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			“I’m freezing, Harold.”

			His attention on the old house before them, Harold didn’t answer his wife’s complaint. Pale golden light leaked through gaps in the blinds covering the first-floor windows while the second floor slumbered in darkness. Built sixty or seventy years past, the house was a home no more, but a veterinary clinic. A brilliant white floodlight splashed across the front of the pale blue structure. Harold’s eyes didn’t register the color in the glare; he only knew it because he’d been here two days earlier, casing the place in daylight.

			“Harold!” She whispered it fiercely and tugged on his sleeve.

			He absently wrapped his arm around her shoulders, but his attention remained fixed on the house. Situated in an otherwise deserted block on a sparsely-populated road, it hid among the winter-bare trees, a loner or an outcast. A perfect target. Better still, the security light’s glare washed out the burglars’ white coats, white hoods, and white pants as cleanly as the house. They might have been one with the walls. At least, that’s what they’d been told. Harold felt terribly exposed here and stole a glance back at the road. Not that passersby were likely at this hour anyway. Even so, he planned to enter through a back window, where the trees would swallow any sounds they made.

			He started forward, arm still around her, but she didn’t move. “What?” he asked sharply.

			“Lights are on inside.”

			“Just security lights.”

			She leaned into him and shook her head. Her hair, long and thick, lightly stroked his arm.

			“You backing out on me, Hannah?” Harold felt her tension in her touch. He knew her that well. After all, they’d been together for six years, ever since Howard Community College, where he had been a pitcher on the school’s baseball team and she an aspiring actress in the theater program. A mutual friend had introduced them, and Harold had fallen hard. Hannah’s radiant smile, golden hair, and shapely body instantly attracted, and the eagerness with which she attached herself to a star athlete amply fed his ego. Hannah’s prettiness and Harold’s rugged good looks, together with the uncanny alliteration of their names, seemed to cast a spell about them that other students were loath to attempt to penetrate, preferring instead to regard them with a respect bordering on awe. Yet they’d ended up neither on the stage nor on the diamond, but here in the chill night.

			Hannah shook her head a bit too emphatically. “Of course not.” A good actress, she faked determination well. But she couldn’t fool him. She wanted out of this, out of the cold, out of the danger, out of the whole business. Only loyalty kept her here. He admired her for that. Little had gone right for him since college. Hannah alone had stuck by him. Why? He’d never fathomed that mystery. Oh, he knew that once she had needed his protection, but those days were long gone, and here she was, still with him, defying the urge to run, standing firm by his side when she could have been sleeping warm and secure in a better man’s bed.

			“Come on.” He tugged at her, and this time she moved.

			“At least it’ll be warm in there,” she muttered.

			They crept through the darkness along the left side of the house and came to the rear. A waning moon illuminated the landscape, its light dimmed now and again as ragged patches of cloud raced by. The date was December twenty-fourth, Christmas Eve; the time two-twenty in the morning; the temperature forty-one degrees with a stiff breeze that chilled them all the more. Somewhere inside the house lay their objective: a supply of morphine and ketamine, cash literally in liquid form.

			They paused to check the four darkened windows that flanked the back door, two on each side. Here, too, a security light pretended to deter thieves while contrarily revealing to them every detail of their intended target. The light from within, washed out by the exterior glare, shone faint but steady.

			Hannah took two pairs of latex gloves from her pocket and handed one pair to Harold. They pulled them on, careful not to rip them, then Harold eased up the short flight of wooden steps leading to the door, his footfalls quieter than a rabbit’s. He gently rotated the knob. Of course it was locked, but it never hurt to check. No sense smashing things if the owner had invited them in. Leaning to the left, he felt around the nearest window, examined it in detail, and gingerly tried to push up the lower sash. Again, no luck. Again, none expected.

			Hannah tiptoed up the steps while he worked and stood close behind him. “Hammer,” she whispered, pulling the tool from her coat pocket and handing it to him like a nurse handing a scalpel to a surgeon.

			He took the hammer and with a swift stroke smashed the pane, then cleaned the jagged shards from the sash with the head. Falling splinters chattered as they struck the floor inside. Once satisfied the opening was clean, he helped Hannah through the window. She moved so quietly she might have vanished, but in his mind Harold could see her go to the door, disarm the alarm with the code they had been given, and unlock the deadbolt. The door whispered open.

			He slipped inside and eased the door shut, then took her face in his hands and kissed her on the forehead. She beamed, a dog basking in her master’s approval.

			The very next instant, the job went horribly wrong.
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			Social affairs had never been Detective Lieutenant Rick Peller’s forte, although his late wife Sandra had possessed a knack for spur-of-the-moment entertaining. She could conjure what appeared to be perfectly planned, if simple, dinners with a wave of her hand. Whatever her secret to success, her husband had definitely not absorbed it. Since her death four and a half years before, he often felt her whispering at his side, but she had never offered advice on hosting a party.

			So it was fortunate, he thought, that when he decided to light up the winter darkness with a small gathering of friends on the evening of Saturday, January fourteenth, Detective Sergeant Corina Montufar offered to help. She took charge of planning, shopping, and cooking, and dragged Detective Sergeant Eric Dumas into the fray against his will. Under Montufar’s management, the evening materialized as if by Sandra’s magic. Peller secretly thought that maybe it had been.

			In addition to the three of them, he had invited Montufar’s brother Eduardo; Eduardo’s wife Sylvia; Peller’s next-door neighbor Jerry Souter; Tomio “Tom” Kaneko, the mathematician who had helped the detectives with a major case the previous spring; and Kaneko’s wife Sarah. He had also invited Montufar’s younger sister Ella, but she declined, having already made other plans. “I think she’s got a new boyfriend,” Montufar had confided to Peller. “Lately her wardrobe’s gotten fancier.”

			Peller had no need to suggest that Dumas and Montufar each invite a friend. Although they had concealed it fairly well, he’d noticed the looks passing between them, the occasional meeting of hands, how frequently they met outside of work. Peller didn’t think anyone else in the department had caught on, but he knew the pair better than most. Nor did their increasing closeness surprise him, although he did wonder how long the pretense would last. Or was it pretense? Maybe Montufar and Dumas themselves didn’t fully understand their relationship.

			But tonight Peller wasn’t dwelling on that. He wanted to simply relax, enjoy some time with his friends, and carry on an intelligent, insightful conversation about something trivial. The evening didn’t disappoint him. As the group worked their way through a tossed salad, a zippy chili, and a heaping basket of corn muffins, they launched into an intelligent, insightful conversation about the weather.

			“What I don’t get,” Jerry Souter said, emphasizing his point with a wave of his spoon, “is how it can be so dang cold. Global warming? Ha! Coldest winter I remember. Snow as early as Thanksgiving, bay freezing over. That’s global warming?”

			A round of nods and affirmative murmurs emanated from the group. At ninety-three years of age, Souter’s memory was the longest at the table, and his imposing ebony figure spoke vividly of his days in World War II. Jerry, Peller thought, would always be on the Italian Alps.

			“It does seem counterintuitive,” Dumas agreed. “But I’m sure Corina is perfectly comfortable.” He winked at her.

			“I hate it.” Montufar didn’t need to remind anyone that she’d been born in Guatemala. “And so do you, Eduardo, so don’t start.”

			Her brother closed his mouth hurriedly, then faked a crestfallen look and turned to Sylvia for help.

			Sylvia rolled her eyes.

			“Global warming,” Kaneko informed them in a classroom voice, “refers to the increasing average temperature of the whole planet, not to circumstances in any one location. Consider an illustration. Suppose you put your left hand in a bucket of almost frozen water with a temperature of thirty-two degrees. Then you put your right hand in a bucket of water with a temperature of one hundred twenty degrees, nearly hot enough to scald.” His eyes fairly sparkled as he paused for effect. “On average, the heat you experience is a little above room temperature.”

			Everyone laughed.

			Peller considered his chili and iced tea. “Good illustration, Professor. But that doesn’t change the fact that one can’t buy a decent winter coat here in the Piedmont.”

			Surprised, Sarah Kaneko set down the muffin she’d been lifting to her mouth. “I can.”

			“Yes, but you’re not used to New York winters. I’m from upstate. To me, the typical Howard County winter could be autumn. The fall after we were married, Sandra bought me a heavy parka. I only had it two seasons. I got rid of it after one winter down here. It never got cold enough to wear it.”

			“She was one wonderful lady,” Souter proclaimed, his voice rich and vibrant.

			Montufar and Dumas nodded. The other guests looked anywhere but at Peller.

			Raising a spoonful of steaming chili in salute, Souter added, “This is a meal worthy of her.” He leaned towards Peller and added, “You didn’t cook it, did you?”

			“Hey, now,” Peller laughed. “I’m not that bad of a cook.”

			“Probably not. Guys in our position learn quick or starve.” He looked around the table, his intense eyes commanding the attention of the others. “It’s part of life, folks. I seen more death than any of you. Lots more. Every one of them a person worth remembering.”

			Dumas pushed back from the table and set his napkin by his now-empty bowl. “I don’t mind remembering Sandra.” So quietly the others had to strain to hear, he added “It’s the living that bug me.”

			“How so, son?”

			Dumas looked around in surprise but said nothing. Peller wondered if his colleague had inadvertently voiced some buried regret.

			“Must be running from his past,” Montufar deadpanned. “All those women back home want him so desperately.”

			Dumas tried to smile, but the attempt made him look ill.

			Eduardo put a hand to his mouth as if to whisper, which he didn’t. “Then you’d better marry him, little sister, before they catch up with him.”

			Everyone laughed, and several guests spoke at once. Peller felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to his neighbor. “When this circus is over,” Souter said in a low voice, “I gotta talk to you.”
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			At around nine-fifteen the party began to wind down, and by nine-thirty Corina and Sylvia had disappeared into the kitchen with the empty plates and dishes. Dumas and the Montufar clan waved goodbye as the clock was striking ten. A shivering Sylvia pulled on her coat as she walked out the door into a biting wind. Only Souter remained, resting comfortably on the old blue sofa, gazing at the family photos on the wall opposite him: photos of Peller and Sandra and their son Jason spanning some three decades.

			Peller sank into an easy chair to Souter’s left and yawned. “I’m too old for this wild life.”

			Souter waved off his comment. “Folks are as young as they think they are.”

			“For some of us, it’s been a long year. But I expect you’re ready to lead another charge into battle.”

			“If duty calls.”

			Souter’s voice was sober—strained, in fact. That wasn’t like Jerry at all. Peller sat forward, studied the old man’s lined face and the firm set of his jaw, followed his dark gaze to the photos on the wall. “Is it calling now?”

			Souter pointed at the gallery. “You got a fine family, there.”

			Peller nodded.

			“And you know what it’s like to lose someone.”

			“What’s wrong, Jerry?”

			Souter shifted and met Peller’s gaze. “Nothing’s wrong with me, son. Question is, what would you do if your boy up and vanished without a trace? You don’t know if he’s dead or alive, killed or kidnapped or just run away from home. What would you do to know?”

			“Whatever it takes, of course. Why?”

			“Friend of mine, a lady who goes to my church, is in that boat. Her grandson vanished.”

			“When?”

			Souter leaned back and contemplated the ceiling.

			“Jerry?”

			“Two years ago, Rick. Two years.”

			Peller knew the feel of days stretching into weeks and months and years, of emptiness descending into numbness. “I assume she reported it at the time.”

			“Sure. Your guys looked into it but came up empty.”

			“When did you find out about it?”

			“Just last week. I had a cold and didn’t go to church. Some of the folks thought I must’ve died in my sleep. Don’t know why they’d think that, but this lady volunteered to check up on me. I invited her in for coffee and we got to talking. I had no idea.”

			Peller waited for the inevitable.

			Souter looked sheepish, no mean feat for him. “I told her my neighbor was the best detective on the force.”

			Peller couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

			“I know you guys got rules, but could you check up on it? Maybe see if something got missed?”

			“I suppose, but don’t expect too much. I’m sure the investigators knew what they were doing.”

			Looking relieved, Souter nodded his thanks.

			“How much did she tell you about it?”

			“The kid’s name is Jayvon. Jayvon Fletcher. He was living with his grandma Wanda and worked at an animal hospital. Christmas Eve he was pulling third shift, keeping an eye on the critters. He never came home. Your guys found a broken window and blood on the floor nearby. The back door was open, unlocked from inside. More blood on the back steps. Nothin’ else.”

			“Sounds like a break-in,” Peller said.

			“That’s what the cops told Wanda. They think Jayvon’s dead.”

			Barring evidence to the contrary, Peller would have thought the same thing. “And she doesn’t want to hear that, of course.”

			“No, but not knowing is worse. She’s hired and fired a couple PI’s and offered rewards and I don’t know what else.” Souter shrugged. “She just wants to know.”

			“All right,” Peller told him. “I’ll look over the reports and see what I can see. But like I said, don’t expect too much.”

			“I appreciate it, Rick.”

			Peller yawned and stretched. “But,” he said lightly, “I’ll remember this next time I assemble the guest list for a party.”
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			Monday morning the temperature struggled upward to twenty and faltered. In a North Laurel neighborhood of large trees and small townhomes, Eric Dumas gingerly brought his car to a halt atop an ice-patched pavement, just behind three squad cars and an ambulance. Flashing red lights painted the snow-dusted scene with menace, giving an infernal tint to the knot of curious neighbors gathered across the street. It was ten-thirty A.M. but somehow most of the gathering, including police and paramedics, looked half asleep. Maybe it was the cold.

			Dumas climbed out of the car, shoved his gloved hands into his coat pockets, and approached the nearest rank of houses, where yellow crime scene tape had already been strung. A tall evergreen shook free its burden of snow as he passed by. Behind the townhouses, a steel tower strung with high-voltage power lines played roost to a group of turkey vultures.

			The townhomes alternated styles from left to right: one brick, one sided in pale wood, another brick, another sided. The front door of the leftmost unit stood open. Dumas could see the forensics team working inside. He ducked the tape and carefully moved into their midst, passing through a small foyer floored in dingy green tile. A flight of stairs on the right, carpeted in a muddy brown fabric, led up to the second floor. The living room, identically floored, featured a huge flat-screen TV on the wall to the left. A battered tan sofa and matching chairs lounged before it, accompanied by two cheap wooden tables and a similar coffee table. Used paper plates dotted with pizza sauce and bits of crust and cheese littered the coffee table, alongside a half-empty bottle of vodka and a white serving bowl full of redskin peanuts. Some battered cardboard boxes were stacked along the back wall, tops folded shut.

			“Hey, Detective,” one of the team said. “Want some pizza?”

			Dumas wasn’t in the mood for gallows humor. “No, thanks.”

			The dead man on the sofa looked peaceful, except for the bullet holes through his head and chest. Dumas’ first impression was that the kill had been remarkably clean: the only blood in evidence was that staining the victim’s clothing and wicking into the upholstery in a hellish halo. No blood on the floor, none on the walls.

			The deceased looked like anybody having dinner in front of a TV. Dumas noted that he was Asian, of average height and build, wearing jeans and a plain black t-shirt. Wool socks. No shoes. Nothing in the room appeared out of place. It was as though the man had been shot while he slept. Or maybe, Dumas thought, eyeing the bottle, while passed out. At any rate, this was neither an accident nor a heat-of-the-moment attack. The shooter had meant to kill, and kill he had, with cold efficiency.

			The air had the warm, sharp smell of fresh cigarette smoke, but none of the team would be puffing on tobacco at the crime scene. Dumas looked toward the back of the house, where a wisp of smoke swirled in the draft near a sliding glass door. Following it, he found a cluttered kitchen and small dining area to the right. Dirty dishes filled the sink, and the tiny counter overflowed with small appliances and spent food containers. At a wooden table covered with more dirty dishes, mail, and other papers, a rail-thin woman in a dark-green robe sat smoking, gazing at nothing, possibly not even aware of the activity in the next room.

			“Ma’am?” Dumas asked quietly.

			“Denise,” she said in a whiskey voice, not looking up. She took a long drag on her cancer stick. “Denise Newville. I suppose you already met Michio Tamai.” She waved toward the living room. “Some people called him Mike.”

			“Your husband?” Dumas pulled out a chair and sat opposite her. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties, with a tangle of sandy brown hair and eyes that had seen too much.

			“Nah.”

			“You lived together, though.”

			“If you can call it living. He gave me food and a roof over my head. One guess what I gave him.” She paused to take another even longer drag on her cigarette and slowly blow out the smoke. Dumas turned his head slightly and held his breath until the cloud passed. “This complicates things,” Newville added, “but I’m not sad about it. Sleazeball deserved it.”

			Dumas gave her an inquiring look.

			With a nod she stood up, put her bare left foot on her chair, and pulled back her robe to expose most of her thigh. A livid purple bruise spread from her knee up her leg until it vanished beneath the fabric. “I could show you more, but you’d arrest me for flashing a cop.” She covered up and sat.

			Dumas wondered how she could be so flippant about it. “When did he do that?”

			“Last night. He’d been out drinking, somehow managed to find his way home, and wanted me to fix him a big meal. At one in the morning.” She dragged a hand through her hair and gave Dumas a crooked smile. “I wasn’t inclined. So, you know.”

			“How long had this been going on?”

			Denise took another puff. “A year or so.”

			“Why didn’t you leave?”

			“Nowhere to go.”

			“Did you kill him?”

			She looked up, shocked, then laughed harshly. “If I had, I’d have someplace to go. But no, sorry, it wasn’t me.”

			“Do you know who it was?”

			“Could’ve been almost anybody he knew. He had a knack for making enemies out of friends.” Finishing her cigarette, she crushed it out in an overflowing ash tray and fished another one out of a pack lying before her.

			While she lit up, Dumas asked, “For instance?”

			“Michio used to do odd jobs with a guy named Silas. Skinny creep who knew how to get into locked buildings. They’d acquire merchandise from warehouses and sell it. Made pretty good money, I guess. That was before I knew him. Silas moved on to other things, but they liked to brag about it over drinks. Until Michio had a bit too much one night and let slip that he’d cheated Silas on the profits. Laughed about it right in his face. That ended that friendship. Broken noses, missing teeth, and no more bragging over drinks.”

			“He was like that with everybody?” Dumas asked.

			“You want to see my leg again?”

			“Point taken. You think Silas killed him?

			She blew out smoke, careful this time not to aim it at Dumas, and watched it drift away. “Not really. He hasn’t been around for a good while. Then again, who knows?”

			“I gather you didn’t see it happen, then.”

			“Nope.”

			“Were you home?”

			Denise gave him a disappointed look. “Do I look like I’ve been out, Mr. Detective?”

			Dumas wondered if she was trying to get him to smile. He didn’t. “You must have heard the gunshot, then,” he said intentionally misstating the count.

			“Gunshots,” she corrected. “Two of them. I know because I counted the holes before calling 911. No, I didn’t hear them. I wasn’t feeling very relaxed after he beat me up last night, so I took a little something to knock myself out. He was dead by the time it wore off and I woke up.”

			Dumas believed her. She would have had good reason to kill Tamai, but her lack of pretense felt real to him. Far more likely was a scenario in which one of Tamai’s accomplices either had a score to settle or had simply grown tired of him. “What time was that?”

			“About a quarter to ten.”

			Dumas rose. “We’ll need a list of Michio’s contacts and background on his relationships with them, but we can do that later today. You’ll be around?” He handed his business card to her.

			“Where else would I go?” Denise read the card. “Unless you’re in the market.” She might have been joking, but her world-weary words ended in a cough instead of a come-on.

			“Sorry,” he replied.

			With a cool smile she waved him on. He returned to the living room where a tall young woman was standing watch as a pair of middle-aged men bagged up the body. Dumas thought that crime scene investigator Geri Franklin looked barely old enough to be out of high school, but he knew her bland expression masked an intense focus. “Anything noteworthy?” he asked.

			She didn’t lift her gaze. “Only how clean the room is. He probably was shot where he lies. We’ll go over the couch in detail as soon as the body’s out of the way.”

			“All right. Give me a call if anything startling turns up.”

			“It won’t,” she replied, eyes still fixed on the proceedings.

			Dumas couldn’t help smile in spite of the circumstances. He crossed to the back of the room to inspect the stacked boxes. “What’s in these?” He glanced back at Newville, still seated in the kitchen, still smoking like a chimney.

			“Old books,” she said.

			Dumas donned a pair of latex gloves and opened one of the boxes. The books weren’t old, but mint science fiction paperbacks stripped of their covers. He noticed multiple copies of several titles. “Yours or his?” he asked.

			She blew out a puff of smoke and coughed. “His. I think he got them from dumpsters at the mall. Sometimes he could unload a box or two.”

			Unsold books reported to the publisher as destroyed, Dumas knew. Dumpster divers collected them and sold them to friends or at flea markets.

			He closed up the box and left. He returned to his car, paying no attention to the neighbors still hanging around. There seemed to be a few more of them, waiting expectantly. For what? A glimpse of the shrouded body on its way to the morgue?

			It’s too early in the year for a murder, he thought. It’s definitely too cold to be out chasing a murderer.

			Behind the house, several of the vultures took wing and flapped lazily into the blue.
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			 “The nursing home just called. Papá’s not well.”

			Corina Montufar, digging through a pile of papers on her desk, jammed the receiver between her shoulder and ear. “What’s wrong?”

			Her sister Ella’s timorous voice sounded distant. “They think he has pneumonia. They’re transferring him to the hospital.”

			“You need me to go over there?” Finding the document she wanted, the fire marshal’s report on a recent arson, she leaned back. They had moved their father, Felipe Montufar, to a nursing home three years earlier as Alzheimer’s overtook him. Since then he’d been in generally good health but frequently unable to recognize his children or his surroundings. Montufar had been to the nursing home the prior weekend for a painful two hours during which he seemed to think she was one of his cousins. He had reminisced at great length about their youth in Amatitlán, Guatemala, of family Christmases and hot summer days swimming in the crystalline waters of Lago de Amatitlán. She wondered if he even knew anymore the fate of his beloved lake, which had long since been despoiled by industrial waste and raw sewage. She wondered if in any part of his mind he still remembered he had a son and two daughters, or if time itself any longer held meaning for him.

			“Maybe,” Ella said, then quickly added, “No, it’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

			Montufar gazed blankly at the report. The text appeared as meaningless blots before her eyes. “I can if you want.”

			“I can’t ask you to leave work, Corina.”

			“He’s my father, too. I’ll be there if—“

			“Don’t keep offering,” Ella snapped.

			Montufar laid the report down. She’d never heard that tone of voice from her little sister before. Ella was more likely to cower than come out swinging. What had suddenly caused her to grow a backbone? “Are you okay?”

			“I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine.” When Montufar didn’t answer, she added, “I can do this. I have to.” But before she finished the sentence, the determination slipped from her voice and she sounded like her timid self again.

			“Okay. Let me know what they find. I’ll stop by this evening.”

			After she hung up, Montufar turned and looked out the window across the room. It was another cold day. Even from a distance, she thought she could feel the chill seeping in.

			Not only had the weather turned strange, life itself had followed its lead. She couldn’t imagine her little sister taking charge of a situation. Ella had always been fainthearted, hiding behind her siblings at the first sign of trouble. But maybe recent trials had toughened her. Their mother had died, their father’s mind had slipped away, and last year Eduardo had had a close brush with death. Was Ella finally learning to stand on her own feet? That life goes on despite sorrows?

			Enough of that, though. She had work to do. Drawing a long breath, she picked up the report again and read about someone else’s tragedy. The Dibble family’s home had burned to the ground, taking all their worldly possessions with it, but fortunately no lives had been lost. Husband and father Vincent, wife and mother Candace, and their two children Peter and Andrew had been out to dinner when the fire erupted. Montufar felt sorry for the victims, but she knew they would bounce back, rebuild, be stronger for the experience. Life would go on.

			She already knew the fire marshal had ruled the incident arson, but she hadn’t yet read the report in detail. She did so now. Evidence indicated the presence in unusual locations of combustible liquids containing ethyl alcohol: near the living room window where the fire appeared to have started, along nearby baseboards, and on the floor alongside some of the furniture. Additionally, glass fragments recovered from the scene suggested breakage of a number of different bottles containing alcoholic beverages. Since nobody had been home to throw a wild party, the fire marshal concluded that the alcohol had been intentionally used as an accelerant.

			None of this particularly surprised Montufar. What brought her up short was a comment at the bottom of the report: Aspects of this case bear strong resemblance to three cases investigated in April of last year. The case numbers followed. Turning to her computer, Montufar looked them up. Detective Lieutenant Bill Trengove had handled them. In those cases, too, ethyl alcohol had been used as an accelerant, poured beneath curtains and on furniture in the living room. Bottles had been smashed, leaving chunks and shards nearby.

			But an arrest had been made. The suspect, one Carl Bradley, had been charged with three counts of second degree arson, tried, convicted, and sentenced to the maximum: twenty years for each fire, sentences to run concurrently. As Bradley was nowhere near parole, he obviously hadn’t committed the more recent crime.

			So was this a coincidence? A copycat? Or could Bradley have been wrongly convicted? As Montufar reviewed the information, the latter possibility grew farfetched. Trengove had somehow thought to check for fingerprints on the mailboxes, which in two of the three cases were mounted near the street rather than on the houses and thus not destroyed in the fires. Bradley’s prints had no business being on either mailbox yet had been lifted from both of them. Bradley had of course protested his innocence but had been unable to present any credible alibi. Moreover, he had a moderately violent record to begin with, so his attorney didn’t dare put him on the witness stand. Counsel for the defense had struggled valiantly to cast doubt on the prosecution’s evidence, but the jury had deliberated for less than fifteen minutes before returning a guilty verdict.

			Still, something didn’t sit right with Montufar. She called Trengove’s extension.

			“Detective Lieutenant Bill Trengove,” his gruff voice answered.

			“Bill, I’ve—”

			“I’m out today. Leave a message.”

			Montufar hung up as the beep sounded and sent him an email instead.
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			While Montufar was talking with her sister, Peller reviewed the strange case of Jayvon Fletcher, veterinary technician and missing person presumed dead. The photo his grandmother had provided showed a promising young man: tall, strong, and clean-shaven, with even features and a smile that seemed to say nothing could possibly be wrong with the world. He stood at the entrance to an apartment building, shaded by an oak tree of impressive girth. One meandering branch hung low over the door and Fletcher’s head. The number on the building matched his address, so that must have been where he had lived with his grandmother Wanda.

			He set the photo aside and took another from the file. This one depicted a pale blue house that looked to be over half a century old: the South Howard Veterinary Clinic, Fletcher’s place of employment and the last place he was seen alive. Ever seen, Peller corrected himself. Two years ago a pair of colleagues, a veterinarian and a fellow tech, had updated him on the status of the patients and boarders left in his keep on the night of December twenty-fourth, then bade him Merry Christmas. Jayvon had seemed his usual cheerful self.

			Peller shuffled through other crime-scene photos showing the back of the clinic. The broken window to the left of the rear door. Shards of broken glass on the ground below. The bulk of the smashed window on the floor inside. A few drops of blood scattered on the floor nearby. More blood streaked across the wooden steps as though an injured person had been dragged down them.

			Something odd caught Peller’s eye. The smears weren’t as strong as he would have expected. It might have been the light, but he wondered if someone had tried to clean it up, leaving only what had stained the wood.

			Lab analysis compared with Fletcher’s medical records indicated that the smear was his blood, as were the drops found inside. But how had it been spilled? All fingerprints lifted from the scene had been eliminated as belonging to the clinic staff. That in itself didn’t rule out the presence of anyone else, though. Detective Sergeant Andy Newton, who had investigated the case, had considered several scenarios.

			First, Fletcher might have broken the window himself, either intentionally or accidentally, cut himself badly, and wandered off in search of medical help. Bleeding profusely, he never made it. Not likely, Newton had thought, and Peller agreed. No blood had been found on the broken glass itself, and too little dotted the floor. Moreover, the window had clearly been broken from the outside. Fletcher hadn’t smoked, so it seemed unlikely he would have gone outside. But suppose he had? Could he have locked himself out and broken the window to get back in? Sure, but the same problem arose. He couldn’t have seriously injured himself in the process without leaving blood on the glass and significantly more on the floor than had actually been present.

			Suppose a would-be thief, assuming the clinic to be empty on a holiday night, broke in. Hearing the window shatter, Fletcher might have confronted the intruder and lost in a struggle. Sergeant Newton didn’t like that alternative, either. Nothing had been stolen. If the incident had begun as robbery, the thief must have panicked and fled, taking Fletcher—alive or dead—with him. But again, why so little blood?

			Newton’s final hypothesis involved an intrusion of a different sort: Fletcher may have had an enemy who choose to attack while the tech was alone in a secluded location. A calculated killing could have left time to clean up any resulting mess, accounting for the lack of blood inside. While not flawless, that scenario seemed most likely, aside from one tiny problem: Fletcher appeared to have had no enemies. His life sparkled as clean as his photograph. He’d never been in trouble, never been involved with drugs, was liked by friends and family, and was a stellar employee. In his quest for an enemy, Newton questioned everyone connected with Fletcher and struck out across the board.

			Peller put everything back in the file and stretched his legs. He hated to disappoint Souter’s church friend, but he didn’t see how he could make any more of it than Andy Newton had.

			Yet the blood smears on the steps puzzled him. The more he considered it, the more he was sure someone had tried to clean up. That pointed to Newton’s third hypothesis. But why wouldn’t the killer have taken precautions against leaving blood on such a hard-to-clean surface in the first place?

			Shaking his head, he returned the file to its drawer.

		

	
		
			3

			 

			 

			Hannah had never felt particularly courageous. Harold surely was the brave one, the strong one, not her. In high school and college, the only time she ever felt in control was on stage, where she could be anyone. Otherwise, she stood alone in a threatening world. She could never please her parents, no matter how hard she tried. Her older brother thought she was a flake and never wasted an opportunity to remind her. Academic subjects so baffled her that most of her teachers considered her hopeless. As she matured, girls envious of her growing beauty spread rumors that she was sleeping around—she wasn’t—and certain boys, hoping the rumors were true, relentlessly pursued her. Too often she had grappled with clutching hands and fierce mouths, escaping only to be cornered another day. If anyone in authority ever noticed her distress, they hadn’t intervened or even inquired. Tormented by fear, desperate for escape, her teenage years dragged on in exhausting, endless days.

			And then she’d met Harold, her knight in shining armor who treated her as a woman rather than a useless appendage or a piece of meat. The pack hounding her quickly learned that she had a strong protector. The girls, now motivated by a fresh and unexpected jealousy, wished they could be her. Even Hannah’s parents seemed to cut her some slack when Harold was around. Her brother still thought she was a flake, but he was, after all, her brother. Harold shielded her, worshiped her, and brought her to the self-respect she had long lacked. Even when their dreams sublimated into nothing and they descended into petty crime, he kept her from losing heart.

			And yet, in the most desperate moments of their shared lives, Harold had not rescued Hannah. She had rescued him. She didn’t understand how this unlooked-for courage and resolve had been born, but she didn’t question it. She was glad she could give back to him. He deserved it.

			And here, now, was another such moment. His head cradled in his hands, Harold sat on the austere beige couch in the tiny living room of their small apartment in Savage, muttering, “Bad move. Terrible move. Why the hell did we do it?”

			“You know why.” She stood at the window looking out over the frozen grass and parking lot. Cold seeped in around the edges of its sagging old frame. This winter was the coldest she’d ever known, but somehow she liked it. That was as odd as her courage. Marylanders didn’t generally like the cold. She herself had hated it once, but that was before.

			“We should have paid him off,” Harold said.

			“With what? We’ll never have that kind of money. Besides, he couldn’t be trusted. He’d just hit us up again. And again. It was the only way.”

			Harold looked up, his face twisted with misery. “He was my friend. He helped us.”

			“He stabbed us in the back.”

			“I know. I just…I’m afraid, Hannah. We can’t keep doing things like this. Sooner or later, we’ll get caught.”

			Hannah went to his side, sat, put her arms around him. “So long as we’re true to each other, nobody can touch us.”

			He looked into her eyes, those blue eyes that had bewitched him. She knew because he’d told her time and again over the years. His own eyes were hazel and usually intense, but now they seemed incapable of grasping the nature of anything they saw. He sat lost in a familiar world, searching for something he could not find.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Why do you bother with me?”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Look at yourself. You could have any man you want. You know you could. Why me?”

			“Because you’re mine.”

			“That’s no answer.”

			She embraced him more tightly. “It is so.”

			He pondered that for some moments. “Do you love me?”

			She wished he’d shut up before he wandered into territory he couldn’t safely traverse. “Sure.”

			“As much as before?”

			So much for wishes. But she had never lied to him, and she wouldn’t now. “No.”

			Strangely, he didn’t look hurt. “Then how?”

			“Come here.” She took his hand and rose. He followed her to the window. Still holding his hand, she breathed gently on the pane. It fogged up, and in the frigid air currents the moisture transmuted into delicate traces of frost. “That’s my heart.”

			Harold regarded the frost as though content to become lost in its tiny crystalline maze.

			“Nobody is going to hurt you. Nobody is going to take you away from me. Nobody.”

			He nodded.

			“You’re okay with that?”

			He nodded again, and as she felt his hand relax she knew that winter had seeped into his heart, too.

			“Let’s forget about it. Let’s forget about him. All there is, is us.”

			Harold slipped his arm around Hannah’s waist, pulling her body tight against his. She imagined their joined forms etched in frost on the window. The image pleased her. She vowed that it would always be this way.

			“You know,” he said, “I don’t think I even remember his name.”
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			Shortly after noon, Dumas received a call from Denise Newville, ready to talk details. He pulled on his coat and drove back to the townhouse she had shared with the late Michio Tamai. The cloudless day hadn’t warmed noticeably, and the light felt unusually feeble, as though the sun itself had retreated to some warmer clime. He got out of his car and studied his surroundings before approaching her place.

			The neighborhood sat quiet under the winter sky. The gawkers had moved on to work or withdrawn into the warmth of their homes. The electric tower behind the townhouses no longer played host to the turkey vultures. Where, he wondered, would they go on a day like this?

			Dumas started for the front door but had taken only a few steps before a car door slammed behind him and someone called, “Sergeant Dumas! Could I have a word with you?” He turned to find a short young fellow bundled in an electric blue coat, matching ski cap, and thick black gloves hurrying up the sidewalk. The man’s narrow face looked pale. Dumas wondered if he was really that fair-complexioned or whether it was a trick of the light. A tag of dark brown hair thrust haphazardly from under the left side of his cap.

			“Jack Collins,” he said breathlessly, coming to a halt and extending a hand.

			Dumas accepted the handshake. “What can I do for you, Mr. Collins?”

			“I’m a reporter with the Columbia Flier.”

			Dumas put up a hand to stop him. “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about this case right now. You can call Public Information for whatever details are available.”

			“Actually, I’d like to do an article on how cases are processed.”

			What? Dumas thought, but just looked at him.

			Collins shivered and shuffled his feet. “How evidence is gathered, how you put it together to solve a case, stuff like that.” He nodded toward Tamai’s front door. “This would make for a dramatic backdrop.”

			“You want to exploit a man’s death to sell papers.”

			“No, no, I just—”

			Stone-faced, Dumas shook his head. “It’s too cold to argue. If you’ll excuse me.” He turned away.

			“I could drop by Northern District Headquarters at your convenience, Sergeant.”

			Dumas looked back. The reporter waited like a dog begging for a handout. “How do you know my name?”

			The reporter shuffled his feet again, either out of embarrassment or to keep warm. “I’m sort of a friend of the Montufar family.”

			“You don’t say.”

			“Ella’s friend mostly.”

			Recognition dawned. “Wait, I remember you. You’re the fellow who asked Corina about Eduardo’s accident at that press conference last year.”

			Collins nodded.

			“What, you’re hoping to score points with Ella?”

			“So—” He made a vague motion with his hands. “No, it’s just my job.”

			Dumas choked back a laugh. “All right, Mr. Collins, maybe I can talk later today. Call first, though, huh?”

			“I will!”

			The detective started for the door again.

			“Thank you, sir!” Collins called.

			Of all the dumb things. Dumas knocked on the door. So quick she must have been watching his approach, Denise Newville admitted him. The place looked no different than it had earlier in the day, except that the couch, now covered with a worn earthtone afghan, no longer cradled Tamai’s spent body. “How are you holding up?” Dumas asked her.

			“Passable.” Newville motioned vaguely around. “Kitchen again, or out here? The table’s still a mess. I don’t think I’m going to clean it up. Ever.”

			Dumas motioned to the chairs near the sofa, and they sat. “I thought you had nowhere to go.”

			“Not really, but I have a cousin who might take me in for a while. She lives in Virginia.” She had traded in her robe for jeans and a sky blue turtleneck covered by a plaid flannel shirt buttoned only halfway up. While she talked, she fished in the shirt’s breast pocket but came up empty. “Left my cigarettes upstairs.”

			Dumas could have done without the secondhand smoke but said, “Go ahead, I’ll wait.”

			“Nah, that’s okay. I’ve already doubled my usual daily habit. One death a day is enough.” She forced a smile.

			Dumas understood the deflection. On the outside, people often pushed aside tragedy, as though mere denial might undo it. On the inside, it pushed back. “About Michio’s friends.”

			“Yeah, so I told you about Silas. His last name is Hudnall. But like I said, he hasn’t been around for a long time. Ken Farmer was another guy. His first name’s Kennedy. Never heard of anyone with that first name, have you?”

			Dumas shook his head.

			“Ken’s a real smart guy, played chess online, always had some scheme cooking. He was Michio’s ideas man, until he figured out that he wasn’t getting a fair cut.”

			“What kind of jobs did he do?”

			“He didn’t do them, he just planned them. A lot of it was just petty theft. They did a good business in cell phones for a few months. Another time it was bicycles. I think they were working out some kind of online scam when they had their falling out.”

			“Do you know where Ken lives?”

			Newville smiled demurely and rose. She sashayed into the kitchen and returned a moment later clutching an address book to her chest with both hands. She sat and looked into Dumas’ eyes. “If I give you this, how grateful will you be?”

			Dumas needed her cooperation, but he had little patience for games today.

			She batted her eyes theatrically.

			“Ma’am—”

			“Oh well, can’t blame a girl for trying.” She set the book on her lap and opened it. “Here’s another guy I remember. Henry Carver. He and Michio robbed prostitutes in Baltimore County a few times.”

			“Armed robbery?”

			She nodded. “Michio had a gun. I’m sure he took it along. I don’t know about the other guy.”

			“Any run-ins with the cops over that?”

			“There wouldn’t have been, would there? Not likely a hooker would go to the police.”

			“Maybe, maybe not. What kind of gun did he have?”

			“The kind you shoot people with. I don’t know anything about guns other than that.” Newville turned pages in the address book and ran her finger down the entries. “They did a few other jobs together, too, but Michio stopped working with him. Said Henry was getting edgy and making mistakes. Oh, here’s a real gem. Wolf.”

			“Wolf?”

			“Wolf Spensely. Tall, skinny black guy. Strong. You wouldn’t guess from looking at him how strong he is. He makes heavy electronics disappear from delivery trucks without breaking a sweat. He’s not above bashing in a head or two if needed. Michio needed his skills sometimes, but he was afraid of him, too. He was about the only guy Michio didn’t cheat. At least as far as I know. But now that I think about it, nobody would be more likely to pop a friend than Wolf.”

			After pondering the book for a few more moments, Newville closed it and offered it to Dumas. “All the contact info Michio had is in here. You can have it. No charge.”

			Dumas took it. “Thank you.”

			“Are you always so dead serious?”

			“Probably.”

			“I make you nervous, don’t I? You must be married.”

			“Actually, no.”

			“Spoken for?”

			“I did have a few more questions.”

			She leaned back and laughed. “I hope you’re more relaxed around her.”

			Dumas couldn’t help but smile at that. “She thinks I’m funnier than Robin Williams. But I do have a few more questions.”

			“Fire away.”

			“What was Michio up to in the last couple of weeks?”

			Folding her hands together, Newville studied her fingers. “I don’t know for sure. I usually tried to ignore his business. But somehow I knew he was headed for trouble.” Before Dumas could ask, she added, “I don’t know how I knew. He wasn’t upset or troubled or anything. Just the opposite, really. He was always confident, but lately he’d been downright smug. I didn’t ask and he didn’t say why. But I didn’t like it. Something was happening, something big, and with him that could mean big trouble.”

			When she looked up, he noticed for the first time that her eyes were red; she’d been crying recently. “Does that make any sense?”

			Dumas decided it might be best to cut the interview short. Tamai’s death must have affected her more than she let on. “It makes a lot of sense. And I think that will do for now.” He rose and she followed him to the door. “If you do go to Virginia, let me know your address and phone number down there. I may have more questions, and I’ll want to let you know what we find.”

			With a nod, Newville touched his hand, carefully, only for a moment. “Thank you, Sergeant.”

			“Of course.” As he traversed the walk back to his car, he felt her eyes on him, but when he looked back the door was closed and the windows were empty.
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			The bloodstains on the steps increasingly bothered Peller, to the point that shortly after noon he shoved aside his pile of paperwork and walked over to Andy Newton’s desk. Newton was busy filling in forms of his own and didn’t raise his eyes when Peller pulled up a chair. “Not bored, are you, sir?” he asked blandly.

			“Not yet.”

			“Be with you in a moment.”

			Peller waited patiently, musing over Newton’s appearance as he did so. The man reminded him of a character from Washington Irving or Nathaniel Hawthorne, with a befuddled-scarecrow look that concealed a formidable skill at drawing information from those he questioned. People always felt a need to offer extra detail when talking to him, just to be sure he understood.

			“You remember the Jayvon Fletcher case, I’m sure,” Peller said once Newton looked up.

			“I wish I could forget it. Why?”

			“How about I buy you lunch and we can talk it over.”

			Newton grinned. “For lunch, you can have the whole case.”

			“Name the place.”

			“You like Thai?”

			Peller grimaced.

			Eager to be off, Newton rose. “Italian, then. That place in Golden Triangle.”

			“Stella Notte. Deal.”

			Peller drove the surprisingly congested mile to the restaurant, a nice sit-down place at the east end of the Golden Triangle shopping center’s parking lot. The hostess led them to his favorite of the two distinctly-decorated dining rooms: the Terraza Room, an airy sunroom. Hanging spider plants and ivies basked in the afternoon light. Peller was delighted to find that not many diners were present despite the hour, and their table was a restful spot in which to think.

			They didn’t talk shop until the waitress had returned with iced tea for both of them. Newton ordered lasagna without even looking at the menu. Peller hesitated between several choices, finally settling on chicken parmigiana.

			“So what’s got you interested in Jayvon?” Newton asked.

			Peller unfolded his napkin into his lap. “Turns out Fletcher’s grandmother goes to the same church as my next-door neighbor. He twisted my arm into checking up on it. Not that I think I can contribute anything.”

			Newton picked up his fork and twirled it absently. “I wouldn’t mind another set of eyes, to be honest. That case still bugs me. I don’t think we’ll ever resolve it.”

			“Barring a miracle,” Peller agreed. “What did you make of the bloodstains on the back steps?”

			“You got me. They don’t fit, do they? Inside, broken glass under the window and a tiny bit of blood on the floor. Then those nasty smears outside. You read the report?” He looked up.

			Peller nodded affirmation.

			Newton put the fork down and drummed his fingers on the table, his eyes focused not on the present but on his visits to the crime scene. “My best guess wasn’t a great one, but it’s the only scenario that makes any sense to me.”

			The waitress glided up and placed salads on the table. “Your food will be up shortly. Anything else I can get you?”

			“We’re fine, thanks,” Peller told her with a smile. After she left, he asked Newton, “Could somebody have cleaned up the mess?”

			“I think they must have. But that’s kind of strange.”

			Peller agreed, and wondered whether Newton’s thinking on the subject matched his own. “How so?”

			“The perp removes the body without taking precautions to keep blood off the back steps, then thoroughly cleans the wood and the floor inside. But he leaves the broken glass?” He took a drink of tea. “If you’re going to clean up after a premeditated attack, wouldn’t you limit the mess in the first place and make a better job of dealing with the rest? And if it wasn’t premeditated, wouldn’t you have left the mess and bolted?”

			“People do strange things when they’re scared,” Peller observed. “You remember Morgan Parsons last year? Committed a robbery, killed a man who tried to stop him, absconded with the body, and ditched it in a pond?”

			“Point,” Newton agreed. “Besides, Fletcher had no enemies. I couldn’t find a single reason why anyone short of Charles Manson would kill him. Maybe it was unpremeditated after all.”

			“So a break-in.”

			“Which turns into a manslaughter, after which the assailant removes the body without stopping to think. I can almost go along with that. But they do stop to clean the blood from the floor and steps?”

			The waitress, approaching with their entrees, gave the detectives a curious look. As she slid the dishes onto the table, Newton smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. We work in a rough business.”

			She returned the smile. “I grew up in Baltimore city,” she said. “Be careful, the plate’s hot. Anything else I can get you?”

			“We’re good.”

			As she retreated, Newton continued. “The worst thing is, it almost doesn’t matter what happened. We have no link to the perp. Either way, Fletcher’s gone without a trace.”

			“Well.” Peller cut into his meal. “Time for lunch. Thanks, Andy.”

			“My pleasure. Let me know if you do pull a rabbit out of the hat.”

			“That’s Eric’s pastime,” Peller said with a grin.

			Newton laughed, then casually asked, “How are you holding up these days?”

			“I keep myself occupied.”

			“Glad to hear it. We haven’t talked much since…you know.”

			Peller knew. Everyone tiptoed around the subject of his late wife and the revelation last spring that her death hadn’t been entirely accidental. “I’ve made peace with that. Besides, Sandra wouldn’t want me wasting the rest of my life in grief.”

			Newton worked on his lasagna in silence for a few minutes. “That’s good,” he finally said. “And, uh, I don’t know if you’d be interested, but my wife has a friend who might like to meet you.”

			“So long as she doesn’t want me to solve another one of your cases,” Peller quipped without thinking. But then he realized what Newton meant and put his fork down.

			“From that look,” Newton said drily, “I guess you’re not ready for that yet.”

			“No, Andy. I don’t think I ever will be.”

			“Come on, you’ve got a lot of good years ahead of you. You might not want to spend them alone.”

			“I’m not alone.”

			Newton turned his perpetually surprised eyes on Peller, then shook his head and resumed eating. “Okay, sir. But if you change your mind, let me know. She’s a nice lady.”
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			When Montufar walked through the doors of Howard County General Hospital, she felt as though all the world was passing away before her eyes. She hated hospitals. With each step she took, her revulsion grew. The cool antiseptic-tinted air, the art carefully composed to suggest serenity, the lab-coated doctors whisking by, reminded her over and over of her mother’s passing. Outwardly she didn’t show it, but her insides quivered in anticipation of the moment when the place of healing would unmask itself as truly a place of death.

			By her side holding her hand, Eric Dumas felt her tension and gently squeezed. The moment he’d learned about her father’s illness, he volunteered to accompany her. She hoped his presence might provide warmth and strength enough to fend off the icy hand of fear clawing at her neck. But could even Dumas save her from her demons?

			They found Felipe Montufar asleep in his third-floor room. Corina took a step back. Dumas’ hand steadied her. Seventeen years her mother’s elder, her father had always been “old” to her friends, but only now did she see him that way. Her father’s face, a parchment mask stretched over bone, was turned toward the door as though he had anticipated her arrival. IV lines snaked into his left arm; more lines ran oxygen from the wall behind into his failing lungs.

			He’s only seventy-one, Corina thought. Why does he look ready for the grave?

			Ella had pulled her chair close to their father. Her hands were clenched tightly on the edge of his bed, and her hair spilled haphazardly over her shoulders, as though she hadn’t had the energy or desire to put it in order. She looked up when Corina and Dumas stepped through the doorway, and her face, bare of cosmetics, was ghastly pale.

			Corina felt as though she were standing on a precipice over an unfathomable abyss. She knew her younger sister was given to emotion and exaggeration, but the starkness of her face was genuine. Ella was certain that the end was near. “How is he?” Corina asked.

			Ella shook her head.

			Fear turned to anger. “Hasn’t anyone said anything?” Dumas put an arm around her shoulder and drew her close.

			“Oh. Yeah. A doctor looked in on him about two hours ago. It’s a lower respiratory infection.”

			“Pneumonia?”

			Ella stroked her father’s gray hair. “Not yet. But it will be.”

			At the sound of his daughter’s voices Felipe’s eyes opened halfway. “Ah,” he said weakly. He tried to reach, but his hand barely rose from the bed.

			Ella took his right hand while Corina hurried to the opposite side of the bed and enclosed his left in hers. “Hola, papá,” Corina said. “¿Cómo estás?”

			“Cansado.” His voice was a dry whisper, but his eyes sharpened as he looked at her, hinting at his past strength. “Ingles por favor. Es más importante para vernos en los Estados Unidos.”

			Corina patted his hand. “I know, papá. I speak English all the time now.”

			He nodded and closed his eyes again, drifting away, although Corina couldn’t tell if he slept normally or was simply lost to the drugs they were giving him. Moments passed. No one spoke. Ella and Corina held their father’s hands. The voices of the nurses as they went about their rounds and the quiet blips of monitors swelled in the silence. Felipe breathed slowly. Corina half-expected that soft sound to stop, but it continued. She found herself wishing they were indeed in Guatemala, as her father had thought, preparing for the journey north. So long ago, she thought. Almost nineteen years. How could so much time vanish? Then her father had been the family’s strength. Whatever life brought, he could safely guide them through it. She wanted those days back, wanted to live them again and again.

			“He just needs rest. He’s sick, that’s all,” she told the room, as though doing so might restore order to her universe. Not that she could even convince herself. How could mere words make the world right?

			“It’s worse than that, Corina. The doctor didn’t exactly say pneumonia, but it could go that way. You know what happens to old people with pneumonia.” Ella wiped away a tear on her sleeve and turned to face her sister. She released their father’s hand and stretched her fingers as though forcing them to relax. “We should be talking about funeral arrangements.”



OEBPS/image/3.png





OEBPS/image/Ice_On_The_Bay_ebook_interior.jpg
DALE E4LEHMAN

WITH KATH%_N LEHMAN

AHOWARD COUNTY
MYSTERY





OEBPS/image/RedTalesLogo_hires.png





