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         Ilka woke up and squinted against the bright light. The floor was marked by a triangle of sunshine. When she raised her head, she found herself staring straight at an automatic weapon.

         “I was beginning to think you weren’t ever going to wake up.” Sister Eileen rose from the chair. “We need to go.”

         Ilka was the one who had insisted on staying the night in the funeral home. She rolled onto her side and watched the slender woman disappear through the doorway, the long-barreled weapon dangling from her hand.

         She wanted to pull her comforter up over her head and pretend that everything she’d heard the evening before was none of her business. Everything. That Sister Eileen wasn’t actually a nun, that her real name was Lydia Rogers, that she’d gone underground and had been in hiding for the past twelve years to escape a death sentence in Texas. She wanted to convince herself it didn’t matter that Artie lay in the hospital, hovering between life and death, because of Sister Eileen—Lydia.

         Ilka was the one who had found Artie. Lydia must have had her suspicions, because she’d called and asked Ilka to drive out to his house, but regardless, Ilka had sensed something was amiss when she pulled in, and she’d been right: Lydia spotted him lying on the sidewalk with a black hood pulled down over his head. At first, she had thought he was dead, but she’d detected a weak pulse in his neck beneath the blood streaming down from under the hood.

         Later, Lydia had explained that the people searching for her were unscrupulous and dangerous. “They won’t hesitate to kill someone to get their hands on me.”

         And Ilka had understood: These people, these killers, were Artie’s assailants.

         If Ilka hadn’t found Artie herself, she probably would have thought Lydia was being dramatic. But she had seen him, and she’d waited outside intensive care at the hospital in Racine while they fought to save his life. Lydia hadn’t exaggerated, no doubt about it.

         There was another reason she didn’t want to get out of bed. It had been a shock to learn that her father was still alive and, according to Lydia, had also gone underground, and Ilka needed time to let that sink in.

         “But he should be the one to tell you about it,” Lydia had said.

         She was right about that, Ilka thought. He was definitely the one who should tell her. But finding out he was alive had shaken her, and now she struggled to get everything clear in her head. It was hard to accept that he and Lydia had been lying to her.

         Suddenly she shot straight up in bed: She hadn’t inherited the failing funeral home after all, since her father wasn’t dead! Finally, something positive in all the turmoil.

         “Are you coming down?” Lydia yelled up the stairs.

         Ilka grabbed her jeans off the floor and picked out a clean blouse while mentally going over their conversation from the previous evening.

         She’d been enraged because nothing the woman she had known as Sister Eileen had revealed made any sense. The only thing Ilka was sure of was that her father had done it again: He’d run off, and everything he’d left behind had become her problem. Just like back when he left Denmark, leaving her mother alone with the funeral home on Brønshøj Square.

         “Where is he?” she’d asked. The question now echoed in her head. Lydia had known he was alive since before Ilka arrived in Racine, and for weeks she’d stood by watching Ilka struggle without saying a word, until she was forced into it.

         For what felt like an eternity they’d sat across from each other in silence, while Ilka tried to calm herself down. “In Key West,” Lydia finally answered. Living in Artie’s house, she added.

         “So Artie’s known about it the whole time?”

         Ilka thought back to the night she’d spent in Artie’s bed. He’d said nothing, even though she had opened up to him, exposed the part of herself that missed her father terribly.

         But Lydia shook her head. Artie had believed his friend and employer for the past nineteen years was dead, that he’d died while Artie was up in Canada fishing. Lydia was the only one who knew the truth. She’d faked a death certificate by copying a signature from the many certificates the funeral home had handled. And she hadn’t needed to ask Artie for a key to the house in Key West, because she knew it hung on a hook in the prep room.

         Ilka had shaken her head in astonishment, but Lydia had refused to answer any more questions.

         “He helped me,” was all she would say. Instead she’d warned Ilka again that the men from her past would return, which was why it had been too dangerous for Ilka’s father to stay in the funeral home. And she’d pleaded with Ilka, told her they had to get out of there too.

         None of this felt plausible to Ilka, and finally she’d stood up and announced that she was tired, she needed to think, and she was going to bed. Too much had happened. She wouldn’t give in and agree to take off at once, even though the fear in Lydia’s voice had made her skin crawl, on top of the shock of knowing her father was out there somewhere. She’d rolled into bed praying that all this would somehow disappear during the night. Or at least not feel as horrifying when she woke up.

         But it was every bit as bad today. In fact, she’d half expected the sister would be gone when she woke up. The sister—Lydia—yelled up at her again.

         Ilka pulled on a sweater and buttoned her pants, then she dragged out a weekend bag from under her father’s bed. She jammed some clothes into it and grabbed her toiletry bag from the table. She had no idea how long it took to drive to Key West, but she was ready to go.

         
              

         

         Downstairs Lydia had made coffee and put out crackers, a picture of normalcy that seemed absurd against the backdrop of Ilka’s chaotic thoughts. But she took the cup that was handed to her. Her phone rang as she was about to sit down: the hospital. Ilka had added their number to her contacts list after Artie’s admission.

         She sat down slowly and listened, ignoring the other woman as she stared at the table.

         “Okay,” she said. “I understand. Of course you should do whatever can be done; absolutely.”

         She swiped at her damp forehead as she spoke.

         After hanging up, she said, “The hospital needs the name of Artie’s insurance company and the policy number, otherwise they won’t keep treating him. And they need an okay from the insurance company or money in his patient account so they’ll know they’ll get paid.”

         Ilka shook her head. Her thoughts were too foggy; she couldn’t think straight.

         “How much is the bill?” Lydia asked.

         “Almost fifty thousand dollars. And that’s only for intensive care up to now.”

         It sounded completely absurd to her. Artie was in a coma. What was the alternative if they stopped his treatment?

         Lydia stared straight ahead for a moment, then turned and walked out the back door. When she returned, she took out a thick wad of bills from the travel bag in her hand and gave it to Ilka. “Open a patient account for him and tell them we’ll be paying in cash, until we clarify the situation with his insurance.”

         Ilka stared, her eyes wide open, at the thick bundle of hundred-dollar bills in her hand. But Lydia ignored her bewildered expression. Truth be told, Ilka didn’t want to know where they came from. She didn’t need any more loose ends or sketchy explanations. All she wanted was assurance that the doctors would take good care of Artie, and when she got it, she would take off to look for her father.

         Ilka had said she was going to drive to Key West, and without hesitation Lydia had said that sounded perfect for her; there was something she needed to take care of before moving on.

         At that moment, the nun peered through the window out at the parking lot and suddenly stiffened. She quickly stepped to the side.

         Ilka stood up. Two men were walking toward the funeral home, one of whom she recognized immediately; he’d come by the funeral home and asked about Javi Rodriguez—as well as about her father.

         “Who’s the other guy?”

         “It’s the man we met at the hospital,” Lydia said.

         “And you think they’re coming for you?”

         Lydia nodded silently. She stared blankly, squeezing the bag’s leather strap so hard that her knuckles turned white.

         The two men focused on the funeral home’s front door as they approached. One of them led the way, while the other tossed away a crumpled-up sack that the wind caught and flung across the street toward the school.

         Ilka grabbed Lydia and pushed her into the hall leading to the garage. “I’ll talk to them. You wait here—and keep away from the windows, there could be more of them out there.”

         Ilka checked to make sure the back door was locked before walking past the closed doors of the prep room and the memorial room. She reached the reception just as the men began knocking. A few seconds later, they rattled the doorknob. Only when they knocked again did she casually walk over and open the door.

         She nodded graciously at the men. “Good morning. What can I do for you?”

         One of them stood at the door while the other stayed on the sidewalk, unwrapping a sandwich. The wind whipped the paper around in his hands, and strands of lettuce fell to the ground.

         “We’re here to talk to Lydia Rogers.” The man’s black hair was graying at the temples, and his nose was broad. He wore a vest and a knee-length leather coat. Ilka noticed a square diamond in his left ear.

         “She’s not here right now.” She kept smiling politely even as he put a hand on the doorframe and made a move to elbow past her, but she stood her ground. “I expect her back within half an hour, and you’re more than welcome to come back then.”

         “We’ll wait here,” the man with the diamond stud said, his eyes darting around the reception behind her.

         Ilka stalled a few moments. The other man had finally liberated his sandwich and was holding it with the paper around the lower half. He stared at Ilka as he chewed, and she stared back. A tattoo circled his neck like a wreath.

         “Come in.” She backed away from the door and straightened up to her full height. She towered over both of the short, stocky men. Their chests pushed out like shields as they glanced around. The guy eating the sandwich was younger and taller but had the same broad nose. Obviously brothers, she thought.

         “We know Lydia Rogers works here,” the older one barked out, as if he expected Ilka to deny it.

         Streamers of lettuce kept falling from the sandwich, but the younger brother didn’t seem to notice the trail he was leaving. Now that he was closer, Ilka recognized him from the hospital. Something about the way he stared straight at her made her feel smaller, but she ignored his intimidating manner.

         “Have a seat.” She gestured at the two chairs for visitors.

         They didn’t budge.

         She walked around behind Lydia’s desk. “You’re sure this isn’t something I can help you with?”

         “She’s the one we want to talk to,” the older brother said. His diamond gleamed as he turned and walked to the window.

         “Would you like a cup of coffee while you wait?”

         The sandwich paper crinkled when the younger brother peeled it down and took another huge bite. He still ignored his mess on the floor. “We don’t give a shit about your coffee,” he said, his mouth full.

         The punch came out of the blue, and the paper and sandwich flew out of his hand. The older brother then turned back to Ilka and said they would both appreciate a cup.

         His brother stared down at the chicken and bacon littering the floor. A small dab of mayonnaise dotted the corner of his mouth. She watched the almost imperceptible aftermath play out between them, and for the first time she spotted fear in the younger brother’s eyes—which in turn scared her.

         But she pulled herself together and pointed again at the chairs. This time they sat, and she went out to get cups and the pot from the coffee machine.

         “I’m sure she’ll be here soon,” she said as she handed each of them a cup. She made a show of picking up the mess from the chicken sandwich.

         Neither of them answered. One brother sat leaned over with his cup in his hands; the other leaned back and again peered around the room. Ilka glanced at her watch.

         “You’ll have to excuse me, I need to deliver a body to the crematorium. You’re welcome to more coffee. And again, I’m sure it won’t be long before the sister is back.”

         They didn’t seem particularly interested in what she said, though they exchanged a few short sentences in Spanish.

         “You’re also welcome to come back later,” she said. She didn’t want to leave them there, but she needed to get going, now.

         The older brother stared at the front door. “We’ll wait here.”

         Ilka nodded and left the room as casually as she could, but the moment she was out of sight she grabbed her travel bag and the keys and ran out to the garage. Lydia was standing by the hearse with her bag at her feet, and Ilka couldn’t help noticing the gun underneath the coat draped over her arm.

         “Give me the keys,” Ilka said. Before she knew what had happened, the nun had tossed her the keys, opened the rear door, and jumped into the back. She shoved the lid off the coffin, and in one swift movement she was inside. When Ilka reached the back of the hearse, she was lying with the automatic weapon resting on her chest. She didn’t come close to filling the large coffin.

         “Let’s go.”

         Ilka checked her watch again. At best, they would have a twenty-minute head start, and they had to stop by the hospital before leaving town. She closed the coffin as fast as she could, slammed the rear door shut, and opened the garage door with the remote.

         On the way out of the parking lot, she glimpsed the shadow of a broad figure standing in the reception window. She grabbed her phone, and when they reached the street leading to the hospital, she called the police and reported that the two men almost certainly responsible for the attack on Artie were in the funeral home.
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         Ilka drove the hearse to the rear of the hospital, far from the visitors parking lot and front entrance. She spotted the loading dock, then the drive-in entrance, the one she’d been told undertakers should use when picking up a corpse. After parking in a spot where she would not block anyone bringing out a stretcher, she grabbed her bag and stared at the bills inside. Well over fifty thousand dollars, she guessed. Maybe closer to a hundred thousand. She stepped out of the hearse and glanced back at the coffin with Lydia inside, then walked over to the door beside the entrance.

         She stopped to get her bearings when she entered the dim basement, but there were no signs telling her where to go. The heavy odor of cauliflower hung in the air; the hospital’s kitchen had to be nearby. Ilka tried a door, which opened up to a wide, brightly lit hallway filled with empty hospital beds. Some of them lacked mattresses; others were filled with stacks of hospital linen.

         She hurried past all the beds to the ELEVATOR sign, her footsteps echoing the entire way. Artie was on the sixth floor, but she didn’t know if this was the right section of the hospital. The elevator clanked loudly when it stopped and the door opened. It rose slowly, and when she stepped out, she recognized the waiting room. She’d reached his ward by the service elevator.

         She smoothed her hair, which was easy enough; the hair she’d been born with was straight as a string. Like a rag doll’s hair, as one of the catty girls in her class had once said. Back then she’d felt bad about it, but it was true. She squared up her coat then walked to the ward’s office, where a middle-aged woman sat behind a computer screen, talking on the phone.

         Ilka had slipped a rubber band around the bills, and when the woman hung up, she held the bundle out. “I’m here to see Artie Sorvino. Maybe you’re the one who called me earlier today, about paying for his stay here?”

         The woman nodded. “Yes, I’m the one.”

         “I’ll have to get back to you about his insurance; we haven’t found the information yet. But this should be enough for his treatment so far. Put the rest in his patient account.”

         The woman accepted the bills without batting an eye and slipped them into a machine. A moment later Ilka heard a hectic rustling sound as the money was counted at lightning speed. She handed Ilka a receipt, confirming that eighty-seven thousand dollars had been deposited in Artie Sorvino’s patient account.

         Ilka sent a silent thank-you to Lydia in the coffin.

         The woman’s face was still blank. “Would you prefer the patient be moved to the hospital’s private patient unit?”

         Ilka didn’t doubt the level of service was much better there, but for the moment she just hoped the doctors and quality of treatment were the same where Artie was. She shook her head and explained that the money in his account was solely for his treatment.

         “Can I go in and see him?” Twenty minutes had already passed—their head start was almost certainly wiped out—but the real question was whether the men looking for Lydia Rogers had been arrested, or if they’d caught on before the police got there. She had to see Artie before leaving for Key West, though, if for nothing else than simply to stroke his cheek.

         Just outside his room, she spotted the head doctor who had treated him when he’d been brought in. He’d been unconscious, and the doctor said they’d found a significant accumulation of blood in the back of his head. A tube had been inserted to drain the blood, which the doctor said should help. She’d also told Ilka and Lydia that Artie would be put into an induced coma to help his body recover.

         “Is he awake?” Ilka wanted so much for the crisis to be over, but the doctor shook her head. They’d decided to keep him in the coma the rest of the week, after which they would reassess when to bring him out.

         “He’s stable,” she said, and then assured Ilka that his condition hadn’t worsened. “But his injuries are serious, and we can’t know how they will affect his brain when he wakes up.”

         “Does that mean nothing will happen this week?” Ilka explained that she planned on being gone. “Maybe four days.”

         “That won’t be a problem. And I promise, you will be contacted if there’s any change in his condition.”

         Her voice turned serious. “But you should know that he’ll need extensive testing and medical treatment going forward. And he’ll also be in for an extended rehabilitation. Both from the injuries he sustained and from his time in a coma, which will weaken him. A physical therapist will be treating him daily, moving his arms and legs, but that doesn’t maintain muscular strength.”

         Ilka nodded. She was enormously relieved that the doctor was thinking long-term, which surely meant they expected him to make it, she thought.

         “And you have my number?” she asked, even though the office had already contacted her for money.

         The doctor nodded. Ilka mentioned that Artie’s bill had just been paid, and she asked her to please not hold back on any treatment.

         
              

         

         Artie lay by the window. The first day in intensive care he’d had a private room, but now he was in with two other patients. One of them slept with his head leaning back and mouth open—it was abundantly clear he was still breathing. The other lay in bed reading. He watched her pass by, and when Ilka nodded at him, he immediately hid behind his book.

         Someone had folded Artie’s hands on top of his blanket, and his shaved head was covered with a bandage that also shielded from sight the tube in the back of his head.

         Ilka stroked his cheek and cupped her hands gently around his face. It was so nice to feel the warmth of his skin. She ran her finger over his lip. He looked peaceful, and without thinking she leaned down and kissed him. She felt she was letting him down by leaving him behind all alone, and she was ashamed when the thought crossed her mind that his coma gave her a convenient excuse—that she was practically leaving with the hospital’s approval.

         She had no idea how she’d tell him that her father wasn’t dead. That it had been a cover-up. But that was something her father would have to do, she decided.

         Ilka kissed him one last time before walking out without a glance at the other two patients. She hurried to the elevator and took it down to the foyer, where she jogged over to the kiosk and bought water and a few sandwiches for the trip.

         She glanced around the large area by the entrance, at the sofa groups on both sides of the information desk, but no one resembled the two men she’d left behind at the funeral home. A crowd was waiting for the next elevator up, and she squeezed through to a door beside the porters’ elevator. Moments later she was in the basement, making her way past the empty hospital beds.

         Outside, another hearse had pulled up and parked behind her. A young guy behind the wheel was talking on his phone. Ilka hesitated, but she decided she didn’t have time to wait for him to leave. She walked to the rear door and opened it, then tapped on the coffin a few times and lifted the lid a crack. She tried to make it look as if she were arranging something inside while she spoke to Lydia.

         “Are you okay in here?” The nun peered up at her, and for the first time Ilka wondered if she was getting enough oxygen. Should she even be in there?

         “There’s a guy parked right behind us, but I can drive off to the side and you can get up front.”

         But Lydia wanted to stay in the coffin. She rose on her elbows and unscrewed the lid of the water bottle Ilka handed her.

         “Do you need to pee before we leave?”

         Ilka glanced at the guy behind them. He was staring directly at her now, with no phone in sight.

         Lydia shook her head and drank more water, then grabbed the sandwich and said she was ready to go.

         Ilka ignored the guy and quickly shoved the lid in place, though this time she left it open a crack. She walked around the car and got behind the wheel.

         Forty-five minutes had passed since they’d left the funeral home. She punched in their destination on the GPS and was informed it would take twenty-four hours to reach the tip of the Keys.
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         Seven hours later, somewhere in Kentucky, they ran into road work. Ilka had left the freeway to find a rest stop. They’d already paused once for Lydia to stretch her legs and go to the bathroom. She’d insisted on keeping out of sight while they drove. Ilka felt it was unnecessary, that they were far enough away from Racine, but Lydia had just looked at her blankly before crawling back in and getting settled.

         They were behind a long line of cars at a temporary stoplight, waiting to cross a river bridge with one lane closed for repairs. The line of cars zipping past them from the other side was endless. Ilka felt sure many more of them were allowed to cross than from their line; whenever it was their turn, they advanced only a few short spurts before stopping. She noticed woods on the other side of the river they’d have to drive through to get back to the freeway.

         Ilka rolled her window down and swore. They were wasting so much time. Her phone rang, and she checked the display. Her mother. She thought about answering but put the phone on mute and waited for the silent ringing to end. It still boggled her mind that her father was alive, and she couldn’t imagine how her mother would react to the news. Telling her would have to wait until she’d found him.

         She was still holding the phone when the line began moving again, and she straightened up in her seat, expecting to cross the bridge this time. But again, the line stopped, and she yelled out the window.

         She googled Lydia Rogers and stared in astonishment at the number of articles that popped up. Had she spelled the name correctly? She checked; yes, she had. After enlarging the photos on her phone’s screen, she saw it was the sister, with longer hair that fell gently onto her shoulders. In other photos her hair had been styled up, and her face was of course younger, but it wasn’t difficult to recognize her. Ilka clicked on the first article and gaped at the headlines.

         “The Baby-Butcher of San Antonio.” Shocked, she scrolled down through the first row of headlines. “Baby-Butcher Wipes Out Own Family,” “Rogers Behind Stolen Bodies of Babies,” “Fleeing from the Police,” “Drug Smuggling.”

         Ilka enlarged the text to find out what these gruesome acts had to do with the photos of Lydia. A moment later the drivers behind her began honking—cars in front of her were already crossing the bridge. She tossed her phone aside, and when she floored it the hearse lurched forward.

         She stared in the rearview mirror at the shiny lid of the coffin. Her knuckles were white from gripping the wheel, she noticed. She badly needed cigarette smoke deep in her lungs; she craved the dizziness that would dull her growing nausea as her brain processed the short headlines.

         The cars behind them had long since passed her when Ilka spied a rest stop ahead in the woods. She turned in and sat motionless for a long time, staring again in the mirror at the coffin while considering whether to call the police or get in the back and lock the coffin. Instead she reached in her bag and grabbed her pack of cigarettes, then pushed in the cigarette lighter—one of the advantages of driving an old car. She opened her window a crack, closed her eyes, and leaned back against the headrest, waiting for the tobacco to reach her nerves. A wave of dizziness finally rolled over her, and she savored the moment. After stubbing the cigarette out, she reached for her phone.

         The events described by the headlines had taken place in Texas in 2005, and there was no doubt they referred to Lydia. Among other things, she had been accused of killing infants and stealing baby corpses from the morgue and out of graves, after which she filled them with drugs and smuggled them over the border from Mexico.

         One of the photos was of a ten-month-old baby, Gina, one of Lydia Rogers’s many victims. The baby was obviously dead in the picture, but she was dressed in red pajamas with small bears. She’d been taken from a morgue and was found by the police when a younger woman (not Rogers, the article stated) attempted to cross the border into Texas with the baby “asleep” in its baby buggy.

         “Stuffed Babies” was how the journalist described them. Ilka was dumbfounded. There was also a photo of the house where Lydia was said to have lived before fleeing. Two gutted baby corpses had been found in her backyard. Two pouches for drugs.

         Another headline, “The Brutal Baby-Butcher Strikes Again,” was followed by a long article about how Lydia Rogers had shot her brother and his wife and their two daughters. She’d also shot several men who had tried to rescue the family. A manhunt was formed, which led the authorities to the two baby corpses. The article named Lydia as the head of the dead-baby smuggling ring that had been operating for several years.

         Ilka was so absorbed in reading the articles that she didn’t hear the car pulling into the rest stop. Nor did she hear the footsteps approaching. She was startled when a man flung her door open and dragged her out onto the ground, her phone flying through the air. Before she could react, he’d bound her hands behind her back with plastic cable ties that cut into her wrists.

         A bandanna covered the lower half of the man’s face. As he was about to slide into the hearse, she kicked him and screamed, “What the hell are you doing!”

         In a second he was all over her again. He opened her mouth with hands that stank of motor oil, ripped off his bandanna, and stuffed it into her mouth. She gasped for breath and tried to kick him again, but he grabbed her ankles and bound them with another thick cable tie. He began going through her coat pockets, and when he came up empty, he rolled her onto her back and pressed against her, hard.

         “You have a wallet?” he hissed. He sounded younger than he looked.

         Ilka shook her head.

         He was wearing a denim jacket and torn jeans. He worked his hand into her pant pocket, which reminded her of the twenty thousand dollars in her bag, money she had taken from Raymond Fletcher’s office the day before. The old man had originally given her the money to help her—a welcome-to-the-family gift, as he put it—but when she found out what an asshole he really was, she threw the money back into his face. After he was killed, though, she had entered his office and grabbed it out of his desk drawer. No one knew she’d returned the money to him, so no one would ever know she’d reclaimed it. The bills were in an envelope in her bag.

         Was this guy somehow reading her mind? He jumped in the front seat of the hearse and started rummaging through her bag. He smiled in satisfaction as he pulled out the envelope, then he leaned across the seat and went through the glove compartment and side pockets of the doors, checked underneath the seats. Finally, he turned his attention to the coffin in back.

         “Nnnnnn! Nnnnnn! Nnnnnn!” Ilka struggled to yell through the handkerchief in her mouth, but by then he’d already opened the rear door. From the ground she watched as he prepared to pull the coffin out. Suddenly the lid opened, and Lydia sat up with her gun pointed at him. He stepped back in shock, and a second later she shot him first in one knee, then the other. He fell to the ground screaming in pain.

         Ilka stared in disbelief as Lydia crawled out of the back, still holding the gun. The man looked up at her, silent now, his mouth contorted, his eyes wide with terror.

         Lydia walked over and pulled the bandanna out of Ilka’s mouth. The guy started screaming again.

         “Shut up,” she snarled, pointing the gun at his chest.

         Ilka could barely breathe, but she managed to say, “He took my money.” She explained about the twenty thousand dollars.

         The man clamped his mouth shut as Lydia approached him. She found the bulging envelope in his denim jacket, then went through his pockets and fished out a black wallet, cell phone, and Ilka’s cigarettes.

         She pulled out a knife and cut Ilka free, then helped her to her feet. “Did he steal anything else?”

         Ilka shook her head and took the money, all the while watching Lydia out of the corner of her eye. Nothing about this woman resembled the nun she’d known from the funeral home, and Ilka was still so shocked by what she’d read that she couldn’t look her in the eye. Lydia made no attempt to hide the gun; on the contrary, she wielded it as if she might start shooting again at any moment.

         Ilka rubbed her wrists as Lydia looked around inside the hearse.

         “Where’s my bag?”

         The guy was beginning to moan again, loudly, as he crawled toward his car. He left a trail of blood behind him.

         Ilka didn’t understand. “What bag?”

         “The one I packed, my travel bag.”

         “I didn’t load any bag,” Ilka said. She thought a moment, then she remembered the dark-blue bag with the leather handle. “It must still be in the garage.”

         “You can’t be serious.” For a moment Lydia looked like herself again. “You didn’t bring it along?”

         Ilka shook her head. “No—it must be in the garage,” she repeated.

         “Take me back to the funeral home.” Now Lydia was sneering at Ilka. Her eyes were black, and she pushed the barrel of the gun against Ilka, who staggered back against the hearse. “Now!”

         Lydia’s face was contorted with rage. The gunshots from a few minutes earlier were still ringing in Ilka’s ears, and she knew she should follow the woman’s orders, but she shook her head.

         “No.” She kept shaking her head. “I won’t. If you want to go back to Racine, you’re on your own.”

         The image of Lydia from the newspaper articles was frozen in Ilka’s mind. She wanted nothing more than to tuck her tail between her legs and run.

         “Give me the keys.” Lydia held out her hand and stepped close to her, so close that they were touching.

         Ilka’s head began spinning; Lydia was short, but her fury made her seem ten feet tall. She glared up at Ilka with a look on her face she’d never shown as a nun.

         Ilka caught herself breathing in short spurts, and she straightened up. She wasn’t about to let Lydia see how frightened she was. “No,” she said, as calmly as she could. “Go ahead, shoot me. I just want to go down and find my father, I don’t want to get mixed up in this.”

         They stood for a moment, staring at each other.

         “I hope for your sake I never see you again,” Lydia spat.

         She’s going to shoot me after all, Ilka thought. But Lydia turned on her heel and walked over to the man at the car. Ilka slumped against the hearse, shaken but alive. She didn’t hear what Lydia said when she bent over the man. He shook his head and said something as he started to hand her his car keys, but the woman stood up and walked away. Back in the direction they’d come from.

         
              

         

         Ilka slowly got to her feet when Lydia disappeared behind the trees. Her legs were shaking, which annoyed her. She clasped her hands tightly in front of her.

         “Who the hell was that?” The man was leaning against the rear tire of his car now, crying. All of his tough-guy act was gone, and he looked like a boy. A big one, but still just a boy.

         “She’s a nun.” She looked at his bleeding knees. The shots had been bull’s-eyes, both of them. She walked over to the open coffin, took out the lining, and tossed it over to him along with his wallet and phone.

         “She was going to steal my car,” he said, whining now. “She just about shot me, again. But I got a flat. That’s why I pulled in. If I wouldn’t have gotten that flat, I’d never have run into you.” He made it sound as if it were all Ilka’s fault.

         She had no pity for him. “You shouldn’t have robbed me.”

         That angered him. “I needed the money. For a new tire. I can’t get to work without my car, and they’ll fire me!”

         “Call nine-one-one, and get something wrapped around your knees.”

         She pushed the coffin back into place. She felt his eyes on her back as she walked around the hearse and got in, but he kept his mouth shut. She glanced in the rearview mirror; he was wrapping strips of material around one of his knees.

         She closed her eyes a moment and leaned her head back. Her phone beeped: a text from her mother. Ilka felt like calling her, she needed a shoulder to cry on, but she knew the moment she heard her mother’s voice, it would all come out. And that wouldn’t be good for either of them.

         How’s the weather in Racine? Is it cold? her mother wrote.

         No, the weather’s been great, and it’s lighter than it is back home right now. She sent a sun and a kiss, then she started the car and checked the side mirror, in the direction Lydia had disappeared.

         The man with the bleeding knees was still sitting on the ground when she pulled out. Darkness was falling, and Key West still lay far away.
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         The next morning, after sleeping five hours, Ilka tossed the key card into the motel’s checkout box beside the reception door. She’d paid for the room in advance, so the night manager couldn’t have cared less when she left, as long as she dropped the card off. And when she had asked if she would be able to buy a cup of coffee early the next morning, he flashed her an indulgent look and said she couldn’t buy a cup of coffee there at any time. The motel offered no service, only rooms.

         It had been dark yesterday evening when she’d pulled in, and what she’d seen of Georgia mostly were the reflectors on the road’s center line and the lights of Atlanta as she passed by. At first Ilka had planned on driving to Key West in one stretch, thinking she could handle twenty-four hours behind the wheel with a few breaks along the way. But that was before she’d read about the Baby-Butcher from San Antonio, before she’d witnessed Lydia rising up in the coffin and shooting out the robber’s kneecaps. After collapsing on the motel bed, fully clothed, she’d tried once more to pretend that none of what had happened concerned her. Unlike the day before, she’d almost succeeded. The day’s events had seemed so implausible that part of her brain refused to accept them.

         It took a few moments to get the hearse started in the damp morning air. It wasn’t nearly as cold here as in Racine, but the dew lay heavy on the hood. The engine wasn’t much for waking up.

         As she drove out, she was surprised to notice that the parking lot was almost full. If she hadn’t begun nodding off at the wheel last night, she’d never have chosen this dreary little motel. Again, she thought about telling the police that Lydia Rogers was likely headed for the funeral home in Racine. But something held her back. Not loyalty to the woman, definitely not, because Ilka hadn’t the slightest idea who she really was. But if she called the police, Ilka would be delayed even more; the cops would want to hear what she knew about the wanted woman.

         She had about thirteen hours of driving ahead of her, if she drove nonstop and managed to avoid any rush-hour traffic. Which, she realized, was seldom the case. She needed a cup of coffee, but instead she rolled the window down and lit a cigarette. She thought about Artie. Did he know what Lydia had done? No way. She inhaled and focused on the six lanes of the interstate.

         All morning long, chains of enormous semis boxed her in. The old hearse didn’t have enough horsepower to slip past them, so she resigned herself to the situation. Even though respect for the transport of the deceased wasn’t the same nowadays as it had been, the trucks gave her room when several hours later, with her heart practically in her throat, she weaved her way through three lanes and exited onto Florida’s Turnpike. She set course for Miami.

         
            *  *  *  

         

         It was hot in the car. Ilka dangled her arm out the window. She had been expecting something else, something better from the Keys. She’d imagined a long stretch of surfer paradise with exotic, charming restaurants, but Key Largo wasn’t much more than old stores spread out along the highway and a single trailer park. Plus, hotels. Her disappointment lingered until she finally could see water on both sides. Then, for a moment, she was spellbound by the view opening up in front of her.

         She still had over a hundred miles to go, but the uneasiness she’d felt since leaving Georgia early that morning was growing. She was nervous, to say the least, about meeting her father. And with every sunny bridge she crossed, it got worse. The magnificent view seemed to fade into the background, until she hardly even noticed the historic Seven Mile Bridge, standing like some old ruins, or the fishermen lining the bridges with their extended poles and large buckets, or the small roadside shacks selling clam chowder and renting out boats.

         She was out of cigarettes when she finally pulled into Key West. She felt like absolute hell. What if her father wouldn’t have anything to do with her, or if he’d forgotten her? What if he was angry about her arriving out of the blue? What if he threw her out?

         While making her way through the long string of islands, she had come to realize that what she most feared was rejection. But she’d told herself that she had at least as much right to walk away from him, if she didn’t care for the person he’d become.

         And she was angry too. Hugely angry, she kept telling herself out loud, hoping that the feeling would shoo away some of her anxiety. She tried to convince herself that she was the one in control. That she was there to give him a thorough cussing-out, that it didn’t matter how he reacted. Thirty-three years was a long time, but he was still a father who had abandoned his daughter, and he owed her an explanation. So said the voice in her head. An explanation of what actually happened back then, as well as what the hell he had been thinking this time, disappearing again and dragging her back into his life. She did feel a sense of relief, though, at the prospect of getting some answers to what had happened since she arrived in Racine.

         Many of the houses lining both sides of the street resembled majestic old Southern homes. Traffic was now so heavy that Ilka assumed she was close to downtown. She had no idea how to find Artie’s house, so when she noticed a man tying a short surfboard to the back of a scooter, she parked and leaned across the seat.

         “Main Street?” she called out.

         He walked over to the hearse and eyed her T-shirt and jeans, then he raised his eyebrows at the sight of the coffin.

         She ignored his unspoken question. “I’m looking for a gallery. Or at least a place that used to be a gallery.”

         “Most of the galleries are down on Duval Street.” He pointed straight ahead. “Just keep going into town, you can’t miss it. It’s where all the tourists hang out.”

         Ilka thanked him and took off. It had been a long time since she’d seen so many motorcycles on a town’s streets. There was a vacation atmosphere in the way people walked around, most of them wearing shorts; Artie’s Hawaiian shirts would fit in perfectly here. When Ilka reached Duval Street, she was momentarily astonished by the crowds of people on the sidewalks, all the souvenir shops and bars, with a gallery on every street corner, literally. And not a parking space in sight.

         The hearse was proving much too large as she crept down the street, desperately looking for anywhere to park. She finally found a space, but only after she’d driven far out from the crowded part of town. It felt somehow rude, disrespectful even, to leave behind a coffin in a tourist parking space, but she decided it would be almost as bad on a residential street, where BED-AND-BREAKFAST signs had been set out in front of most of the beautiful wooden houses.

         She decided to leave her travel bag in the car, even though she was very much aware of having slept in the clothes she was wearing, and that it had been a while since her last shower. It wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined she would look when she and her father met. She found a pack of wet wipes in the glove compartment, and pulled one out to swipe her face and throat. They weren’t particularly fresh, but she felt it was better than nothing. She took off in the direction of Duval, pushing herself to walk fast so she wouldn’t have time for second thoughts.

         Once she was out on the street, Ilka heard “Born to Be Wild” booming from speakers inside a bar. She knew she was stalling when she walked over to a food stand and ordered a hot dog and cola, but she couldn’t think straight until she ate something. She also needed to rinse the taste of tobacco out of her mouth. Maybe she ought to go back for her bag and find a hotel room anyway, then start out fresh and clean in the morning to find her father.

         She paid and chugged half the cola. She ate the hot dog on the way. It amazed her what was being sold as art on Duval Street; there were practically no limits. The one thing the displays in the gallery windows had in common was the artists’ enthusiasm for wild colors. Yellow, green, blue, and red were the favorites, preferably a combination of them all. There were paintings on coconuts and on tiny wooden surfboards, paintings of fish, flamingos, turtles.

         She finished the hot dog and decided to walk over to Art Gone Wild and ask if anyone knew a gallery formerly known as Artie the Artist, but before she could toss her ketchup-smeared napkins into a trash can, she saw the sign.

         Across the street stood a wooden house painted turquoise, with a red roof and a driveway almost hidden between palm trees. A sign hung on the front above the plate-glass window: ARTIE THE ARTIST, carved into weathered wood. It looked as if it had been hanging there forever. A gate closed off the driveway, and another sign in the window informed her that the gallery was open by appointment only.

         Ilka walked over and peeked in the window. She recognized the style from the work she’d seen in Artie’s house. A lamp base carved from wood, intricately carved frames, and elegant wooden animals, as if a Scandinavian hand had guided the design. Which set them apart from everything else in the surrounding shops. The colors in Artie’s gallery were muted too.

         She stared a long time before stepping over to the door, which of course was locked. The sign said as much. She walked to the gate, opened it, and yelled out, “Hello!”

         She called out once more before walking around the house. A hammock was tied between two trees, and a boy’s bicycle lay on the ground. A clothesline had been strung at the far end of the backyard; dresses and several sets of underwear, panties, and bras hung from it, along with striped boys’ pajamas and a light-blue T-shirt. Ilka leaned against the house. The noise from the bars and the crowds on the street faded out. She gazed at a soccer ball and a skateboard lying beside the house. Lives were being led here that she knew nothing about. Finally, she steeled herself and walked to the door. A table and four chairs stood in the middle of a small patio, and beside the wall was a big electric grill, though not as big as the one at Artie’s house on Lake Michigan.
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