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			For Hannah and Nat; Nat and Hannah: 
Thank you for giving me a second, richer life.

		

	
		

		
			“I firmly believe, from what I have seen, 
this is the chosen spot of all this earth 
as far as nature is concerned.” 
—Luther Burbank, legendary horticulturalist

		

	
		

		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			

			One

			Spring came early to Sonoma County, and nature threw a party. Each plant and tree hastened to rise from the earth and claim its share of paradise. I’d never seen as many shades of green. The bright greens at the tips of new growth were downright intoxicating. It was my first spring in the region; I was dazzled. Everywhere I walked, everywhere I drove, brought feelings of endless possibilities, of good things to come. 

			Two hummingbirds flitted, branch to branch, wings purring. Tiny green torsos sparkled under crisp sunlight. A red spot shone at each throat. The birds hovered on adjacent branches of a mature lilac bush. A hushing wind joined the birds’ purring. It occurred to me it was possible they might not be hummingbirds, that to untrained eyes they could be little creatures that looked like hummingbirds. Living in a region that was profoundly fecund, of late I’d realized how little I knew about the natural world. Did that mean I knew little about life?

			I did know that where I stood held magic: SunSpot, a secluded nature preserve seventy miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge, three miles in from the sea. I viewed distant, tree-covered ridges, the mouth of Tomales Bay, and Point Reyes National Seashore. Cream-colored clouds with silver bellies drifted slowly landward like ships floating in the sky. Directly ahead of me a large garden, ornamentals and vegetables, curled down a hillside, out of view. 

			Upon checking my phone, it showed that ten minutes had passed. I walked to the center of a grass field. “Bianca! I give up. You can come out now.”

			Bianca Vasquez, nine years old. She liked to see how long she could keep me searching in games of Hide and Seek. I hadn’t searched at all. It was more fun to stroll upper grounds at SunSpot and take in the landscape. 

			“Bianca! You win. Come on out.”

			I checked the usual hiding places on the preserve’s mesa-like hub. Around the corners of wood buildings gray from years of drenching fog alternating with sunshine. The garden. The rectangular greenhouse. A communal kitchen/eating area that was open to the land at one end. 

			“It’s time to go,” I called out. “We have to head back.”

			Bianca, a strong runner, could cover a lot of ground in ten minutes. She’d been out of sight for more than fifteen. 

			“Bianca!” A hint of desperation seeped into my voice. “Come on out. It’s time to go home.”

			I jogged across the grass to a bench placed where a trail began, a looping trail that went up and then down a green hillside. Behind the bench, wild grass grew tall. Tall enough for someone as diminutive as Bianca to hide in. 

			“Bianca!”

			Every Saturday I watched Bianca from noon until four, giving Inez, her mom, some free hours. Inez was Executive Director of the public health clinic where I worked, and my lover. Yates Health was a mostly free provider, situated half a block off the one commercial street in Yates, population about a thousand. On weekends that number rose substantially. People drove through forests and lilting grasslands, past vineyards and small farms to procure favored treats, to have brunch or beer and a sandwich at outdoor tables. The town was a stripe of paved land that ran between towering redwood trees. 

			No Bianca behind the bench, though two juvenile lizards, riding the thick damp grass, legs churning like paddle wheels, fled. I turned around, looked to the greenhouse. A more thorough greenhouse search was all I could think of to do. 

			“I got lost!” Bianca’s shout came from behind me. “It was an adventure!”

			Telling myself to not let any alarm show, I turned and walked to her. Bianca’s cheeks were bright with excitement. Curly dark brown hair covered half of her face. Her breathing signaled she’d been running. Bianca wore a navy-blue T-shirt with a circle of dolphins on its front, jeans with holes at the knees, and red tennis shoes. Her nose turned up a smidgen at its tip. 

			“What kind of an adventure?”

			I met Bianca as she reached the plateau. We slapped five, our customary greeting. I used my left hand, as my right is without the two smallest fingers, and half its middle finger, the result of a work accident seventeen years prior. 

			“I got lost,” Bianca said. “A teacher lady helped me!”

			“A teacher lady? Why call her that?”

			

			“Because she was. I went down to sneak over and hide in the garden. I got lost. A teacher lady came.” Bianca’s voice fizzed with delight. “She said, ‘Follow me.’ I did. Then she said, ‘Your turn to go first. Don’t stop till it gets flat.’”

			“There wasn’t a car for a hiker. I wonder where she came from.”

			Bianca’s dark eyes danced. “When I got in front and turned around, she’d disappeared!”

			We walked across the green field. “I’d like to thank her, but the chances of finding someone down there are almost zero. Too many trails.”

			We passed the elaborate garden. Bianca stopped. She shook her head. Her whole frame wiggled. “She’s not a real hiker. She wore a dress. She didn’t even have shoes on.”

			I gently patted the top of Bianca’s head. “Let’s get some ice cream on the way home.”

			Bianca looked up. I rarely bought treats. She’d learned not to ask for them. “For real? No joke?”

			“Ice cream is not something we joke about. It’ll be kind of to thank that person for helping you.”

			Bianca hustled toward my brown Subaru. She shouted, “She was weird but nice!”

			“Hey. Don’t talk like that. It’s not okay.”

			Bianca stopped, looked to the ground, and slowly shook her head in contrition. “Can we still get ice cream?”

			After dropping Bianca at her and her mom’s house in the small city of Appleton, I headed south on semi rural Highway 116 in search of a dining table. Since taking the clinic job, I’d eaten at a scarred coffee table, while seated on a brown couch, staring at my laptop. I’d delayed buying many furnishings until certain I’d stay. My track record of staying at a job was not exemplary. Yates Health was the third in five years. The road changed from two lanes each way to one. At the edge of town were cafés and shops that gave way to gas stations and burger joints, auto repair businesses, a tire shop, and a few antique stores. Between these were small apple and almond orchards. Below the almond trees, white petals littered the ground like confetti. 

			I pulled onto the paved area in front of a large wood structure. The building’s walls were reddish brown, with ODIN’S ANTIQUES painted above the entrance in large letters the color of butter. Jammed inside were old furnishings, dusty paintings and various oddities. A four-sided counter sat in the middle of the large, high-ceilinged space. Beneath it were glass compartments stocked with collectibles. The place smelled vaguely of mildew. 

			Odin, six feet, sturdy, about fifty, stood behind the counter. I’d first met him at one of my Sunday dinners, taken at Homer’s Café in downtown Appleton. Homer’s was the kind of place where strangers struck up conversations. Today Odin wore a straw hat, jeans and a gray sweatshirt with MICHIGAN LACROSSE printed across its front in blocky, dark blue letters. He haggled with a young couple regarding the price of a reclaimed stained-glass window. 

			I meandered through tight lanes of items more suited to the phrase second-hand than the word antique. I came upon a trio of dining tables, including a substantial French farm table. None were the better for wear. I overheard the couple at the counter say goodbyes. I knew Odin not only from Homer’s Café but also from buying an end table and lamp to set beside the brown couch in the converted garage that was my home. Odin clicked open the counter door, exited and clicked it shut behind him. He walked toward me and lifted his straw hat in greeting like cowboys do in old movies. Odin’s voice landed with a Scandinavian accent. 

			“The farm table is a bargain. Got it at an estate sale, at the Dolcini ranch outside Petaluma. They’re one of the old dairy families.”

			“No thanks.” I looked at the table and realized it wasn’t so bad. “You know, maybe I can’t find one that seems good enough because I used to have one I loved. It was teak. Solid as hell.”

			Odin’s pale face and hazel eyes conveyed cheerful bemusement. His mouth seemed to have too many white teeth. “Teak? As you say here in the U.S., that’s right in my backyard.”

			“You mean it’s right up your alley.”

			Odin shrugged, and slipped a phone from his jeans. He produced an image of a golden-brown teak dining table. Odin placed the phone in my undamaged left hand. 

			“I have a second store,” he said. “Sort of a West County annex. By appointment only.” Odin caught sight of a woman stepping to the four-sided wood counter. She set two ceramic pots on it. “Flip through the pictures,” Odin said. “Come find me when you’re ready to buy.”

			Another toothy smile; he’d spoken in jest. 

			The table was a thick slab of teak. The grain lines were prominent. Polished but not slick-looking, it seemed suitable for meals as well as for a work desk. The customer concluded her purchase. Toting a green pot in each hand, she walked out. I went to the wood counter and gave Odin his phone. 

			He set it down, stepped sideways, and folded arms across his chest. “Well?”

			“How much?”

			The price seemed fair. “I want a ten percent discount. Like with the lamp and end table.”

			“Already factored in.”

			“Why should I believe you?”

			“Why shouldn’t you?”

			“Go fifty dollars less and I’ll think about it.”

			“One condition,” Odin said. “Cash sale.”

			“Your taxes are none of my business,” I said.

			“I’m closed here Monday through Wednesday. That’s when I spend time with my wife, and take private appointments.” He moved forward, one-two long steps. Odin shook my hand like we’d just concluded a considerable transaction. “Give me your email.” He snatched his phone and turned it face up. “I’ll forward the pictures.”

			I gave my email address, and added, “Like I said, I’ll think about it.” 

			When I left, Odin lifted his hat. I didn’t have the heart to tell him American cowboys didn’t salute people with a flimsy straw hat.

			Sunday morning, I drove west with the intention of jogging at Dutton Beach. In my head I heard Bianca say, “She didn’t even have shoes on.” 

			

			A small percentage of patients who came to Yates Health were homeless. Some were unstable. Bianca’s Teacher Lady was quite possibly both, and likely living off the power grid. It wouldn’t be difficult to hide on three hundred unspoiled acres. Challenges included getting enough to eat, staying warm, and perhaps staying on an emotionally even keel. It seemed wise to check on her.

			Quail skittered in front of my Subaru as it rolled down the unmarked dirt road leading to SunSpot. A red-tailed hawk circled above, scouting breakfast. A white SUV rested in the parking area. Heading into the preserve I took in the view of the ocean and Point Reyes, crossed the grassy flat area and started down the trail Bianca had returned on. Smells of fresh plant growth came from every direction. 

			A mile later the trail curved right and up, looping back toward the bench where I’d looked to see if Bianca had been hiding behind it. I started in that direction—and a feeling of being watched landed on my shoulders. I halted. Far below, redwood trees grew in a valley damp enough year-round for them to thrive. Searching the ground, I made out what I’d normally think was a deer path, and followed it.

			In morning shade I walked down what became a steep hill. The grass damper than in the sunlit beginning, it made dark spots on the cuffs of my jeans. At an opening in the vegetation was a newish-looking steel mesh fence, five feet high. On it were two signs. 

			PRIVATE PROPERTY 
NO TRESPASSING

			And:

			NO HUNTING 
SONOMA CTY ORD. 30458

			Past the signs, rightward along the fence, in green-leafed coyote bushes were glints of steel. Looking the other way, the same, until a dark space in the brush. Beyond the dark space, more glints of steel.

			The coyote bushes were too dense for me to work my way along the fence. I walked a half circle, scoured the landscape and found a low opening. Below my waist there was a tunnel in the brush. I crawled in, and passed an opening in the fence with No Trespassing and Wildlife Corridor signs secured at one end. A trail dropped to a grove of magnificent redwood trees. The scent of the trees’ fallen detritus was potent. Again I felt watched.

			I’d grown up in a redwood forest; it felt like coming home. I walked downhill, into those dark woods. At the base of a massive specimen, mostly out of sight, a blue tarp was hitched onto chunky, sorrel-colored bark. I looked around at trees that sprouted before Columbus set sail for the Americas. Sounds of creaking branches came from above. I walked to the tarp.

			“I’m not here to bother you. I’m here to thank you for helping my friend’s daughter yesterday.” I spoke louder. “I’m also here to make sure you’re okay.”

			Not surprisingly, no response.

			“I don’t think you’re in there, but I’m going to open the tarp. To make sure you’re okay. Okay?”

			I stepped forward, grabbed the top of the tarp, unhitched it and pulled it to the right like drawing open a curtain. A low entrance was framed by blackish charred bark, undoubtedly the result of an old lightning strike. Inside was a warren, the tilted ground made level by a bed of redwood duff packed in like mulch. The duff was covered with two tan blankets. Along the perimeter of space about the size of a child’s fort were small boxes, folders, jars and flowers, all neatly organized. I re-hung the blue tarp, made sure it was wedged firmly in the sturdy bark, and left. 

		

	
		
			

			Two

			Shannon Lunge had a standing appointment, first Monday of the month, before he went to whatever house he would paint that day. No matter the weather or season, he wore a white T-shirt. Five feet ten, 230 pounds, Shannon had the stoutest jowls and most drooping double chin I’d ever witnessed. It was as if he’d been pumped full of air from the neck up. I worried he’d someday explode. Shannon’s receding brown hair ran through a rubber band, giving him a short ponytail. Crimson splotches were scattered across his face. 

			Sitting on the examining table, Shannon said, “Why you don’t give me ’em for like three months a pop?”

			I watched numbers as the blood pressure cuff tightened. “You get the blue pills for almost nothing. I get to keep an eye on your health. And make sure you’re not overdoing it with Viagra.”

			“I have needs, Doc. I have significant needs.” 

			“Try to relax.”

			Shannon closed his eyes and sighed in what was apparently his way of attempting to relax. 

			“You’re fifty-one, right?”

			

			“Since January.”

			“Do you take your meds consistently?”

			“Both of ’em.” The cuff now removed, Shannon shook out his arm. “What’re my numbers? I’ll use ’em for lotto.”

			“One forty-nine over ninety-five.” 

			Shannon’s splotchy red face pulled together in surprise. “I’ve been exercising like you said. Walking and hitting the weights.”

			“How about we get you some exercise after work? Five-thirty? If you’ll take me to Burnside Road, you’ll get fifty bucks for putting a table in your truck and taking it to my place in Appleton. Take you an hour and a half.”

			Shannon said, “Fifty? More like seventy.” He laughed hoarsely. “Just kidding. I’m in.”

			“To give fair warning, if you’ve been drinking, I’ll call the sheriff’s office and have them get a deputy to follow you home. I don’t think you can afford another DUI.”

			Shannon hopped off the examining table. “It’s under control, man. See you later.”

			Shannon was only ten minutes late. He’d put on a fresh white T-shirt. He wiped crumbs from his mouth as I climbed into a faded blue pickup. It reeked of soaked-in cigarette smoke and stale beer.

			I said, “Do you know Moonlight Road, off Burnside?”

			“Give me the address, we’re there.”

			Shannon wielded an aggressive, insistent attitude. The ends of his T-shirt sleeves were rolled up to show ample biceps. He talked fast, drove fast, and seemed uncomfortable with any lapse in conversation. 

			

			Leaving downtown Yates, the road swayed back and forth through redwoods. The pickup groaned and screeched. We entered a valley of grasslands, crossed it, climbed into forest and snaked our way to Moonlight Road. At 4142 Moonlight, Shannon cranked the steering wheel left. We ascended an asphalt driveway that leveled off. Ahead was a three-car garage painted the same reddish-brown as the outside of Odin’s antique store. To our right loomed a two-story wood house of the same color. Its front door swung inward. Odin emerged and skipped down redwood steps with potted plants to both sides. He lifted his straw hat. I lowered the window and said hello.

			“I assumed you have a truck,” Odin said. “You should’ve told me.” He looked in at Shannon rather than at me. “We could have worked it out.” 

			Shannon said, “Where do I park?”

			Odin hesitated, then said, “Go left, and back around to the center door.”

			Odin walked to that center garage door. He used an automatic opener. Tires squealing, Shannon maneuvered the truck into place. Unlike at the antiques store, where he was easy going, chatty, Odin hurried and said little. He hardly looked at Shannon and me as he asked for help moving a few items aside. Everything in the oversized garage was high quality. Paintings were dust-free and nicely framed. On the back wall a metal-framed business license shined under lights.

			The three of us got the table into the bed of Shannon’s pickup. Shannon knew ropes. As he tied down the table I handed Odin an envelope with money inside. He said thanks and goodbye and scooted back into the garage. I figured he had another customer coming. 

			The sky had softened. Shannon exited the driveway, turned right and flicked on headlights. Tires crunched gravel. Shannon shook his head. He laughed and smacked the steering wheel. “You don’t even get it.”

			“Don’t get what?”

			“Most the merch in there was hot. Prices were too good.” 

			“Didn’t you see the business license? It’s legit.”

			Shannon’s large head turned toward me like the stone head of an Easter Island statue. “Why keep it hidden out here, unless it’s stolen? You see how nervous he was about me showing up?”

			“You can be intimidating to someone who doesn’t know you. I think you’re aware of that.”

			Shannon snorted, shook his head again and turned left onto Burnside Road, already dark under tall trees lining asphalt. The pickup bounced and squeaked. Within a turn the road dropped abruptly. Shannon fought the turn. Tires howled.

			“Slow down. Watch the road.”

			“Woodrow,” Shannon said.

			The pavement leveled off. Shannon sped up again.

			“Hey, Woodrow,” I said. “Why don’t you slow down? I’d like to make it home in one piece.”

			“Woodrow’s not a name.”

			“Then what’s it mean?”

			“Depends on the situation.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			Shannon squeezed the steering wheel. “You’re a college boy. You’ll figure it out.” 

		

	
		
			

			Three

			Mid-week, before heading out for work, I stocked my day pack with food that didn’t need refrigeration. In an envelope was a note: Jeff Taylor, M.D., Yates Health. Below that, my phone number and Call any time, for any reason. At the clinic I’d learned it wasn’t especially unusual for a homeless person to have a cell phone. It couldn’t hurt to leave a potential way to make contact in an emergency. 

			Bianca’s Teacher Lady walking barefoot in the wild added to my thinking that she wasn’t operating on all cylinders. The first thing to do was assist with items she’d need. The idea was to build trust. 

			At work a patient who needed considerable attention showed up as the doors were being closed. By the time I reached SunSpot, the sun, half a yellow ball, swam in the ocean. 

			No trouble remembering the way. I crawled through the thicket tunnel, the wildlife corridor opening that would have been mandated by the county when the steel fence was installed. Already dark in the cathedral-like redwoods, the air was cooler there than when coming down the hill. In gloaming light, the blue tarp shone dimly. I called out a hello, announced I was dropping off food, and that I’d then leave.

			I unhooked the tarp, went to my knees and entered the teepee-shaped space. I slipped off the daypack. The tan blankets appeared brown in the meager light. A botanical drawing of grasses and tiny wildflowers, nicely rendered, sat on a low cardboard box. I’d been in the tents of many unhoused people and had never seen anything as squeaky clean as that tree abode. The food and envelope with a note in it were set on the blankets. Sitting up I lost my balance in the soft mulch, fell forward and stopped myself with both hands pushing into the spongy floor. My lips skimmed the edge of a thin blanket. Serenity spread throughout my body. It seemed I’d touched something blessed. I grabbed the empty day pack, backed out on my knees. Outside, the air was cold again. The peaceful feeling evaporated. I put on the pack, re-attached the blue tarp. The redwood bark felt good against my hands. 

			Winding my way through primordial trees, I was moved by what had transpired in the hut, when my lips skimmed the blanket. I felt I’d touched something magical. Walking uphill toward the opening in the fence, noisy rustling sounds advanced toward me. Teacher Lady? 

			A dozen feet away, a California black bear appeared. Its mouth made a sputtering sound. I locked eyes with several hundred pounds of wild animal. What happened next was the bear’s choice. I had no influence over an outcome. The behemoth’s sputtering hisses terrified me.

			Clapping sounds came from down the hillside. Over and over, closing in quickly, came the incessant quick-loud clapping. The bear turned toward the sounds. Its right foreleg rose in what I thought was the beginning of the bear standing. 

			“Be off with you.” The voice, clearly female, was of no discernible age. It sounded firm, not anxious, and certainly not frightened. “Be off! You go away. Now.”

			The loud clapping grew nearer. The bear lumbered off, crashing through brush. I saw shadowy bushes, nothing more. 

			The person I assumed was Bianca’s Teacher Lady said, “Everything is okay.” 

			Heartbeats slammed my chest and throat. Dizziness caused my hands to reach out to both sides, as if I might fall.

			“Thank you,” the woman said, “for all you brought.” She sounded nearby, yet somehow, also far away. 

			“No problem.”

			“I’m here a lot longer than I expected. I keep waiting.” 

			Silence. I didn’t hear anything move. 

			Finally, Teacher Lady said, “What would be appreciated is a set of drawing pencils, and good drawing paper. Thank you for listening to this request.”

			I looked into the shadows, trying to locate her shape. “What is it you’re waiting for?”

			“I never know. But if you tell people I’m here, it won’t happen. I won’t be able to do it.”

			“I won’t tell anyone.”

			“You should go before the bear comes back. It won’t harm me. Thank you again for what you brought.”

			I scurried uphill and through the thicket tunnel, and hiked up the path with the aid of my phone’s light. By the time I crossed the plateau and SunSpot buildings, all fear had departed from within. Once inside the car, I worked off the daypack, turned on the engine and headlights to help orient me. I looked in the rear-view mirror, and watched my lips move.

			“Did that really happen?”

			It had happened. Who was Teacher Lady? How did she effortlessly scare off the bear?

			Halfway home, my phone sang. Slowing on the unlighted road, no one behind me, I took my phone from a front jeans pocket. Odin.

			He spoke in a high-pitched, artificial nonchalance. “There’s been sort of an accident.”

			A push of a button and emergency blinkers came on. I slowed down the car. “What happened?” 

			“Too hard to describe over the phone. I’m asking for your help.”

			“What kind of help?”

			“I’m asking you to come over. As in quick. I’ll pay.”

			“You need to tell me what happened.”

			“Soon as you get here. You’re coming, right? Come in the front door. How long will it take from where you are?”

			“A guess is twenty minutes. Are you experiencing pain? Should you call 9-1-1?”

			“Just hurry.”

			Odin clicked off.

			West County people were known for their independent streaks. Odin fit the mold. Was it fear or impatience that animated his voice? During the drive to Odin’s house, replaying his voice in my head, I decided it was fear. This caused me to hurry up to see what had spooked him. 

			

			The areas in front of Odin’s house and garage were brightly lit by spotlights attached to the garage eaves. I parked close to the steps, snagged the black doctor’s bag that traveled everywhere with me from the backseat. I hurried up redwood stairs past the potted plants, knocked on the wood door, stepped into the entryway. 

			“Over here. In the dining room.” 

			I followed Odin’s voice through a doorway, past a sink on one side, a high-end gas range on the other. Sprawled on a floor of ginger-colored tiles, Odin was in front of a dining table and chairs. A towel under his upper right arm and shoulder, his phone within reach, blood soaked through the towel and oozed darkly onto tile. I went to the floor, snapped open the doctor’s bag and took out scissors designed to cut adhesive tape. 

			“What the hell happened?”

			Odin squinted. He wasn’t wearing the straw hat. Hair still blonde above the ears, he had a bald pate. This made the protruding white teeth appear even more prominent. He looked a dozen years older than the evening I’d bought the table from him. 

			“I asked you what happened.”

			“Well, I guess I kind of got grazed.”

			“You mean shot? What I see is somewhere between grazed and shot.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			Sitting on my knees, I cut away his shirt where blood was. “Self-inflicted?” The shirt’s shoulder and sleeve were set aside. 

			Odin shook his head. His exhales grew louder. I applied a temporary bandage over a slice two inches long and a quarter inch deep. Doing this relaxed me in the same way it always relaxed me to work on a patient. The focus kept the mind from straying into avoidable mental inquiries.

			“I’m going to give you some Lidocaine to numb this. Then check to be sure there isn’t anything foreign in there.”

			I administered the shot. 

			“Let’s give this a couple minutes.” 

			I went to the sink and washed my hands. This was the first abnormal phone call I’d ever received from a patient, the first that crept into illegality. Looking outside I saw the lighted asphalt area with plenty of room between the house and big garage. Trees were trimmed so as not to block the view of hills rolling toward the Pacific Ocean. I filled two glasses with tap water, and returned to Odin. He drank some, set the glass aside. I did the same, and went to work cleaning the wound. Next I sewed in eleven stitches. The whole time, including a final cleaning and applying a full-on protective bandage, Odin craned his neck to stare at the top of his arm. Most people would look away. Others, like Odin, seemed to revel in seeing their bodies damaged. 

			He sat up, put his left hand to the tile floor, and clamped his teeth. He was going to stand. I didn’t let him.

			“We’ll sit here a bit more. Let things slow down.” I grabbed Odin’s glass of water, and handed it to him. “Have some more. Your voice is dry.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			“That’s right,” I said. “By the way, where’s your wife? You know, who you spend time with Monday through Wednesday, when you’re not taking appointments.”

			After buying the dining table for cash, and Shannon’s insistence it was stolen, I’d searched Odin De Laat online. Found nothing other than a listing for the antique store, though I did find entries for his wife, Crystal Bench, with Odin listed as her spouse. An actress, she’d starred in cable TV shows in her teenage years and later landed bit parts in movies. Now in her forties, she had a recurring role in a soap opera.

			Odin said, “My wife just got a gig in an upcoming family series. They’re calling it “Potholes.” It’s for some streaming platform nobody’s ever heard of.”

			“So she didn’t shoot you?”

			“Crystal’s in LA.”

			“By law I’m supposed to report this to the police. Give me the person’s name. I won’t ask questions.”

			Odin sat up, then sank back onto tile. “It was a misunderstanding. And you don’t want these people to know your name.”

			I shook my head. “A bullet passed through you. Period. You said people?”

			“Two.” Odin’s words sped up. “I’m not protecting them. I’m protecting us. Will three hundred cover things? And keep it quiet?”

			“I’ll help you get up, to see if you can walk to your bedroom. Put a towel under your wound. You’ll be okay. Out of the antique business for a while, but okay.” 

			Odin reached for a back pocket with his left hand and fumbled for his wallet.

			“I can’t take it, because I was never here.”

			“I owe you one.”

			“You can’t owe me one because I wasn’t here. Make sure you drink plenty of water. Eat something, even if you feel nauseous. And don’t put any weight on that arm. You’ll tear the stitches. I’ll check on them in a week. Now, let’s get you on your feet.”

			Odin didn’t need help. 

			I shut my black bag. The leftovers of cut shirt and bandage and blood were Odin’s to deal with. “Will your wife be here next Wednesday, say six o’clock?”

			“She comes home this Friday.”

			“Make up a good story, because I’ll come by in a week to be sure this is healing okay. Your store stays closed. Order a sling online. It’ll stop you from tearing out the stitches. And don’t let any shower water get under the bandage. As in none.”

			Odin followed me through the kitchen to the front door. He was durable. He opened the door and shook my half of a right hand with his left. “I still say I owe you one.”

			“Say it again, I’ll report what happened here.”

			I left gladly. In eight months I’d made lots of house calls for Yates Health. I volunteered for them because it was a good way to learn about the area. And house calls were usually interesting. They helped me see into a patient’s life. None had been as interesting, or as disturbing, as that one. 

		

	
		
			

			Four

			An April Fool’s Day rain made a nattering sound on the roof. The rain increased into a wonderful downpour. Eleven in the morning, Inez’s bed moaned as if expressing its own expanding delight. She arched her back and spilled my name into a room flooded with the scent of burning lavender candles. Inez’s flesh was warm and moist. Mouth buried in the crook of her neck, her taste accompanied the sensations thrilling me down below. I withdrew, went to her dresser and extracted a shiny black velour scarf. 

			“Is that for me, or you?”

			“It’s to make us one.”

			Inez’s eyes closely followed my movements. I set the springy scarf on the bed, then draped it from her throat to between her legs. I lengthened Inez’s arms overhead, glided the bottom end of the scarf up her smooth nakedness and reached with my arms. I bound our wrists together, two of hers, one of mine, and cinched them tight in a double slip knot. 

			I steered myself home. Our bellies meshed, parted, meshed. We recommenced the sacred dance. My feet curled around Inez’s ankles; I desired every inch of her. Inez’s hips went crazy. My hips went crazy. A pounding, like drumbeats, rose from the bed as the headboard smacked the wall. Our skin grew slick. 

			We went at each other instinctively, irrationally. Inez’s dark hair flew like she’d been thrown from a whirling helicopter. We slammed into each other ever faster. Her body clenched and she shrieked. White lights exploded in my head. My body convulsed. Inez called my name, this time faintly.
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