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Chapter One  

––––––––
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She had been dreaming...perhaps was dreaming still. But the moment David crawled into bed beside her, the dream slipped away. Becca stretched, glanced at the clock, which read 3:02, and snuggled up to the warm body beside hers. Then she caught a whiff of scent that was strangely disorienting. His hand came down over her mouth.

Surprised, she made a muted appeal, tried to squirm out from under him. Was he being playful in the middle of the night? She couldn’t imagine it. 

The hand pressed down harder. "Don’t move or scream or I’ll kill you," said a muffled voice through what appeared to be a ski mask. 

Becca reacted with the horror of a dreamer unable to run from her assailant. Wild with fear, she tried to cry out, but it was useless with the hand covering her mouth. She jerked her head to the side to loosen his grip, but he held on firmly. She was at his mercy. 

Was this happening to her, or was it all part of a horrific nightmare? She pounded palms into the intruder’s chest, but with his superior strength, he managed to roll on top of her, pinning her beneath him. Barely able to breathe under him, she pressed her legs together in a desperate attempt to keep him out. But he jerked up her nightgown; tore off her panties as if they were paper; pried open her legs. And violently forced himself into her.

Becca screamed, fought back, tried to dislodge him, but he clamped down on her arms with his. Another scream escaped her lips. 

"Shut up," he said, "Or you’re dead." 

She swallowed the cry that rose to her throat; stifled the desire to kick and flail.  Her brain raced; her muscles tensed. "Please God, please God, please God," loped through her mind with the insistence of a demanding child. A loud buzzing sound filled her head.  

He groaned and moved harder against her. Her insides felt as if they were being torched. Pain followed every thrust. The more she struggled, the more it hurt, but she couldn’t lie still for long. He continued to hump steadily, ignoring her efforts to dislodge him, until she managed to free a hand long enough to smash her palm against his jaw and, with all her might, shove him away. He reached up and slapped her across the face with such force tears sprang into her eyes. 

It was over for her, there was no winning this war. She shut down her mind, felt her awareness leave her body; became numb to his ongoing assault.   After what seemed like an eternity, he grunted and collapsed onto her, his body slick with sweat and sickening to the touch.

The clock showed 3:15 a.m. when he finally lifted off her. "Be quiet," he snapped. "Don’t move or call out, if you know what’s good for you."

Becca watched, stunned, while he hurriedly pulled up his pants. Even in the dark with his back to her and a ski mask obliterating his face, something seemed eerily familiar about him. But what was it? Did she know her attacker? Before she could consider, he turned back to her and said, "You haven’t seen the last of me." Then he was gone.

Becca lay paralyzed for a few agonizing minutes. Then she rolled onto her side in a fetal position, wrapping her arms around her knees, clutching herself. Every cell in her body quivered, every muscle quaked. Bile rose, sickening and sour, at the thought of the rape. Horror gripped her; nausea followed. She felt defiled. Disgusted. With slow, deep breaths she tried to calm the churning inside.

Minutes passed before she could lever herself up and lower her legs over the edge of the bed. A burning sensation flamed in her crotch, causing tears of fear and fury to run down her face, dampening her nightgown. 

She listened closely, reassured by the silence around her, then stumbled from bed on legs that shook like jelly, tripping over bedclothes tossed carelessly to the floor. She had to steady herself with a hand on the footboard before she could tiptoe toward the living room. 

All at once she remembered David. What had happened to him? Why hadn’t he been there to protect her? Another wave of terror gripped her, and she wrapped her arms around herself. Something was terribly wrong. David might not be the most attentive husband on the planet, but he would have reacted to the break-in. He would have done something.

Becca hesitated at the entrance to the living room before working up the nerve to switch on the overhead light. She immediately spotted David sprawled across the sofa in a pool of blood.

In a panic she rushed to his side and tried to take a pulse. Although faint, his heart still beat. Relieved, she tore open his blood-soaked shirt and pants. The extent of the wounds on his chest and stomach could not be determined because of the absence of coagulation. 

What to do now? All her years of nurse’s training fled her the moment she spotted him, but she had to think fast. On impulse she rushed into the kitchen and wet down a towel, returning to soak up a profusion of blood. With the towel pressed against a deep gash on his belly, she hoped to arrest further blood flow. 

With a free hand, she scooped David’s cell off the coffee table and dialed 911. "Please help me," she wailed into the receiver. "I’ve been raped, and my husband’s been stabbed."

By the time the police thundered into the apartment, followed by two paramedics, Becca cradled David's head in her arms. A policewoman took her aside to prevent her from interfering with the paramedic’s effort. Huddled in the corner with the cop by her side, she again glanced at the clock on the mantle: 3:42 a.m. So much had happened in such a short time, it seemed surreal. It struck her as strange she could measure such a monumental life Lamb yeschange in mere minutes. 

The paramedics immediately went to work, attempting to revive David. After vain attempts at cardiac resuscitation with shots of adrenaline and epinephrine, and shocks from a defibrillator, one of the paramedics turned to her. 

His flat eyes told her everything.
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Chapter Two
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A hand levitated above the heads of my attentive audience. I stopped my lecture mid-sentence and glanced out over the rows of well-groomed professionals seated in tufted burgundy chairs. I’m tickled more than fifty of my peers saw fit to attend my seminar on Repressed Memory Syndrome at this swanky Hilton Hotel on City Avenue in suburban Philadelphia. Using Rachel Robbin, a.k.a. Rebecca Rosen, as an example of the disorder might have been the attraction. All eyes are on me, their curiosity obvious. "Do you have a question? Please stand. I’m having trouble seeing you."

A powerfully built man, dressed in a charcoal grey pinstriped suit with a white shirt and a yellow tie, rose. "Dr. Abrams, I find Rebecca Rosen’s case quite interesting. I think it’s a clever way to present Repressed Memory Syndrome without a dry factual lecture, but it would be helpful to know your definition of this condition and how it applies to Becca." 

This stranger exuded a certain quiet confidence. "Your name please?" I asked him.

"Farley. Dr. Adrian Farley."

"Dr. Farley, may I call you Adrian?"

"Certainly."

"Feel free to call me Sarah." I took a sip of water to soothe my parched throat before beginning my explanation. "As I’m sure you must be aware, in Repressed Memory Syndrome a child unconsciously suppresses traumatic memories of a crisis or an event, because it was too brutal or frightening to integrate into their developing sense of self. Often these memories don’t surface again until much later, when another equally dramatic set of circumstances triggers a reaction that can bring them gradually back into consciousness. Becca’s case was straight out of the textbook on Repressed Memory Syndrome. If you give me a chance, I’m sure by the conclusion of the seminar you’ll appreciate the power of it."

He nodded. "Your lecture is so detailed. How were you able to glean this much information?"

I smiled inwardly, thinking about Rachel. How open she had been under the circumstances, and how trusting. Of course, she didn’t reveal everything to me immediately. But in due course she was more than willing to share what was going on with her. The risks she took taught me so much about accessing my own inner strength and resourcefulness. "Rebecca was an excellent and thorough reporter. She remembered much of what happened to her in detail."

Adrian offered me a cock-eyed smile. "Aren’t you embellishing her story at all?"

"Perhaps a little, but I have little need for hyperbole in describing Becca’s situation; and I never alter facts. I took copious notes and recorded our therapy sessions with her permission. I had a great deal of material to work with. Any other questions?" 

Adrian Farley shook his head and retook his seat behind the heavy-set social workers I had spoken with before my two-day seminar began. One of the Bobbsey twins, I couldn't remember whether it was Arlene or Darlene, raised a hand. Not only are these two women nearly identical, but they dressed in the same dowdy fashion, with floral print dresses and cordovan loafers. "Sarah, you seem quite comfortable using the patient’s name. Is that ethical?"

Exposing Rachel to danger was the last thing I'd do. The frightened child in her touched a deep nerve within me. I would never openly share one of my clients’ identities, but especially not Rachel’s. As far as I knew, she was still at risk. "Naturally it would break my code of confidentiality to use my patient’s real name. Rebecca Rosen is a pseudonym. I have disguised all but the guilty in my cast of characters."

An anorexic-looking younger woman stood up. "You failed to mention anything about Becca’s appearance."

"You’re right. She’s a petite and an exceptionally attractive woman with shoulder length red hair, and expressive green eyes."

"And when exactly did this rape and murder occur?" 

"Two years ago, this coming July."

I glanced about the room. "Any further questions?" No one addressed me so I resumed my lecture. 

The ambulance skidded to the curb at the Thomas Jefferson Hospital Emergency Room. Inside a doctor pronounced David dead, sending him off in the direction of the morgue. The gurney had barely disappeared down the hall when Becca was escorted to an examination room for a painful gynecological exam. Her head still spinning, she had only enough time to zip up her jeans before a couple of police officers showed up to question her about the rape and murder. Then she waited. And waited. And waited. What a relief when her friend and co-worker, Angela Petrocelli, rushed in to bundle her in a hug and chauffeur her home. 

Fortunately for Becca, Angela’s strong arms supported her as she hobbled to the car and did most of the heavy lifting when they stopped by her apartment, now a taped-off crime scene, to pack up personal items. Angela took charge of rounding up the suitcases and filling them with needed belongings, but it was up to Becca to coax her cat, Cecil, out from under the bed. She had to tempt him with a treat before she could place him in a carrier.

After one last stop at Walgreen’s to pick up a tranquilizer prescribed by the ER doctor, they drove directly to Angela’s row home apartment building on Brown Street in an up-and-coming neighborhood of Philadelphia. Passing run-down row houses next to stately columned post-colonial buildings, they arrived at the redevelopment area of large brick townhomes where Angela lived. Once inside the upstairs apartment, Becca released Cecil in the guest room, where he bolted from the cage and dove behind the burnt orange futon. Lacking the strength to lure him from his lair, she meandered into the living room and took a seat on an overstuffed beige corduroy couch, with her feet up on the slightly scratched but serviceable mahogany coffee table. While not exactly fancy or chic, Angela’s home had always been warm and welcoming.  

"I’d like a drink," Becca said, settling in.

Angela stared at her through wary brown eyes with dark circles beneath. Although the same age as Becca, Angela bore the appearance of someone more mature. Perhaps it was the lines etching parentheses around her mouth or the sprinkling of gray in her ebony hair. Whatever it was, it always made Becca feel like she was with a much wiser woman.   

"Do you think that’s a good idea with the Lorazepam the doctor prescribed?"

No use fooling Angela. As a nurse, she would know. "Probably not, but I could sure use a glass of wine." 

"Okay, you’re the boss." Angela poured her a glass of rich red merlot. 

Becca downed the alcoholic elixir with the urgency of someone lost in the desert. Then she washed down the medication with a second glass. The mixture proved potent. Angela helped her into bed minutes before she fell into a deep stupor. 

She awoke shortly after 7 a.m. with a viral-like ache throughout her system. Before she could even remember what had happened the night before, she found herself in a state of full-blown despair and sobbed her anguish into a pillow to stifle the sound. Angela appeared next to her, nonetheless, enclosing her in strong, protective arms. Against the soft warmth of Angela’s bosom, she released a torrent of tears; until finally, depleted and exhausted, she collapsed back on the bed for the remainder of the day.

For the next three days Becca rarely left the room, but on the fourth morning Angela poked her head through the door to notify Becca the police had arrived.  

Becca rubbed her eyes. "I thought I told the cops everything already. I don’t know what more I can add." 

Angela made a face. "Sorry, kiddo. I hate to see you forced to go over and over this thing, but you know what it’s like when the cops are insistent."

Good to have Angela on her side. "Don’t worry. Talking to the police may be the full extent of my social life for the time being." Becca rose, slipped into black leggings, a long black tee shirt, and a pair of flip flops. She went to the bureau to brush her hair for the first time in three days, struggling through matted knots. A stale odor rose from her skin and informed her the time had come to rouse herself enough to take a shower. She dabbed a dash of Angela’s L’air du Temps behind her ears. "Tell them I’ll be right out." 

By the time she made her way into the living room, two impatient officers waited for her. The man stood to the side, watching her through narrow eyes. He was big, burly, and looked like a stereotypical cop. His partner, a slender woman with long blond hair and manicured fingernails, introduced herself as Detective Sally Mills. She dressed in a black suit with a yellow blouse, instead of the blues worn by her partner. She looked like she could have stepped out of a copy of Vogue. What attracted Mills to that line of work was beyond Becca’s wildest imagination. 

Becca took a seat on the beige sofa adjacent to the detective, who was in a boxy brown corduroy chair. "We have a few more questions we’d like answered," Mills said.  

The detective glanced down at her notes. "According to Officer Wright, you told him you thought the intruder woke you at around 3:00 am."

"Uh huh."

"And he wore a mask over his face?"

She nodded.

"But you thought there was something familiar about him."

"That’s right."

"Can you tell us what it was?"

Something about the detective’s demeanor made Becca uneasy. Her dewy complexion and pale blue eyes didn’t diminish her tough and unyielding manner. "I wish I could."

The heavy-set cop stepped closer. "You’re not giving us much to go on."

"I just don’t know...Is there a reason for all these questions?"

"Just routine." Mills raised a hand and the other cop backed off. "You said you were raped. Is that correct?" 

Becca’s skin crawled. She had established this fact earlier. Why was the cop asking her again?  "They checked me out at the hospital. There should be evidence on file."

"The evidence has been tested for DNA," the detective responded. "It seems the only match is your husband's." 

Becca sat back, stunned. How could that be? Maybe the rape had been a bad dream. A nightmare. "Are you sure? That doesn’t make sense."

The detective shrugged. "That’s all they found. Is there anything else you can tell us that would help your case?"

Her case? What was the detective talking about?  "I was raped. I found my husband stabbed to death. There's nothing else to tell."

"What do you know about a missing knife? We found one missing from the knife set on your kitchen counter. Was it gone before the murder?" the cop inquired.

"No. I had a full set..." Becca stared at him, mouth agape. "It was there when I went to sleep."

"It’s not there now. We think it might be the murder weapon. What I don’t understand is how you slept through the stabbing?"

A tremor ran through her, but she tried her best to control it. She didn’t want her interrogators to spot any weakness they might pounce on quicker than Cecil could corner a mouse. "David used to say a truck could drive through the room if I was asleep."

"Yeah...sure," he said, sounding unsure. 

"Look, I’m not the murderer and I’m certainly not the rapist. There’s a lunatic out there. Do you have any idea at all who did this?" 

Detective Mills shrugged. "Nothing more than we’ve already told you. We’ve questioned your husband’s partner, the other people in his office, your neighbors, your friends, his parents, but we still have no clear-cut lead. Anything more you can tell us? Friends? Enemies? Anything?" Mills jotted a note on her pad.

"Not anyone I haven’t mentioned before." She could swear the walls were closing in on her. The room seemed smaller. Stiller. Stifling. She sensed the twitch under her eye and hoped it didn’t make her look guilty. "Did you figure out how the killer broke into the apartment?"

"Good question," the blue clad cop replied. "No broken windows or obvious entry point. You have any idea?"

"All I know is David planned to fix the security latch on the dining room window this weekend. Did you notice if the window had been tampered with?"

Detective Mills looked up from her scribbling. "It was unlocked, but it wasn’t open. Someone could have crawled through it, but there’s no evidence they did."

"Oh..." Becca swallowed the curse that came to mind. 

The woman stared at her. "Anything else you want to tell us?"

Becca didn’t like the detective’s tone. "No. Nothing." She wished away the quiver in her voice, took a deep breath of courage before asking, "Am I a suspect in David’s murder?"

"Not yet" the woman said, but her cocked brow and piercing eyes told Becca a different story. "Just one more thing. In the initial report it mentions you didn’t act like a woman who had lost her husband only moments before."

"I was in shock. How was I supposed to act?" The detective didn’t answer. Becca’s mind whirled. "Listen, I’m tired. Is that all for now?"

"We’re done removing evidence. You can do what you want with the apartment. Since I’m the detective assigned to the case, contact me if you think of anyone or anything else. Here’s my business card." Mills handed the card to Becca, stood, and started toward the door. When she reached it, she glanced over her shoulder with a hand on the knob. 

"And stay where we can find you if we need you."

"Don’t worry. I’ll be here." 

The moment the cops left Becca rushed into Angela’s guest room, lunged into bed, and tugged the covers over her head. Moments later she heard Angela enter the room; smelled the faint hint of stale tobacco; felt her take a seat on the end of the bed. 

"What was that about?" Angela asked.

Becca lowered the covers just enough to meet Angela’s worried gaze. "From what I gather, the police think I might have killed David. The only semen sample they found on me was his. How can that be?"

Angela frowned. "Shit. I wish I knew. A condom?"

"That’s possible." She had to bite back the tears that welled in her throat. "One of my kitchen knives might be the murder weapon. If I read them right, everything points to me."

"What?" Angela asked. "You have to be kidding? Don’t they have eyes? There’s no way you could have pulled that one off. You’re hardly strong enough to turn Browning in 222 when you must change the dressing on his butt. They can’t possibly think—"

Becca nibbled her bottom lip. "Yes, they can. And they do."

The day following the police visit, her cellphone ran repeatedly. A couple of the calls were from her frantic mother, Julie, worried to death about her. But a number she didn’t recognize flashed on the display more than once. Assuming it must be the police or other official business, she finally answered it...to total silence. No one responded to her ‘hellos,’ and after a couple attempts to elicit a reply, she hung up. She assumed it must have been a wrong number, and promptly forgot about it.

A second silent call came a couple of days later. When no one answered her this time, fear gripped her. She raised her voice. "Who are you? What is it you want from me? Why won’t you answer me?" But all she heard in response was a click. The phone went dead.

Days slipped by with no drama and little variation. Besides an occasional call from the police with a question about the crime, time dragged on, affording Becca the opportunity to ruminate about the incident. Memories kept her awake at night and overshadowed the sunny days. And there was something more. Obsessive thoughts of the returning intruder preoccupied her every waking minute. She couldn’t stand the thought of being alone but didn’t know how much longer should intrude upon Angela.

Six weeks after moving in with Angela, Becca’s paid leave and sick time ran out. So, on a typical hot and humid Philadelphia summer morning, she put on her brightly colored Jam’s World dress to make herself feel alive and took the El on her way to St. John’s Convalescent Hospital. At Macy’s Becca caught a bus that wobbled past towering cement and glass giants that lined the city streets and dropped her off a block from the hospital.

It took every ounce of Becca’s resolve to enter through the automatic jaws that fed her into the asylum for the suffering and the senile, known as Saint John’s Convalescent Hospital. Blazing florescent lights, the shrill of the intercom and a subtle scent of decay met her at the door. When she locked her purse in a staff locker and pinned her nametag to her starched shirt, resistance moved inside her like a fetus about to be born.

At the nurses’ station she was greeted by two nursing assistants, who looked at her with serious expressions and peppered her with questions about what she’d been through. She answered them circumspectly, putting them off with as few details as possible. She didn’t want to dredge up the entire painful experience before beginning her day. 

Taking leave of them, Becca made her way from one patient’s room to another: checking temperatures and blood pressure, then entering notes in charts. First stop, Beverly Samson in 204. Beverly had a reputation around the hospital for being cranky and difficult, taking every opportunity she could to complain about her son’s infrequent visits, which was a far cry from the truth. Robert Samson made the obligatory trek to the hospital once each week on his day off, even though he looked exhausted and beaten down after every visit. When Becca reminded Beverly of his routine she was met with outrage and a raised voice; called insensitive and unprofessional. Normally, this wouldn’t have fazed Becca in the least, but she wasn’t in her normal state of mind. 

––––––––
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Next, she entered George Lowry’s room, to discover he had lapsed into a coma while she had been away. George had always been one of her most good-natured patients. Even in the face of his progressive neurological illness, he had maintained his sense of humor. Now he lay flat on his back with eyes closed. Drool drained from his mouth, and snot from his nose. She took a cloth and wiped him off, but he failed to stir. Her heart hurt seeing him this way.

In the adjoining room, the stripped-down bed took her by surprise. She turned on her heels and left the room to march down to the nurses’ station and inquire about Barbara Cranfield. One of the nursing assistants informed her Barbara had passed away the day before. While not totally unexpected, she hadn’t known it would happen this soon. 

All this added up to greater disappointment and sadness than Becca could handle. She had always taken pride in her work, but any enthusiasm she possessed before the rape and murder had dissipated among the bedpans, the moans of misery, and the odors of illness emanating from the patients she attended. She had functioned quite proficiently when treating the diseased and the dying, had learned years ago to turn down the flow of sympathy as she would an IV. But today every sight, every sound, every ailment, every infirmity, cut through her with tiny invisible blades. After only two hours on the ward, she could no longer bear to witness another suffering patient. The moment she could she took her break in the back of the nurses’ station, hoping no one would notice her red eyes or sniffles. She had to speak to the head nurse.

Becca tried her best to hide her agitation from the head nurse, but she must have been more obvious than she intended because Rosemary offered her another month unpaid sick leave without much persuasion. Becca decided to use the opportunity more constructively this time around, reading self-help books and listening to meditation tapes, in a quest to facilitate her recovery from what she now realized was a profound and prolonged case of post-traumatic stress. While she still resented sitting around the house day after day, she knew it was better to stay put instead of trying to resume her life again and failing. She felt grateful to Angela for giving her the opportunity.
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Chapter Three
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Becca had known the time would come when she would have to move on from Angela’s, she just didn’t know how soon. Angela had lived up to her name and been the most tolerant of angels. But two weeks after Becca’s failed attempt to return to work, she began to drop hints about her new boyfriend Elliot spending the night.  

So, on a crisp, early autumn afternoon, nearly two months after the rape and murder, Becca answered Angela’s half-hearted protestations with reassurances she’d be all right, gave Angela a big hug for agreeing to take care of Cecil until she settled back into her apartment, and waited for her father alongside stacked suitcases on the row home’s front steps. It had been arranged that before moving home, she would spend a week with her parents while her apartment was properly secured.

The pearl-white Buick pulled to the curb in front of Angela’s building, where she exchanged pleasantries with her dad while they loaded her suitcases into the trunk. Once strapped inside the car, they threaded their way through city traffic and took the Schuylkill Expressway toward Lower Merion. To pass the time she tried to make small talk with her father, but he seemed reluctant to make eye contact, and answered her questions in a cursory fashion. Finally, at a stop light, without so much as a glance over at her, Irv mumbled. 

"How are you doing...you know...after what happened."  

Since he addressed the rape in such a tangential fashion, it became instantly clear how awkward the subject was for him. "I’m okay Dad, but to be honest, it’s a bit of a struggle."

His jaw clenched in a stony expression. "I’m sorry to hear that. I wish it hadn’t happened..."

"You and me both,” she reassured him.

He grimaced. "We’ve been worried about you. I don’t have to tell you how much your mother is looking forward to your visit." 

"She’s mentioned it once or twice."

"I’m surprised it was only a time or two. I’ve heard the refrain a couple hundred times lately."

Becca grinned. "No doubt."

"Bec, I hope you’ll be patient with her. She’s been a wreck since...since your troubles. You know how easily upset she is. I know she can be irritating, but she loves you more than you can even imagine."  

Becca glanced over at her father and noticed his thinning and fading brown hair, brushed sideways to cover a bald spot-on top, the deep pockets under his eyes. A warm feeling washed over her. She had always adored her dad, but while Irv had been her quiet champion for as long as she could remember, he also acted as referee between mother and daughter when they were all together. He wanted peace at all costs, even if it meant convincing her to squelch her reactions to Julie’s intrusive over-protectiveness. He excelled at that.

Becca sighed. "I’ll do my best, Dad." But she knew it wouldn’t be easy.  

At their knock Julie flung open the front door of the two-story house suburban Philadelphia home and embraced Becca in a brusque hug; then pulled back, hands on her shoulders, with a distressed look at her face. Worry lines dug deeply into the soft flesh around her eyes and mouth. "I’m glad you’re home! You look like the hell you’ve been through. Come." 

She took Becca by the hand and led her upstairs to her childhood room, a well-preserved museum of her early years. Nothing had been altered or removed since she married David and moved into his apartment eight years earlier. Red and white checkered comforters on the twin beds matched the gingham window treatments. A plush red throw lay at the foot of the bed. Posters of Dave Matthews and Mariah Carey hung over her white melamine computer desk. Everything a frozen testimony to adolescent hopes and dreams. Hopes and dreams long gone. As dead and buried as David.

Julie watched while Irv brought in the last of the suitcases, then orchestrated where he should place them. Nothing had changed. Not her room, not her parents, not their power struggle. Julie still told Irv what to do, and Irv still silently did what he was told. Then he withdrew from his wife to punish her for the crime of controlling behavior. And on and on and on. Over the years, under all circumstances, and obvious to everyone.

What would it be like living with Julie and Irv at this juncture in her life? How long could she tolerate it?

As soon as Irv finished carrying in her things, Becca gently shooed her parents from the room. As expected, Julie put up a fight, emphasizing how much help she could be with the unpacking. To Becca’s surprise, Irv took Julie by the hand and escorted her from the room, glancing back at Becca with a knowing nod behind his wife’s back. 

Finally, alone in the stuffy room, Becca drifted over to the dormer window and pried it open. She glanced out at the massive oak in the middle of the manicured lawn, the elm trees clustered beyond. How many times had she hidden in a copse of maple or elm to avoid Julie’s demands? As much as she needed her parents right now, she didn’t want to take advantage of their largesse for long. 

The sun shimmered across rust-colored and yellowed leaves which blanketed the trees and speckled the ground. The sight of dying leaves stirred up her inner conflict. It had been months since David’s death and she remained stuck in suspended animation, her life on hold. She dreaded being back to this house since she no longer belonged here, yet she had nowhere else to go. Restless, with a sense of unease, she knew she still hadn’t recovered from her trauma. Would she ever feel peaceful and safe again? 

She no sooner began to unpack when she heard Julie’s raised voice from below. "Becca, come down! I’ve made your favorite strawberry lemonade!" 

"Sounds great, Mom," she called down from the banister. "Give me ten minutes." She returned to place her clothes in closet and drawers. Upon completion she would join her parents’ downstairs and make the most of a difficult situation.

But not for long. 

She knew she had to move on before Julie discovered a way to take advantage of her predicament and extend her stay indefinitely. Her mother had never trusted she could survive in the world on her own before, but now with David gone, there was no doubt Julie would want her ‘home.’ She had to find the courage to move back to her apartment alone and jump-start her new life. She couldn’t rely on the kindness of others forever.  

But where was the spark that would ignite her? 

Two days later the police made their first visit to the Goldstein house. At the sound of the doorbell, Becca moved out of her room to the railing over the foyer and watched Julie answer the door, with Irv trailing closely behind.

The officers explained they were here to speak with Becca but had a couple of questions for them first. 

"What can you possibly want with us this time?" Julie asked. "We’ve been interrogated twice before."

"Just a couple of quick inquires," she heard Detective Mills say. "We learned your daughter was in a mental hospital at the age of 12. We’ve requested the records, but we want to know what you can tell us about that time?"

Becca cringed. They had more ammunition to use against her. 

"Rebecca was having panic attacks and wouldn’t go to school. We didn’t know what to do for her. Our physician suggested we get her some psychiatric help," Julie answered.

"What was the nature of these ‘attacks?’" Mills asked.

"How do you explain panic attacks? She was going through early adolescence. She was having problems adjusting. That’s all there was to it." Even from a distance Julie appeared strained.

Becca’s nibbled her bottom lip. This line of questioning made her nervous. It seemed they couldn’t overturn a stone without exposing a major fault on her part. What if they were right and she was crazier than she knew? The doctors certainly thought so. If they hadn’t, they wouldn’t have locked her up and given her those pills which made a zombie out of her.

"And did they put her on medication?" She heard Mills ask.

"Don’t they always?" Julie shook her head. "If you’re implying my daughter is mentally ill, you’re way off base. She had some adolescent issues. That’s all."

Mills made a face. "I don’t think they hospitalize teenagers on a regular basis for having ‘issues.’ There were other things going on with Rebecca and we need to know what they were. Can you tell me how long she was in the hospital and what she was like after she returned home? Did she continue treatment? And for how long?"

Julie threw up her hands. "She was hospitalized for a few short weeks and was fine after she returned home. I’m sure she had appointments with her psychiatrist afterwards for a time, but they were outpatient. I still don’t understand this line of questioning. I hope you don’t think her bout in a mental hospital over fifteen years ago has anything to do with your investigation!"

"It’s all relevant to our investigation," Mills said, consulting her notes. "When was the last time you saw your daughter and her husband together before the murder?"

"A week before," Julie replied. "They came over for dinner regularly." 

"Did you notice anything unusual about them?"

"No."

"How did they get along?"

Julie had turned her head away, but Becca could only imagine her mother’s expression. A long silence ensued; then Julie said, "They had a good relationship as far as I knew. Why do you ask?"

"Just a mere formality. Were you aware of any tension between them?"

"No, nothing noticeable."

"Did you ever see them argue or fight?" Mills asked.

"Not more than Irv and I argue and fight. I still don’t see your reasoning."

"We’re just trying to gauge the nature of your daughter’s relationship with her husband..."

Suddenly, to her surprise, she heard Irv’s voice rise above the rest. "Are you suggesting our daughter had anything to do with her husband’s death? Because if you, are you’re barking up the wrong tree. My daughter’s the victim here! Don't try to frame her for this crime. It’s time you start looking for the real perpetrator!" Irv moved Julie aside and stepped up to Mills, squaring his shoulders as though he was ready for a fight. "I think we’ve had enough of this line of questioning. Either you stop right here or you’re leaving right now."

Stunned, Becca listened closely, the anger in Irv’s voice apparent even from above. It was uncharacteristic of him to be this forceful with anyone, especially the authorities. What had gotten into him? Perhaps he felt more upset about the entire situation than he had let on to her. 

Not nearly as shocking, Julie took over from Irv. "I don’t understand why you won’t leave Becca out of this. She’s not the guilty party. Why do you keep pestering her?" 

"Look," Mills’ burly partner answered, "we have our job to do and the job entails questioning your daughter. It’s not your place to interfere."

Becca smiled to herself, wondering when her mother didn’t interfere.

Then she heard Sally Mills say, "We’re not here to bother your daughter. We just want to clarify a few points.

Again, Irv jumped in. "You’re aggravating her, whether you intend to or not. She’s been through one hell of a time. I wish you’d let her be."

"We will, right after we speak with her," the uniformed cop said. "Now will you let her know we’re here?" 

Becca descended the steps in time to see Julie glare at him. "You don’t seem to understand..."

Grateful for her parents’ defense of her, Becca wanted to spare them more trouble. She raised her voice. "It’s okay, Mom and Dad. I’ll take over from here."

"Are you sure you feel up to this, Rebecca?" her mother asked, still staring darts at the officers. 

Becca patted her mother on the arm. "I can handle this mom. You and Dad go on back to the kitchen and brew up some coffee. I’ll be in for a cup when I’m through."

"Come on, Jul," Irv said, taking her arm. "Becca’s a big girl. She obviously wants to handle this on her own."

Julie shook her head. "I don’t like this harassment," she mumbled to herself before following Irv to the back of the house.

Sally Mills’ shoulders drooped the moment they disappeared. "You parents certainly care about you."

Sometimes a little too much. "Do you want to have a seat in the family room?"

Before the officers could answer, she led the way to a brown leather sofa surrounded on either side by two bone-colored upholstered chairs placed around a large square cherry wood coffee table. The police took the two chairs and Becca the sofa. 

After everyone was seated, Mills looked over at her. "We still have a few things we need to clear up. You told the officers at the hospital David was still alive when you found him. What happened after that?"

Now what were they getting at? "I tried to staunch the blood and called 911." 

Mills frowned at her. "Aren’t you a nurse? Why didn’t you take any action to try and keep him alive?"

Becca squirmed at the implication of the question. Did they believe she wanted him dead? "I wasn’t thinking straight. I had just been raped and found my husband stabbed and bleeding to death. I was in total shock."

"It would seem with your training you’d react automatically," Mills said.

"It might seem that way to you sitting here in this nice cozy family room, but at the time, it never occurred to me to do anything other than what I did. I knew the paramedics would be there momentarily. They had the equipment and know-how to take care of David."

Mills stared at her with a fixed expression. All at once rage roared up inside of Becca with the force of a fire hose. "I don’t understand why you keep questioning me as though I’m the bad guy! I didn’t murder David and I certainly didn’t rape myself! It’s time for you to begin looking for the real killer and stop focusing all your attention on me."

The burly cop leaned forward. "We’ve been looking, but so far the evidence hasn’t led us anywhere else."

"What have you been doing to find the real perpetrator, besides badgering me?"

Mills shrugged. "You’re not the only one we’re questioning. We’ve interviewed quite a few people."  

Becca stood. "Well, maybe you better do more. Keep looking because you’re not going to find anything here. Is there anything else today? I need to go."

Mills and her partner rose. "Nothing more for now, but we’ll let you know when there is."

"I’m sure you will." Shaken, Becca watched them leave the room. Their questions made her question herself. She had been diagnosed with a mental illness and hospitalized once. Was she going down the same path again? Maybe she was crazier than she cared to admit. Was she in denial, or even delusional?

Could she have carried out something as heinous as murdering her husband, convincing herself she hadn’t done it? The violence had certainly exposed a tightly woven web of tangled feelings within her, a web she had been trying desperately to hold together even though her relationship with her parents, and the police scrutiny, kept threatening to rip it apart. One small tear at a time. 

The police visit had stirred up so many emotions in Becca she found it hard to do anything except skulk around the house in sweats and slippers the following day. It didn’t take long for Julie to take notice and complain. To remedy the situation, Julie suggested a spirit-lifting outing to the mall. While Julie busily emptied the dishwasher, she sent Becca into the master bedroom to retrieve her purse. The moment Becca stepped inside the room she felt a spasm in her solar plexus; an eerie, detestable feeling. She shook it off, quickly located the purse, and joined Julie downstairs, but the sense of impending doom lingered for the remainder of the day. She had trouble shutting off her mind that night, and it took longer than usual to fall asleep. 

In the middle of the morning Becca awoke from a deep sleep when a shadow passed over her eyes. Before she could turn on the light, she heard muffled footsteps. With a creak the doorknob turned. She could swear she glimpsed the silhouette of a man standing in the doorway. 

Startled, she bolted upright. She switched on the bedside lamp and glanced around, but everything was exactly as she had left it the night before; the door closed, and the windows drawn. The room empty. It took several inspections of the bedroom before she could return to bed. An hour passed before her heart slowed enough to go back to sleep. 

Five days later work had been completed on deadbolts, window latches, and an alarm system so Becca lugged the last of her suitcases from Irv’s Buick into her Queen's Village apartment in a gentrified area at the edge of center city Philadelphia. Back at the car she reassured Irv she’d be all right, and sent him off, surveying the tree-lined street with lovely older townhomes, before entering the building and traveling the few steps to her apartment. 

Exhausted by the hell raised after she broke the news to Julie she was moving out— but hadn’t she established that fact upfront—she slouched onto an overstuffed alabaster armchair against the far wall, glancing around the apartment at the familiar expanse of brass and glass. How many times had she sat in this seat and discussed with David the possibility of starting a family? At the time his refusal to even consider the idea had upset her. But as much as she had wanted a child, she now wondered how the white-on-white living room would have fared under the onslaught of chocolate pudding and Crayola’s.
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