at one 
of those dreadful parent teacher conferences. Did she 
offer you a drink?

She did. I thought Id better not have anything just 
yet.

Really. How come? She took a corkscrew from 
the kitchen drawer, and began opening the bottle as 
she moved to the kitchen cabinet and fetched herself a 
glass.

I dont know. It doesnt seem professional, given 
that Im here on business.

Bemused, she took out a second glass and held it up. 
You sure? It wont count against you. We can sit out 
on the deck and sip wine while we watch the sun go 
down.

Oh, all right. Why not? You talked me into it.

Great. I hate to drink by myself. She held out the 
glasses and the bottle. If youll take these, Ill make us up a plate of nibbles. That way we wont get looped 
. . . or any more looped than we choose.

I took the glasses in one hand, the stems forming an 
X, and tucked the bottle of white wine in the crook of 
my arm. I crossed the great room and pushed open one 
of the French doors with my elbow. Once on the deck, 
I set the items on a weathered wooden table between 
two wood-and-canvas sling chairs. The wind gusting in 
from the ocean was damp and smelled pungent, like an 
oyster liqueur. I took a deep breath, picking up the 
faint taste of salt at the back of my throat.

Two palms near the house made tiny scratching 
noises as the fronds swept back and forth against the 
graying exterior. I moved to the edge of the deck, my 
gaze sweeping along the surf. The beach was deserted, 
while out on the ocean, white lights were showing on 
the oil rigs like diamonds on dark velvet. The weather 
bore the edgy feel of danger. I sat down, crossing my 
arms as I huddled against the chill. It was nearly 
twilight; a gradual, indiscriminate darkening, with no 
color visible through the heavy clouds. Far out on the 
horizon, I could see patches of silver where rays from 
the late sun pierced the marine layer. I heard the distant 
whine of a commuter plane approaching along the 
coast. Through the French doors, the living room 
looked clean and cozy. I was grateful for the protection 
afforded by the long-sleeved turtle neck under my blazer. Idly, I glanced at the Chardonnay bottle with its 
classy black-and-silver label. I leaned closer. The price 
tag, $65.00, was more than Id paid for my telephone 
and electric bills combined that month.

Two ornamental lamps came on, and Crystal, still 
barefoot, emerged from the house, carrying a tray of 
cheese and crackers, arranged with grapes and apple 
wedges. Shed pulled on a heavy navy sweater that 
hung, fetchingly, almost as far as her knees. She left the 
door open behind her, glancing over at me. You look 
cold. Im used to the ocean, but you must be freezing. 
Why dont I fire up the outside heaters? Itll just take a 
sec. You can pour the wine, if you would.

I did as she suggested and then watched as she 
hunkered next to a fat propane cannister with a heater 
element affixed. Her fingernails and toenails were both 
done in a French manicure, white defining the half-moon 
at the base of the nail and under the rim. The 
look was clean, thoughlike her hairthe effect probably 
cost her dearly and had to be redone every other 
week. It wasnt hard to imagine her doing a bump-and-grind 
routine. She turned a valve, using an electric 
match to ignite the hissing gas as it escaped. Soon after, 
the reddening coils glowed nearly white. She lit the 
second of the two heaters, turning them to face us so 
that warmth poured out across the space between us. Is that better?

Much.

Good. If you need something warmer, dont hesitate 
to say so. I have a huge supply of sweaters in the 
downstairs closet.

We sipped wine in silence while I tried to decide how 
and where to begin. I appreciate your taking the time 
to talk to me.

She smiled faintly. I considered hiring a detective 
myself half a dozen times, but I didnt want to undermine 
the police. I have every confidence in the job 
theyre doing. Apparently, Fiona doesnt.

She likes the idea of someone devoted solely to the 
familys interests. The police have other cases requiring 
their more immediate attention. I paused. I just want 
to be clear that any comments you care to make will 
be safe with me. If you have relevant information, Ill 
report it to her, but nothing else gets passed on. You 
can be as candid as you like.

Thank you. I was wondering about that.

Im assuming theres no love lost.

Hardly. Fionas done everything in her power to 
make my life hell on earth. Her face was angular, 
mouth wide. Her eyes were gray, her brows pale, her 
lashes thick and black. Aside from mascara, she seemed 
to wear little or no makeup. I could tell shed had her 
eyes done and probably her nose as well. In fact, just 
about everything I was looking at had been augmented or improved by some merry band of surgeons working 
on her, piece by piece. Crystals smile was brief. Look. 
I know shes busy painting a picture of herself as the 
victim in all of this, betrayed and put-upon. The truth 
is, she never gave Dow a thing. It was all take, take, 
take. Dow reached a point where he had nothing left. 
Poor guy. When I think of the hours he worked, all the 
sacrifices he made for them, and in exchange for what? 
For years, the three of them have stood around with 
their hands out. Fiona in particular. She was always 
coming up with some new harebrained scheme, her 
current business venture being one. Interior design? 
Whos she trying to kid? Shes a Horton Ravine matron 
spending someone elses money and suddenly, shes 
talking about her talent and her eye for design. She 
only has one clientsome friend of hers named 
Dana . . .

Shes married to one of Dows business associates?

Joel Glazer, thats right. How do you know him?

I dont. I know her, or I did back when she was 
married to someone else.

She couldnt be too bright. Fionas milking her for 
everything shes worth.

What about Dows daughters? Whats your relationship 
to them?

Crystal shrugged that one off. Theyre all right. 
They dont know the half of what goes on. They probably hate me, but at least theyre too polite to say 
so. Theyre usually busy sucking up to their dad. Im 
sure theyre worried hell die and leave all his money to 
Griffith and me, which I can understand. Id worry 
about the same thing if I were in their shoes.

She picked up a butter knife and cut into a wedge of 
Brie. She spread the soft cheese on a cracker, which she 
held out to me. I took it, watching while she made a 
second for herself, popped it in her mouth, and chewed. 
Anyway, with Dow gone, it doesnt seem important. 
Whatever quarrel I have with Fiona is immaterial.

You have any idea where he is?

I wish. Thats all Ive really thought about for the 
past nine weeks.

Do you believe hes alive?

No, not really, but I cant be sure. If I knew he was 
dead, at least I could make my peace with it and get on 
with life.

The police detective mentioned money missing. He 
says close to thirty thousand dollars had been pulled 
from his savings over a period of the past two years.

So I heard. I didnt know anything about that until 
they brought it to my attention. I know he kept a large 
sum of money somewhere, but he never said anything 
else about it. Apparently, the statements for that 
account were being forwarded to a post office box that 
I used to keep. Dowan asked about it a couple of months ago and I told him itd been canceled. Now it 
looks like he was paying to keep it open all this time.

I wonder why he asked you when he already had 
the answer.

Crystal shrugged. Maybe he was wondering how 
much I knew.

Why would he need that kind of cash?

I have no idea. He used credit cards for everything.

Could it be extortion?

For what?

Thats what Im asking. Any ideas about that?

You think hes being blackmailed? Thats ridiculous. 
How so?

Isnt it possible?

She stared at me briefly and then shook her head, 
apparently drawing a blank. Youd think a blackmailer 
would be interested in a lump sum, not a piddling 
three bills a week.

Maybe it seemed more acceptable that way. Its one 
thing to demand a large sum of cash. Its something else 
again if someone asks for help making ends meet.

Im sure hed have told me if someone were extorting 
money. Dow told me everything.

As far as you know.

She blinked. Well, yes.

Besides, it might have involved you.

In what way?

He might have paid the hush money in your behalf, 
as protection.

I dont think so. I could have sworn her cheeks 
tinted, but in the fading light it was difficult to tell. Her 
hand certainly didnt tremble as she raised the glass to 
her lips. She set her wineglass on the deck and pressed 
her flattened hands between her knees as though to 
warm them.

I changed tactics, not wanting her to disconnect from 
the conversation. Would you be willing to go back 
and talk about what its been like for you the past nine 
weeks?

She let out a breath. Its been awful. Horrendous. 
At this point Im numb, but the first two or three days, 
I was running on pure adrenaline and it really wore me 
down. The house was teeming with peoplemy friends, 
Dows daughters, his friends and colleagues. I didnt 
want to see anyone, but I couldnt refuse. I didnt have 
enough energy to resist, so they swarmed right over me. 
I was barely holding on. All I wanted to do was sit and 
stare at the phone, pace to the door and back, scream, 
or get drunk. For days Id get in the car and drive 
between the clinic and home, checking every possible 
route. Id find myself on the road and then Id realize 
how dumb it was. Dow could be anywhere and the 
chances of my spotting him were astronomically low.

Was there anything unusual about the day he disappeared? Any behavioranything he saidthat seems 
different in retrospect?

Crystal shook her head. It was like any other 
Friday. He was looking forward to the weekend. Saturday, 
he was playing in a tennis tournament at the 
country club. Nothing special, but he enjoyed it. Saturday 
we were going out to dinner with friendsthis was 
a couple whod recently moved here from Colorado, 
where they owned some restaurants.

Can you give me those names?

Sure. Ill give you a list before you leave.

No one else reported anything unusual?

Not as far as I know. You can talk to his colleagues 
and the nursing home staff. Ive spoken to most of them 
myself and asked the same question. The police have 
done informal interviews as well. People have tried to 
be helpful, but no one seems to know anything or if 
they do, they havent said.

Was he having problems at work?

There are always problems at work. Dow takes his 
job very seriously. Hes involved with patients and staff, 
management issues. He also handles all the hiring and 
firing and the annual salary reviews. Theres always 
something going on. Its just the nature of the beast. 
Recently, hes spent a lot of time going over the books. 
The fiscal year at the clinic ends November 30 and 
Dow likes to be on top of it.

I take it most of his time is devoted to the clinic?

Thats right. He retired from private practice about 
five years ago. Aside from a few charities still dear to 
his heart, he spends his time at Pacific Meadows, keeping 
that up and running.

Werearehis responsibilities medical or administrative?

I guess Id say both. Hes very involved with the 
residentsnot treating them, of course, they have their 
own personal physicians for their medical needs, but 
Dows there every day keeping an eye on things. I have 
to tell you, its not always easy. When your specialtys 
geriatrics, youre going to lose the very people youve 
grown most attached to.

Anyone in particular?

Well, no. I wasnt speaking of anyone specific, she 
said, and Im not saying he couldnt cope. Of course 
he could. Hes been working with the elderly for many 
years. Im just saying it took a toll on him emotionally.

Is it possible he walked off?

No.

Youre sure of that?

Absolutely. And you want to know why? Because 
of Griff. That boy is the light of Dowans eyes. If Dow 
got home late, he went to Griffs room first. Hed lie 
down on the bed with him and just watch him breathe. Sometimes Id find him fast asleep in there. Hed never 
leave Griffith voluntarily.

I understand, I said.

Theres something else as well. Dows writing a 
book. This is a project hes been wanting to do for 
years. Hes seen so many changes in medicine. He really 
has wonderful stories to tell. He wouldnt abandon 
that.

What about the two of you? Are you doing okay?

Were very close. In fact, weve been talking about 
another baby now that Griffith is two.

So youre convinced somethings wrong.

Very wrong. I just cant think what. If hed been 
injured or abducted, surely wed have heard by now.

What about his employers? What can you tell me 
about them?

I really dont know much. Ive only met Joel Glazer 
twice and one of those occasions was the groundbreaking 
for the new Pacific Meadows annex, and we didnt 
have time to chat. As I understand it, Joel and Harvey 
Broadus made a fortune in construction, developing 
retirement communities in the Southwest. They also 
own a chain of board-and-care homes, plus a number 
of nursing facilities across the state. We used to see 
Harvey occasionally at social events, but hes apparently 
in the middle of a nasty divorce so hes keeping a low profile. Hes a bit phony for my taste, but maybe 
thats just me. Anyway, after Dow retired in 1981, he 
found himself at loose ends. Everyone knows how 
highly regarded he is in the medical community. They 
approached him with regard to Pacific Meadows and 
asked him to take over the administrative work.

And they all get along?

As far as I know. I mean, they hardly ever see each 
other. Joel and Harvey seem to be happy with Dow, so 
they tend to go their way and let him go his. An 
operating company does the billing. I know at first he 
was worried theyd interfere with the running of the 
place, but it hasnt turned out that way.

How long have they owned the place?

I believe they bought it in 1980. Its over on Dave 
Levine Street right there at the corner of Nedra Lane. 
Youve probably passed it a hundred times. Looks like 
Tara without the acreagebig white columns across 
the front.

Oh, that. I see it on the right side any time I drive 
in from that end of town. There must be five or six 
nursing homes along that stretch.

The staff people all refer to it as Formaldehyde 
Alley, no disrespect intended. Dow hates when I repeat 
that.

How did you two meet?

Mom . . .

Crystal glanced into the great room through the open 
door. Were out here. She must have caught sight of 
Leila because she turned back with an expression of 
annoyance and disbelief. Oh, for heavens sake.

I followed her gaze.

Leila was clumping down the stairs in a pair of black 
satin pumps with heels so high she could hardly stand 
erect. Now and then her ankles wobbled as though she 
were setting off across the ice for the first time on 
skates. Under her black leather jacket, her top was a 
see-through confection of chiffon and lace, worn with 
a long, narrow wool skirt. At fourteen, she was still in 
that coltish stage of development: no bust to speak of, 
narrow hips, and long bony legs. The length of her skirt 
couldnt have been less flattering. She looked like the 
cardboard cylinder in a spent roll of paper towels. Shed 
also done something strange to her hair, which was cut 
short, dyed a white blond, sticking out in all directions. 
Some strands had been dreadlocked while the rest 
remained as wispy as cotton candy. She came to the 
open door and stood there staring at us.

Crystal snorted. Whats that getup supposed to 
be?

Its not a getup. Whats wrong with it?

You look ridiculous. Thats what.

You do, too. You look like a bag lady. That 
sweaters down to your knees.

Fortunately, Im not going out in public. Now 
please go upstairs and find something decent to wear.

God, you are always so worried what other people 
think.

Knock it off. Im really tired of fighting with you.

Then why dont you leave me alone? I can dress 
any way I want. Its no reflection on you.

Leila, youre not leaving the house dressed like 
that.

Great. I wont go then. Thanks a lot and fuck you.

Wheres your suitcase? Crystal said patiently, 
declining Leilas invitation to escalate.

I dont have one. I told you Im not going. Id rather 
stay here.

You didnt see him last time and I swore youd be 
there.

I dont have to go if I dont want to. Its my 
decision.

No, its not, its mine, so quit arguing.

Why?

Leila, Im irritated at all the lip youve been giving 
me. Whats the matter with you?

I just dont want to go. Its boring. All we do is sit 
around and watch videos.

Thats what you do here!

You promised I could see Paulie.

I never said any such thing. And dont change the 
subject. Paulies got nothing to do with it. Lloyds your 
father.

He is not! Were not even related. Hes one of your 
stupid old ex-husbands.

One ex-husband. Ive only been married once 
before, she said. Why are you being so hostile and 
obnoxious? Lloyd adores you.

So what?

Leila, Im warning you.

If hes so full of adoration why does he force me to 
spend time with him against my will?

Hes not forcing you. I am and thats final. Now 
get ready.

I will if I can see Paulie.

Absolutely not.

God, youre so mean. You dont give a shit about 
me.

Thats right. Im just here to abuse and mistreat 
you. Call Childrens Protective Services.

You think Lloyds so great, why dont you go see 
him yourself?

Crystal closed her eyes, trying to control her temper. 
Were not going to do this in front of company. Hes 
got joint custody, okay? Hes picking you up at seven, 
which means hes already on his way over. Ill come get you Sunday morning at ten. Now go back up and 
change. And you better pack a bag or Ill do it myself 
and youll hate what I choose.

Leilas face shut down and I could see a patch of red 
form around her nose and mouth where she held back 
tears. You are so unfair, she said, and clomped back 
up the stairs again. She slammed the door behind her 
after entering her room, then screamed the word 
bitch again from the far side of the door.

Crystal returned to our conversation, making no 
reference to Leila beyond a shake of her head and a 
rolling of her eyes. Dow and I met in Vegas at the 
home of mutual friends. The first time I saw him, I 
knew Id marry him one day.

Wasnt he married?

Well, yes. I mean, technically speaking, but not 
happily, she said, as though Dows marital angst 
justified her poaching on Fionas turf. Youve met 
Fiona. Shes only six months younger than him, but she 
looks like shes a hundred. She drinks. She smokes two 
packs a day. Shes also hooked on Valium, which I 
doubt she mentioned when she was hiring you. Dow 
was sixty-nine last spring, but youd never guess by 
looking. Have you seen a picture of him?

There was one in the paper.

Oh, that was terrible. I have a better one. Hang 
on.

She left the deck and moved into the great room, 
returning moments later with a framed color photo. She 
sat down on her chair again and passed the photograph 
to me. I studied Dow Purcells face. The picture, taken 
on the golf course, had been cropped so that the others 
in his foursome were scarcely visible. His hair was 
white, trimmed close, and his face was lean. He looked 
tanned and fit, wearing a white golf shirt, pale chinos, 
and a leather golf glove on his right hand. I couldnt see 
the head of the club he was holding up right in front of 
him. Where was this taken?

Las Vegas. The same trip. That was in the fall of 
1982. We were married a year later when his final 
divorce papers came through.

I handed the photo back. Does he gamble?

She held the framed photograph and studied it herself. 
Not him. He was speaking at a symposium on 
geriatric medicine. He loved Vegas for the golf, which 
he played all year long. He was a five handicap, really 
very good.

I wondered at the sudden use of the past tense, but 
decided not to call attention to the shift. Do you 
play?

Some, but Im terrible. I play to keep him company 
when hes got no one else. Its nice when we 
travel because it gives us something to do. She leaned 
forward and set the picture on the table, studying it briefly before she turned back to me. What happens 
now?

Ill talk to anyone who seems relevant and try to 
figure out whats going on.

Theres your mommy, a man said. He stood just 
inside the door, holding Griffith, who was dressed for 
bed in flannel jammies with enclosed rubber-soled feet 
and a diaper tailgate in back. His face was a perfect 
oval, his cheeks fat, his mouth a small pink bud. His 
fair hair was still damp, sharply parted on one side, and 
combed away from his face. Blond curls were already 
forming where a few strands had dried. Mutely, he held 
his arms out and Crystal reached for him. She fit him 
along her hip, looking at him closely while she spoke in 
a high-pitched voice, Griffie, this is Kinsey. Can you 
say Hi?

This elicited no response from the child.

She took one of his hands and waved it in my 
direction, saying, Hewwoh. I weady to doh feepy. I 
dotta doh beddy-bye now. Nightie-night.

Night-night, Griffith, I said, voice high, trying to 
get into the spirit of the thing. This was worse than 
talking to a dog because at least there you really didnt 
anticipate a high-pitched voice in response. I wondered 
if we were going to conduct the rest of the conversation 
talking like Elmer Fudd.

I glanced at Rand. Hi. Youre Rand? Kinsey 
Millhone.

Oh, Im sorry. I should have introduced you.

Rand said, Nice to meet you. He appeared to be 
in his early forties, dark-haired, very thin, jeans, white 
T-shirt. I could still see damp splotches on his front 
from the toddlers bath. Like Crystal, he was barefoot, 
apparently impervious to cold.

I said, I better go and let you get the little one to 
bed.

Rand took Griffith from his mother and retreated, 
chatting to the child as he went. I waited while she 
jotted down the names and phone numbers of her 
husbands business associates and his best friend, Jacob 
Trigg. We exchanged parting remarks of no particular 
consequence, and I left with her assurance I could call 
if I needed to.

On the way out, I passed Leilas stepfather Lloyd, 
whod just arrived. He drove an old white Chevy 
convertible with a shredded sun-faded top and patches 
of primer where various dents and dings were being 
prepped for repainting. His brush cut was boyish and 
he wore glasses with oversized lenses and tortoise-shell 
frames. He had the body of a runner or a cyclist, long, 
lean legs and no visible body fat. Even with a nip in the 
air, all he wore was a black tank top, shorts, and clunky running shoes without socks. I placed him in his late 
thirties, though it was hard to determine since I glanced 
at him only briefly as he passed. He nodded, murmuring 
a brief hello as he approached the front door. As I 
started my car, the first fat drops of rain were beginning 
to fall.
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Aside from Henry, Rosies tavern was empty when I 
arrived shortly after seven oclock. I closed my umbrella 
and leaned it up against the wall near the door. The 
Happy Hour crowd had apparently been there and gone 
and the neighborhood drinkers hadnt yet wandered in 
for their nightly quota. The cavernous room smelled of 
beef and wet wool. Several sections of newspaper 
formed a sodden door mat inside the entrance, and I 
could see where people had trampled their wet feet 
across the linoleum, tracking dirt and lines of newsprint. 
At one end of the bar the television set was on, 
but the sound had been muted. An old black-and-white 
movie flickered silently across the screen: a night scene, 
lashing rain. A 1940s coupe sped along a winding road. 
The womans hands were tense on the wheel. A long 
shot through the windshield revealed a hitchhiker waiting 
around the next curve, which didnt bode well.

Henry was sitting alone at a chrome-and-Formica table to the left of the door, his raincoat draped over 
the chair directly across from him, his umbrella forming 
a puddle of rain water where it leaned against the table 
leg. Hed brought the brown paper bag in which Rosie 
had presented her sisters medical bills. He had a glass 
of Jack Daniels at his elbow and a pair of half-rimmed 
glasses sitting low on his nose. An oversized accordion 
file rested on the chair next to him, the sections divided 
and labeled by the month. I watched him open a bill, 
check the date and heading, and then tuck it in the 
proper pocket before he went onto the next. I pulled up 
a chair. You need help?

Sure. Some of these go back two years if not more.

Paid or unpaid?

Havent figured that out yet. A little bit of both, I 
suspect. Its a mess.

I cant believe you agreed to do this.

Its not so bad.

I shook my head at him, smiling slightly. Hes a dear 
and I knew hed do the same for me if I needed help. 
We sat in companionable silence, opening and filing 
bills. I said, Wheres Rosie all this time?

In the kitchen making a calfs liver pudding with 
anchovy sauce.

Sounds interesting.

Henry shot me a look.

Well, it might be, I said. Rosies cooking was madcap Hungarian, the dishes impossible to pronounce 
and sometimes too peculiar to eat, her fowl soup with 
white raisins being a case in point. Given her overbearing 
nature, we usually order what she tells us and 
try to be cheerful about it.

The kitchen door swung open and William emerged, 
dressed in a natty three-piece pin-striped suit, a copy of 
the evening paper tucked under his arm. Like Henry, 
hes tall and long-limbed, with the same blazing blue 
eyes and a full head of white hair. The two looked 
enough alike to be identical twins on whom the years 
had made a few minor modifications. Henrys face was 
narrower; Williams chin and forehead, more pronounced. 
When William reached the table, he asked 
permission to join us, and Henry gestured him into the 
remaining chair.

Evening, Kinsey. Hard at work, I see. Rosiell be 
out momentarily to take your supper order. Youre 
having calfs liver pudding and kohlrabi.

Youre really scaring me, I said.

William opened his paper, selected the second section, 
and flapped the first page over to the obituaries. 
Though his lifelong hypochondria had been mitigated 
by marriage, William still harbored a fascination for 
those people whose infirmities had ushered them out of 
the world. It annoyed him when an article gave no clue 
about the nature of the final illness. In moments of depression or insecurity, he reverted to his old ways, 
attending the funeral services of total strangers, inquiring 
discreetly of the other mourners as to cause of 
death. Key to his query was identifying early indications 
of the fatal illnessblurred vision, vertigo, shortness of 
breaththe very symptoms he was destined to experience 
within the coming week. He was never at ease 
until hed solicited the true story. Gastric disturbances, 
hed report to us later with a significant stare. 
If the fellowd only consulted medical authorities at 
the first hint of trouble, he might be with us today. His 
brother said so.

We all have to die of something, Henry invariably 
said.

William would turn peevish. Well, you dont have 
to be such a pessimist. Vigilance is my point. Listening 
to the bodys messages

Mine says, You are going to die one day regardless 
so wise up, you old fart.

Tonight, Henry glanced at Williams paper politely. 
Anyone we know?

William shook his head. Couple of kids in their 
seventies; only one with a photo. Couldnt have been 
taken much later than 1952. He squinted at the page. 
I hope we didnt look that smarmy when we were 
young.

You certainly did, Henry said. He took a sip of 
whiskey. If you go first, I know exactly the picture Im 
going to give the paper for your obit. You in those 
knickers the summer we toured Atlantic City. Your 
hairs parted down the center and it looks like youre 
wearing lipstick.

William leaned closer. Hes still jealous because I 
took Alice Vandermeer away from him. She could 
jitterbug like the dickens and had money to burn.

Henry said, She had a wen on her cheek the size 
and color of a small Concord grape. I never knew 
where to look so I palmed her off on him.

William turned several pages to the classified ads, 
where he compared descriptions of found dogs and 
cats with those reported missing, often spotting a 
match. While Henry and I continued to open and file 
Klotildes medical bills, William entertained us with all 
the livestock currently being offered for sale. He glanced 
up at me. Well, heres something. Still need office 
space? You should check this one out. Five hundred 
square feet, newly renovated, downtown. Two fifty a 
month, available immediately.

I stopped what I was doing and tilted my head in his 
direction. Youre kidding. Let me see that.

William handed me the section, pointing to the item, 
which read:

    


    
        	For lease: 500 sq ft in newly renovated Victorian, heart
of down-town near courthouse; private bath and separate
entrance w/private deck. $250/mon. Call Richard
after 6:00pm.

    
    


 

The phone number was listed.

I read the lines twice but they didnt seem to change. 
Ill bet its a dump. They always embellish in these 
ads.

It wont hurt to call.

You really think so?

Of course.

What if its rented?

You wont be out anything. Maybe the guy has 
others. He reached into his watch pocket and removed 
a coin, which he placed on the table right in front of 
me. Go on.

I took the coin and the paper and crossed the room. 
The pay phone was in the vestibule, the area dimly 
illuminated by a neon Budweiser sign. I dialed the 
number and read the ad again while I listened to four 
rings. Finally, the line was picked up on the other end 
and I asked to speak to Richard.

This is he.

I placed him in his thirties, though phone voices 
can be deceptive. Im calling with regard to the office space listed in tonights paper. Is the place still available? 
I noticed a tinge of plaintiveness had crept into 
my voice.

Sure, but were asking for a years lease, first and 
last months rent, plus a cleaning deposit.

Can I ask what street its on?

Floresta. Across from the police station and about 
six doors down.

And the price quoted is correct? The ad says two 
hundred and fifty bucks a month.

Its only one room. Its got a closet and bathroom, 
but its not large.

I pictured a phone booth. Would it be possible to 
see it tonight?

As it happens, my brothers in there laying carpet 
and Im on my way over. You want to take a look, I 
can meet you there in fifteen minutes.

My watch said 7:30. Great. I can do that. Whats 
the address?

He gave me the information. You can pull on down 
the driveway to the parking lot in back. Youll see lights 
on, first floor rear. My brothers name is Tommy. The 
last names Hevener.

Im Kinsey Millhone. Thanks so much. Ill see you 
in fifteen minutes.



*



The building had clearly once been a single-family 
residence: a one-story white-frame cottage with gables 
in the roofline and a lot of gingerbread trim. At 7:42 
I eased my VW down the driveway, my headlights 
cutting through the shadows. I slowed and peered out 
the drivers side window. The white paint looked fresh 
and there were flower beds along the side. How had I 
missed this? The location was idealone block away 
from the office I was now inand the price couldnt 
have been better. I counted ten parking spaces laid out 
along the narrow backyard, which was paved with 
asphalt and fenced on two sides. A black pickup truck 
was parked in one spot, but the rest were empty at this 
hour. There was a big trash bin just at the exit to the 
alleyway in back. Looking up, I could see Lonnies 
office windows and the back wall that framed the tiny 
lot behind his building. I parked and got out, trying to 
curb the sudden surge of hope. For all I knew, the 
property was on the market, or the lot was the site of a 
former gas station, the soil still contaminated by benzene 
and other carcinogens.

A wide redwood deck had been constructed across 
the back of the building, complete with a long wooden 
ramp installed for easy wheelchair access. A market 
umbrella with a big pale canvas shade stood open above 
a glass-topped table surrounded by four chairs. Several 
large terra-cotta pots had been planted with herbs. I was about to hyperventilate. First floor lights were 
ablaze. I entered a small foyer. A door stood open to 
my immediate right. The scent of fresh paint was 
strong, overlaid by the staunch, secondary odor of 
brand-new carpeting. I closed my eyes while I offered 
up a quick prayer, repudiating my wickedness and 
promising to mend my evil ways. I opened my eyes and 
stepped through the doorway, absorbing the room at a 
glance.

The room was twelve by twelve, with new hand-crank 
windows on two walls. There were two tiers of 
white-painted shutters in place of conventional drapes. 
On the far wall, two doors stood open, one leading to 
a small bathroom, the other into what was clearly a 
spacious walk-in closet. A red-headed fellow in jeans, 
an olive green T-shirt, and heavy work boots was sitting 
on the floor kicking a carpet stretcher, forcing the 
carpet taut along the baseboard. A phone line had been 
installed and the phone was currently resting on the 
surface of an empty cardboard box.

The carpet itself was an industrial-grade nylon, a 
pattern of beige flecks against a charcoal gray background. 
I could see his carpet knife with its fat, curved 
blade, and the mallet he used to pound the carpet 
backing onto tack strips. Carpet scraps were piled up in 
the center of the room. An insulated plastic cooler was 
positioned near the wall beside a wastebasket that was filled to the brim with more carpet trimmings. The 
room seemed stuffy from the glaring two-hundred-watt 
bulb overhead

I said, Hi, Im Kinsey. Your brother said hed meet 
me here at seven forty-five. Are you Tommy?

Thats me. Richards always late. Written guarantee. 
Im the good boy, the one who shows up when Im 
expected. Hang on a minute. Im almost done here. 
He glanced over, flashing me a smile, all green eyes and 
white teeth. Deep creases formed a bracket around his 
mouth. With his red hair and his ruddy complexion, 
the effect was electric, like a black-and-white film with 
a wholly unexpected sequence in Technicolor. I felt 
myself averting my gaze with a little frisson that danced 
its way along my spine. I hoped I hadnt inadvertently 
whimpered aloud.

I watched him kick, pound, and cut, the muscles in 
his back and shoulders bunching as he worked. His 
arms were knotted with veins and matted with a fine 
red hair. A trickle of sweat angled down along his 
cheek. He shrugged, blotting the side of his face with 
the sleeve of his T-shirt. He tossed his mallet aside and 
sprung to his feet, wiping his palms on the back of his 
pants. He held a hand out, saying, Whats your name 
again?

Its Kinsey. The last names Millhone with two 
Ls.

The sun had taken its toll on his fair complexion, 
leaving a series of lines in his forehead, additional lines 
at the outer corners of his eyes. I pegged him in his late 
twenties, five foot ten, a hundred and sixty pounds. 
Having been a cop, I still view men as suspects I might 
be called upon later to identify in a lineup. Mind if I 
look around?

He shrugged. Help yourself. Theres not much to 
see, he said. What kind of business you in?

I walked into the bathroom, my voice echoing 
against the tile. Im a private detective.

Toilet, pedestal sink with a built-in medicine cabinet 
above it. The shower stall was fiberglass with an aluminum-framed glass door. The floor was done in a 
white ceramic tile that ran halfway up the wall. Above, 
there was a floral-print vinyl paper in beige, white, and 
charcoal gray. The effect was both fresh and old-fashioned. 
Also, easy to keep clean.

I moved back into the main room and crossed to the 
closet, peering into the four-by-six space, which was 
fully carpeted, empty, and painted a pristine white. 
Sufficient room for filing cabinets and office supplies. 
Even had a hook where I could hang my jacket. I 
turned back to the main room and let my gaze travel 
the perimeter. If I placed my desk facing the window, I 
could look out at the deck. The shutters were perfect. If 
a client dropped in, I could close the lower set for privacy and leave the upper set folded back for light. I 
tried a window crank, which turned smoothly, without 
so much as a whine or a creak. I leaned against the 
windowsill. No termites, no leaky roof?

No maam. I can guarantee that because I did the 
work myself. This is real quiet back here. You ought to 
see it by day. Lot of light coming through these windows. 
Trouble walks in, you got cops right across the 
street. His accent was faintly Southern.

Fortunately, my jobs not that dangerous.

He tucked his hands into his front pockets. His face 
was dappled with sun damage like a fine patina of 
freckles. I couldnt think what to say next and the 
silence stretched. Tommy launched in again without a 
lot of help from yours truly. Place was in pretty bad 
shape when we took possession. We upgraded plumbing 
and electrical, put on a new roof and aluminum 
siding. Stuff like that. His voice was so soft I found 
myself straining to hear.

It looks nice. How long have you owned it?

About a year. Were new out here. We lost our 
parents a few years agoboth passed away. Richard 
hates talking about that almost moren me. Its still a 
sore subject. So, now its just the two of us, my brother 
and me. He crossed to the cooler and opened the lid, 
glancing over at me. Offer you a beer?

Oh, no thanks. I was just about to have supper when someone showed me your ad. After I talk to 
Richard, Ill head on back and eat there.

Dont like to drink and drive, he remarked, smiling 
ruefully.

Thats part of it, I said.

He rooted through the crushed ice, pulled out a Diet 
Pepsi, and popped the tab. I held up a hand, but not 
quick enough to stop him. Seriously, Im fine.

His frown was softened by a tone of mock disapproval. 
No beer, no soda pop. Cans open now. Might 
as well have a sip. You dont want the whole thing to 
go to waste, he said. Again, he proffered the Pepsi, 
waggling the can coaxingly in my direction. I took it to 
avoid a fuss.

He reached into the cooler and extracted a bottle of 
Bass Ale. He flipped the cap off and held it by the neck 
while he seated himself on the floor. He leaned his back 
against the wall, his legs extended in front of him. His 
work boots looked enormous. He gestured at the empty 
expanse of carpet. Pull up a seat. Might as well be 
comfortable.

Thanks. I picked a spot across from him and sat 
down on the floor, taking a polite sip of Pepsi before I 
set the can aside.

Tommy took a long draw of beer. He looked like a 
guy accustomed to smoking while he worked. I used 
to smoke, he said, as though reading my mind. Tough to give up, but I think I got it licked. You 
smoke?

Once upon a time.

Been six months for me. Now and then, I still get 
the itch, but I take in a couple of breaths just like 
this. . . . He paused to demonstrate, his chest expanding 
as he sucked air audibly through his nose. He let 
out his breath. Pretty soon the craving goes away. 
Where you from?

Im local. Went to Santa Teresa High.

Me and my brother come from Texas. Little town 
called Hatcher. Ever hear of it?

I shook my head.

Right outside Houston. Pop was in oil. Luckily he 
sold the company before the bottom dropped out. 
Poured all his money into real estate. Developed shopping 
malls, office buildings, all kinds of commercial 
properties. Californias weird. People dont seem all 
that friendly like they do where we come from. 
Especially the women. Lot of them seem stuck-up.

The silence settled again.

He took another pull of beer and wiped his mouth 
on his palm. Private detective. Thats a new one on 
me. You carry a gun?

Occasionally. Not often. I dislike being drawn 
out, though he was probably only being polite until 
his brother appeared.

He smiled lazily as if picking up on my innate 
crankiness. So which do you prefer? Guys way too 
young for you or guys way too old.

I never thought about it like that.

He wagged a finger. Guys way too old.

I felt my cheeks grow warm. Dietz really wasnt that 
old.

Me, I like women your age, he said, showing flash 
of white teeth. You got a boyfriend?

Thats none of your business.

Tommy laughed. Oh, come on. You seeing someone 
steady?

More or less, I said. I didnt want to piss this guy 
off when I was hoping against hope Id end up renting 
the place.

More or less. I like that. So which is it?

More, I guess.

Cant be much of a romance if you have to guess. 
He narrowed his eyes as though consulting his intuition. 
So heres what I think. I bet youre real schizy. Bet you 
blow hot and cold about other human beings, especially 
men. Am I right?

Not necessarily. I wouldnt say that.

But you mustve seen a lot of bad guys, the business 
youre in.

Ive seen some bad women, too.

Thats another thing I like. Bad girls, bad women, renegades, rebels . . . He lifted his head, checking his 
watch as he did. Here he comes. Fifteen minutes late. 
You can just about bank on it.

I glanced at the window as a pair of headlights swept 
across the parking area. I rose to my feet. Tommy 
finished his beer and set the bottle aside. A car door 
slammed and shortly afterward Richard Hevener walked 
in, tapping a clipboard restlessly against the side of his 
leg. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt, over which he 
wore a supple-looking black leather sportscoat. He was 
taller than Tommy and a lot stockier, his hair dark. He 
was the somber brother and seemed to take himself very 
seriously. This was going to be a chore.

Richard Hevener, he said as he offered me his 
hand. We shook hands and then he turned to Tommy. 
Looks good.

Thanks. Finish picking up and Im out of here. You 
need anything else?

I tuned out briefly while the two conferred. I gathered 
there was another property undergoing renovations 
and Tommy was starting work on that the 
following week. His manner had shifted in his brothers 
presence, his flirtatiousness gone. Their discussion finished, 
Tommy picked up the wastebasket full of carpet 
scraps and carried them outside, heading for the trash 
bin at the rear of the lot.

So what do you think of the place? Richard said, turning to me. You want to fill out an application? 
His accent and his manner of speaking were much less 
Texas than Tommys. Consequently, he seemed older 
and more businesslike.

Sure, I could do that, I said, trying not to sound 
like I was sucking up.

He passed me the clipboard and a pen. We pay 
water and trash. You pay your own electric and phone. 
Heatings prorated and it varies, depending on the 
season. Theres only one other tenant and hes a CPA.

I cant believe the space hasnt been snapped up.

Ad just went in. Weve already had a lot of calls. 
Three, right after yours: Im meeting another guy 
tonight.

I could feel anxiety begin to mount. I leaned on a 
windowsill and began to fill in the information. Applications 
are tedious, requiring tidbits of information that 
are actually nobodys business. I filled in my Social 
Security number and my California drivers license 
number, circled DIVORCED in the section that asked if I 
were single, married, or divorced. Previous addresses, 
how long, and reasons for leaving. Personal references I 
listed, along with the bank where I had my checking 
account. I made a few things up. I drew a dotted line 
where it asked for credit card numbers and the balance 
on those accounts. By the time I finished, Tommy had 
left. I heard his truck in the driveway and then it was gone. I handed Richard the clipboard, watching while 
he scanned the information.

If you want a deposit, I can give you one tonight.

No need. Ill call your references and run a credit 
check. We have a couple more people coming by on 
Monday.

Do you have any idea how soon youll be making a 
decision?

Middle of the week. Make sure we have a way to 
reach you in case I have a question.

I pointed to the application. Thats my home phone 
and my work phone. Ive got a message machine on 
both.

This your current business address?

Thats right. Im renting space from an attorney 
named Lonnie Kingman. He and my landlord will both 
tell you I pay on time.

Sounds good. Something comes up, Ill call. Otherwise, 
Ill be in touch once Ive processed all the 
applications.

Fine. That sounds great. If you like, I can pay the 
first six months in advance. I was starting to sound 
ridiculous, fawning and insecure.

Richard said, Really. He studied me, his eyes a 
dark, brooding brown. Fifteen hundred dollars, plus 
the additional one seventy five for the cleaning deposit, 
he said, making sure I knew the full extent of my folly.

I thought about Fionas check for fifteen hundred 
bucks. Sure, no problem. I could give you that right 
now.

Ill take that into consideration, he said. 
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Saturday, I opened my eyes automatically at 5:59 A.M. 
I stared up at the skylight, which was beaded with 
rain, the entire Plexiglass dome scattered with tiny 
pearls of light. The breeze coming in the bedroom window 
smelled of leaf mold, wet sidewalks, and the dripping 
eucalyptus trees that lined the street beyond. 
Actually, the scent of eucalyptus is almost indistinguishable 
from the odor of cat spray, but I didnt 
want to think about that. I bunched the pillow under 
my head, secure in the knowledge that I didnt have to 
crawl out of bed for my run. As dutiful as I am about 
exercise, theres still nothing more delicious than the 
opportunity to sleep in. I burrowed under the covers, 
ignoring the world until 8:30, when I finally came up 
for air.

Once Id showered and dressed, I made myself a pot 
of coffee and downed a bowl of cereal while I read the morning paper. I changed my sheets, started a load of 
laundry, and generally picked up around the place. 
When I was a child, my aunt Gin insisted I clean my 
room on Saturdays before I went out to play. Since we 
lived in a trailer, the task didnt amount to much, but 
the habit remains. I dusted, vacuumed, scrubbed toilet 
bowlsmindless activities that left me free to ruminate. 
I alternated fantasies, mentally rearranging furniture in 
my new office space and thinking about who to query 
next in my search for Purcell. With Fionas fifteen-hundred-dollar retainer now safely in my account, I felt 
obligated to work through the weekend. I resisted the 
temptation to theorize after only one days work, but if 
Id been forced to place bets, I would have plunked 
down my money on the notion that Purcell was dead. 
From what Id learned of him, I couldnt see him taking 
off without a word to his wife and small son. That 
didnt explain the missing passport and the missing 
thirty grand, but both might surface in due course. At 
this point, there was no reason to believe they were 
germane.

At eleven oclock, I hauled out the phone book and 
turned to the yellow pages, checking out the section 
that listed nursing homes. There were close to twenty 
by my count. Many boasted large boxed ads detailing 
the amenities:




    
        	COMPREHENSIVE RECUPERATIVE & LONG-TERM CARE . . .
SPACIOUS ROOMS IN A TRANQUIL SETTING . . . ELEGANT
DESIGN OF BUILDING AND INTERIOR . . . BEAUTIFUL NEW
FACILITY WITH SECURE GARDEN COURTYARD.

    
    




Some included cartoon maps with arrows pointing out 
their superior locales, as though it was preferable to 
decline in one of Santa Teresas better neighborhoods. 
Most facilities had names suggesting that the occupants 
pictured themselves any place but where they were: 
Cedar Creek Estates, Green Briar Villa, Horizon View, 
Rolling Hills, The Gardens. Surely, no one envisioned 
being frail and fearful, abandoned, incapacitated, 
lonely, ill, and incontinent in such poetic-sounding 
accommodations.

Pacific Meadows, the nursing home that Dow Purcell 
managed, touted twenty-four-hour RN care and on-site 
chapel and pastoral services, which were bound to come 
in handy. It was also certified by Medicare and Medicaid, 
giving it a decided advantage over some of its 
private-pay competitors. I decided to make a visit to see 
the place myself. The regular staff probably wouldnt 
be there on weekends, which might prove advantageous. 
Maybe all the prissy, officious sorts were home 
doing laundry just like I was.

I tucked a fresh pack of index cards in my handbag, pulled on my boots, and found my yellow slicker and 
umbrella. I locked the door behind me and scurried 
through the puddles to my car parked at the curb. I slid 
in on the drivers side, shivering involuntarily at the 
chill in the air. The rain had picked up from the early 
morning lull and now pounded on my car roof with the 
staccato rattle of falling nails. I fired up the engine and 
then hunched over the steering wheel, driving in slow 
motion while the windshield wipers gave the royal 
wave.

When I pulled into the parking lot at Pacific 
Meadows, the sky was dark with clouds and the lights 
in the windows made the place look cozy and warm. I 
chose a spot near the entrance, assigned to an employee 
whose name had been painted out; black on black and 
impossible to read. I shut down the engine and waited 
until the squall had passed before I emerged. Even then, 
I had to pick my way across the half-flooded tarmac to 
the relative dryness of the sheltered front entrance. I 
shook off my umbrella and gave my slicker a quick 
brush before I stepped through the door. Dripping 
raincoats and wide-brimmed water-repellent hats were 
hung on a row of pegs. I added my slicker to the mix 
and propped my umbrella in the corner while I took 
my bearings.

Along the wide hallway ahead, I could see a row of 
six elderly people in wheelchairs arranged against the wall like drooping houseplants. Some were sound asleep 
and some simply stared at the floor in a sensory-deprivation 
daze. Two were strapped in, their posture 
eroded by osteoporosis, bones melting from within. 
One woman, very thin, with long, white limbs, swung 
a bony leg fretfully over the arm of the wheelchair, 
moving with agitation as though prompted by pain. I 
felt myself recoil as if I were at the scene of a four-car 
pileup.

At the far end of the corridor, two women in green 
uniforms piled sheets on a laundry cart already heaped 
with soiled linens. The air smelled oddnot bad, but 
somehow aliena blend of disassociated odors: canned 
green beans, adhesive tape, hot metal, rubbing alcohol, 
laundry soap. There was nothing offensive in any single 
element, but the combination seemed off, lifes perfume 
gone sour.

To my right, aluminum walkers were bunched 
together like grocery carts outside a supermarket. The 
days menu was posted on the wall, behind glass, like 
a painting on exhibit. Saturday lunch consisted of a 
ground chicken patty, creamed corn, lettuce, tomato, 
fruit cup, and an oatmeal cookie. In my world, the 
lettuce and tomato might appear as a restaurant garnish, 
a decorative element to be ignored by the diner, 
left behind on the plate to be thrown in the trash. 
Here, the lettuce and tomato were given equal billing, as though part of a lavish nutritional feast. I thought 
about fries and a QP with Cheese and nearly fled the 
premises.

French doors opened into the dining room, where I 
could see the residents at lunch. Even at a glance, I 
noted three times more women than men in evidence. 
Some wore street clothes, but the majority were still 
dressed in their robes and slippers, not bedridden, but 
confined by their convalescent status. Many turned to 
stare at me, not rudely, but with a touching air of 
expectation. Had I come for a visit? Was I there to take 
them home? Was I someones long-overdue daughter or 
niece proposing an outing in the clean, fresh air? I 
found myself glancing away, embarrassed I was offering 
nothing in the way of personal contact. Sheepishly, I 
looked back, raised my hand, and waved. A tentative 
chorus of hands rose in response as my greeting was 
returned. Their smiles were so sweet and forgiving I felt 
pricked with gratitude.

I backed away from the dining room and crossed the 
hall. A second set of doors stood open, revealing a day 
room, currently empty, furnished with mismatched 
couches, upholstered chairs, a piano, two television sets, 
and a cluster of game tables. The floors were done in a 
glossy beige linoleum, the walls painted a restful shade 
of robins egg blue. The ready-made drapes were a 
blend of yellow, blue, and green in a vaguely floral pattern. Countless throw pillows had been needle-pointed, 
cross-stitched, quilted, and crocheted. Perhaps 
a clutch of church ladies had been afflicted by a fit of 
stitchery. One pillow had a saying embroidered across 
the faceYOURE ONLY AS OLD AS YOU FEELa disheartening 
thought, given some of the residents Id seen. 
Metal folding chairs were stacked against the near wall 
for quick assembling. Everything was clean, but the 
decorating was generic, budget-driven, falling somehow 
short of good taste.

I walked past the front desk, which was located in a 
small alcove, and cruised down the corridor, guided by 
signs indicating the services of a dietary supervisor, a 
nursing supervisor, and a clutch of occupational, 
speech, and physical therapists. All three doors were 
open, but the offices were empty and the lights had 
been doused. Across the hallway I saw a sign for 
Admissions. That door was closed and a casual try of 
the knob told me it was locked. Next door was Medical 
Records, which apparently shared space with Administration. 
I thought Id start there.

The overhead lights were on and I moved through 
the door. There was no one in evidence. I waited at the 
counter, idly staring at the wire basket filled with 
incoming mail. Casually, I surveyed my surroundings. 
Two desks back-to-back, one with a computer, the 
other with an electric typewriter humming faintly. There were numerous rolling file carts, a copy machine, 
and metal file cabinets on the far wall. There was also 
a big clock with a clicking second hand I could hear 
from fifteen feet away. Still no one. I rested my elbow 
on the counter, dangling my fingers near the basket full 
of mail. By fanning the corners and tilting my head, I 
could read most of the return addresses. Bills, the usual 
gas and electric, a lawn and gardening service, two 
manila envelopes from Santa Teresa Hospital, better 
known as St. Terrys.

Can I help you?

Startled, I straightened up and said, Hi. Howre 
you?

The young woman had emerged from the door connecting 
Administration to Medical Records. She wore 
glasses with red plastic frames. Her complexion was 
clear, but she looked like shed suffer a contagion of 
zits at the least provocation. Her hair was a medium 
brown in several irregular lengths; a layered cut grown 
out now and badly in need of a trim. Under her green 
smock, she wore brown polyester pants. The name 
MERRY, and PACIFIC MEADOWS were machine-embroidered 
on the breast pocket above her heart.

She crossed to the counter, passing through a hinged 
door, and took her place on the far side. At first glance, 
Id thought she was in her early thirties, but I quickly 
revised that downward by a good ten years. She wore metal braces on her teeth and whatever shed eaten for 
lunch was still embedded in the wires. Her breath 
smelled of tension and discontent. Her expression 
remained quizzical, but her tone had an edge. Can I 
ask what you were doing?

I blinked one eye in her direction. I lost my contact 
lens. It might have popped out in the car. I only noticed 
it just now. I thought it might have fallen in the basket, 
but theres no sign of it.

Want me to help you look?

Dont worry about it. I have a whole box of em at 
home.

Are you here to see someone?

Im here on business, I said. I removed my wallet 
from my shoulder bag and flipped it open. I pointed at 
my P.I. license. Ive been hired to look into Dr. Purcells 
disappearance.

Merry squinted at my license, holding up the postage 
stamp-sized photo for comparison with my face-sized 
face.

I said, Are you the office manager?

She shook her head. Im temping here on weekends 
while the other girls out on maternity leave. Monday 
through Fridays, Im Mrs. Steglers assistant.

Really. Thats great. And what does that entail?

You know, typing, filing. I answer phones and distribute mail to all the residents, whatever needs 
doing.

Is Mrs. Stegler the one I should be talking to?

I guess. Shes acting associate administrator. Unfortunately, 
she wont be back until Monday. Can you 
stop by then?

What about Mr. Glazer or Mr. Broadus?

They have an office downtown.

Gee, thats too bad. I was driving through the 
neighborhood and took a chance. Well. I guess it cant 
be helped.

I saw her gaze stray to her computer. Could you 
excuse me a minute?

Go right ahead.

She moved around to her twelve-inch monitor with 
its amber print on black. She was probably using office 
hours to do her personal correspondence. She pressed 
keys until shed backed out of the document. She 
returned to the counter, smiling self-consciously. You 
have a business card? I can have Mrs. Stegler call you 
as soon as she gets in.

Thatd be great. I took my time fumbling through 
my handbag to find a business card. How long have 
you been here?

Three months December 1. Im still on probation.

I put my card on the counter. You like the work? 


Sort of, but not really. You know, its boring, but 
okay. Mrs. S. has been here forever and she started out 
just like me. Not that Ill stick around as long as she 
has. Im two semesters short of my college degree.

What field?

Elementary ed. My dad says you shouldnt job hop 
because it looks really bad on your rsum. Like youre 
shiftless or something, which Ive never been.

Well yeah, but on the other hand, if youre interested 
in teaching, theres no point hanging on to a job 
that doesnt suit.

Thats what I said. Besides, Mrs. S. is real moody 
and gets on my nerves. One day shes sweet, like butter 
wouldnt melt in her mouth, and then she turns around 
and acts all crabby. I mean, what is her problem?

Whats your guess?

Beats me. Theyre still looking for someone to fill 
the position, which gritches her but good. She thinks 
she should be promoted instead of just being used is 
how she put it.

If she did get promoted, who would she replace?

Mrs. Delacorte. Shes the one who got canned.

I kept my expression neutral. Not only was she 
bored, but she hadnt learned the basic rules, the most 
compelling of which is never, never, never confide 
company secrets in the likes of me. I said, Golly, thats 
too bad. Why was she fired, has anybody said? My lies and fake behavior are usually heralded by Gollys 
and Gees.

She wasnt fired exactly. Its more like she was laid 
off.

Oh, right. And when was that?

The same time as Mrs. Bart. Shes the bookkeeper 
since way back when. They were interviewing for her 
position the same time I applied for this one.

How come?

How come what?

I wonder how the bookkeeper and the administrator 
got laid off at the same time. Was that coincidence?

Not at all, she said. Mrs. Bart was let go and 
Mrs. Delacorte got upset and raised a stink. Mr. Harrington 
suggested she might be happier finding work 
somewhere else, so thats what she did. This is all stuff 
I heard. She stopped what she was saying and her eyes 
seemed to widen behind the red plastic frames. Youre 
not taking notes. Im not supposed to gossip. Mrs. S. is 
hell on that.

I held up my hands. Im just making conversation 
til the rain lets up.

She patted her chest. Whew! For a minute, I got 
nervous. I wouldnt want you to get the wrong 
impression. I mean, its like I told her, Id never blab 
anybodys private business. Its not in my nature.

You and me both, I said. So whos Mr. Harrington? 
I never heard of him.

He works for the billing company in Santa Maria.

And hes the one who hired you?

Kind of. He interviewed me by phone, but only 
after Mrs. S. had already approved my application. 
Thats the way it works around here. Make the guys 
think theyre in charge when were really the ones who 
do everything.

I thought Dr. Purcell did all the hiring and firing.

I dont know anything about that. I was here less 
than two weeks when he, you know, ran off or whatever. 
I think thats why Mr. Harrington was forced to 
step in.

Wheres Mrs. Delacorte work now? Has anybody 
said?

Shes over at St. Terrys. I know because last week 
she stopped by to visit with Mrs. S. Turns out she found 
a great job so its worked out fine. Getting laid off can 
be a blessing, though it didnt seem like it at the time is 
what she says.

What about Mrs. Bart?

I dont know where she went.

Did you know Dr. Purcell?

I knew who he was, but thats about it. Thats his 
office in there. He just like, you know, vanished. It 
really gives me the creeps.

Weird. I wonder what went on.

No telling. The whole staffs upset. All the residents 
adored him. He made sure everybody got a card on 
their birthday and stuff like that. He paid out of his 
own pocket just so all these pitiful old people would 
feel special.

Has anyone made a guess about what happened to 
him?

Its all they talked about at first. I mean, not me so 
much because I hardly knew him.

What kind of thing . . .

I could see Merry wrestle with her conscience, deliberating 
a good seven seconds before She-Who-Never-Blabs leaned toward me. Promise you wont repeat 
this. . . .

I wont even say it once.

She lowered her voice. Mrs. S. thinks he left the 
country.

I lowered my voice, too. Because of . . .

Medicare.

Oh, thats right. Someone mentioned that before, 
but I didnt have a chance to ask. Meaning what?

She said, F-R-A-U-D. Last winter, the OIG

OIG?

Oh, thats the Office of Inspector General. Theyre 
part of the Department of Health and Human Services. 
Anyway, OIG faxed us this list of charts and billing records they wanted to see. Mrs. S. said at first Dr. 
Purcell didnt think anything of it. They do that sometimes 
just to keep you on your toes. But then they came 
back and he figured out how serious it was. He kept 
going over the information to see how itd look to 
them. Not good. Up to his lower lip in poop, to coin 
her phrase.

Is that why hed been working late the last couple 
of months?

Well, yeah.

So the place is under investigation?

Big time. It started as a desk audit. They wanted a 
bunch of stuff covering the past two years. Thats when 
Dr. P. came in as the medical director. I mean, hes that 
and administrator with a hyphen in between. The way 
Mrs. S. tells it, if Pacific Meadows loses its funding, the 
placell be shut down. Not to mention all the penaltiesyou know, fines and restitution. She says maybe 
even jail time, plus the public embarrassment. The 
Purcells are like this big-time la-di-dah social couple so 
you can imagine the disgrace. Dr. P. was the one lined 
up to take the brunt of it. Like his butts in a sling. 
Those are her words, not mine.

What about his employers?

Oh, the other two dont have anything to do with 
the hands-on stuff. Theyre all over the state, taking 
care of other business.

Well, that sounds scary for Dr. Purcell, I said.

Idve died if itd been me.

Ill bet, I said. When did this first come up?

I think last January, way before my time. Then in 
March, these two guys from MFCU swooped in unannouncedthats the Medicaid Fraud Control Unit. 
They came loaded with questions and a list of all the 
charts they wanted pulled. Everybody scrambled 
around practically wetting their pants. Dr. P. was notified of this big list of violations and a lot of questionable 
claims, meaning p-h-o-n-y. Were talking thousands of 
dollars. Half a million at least and thats just scratching 
the surface. He could turn out to be a major big-time 
crook.

Im surprised it didnt hit the papers.

Mrs. S. says theyll keep a lid on it til they see what 
theyve got. Meantime, theyre breathing down his neck 
and they mean business.

So she thinks he bolted to avoid punishment?

Well, I sure would if I was in his place.

How do you know it was him? Other people 
mustve had access to billing records. Maybe thats why 
the bookkeeper was laid off, I said.

She leaned forward and lowered her gaze. You 
wont mention this, you swear? Cross your heart.

I crossed my heart and held up my hand.

Mrs. Dornershes director of Staff Development? She thinks Dr. P. couldve been kidnapped. Snatched in 
the parking lot to keep him quiet.

I said, Wow, and made a skeptical face. Unfortunately, 
the cops say theres no real evidence of that.

It wouldnt take much. Slap tape on his mouth, 
throw him in the trunk, and take off, she said. They 
could have used his own car, which is why it hasnt 
been found.

I saw Merrys look as she began to busy herself, 
fussing with the mail. Thats a very good point.

I glanced over my shoulder. A nurse in a white 
uniform was standing in the doorway. She had fixed us 
with a look that was both shrewd and intimidating. I 
cleared my throat and said, Well, Merry. I better scoot 
and let you get back to work. Ill stop back on Monday 
and chat with Mrs. Stegler.

Ill tell her you were here.

The nurse turned and looked at me as I passed 
through the doorway within inches of her. I repressed 
the urge to shudder once my back was turned, wondering 
exactly how much shed heard.

At the entrance, I retrieved my slicker and took a 
moment to reassemble myself in rain garb. When I 
emerged from the nursing home, the rain had slowed to 
a drizzle and a mist seemed to float on the tarmac like 
smoke. The eaves still dripped water at irregular intervals. 
I bypassed a puddle and crossed the parking lot to the slot Id taken. I could see now, with fresh eyes, that 
the name newly painted out at the foot of the parking 
space was P. DELACORTE.

Once in my car, I opened the pack of index cards 
and started taking notesone fact per carduntil Id 
emptied my brain.
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After I left Pacific Meadows, I stopped by Kingman and 
Ives and let myself in the side door. I went into my 
office and peeled off my slicker, which I hung on my 
coat tree. Happily for me, the place felt deserted despite 
the fact there were lights on in most of the offices. The 
Saturday-morning cleaning crew had come and gone. 
Wastebaskets had been emptied. The air was scented 
with Pledge and I could see rows of fresh vacuum 
cleaner tracks on the burnt-orange carpeting. The quiet 
was divine. Briefly, I conjured up an image of the new 
one-person office on Floresta Street. I was already 
feeling competitive with the other prospective tenants.

I pulled out my portable Smith-Corona and placed it 
on my desk. I sat down in my swivel chair and took 
out the file Id opened. I sorted through the notes Id 
assembled, adding the information on the index cards. 
Looming large in my mind was Fionas return on 
Tuesday. I could already see her, arms crossed, one foot tapping with impatience while I brought her up to date. 
Shed have dollar signs dancing like sugar plums above 
her head, thinking, Fifty bucks an hour for this? My 
strategy was to outfox the woman by presenting a 
beautifully constructed, typewritten report that would 
make it look like Id done a lot more than drive around 
chatting with folks. What I labored under was the 
burdensome sense of Fionas disapproval, knowing she 
begrudged me every nickel I spent. Even if her original 
display of irritation had been pure manipulation, I 
could feel the sting of her whip on my neck. I tried not 
to dwell on the notion that I should have declined the 
job when I had the chance.

I focused my attention on the business at hand. It 
took me an hour to sketch out a rough draft. I typed it 
and did some editing, revising it twice. I kept my 
language neutral, being careful to avoid drawing conclusions 
from what Id learned so far. I also omitted 
much of what Crystal had said. I was being paid to find 
Dow, not to tattle to Fiona on his second wife. When I 
was satisfied the document was as polished as I could 
make it, I typed the new draft. Then I got out my 
calculator and added up my hours. How long had I 
spent with Detective Odessa? I tapped with my pencil 
on my front teeth. Really it was twenty minutes max, 
which I rounded out to half an hour. Didnt want Fiona 
thinking Id short-changed her with the cops. Lets see. Id spent almost two hours with Crystal and I added 
another hour to cover my morning visit to Pacific 
Meadows. I eyeballed the numbers. So far, Id only 
earned $175 out of the $1,500 shed paid me up front, 
which meant I still owed her $1,325 worth of my life. 
At this rate, Id never be out from under. Oh well. I 
typed the invoice and attached it to the original of my 
report, then placed the copies in the folder.

I stood up and stretched, working the kinks out of 
my neck with a head roll or two. Feeling restless, I 
wandered down the inner corridor, peering into offices 
along the way. As I passed Lonnies office, I was startled 
to catch sight of him. He sat tilted back in his swivel 
chair, his feet propped up on the edge of his desk, a 
transcript in his lap, apparently catching up on work 
while the office was quiet and the phones were silent. 
In lieu of the usual dress shirt and suit, he wore a plaid 
flannel shirt and a pair of stone-washed jeans. His 
concentration was complete, a focus that caused his 
whole body to become still. I watched him reach for his 
pencil and underline a phrase, soft scratching in the 
quiet.

Lonnie looks like a boxer, his body dense and muscular, 
his nose thickened by scars. His hair is dark and 
unruly, growing in all directions. Ive seen newborns 
like that, with a head of hair so thick and unexpected it seems comical. Hes a man of high energy, generally 
souped up on vitamins, coffee, nutritional supplements, 
and competitive drive. This was probably as relaxed as 
Id ever seen him.

Lonnie?

He glanced up and smiled, tossing his pencil aside. 
Kinsey. Come on in. Ive been wondering what you 
were up to. I havent seen you for weeks.

Not much. I didnt even know you were here. The 
place has been so quiet, I thought I was alone. Catching 
up on work?

Sure, but its just an excuse. Maries out of town. 
Some convention of butt-kickers down in San Diego. 
Tell you the truth, Id rather be here than stuck by 
myself at home. Have a seat, he said. What about 
you? What brings you in on a Saturday afternoon?

I was typing up some notes while things were fresh 
on my mind. Oh hey, before I forget. A guy named 
Richard Hevener may be calling to check my references.

Whats the deal?

I think I found office space, but Im waiting to 
see. I filled him in on the situation, describing the 
newly renovated cottage with its redwood deck. Its 
great. Small and quiet and the locations perfect.

If he calls, I promise Ill sing your praises. I wont 
say a word about the tiny bit of time you spent incarcerated. Meantime, the doors always open if it doesnt 
work out.

I appreciate that. Cross your fingers for me.

Not a problem, he said. Ida Ruth tells me youre 
working on Dr. Purcells disappearance.

Howd she hear that? I only took the job yesterday.

Lonnie waved a hand in the air. Ida Ruth knows 
everything. She makes a point of it. Actually, she has a 
friend who used to work for him. Current speculation 
has it hes run away from home. Days when I think 
about doing that myself.

Oh, please. Marie would come after you and hunt 
you down like a dog. His wife was a martial arts 
instructor, an expert in ways to cripple people with her 
size-five bare feet.

There is that. Of course, the problem with disappearing 
is you cant do it on impulse. Not if youre 
serious. Takes long-term planning if you want to stay 
gone.

So youd think. Personally, I suspect hes dead, but 
his passport and thirty thousand dollars disappeared at 
about the same time.

Thirty thousand dollars would be gone in six 
weeks. Purcells accustomed to living well. Hes not 
going to pinch pennies. At his age? Hed have to be 
nuts.

That was my reaction. On the other hand, if he 
settled in a Third World country, he could live pretty 
well on it, and if he ran short of funds, he could 
probably set up a small practice with no questions 
asked.

Why not just stay where he is?

Ah. I forgot to tell you the wrinkle I came across 
today. I filled him in on my visit to Pacific Meadows 
and the chat Id had with Merry, the Patron Saint of 
Loose Lips. According to her, the federal fraud busters 
are hot on his trail. Half a million dollars in bogus 
claims. Guilty or innocent, he might have taken off 
once he realized they were closing in.

Lonnie winced with impatience. Get serious. No 
way. The feds arent gonna put a guy like him in jail. 
The prosecutor has to prove criminal intent and hows 
he going to do that? Believe me, Medicare regulations 
would drive any honest man insane. So you weasel the 
deal; claim coding errors and incompetent clerical help. 
They might fine him and wag a finger, but any good 
attorney could get him off. Hell, I could do it myself 
and I dont know beans about that stuff. First thing you 
do is bore the hell out of the jury. Put up a bunch of 
charts and graphs, citing statistics til nine out of the 
twelve start nodding off. Suggest the old docs gone 
senile or hes a poor businessman. He paused with a 
snort of amusement. You hear about that case? Some guy up in Fresno got acquitted because a jury decided 
he was too dumb to be guilty of embezzlement. His 
own attorney painted him as such a buffoon, the jury 
took pity and cut the poor dunce loose. Purcells in no 
danger.

Yeah, but did he know that? And what about the 
public disgrace?

Nobody cares about those things in this day and 
age. Lonnie picked up his pencil and drew a box on 
his legal pad. One thing youre forgetting. If the guys 
smart . . . say hes ripped off the system to the tune of 
half a million bucks, which is probably conservative. 
All they know about so far. Call it two million dollars 
just to make it worth the risk. A smart guy makes two, 
maybe three trips abroad. Picks a country where he 
knows he can count on extradition laws if the feds track 
him down. He sets up a bank account and feeds money 
in, transferring funds until he has what he needs. Then 
he can go on merrily cheating til someones onto him. 
Situation heats up, hes on the first plane out. In that 
case, the thirty thousand dollars is just his travel fund.

I thought about Fionas story of Dowans vanishing 
twice without explanation. Good point. I was also 
thinking about the bookkeeper, who got fired, and the 
assistant administrator, who quit her job in protest. 
Maybe that was Dows attempt to point a finger elsewhere. 
The phone rang and Lonnie picked up the handset. From the nature of his comments, it was Marie 
checking in. I waved at him and eased out of his office, 
leaving him to finish his conversation in private.

I returned to my office and reread my report. It 
seemed okay, but I thought Id let it sit for a day. Id be 
adding interviews once I figured out who Id be talking 
to next. I drew up a list from the possibilities Id 
gleaned. Purcells business associates were among the 
top five names, along with Dows best friend. I made 
sure I had the necessary phone numbers and then 
decided Id done enough and it was time to go home.



At two oclock, I made myself some milk of tomato 
soup and a gooey grilled cheese sandwich that I dipped 
in my bowl and lifted dripping to my lips. The liquid 
red of the soup against the crunchy golden surface of 
the bread was a culinary portrait of early childhood 
consolation. Aunt Gin first served me this confection 
when I was five years old, mourning my parents whod 
been killed in a car wreck the previous May. The ooze 
of melted Velveeta will always prompt the curious 
sensation of sorrow and satisfaction comingling on the 
surface of my tongue. This sandwich, I confess, was the 
highlight of my weekend, which is what life boils down 
to when youre celibate.

Afterward, I did what any other trained professional investigator would do: I walked the six steps into the 
living room, flipped off my shoes, and settled on the 
sofa, where I covered myself in a big puffy comforter 
and started reading a book. Within minutes, Id been 
sucked through a wormhole into a fictional world, 
traveling faster than the speed of words into a realm 
without sound and without gravity.

The phone rang, the sound annoyingly shrill. Id 
sunk like a stone into a river of dreams and I was 
disoriented by the need to surface. I reached back, 
fumbling for the phone, which was resting on the end 
table above my head. I hadnt even realized Id fallen 
asleep, except for the drooling, which I dont ordinarily 
do when awake.

Ms. Millhone?

Yes. If this was someone selling something I was 
going to say a very bad word.

This is Blanche McKee.

Three seconds passed. The name meant nothing. I 
rubbed my face and said, Who?

Fiona Purcells daughter. I understand Mothers 
hired you. I just wanted you to know how relieved we 
all are. Weve been urging her to do this ever since 
Daddy disappeared.

Oh, right. Sorry. I couldnt place the name. Howre 
you? Groggily, I sat up, pulling the quilt around me 
like a tribal robe.

Fine, thanks. I hope Im not calling at a bad time. 
I didnt wake you, did I?

Not at all, I said. The truth is, everyone knows 
youve been sleeping regardless of how earnestly you 
might lie to them.

Blanche must have decided to take me at my word. 
Im not sure how much Mothers told youquite 
a lot, Im surebut if theres anything I can do, 
Ill be happy to help. Did she mention my friend 
Nancy?

I dont believe so. The name doesnt sound 
familiar.

I was afraid of that. Mother tends to be a cynic, 
which you might have guessed. Nancys recently moved 
to Chico, but shes available for consultation any time 
by phone.

Nancy. Good news. Im making a note. Whoever 
Nancy was.

Im assuming youll want my personal impressions 
as well.

Sure. I mean, eventually. Thatd be great.

Im so happy you said that because I was thinkingif you have a minute this afternoon, you might want us 
to get together so I can share my concerns.

I hesitated. Ah. Well. You know, at the moment, 
Im more interested in facts than impressions and concerns. 
No offense.

None taken. I didnt mean to imply that I dont 
have facts.

Uh-hun. I hadnt forgotten Fionas barely disguised 
contempt for her younger daughter, mother of 
four, soon to be mother of five. On the other hand, 
maybe Fionad told Blanche about me in order to test 
my perseverance, since Id made such a point of it 
during our meeting.

Blanche said, What time would suit?

I went ahead and mouthed the bad word, adding 
another choice expletive from my extensive collection. 
Hang on a second. Ill check my schedule. I held the 
receiver to my chest while I looked at my watch. 4:06. 
I allowed time to pass while I pretended to scan my day 
planner with its numerous Saturday-afternoon appointments. 
I had no particular desire to meet Blanche, 
especially at the cost of a first-class nap. I hated the idea 
of abandoning my lair and I certainly didnt want to 
traipse all over town on such a cold, damp day. My 
living room windows were already gray with the premature 
November twilight and I could see the drizzle 
slant against the bare branches that were tapping at the 
panes. I glanced at my watch again. 4:07.

I could hear Blanche breathing and when she spoke, 
her tone was sharp. Kinsey, are you there?

Im here. Gee, it looks like Im booked up today. Tomorrow might be possible. I could be there by ten 
oclock.

That wont work for me and Mondays out of the 
question. Isnt there any way you could stop by? I feel 
its terribly important.

What I personally felt was a surge of irritation. I 
could just see Fiona returning from San Francisco, 
carping because I hadnt taken time to interview Blanche. 
Fifteen hundred dollars and you couldnt even 
bother to see my daughter? I said, I could be there by 
five-thirty, but only for half an hour. Thats the best I 
can do.

Perfect. Thats fine. Were up on Edenside at the 
corner of Monterey Terrace. The numbers 1236. Its a 
two-story Spanish. Youll see a dark blue station wagon 
parked in the drive.



Edenside Road was part of a small housing development 
cunningly tucked into the foothills; five winding 
streets, each of which ended in a wide cul-de-sac. The 
builder had followed the terrain, taking the path of 
least resistance, the five streets built into the contours 
of the hill like rivulets of asphalt flowing from the 
highest point. My progress was halting, an exasperating 
ten miles an hour, as I slowed for a speed bump every fifteen yards or so. The neighborhood was ideal for 
children, whose presence was announced by the number 
of strollers, play-houses, swing sets, bicycles, tricycles, 
Big Wheels, and skateboards littering the yards. It 
looked like a Toys R Us had exploded close by.

The house at the corner of Edenside and Monterey 
Terrace was indeed a two-story Spanish hacienda with 
a courtyard in front. Even in the gathering dark, I 
couldnt miss the three-car garage that jutted forward 
aggressively like a pugnacious jaw. As I watched, the 
low-voltage landscape lights came on, illuminating the 
front of the house. The exterior stucco was tinted a 
gaudy pink and the roof tiles, while clay, were a series 
of interlocking orange Ss, clearly mass produced. The 
original clay tiles still gracing many older structures in 
town are now a dark faded red, mottled with lichen 
and shaped like a C where the worker once laid the soft 
clay across his thigh in forming it.

As promised, there was a dark blue station wagon 
parked in the drive. I pulled in at the curb, got out, 
locked my car, and approached the house along a 
crushed granite walk. The surrounding landscape was 
drought-proofed; all gravel and concrete, scattered with 
assorted cacti and oversized succulents. I let myself in 
through a small iron gate and crossed the tile-paved 
courtyard. A mock Spanish fountain splashed water by 
way of a circulating pump.

I rang the bell. I could hear shrieks, barking dogs, 
and the clattering of small feet as a pack of short folk 
battled for the honor of playing butler to me. As the 
door opened, a girl of perhaps five turned to sock the 
four-year-old boy-child behind her. Within seconds, 
fists were flailing, the children red-faced and tearful as 
they struggled for possession of the knob between 
shoves and kicks with brown hard-soled shoes. Meanwhile, 
two hyperactive Jack Russell terriers leaped up 
and down as though spring-loaded. The toddler bringing 
up the rear got knocked on his diaper and set up a 
howl. Another girl, her back turned, was walking down 
the hallway toward the rear of the house, bellowing, 
Mom!! Mooommy! Heathers socking Josh and the 
dogs just knocked Quentin on his bee-hind.

Amanda, what did I tell you about whining? Josh 
can take care of himself. Now please mind your own 
business and quit tattling or you will drive me insane.

Sway-backed, Blanche lumbered into sight, the 
sphere of her belly so large it looked a rogue moon, 
held in orbit by unseen gravitational forces. Her maternity 
outfit was a pale gray washable silk, palazzo pants, 
a long tunic, with tricky buttons and flaps. I was 
guessing that when the babe came, shed be able to plop 
a boob out and feed the little tyke. She had long blond 
hair, the strands fine and glossy, reaching almost to her 
waist. Her porcelain complexion was tinted a pale peach. Blue eyes, high forehead, finely arched brows. 
She looked like a storyland princess from a book of 
Grimms fairy tales except, great with child.

She swooped down and gathered up the howling 
baby, whom she settled on her hip. She grabbed 
Heather by the arm, hauling her away from her brother 
and then giving her a push along the corridor. You 
kids go out in the backyard. Amandas going to make 
you some peanut butter crackers. You can have a snack 
out there. Just dont eat too many. Were having supper 
in a bit. Now scoot. I mean it. Everybody go on 
outside.

Mo-om, its dark.

Well, turn the porch light on.

But we want to watch cartoons!

Too bad. You do what I say. And no running, 
Blanche warned. Heather and Josh were already pounding 
down the hall, but they slowed to a power walk, 
knocking and bumping each other. The dogs followed, 
barking, while Amanda veered off into the kitchen to 
make peanut butter crackers without an audible complaint. 
Amanda, who couldnt have been much more 
than seven years old, was already being cast in the role 
of secondary mom.

While Blanche was issuing orders, shed managed to 
jiggle the crying baby and his howls had subsided. She 
turned and labored toward the family room with me tagging along behind her as well as I could. There were 
toys everywhere. In order to avoid crushing plastic 
underfoot, I had to shuffle, making a path through the 
Legos strewn on the floor in front of me. A wooden 
gate had been secured across the stairs to the second 
floor and what I assumed was the basement door had a 
hook-and-eye closure to prevent kidlets from tumbling 
headlong into the yawning abyss. Ever the optimist, I 
said, Your mother mentioned a nanny.

She isnt here on weekends and Andrews currently 
out of town.

What sort of work does he do?

Hes an attorney. Mergers and acquisitions. Hes in 
Chicago until Wednesday.

Whens the new baby due?

Technically, not for three weeks yet, but hell probably 
come early. All the other ones have.

In the family room, a toy chest stood open, its 
contents flung in every direction: dolls, teddy bears, a 
bright yellow school bus filled with brightly painted 
spool kids with round painted heads. There was a 
wooden bench and mallet for pounding wooden pegs, 
crayons, picture books, Tinkertoys, small metal cars, a 
wooden train. A playpen had been erected in the center 
of the room. I spotted a mechanical swing, a circular 
walker with surrounding rubber bumpers, a high chair, 
an infant seat, and a portable crib. Every wall socket in view had been blanked out by plastic inserts. There was 
nothing on any surface below see-level, every breakable 
object removed to a high shelf as though in preparation 
for a coming flood.

From outside, I could hear a piercing shriek go up, 
this at a higher decibel level than the earlier shrieking 
in the hall. Amanda started screaming, Mommy! 
Mom!! Heather pushed Josh off the jungle gym and he 
has blood coming out of his nose. . . .

Blanche said, Oh, lord. Here, take him.

Without pausing, she handed off the baby like a 
forward pass and waddled into the kitchen. Quentin 
was surprisingly heavy, his bones dense as stone. He 
watched his mother depart and then his eyes moved to 
mine. Though Quentin was as yet incapable of speech, 
I could see the concept Monster forming in his 
underdeveloped brain. The enormity of his plight began 
to dawn on him, and he pursed his small mouth in 
advance of a round of howls.

I called, Can I put him in his playpen?

No. He hates that, she yelled as she went out the 
backdoor. The screaming in the yard was taken up by 
a second child apparently vying for equal time. As if in 
response, Quentins mouth came open in a cry so deep-seated 
he made no sound at first. He curled his body 
inward while he gathered his strength. Without warning, 
he flung himself outward like a diver in the midst of a back flip. He might have torn himself entirely out 
of my grasp if I hadnt grabbed him and swung him up 
from the floor. I said, Whee! as though the two of us 
were really having fun. The look on his face suggested 
otherwise.

I tried jiggling him as she had, but that only made 
matters worse. Now I was not only a monster, but a 
Monster Baby Jiggler, intent on shaking him to death. I 
walked around in a circle, saying, There, there, there. 
The child was not soothed. Finally, in desperation, I 
lowered him into the playpen, forcing his stiff legs to 
bend until he was fully seated. I handed him two 
alphabet blocks and part of a half-eaten soda cracker. 
The howling ceased at once. He put the cracker in his 
mouth and banged the letter P against the plastic 
padding under him. I stood up, patting myself on the 
chest while I moved into the kitchen to see what was 
happening.

Blanche was just banging through the backdoor with 
four-year-old Josh on her hip, his legs hanging way past 
her knees. I could see a lump on his forehead the size of 
an egg and copious blood on his upper lip. One-handed, 
she dampened a kitchen towel, opened the freezer, and 
took out some ice cubes, which she wrapped in the 
towel and pressed against his head. She carried him into 
the family room and sank into a chair. The minute she 
sat down, he worked his way through a flap in her tunic and began to nurse. Taken aback, I averted my 
eyes. I thought kids his age had been twelve-stepped 
out of that. She indicated a nearby chair, paying him 
not the slightest attention as he suckled her right breast.

I glanced down at the chair and removed a half-consumed 
peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich before I 
settled on the edge. Joshs medical emergency apparently 
entitled all of the children to escape the chill and 
dark outside. The next thing I knew, a cartoon show 
blasted from the TV set. Heather and Amanda sat cross-legged 
on the floor, and Josh joined them moments later 
holding the towel-wrapped ice cubes to his head.

I tried to concentrate on what Blanche was saying, 
but all I could think about was that even at my age, a 
tubal ligation probably wasnt out of the question.
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I glanced at my watch, a gesture that wasnt lost on 
her.

I know youre in a hurry so Ill get to the point. 
Has Mother filled you in on Crystals past?

I know she was a stripper before she married your 
dad.

Im not talking about that. Did she mention Crystals 
fourteen-year-old daughter was born out of wedlock?

I waited, wondering at the relevance. I leaned forward, 
not from avid interest, but because the whistles, 
bangs, and manic music from the television set were 
loud enough to cause permanent hearing loss. I watched 
Blanches lips move, putting the sentences together 
belatedly like the subtitles on a foreign movie.

Im not even sure Crystal knows who the father is. 
Then she married Lloyd somebody and had another child by him. That boy died when he was eighteen 
months old, an accidental drowningthis was four or 
five years ago.

I squinted. And you think this is somehow connected 
to your fathers disappearance?

She seemed startled. Well, no, but you said you 
wanted all the facts. I wanted to fill in the picture so 
you could see what youre up against.

Meaning what? A commercial came on, the sound 
ratcheted up a notch so the little children who lived 
across the street wouldnt miss the pitch for a vitaminrich 
cereal that was supposed to look and taste like 
licorice.

Blanche was saying, Doesnt Crystals behavior 
strike you as odd?

I was largely lip reading by now and her comment 
had gone completely over my head. Blanche, could we 
turn down the sound on the television set?

Sorry. She reached for the remote control and 
muted the sound. The silence was heaven. The children 
continued to sit on the floor, arranged in front of the 
set as though gathered around a campfire. Frantic 
images danced across the screen in colors so vivid they 
left an afterimage if I glanced away.

Blanche returned to her commentary. I dont know 
about you, but Crystal doesnt seem at all distraught about whats happened. Shes cool as can be, which 
seems inappropriate to me.

It has been nine weeks. I dont think anyone can be 
distraught for that long. Defenses kick in. You manage 
to adjust or you go insane.

I just think its interesting that Crystals never made 
a public appeal for information about Daddy. Shes 
never offered a reward. Shes never sent out any flyers. 
No psychics have been consulted. . . .

That caught me up short. You think a psychic 
would help?

It wouldnt hurt, she said. My friend Nancys 
uncanny. She has this amazing, quite incredible gift.

Shes a psychic? Is that why shes offering to consult 
with me on the phone?

Of course. When I lost my diamond ring, she was 
able to pinpoint the exact location.

Howd she do that? Im really curious.

Its hard to describe. She said she smelled something 
sweet. She saw glimpses of white, maybe something 
nautical. She did two separate . . . readings, for lack of 
a better word . . . and the images were the same. Then 
I realized the last time I remembered seeing the ring, Id 
taken it off to wash my hands at the bathroom sink. 
Id already searched that area half a dozen times. As it 
turned out, Id set the ring in the soap dish and it was embedded on the underside of the soap, which is exactly 
what she smelled.

I said, What was the white part? Was that the 
bathroom sink?

Not in that bathroom. The sink is hunter green in 
there, but the soap was white.

Got it. What was the nautical part?

Blanches tone was defensive. Not everythings literal. 
Some of the images she sees are metaphorical . . . 
you know, associative.

Nautical . . . faucet water, I suggested gamely.

The point is, Nancys offered to consult with Crystal, 
but she refuses to cooperate.

Maybe she doesnt believe in psychics.

But Nancys fabulous. I swear.

How much does she charge?

Oh, she doesnt want money. Ordinarily, she does, 
but this is strictly out of friendship with me.

Why does Crystal have to be involved? Cant 
Nancy do a reading and simply tell you what she sees?

She has to have access to the house so she can pick 
up on Daddys vibes, his psychic energy. I took her over 
to his office and let her sit in his chair. She keeps getting 
this picture of him approaching a house and going 
through the front door. Then nothing. This has to be 
Crystals beach property because she visualizes sand.

Could be the desert.

Blanche blinked. Well, I suppose it could.

Anyway, go on. Sorry to interrupt.

But thats it. She sees a door and then blank. 
Without Crystals help, she can only go so far. We 
think he left the office and drove out to the beach house 
as usual, only something went terribly wrong. Of 
course, Crystal denies this. She claims he never arrived, 
but we only have her word for it.

So you think she knows where he is and shes 
covering?

Well, yes, she said, as though surprised Id ask. 
Nancy can feel his presence. She gets the strong 
impression hes been hurt. Hes definitely surrounded 
by darkness. She says hes trying to reach us, but somethings 
holding him back.

Hes alive?

Shes sure hes alive. Shes very clear about that. 
However, she says there are some very negative forces 
at work. She says hes distressed because he doesnt 
know where he is. Hes encompassed by this oppressive 
spiritual consciousness. She can feel his confusion, but 
thats as much as she gets. Nancy says Crystals very 
connected to Daddys plight. In fact, she probably 
caused it.

How?

Well, she could have knocked him out and driven 
him away somewhere.

And done what with his car? I dont mean to argue. 
Im genuinely puzzled.

There could have been two of em. She could have 
hired someone. How do I know? Im just telling you 
. . . nothing would suit her better than to have him out 
of the way.

Why? I mean, just for the sake of argument, lets 
say she had him kidnapped and hes being held against 
his will. Whats her motive? Cant be money. There 
hasnt been a ransom note and no contact from anyone 
offering to make a deal.

Blanche leaned forward. Listen. Before she married 
my father, she signed a prenuptial agreement, according 
to which she gets absolutely nothing if they divorce.

Wait a minute. Back up. You still havent told me 
how she intends to profit if she had him snatched.

I didnt say she had him kidnapped. I said she 
knows where he is.

Whats that have to do with a pre-nup?

Shes been having an affair.

Your mother mentioned that as well. This is Clint 
Augustine?

Exactly. Now she wants her freedom, but she wants 
the money, too. If she tries to divorce him, shell end up 
with nothing. The only way she benefits is if Daddy 
dies.

Which, according to Nancy, he hasnt done yet.

Thats right.

Why would she risk anything as blatant as an affair 
with her personal trainer? Wouldnt word get out?

He was her personal trainer; hes not now. Once 
she started screwing him, I guess they decided to discontinue 
the public aspects of their relationship. The 
rumors started flying in any event.

How did you find out?

From Mothers friend, Dana Glazer. She and her 
husband have a house in Horton Ravine. Joels one of 
Daddys

Employers. Yes, I heard about that.

The Glazer property backs right up to Daddys with 
just a little fence in between. They have a guest cottage 
back there, and Crystal asked if theyd consider renting 
it temporarily to a friend of hers. She claimed hed 
bought a house he had to renovate and the work 
wouldnt be finished until early fall. This was back in 
January. Anyway, the Glazers dont use the cottage, so 
they decided, hey, why not? They asked eight hundred 
dollars a month, and the guy never batted an eye. Of 
course, once Dana realized what was going on, she was 
horrified. She found it thoroughly repulsive, which is 
why she hated having to tell my mom.

Whyd she tell you?

She didnt. I heard it from another friend. Dana 
confirmed the story, but only because I pressed. Believe 
me, I dont gossip.

A lot of people dont. It doesnt seem to stop them 
from passing stuff on. Why didnt Dana evict him if she 
found the situation so repellent?

Because he signed a six-month lease. Hes gone now 
and good riddance. Youre welcome to talk to her if 
you dont believe me. I mean, Dana ought to know. It 
happened right under her nose. Poor mother. She still 
thinks Daddys coming back to her. Bad enough he left 
her for such a . . . tart, but the fact that Crystals still 
doing it makes Daddy look like a fool.

Which leads us to what conclusion?

Crystal wants him dead. She wants him out of the 
way, she said with the first flash of feeling Id seen in 
her. Her mouth trembled and she began to blink rapidly. 
She looked off toward the hallway, taking a 
moment to compose herself. Under her maternity tunic, 
I saw a knot move across her lap, probably the babys 
foot. I could see why people reached out impulsively to 
lay a hand on such a belly. Blanche directed her comments 
to the far side of the room. Believe me, she 
married Daddy for his money. The pre-nup was just a 
ploy. She might have meant it at the time, but then she 
ran into Clint and got involved with him. Like I said, if 
Daddy dies, she inherits the bulk of his estate and then shes home free. If she divorces him, she gets nothing. 
Its as simple as that.

Blanche, you dont know for a fact your fathers 
dead. None of us know that. Even your friend Nancy 
claims hes still alive.

Blanches gaze swung back to mine, her blue eyes 
ablaze. Dont say even Nancy like shes a charlatan. 
I resent that.

Not my intention. I withdraw the word. The point 
is, she has an image of him helpless, but alive, at least 
from what you say.

But for how long? The mans nearly seventy years 
old. What if hes tied up, what if hes gagged and cant 
breathe?

All right, all right. Let me see what I can do to 
check it out. So far, this is pure theory, but I can 
appreciate the worry.



The minute I got home, I went to my desk and began 
taking notes, writing down the list of possibilities for 
Dowan Purcells fate. Id dismissed the notion that hed 
been kidnapped, but maybe I was wrong. He might 
have been forcibly removed and carted off somewhere, 
in which case, he was either dead (sorry, Nance) or 
being held against his will. I detailed the other options, 
writing them down as quickly as they occurred to me.He could have left voluntarily, departing of his own 
accord, on the run or hiding out. He could have met 
with an accident while driving under the influence. If he 
were lying at the bottom of a canyon, it would certainly 
explain the fact his Mercedes hadnt been spotted yet. 
He could have been subject to any one of a number of 
fatal incidents: aneurysm, heart attack, stroke. If so, it 
was puzzling that no one had stumbled across the body, 
but it sometimes happens that way.

Or what? He could have established a secret life, 
having slipped from one persona into the next. What 
else? Fearing disgrace, he could have killed himself. Or, 
as Blanche suggested, someone could have killed him 
for gain, or to cover something worse. I couldnt think 
of any other permutations. Well, two. Amnesia, though 
that felt like an old 30s movie plot. Or he might have 
been assaulted by a mugger who overplayed his hand 
and then disposed of the body. The only other possibility 
was his having been arrested and jailed, but 
according to Detective Odessa, Purcell hadnt shown up 
in any law enforcement computer system. From this, I 
surmised that he hadnt been identified as the perpetrator 
of his own crimes or the victim of anyone elses.

I studied the list. There were certain variations I had 
no way to pursue. For instance, if Dow had been taken 
ill, if hed been injured or killed in a fatal accident, I 
had no way to know unless someone stepped forward with information. The cops had already canvassed hospitals 
in the area. This was one of those times when 
being a small-town private investigator (and a lone 
operator on top of that) made the job difficult. I had no 
access to airline, immigration, or customs records, so I 
couldnt determine if Purcell had boarded a plane (or 
a train or a boat) in his name or someone elses (using 
a fake drivers license and a fake passport). If he were 
still in this country, he might well evade notice as long 
as he didnt use his credit cards, didnt rent or buy 
property, didnt apply for a telephone or utilities, didnt 
drive with expired tags, or in any other way attract 
attention to himself or his vehicle. He couldnt vote, 
couldnt do work that required his true Social Security 
number, couldnt open a bank account. He certainly 
couldnt practice medicine, which is how hed earned a 
living for the past forty years.

Of course, if hed cooked up a false identity, he could 
do as he pleased as long as his story was plausible and 
his bona fides checked out. If this were the case, finding 
him would be next to impossible after only nine weeks. 
There simply hadnt been enough time for his name to 
surface in the records. My only hope was to plod my 
way systematically from friend to friend, colleague to 
associate, current wife to ex, daughter to daughter, in 
hopes of a lead. All I needed was one tiny snag in the 
fabric of his life, one loop or tear that I might use to unravel his current whereabouts. I decided to focus on 
the areas over which I had control.



Sunday went by in a blur. I gave myself the day off and 
spent the time puttering around my apartment, taking 
care of minor chores.

Monday morning, I got up as usual, pulled on my 
sweats and my Sauconys, and did a three-mile jog. The 
cloud cover was dense and the surf was a muddy 
brown. The rain had eased, but the sidewalks were still 
wet, and I splashed through shallow puddles as I ran 
the mile and a half to the bathhouse where I did the 
turnaround. The earthworms had emerged and lay 
strewn across the sidewalk like lengths of gray string 
from an old floor mop. The path was also littered with 
snails traversing the walk with all the optimism of the 
innocent. I had to watch where I stepped to keep from 
crushing them.

Back at my place, I picked up my gym bag and 
headed over to the gym. I parked my car in the only 
space available, tucked between a pickup truck and a 
late-model van. Even from the parking lot, I could hear 
the clank of machines, the grunts of a power lifter 
straining with a dead lift. Inside, the rock-and-roll 
music coming in through the speakers competed with a 
morning news show airing on the ceiling-mounted TV set. Two women on the stair machines climbed patiently 
while a third woman and two men trotted smartly on 
treadmills set at double speed. All five sets of eyes were 
focused on the screen.

I signed in, idly asking Keith, at the desk, if he knew 
Clint Augustine. Keiths in his twenties, with a busy 
brown mustache and a gleaming shaven head.

He said, Sure, I know Clint. Youve probably seen 
him in here. Big guy, white-blond hair. He usually 
works out at five oclock when the place first opens up. 
Sometimes he comes in later with his clients, mostly 
married chicks. Theyre a specialty of his. Keiths 
intermittent use of steroids caused him to swell and 
shrink according to his consumption. He was currently 
in shrunken form, which I personally preferred. He was 
one of those guys with a great chest and biceps, but 
very little in the way of lower body development. 
Maybe he figured because he stood behind a counter, 
he didnt need to buff out anything below his waist.

I heard hes been working with Crystal Purcell.

He did for a while. Theyd come in late afternoon, 
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Isnt she the wife 
of the guy who disappeared a while back? Man, thats 
a tough one. Something skanky going on there.

Could be, I said. Anyway, I gotta get a move on. 
Thanks for the info.

Sure thing.

I pulled on my workout gloves and found a quiet 
spot. I stretched out on a gray mat and started with my 
ab routine, two sets of fifty sit-ups, hands behind my 
head, my bent legs resting on a free-weight bench. I 
could smell glue fumes wafting through the asphaltgray 
carpeting. The Nautilus and Universal machines 
looked like elaborate constructions built from a full-size 
Erector set: metal verticals, bolts, pulleys, angled joints. 
Once I finished my sit-ups, I started with leg curls, the 
exercise I most despise. While I counted fifteen reps, I 
pictured my hamstrings popping loose and rolling up 
like window shades. I moved on to leg extensions, 
which burned like hell, but at least didnt threaten any 
crippling side effects. Back, chest, and shoulders. I 
finished my workout with preacher curls and dumbbell 
curls. I saved the best machine for last: triceps extensions, 
always a favorite of mine. I left the gym damp 
with perspiration.



Home again, I showered, pulled on a turtleneck, jeans, 
and my boots, grabbed a bite of breakfast, and packed 
myself a brown-bag lunch. I reached the office at nine 
oclock and put a call through to the police department, 
where Detective Odessa assured me hed do yet another 
computer check to see if there was any sign of Dow 
Purcell. Hed already sorted through numerous bulletins describing the unidentified dead throughout the state. 
There were no Caucasian males in Purcells age range. 
Local police, sheriffs department, and CHP officers 
were being briefed weekly on the importance of keeping 
an eye out for him. Odessa had increased his coverage, 
papering most of the medical facilities in the surrounding 
counties in case Purcell showed up incoherent or 
comatose.

I briefed him on the people Id spoken to so far. 
When I told him about the issue of Medicare fraud, he 
said, Yeah, we know that.

Well, why didnt you tell me?

Because its Paglias call and were under orders 
from him.

By the end of the conversation, it was clear we were 
both still in the dark although he did seem to appreciate 
my bringing him up to date. He was even moderately 
charitable about Blanches consulting a psychic, which 
surprised me somehow. I forget that police detectives, 
in addition to being hard-assed, are also capable of 
entertaining doubts about such things.

I pulled out the phone number for Jacob Trigg, 
whose name Crystal had given me, saying he was Dows 
best friend. I dialed and spoke briefly to him, explaining 
who I was, and we set up an appointment for ten 
oclock Tuesday morning at his place. I made a note on 
my calendar and then called Joel Glazer at the office number Crystal had given me. His secretary told me he 
was working from home and gave me the phone number 
there so I could reach him. I called the number, 
briefly identified myself and the fact that Fionad hired 
me. He seemed pleasant and cooperative to the extent 
that he gave me his address and set up a meeting for 
one oclock that afternoon. I then called Santa Teresa 
Hospital and learned that Penelope Delacorte was now 
Director of Nursing Services, in her office from nine to 
five weekdays. I made a note of the title and decided to 
try her later in the day, after my meeting with Glazer. 
Lastly, on my own behalf, I made a call to Richard 
Hevener, whose machine picked up. I left a message 
inquiring about the status of my rental application. I 
tried to sound especially winsome on the phone in 
hopes that might tip the odds in my favor.

At lunchtime, I sat at my desk and ate the peanutbutter- 
and-pickle sandwich Id brought from home. At 
twelve-thirty, I left the building and started walking 
around the block, hoping Id remember where I parked 
my car. I found the VW, unmolested, at the corner of 
Capillo and Olivio, much closer than Id thought and 
in the opposite direction. For the fifth day straight, the 
sky was overcast, a brooding gray, roiling at the edges 
where a thick mass of clouds threatened rain.

Santa Teresa is constrained on the north by the 
mountains and on the south by the Pacific Ocean, limiting geographic growth. The westernmost neighborhoods 
feather out as far as Colgate; the easternmost 
sweeping into Montebello where the prices jump. Horton 
Ravine, where I was headed, is a moneyed enclave, 
carved out by land grant and deed, whereby successive 
California governors rewarded military leaders for killing 
people really, really well. The resulting three thousand 
plus acres were passed from rich man to richer, 
until the last in line, a sheep rancher named Tobias 
Horton, had the good sense to subdivide the land into 
saleable lots, thus making a killing of another kind.

I took the 101 as far as the La Cuesta off-ramp, 
turned left, and followed the road around to the right, 
heading for the main entrance which consisted of two 
massive stone pillars with HORTON RAVINE spelled out 
in curlicue wrought iron arching between them. The 
Ravine was lush, the trunks of sycamores and live oaks 
stained dark from the recent rains. Most of the roads 
are called Via something; via being the Spanish word 
for way or road. I drove past the Horton Ravine 
Riding Club, continued a mile, and finally took a right 
turn and went up a hill.

The Glazers lived on Va Bueno (Road Good . . . 
if I remember rightly from my brief matriculation in 
night-school Spanish.) The house was 1960s modern, a 
dazzling white cluster of abstract forms superimposed 
on one another in what amounted to an architectural pig pile. Three soaring stories were variously angled 
and cantilevered with a steeply pitched tower driving 
straight up out of the center of the mass. There were 
wide decks on all sides and large expanses of glass, into 
which birds probably regularly propelled themselves 
and died. When Id first met Dana Jaffe, she was living 
in a small housing tract in the town of Perdido, thirty 
miles to the south. I wondered if she was as conscious 
as I of how far shed come.

I parked in a circular motor court and crossed to the 
low sweeping stairs that led up to the front door. A few 
minutes passed and then she answered the bell. I could 
have sworn she was wearing the same outfit Id seen 
her in the first time wed mettight, faded jeans and a 
plain white T-shirt. Her hair was still the color of 
honey, with silver, as fine as silk threads, now appearing 
in the mix. Shed had it cut and layered, every strand 
falling into place as she moved her head. Her eyes were 
khaki or hazel, sometimes reflecting green, sometimes 
brown under softly feathered brows. Her most arresting 
feature was her mouth. Her teeth were slightly occluded 
and the overbite made her lips appear plump and pouty.

She said, Hello, Kinsey. Joel said youd be stopping 
by. Please come in. Let me take that.

This is beautiful, I said as I stepped inside, slipping 
off my slicker, which I handed to her. While she hung it in the closet, I had time to gape. The interior was 
cathedral-like, a vast space crowned by a vaulted ceiling 
thirty feet above. Bridges and catwalks connected the 
irregular levels of the house and shafts of sunlight 
formed geometric patterns on the smooth stone floor.

Dana joined me, saying, Fiona probably told you 
were redoing the place.

She mentioned that, I said. She also said you 
suggested me for this job, which I appreciate.

Youre entirely welcome. I confess I didnt like you 
back then, but you did seem honest and persistent, a 
regular little terrier when it came to finding Wendell. 
Your friend, Mac Voorhies, at California Fidelity, gives 
you the credit for the fact I got to keep the money.

Ive wondered about that. Last I heard they were 
still debating the issue. Im glad it worked out. How 
well did you know Dow?

I ran into him occasionally because of Joel, but we 
werent friends. I met Fiona after they divorced, so I 
tend to side with her. Im polite when I run into him, 
but thats about it. Joels on the phone at the moment, 
but Ill take you up to the office as soon as hes done. 
Would you like a look around?

Thatd be great.

Were doing this piecemeal. Not my preference. 
Fiona and I wanted to do it all at once . . . a full installation, which is so much more dramatic and lots 
more fun, but Joel put his foot down, so were doing 
the job in stages. This is the living room, obviously . . .

She rattled off the rooms as I followed along behind. 
Sun room, den, formal dining room. The kitchens in 
there. Joels office is in what we call the crows nest 
upstairs.

The rooms were clearly in transition. The floors were 
covered with palace-sized Oriental carpets, probably 
quite old to judge by the softness of the colors and 
intricate designs. The furniture, which I assumed was 
chosen by the deceased Mrs. Glazer, appeared to be 
almost entirely antique, with massive armoires and 
occasional pieces in polished mahogany. The few 
upholstered pieces were done in white linen, the lines 
clean and clear. A variety of fabric swatches had been 
draped across the chairs and two-inch samples of paint 
colors had been taped in various places on the wall. 
Some of the upholstery fabrics I hadnt seen since my 
youth, when my aunt Gin would take me to visit her 
friends. Jungle prints, fakey-looking leopard skin, 
banana palms, bamboo, zig-zags, and chevrons in 
shades of orange and yellow. The wall paint under 
consideration was that noxious shade of green that 
marked most 1930s bathrooms when they hadnt been 
done in an oh-so-modern mix of pink and black.

Shes found us a sharkskin-top Ruhlmann desk for this wall, with an Andr Groult mirror. Were thrilled 
about that.

I can imagine, I murmured. I could see where 
Fionas art deco taste wouldnt be completely out of 
place, but I couldnt for the life of me picture these 
cool, elegant rooms redone in black lacquer, plastic, 
leather, enamel, curly maple, and chrome.

Dana was saying, Joel was widowed four years ago. 
He lived here with his wife for the past twenty-two 
years. The truth is, Id love to level it, but he cant see 
the point.

Good for him, I thought. Hows Michael? I was 
afraid to ask about her younger son, Brian, because the 
last time Id seen him he was on his way back to jail.

He and Brendon are fine. Juliet left. I guess she got 
tired of marriage and motherhood.

Too bad.

Well, she said, briskly, let me check and see if 
Joels off the phone.

I realized she was just as eager as I to avoid talk of 
Brian. She moved to an intercom in the dining room, 
pressing a button that apparently rang through to Joels 
office. Sweetie, are you free? I heard his muffled reply.

She turned with a smile. He says to come right on 
up. Ill walk you to the elevator. Maybe we can chat 
when youve finished your talk with him.

Id like that.
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