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To be, as I am mine, their sweating selves. But worse.” 

~ Gerald Manly Hopkins 

“And grief itself be mortal!” 

~Adonais XXI, Shelley 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

September 23, 1964... 

 

A cool breeze blew in from the ocean and out across the landscape of Los Angeles in an attempt 

to chill the heat off the early autumn night. Then, it just died. Dead. Autumn never made it past 

Highway 101, the road running like a black, glassy snake along California’s craggy coast. It, too, was 

dead on arrival. 

When the ocean wind died, the heated damp air was left behind, and floated lazily through the 

bowels of the Los Angeles warehouse district, like it fell asleep. It managed to stick to everything like 

flypaper, making any physical activity uncomfortable. One particular warehouse, converted into a 

dance studio, was lit up at the late hour, the old glass and wooden walls expecting to hear the clunk of 

ballet slippers across its hardwood floor. A young dancer, sat on a bench in the dressing room, ready to 

change into her leotard and tights. Sweat began to form in huge beads at her hairline and on her upper 

lip. She wished that the cool of autumn would finally get the upper hand and kill its predecessor. Sum-

mer should have been finished, should have died, just like the wind, but it hung on, passively suffering 

in its excessively long-lived existence. Rehearsing in the heat was just one of the sacrifices a dedicated 

dancer had to make if they were to star in a company like the New York City Ballet. She sighed, and 

dabbed with the tips of her fingers at the sweat on her upper lip. 

She stood, stepped out of her heels, feeling the cool cement on the bottom of her feet, then slid 

out of her sleeveless Yves St. Laurent dress, hanging it in a locker, along with her stockings. The con-

verted closet was only large enough to accommodate three at-a-time changing out of their clothes. For-

tunately, she was alone. She should have been at home packing for her plane trip to New York, but her 



muscles felt cranky and she needed to stretch, in spite of the sultry air. It would be good to leave Los 

Angeles behind, with its pitiable peculiarities, and all the emotional entanglements that seemed to be 

unresolvable. She paused for a moment, thinking, conjuring up a picture in her mind. The future, any 

further contact, had died away with love unuttered between them. She knew leaving would not solve 

the break-up. It would only make it more tragic. A tear broke free and traveled down her cheek, joining 

with the sweat already gathering for a full scale assault. Even her tears weighed in, knowing intimately 

the inconsolable grief of unrequited love. She must learn to live with it, however painful it was, and 

focus on her fledgling career in New York. 

She brushed the thoughts from her mind and quickly slipped on her tights and leotard, then she 

lowered herself to the bench and laced up her toe shoes. The picture in her mind returned, and she sat 

immobile, fixed to the bench. Curiously, she could hear someone walking across the boards toward the 

men’s dressing room; a hurried, uneven step, someone probably more interested in a quick workout, 

rather than mastering a movement. Disappointment traveled through her, and she stared at her hands, 

laying like two limp fish in her lap, her shoulders slumped forward. 

She assumed the studio would be empty, that it was late enough at night that no one else 

would be there. With the summer workshop ended, classes wouldn’t begin for another month. She had 

already stayed several weeks beyond the workshop to study with the teacher, one-on-one, in order to 

learn what Ballet Master Balanchine expected of her upon her arrival in New York City. The only 

sound she wanted to hear was the thud of her toe shoes when they hit the floor, the steady rhythm of 

her breathing, and the tympani of her heart, while she mastered her technique. All emotion would dis-

appear in her movements, and she could lose the consciousness of that monster… time. 

Dancing cleared her mind. Dancing helped her breathe. Dancing sorted, categorized, and filed 

all the craziness into neat little compartments, minus all the passion. 

And things need sorting in her life. Everything had gone wrong this summer. Absolutely every-

thing. Except Balanchine’s invitation to dance in the New York City Ballet Company. Dancing was the 

only thing that made any sense. And she had been so hopeful about her move to LA. 

She sat immobile, listening to whoever was out there, as they tinkered with items on the shelves 

outside her dressing room door. Then, she heard music begin. A Beatles song, Hard Day’s Night. It 

blasted through the doldrums in a burr, igniting the air with its relentless drumming. 

Rising to her feet, she stepped toward the door, and turned the knob. It wouldn’t budge. 

“How stupid,” she said. 

She unlocked the door and pushed, but it had swelled in all the wet heat, and it wouldn’t open. 



“Hello? You out there,” she called, raising her voice over the din of the song. “Could you help 

me out? The door’s stuck.” No one answered. “Pull on the knob, while I push.” Silence. “Hello?” She 

put her ear to the wooden panel. Something was wrong. A definite smell of smoke wafted into the 

room. 

“Hello?” Her voice rose while she beat on the door. “Whoever is out there, this is not funny.” 

She beat on the door, again. 

The music started over, “It’s been a hard day’s night, And I’ve been working like a dog…” 

“Whoever you are, you better open this door,” she demanded, pounding and kicking with her 

fists and feet. “Open this door, now!” She paused to listen. “What’s going on?” she said. Banging one 

more time on her wooden trap, she felt fear cover her like a thick wool blanket. This time she would 

appeal to their humanity. “Help me! Please, help me!” But her voice seemed to hang in the thick air, 

making no progress from the room, no matter how loud she yelled, as if it hit a huge, humid wall, im-

prisoning her pleas in that closet dressing room. 

She stopped to listen for footsteps. She could hear nothing but the music blaring. 

“Don’t leave me in here,” she pleaded again. “Help!” She continued to pound and kick, ramming 

her side and shoulder into the door to knock it free, but it was locked in place. “Help me! Help me!” she 

screamed, her voice rising into a shrill panic. 

The music continued its clamorous assault, the Fab Four still belting out their number one hit 

song, muffling her pounding. Suddenly, loud popping noises exploded outside the door, followed by the 

crash of dozens of items when they hit the floor, with glass shattering and wood snapping apart. She 

envisioned the shelving unit next to the door had fallen over, trapping her inside the room. Underneath 

the music, and the popping sounds, and the crashing chaos, she thought she heard a door slam. 

Oh, my god. Could it be possible they want me to die? 

Her head bolted from one side to the other in a frantic attempt to find a way out. She glanced up 

at the window above the lockers. She could try to open it and climb through, or break through it, her 

reed-thin body just managing to slip through the opening. 

Smoke began to curl under the door, the scent causing fear to engorge her limbs, her heart thud-

ding in her chest. She threw open one of the locker doors and climbed to the top. She stared in horror at 

what she saw before her. The window was nailed shut. 

“Oh, God,” she whispered, her voice warbling in stark fear. 

Her eyes darted about the room until she settled on her shoes. She jumped down and grabbed 

one of her heels on the fly, then scrambled back up to the top. She grasped her shoe firmly in her hand 

and hammered on the glass with the three-inch heel hoping to break the glass. The sound of her heel 



hitting the window seemed dull and not sharp like she’d expected. She set the shoe on top of the locker 

and ran her hand over the smooth surface. Flicking it with her finger, she realized that it wasn’t glass. It 

was plastic. She also noticed the putty around the window was new. Someone had replaced the window 

recently and nailed in new stops because they weren’t painted like the frame around the window. 

She glanced back at the door. The bottom of it was outlined in a golden glow, and the smoke 

slipping in around the door had turned an ominous black. Her lungs were beginning to hurt, a clear sign 

she was in trouble unless she managed to get the window opened, and soon. She coughed hard while 

she drove the heel of her shoe into the putty to pry off the first stop. 

Again and again, she jammed her heel into the edge of the wood, pushing into it with all her 

strength. The heel suddenly snapped off in a loud crack, and flew behind the lockers. She climbed 

down and tried to focus her eyes through the black smoke, searching wildly for the other shoe. She 

spotted it and snatched it off the floor. One more time, she scrambled back to the top and began to jab 

the heel into the plastic and along the edge of the stop. The hardened tip on her heel split and fell away. 

She pushed into the edge of the window to raise the stop up just enough to wedge the heel under it and 

pry the wooden piece off. Shoving the heel under the stop, she yanked upwards and the wooden piece 

flew off, joining her heel from her other shoe behind the lockers. Her plan was working. Then, she at-

tacked the second one, jamming her heel into the wood with all her strength. 

 

She began to feel like her head was spinning, and that she was about to pass out, her eyes burn-

ing and tearing making it almost impossible to focus. Coughing violently, her chest hurt so badly she 

couldn’t draw in a good breath, but she persevered. She pushed and pushed on her heel, making a huge 

gouge in the plastic. Slipping her heel in behind the stop, she pried the wood off and watched it fall 

away into the blackness. 

But something was wrong. Her lungs felt as though they were on fire with each breath. She 

started gasping and coughing and her head was reeling in horrific pain. Stopping was not an option, she 

had to finish, or she knew she would die. 

She dug her heel into the edge of the rigid plastic, but it held tight. She shoved the heel in as 

hard as she could to pop the edge up. It was no use. It still held tight. The third stop had to come off and 

there was a nail used to wedge the corner. She would have to move the nail and pry the third stop off to 

open an edge of the window and snap it away. She punched the heel into the putty and the edge of the 

stop again, and again. 

Her breathing was becoming labored, shallow, and the pain was almost unbearable. She was 

coughing wildly, drawing more smoke than air into her desperate lungs. She beat on the plastic with her 



fist and gouged the heel into the wooden frame to get some play in the plastic, until everything went 

black. She jerked back to consciousness, but she could no longer breathe. 

The thick smoke curled, wound its way around her like a great, black dragon, and flew through 

the slit she had made in the window frame, escaping into the night air like she wanted to do. She 

gasped for air, feeling like a fish at the bottom of a boat, drawing more smoke into her already oxygen 

deprived lungs. Her strength abandoned her, and she dropped from her perch above the lockers, hitting 

the bench on the way down, the bone in her arm snapping in two. She tried to form a single word, but 

she slipped into the blackness as the light bulb burst overhead. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

“A nd, to think I could be at home cleaning the cat box,” Esther Charlemagne said. “Watching 

for a Peeping Tom is so much better.” 

She heaved a heavy sigh into the torpid air, and creaked her head toward her partner, Mac, seat-

ed behind the steering wheel of her car. His blue-black eyes weren’t probing hers as they usually did. 

They were focused through the windshield, intently watching the street. Even his lanky, six foot two 

body was stilled. The only sign of life was the rising and falling of his chest as he drew in a breath and 

exhaled. Within the silence lurked an ambiguity of meaning, and she needed certitude. No shifting im-

ages, or a dizzying sense of reality for her. Mac knew sarcasm was always her entry into the depths of 

life’s philosophies, into a meaningful conversation, like a preamble to her constitution. It would elicit a 

chuckle, then together they would plumb ideas with Solomon-like reasoning. Instead, he was mute, in-

different. 

A curious reaction, she thought. 

Her mind continued to circle on the same idea, like a pack of vultures circle a dead or dying an-

imal. She would make one more attempt to elicit a response from him: “1964 has been a terrible year. 

It has three months to redeem itself,” she said, but it wasn’t what she really wanted to say. 

Silence. 

She cleared her throat, an intentional assault on the clanging quiet, and she blinked her feline 

green eyes a few times to ward off the plaguing boredom. She shifted positions, dancing from one hip 

to the other, but any attempt to move her body into a more comfortable position had become fruitless; 

there was no comfortable position after sitting for two hours in a car. She rolled her head to stretch her 



neck muscles in the hope it might help. Instead, her bobbed auburn hair fell over her face where the 

strands stuck on her damp skin. She pushed both sides back behind her ears, and raked at one tickling 

her nose until it succumbed. 

She sighed, and said, “Watching for the Peeper is not the problem.” 

“I know that,” Mac responded a little too quickly. 

Signs of paying attention, though. 

“It's just that this particular assignment feels like a metaphor for my life.” She checked the 

clock on the dash. “We’ve been sitting here for two hours. I’ve frogmarched my life’s decisions in a 

parade, rubber- hosed each one thoroughly, and I just realized something.” He cocked his head toward 

her and raised his eyebrows waiting for her to complete the sentence. “I’ve always been on the outside 

looking in, and any pleasure I’ve had in this life has been purely vicarious.” 

He narrowed his perfect eyes, slid his arm across the back of the seat, and inched his dour face 

toward her. “You’re doing it again,” he said, as he circled an accusing digit at her. “You’re thinking too 

much.” He moved his body back behind the wheel of the car. “Stop dragging your cross into the car. It 

keeps banging into the steering wheel and hogs the seat.” 

“Oh, shut up,” her words disappeared into a mumble. Even Mac was finding her solipsism tire-

some. “Why do you have to be so annoyingly insightful?” 

“Well, you wanted to talk.” 

She drew in a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. There was a book at home she wanted to get 

back to, but Mac was staying the course. 

She had to ask the question, “You’ve been awfully quiet tonight. Are you angry with me?” 

“No.” His voice sounded like he was lost in thought. 

She raised her feet and placed her heels on the edge of the seat. Being only five-foot-five had its 

advantages in small spaces. When she circled her arms around her knees, she brushed against her chest. 

Her breast was still missing, the one that betrayed her; made her lose her hair, too. At least, the hair re-

turned after the chemo, but she could never get her breast back. She didn’t want to explore that subject, 

she might as well engage her mind on the task at hand. 

“You know, I don’t think this guy is a Peeper.” She grabbed the binoculars from the dashboard 

and began to survey the street. 

“The report said––” 

“Yeah, I know what the report said, but I’m right. You’ll see. That is, of course, if he decides to 

show up before the year ends, or I die from boredom.” 



She examined the length of the street. The Spanish stucco houses dotting numerous neighbor-

hoods around Los Angeles, all in their odd pinkish brown hue, lined this particular working-class, resi-

dential street where they had been told the Peeper plied his nightly trade. Esther thought the houses re-

sembled squat Russian Matryoshka dolls placed in a straight line, with their arched entrance and win-

dows and doors looking almost like faces, each a gate’s distance between the house on one side and a 

driveway on the other, stretched for as far as you could see from their vantage point, until they became 

so small they disappeared. 

Los Angeles was not the kind of town where you made friends with your neighbors. In the past 

two years of living in the town, she had learned to lead an innominate existence. She saw it in the faces 

of its residents, their unwillingness to impose on their neighbors, politeness to the extreme. Perhaps it 

was the sameness of the houses, or the long drive to work, the absence of front porch living like in the 

south. Californians were friendly, chatty; they’d even invite you to a party or two, but they would never 

call you again, and if they did it would only be a few times until someone else, more interesting, came 

along. Anonymity was a kind of freedom, but it could also isolate you into a lonely existence. She had 

felt that exquisite tyranny on more than one occasion, and welcomed and hated both equally. She won-

dered if the rest of LA felt the same. Or were they too busy to think about it? 

Mac reached for the knob on the radio and turned the volume low. Sleepy Stein’s mellow voice 

on the station KNOB began to introduce the Chico Hamilton Quintet, whose recent claim to fame was 

being cast in the film, Sweet Smell of Success. Sleepy’s voice trailed off as the West Coast easy style 

jazz picked up and began to quiet the prickles of Esther’s self-indulgent mood. 

She gazed through her binoculars at the blurringly redundant architecture, searching for the sin-

gle person out of place in the neighborhood. Perhaps she’d find her excised womanhood out there, too. 

The musical piece hit that point where the solos began. Buddy Collette began to riff one of his 

mellow renditions on his saxophone, smoothing out the ruffles of her churlish temper. Buddy was Chi-

co’s and LA’s gift to the world of jazz, a decidedly different style than that on the east coast. She turned 

the volume up a notch to soak-in the cool tones. The frenetic electrical activity in her brain eased to a 

soft hum as she gave in to the music and the dark and the stakeout. 

She stared out the windshield, not seeing out but looking inward. Her thinking processes had 

learned to be introspective to the point of no return. She had laid the road to that inner place four years 

ago, and for some unknown reason, every thought traveled in the same direction leaving her feeling 

helpless to force their return. 

Mac glanced at his watch, loosened the band and rubbed his wrist, then strapped it back in 

place. 



“Is it time to go home?” she said, while she moved some of her hair behind an ear. 

“No, it’s almost one a.m. The good stuff doesn’t even begin until after two.” 

Another sigh slipped out, only this time it was one of resignation. 

He leaned the back of his head on the window and cocked his body toward her, stretching his 

long legs toward her side of the Edsel. She could already feel his dark eyes bore into her. She faced him 

and pursed her lips. 

“This is a really bad idea,” she said. “This is not persistence, it’s your stubbornness in the face 

of futility. He may not even show up tonight.” She paused, then asked, “Why did we agree to do this, 

again?” 

“We owe Joe,” he said while he continued to stare at her. “He’s been good to us, and we need to 

return the favor.” She could almost feel his eyes reading her like a blind man reads braille. 

“Oh, yeah, yeah, that thing,” she sang. She blew out some air and put her feet on the glove 

compartment. “I thought when we left the force to become private investigators we would be spared 

dealing with perverts. Isn’t that the point?” 

“Yeah, well...” his voice drifted off. 

She turned her head toward Mac, his face lit by the street lamp. He was wearing the golf shirt 

she gave him for his birthday. In the low light she could see the curve of the muscles in his arms. He 

seemed to grow more beautiful through the years. At forty-three the patina of age had kissed his curled, 

black hair with a slight silvering at the temples. Why age only winked at him and scowled at her was a 

subject she could put on the list to argue with God about later, along with that long confessional list 

disappearing over the horizon. 

She rolled the window down completely and breathed in the sultry air. Summer was loitering 

through September, as if it had unfinished business. The air was still, expectant, waiting for something 

to happen to punctuate the sameness from the night before – sameness being the malady and the vigor 

of Los Angeles. 

The seat groaned when Mac tried to push it farther back. He rubbed his knees and tried to 

stretch his arms, but his knuckles grazed the windshield. 

“This guy’s going to show tonight,” he said. “I know it. I feel it in my bones.” 

There it was. His bones were always so positive. She loved those bones, but found them annoy-

ing, however accurate. 

As partners, they didn’t put much faith in their difference of height or sex or age; they always 

saw eye-to-eye, although coming to the same conclusions from different directions – she from a lonely, 

cynical, sandpaper world, ten years younger, and he from that rarefied bucolic world of eternal opti-



mism. She wished she could catch some of that Pollyanna-ish cheerfulness like a cold, that it would fill 

her up and change her attitude, make her forget her past. 

A dog barked in the distance. She could hear a man’s voice yelling at the dog to shut up. The 

residential street lay in repose, no car driving through, not even a flicker from a television with the To-

night Show on. This working-class neighborhood wouldn’t know who the verbally gifted Jack Paar 

was, or his predecessor, the virtuoso, Steve Allen, or even appreciate the comic timing of the new guy, 

Johnny Carson. They slipped between the sheets early, rose before dawn to set-off toward the ware-

house district, or the Long Beach shipyards, where their hands and backs grew strong from their labors 

and their skin a dark bronze. 

Their wives would head for the garment district to make the ready-to- wear rags everyone could 

buy at the large department stores, that is, everyone but the seamstress. Even the porch lights were ex-

tinguished; no one expected late night visitors or impromptu parties like in the more affluent Bel Air or 

Hollywood neighborhoods. 

She raised the binoculars and peered into the backyard of a nearby house – LA’s equivalent of a 

hacienda. “Did you know in the Middle Ages they used to burn out the eyes of a Peeping Tom with a 

hot poker?” she said. 

“Ouch. That hurts just thinking about it.” 

“Speaking of Joe, how is our pertinacious Italian Police Chief ?” she said. 

“Pertinacious? You and your words.” He snickered. “Well, he and Maria are expecting again.” 

“How many does this make?” She looked back up the street through her binoculars, and made 

long, slow sweeps staring intently in each yard. 

“Can you believe, nine? I think he took to be fruitful and multiply very seriously. He’s a better 

Catholic than I am. Three was my limit. There were times when I thought I should have stopped at two, 

sometimes one.” 

“What do you mean?” she asked. “Is there a problem with your–” 

“Stay out of it,” he snapped. 

“I was just trying to help,” she said, her voice showing she was hurt. 

He sighed. “I'm sorry.” He sighed again. “Marybeth has been...” His head bounced around until 

it found the perfect spot. “Difficult lately. Vera always could handle her better than I ever did.” 

“She misses her mom, Mac. Vera and she were close...” Her voice disappeared. 

“Yes, they were, but she’s an adult and should know better.” He sounded lost in thought, travel-

ing down the heartbreaking road of being a single parent, though the years had ticked by and his chil-

dren were all grown with families of their own. 



“Losing a parent never stops hurting,” she said, her voice soft and reflective. “I know it’s been 

ten years since Vera died, but for Marybeth it will always be like yesterday. There’s no time limit on 

grief.” Her voice disappeared. 

Her thoughts were fluid, riding the rails toward her own loss, and eventually landing on the 

platform with the sign: Doctor Bertrand Grenfell Charlemagne; her beloved father. She missed him 

every day since he died. She could easily visualize him in his study, wearing his tweed coat and a scar-

let or green vest, a pipe between his lips, and his hair a little too long. She could almost smell the spe-

cial blend of the pipe tobacco, and see the smoke curl upward and drift out the opening of the window. 

Then she pictured her mother, her beautiful mother, standing in the doorway of his study, fussing at him 

to go to the barber or she would cut his hair and couldn’t promise how well it would look. Or, she 

would be busy in their butter-colored kitchen, making bread and, at the same time, reading a book she 

was caught up in. Both were gone, but never forgotten, the memories never misplaced or substituted. 

She knew Marybeth had to feel the same way that she did, and felt the same vacuum that memories 

alone could not fill. Death was a chasm that could never be breached. 

She stared through the binoculars, using them to hide behind. “You’re fortunate to have your 

children,” she said. “I always wanted to have lots of kids, but it’s too late now. And, who knows what 

all that chem––” The word caught in her throat. 

“We come from a different time, Charlie. People today don’t have lots of kids anymore. The sta-

tistics say it’s two point three children per family. Come to think of it, I don’t believe I’ve ever  seen a 

point three of a child before, have you?” 

“Yeah, my ex.” She continued to stare through the binoculars, catching movement in the shad-

ows. “Your bones were right, again. Man in puris naturalibus at three o’clock. This has got to be our 

pervert.” 

“Puris what?” 

“Naked, my friend. Without apparel. A gymnosophist.” The man was stumbling toward them in 

an aimless way. “Wait a minute,” she held up her hand and continued to stare through the binoculars, “I 

knew it. I knew it. I knew it,” she declared. 

“Knew what?” 

She glared at Mac, and drawled, “This guy’s not a peeper. He’s not even an exhibitionist.” 

“What do you mean?” he chuckled. “The bloomin’ bloke is naked.” 

She lowered the binoculars. “In spite of your protestations to the contrary, my Irish friend, your 

bloke,” she stated flatly and pointedly, “is a somnambulist. A sleep-walker. I can’t believe we’ve been 

sitting here for more than two hours to catch a sleep-walker. Come on, let’s go wake him up.” 



She grabbed her coat draped across the back of her seat and opened the car door. They strolled 

casually toward the naked man and stopped a few feet in front of him. Mac held his hand out and 

blocked the man from progressing any farther down the street. He stared into the face of the sleep-

walker. The nude appeared relaxed, oblivious to Mac’s hand on his chest or even Esther sizing him up, 

let alone that he was standing naked on the street. 

“Well, I'll be damned. You’re right. He’s sound asleep. Come on, wake up fella.” He snapped 

his fingers in the man’s face. “He’s not responding.” 

She rummaged into her pocket and drew out a small flashlight. She flicked it into each eye, 

watching the pupil. “He’s in it very deep. It’s difficult to wake them in this stage.” She flashed her light 

down his arms and looked at his legs and feet. 

“Is he a user?” 

“No track marks; he’s clean,” Esther said. 

“He does look clean, freshly bathed and powdered for his stroll under the stars, al fresco.” 

She chuckled. “I once heard a story about a guy who went through a plate glass window on the 

second story of a hotel, landed safely on the lawn, and woke up bleeding from minor cuts. He casually 

walked up to the front desk in his skivvies and asked the clerk to call him an ambulance.” 

“Sleepwalking is just plain weird.” 

Esther draped her coat over the man’s shoulders. “Come on Buckaroo – the roundup is over 

there. Let’s get you back to the bunkhouse.” She stretched a smiling grimace across her face for Mac’s 

benefit, “Joe can handle this terrible criminal, expecting or no.” 

Mac gently placed his hand on the naked man’s back and pushed him slightly in the direction of 

the car. The man complied easily, stepping toward their car without hesitation. 

“Now, how did you know this guy was not a pervert?” 

“The women all reported a naked guy standing outside their windows staring at them like a 

Zombie, not a masturbating, sneaky pervert. And, voilà, our el buffo Zombie.” 

Sirens began blaring in the distance, piercing the quiet of the night, drawing their attention to-

ward the direction of the sound. 

“Look,” Esther pointed to the bright sky above the horizon. She opened the rear passenger door 

for the man. “It looks like a big fire in the warehouse district. You can smell the smoke all the way 

here.” 

She stared at the night sky, limned with a golden glow from the fire, and knew something didn’t 

feel right. A peevish feeling coursed with a vengeance through her and she crossed herself. That pre-

cognitive trait from her mother, the one that infested her DNA, and intruded into her hopeful prayers, 



and into her life with a dreaded frequency, was dealing her a strange hand as she gazed at the horizon. 

Tonight, it left her with the sense that something was dreadfully wrong out there, and she would find 

herself in the middle of it, soon. 

“I’m sure no one is hurt, Charlie. Those warehouses all closed in the early evening.” She knew 

he had seen her face screwed into a worried knot. 

Mac carefully helped to guide the naked man into the back seat of her car, maneuvering the 

suspect’s head with his hand, and pushing on the back of the man’s knees. He clicked the door closed, 

as the sleeper curled up inside Esther’s coat. 

“Look, darling, doesn’t our child look like an angel when he’s sleeping?” 

She gave a half-hearted smile back. “Joe’s going to hate us for leaving this guy on his hands 

like this. Just make sure I get my coat back from our fertile police chief, please,” she said. She sighed 

and slid into the front passenger seat. “Would you tell Joe that I’m happy for him?” she said. “It must 

be wonderful to have all those beautiful children.” Her voice cracked. 

A sudden vision filled her head. It was the photograph given to her at the police station at the 

beginning of the year. The car was wrapped around a street lamp, and Freddie, her only child, was un-

der the car. Thirteen and dead, never to marry or have a child of his own. And the damned drunk only 

had a bump on his head and a split lip. The following day, he didn’t even remember what happened, but 

she would never forget. 

Mac’s head creaked in her direction while he turned the key to start the engine. “You okay?” 

His voice filled with compassion. 

“No,” she said while a lump knitted in her throat. “No, I’m not.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

T here was only a vague awareness the blonde had of her surroundings, first feeling the unusual 

chill of the late September day when she recalled it had been hot and sultry out. Then she saw someone 

straddling her and his fist about to plow toward her face. She hit wildly and jerked and flapped her 



arms like fly wings to ward off the attack. Oddly, every hit seemed to miss its mark, her fist sailing 

through the image. 

A ghostly assault? That didn’t make any sense. 

She blinked her eyes to focus on where she was and if she was alone. Her round blue eyes 

scanned the area. Shadows shredded the moonlight into rags, but she could see that she was alone, and 

outside lying on the cold ground. The only sound was the wind blowing. 

Where am I? 

The last thing she remembered was walking from the convenience store to her car. The smell of 

rotting garbage was all around her, and she realized that she was in a refuse heap. The memory of being 

in the back of a van came to her, along with the fists pummeling into her face. Whoever abandoned her 

like a forgotten rag doll, believed she was dead. 

It was odd how the day seemed to disregard the fact it was sunny southern California; the land 

of oranges, palm trees, and miles of sandy beaches. Her body trembled from the rawness in the air, and 

the attack that pushed her to the brink of death. Had the chill of autumn finally arrived with heavy 

boots? She knew, somehow, that she was in desperate trouble, that death hung in the air, waiting and 

watching to see what she would do next before it began its final assault. 

It would be easy to succumb, the blonde thought, to let that black hole empty the life out of her, 

but not today. This year would not see the end of her. The algebraic equation of her life did not balance, 

yet. 

She scanned the terrain for something familiar, and could see her body was thrown across a bag 

of kitchen scraps that pulsed with life. She raised her hand and watched the maggots wriggle their tiny 

bodies across her skin and drop to the ground. Dozens of flies were clustered around an object stuck in 

her abdomen. She curled her fingers around the cold piece of metal and yanked it out. A warm liquid 

oozed from the hole, and spread across her stomach like an apron. She hadn’t looked for trouble, but it 

had found her, and tried to kill her. Or, maybe she did look for trouble. She would have to think about 

that. 

The moonlight streaked through wild radishes that rose above her as tall as trees, and washed its 

silver across her new Halston dress, across the hole that grew darker from the blood and glistened with 

its wet story. The dress was ruined. The blood stains would never come out, and the hole would be im-

possible to repair. The dress would have to be tossed out, just as she had been. 

She pulled her body to a standing position with a practiced ease, the exercised muscles and 

stretched joints of a dancer submitting to her command, but the uneven terrain caused her to trip and 

stumble while her feet searched to find her balance in the impromptu roadside dump. Her head reeled 



like the day after a drunken binge, or chipping heroine, and a migraine began to hammer at the back of 

her head. Adding to the turmoil, was the smell of rotting food and the cloying sweetness of hashish 

mingling with the smell of death, making her stomach roil. What was left of her meager dinner came 

hurtling out, the ripple of her stomach muscles drilling through her middle. She could feel the blood 

still oozing from her wound, the pang from the knife still sending its message that she was stabbed, but 

it also seemed to help her focus. 

Pain is good. Pain is my friend, she thought. 

She staggered forward, pressed her hand into the hole, and fixed her eyes on the ground ahead. 

She blinked several times, trying to make out the terrain under her feet. The lid of her right eye didn’t 

move. Her hand shot up, her fingers exploring the hot bulge where the eye had swollen nearly closed, 

and continued their investigation as she moved them toward the dull pain throbbing on the side of her 

head. There she found a patch of matted hair around a large lump which conjured images of fists flying 

toward her head again. The cinematic pictures sent an ominous shiver through her as she scanned the 

area to see if she was alone, that whoever stabbed her wasn’t still lurking about the perimeter of the 

dump to make sure that she was dead. 

A heavy mist unleashed from the sky and she felt an electric seizure pulse through her body. 

She had to move forward, find her way through the maze of wild radishes and plastic bags filled with 

trash. The roar of a car sounded in the distance, and its headlights flashed through the thick stalks when 

it passed. It gave her something to fix on, a direction. There was a road out there and that meant people 

in cars would drive by. Her eyes followed the light and she felt her way toward it. 

The toe of her shoe landed on firm ground. Somehow, she had stumbled her way out of the 

dump. She lurched toward another light that whizzed by on the road, still beyond the wild radishes. 

Two cars passing, one after another. 

She prayed there would be at least one more just as she emerged from her makeshift graveyard. 

Her foot found the warm, even feel of asphalt. 

Lights flashed ahead as a car rounded a curve and came toward her. She held up her hand as a 

signal for the car to stop. Whatever Herculean strength she managed to draw on, to clear the forest of 

radishes, failed her just as suddenly as the mist descended. Her body slumped forward and she fell in a 

heap. The edge of a black hole slid toward her, but she could hear the click of car doors and panicked 

voices. The hole collapsed over her and she disappeared into the black abyss. 

 

 

 


