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			Dr Evans’ Diary

			You all think you know me. You’re wrong.

			You’ve all seen my face countless times. From when my driver’s license photo first appeared on television, when the police began their manhunt, right up to the very moment the jury found me guilty, watched live by hundreds of millions of viewers. I’m a household name everywhere. The whole wide world has an opinion on what I did. I don’t give a damn about condemnation or praise.

			I have been on death row now for one thousand, eight hundred and twenty-three days, eleven hours and twelve minutes. I’ve spent almost every waking second of that time pondering the chain of events that brought me here. I would not do a single thing differently.

			Except maybe for what I said to Kate.

			I am no saint, no martyr, no terrorist, no madman and no murderer. The names you think you may call me are all wrong.

			I am a father. That’s my story.
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			It all began with Jamaal Carter. If I hadn’t saved him, things might have been very different.

			When the pager beeped I rubbed my eyes in anger. It had roused me and I had woken up in a foul mood. Of course, the surroundings didn’t help. The surgeons’ on-call room on the second floor reeked of sweat, feet and sex. Residents are always hornier than a two-peckered billy goat. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if a couple of them had been banging away in the top bunk while I snored.

			I am a sound sleeper. Rachel always used to tease me and say it would take a crane to get me up. That simply doesn’t apply to the pager: the damned gizmo always succeeds in waking me up on the second beep.

			That comes of being a resident for seven years. If you didn’t answer the pager first time, the chief resident would tear you a new one. And if you couldn’t find a window in which to grab a bit of shuteye during the thirty-six hours you were on call, then you didn’t last the distance, either. So we surgeons got into the knack of instantly falling asleep while we nurtured a Pavlovian response to the sound of a pager. I have been a staff doctor for four years now and my turns of duty have since been halved, but the conditioning remains.

			I grappled under my pillow until I found the gadget. The number 342 flashed up on the LED screen, the Neurosurgery extension. I checked my watch and got really pissed. There were just twenty-three minutes left until the end of my shift, and the morning had been hectic, owing to a traffic accident that began in Dupont Circle and ended up on the operating table. I had spent three hours piecing back together a British cultural attaché’s skull. The guy hadn’t even been here two days, and had found out the hard way that you exit a stateside roundabout the other way round, compared to London.

			The nurses knew I was taking a nap, so if someone had paged me it had to be serious. I called 342, but it was busy, so I decided to hurry round and see what was the matter. I splashed some water on my face at the washbasin in the back, but left the light off. Lately I had avoided mirrors like the plague.

			I went out into the corridor. It was twenty to six and the sun was already setting behind the treetops in Rock Creek Park. The light shone through giant panes of glass creating orangey oblongs across the floor. The year before I would have enjoyed the view, even as I ran to the elevator. But now I didn’t look up from the floor. The man I had turned into did not admire the scenery.

			 

			In the elevator I almost bumped into Jerry Gonzales, a male nurse on my team who was wheeling a gurney. I cracked a shy smile and greeted him with a nod. He was a stocky guy and had to move over to let me in. If there’s one thing two straight men hate, it’s bumping into each other in an elevator, especially when they haven’t showered for many an hour, which we hadn’t.

			“Hey, Doc Evans, thanks for the book you lent me the other day. I have it in my locker. I’ll give it you right back.”

			“That’s OK, Jerry, you can keep it,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “I don’t read much anymore.”

			There was an awkward silence. Time was, we would have busted each other’s chops or swapped wisecracks. But that was before.

			I could almost hear him bite back the words on the tip of his tongue. Good. I can’t stand sympathy.

			“You got that gangbanger?” he said at last.

			“That why they paged me?”

			“They’ve had a shootout down at Barry Farm. It’s been on the news for an age,” he said, pointing to his ear, which always had an earphone stuck in it. “Seven dead and a bunch of wounded. A turf war.”

			“So why didn’t they take them to the MedStar?”

			Jerry shrugged his shoulders and stepped out of my way.

			I came out of the elevator on the fourth floor, for the neurosurgery unit. St Clement’s is a small, private and extremely expensive hospital. Even most people who live in Washington have never heard of it. Nestling on the south side of Rock Creek Park, near the Taft Bridge, it’s a very swanky place. Its client base lives on Kalorama, mainly foreigners and senior embassy officials. People with no health insurance whose governments grudgingly pony up for the humungous bills. The area is not at all accessible and you likely won’t have come across St Clement’s, either, on your way through the neighborhood. You don’t find that massive Victorian redbrick building unless you really want to.

			To my dismay, the hospital’s mission was not to support public service, either. The shareholders liked to keep costs low and revenues high. But fortunately, in common with all US hospitals, it was required by law to treat any emergency case that landed on its doorstep. Which is how I crossed paths with Jamaal Carter.

			He was in the middle of the corridor, outside the nurses’ station. A police officer and two paramedics were standing by, their uniforms dripping with blood. His bodily fluids had daubed dark, ominous stains on the reflective patches. The paramedics were shaken and spoke in hushed tones. Considering what they had to cope with in their line of work, some very bad shit must have been going down.

			One of the emergency interns hovered next to the gurney, with a suitably earnest look on her face. She must have been new, I didn’t know her.

			“Are you the neurosurgeon?” she asked when she saw me roll up.

			“No, I’m the plumber, but they lent me this cute white coat so’s my overalls don’t get dirty.”

			She was looked all flustered, so I winked to let her know it was a joke. She tittered, nervously. It’s always good to lighten up with the new kids. The residents usually treat them like some dog shit they’ve trodden in, so a scrap of humanity is manna from heaven. 

			She pointed to the kid on the gurney.

			“His BP’s 100 over 60, pulse rate’s 89. He’s stable, but there’s a very nasty T5-level gunshot wound.”

			I leaned over him. The gangbanger lay face down. He wore rapper’s pants and a blue Washington Wizards jacket. Somebody had cut it open with scissors to treat a light injury to his right arm, which was covered in tattoos. The other arm was handcuffed to the gurney.

			Most of the jacket’s back was missing. Right where the team’s emblem should have been, someone had ripped out a wide expanse of cloth. In its place was an exit wound, which was seeping blood. The bullet had lodged against his spine, between the shoulder blades. His readings were stable, his life was not in danger, but the injury could well have damaged his nervous system.

			The gangbanger groaned a little and I crouched to look at his face. He had delicate features and was doped up. I brushed his cheek to attract his attention.

			“Dude, what’s your name?”

			I had to repeat the question several times before I could get him to answer me.

			“Jamaal. Jamaal Carter.”

			“Hey, Jamaal, we can fix you up, but you need to work with me, OK? Can you wiggle your toes there for me?”

			I took off his big-ticket Nike shoes, which would have been shiny white before the shootout but were now a dirty crimson. His toes would not move. I dug a pen tip into the middle of the sole of one of his feet.

			“Can you feel that?”

			He shook his head, very scared. If that kid had turned sixteen, then I was a monkey’s uncle. Greenhorns in gangs were getting greener.

			Jerk, jerk, jerk, I thought to myself.

			“What’s this kid doing here?” I yelled at the senior nurse, who had just put down the phone and walked out of the station to come my way. She was wringing her hands.

			“They’ve rerouted him to us from the George Washington. They’re up to their necks and the MedStar is, too. Doctor . . .”

			“I don’t mean that. I mean why the hell isn’t he in surgery? We have to remove that bullet right now,” I said, pushing the gurney.

			She stood in front of me, blocking my way. I didn’t bother trying to shove. It wasn’t worth my while tussling with the senior nurse, above all one who outweighs me by sixty pounds. When she sits behind the counter, she gives the impression she’s wearing it.

			“I’m sorry to have paged you, Dr Evans, but I’ve spoken to the medical director and she hasn’t approved the operation.”

			“What are you talking about, Margo? Dr Wong is at a congress in Alabama!”

			“I called to see if there had been any developments since I paged you,” she said with a guilty look, and shook her head. “When she heard about the gang . . . about the patient, she said he should be stabilized in keeping with the law. Now we’re waiting for some public hospital to OK a referral so we can reroute him there.”

			I took a deep breath and ground my teeth. It was all very well for the medical director to rattle off orders from the seclusion of her suite in a five-star hotel. But out there in the real world was a kid who would be foisted onto an overburdened public hospital, where he’d be lucky to get treatment from an overworked resident, and would face a high-risk operation with little chance of success. If they booted that kid out of St Clement’s, it was dollars to doughnuts he’d never walk again.

			“OK, Margo. I’ll call Dr Wong,” I said as I reached for my cell phone. “You got anything to tell me?” I asked the paramedics, while I waited for the call to go through.

			“The slug ricocheted off a wall before it hit him, that’s why he’s still alive,” one of them said, shaking his head. “If only it had gone a couple of inches to the right, we’d be talking about a graze here, but . . .”

			But his hard luck is now our hard luck, I thought.

			I raised a finger and drew away from the paramedics. My boss had picked up the call.

			“Don’t even think about it, Evans.”

			“How are the Martinis going down, boss?”

			“You are not to operate.”

			“Stephanie, he’s just a kid and he needs help.”

			“Help which will cost ninety thousand bucks that no one can pay us back.”

			“Boss . . .”

			“Evans, we’re already way over our pro bono budget for the year – mainly down to you – and it’s only October. I’m sorry, but the answer’s no.”

			“He’ll be paralyzed,” was all I could find to say. As if she didn’t know.

			“He should have thought of that before he joined a gang.”

			Let nobody get on Medical Director Wong’s case for those words. True, she’s a heartless bitch, but she’s also an outstanding surgeon. Her duty was to look out for the hospital’s interests, which is precisely what she was doing. And as for her prejudices against gangbangers, well, we doctors are like that.

			We rationalize.

			We take tough decisions based on the facts and the resources at our disposal. So there’s just one kidney available? We give it to the youngest patient, even though he’s a few places back on the waiting list. You smoke two packs a day despite those great big warning labels they come with? Well, don’t expect us to shed any tears if you come to us with lung cancer. You drink like a fish? When you show us your cirrhosis, we’ll probably crack jokes about pâté. Behind your back, of course.

			Am I that way, too?

			Good question, and one with no easy answer.

			I’m not a fiend, I’m a human being the same as you. It so happens I spend so much time seeing bad things happen to good people for no reason that if something does happen to somebody for some apparent reason, then I put the blame on them. It’s the human brain’s instinct for self-preservation. I do my best, and try not to take it personally. The Bible-thumpers and politically correct will say that’s inhumane, but believe me, that’s how we provide the best possible service.

			Now and again, however, a patient turns up who has a peculiar effect on you. They smell strongly of an aftershave that reminds you of your adoptive father, talk with a lilt, or have a certain mannerism. Or frightened little eyes, as Jamaal did.

			And all those bulwarks you have striven to think of as indestructible are breached as easily as tissue paper. And you do what you never ought to.

			You get involved.

			“Stephanie, please . . . What do you want me to do?”

			“I’ll tell you what. You sit out the eleven minutes until your day is done, and go straight home. Then someone else will have to deal with it.”

			There was something in her voice, something odd I didn’t get the gist of. I squeezed the bridge of my nose hard, trying to get to the bottom of it.

			Eleven minutes.

			Then I saw what my boss had insinuated. As the top-ranking surgeon on site, for the next eleven minutes the legal liability for the boy’s fate was mine. All mine.

			“Dr Wong, I have to run. The patient’s condition has deteriorated. I fear for his life. I must operate to remove the bullet.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that, Evans,” she said curtly as she hung up.

			I barked a few terse commands and the paramedics leaped aside. The nurses whistled the patient into surgery. I still needed an anesthetist, but there wasn’t a single one in that hospital could say no to me.

			Not after what happened to Rachel.

			After I scrubbed up for the operation, I made one last call.

			“Svetlana, we have a situation. I won’t be home for dinner.”

			“Very good, Dr Evans,” she answered in her mechanical Slavic tones. “I’ll put your daughter to bed. Do you want me to tell her?”

			I had promised to read Julia a bedtime story that night. A promise I had broken more often than I cared to remember.

			I sighed. “No, go get her.”

			I heard Svetlana call for my daughter, trying to make herself heard above the din from the TV.

			“Hi, Daddy! Will you be home soon? There’s chicken for dinner!”

			“Hi, honey. I can’t make it. This boy’s in a bad way, and only Daddy can help him, see?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			The ensuing silence was fraught with all the guilt a seven-year-old girl can make you feel. Cold, clammy and unpleasant.

			“What’s on TV?” I asked to try to cheer her up.

			“SpongeBob SquarePants. It’s the one where Plankton says he doesn’t want to steal the Krabby Patty formula anymore and opens a toy store.”

			“And Mr Krabs won’t stop till he talks him into stealing it again. I love that one.”

			“Mommy liked it, too.”

			I took a few seconds to answer. There was a lump in my throat and I didn’t want her to notice.

			“I’ll tuck you in as soon as I’m back. But now I need you to be good, for the team’s sake.”

			Julia sighed, to make it clear she wasn’t buying this one.

			“Will you kiss me goodnight? Even if I’m asleep?”

			“I promise,” I said. Then I invoked our battle cry, the one Rachel had made up. “Team Evans?”

			“Yay team,” she replied, but with little conviction.

			“I love you, Julia,” was the last thing I said to her before I went into surgery.

			She hung up. No comment.

			 

			It was 11.30 at night. I was staggering across the parking lot and dog tired after a long operation, when my cell phone rang again. It was my boss.

			“How’d it go?”

			Her speech was slurred and I could see the minibar tab would be hefty. Dr Wong probably wouldn’t expense it to the hospital, but cover it herself, in cash. All of us surgeons drink, and the older we get, the more we drink. It helps you sleep and stops your hands shaking. But what we never, ever do is own up to it in public. Unless you’ve nothing to lose, that is, as with me now.

			“Well, there’s one gangbanger who’ll be back prowling the Anacostia streets in three to five years’ time. Or less with good behavior,” I said, fishing in my pockets for my car keys.

			“I’ll have to notify the board. There have been complaints about your lavish use of resources, Evans. I hope your forthcoming report can justify the decision to operate.”

			Exhausted as I was, I got that in one.

			“Don’t you worry, boss. The report will be prose-perfect,” I said, my words laden with sarcasm. “It’ll be the Victor Hugo of medical literature. I won’t give them any excuse to fire me.”

			Stephanie chuckled.

			“If you pull off Friday’s op, you’ll be untouchable. For ever. You can be med director in any hospital you care to name,” she said, enviously.

			I was thankful she didn’t mention the other eventuality. That would be equally clear cut.

			“Come off it. It’ll be to the credit of the whole neurosurgery unit.”

			She chuckled again, a bit too loudly. She was officially drunk.

			“I have two ex-husbands who used to lie better than you, Evans. Now you go home and rest up. Tomorrow you have an appointment with the Patient.”

			“No worries, boss. I can handle it.”

			“How old are you, Evans? Thirty-six?”

			“Thirty-eight.”

			“Boy, at this rate, you won’t see forty.”

			I hung up and turned the ignition key. The Lexus’s familiar roar boomed under the hood, and I smiled for the first time that day. The first time in many days, actually. Before the week was out, things would finally begin to look positive for us, which they hadn’t done since Rachel died. I would have a better job and get a life. Quality time with Julia.

			Untouchable. I liked that.

			Inside an hour, I would find out how wrong I could be.
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			When I opened the front door, I was met by an eerie silence.

			It was almost midnight, but even so it wasn’t the kind of silence you expect from a residential neighborhood. We live on Dale Drive, in Silver Spring. A toehold inside the Beltway, but inside it all the same. It’s a thirties house, clad in gray stone. You might have seen some exterior shots of it in the National Enquirer or one of those repulsive muck-raking blogs. One of them had even gotten hold of some indoor snaps off the realtors’ website, the ones Rachel and I had bought it from. Julia was due any minute when we closed the deal, and Rachel was still painting a huge smiling bear on the nursery wall when her waters broke. We raced to the hospital, our elation mingled with fear.

			Despite the steep price tag, on both of our incomes we could well afford it. This was shortly before the real estate bubble burst. Then after she left us, keeping hold of it became harder and harder. Rachel had a life insurance policy whose beneficiary was Julia, but needless to say the insurers wouldn’t pay out a red cent. We simply received an exquisitely formal letter, which went to town on the “willfulness” of Rachel’s decision, and copied out Clause 13.7 of the contract in its entirety. I still recall the disgust I felt as I screwed it up and threw it away. An attorney who had read about the case in the local newspaper showed up one day and said we could sue, but I sent him packing. The idea disgusted me, although we could have done with the money.

			It wasn’t simply the mortgage, there was also Julia. The working hours of a neurosurgeon who has to put in overtime to pay the bills are not exactly regular. I had to find home help. First there came a Brazilian woman, who vanished into thin air one fine day, a month ago. The next few days I had a nightmare roster and poor Julia had to spend several evenings in the nurses’ station, coloring in the black-and-white diagrams in old anatomy books she had found in my consulting room. She did a good job on the kidneys, turned them into cute, hunchbacked Mr Potato Heads.

			Despite all the people out of work, my postings on Craigslist and DC Nanny drew not a single email reply. Then two weeks ago Svetlana’s résumé landed in my inbox, and I thought our lucky number had come up. Not only was she great at looking after Julia, but she cooked up a treat, too. She spread big dollops of goose fat over everything, as they do in her native Belgrade, so I had put on a couple of pounds. Whenever I came home, however late, there would always be an excellent meal ready for me. Except that night. 

			That night there was just silence.

			 

			I dumped my medical case on one of the kitchen chairs and took an apple from the fruit bowl to keep the wolf at the door. While I nibbled at it, I saw a Dora the Explorer coloring book on the table, with a half-finished picture of Boots in it. It struck me as curious that Julia had gone to bed and not finished it. She always made a point of finishing her drawings, partly to put off her bedtime, but it was also out of character for her to leave a job half done. Maybe she was still cross because I hadn’t been home for dinner.

			I closed the book and a red crayon rolled off the cover and fell to the floor. I stooped to pick it up and felt a sudden pain in my fingertips. I pulled my hand away and saw I had cut myself – a couple of droplets of blood trickled down my index finger.

			I cursed under my breath, got up, went to the sink and held my finger under the tap for a couple of minutes. It is hard to get across to anyone who hasn’t devoted half their life to medicine what a neurosurgeon feels for his hands, but the word that comes closest is worship.

			I obsess over them, and a terrible panic seizes me whenever I have the slightest domestic mishap, until I assess the damage. You know that minor heart attack you have when your boss or wife says, “We need to talk”? Well, it’s kind of like that.

			That’s why I keep Hibiclens, gauze and Band-Aids in a kitchen unit. And in the bathrooms. And in the garage, and in the glove compartment in the car. Best to be on the safe side.

			When I had slapped on enough antiseptic to sterilize a dumpster, I kneeled under the table again. This time I pulled back the chair and looked before I fumbled. Stuck between the table leg and the wall was a sliver of pottery. Warily I plucked it out and saw it was part of a Dora mug. The young explorer was headless and the evil fox Swiper loitered behind a bush with a creepy grin.

			Julia’s mother had bought that mug for her. It was her favorite.

			I hope she didn’t see it break, or she’ll have cried herself to bits, poor baby, I thought.

			I threw the shard away and went straight upstairs. I wanted to kiss her there and then, even wake her up if I had to. We had chanced upon that little mug in a Home Depot, and I didn’t think about it very often. But the sudden sight of it in pieces, less than two weeks away from the first anniversary of Rachel’s death, brought it all back. It had been a Saturday, and Rachel and I both had our day off from the hospital. The three of us went to shop for a sofa, and the deal was our daughter would pick it. She bounced on each and every one before she decided none was soft enough, nor had enough elephants on the upholstery. We came away with nothing more than that mug and a thick brown mustache Julia got from drinking hot chocolate. She refused to wipe it off and gave us mustachioed frowns in the rear-view mirror all the way home.

			A terrible sense of loss overcame me.

			Just then I needed a hug as badly as Julia must have when the mug had smashed. I opened the door to her bedroom, which was oddly dark. Julia always slept with a nightlight on. I scrabbled for the switch and a warm, pink light banished the darkness.

			The bed was empty.

			That was most unusual. Maybe Julia hadn’t been able to sleep and had asked to bunk with Svetlana; but if so the least the nanny could have done was leave a note.

			And why the hell was the bed made up? Hadn’t Svetlana so much as tried to put her to bed?

			Upset at this singular breach of discipline on Svetlana’s part, I went back downstairs. She had her quarters there, on the other side of the kitchen, a spacious bedroom with a small living area that overlooked the backyard.

			I knocked softly on the door, but there was no reply. I gently opened the door, and found the room empty.

			It wasn’t so much that nobody was there, but that any sign that anyone had lived there at all had disappeared completely. The sheets and pillowslips were all gone, as were the mats and bath towels. There were no toiletries, and no clothes in the closets. A strong smell of bleach lingered on each and every surface.

			The butterflies I had felt in my stomach since I had gotten home now cut loose.

			“Julia!” I bawled. “Julia, baby!”

			I ran through the house, switched on all the lights and called out for my daughter. I ground my teeth so hard my gums began to ache after a couple of minutes and the blood was pounding in my temples, as if a fork was beating egg whites in my skull.

			Stop, I thought, although the voice inside my head was Dr Colbert’s, the man who first showed me how to handle a scalpel under pressure. Keep a cool head. Solve your problems one at a time. Decide on a course of action.

			First get hold of Svetlana.

			Call her cell phone.

			I had her number saved on my favorites list. I dialed, but it just went to voice mail.

			Where could they be at this time of night?

			I made a mental list of all the places they might have gone to as I paced frantically up and down the living room. Svetlana ran errands in Rachel’s old Prius, but it was still in the garage and the engine was cold. That certainly narrowed things down. Maybe she had gone to a neighbor’s house, but if so why hadn’t she left a note or called? And most importantly, why were none of the nanny’s belongings in her room?

			There was nothing for it but to call for help. The police, the FBI, the National Guard or the goddamned Avengers. I wanted my daughter back, and I wanted her now.

			I dialed 911.

			It was busy.

			Busy? How the hell can 911 be busy?

			I paused for a second and tried to collect my thoughts. I didn’t even know what to say to them. What was it they told you to do in those leaflets they hand out at shopping malls and Parent–Teacher Association meetings? To think of the clothes she had on. What could Julia be wearing?

			Nothing seemed to be missing from Julia’s room, not even her shoes. It all appeared neat and tidy. Too much so, if anything. The pajamas Julia had worn yesterday, the yellow ones with SpongeBob SquarePants’ face on them, were not under her pillow or in the laundry basket. She normally wore them for two or three days, then put them in to wash. She always changed into her pajamas before dinner.

			And then what? Had Svetlana packed up her things, scrubbed the place with bleach and walked out the door with a little girl in her jammies? Her own possessions would have filled a couple of boxes. She couldn’t have taken the lot.

			Somebody must have picked them up. Somebody who had made a move while I was stuck in the operating theater, removing a bullet from Jamaal Carter’s spine.

			It’s my fault. Dammit, I should have been here for them, for my family.

			I dialed 911 again.

			It was still busy.

			I held the phone away from my ear and examined it, bewildered. That was impossible, but I didn’t stop to consider it, because a thought instantly occurred to me.

			If someone had snatched them away, then why were there no signs of a struggle, apart from a broken mug?

			That thought dried up my throat. Svetlana must have had it all worked out. Maybe she had kidnapped Julia for money. For heaven’s sake, I had trusted that woman! I had taken her into my home!

			Think. What do you know about her?

			She was from Belgrade. She was twenty-four. She was an English Philology major and wanted to get a doctorate in the United States. She had a letter of recommendation from her professors at the University of Novi Sad. She had moved here to enroll on her new course and needed money to get by in such a costly place as DC.

			She was short, thin and frail. She was switched-on, but there was a sad air about her. She had hit it off with Julia from the get-go, and they had always got on like a house on fire. After all, Svetlana had also lost her mother when she was about the same age as Julia had been when Rachel left us. It had happened during the war in Bosnia, but she didn’t tell Julia that. She revealed it to me in our first interview.

			She had given me the number for her doctoral advisor in Georgetown. A man with an affable voice, who had assured me Svetlana was a trustworthy student.

			It had all seemed above board and I desperately needed her, so I gave her the job. She didn’t even have a cell phone. She had to get one so we could keep in touch. She never phoned home, nor did she have any friends in Washington. She spent her days off shut up in her room, always with her nose in a book. I had never seen her breathe a word to anybody apart from . . .

			Apart from a week ago.

			A crazy notion began to take root in my head. I grabbed the car keys.

			I had to check this out before I tried calling the cops again.
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			Rachel’s father and I never did get along.

			When she and I were dating, he never went out of his way to be friendly. He would smile and say hello, shake me by the hand and take it back quicker than a congressman pocketing your last dollar. But the sideways glances he darted at me, when he thought I couldn’t see him, would have melted my chrome-vanadium forceps.

			“You’re imagining it, honey,” Rachel whispered to me, when she crept out of her room and into mine. “He’s simply a grump who wants the best for his daughters.”

			“I’m going to be a fucking neurosurgeon, Rachel. What more does he want?”

			“His whole life he’s watched out for his little girls. You wait until you’re a father and have a young stud strutting around your house with a weapon of this caliber,” she said, as she reached under the covers.

			Truth is, the Robson family were close knit. Rachel was the oldest sister, the sensible one. She had an orderly, straightforward mind, was studying to be an anesthetist and always scolded her kid sister Kate for all the crazy shit she dreamed up. Aura, the happy-go-lucky and talkative mother, would make cornbread while she gossiped about the neighbors. And then there was Jim, the father figure, a Virginian through and through, one who was still seasick from the voyage on the Mayflower. He would sip his beer on the porch, irritated by the tall, dark young resident who claimed to be his daughter’s boyfriend.

			“What news from the North?” he would always say.

			“Well, you know, Jim, they do say there’s fifty stars on the flag now.”

			He never laughed at my feeble attempts at a joke, and matters didn’t improve much after the wedding. But we both made an effort and normally gatherings at the Robsons’ were homey, although they made me feel uneasy. It wasn’t all Jim’s fault, mind you. I felt I didn’t quite fit in. To be honest, I’ve never been too big on all this family business.

			I’m an orphan and I never knew my birth parents. Up to the age of nine I had lived in one foster home after another, where the other kids weren’t siblings, but rivals you fought with for food and anything else we could get our hands on. Then a couple from Pottstown, Pennsylvania, adopted me. He was a country doctor, and she his nurse and assistant. They died in a car crash when I was a sophomore at medical school, before I met Rachel, so I became an orphan twice over. The crash made me flunk the whole year. Sorrow had always loomed large in my life, but for years it seemed to be well inside the closet. It leaped right out again the day my parents died, and mauled away with its sharp black claws. Only Rachel had kept it at bay after that.

			Now she’s gone, Julia and her family are all I’ve got.

			So for fifteen years I’ve made the hour and a half’s drive to Fredericksburg every third Sunday, as well as for birthdays, Thanksgiving, Christmas and the Fourth of July. Although the way the Lexus was barreling along that night, I would make it in half the time.

			 

			I don’t remember speed I was doing, but I was so full of adrenaline that I nearly got myself killed at the Falmouth exit. I had turned off there hundreds of times, but was driving so fast that night I missed it. I jammed on the brakes, left half the tires on the blacktop, and reversed the car right in the middle of the I-95. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. Luckily it was past 1 a.m. and I was on a four-lane freeway, otherwise such recklessness could have cost me dearly. A colossal truck hoved into view. Its headlights dazzled in my mirror while its horn blared louder and louder. We were about to crash but the driver slowed down in time to switch lanes. His front bumper clipped mine and my little sports car might have been a leaf, the way the draft from twenty tons of truck shook it.

			I pulled up on the shoulder between I-95 and exit 133, and struggled to collect myself. That was no way to behave and it would not help Julia at all. It had been a close call.

			And all because of a stupid hunch.

			 

			A couple of weeks before, my in-laws had dropped in to see Julia. Jim owns a small chain of well-known hardware stores, Robson Hardware Repair. You must have heard the slogan: Do it yourself and you’ll get the best workman. Both hardware and the slogan suit Good Ol’ Jim to a T, because he’s as hard as nails. There are five or six stores in the chain, but none to the north of Arlington. Jim never strayed across the Potomac unless he had an appointment in the District, which he did that day.

			Aura had made her usual entrance, about as subtle as a brass bell falling down the stairs. Twice.

			“Juliaaaaa! Where is my little honey pie?”

			Julia sprinted and slid the last stretch along the polished floor in her socks. She threw her arms around her grandmother’s neck and smothered her with kisses.

			“Grandma! Come up to my room, I want to show you something!” she said, as she took the old lady’s hand and pulled her along.

			I said hi to Jim and offered him something to drink, knowing full well he’d decline. He never touched a drop when he was driving. He sat on the sofa and sneered at the fixtures. Rachel had gone in for modern furniture, with clean lines, which did not go down well with her hidebound father.

			“Julia’s shot up. We hadn’t seen her in more than a month.”

			“I’ve had a lot on my plate,” I said by way of an excuse, a little put out.

			I admit that since Rachel died the visits had petered out, but it also riled me that we were always the ones who had to make the trip. It was no farther from Fredericksburg to Silver Spring than from Silver Spring to Fredericksburg. But I didn’t say so, to be polite. And because I’m still in awe of the old buzzard, dammit.

			“That’s my point, Dave. You work too hard.”

			That was out of line from someone who’d spent a lifetime traipsing from one of his stores to another, and knew off by heart what he had in stock, down to the last screw.

			“What are you driving at, Jim?”

			“It does Julia no good for you to work so hard.”

			I wasn’t about to dignify that with an answer, so I shrugged my shoulders and stared at him. He stared right back.

			“I just sold up, Dave.”

			That took me completely by surprise. Jim had always bragged that when death came calling it would find him behind the counter. I could always picture him scowling at the Grim Reaper’s scythe blade and selling him a Bester-brand whetstone.

			“But Jim, those stores, they’re your life.”

			He squirmed and crossed his arms.

			“Ever since Rachel’s death, I haven’t had my mind on the job. I can think only that life is short, and there’s more to it than fussing over Allen keys.”

			Those had been Rachel’s very words at dinner, once, between the mashed potatoes and the turkey.

			“The Ace Hardware guys have been trying to buy me out for years, as you know,” he went on. “Today I sat down with them and we made a deal. They haven’t paid me all they would have done five or six years ago. Times are hard. Still, I’ve more than enough to see me through. I’m sixty-three and I’ve worked like a dog for half a century. I deserve to enjoy life and take care of the things I love and cherish.”

			“Ain’t that the truth, Jim. You’ve done the right thing. Good job.”

			The old guy nodded his head. Maybe he was drumming up the courage for what he really wanted to say. Finally he spat it out, true to form, right between the eyes.

			“You don’t get it, David. I want Julia to come live with us.”

			I glared at him, dumbfounded, and made a ridiculous sound, somewhere between a hoot and a snort.

			“You’ve got to be kidding.”

			But there wasn’t a trace of humor in Jim Robson’s eyes.

			“It’ll come as relief to you. I’ll be doing you a favor. And it’s what’s best for my granddaughter.”

			“Are you suggesting I’d want to see the back of my own daughter, Jim?” I said, trying to take it all in, as I got madder and madder.

			“Washington is no place for a girl. They’ll turn her into one of those robots in uniform. She’d be better off in a good small-town public school.”

			That rankled. Rachel and I had searched high and low for the best school for Julia from the very moment we knew she was on the way. We had chosen one that put art and feeling good before competitive edge. They had twelve applications chasing every place at that school. We had waited in endless lines and called in favors from everybody we knew until we got her in. And now this busybody comes along and tells us we’ve got it all wrong.

			“Julia goes to Maret. It’s one of the best schools in the country, where they don’t wear a uniform, by the way. And I certainly don’t think it’s for you to tell me how to bring up my daughter.”

			“Think about it. That way she’ll have somebody waiting for her when she comes in from school, someone to take care of her. And proper food, good home cooking. She’s all skin and bone.”

			I got up and stomped around the table to face him. He stood right up.

			“Listen, Jim. Out of respect for you and Rachel’s memory, I’ll pretend we never had this conversation,” I said with a wave of my hand, as if I were brushing off a fly. “You’re the girl’s grandfather, that’s all. You’re welcome in this house anytime. But I beg you, if you want it to stay that way, then don’t you ever come out with such crap again.”

			I backed off and he sat down.

			“You’ll be sorry for this, David,” he said through gritted teeth, somewhat humiliated. I let that go because I wanted to put the whole stupid business behind us.

			“I’d better go and see how Julia’s getting on,” I said, and shot upstairs.

			When I came back down, I was surprised to see Jim gone from the living room. I went into the kitchen and found him there, whispering in Svetlana’s ear. She nodded, very straight faced. When they noticed me, they drew apart, kind of startled.

			There was a guilty expression on my father-in-law’s face.

			 

			Back then I had thought no more of it. Jim’s veiled threat seemed no more than the typical outburst of a man used to always being in the right and getting his own way. I also took Jim’s talking to Svetlana as him trying to show who was boss after I’d hurt his pride. I imagined him lecturing her on what to feed his granddaughter, or on the quality of Virginia tomatoes – which are great, I must say.

			But when I had arrived home an hour before and couldn’t find Julia, and figured Svetlana could not have moved out by herself, the threat suddenly became very real, and that word in the nanny’s ear had taken on conspiratorial proportions.

			As I took the last bend on the road to the Robson home, my mind was churning over the same questions I had been asking all the way there.

			Would Jim have dared to take away his granddaughter? How had he talked Svetlana into it? Had he offered her money? I didn’t know what Ace Hardware had paid him, but I believe years before Rachel had mentioned an offer in the millions. Even if they had settled on the low side, Jim could still afford to put a young foreigner through grad school. For sure, Jim was as stubborn as they came, but would he go to such lengths to get his way?

			He couldn’t be that stupid, I thought. He must see that he’ll never get away with it. Does he really think I’ll turn the other way while he takes my daughter?

			I finally drew up outside the house and parked on the stony slope that led to the garage on the edge of the farm, a place that has been in the Robson family for four generations. They had been poor all that time – Rachel was the first Robson to get into college – but nobody could top them for pride.

			A soft rain was falling, which did nothing to settle my nerves. As I approached, I saw the light above the front porch was out. They usually left it on all night, as well as a pair of lights downstairs. My in-laws thought this climate-change talk was something Al Gore had made up to sell books.

			I walked up the front steps in two strides and had the knocker in my hand when the door abruptly opened. There was Jim, in a checkered bathrobe. He looked me up and down, then let me in. He didn’t seem surprised to see me.

			“Come in and keep quiet. They’re both asleep, upstairs.”

			I felt intensely relieved to hear that. It swiftly took a load off my mind and I could breathe deeply for the first time in hours. I saw he had only one slipper on, and his footfalls sounded out of kilter as he padded along. I was still angry, but the sight of my father-in-law’s bare, skinny calves was dismal enough to dismiss any thoughts of quarreling.

			I followed on his cracked and parched heels to the study, where he would wind down at night and take in some TV while he had a beer, before he turned in. But that night Jack Daniel’s had stood in for Bud in the first team, and to all appearances, Tennessee’s finest was on fire.

			The other difference was even more worrying. The TV was switched off and there was a big silver picture frame on Jim’s easy chair. It was plain the old man had been poring over it. I knew only too well that frame didn’t belong in Jim’s study, but on the mantelpiece.

			He picked it up as he sat down and poured himself another finger of Jack.

			“She seemed so full of life, David. So happy.”

			He lifted up the photo to show me, but he didn’t need to. I knew every bit of that picture, because for nights on end I had sat up with it in my hands, too, and drunk myself stupid gaping at it, like the old man. We had that much in common.

			It was a photo of our wedding. Rachel was holding a bridal bouquet by the church door, while we gazed into each other’s eyes. I hadn’t seen in her face the happiness Jim spoke of, at least not an overdone or mawkish happiness. What I saw was the full knowledge she had found her soul mate. But then I hadn’t simply seen the photo; I had been on the receiving end of that look.

			“She surely was, Jim. I think she was happy all the while we were together.”

			He tilted his head to one side and hesitated. Perhaps he was mulling this over. His skin was bone dry and his cheeks obscured by spider veins. He stared at the bottom of his glass, seeking the answer there. And then he knocked the drink back in one.

			“Yes. Yes, I think you’re right.”

			He helped himself to more. He waved the bottle at me, but I shook my head and he didn’t insist. Someone had to keep a clear head around there. Besides, I was worn through and too jumpy to hit the bottle. I longed to pick up Julia and split, but couldn’t do that without talking to him, and furthermore it would break my heart to drag her out of bed that late. I greatly feared I would have to stay the night.

			“She was so sweet. Like a love song. Oh sweet Rachel, oh my darling dear . . .” He hummed for a while, getting drunker by the minute and slurring his words. “She never got mad. She was so even tempered.”

			“You think she would have approved of this?”

			“She didn’t mind her dad having a drink now and then. No, sir.”

			“I don’t mean that, Jim. Where’s Svetlana?”

			He looked up at me, slowly, with wide staring eyes.

			“In your lousy house, I guess. Is Julia here? You bring her?”

			I didn’t have to stop and guess whether he was lying. His stupefaction was overwhelmingly real, and with that a wave of confusion washed over me. I felt dizzy and had to hold on to the armrest.

			“Of course you didn’t. You never do. You’re too busy saving other people’s lives, Dave,” he said, almost in a murmur.

			I hardly listened to him. His words were daggers that stabbed me in the guts, but there were more important issues. I breathed deep and tried to get a word in.

			“Jim . . .”

			“Everybody’s life is important, except your wife’s. That right, Dave?”

			“Jim, when I got here . . .”

			“The fancy brain surgeon, the star of the future, and you didn’t see it coming, did you, big shot? You didn’t see it, didn’t see it coming.”

			“Jim!”

			“What!?”

			“Jim, you said they were upstairs. Who’s they?”

			He stopped and seemed at a loss for a moment. His ears appeared to have caught merely a faint echo of my question, but at last it found its way through the boozy haze.

			“What are you talking about? Why, my wife. And Kate, who else? She’s on leave. Come to see her folks. Good girl, Kate. She knows where her heart is.”

			By then he was mumbling so badly I almost missed the last bit, which sounded more akin to wherrahardiz, but I didn’t care, because the hunch that had driven me there had melted away. It had all been a big, bad misunderstanding. Julia had been missing for hours and no one was out searching for her. To make matters worse, I was there, sixty miles from home, when I should have been talking to the police to get them to hunt down Svetlana and whoever she was in league with. All of a sudden, fear and anxiety floored me again.

			I stood up and grabbed my cell phone. I dialed 911 and pressed it to my ear.

			It was busy.

			That was bizarre. The emergency number could never be busy? A sneaking feeling gripped my throat, an idea I could dimly remember, a cry from afar I could faintly hear.

			Something was amiss, and not only with Julia.

			“Listen, Jim . . . I need to use your phone.”

			The old-timer shook his head and wobbled to his feet.

			“Don’t you go calling now. I want to talk to you!”

			“It’s an emergency. I have to . . .”

			That second my cell phone buzzed to show I had a text. I clocked the screen immediately, thinking it might be Svetlana, but it wasn’t. The caller ID was vacant. It didn’t even say unknown. It was blank.

			 

			GET OUT OF THERE, DAVE.

			 

			I unblocked the keyboard and opened the inbox to see who had sent it, but the text I had received a moment ago was nowhere to be seen. The latest one was from a colleague, at the hospital.

			“What do you mean, an emergency, David? Emergencies have always come before your family, for you. Yes, everything’s more important to you, Mr High-and-Mighty Surgeon, yessir. A piece of shit, that’s what you are.”

			I started at the insult and was about to answer, when the message tone buzzed again.

			 

			SAY NO MORE. TELL HIM NOTHING ABOUT JULIA.

			 

			“Jim, if you shut up a minute and let me ex . . .”

			“How dare you tell me to shut up in my own home! She was sick, you son of a bitch. Sick, all the time, under your nose. Right under your goddamned, smart-assed Yankee nose.”

			I didn’t answer. I was too stunned by everything taking place around me to mind my father-in-law’s words. I suppose this was the only way his sort could cry for help but in that moment all the hatred and resentment he flung at me simply bounced off and rebounded on him, making no impact. Except it made him even more angry.

			“Answer me, damn you!” he said while he wielded his fist at me, his face flushed with anger and drink.

			I dodged him as best I could, and shifted to one side. He stumbled, fell forward and knocked over a side table next to his easy chair. The tray with the whiskey and shot glasses fell on the floor to the sound of breaking glass.

			The message tone buzzed again.

			 

			GO HOME, DAVE.

			YOU’RE EXPECTED.

			 

			I marched to the doorway, the feeling of unease ballooning inside me. Nothing around me made sense, and I couldn’t find my way in the dark. In my haste I had banged my hip on a piece of furniture. I felt a sharp pain in my side as I pulled the front door open. The rain was pouring down now and had turned the front steps into a slide. I tripped up again, and this time slithered to my knees on the sodden lawn.

			All the skill God put in your hands, he took away from your feet, Dave.

			Rachel’s dulcet voice came back to me as I got to my feet, my pants covered in mud. I used to hate it when she made fun of my clumsiness. She would have howled to high heaven to see me climb into the Lexus in such a mess.

			I would have traded in all the cars in the world to hear her taunt me, just once more.

			“Come back, you!” Jim bellowed from the doorway.

			I could scarcely see to put the key in the lock. The goddamned battery in the remote was bust, and I could never remember to get it fixed. The outside light came on unexpectedly, so I got the key in place. I turned it around, thankfully, then ducked when I saw my father-in-law’s whiskey bottle fly my way. It bashed the bodywork and shattered into a thousand pieces, leaving an ugly dent behind.

			Then a fourth text landed, which well and truly made my flesh creep. I clambered into the car and fired her up. With no time to reverse back to the road, I turned across the lawn. Jim ran down the steps and thumped the hood.

			“Run, run! That’s all you can do!”

			The sight of the old man threatening me with his bony fist popped up in my rear-view mirror, but I paid no heed because all I could think of was Julia and the text I had just received.

			 

			NO COPS.

		

	
		
			 

			4

			I don’t remember much about the drive home.

			I know I was in a total state, such as I had never been in before and don’t think I’ll ever be in again. Bewilderment and foreboding had overcome me, so I drove on autopilot, lost in my thoughts. New questions piled on top of the ones that had nagged at me on the way over, and they unsettled me far more. Terrible visions of whose hands Julia might be in crossed my mind in an endless and troubling stream.

			Just let her be OK. Please, please, I said over and over, to try to cast out those visions.

			I wonder who I was pleading with. I guess with a God I don’t believe in, and one I’ve turned to so often for help. Just two cells down from where I write these words, there’s an inmate who says there are no atheists on death row.

			It’s easy to see why.

			 

			When I got to Dale Drive I didn’t even bother to put the car in the garage. I left it in the driveway, open and with the keys in place. I dashed into the house in a beat. I stood breathless in the hallway, more because of tension than the rush, in a complete muddle and covering the mat in mud, until a new text lit up.

			 

			GO TO THE BASEMENT.

			 

			The doorway was between the hall and the kitchen, papered in the same pattern as the rest of the wall. I had to pull hard because it always jams a bit.

			I went down the stairs very slowly. The steps creaked underfoot because the wood was very old, probably the same wood the house was originally made from. We never had the time or money to change them, and we didn’t go down there often, anyway. Something hit me in the face, halfway down. It was the pull chain. I tugged it and a yellowy light filled the basement, casting long shadows and illuminating gloomy nooks, where before there had only been a pall of darkness.

			I went on down, aware that hours before, when I had looked for Julia, I had barely stuck my head through the basement door, hollered and closed it again, but had failed to go down. Shivers ran down my spine. Perhaps I had made a fatal mistake.

			When I reached the bottom of the stairs, the light blinked twice, went out and left me in the dark. There was a box of light bulbs on a shelf at the back, but I couldn’t grope my way through the cavernous basement in the dark without breaking a leg. I decided to run the app that turns my phone into a flashlight.

			“Julia?” I called out, in a bid to calm myself. I didn’t know what I expected to find, but I was scared, very scared. Not only for the girl, but because I have a deep-seated fear of the dark. The faint light beam from the phone did little to allay that fear.

			I got close to the metal shelving where we kept electrical supplies and other seldom-used clutter. I met with an obstacle. It was Rachel’s bike, which was flat on the ground. I thought that strange, because nobody had ridden it in more than a year, and it should have been on its rack by the wall. There were some boxes behind the bike, so I couldn’t hop over it. I had to go round and skirt the boiler instead.

			What I saw then took my breath away.

			She was there.

			 

			Neither blood nor death has ever fazed me. I would even say they have come to draw me in a way others would deem unhealthy. The clearest memory I have of that attraction goes back to when I was eleven. It was summer 1989 and the kids on our block were scuttling back and forth in their bat masks and T-shirts, in the belief it was really cool to be a crime-fighting orphan superhero. I could have told them a thing or two about having no parents, but I was minding my own business.

			Dr Roger Evans, my adoptive father, had very strict views about mixing with other kids, and that afternoon he came into the backyard to share them.

			“David, why don’t you go out to pl . . .?”

			He broke off mid-sentence, most surprised.

			I was squatting on the ground. A dead cat lay at my feet, one that had belonged to Mrs Palandri, who lived at the end of the block. I had a stick in my hand and was busy hauling out a good length of the poor creature’s large intestine with it.

			The doctor appeared neither horrified nor appalled. Merely surprised.

			Someone else in his situation – myself included, had it been Julia – might have yelled, acted on gut instinct, whatever. But not Doc Evans. He was a patient man whose greatest pleasure consisted of getting himself over to Nalgansett creek with a fishing pole and sitting still hour after hour.

			I had had occasion to try his patience to the limit after I had moved into his home two years before. At first it didn’t work out. I broke stuff, valuable heirlooms. I wouldn’t eat. I cussed.

			Doc Evans simply waited. A few weeks later, he went up to my room and said:

			“You’ve behaved as badly as can be and we haven’t thrown you out. We’ll never do that. Now don’t you think you’ve tried us enough?”

			His voice carried that self-same tone of wisdom and boundless patience when he asked me:

			“Did you kill it?”

			I shook my head and stood up.

			“It was that way already when I got here.”

			“And what are you doing with that stick?”

			“I wanted to see its insides. I want to see how they work.”

			He stared at me for a while, his arms folded. Nowadays that answer would have earned me a couple of years’ counseling and stacks of little pink pills. Things were different in those days, but he was a smart guy, anyway. He knew no good would come of kids who tore the wings off flies or stove cats’ heads in with rocks. I think he was searching for something perverse or unhinged in my interest in the cat, but he didn’t find it. The more I think of it, the more convinced I am that that stare was a pivotal moment in my life. The way I turned out had a lot to do with that gaze.

			He finally made his mind up to believe me. He lowered himself next to the animal, examined it and looked around. Our backyard had a wire fence around it with more holes than the Clippers’ defense. And behind our house was a wood. Not big, but a thick one.

			“That will have been a fox or a coyote. Give me the stick.”

			I did so, but what came next surprised me. Instead of burying the poor thing, as I thought he would, he put it on the garage table. He spread out some garbage bags and old newspapers and then had me fetch his doctor’s bag. It was big and made of worn leather, had his initials engraved on it and weighed a ton. I had a job lifting it up to the table. From it he extracted a scalpel and forceps.

			“To harm a living thing is wrong, but this was an accident. It’s sad, but we can learn from it.” He hesitated, then went on. “You still want to see an animal from the inside?”

			I nodded.

			“Then we have to do this properly,” he said as he rolled up his sleeves. His arms were dark, tanned and hairy, while his hands were large and skillful.

			I sat next to him while he dissected the animal. He did so in the way he did everything in life: slowly, gently and respectfully. He briefly explained what the internal organs were, what they were for and what happened if any of them went wrong.

			Today they don’t do dissections in high school, not even on frogs, as they did in my day. In less capable hands than the ones I was in, it can be a traumatic experience. Even many years later, kids shudder to recall the smells and sounds of dissection.

			I simply remember the smell of Old Spice, and Doc Evans’ deep, dry voice. That afternoon he won me over. I began to call him Daddy and he set me on my way to becoming a doctor.

			 

			Twenty-six years later, as I beheld Svetlana Nikolić’s body, I remembered the day my father had taught me to fear neither blood nor death. I took a deep breath and tried to take in what I saw.

			The nanny was bundled up in a thick, see-through plastic sheet. Only her bare feet stuck out from under it. She was clad in a blue sweat suit such as she often wore around the house, although it looked much darker, almost black, through the gruesome wrapping. Her head jutted from the top end, at an unnatural angle. You didn’t need to be a brain surgeon to tell her neck had been broken. An instant and almost painless execution, but one that required brute strength, a lot more than it seems in the movies. Even for a skinny Serbian college girl.

			The worst thing was her eyes.

			Whoever had done it hadn’t troubled to close her eyelids. On the contrary, her eyes stared straight ahead and accusingly reflected the flashlight. They were at precisely the right angle, weird. Anyone who approached that shelving would have to come round the bike and meet those eyes.

			Whoever had killed Svetlana was a very sick son of a bitch, and he had Julia.

			Then the phone pinged again. In the pitch-dark cellar those three cheery chimes were doleful, a beast howling in the depths of a cave. 

			 

			I THINK YOU’RE READY TO MEET ME, DAVE.
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