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    CHAPTER 1


    What Rigo liked best about his job as a dishwasher was taking out the garbage. This might seem counterintuitive to some people, but it gave him a chance to get away from the hot kitchen and into the balmy air, if only for a few seconds.


    He had noticed this joy as a teenager when dishwashing produced his first real paychecks, not just a few small bills handed to him for dog sitting or babysitting. It was still true ten years later as he returned to the minimum-wage job of his youth, using it as a safety net during a recession that had closed down all possibilities of a real job for the proud holder of a newly minted master’s degree in psychology.


    This was his first garbage run of the day. The brunch crowd was out in force on a sunny Sunday morning. They were better dressed and had fatter wallets than patrons of the typical Southern California restaurant, even if this meant their jeans were clean and they were just managing to make their monthly credit card payments. The recession seemed to affect everyone.


    The gate to the wooden-fenced enclosure was unlatched. Carlos had taken his place as dishwasher last night while Rigo attended a tennis tournament. How did Carlos expect to keep out the raccoons, skunks, and possums that roamed the hillsides of the Palos Verdes Peninsula? Rigo would have a word with him. He opened the gate quickly and was happy to see no surprised varmint challenged him or scooted under the Dumpsters.


    The green Dumpster lids were closed; at least Carlos had gotten that right. Rigo raised a lid with one hand, intending to swing the plastic trash bag up and in with the other. He stopped in mid-swing as something inside caught his eye—something in the enclosed depths that wasn’t black like the bags.


    The bloated bag pendulumed back and hit him in the leg. He dropped it on the ground, heart racing, gulping air permeated with the stench of three-day-old garbage. He cautiously peered over the metal rim, hoping, almost praying, that what he’d seen wasn’t what he thought it was.


    He jumped back, involuntarily, vomit rising in his throat, and the lid came crashing down. The noise startled him into full alertness. The patrons sitting outside on the patio would hear. This was no time for weakness. He swallowed hard and lifted the lid again, carefully, until it stayed open by itself. The Dumpster now took on the appearance of a coffin. Gripping the rim hard with both hands, he forced himself to look inside again.


    The human arm he had seen led to a shoulder, topped by a head with short, dark hair. The body had sunk into the spaces between the bags, but Rigo could see part of a back and a leg. He forced himself to lean into the coffin and saw the curve of a breast on the other side of the arm. It was a girl—or a woman. She wasn’t wearing any clothes.


    He thought he saw her ribs move. Getting up all his nerve, he touched her arm. It was cool but warmer than the air; she was alive! His heart leaped. He had to act fast. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his cell phone. It was turned off—“Cell phones must be turned off during working hours.” His hands were shaking so much he had trouble pressing the button to activate it.


    It took valuable seconds to start up, but the alternative, racing into the restaurant and yelling that he needed to use a phone, would take longer and cause a panic. He didn’t want to leave the woman. He knew he could get service in this out-of-the-way place; he had made calls from his cell phone previously at the restaurant. When he finally saw the bars he pressed 911 with fumbling fingers.


    “Nine one one. What’s your emergency?”


    He cleared his throat. “There’s an unconscious woman in a Dumpster at Carlson’s Restaurant.”


    The operator asked for his location. Of course—he was on a cell phone. “I’m at Golden Cove on Palos Verdes Drive West and Hawthorne Boulevard in Rancho Palos Verdes.”


    Even secluded as they were, in the southwest corner of the Palos Verdes Peninsula, he knew there was a fire station just five minutes from here. The operator assured him help was on the way. She stayed on the line with him, asking him questions.


    He leaned way over the woman to try to see her face. It had caked blood and ugly red marks on it. He momentarily placed the phone on the trash bag he had brought out and moved her head slightly to make sure her nose and mouth weren’t being smothered by plastic. Since she was breathing, the operator told him not to try to lift her out of the Dumpster. That could make any injuries she had worse.


    At her suggestion, he took off his apron and laid it on top of the woman to help warm her up. Although the day promised to be summery, it was still cool in the shade. Rigo was getting used to touching her now. He gently felt for a pulse in her neck. It was slow and faint, but it was definitely there.


    Approaching sirens told him help was on the way. He felt relief and hope. Relief that someone else would take over the responsibility for her and hope she would be all right.


    ***


    Rigo backed up three steps from his position at the net and watched the lob arc downward toward him. Too short. His savage overhead smash sent the ball into the far corner of the court where it hit just inside the baseline and then careened away from Adam Loken who stood like a statue, watching it.


    “You’re too good for me today.”


    Adam strolled to the net, assuming a nonchalance Rigo knew was out of character for the very competitive friend he had known since elementary school. They clasped hands briefly in the twenty-first century version of a handshake and walked to the bench at the side of the court where they sucked water from plastic bottles and wiped the sweat from their faces with towels.


    Adam focused his blue eyes on Rigo. “All right, I’ve tried to be patient. You were barely talking when we started. Now tell me about the girl you found in the Dumpster this morning.”


    Rigo was talked out about the girl in the Dumpster. First the rescue truck had arrived, with its siren wailing, and several paramedics had raced around to the back of the restaurant, carrying a bag full of their instruments and a cart for transporting her. All he had to do with them was direct them to the Dumpster.


    They went to work, quickly and efficiently, determined she apparently didn’t have any injuries that would be exacerbated by moving her, and then gently lifted her and placed her on the cart. They covered her with a sheet, wheeled her rapidly past the astonished outdoor diners, and slid her into the waiting ambulance. Before the door closed, Rigo, who had followed the action around the building, saw the attendant give her what looked like oxygen.


    By this time, a sheriff’s car had arrived. The Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department provided police protection for the city of Rancho Palos Verdes. The deputy asked Rigo questions and took notes. More police types came and put tape around the trash area. They took the bags out of the Dumpsters and searched through the garbage. Rigo answered questions and wondered who was going to clean up the mess they were making.


    Last came the media, consisting of a couple of television trucks with satellite dishes on top and several reporters, including one for the local Palos Verdes Peninsula News . All of them asked Rigo questions. He would be on the five o’clock news and in the newspapers. The restaurant manager excused him from working his shift but that probably meant he wouldn’t be paid.


    By the time everybody was through with Rigo, he was physically and mentally exhausted. He considered cancelling his tennis date with Adam but decided that kind of activity was what he needed to clear his head. He took his emotions out on the court, and poor Adam suffered the consequences.


    Now Rigo briefly summarized what had happened for Adam’s benefit, repeating the words that had become a memorized speech. He saw shock and awe on Adam’s face—Adam, who was usually imperturbable.


    Adam waited until Rigo finished before he spoke. “Damn. No wonder you slaughtered me. I know this sounds like an inane question, but—is she a babe?”


    “She might have been before some asshole made a punching bag out of her face.”


    “Will they catch who did it?”


    Rigo shrugged. “I gather they didn’t find any clues. No weapon, no clothes, no ID. They tried to get fingerprints off the Dumpster, but I think that’s a long shot…”


    “Maybe when she comes to she can tell who did that to her.”


    “ If she comes to. She looked pretty bad.”


    



    CHAPTER 2


    She was sitting in the vinyl-covered chair beside her hospital bed reading the newspaper accounts of how she had been found when the lady walked into the room. She wasn’t surprised; a lot of people had walked into her room during the several days for which she had any memory, including policemen. At least they said they were policemen. They hadn’t been in uniform, although they had flashed what looked like badges in front of her eyes.


    The lady wore slacks and a shirt unbuttoned one more button than was respectable for someone her age. She could stand to lose weight and needed to exercise. Her light brown hair was too long and looked dyed. She smiled.


    “Hi. I’m Andrea McGuiness. I work for Los Angeles County. You must be feeling better.”


    “Thank you. I am. I ate some real food this morning. Soon I hope to get rid of this.” She indicated the IV in her wrist with the tube attached to the bottle on the pole beside her. “I have to roll it along with me when I take my walks. All the people who’ve been to see me seem to work for Los Angeles County. I understand I’m in Torrance Hospital, which, coincidentally, is in the city of Torrance. But people keep telling me this is Los Angeles County.”


    “It is. There are lots of cities in Los Angeles County, including Torrance, and, of course, the city of Los Angeles.”


    “And where I was found is also Los Angeles County?”


    “Yes, Palos Verdes is in Los Angeles County.”


    “Thank you. I’m just trying to get oriented.”


    “I’m here to help you do that.”


    Andrea shifted the only other chair in the room so that the two chairs faced each other. She sat down. “It would help if you could tell me your name.”


    “I-I can’t remember. I told the policemen that.”


    “Yes, but that was yesterday. I was hoping your memory might be coming back.”


    “It hasn’t. The first time I looked in a mirror, I didn’t recognize the person there. Of course, I’m covered with bandages, and I’ve got all these cuts and bruises…”


    “The doctor told me you’ll be fine. You were apparently hit on the head with a blunt instrument—”


    “Yeah, I have headaches and I’ve got holes in my head—”


    “Well, depressions. But they’ll heal. How are your ant bites?”


    “They put ointment on them to stop the itching.” She smiled. “It could have been worse.”


    “You can’t remember who attacked you, and you seem to be a stranger to the Los Angeles area.”


    “I can’t remember anything. I don’t know where I live although, I’m quite sure it isn’t in California. I don’t know who my parents or other relatives are. I don’t even remember whether I’m married. I didn’t have a ring on my finger.”


    “According to the doctors, there’s no evidence you’d been wearing a ring. Your attacker did a thorough job. He didn’t leave anything behind that belonged to you.”


    “Including my clothes. This hospital gown is ugly and doesn’t cover anything.” She tried to pull the flimsy cloth over her knees to demonstrate. “Those hunky paramedics who brought me here came in to see how I was doing. I wish I looked better for them.” They had seen her naked in the Dumpster—horrid and icky naked, not sexy naked. She didn’t look that much better now.


    “The only things I was wearing were these earrings.” She turned her head so Andrea could see the studs.


    “They’re pretty. They look like silver.”


    “I don’t know, but I’m not going to take them off. It’s hard to explain, but they may be my good luck charms.”


    “We need to be able to call you something.”


    “I’ve been thinking about that. I think I’d like to be called Carol Golden.”


    “Any special reason?”


    “Well, I was found at Golden Cove. And I just like the sound of the name Carol.”


    “Is there an ‘e’ on the end of Carol?”


    “No ‘e’; just ‘c-a-r-o-l.’”


    “Do you think Carol is your real name?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “At least it’s a starting point. Okay, Carol Golden it is. I’ll try and get you some clothes. I don’t think mine would fit you.”


    “No.” Oops. She had said that too quickly, with too much emphasis. “I mean, just in the short time I’ve been here, I’ve lost weight. I don’t remember what I weighed before, but they weighed me when they brought me in.”


    “Getting fed intravenously will do that to you. Maybe that’s what I need. Well, at least you’re eating now. You shouldn’t lose any more weight. Let me ask you some questions to see if you can associate with any place or have any other memories.”


    Andrea had a laptop computer with her. She took Carol to a room where she was able to get an Internet connection. They looked at maps of various parts of the country, including many of the larger cities. When Carol showed an interest in a place, Andrea went to Google Earth and they zoomed in for a closer look.


    Carol felt some affinity for the East Coast, especially Massachusetts. They looked at pictures of the Boston area, buildings and other landmarks, but those didn’t jog her memory. Andrea finally said she had to go. They went back to Carol’s room. Andrea gave Carol her card and told her to call if she needed help or remembered anything.


    Carol shook her hand. “Thank you for helping me, Andrea. I really appreciate it, even though we didn’t have any breakthroughs. Maybe you can help me do one other thing.”


    “What’s that?”


    “I’d like to talk to the man who found me…” she consulted a newspaper article, “…Rigo Ramirez.”


    “Oh, why?”


    “To thank him.”


    ***


    Rigo wasn’t a big fan of being inside hospitals, but then who was? He was overcoming this reluctance, partly because the young woman he had found asked to see him and partly because he wanted to know how she was doing.


    He left his old Toyota in the parking structure and found his way in through the main entrance. Senior ladies with recently styled coiffures sitting behind a counter in the lobby promised information for the confused visitor. He gave them a room number and one of them pointed toward the elevators.


    As he emerged at the designated floor, Rigo had to admit the place exuded cheerfulness, from the pastel walls to a nicely furnished waiting area. A nurse in uniform was talking on the phone behind a counter and barely glanced at him as he walked by. He found the room with no trouble. He stopped just before the open doorway and took a deep breath.


    He wondered how she would look. The initial newspaper and TV accounts had given him some pictures and information, but the news reports about her had slowed to a trickle in the last couple of days. He had thought about coming to the hospital but wasn’t sure he’d be welcome. Then Andrea had phoned and told him Carol, as she was calling herself, wanted to see him.


    Getting up his courage, he walked to the doorway and knocked on the door. She looked up from the chair she was sitting in and smiled.


    “You must be Rigo. Come in.”


    Rigo smiled back. She didn’t look half as bad as he thought she would. There were still a couple of small bandages on her face. Her head had been shaved in several places, and dressings applied to her wounds. However, her innate beauty shone through. Her skin was a shade darker than his. She was wearing a robe that was too large over her hospital gown.


    Before he could say anything, she stood up and gave him a bear hug. “My savior.”


    Now Rigo was embarrassed. “I didn’t do anything.”


    “If you hadn’t found me, I’d be dead.”


    Rigo wondered what would have happened to her if he’d put the garbage in the other Dumpster. Or hadn’t seen her and tossed the bag on top of her. Or what if she’d been placed in the Dumpster on any other night except Saturday? Sunday was the only day the restaurant opened before dinner. Confusing and terrifying dreams disturbed his sleep.


    She released him and motioned toward a second chair. “Sit down, Rigo. I’m Carol, by the way. Carol Golden.”


    “Yeah, that’s what Andrea said.”


    “Of course, that’s not my real name. I don’t know my real name.”


    This was awkward. Something welled up inside Rigo, and he didn’t know what to say. “How do you feel?”


    “Much better. Of course, anything would be better than how you found me. Although I look a mess, my head and face are healing. So are my bites and the bruises on my body. I have one scar on my abdomen the doctor said is old.”


    “Appendicitis?”


    “The doctor said no. He said it looked as if I’d been cut with a sharp object.”


    Rigo was still having trouble finding words. “When are you getting out of here?”


    “Tomorrow.” Carol brightened, but then her smile faded. “Tomorrow,” she repeated, more softly.


    “Where will you go?”


    “That’s the problem. I have nowhere to go. I think they’re going to send me to a homeless shelter in Los Angeles somewhere.”


    “They…?”


    “The people from Los Angeles County.” She attempted another smile. “I’m still confused between Los Angeles County and Los Angeles City.” She picked up a map sitting on the table beside her. “One of the nurses was nice enough to give me this map. It shows where everything is, including Torrance and Palos Verdes. I think this shelter is about twenty miles from here. Los Angeles is a big place.”


    “So these people making the decisions work for Los Angeles County?”


    “Yes, most of them. Not the doctors and nurses here, although the county may be paying for my care. I feel a little guilty about that. But I’ve received great care. They think I’m in my mid twenties. I even had a gynecological exam.”


    Rigo must have made a face, because Carol said, “Just be thankful you’re a man and don’t have to have them. The doc said I’ve never had a baby. At least I don’t have to worry that I’m deserting a child. He didn’t go so far as to say I’m a virgin.” She looked mischievous. “I wouldn’t have believed him if he had.”


    Rigo decided he’d better not comment. “Who have you talked to from Los Angeles County?”


    “I’ve talked to Los Angeles County sheriff’s deputies, a Los Angeles County social worker, a Los Angeles County psychiatrist. He said he didn’t think I was crazy, by the way. Nice of him. I just have amnesia. He didn’t know when I might get my memory back.”


    A young woman dressed in a light green top and pants came bustling in. “Time to take your vitals, Carol.” She started to take Carol’s blood pressure. Rigo got up, but she said, “Sit still, sir. This’ll just take a minute.”


    Blood pressure, pulse, temperature. Then she left as fast as she had entered.


    “It’s hard to get any sleep around here.” Carol gestured toward the vanishing figure. “They do this all night long. I’ll be glad to leave.”


    What did she have to look forward to? “Can you get a job?”


    Carol shook her head. “This was explained to me by Andrea, the social worker. I don’t have a birth certificate, so I can’t get a Social Security card. Without a Social Security card I can’t get a job. I also can’t get a driver’s license although I’m sure I know how to drive. I can’t apply for any kind of assistance. I think that as of tomorrow, Los Angeles County’s going to wash its hands of me. Officially, as far as the county, and I guess any state and the federal government, are concerned, I’m a non-person.”


    



    CHAPTER 3


    That night Rigo worked late at the restaurant. When he got home, he went to bed, too tired to even watch TV. He awoke several hours later with an unease that was close to panic. His heart raced like it did when he had a nightmare. It took him a minute to figure out the cause.


    It was Carol. She had said she was a non-person as far as the government was concerned. The full meaning of this hadn’t sunk in until he was asleep and dreaming. As a non-person, it would be easy for her to disappear. If she did, he would never find her. There would be no official record of her. He had a lot of emotion invested in her, having found her almost dead, and he wanted to make sure she was all right.


    Having made a decision, he finally relaxed and went back to sleep. Then he overslept. By the time he awoke, his parents had gone to work at the business they owned. He jumped out of bed and dressed. While he was eating a bowl of some sugary cereal, he called his mother on his cell phone and spoke to her for several minutes. Then he drove to the hospital.


    Rigo walked into the hospital about ten. He didn’t remember any signs concerning visitors’ hours. He went rapidly past the reception area and straight to an elevator. Nobody questioned him. He exited at Carol’s floor and walked to her room, trying to look as if he belonged there.


    Her room was empty, and the bed was made. There was no sign anybody inhabited the room. Rigo’s panic started to return. He accosted an orderly in the hall and asked where Carol was. The young man said she’d left the hospital an hour ago. He didn’t know where she had gone.


    Rigo raced to the nurses’ station. The nurse behind the counter was on the phone. He impatiently shifted his weight from one foot to another, waiting for her to get off. After what seemed like an eternity, she hung up and started writing something. Rigo couldn’t wait any longer. He asked where Carol Golden had gone.


    The nurse, interrupted, looked up at Rigo. When she didn’t answer immediately, he said, “The young woman in room—”


    “I know who you mean. The girl with amnesia. She was taken to a shelter, I believe.”


    “Where is it? What’s the address?”


    “Are you a relative?” Apparently rethinking that, “Are you—”


    “A friend. I’m a friend.” When that didn’t get an immediate response, he said, “I’m the one who found her.”


    She looked at him with new respect and picked up the phone. She made a call and engaged in a brief conversation about Carol while writing on a pad. She hung up, tore off a sheet, and handed it to Rigo. “Here’s the address. Do you know where it is?”


    Rigo looked at it. “Downtown L.A.”


    The nurse nodded. “If you’re going there, be careful. She’s a nice girl. I hope she’ll be okay.”


    “You and me both. Thanks.” Rigo headed toward the elevator, clutching the piece of paper.


    Once he was in his car, he headed east toward the 110, aka the Harbor Freeway. He took it northbound. After a few miles, the tall buildings began to materialize in the distance, buildings he could see from his parents’ house on the hill when the air was clear. He passed through some sections of the city that were better avoided during daytime and more so at night.


    Traffic slowed near the intersection with the I-10, as it always did. It was funny to think the I-10, although it started only a few miles west of here at the Pacific Ocean, could be taken east all the way to Florida. Sometimes Rigo just wanted to get on it and drive.


    He took the 4th Street exit and headed east to San Pedro Street, passing between skyscrapers that loomed over him. Turning right at San Pedro Street, he looked for a reasonably priced parking lot. In downtown L.A., the sky was the limit as far as parking rates were concerned.


    He glanced along 5th Street as he passed it, expecting to see tents, cardboard boxes, and blanket rolls, just as he had when he visited this area on a field trip with a college class, several years before. Unshaven men and unkempt women had hung out or exchanged cigarettes for whatever they needed, probably including drugs. Possessions had been stored in supermarkets carts.


    They were all gone. A few homeless men sat here and there, on benches or on the sidewalk, but the tent city had disappeared. All those people couldn’t have found homes. The police must have cleaned up the area. Where were they now? Where would Carol end up if she joined their ranks?


    Fortunately, parking was less expensive here than it was a few blocks west amid the office buildings and high-class hotels. Rigo picked a lot with an attendant who looked reputable and pulled his car into it. He paid in advance and walked back along San Pedro Street.


    The Downtown Mission was a well-kept, modern-looking building. He wasn’t sure what to expect when he went inside, but if Carol could do it, he could. What he did see startled him—a mother with a young boy and girl. He hadn’t expected to find children here. Feeling sick, he turned away and spoke to a nicely dressed woman.


    “I’m looking for Carol Golden. She may have just arrived.”


    “What does she look like?”


    “She’s young, pretty, with dark hair. It’s short. She has recent scars on her head and face.”


    “Oh.” Her look softened. “Let me check the new arrivals. What’s your name?”


    “Rigo. I’m a friend of hers.”


    “Where did you park, Rigo?”


    “In a lot down the street.”


    “Next time you come, park in our lot underneath the building.”


    She went off to find Carol. Underground parking. Rigo was shocked at how large an operation this was. Homelessness was big business. In a short time, Carol came around a corner, wearing jeans and a top that were too big for her. She looked at him with surprise on her face.


    Rigo felt nervous. This place didn’t feel real to him. “Hi. I went to the hospital but you were already gone.”


    “They checked me out early and had somebody drive me here. You came all the way here to see me?”


    “It wasn’t that far. Is there somewhere we can talk?”


    They went into a waiting room and sat on hard chairs. Rigo was trying to figure out what to say. “What will happen to you here?”


    “In the short run, they’ll give me food and a place to stay. And counseling, although I’m not sure what good that will do. They’ll also look after my immortal soul, although at the moment, my body needs more help than my soul. In the long run…I don’t know what will happen to me.”


    That was the opening Rigo needed. “I was talking about you to my parents last night. They want to help you.” He had actually talked to his mother briefly this morning.


    “That’s very nice of them.”


    “They want you to come and live with us until you get your feet on the ground.” It was easier for him to talk as if it were their idea.


    “Rigo…I don’t know what to say. That’s a very generous offer. You don’t have to…I’ll be fine.”


    He doubted she’d be fine. He forced himself to grin. “Maybe I do have to. They say that after you…help somebody, you’re responsible for them.”


    “You saved my life. I don’t want you to feel you’re responsible for me. That’s not fair. You’re very sweet. I don’t want to impose on you—and your parents.”


    He did feel responsible for her. He couldn’t bear the thought she might just disappear. “I want to make sure you’re safe. I don’t like the thought of you here—or worse. This isn’t a good place for a young woman.”


    “This isn’t a good place for anybody, especially children. And yet they’re here.” She appeared to be thinking. “You must have wonderful parents.”


    “You can come with me now.”


    “They’ll give me clothes here. At the hospital I was given a toothbrush and the clothes I’m wearing, which don’t fit. I don’t even have my own pair of knickers.”


    Rigo wondered what knickers were. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll help you get clothes. I know somebody who can help find out who you are. She’s good at finding people. She’s a friend of the family.”


    Carol perked up. “I trust you, Rigo. I trust you more than anybody I know—which isn’t saying much right now. If you’re serious, I’m ready to go.”


    “Good.” He got to his feet. “Shouldn’t you tell someone you’re leaving?”


    “I will. They’ll be glad I have a place where I can go. One less mouth to feed.” She laughed. Then she became sober. “When I get on my feet, I’m going to come back here and help them. They need all the help they can get—just like I do right now.”


    ***


    Carol showed a lively interest in her surroundings during the drive south on the Harbor Freeway, west on Pacific Coast Highway, and then up the hill into Palos Verdes on Crenshaw Boulevard and several other streets. When they turned onto Hawthorne Boulevard, she recognized the name from the newspaper stories about her.


    “Are we close to the restaurant where you found me?”


    “It’s at the end of Hawthorne, all the way up to the top of the hill where we’re going now, and then all the way down the other side, at the coast.”


    “I’ll buy you dinner at the restaurant—when I get some money.”


    “It’s a bit pricy. I can’t afford to eat there on my salary. Fortunately, I get fed as part of my job. They have good seafood.”


    “Los Angeles doesn’t look familiar to me at all. I don’t think I’ve been here before, at least when I was conscious. I can’t remember ever being in California.”


    “Do you remember where you have been?”


    “Perhaps the East Coast. I think I might recognize places if I saw them in person.”


    “We’re in the electronic age now. We’ve got fancy tools, like the Internet and Google and Google Earth. It’s not quite the same as being there in person, but you might recognize something you see a picture of or read about. We should be able to track you down.”


    



    CHAPTER 4


    “This was my sister’s room. She’s married and living in Phoenix. You can sleep here.”


    “Look at the view.” Carol rushed to the window of the second-story room. “I can see the whole world.”


    “Los Angeles, the mountains, Santa Monica Bay, Malibu, which is around the curve on the east-west section of the coast. Actually, you can see west to Point Dume, where the coast starts to curve north again, and east past Mt. San Gorgonio, the highest peak in Southern California. The closer peak to the right is in Orange County. In the right-hand corner you can see a bit of the Los Angeles harbor. The total distance east to west is over one hundred twenty-five miles.


    “If you let me use this room, I’ll never want to leave.”


    Rigo laughed. “Fortunately, it’s a very clear day. They’re not all like this.” With the aid of a pair of binoculars, he pointed out Santa Monica, Malibu, the Hollywood sign, the Los Angeles Airport, and the Los Angeles version of downtown, with the tall buildings they’d just been among.


    Carol looked through the binoculars for several minutes. “The map was right. Los Angeles is a big place.” She put them down. “Do you have any other siblings?”


    “Another sister, but she’s also married.” Rigo led the way into his room, where he kept his computer, and fired it up. On Google’s page he typed in “missing persons” and retrieved information on 2.5 million Web sites in a fraction of a second. “You aren’t the only missing person in the world.”


    “I guess that should make me feel better.”


    They studied the pictures on the FBI database first. Carol kept looking in the mirror above Rigo’s dresser. “I wonder how long I’ve had short hair. I picture myself with longer hair. It would help if we had a photo of me to compare with these pictures.”


    “No problem.”


    Rigo took out his digital camera and proceeded to snap several head shots of Carol. He posed her so the shaved spots on her head didn’t show. He enjoyed photographing her because she was very photogenic, in spite of her bruises and lacerations, and she had an entrancing smile. It also gave him a better feel for how she would look when the injuries healed, which would help in identifying a photo of her. He loaded the pictures directly from the camera into the computer and printed copies.


    In addition to the FBI, each state appeared to have a department for missing persons. A number of other organizations had sites with many pictures. Rigo and Carol studied them diligently. Only a few photos came close to looking like Carol, regardless of hair length, but closer study ruled them out.


    They checked several states, including California and those close by. Carol suggested they check other states, including those on the East Coast.


    “Okay, but let’s be smart about it. Judging from your accent, or lack thereof, I doubt that you’re from the Deep South. That would rule out Georgia, Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and probably Texas. I suspect Arkansas, Kentucky, and Tennessee aren’t good bets either.”


    “What about the northeast? I feel a kinship to Massachusetts, for some reason. Maybe because I like the name—Massachusetts. It has a delicious sound to it.”


    They looked at Web sites for New York and the New England states. They stopped to eat a lunch thrown together by Rigo from what food he could find in the kitchen, but they didn’t spend a lot of time.


    Back at the computer, they kept looking until Rigo glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to go to work. I have to get to the restaurant before it opens at five, to help set up.” He saw a stricken look on Carol’s face. “It’s okay. My parents should be home by six. My mom will feed you dinner.”


    “Look, I really appreciate what you’re doing for me, but do they really know about me or were you just making that up?”


    “No, no.” He stopped, realizing how badly she must have wanted to get away from the shelter, in spite of her hesitation. “Everything’s cool. I talked to them. They’re good people. You can stay on the computer until they get here.” He hoped his mother would talk to his father before they got home, so Carol wouldn’t come as a complete shock to him.


    Carol sighed. “I don’t think anybody’s looking for me.”


    Rigo wanted to give her a hug, but he didn’t dare. “I care about you, and my parents will, too.”


    “Thank you. I don’t think I want them to first set eyes on me while I’m using your computer in their house. It will look as if I’ve moved in for good. This is too discouraging, anyway.”


    “All right, you can read a book in the living room. They have a big library.”


    Rigo didn’t want to leave. He still had the feeling, however irrational, if she were left alone, she might evaporate like the morning dew. She must have sensed this, because after he showed her the books in the living room, she gave him a smile and told him to go. She would be fine.


    He drove to the restaurant with mixed feelings he couldn’t put into words.


    ***


    “Have some more food. Chicken, beans?” Tina Ramirez waved her hand at several platters sitting on the antique dining room table with high-backed chairs. A matching sideboard dominated one wall.


    “No thanks. It’s all delicious, but I’m absolutely stuffed.” Carol placed her hands on her belly to indicate how full she was. She had been very careful of her table manners, not wanting to spill something in such an elegant setting.


    “But you’re so thin. You need to gain weight.”


    “If you don’t eat, you’ll waste away to a spot of grease.”


    Ernie Ramirez had a wide grin, much like that of his son. He was tall and thin, but not as tall as Rigo. Tina was elegant; there was no other word to describe her. Of the three, only Ernie had a Spanish accent.


    Carol wanted to express her gratitude. “I’m so appreciative you two are allowing me to stay in your beautiful home. I don’t know what would have happened to me, otherwise.”


    Ernie’s eyes twinkled. “You can thank Rigo. It was his idea. He has an eye for—”


    “We’re glad to do it.” Tina frowned at Ernie. “Rigo is a sensitive young man.”


    “I know. I was fortunate he was the person who found me—in more ways than one. Of course, this is temporary. I’m hoping to discover my identity soon.”


    “Don’t worry about having a place to stay.” Ernie gave an expansive gesture. “You can stay as long as you like. Tina was upset when our last daughter got married and left. You can replace her.”


    “It’s true. I don’t like to see them leave the nest. Only Rigo is left now. He went away and then came back after he got his master’s degree. I’m sure he’ll be leaving when he gets a real job.”


    “ If he gets a real job.” Ernie frowned. “What can he do with a master’s degree in psychology or whatever they call the program? He can’t be a therapist unless he puts in several thousand hours of internship. He did a few hundred when he was in school, but he hasn’t done any since.”


    “He’ll do something. We invited him to join the business, but he says he doesn’t want charity. He should have gotten an MBA.”


    Carol suspected this discussion was ongoing. Ernie and Tina were much more informal than their dining room had led her to believe. She started to relax. “I don’t want to freeload. I’d like to help around the house.”


    “Do you know how to make tamales?” Ernie smacked his lips.


    “I think I can cook, but I don’t know about Mexican food. I can learn, however. Maybe I can make dinner, so it will be ready when you get home.”


    “We eat lots of things besides Mexican. Ernie’s a joker.” Tina looked at Carol’s ill-fitting top. “We have to get you some clothes. Tomorrow’s Saturday. You and I are going shopping.”


    “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”


    “It’s okay. We’ll use Ernie’s credit card.”


    “Mine? You’re the one who’s rich.”


    Carol tried to say again they didn’t have to buy her clothes, but then they quit kidding and told her they were glad to do it.


    “I’ll pay you back.” Tears came to her eyes. “I…I wonder if my parents are as nice as you two. I hope they are. If it weren’t for you and Rigo, I’d be sleeping at the mission and wondering what I was going to do next.”


    Tina reached over and patted her shoulder. Carol blew her nose into a paper napkin and tried to recover her composure. “Now I’ll clear the table and wash the dishes.”


    “Ernie will show you how to run the dishwasher. He’s the expert.”


    “Rigo’s the expert.” Ernie made a face. “But now we hope, after all the money we spent on his education, he’ll become expert in something other than washing dishes.”


    



    CHAPTER 5


    Rigo navigated into Orange County using a combination of Pacific Coast Highway, other surface streets, and the 405 freeway. Today was Sunday, a week since he found Carol during the brunch shift. He was working the evening shift today instead of brunch, so they could take this excursion.


    Carol followed their progress on AAA maps, insisting she wanted to be able to find her way around as soon as possible. “I’m starting from scratch here. My mind is blank. I’ve got a lot to learn in a short time. However, I think part of my problem with the local geography is that I’ve never lived here.”


    Her mind wasn’t really blank. She had a well-developed sense of style, judging from the clothes she picked out with Tina’s help yesterday. Even Rigo, a mere man as his sisters liked to say, could see that. She knew how to use a computer, and she made them a delicious omelet for breakfast. She remembered a lot of things. What she had forgotten was information that identified her as a person. Unfortunately, as Rigo was coming to realize, without this information, she wouldn’t be treated like a real person.


    “I’m sorry I don’t have a GPS on this old car. My parents have them on theirs.”


    “It’s better that I learn my way around without a GPS. All a GPS tells you is to turn right or turn left. You don’t get a feel for where you are in relation to other places. Besides, I hate that snotty voice that says ‘recalculating’ whenever you have the nerve to do something other than exactly what it demands.”


    Rigo laughed. She had obviously used a GPS before. He exited the 405 and headed a short distance into a housing tract. Northwestern Orange County was mostly flat, with wide main streets heading north-south and east-west, making it easy to navigate. The oranges and cows had been gone for almost fifty years. He pulled up in front of a one-story house that had been there for a while. A lone palm tree grew in the front yard, and a car almost as old as Rigo’s sat in the driveway.


    “This is where Frances lives.”


    They walked up the short driveway, and Rigo rang the doorbell. The woman who answered was small, with curly hair, rimless glasses, and inquisitive eyes. She gave Rigo a hug and then turned to Carol and shook her hand.


    “Come in, come in.” She stepped back into the small living room and looked Carol up and down. “You don’t fit the picture of a lost soul, especially with your new clothes. From what I heard, your wounds seem to be healing nicely, too.”


    Rigo had mentally noted the same thing about her wounds earlier that morning. In addition, her short skirt and v-neck T-shirt-like top weren’t that much different than many young women wore, but Carol wore them better. The beret she wore to cover her bald spots looked sporty. Makeup almost covered the marks on her face.


    Carol smiled at the compliment. “Tina bought them for me. She and Ernie have been so wonderful—and Rigo, too.”


    “Yes, I can see why Rigo would take an interest in you.” Frances gave Rigo an amused look. “Not trying to belittle what you did for Carol.” Back at her. “I’ve known Rigo since he was a pup, so I’m allowed to kid him. I’ve been friends with his parents forever. Come into the back room. It’s more comfortable. I’ll get us some iced tea.”


    The back room had sofas you could sink into and a large coffee table to work on. Frances’ laptop computer sat there. She brought in a pitcher of iced tea and glasses.


    Carol was obviously fascinated with her. “I understand you’re a forensic genealogist. I’ve never heard of that before—as far as I can remember.” She made a face when she said “remember.”


    “It’s a fancy way of saying I help find who was who, and who did what and when.”


    “That’s exactly the kind of help I need. But I’m afraid I can’t pay you for your time. As you know, I don’t have any money.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I’m intrigued by the challenge. Rigo, thanks for e-mailing me the photos of Carol this morning. You’re a good photographer. I’ve already started putting them on Web sites for missing and unidentified persons.”


    “We looked at a bunch of those yesterday.”


    Carol cut in. “Nobody except us seems to be looking for me. Maybe I’m an orphan. Maybe I don’t have any family.”


    Frances nodded. “If so, that will add some complexity. Certainly your attacker isn’t looking for you. He probably thinks you’re dead. If he’s seen the news reports to the contrary, he hopes you won’t regain your memory. I understand the police have checked your fingerprints with national databases and haven’t come up with anything. I guess you’re a law-abiding citizen.”


    “That’s a relief. Although, if I were a felon, at least I’d know who I am.”


    Frances turned on a tape recorder. “Do you mind if I record our conversation? I want a friend of mine to listen to it who’s an expert on accents. Although you don’t seem to have much of one. Also, write something for me.” Frances produced a piece of paper and a pen. “Write ‘Carol Golden’ and then write the sentence, ‘The quick young fox jumps over the lazy brown dog’ and anything else that comes into your head.”


    “I know.” Carol smiled as she began writing. “You have a friend who’s a handwriting expert.”


    “Yes. Now I’d like you to take a DNA test. It’s easy to do; you just scrape the inside of your cheek with what looks like a miniature toothbrush. I’ve got a kit with me for just such an occasion. Although, we don’t come across an amnesiac every day. I’ll go get it.”


    When she went out of the room, Carol turned to Rigo. “Don’t these tests cost money?”


    “Shhh. My parents will pay for it.”


    “Your parents are paying for everything.”


    “They’ve got plenty of money.”


    “But I don’t want to be a charity case.”


    Rigo put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. You’ll get a chance to pay them back.”


    Frances returned with the DNA kit and showed Carol how to scrape the inside of her cheek. She had to do it twice more, three hours apart. Frances explained what would happen to it. “We’ll test your mitochondrial DNA, or mt-DNA as it’s called. This is DNA that exists outside the cell nucleus. The beauty of it is a mother passes it intact to all her children.”


    “So I have the same mt-DNA as my mother.”


    “And your mother’s mother, and her mother, back for thousands of years. It will show what group, called a haplogroup, you belong to, which will allow us to trace your female ancestors’ path out of Africa.”


    “At the moment I’d just like to trace my mother or grandmother.”


    “Your DNA will be placed on a database using a code to identify it. When it matches the DNA of someone else, we’ll contact that person. It could be a man. If you have any brothers or sisters they have the same mt-DNA you have.”


    Rigo had taken a class in genetics. “Couldn’t there be thousands of people who have the same mt-DNA as Carol?”


    “Yes, that’s possible, depending on what group you’re in. We can’t prove somebody is your sibling or in your direct ancestral line with it. We’ll use it in conjunction with any other information we have about Carol.”


    Carol looked thoughtful. “What if we find somebody who might be my father? Is there a DNA test we can do?”


    “We’ll also test your autosomal, or non-sex-linked DNA. Using statistical analysis, we can determine probable relationships. You and each of your parents or full brothers and sisters share about half of your DNA, including identical segments of what are called markers. Grandparents, half siblings, aunts, or uncles share roughly a quarter of your DNA. You share a percentage of your DNA with your cousins, depending on whether they’re first, second, third—”


    “Let’s say we find somebody we think is about a second cousin through statistical analysis, but we don’t know exactly how we’re related. What do we do then?”


    “We start with whatever clues we have about you and look for your common ancestor. Genealogical information is widely available online as more and more people get interested in their past. We can also look up records of births, deaths, marriages, and other vital statistics that are kept in dusty old rooms in dusty old buildings if we have to. You haven’t lived until you’ve tried to read handwritten two hundred-year-old record books—or perhaps thousand-year-old record books.”


    Carol laughed. “We need to know where to look in order to do that.”


    “Right. Let’s keep the horse before the cart. We need to find people who recognize you, or identify relationships based on where you might have lived, gone to school, worked. What are your family names? That’s why a presence on the Internet is important. It’s fun to find one’s great grandparents, but in your case, we’re just trying to find your parents.”


    “Thanks for the lesson. Statistical analysis sounds like fun. I know girls aren’t supposed to like math, but I have the feeling I’ve dabbled in it at some point.”


    Frances picked up a pad. “That’s good to know. I’ll put it on your profile. It’s time I got off my professorial stool. Tell me what else you remember.”


    “Not much of anything. I have feelings rather than memory. I have a feeling I don’t live in California. Nothing here seems to be familiar to me.”


    “Do you have any feelings for any other part of the country?”


    “Possibly the northeast.”


    “Your accent is compatible with that, although you don’t sound like a New Yorker or a Bostonian. You undoubtedly have a Social Security number, but finding it without a name or your birth date is almost impossible, especially because of privacy laws. You probably have a driver’s license—”


    “She told me she’s a good driver and keeps asking me to let her drive.”


    “I’m sure I can drive a car, but Rigo won’t let me.” Carol gave Rigo a poke, almost spilling the glass of iced tea he was holding.


    Frances said, “You can prove it in an empty parking lot early in the morning. Drivers’ licenses are issued by state. Some states have facial recognition software that can be used to match a photo with pictures on their database, but each state handles that sort of thing differently. Unless we know what state issued your license, we can’t really pursue finding it.”


    Rigo asked, “What about high school and college records?”


    “Certainly. Again, if we can pin down a location, that will help. Carol, you’re smart. You probably went to college. If we can find out your areas of expertise, that can assist us in checking college records and also possible jobs you might have had. Math might be one possibility.”


    “I don’t know whether I’m an expert at anything except getting hit on the head. Although, thankfully, my headaches are getting less frequent.”


    “What about hypnosis for bringing back memory?” Rigo had been partially hypnotized by a classmate in college, and, based on the experience he wasn’t completely convinced it was a good thing.


    “It’s a possibility. You have to be careful. There are cases on record where the person being hypnotized produced false memories.”


    Carol frowned. “Judging from the time I was probably placed in the Dumpster, the doctors think I was unconscious for about twenty-four hours. I don’t want to lose control like that again, at least not right now. Maybe later…”


    “We’ll keep that in reserve. For purposes of describing you, I need your height and weight.”


    “I looked at my hospital records. They said I was five eight and a hundred and fifteen pounds. I may have gained a couple of pounds since then.”


    “Good. You’re awfully thin. Your hair…” Carol took off her beret “…is dark brown, with bald spots.”


    “Some of my hair was shaved off because of my injuries. Those spots are temporary—I hope. But I have a permanent scar on my abdomen that isn’t new.”


    Frances noted that. “And your eyes?” Frances looked closely at her. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’d say they’re almost violet.”


    Rigo took his turn. For a moment he had the feeling her eyes were deep wells and he was in danger of falling into them. He recovered himself with a jerk. “Definitely violet.”


    “Skin color—interesting. That of a tan Caucasian. Have you been out in the sun?”


    “Not in the last few days.”


    “I suspect your ancestry is mixed.” Frances made more notes. “Here’s an idea. You’re young. Most young people today have a presence on the Internet. Social sites like Facebook. Videos on YouTube. Pretty girls are especially likely to have their pictures out there. You have the face and figure of a model. Rigo, here’s your assignment. Search the Internet for Carol’s picture. You know the likely places better than I do.”


    Rigo faked a gasp. “Find her on the Internet? Yeah, there are only a few gazillion Web sites where she could be. It will take me at least a day to scan them. Or maybe a century.”


    “My hair might have been longer in the past. I keep thinking it’s too short.”


    “Hair length is obviously not a good way of finding a match.” Colleen studied Carol’s hair. “Neither is color, because many people dye their hair, although yours doesn’t look dyed. Your high hairline is a good indicator because that doesn’t change much. Neither does the shape of the eyebrow ridge. Skin color is iffy; any Caucasian with a tan will match your color. Your eyes are distinctive. If a photo shows a girl’s eyes clearly, that will help. We can also use the shape of your face. You’re young, and I doubt that you’ve ever been fat, so your face has probably always had the same shape.”


    Rigo was still looking for sympathy. “Not only do I have to know what Web sites to check, I also have to become an expert on comparing facial characteristics.”


    Frances didn’t appear to have any pity for him. “Do your best. We don’t have a lot to go on, so we’ve got to look at every possibility.” She turned to Carol. “What I’ll do is to put all the information we have about you on the Internet. What we’re hoping is that somebody is looking for you and will find your profile. That’s our best bet, but it may take some time. We can’t canvass the world, so we hope that the world will come to us, or at least the people who know you. You have to have patience. That’s one thing I’ve learned in this business.”


    Carol nodded. “I know. It’s hard. I suspect I’m not the patient type. I can help. I know how to surf the Internet. I’ll also check Google Earth for places I might have been. We’ve done some of that already.”


    “Anything like that can be useful. I’ll work on getting somebody interested in writing an article about you that people who know you might read. However, that will be hard to do until we have more information about you. You’re not a celebrity, and we don’t know what part of the country to concentrate on. It would be nice if we could get you on Oprah or a news show. Unfortunately, that puts you in competition with half the world. Everybody wants their fifteen minutes of fame. If you remember things you’ve done, where you might have lived, trips you’ve taken—every piece of information helps. Rigo, I’m sure you won’t mind exposing her to different activities to see if anything jogs her memory.”


    “Aye aye, sir.”


    ***


    This was the third evening meal Carol had eaten with Tina and Ernie. Rigo was at the restaurant. Sunday evening was one of their busiest times. Carol helped Tina prepare the food, something she enjoyed doing. She was learning about Mexican cooking. At the table, Carol asked them when they came to the United States.


    Ernie said, “We were both born in Mexico, but we met here. We came over many years ago. Our children were born here.”


    “Do you ever go back?”


    “My mother still lives there, in a little town south of the border. She won’t leave. We go there at least once a year to see her.”


    Tina had been watching Carol. “You know, dear, you eat like the English.”


    “I do?” Carol hadn’t paid any attention to the way she was eating.


    “Yes. You always keep your fork in your left hand. You don’t change hands like Americans do.”


    Carol compared the way she was holding her fork to the method used by Tina and Ernie. When cutting and eating meat, they constantly changed hands. She didn’t. She held the fork in her left hand with the tines pointed toward the plate and her index finger along the back. The knife was in her right hand with her index finger on the top.


    “I didn’t realize it.”


    “Another thing. When we were buying you underwear, you referred to panties as knickers. That’s English terminology.”


    Ernie was excited. “Those are clues. You’ve obviously spent time in Great Britain. When we went there, we were amused to watch them eat—and they were amused by us.”


    The significance dawned on Carol. “My God. That’s right. I’m sure I’ve been in London. I have a picture of the London tube system in my head.”


    Tina looked thoughtful. “You must have been there for a while, and yet you don’t have a trace of an accent.”


    “I can speak English English.” Carol was confident she could imitate Winston Churchill. She lowered her voice. “We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.”


    “Bravo.” Ernie and Tina clapped. “You’ve got to pass this information on to Frances.”


    “I’ll call her right after dinner.”


    



    CHAPTER 6


    Frances was doing a routine check of her e-mail on Tuesday morning when one caught her eye. The subject was “Carol Golden.” She quickly read the rest of it:


    



    Hi Frances,


    



    I am a probate attorney in Chapel Hill, NC. I first heard of you 2 years ago when the daughter of one of my clients went missing. I have been checking your website weekly since then since you are in the business of identifying dead people, hoping that if Cynthia Sakai (the missing girl) is dead that someone might have contacted you to identify her body. I believe I even emailed you information about her at one time.


    



    My clients are a wealthy couple in Chapel Hill—excuse me, were a wealthy couple because they were both killed in the crash of their private plane in the Atlantic about a month ago, along with their son, Michael. About a year ago they each made an addendum to their wills to the effect that I, as their executor, would have 2 years to find Cynthia. If I don’t find her the estate goes to charity. That leaves me with a year to find her.


    



    Your website says that you’re looking for the real identity of the girl called Carol Golden. I followed your link and studied the photo and description of Carol. Although this may be wishful thinking on my part, I have hope, however slim, that Cynthia might still be alive and that Carol might be her.


    



    In addition to the photo, which bears a striking resemblance to Cynthia, and her description, which is also close, the fact that Carol may have spent time in the UK is of great interest as Cynthia was working in London when she disappeared.


    



    If Carol is Cynthia, this would be a win-win situation, to say the least. Carol would recover her identity (not to mention the money, which is 8 figures), and her grandmother, who lives here in Chapel Hill, would be overjoyed. Not to mention my satisfaction at carrying out the wishes of my clients.


    



    Let me know your thoughts on this.


    



    Yours sincerely,


    Paul Vigiano


    Attorney at Law


    



    His address and phone number were also enclosed. Frances liked to strike quickly when she had a lead. She checked her watch—it was early afternoon on the East Coast—grabbed her phone and punched in the number given by the attorney. A woman answered with the generic greeting, “Law Offices.” Frances gave her name and asked to speak to Paul Vigiano. She was put on hold. She checked her watch again and was interested to note that Mr. Vigiano answered the phone within thirty seconds.


    “Frances—hi. Paul Vigiano. I’ve been looking at your Web site so long, I feel I know you.”


    “Hello, Mr. Vigiano. I have a vague memory of receiving an e-mail from you before, but that was quite a while ago.”


    “Almost two years. But now we’ve really got something to talk about. Is Carol, as you call her, recovered from her injuries?”


    “She’s doing very well. She still has some scars on her face and head, but they’ll heal.”


    “Good. How would you describe her personality?”


    “Outgoing, warm. To my surprise, she doesn’t seem particularly depressed by the loss of her memory and identity, but she is determined to recover them again. She’s active rather than passive. She won’t sit around waiting for someone else to help her.”


    “That sounds like Cynthia, or at least what I remember about her and know about her from her parents. She was involved in everything.”


    “What about her coloring?”


    “Her father’s Japanese. I would say her coloring matches the picture of Carol.”


    “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?”


    “I haven’t seen her since she was in high school. She was away most of the time when she attended college in Massachusetts. She went off to London two years ago, as I mentioned in the e-mail, and disappeared almost immediately. Her parents went over to look for her, and I hired a detective to help them, but we turned up nothing.”


    “Do you have a fairly recent photo of her you could e-mail me, so I can compare it on this end?”


    “I’m looking for one. There’s a photo we used when we were first looking for her. I’ve misplaced my copy, but it’s on a missing persons Web site on the Internet. Her parents had the original. I haven’t had a chance to get their house cleaned out yet. That photo and others must be there.”


    “How about her grandmother? Does she have any?”


    “I’ll check with her and see what she has.”


    “What are the names of her parents?”


    “Helen and Richard Sakai.”


    “Your e-mail says Cynthia’s last name is Sakai. Has she ever been married?”


    “No…not that I know of.”


    Frances wrote quickly on her lined pad. “And her grandmother?”


    “I’d like to speak to Carol on the phone. Can you arrange that?”


    “Yes; I’ll talk to her and get back to you.”


    “Where is she staying?”


    “With a friend.”


    “What’s the number where she’s staying?”


    “Let me talk to her first. This is going to come as a shock to her. I’ll set it up so she calls you. What did you say the name of Cynthia’s grandmother is?”


    “Listen, I’ve got to take another call. I’ll be here all day tomorrow. I’d like to talk to Carol then.”


    The line went dead. It took Frances four minutes to find the story of the plane crash in the Web site run by the Raleigh newspaper, the News & Observer . Helen and Richard Sakai and their son, Michael, had died on August 14, 2009. Judging by the length of the article, they must have been prominent citizens. An eight-figure estate—something in excess of ten million dollars—was certainly a possibility.


    Elizabeth Horton was listed in the article as being the mother of Helen. Cynthia’s name was also mentioned as their daughter with the statement that she had been missing for two years. Frances decided to look for stories about Cynthia and photos of her later on the Internet.


    Frances found the phone number and address of Elizabeth Horton in nine minutes. She punched the number into her phone. After three rings, the phone was answered with a firm voice.


    “Hello.”


    “Hello, is this Elizabeth Horton?”


    “Yes.”


    “You don’t know me. My name is Frances Moran. I was just talking to Paul Vigiano. I believe you know him .”


    “Of course. He’s the lawyer who’s handling the estate of my daughter and son-in-law.” She spoke with a slight southern drawl.


    “Yes. He’s also trying to locate your granddaughter, Cynthia.”


    “Poor Cynthia. I don’t hold out much hope for her. First my husband died, then Cynthia disappeared, and now my daughter died. I don’t know if I can take any more tragedies.”


    Frances decided to downplay what she was going to say. “You have my sincere condolences, Mrs. Horton. There may be nothing to this, but Mr. Vigiano called me because I’m working with a young woman who has amnesia. Mr. Vigiano saw her picture and thinks she looks something like Cynthia.”


    “Oh.”


    When Mrs. Horton didn’t say anything more, Frances continued. “There’s a way we can definitely prove this woman isn’t your granddaughter, if that’s the case. It’s called a DNA test. She’s already taken the test. If you take the same test we’ll compare results. If you don’t match, she’s not your granddaughter.”


    “And if we match?”


    “That doesn’t prove she’s your granddaughter, but it’s strong evidence that would be taken into consideration along with other things. Of course, you’d want to meet her if you match.”


    “Does it hurt to take the test?”


    Frances gave her a description of the DNA test. Mrs. Horton agreed to take it. Frances told her a little about Carol, but in such a way that she wouldn’t get her hopes up. When they were about to end the call, Frances asked her a question.


    “Do you think you’ll tell Paul Vigiano you’re taking the test?”


    Mrs. Horton paused before answering. “You know, now that you’ve put a bug in my ear, I don’t believe I will. He’s got a vested interest in finding Cynthia. The terms of the wills provide that if he locates her, he’ll receive several million dollars as a finder’s fee, over and above his fee for handling the estate. I don’t want him…tampering with the evidence.”


    “Interesting. Do you have a recent picture of Cynthia you could send me?”


    “Nothing in the past two years since she’s been missing. When she disappeared, I gave some of my pictures of her to Helen and Richard to use in trying to find her. I’ll see what I can dig up.”


    As soon as the call ended, Frances ordered a DNA test kit to be sent to Mrs. Horton. Then she called a friend of hers in Raleigh who owed her a favor. He agreed to check the terms of the wills left by Richard and Helen Sakai.


    Frances found a picture of Cynthia Sakai on a Web site for missing persons, but it wasn’t a good shot. Cynthia’s hair was longer than Carol’s. Their features and coloring were similar, but shadows on the Web picture made it difficult to compare their eyes. It wasn’t conclusive one way or another whether Cynthia and Carol were the same person.


    



    CHAPTER 7


    “Everything checks out so far. The provisions of the will are what Paul Vigiano described. The preliminary value of the estate is estimated at about twenty million dollars, of which Paul Vigiano receives twenty-five percent if he finds Cynthia Sakai. Her parents and brother died in the crash of their small plane in the Atlantic Ocean. The bodies of the parents have been recovered, but not that of Michael, the brother. The grandmother’s name is Elizabeth Horton. She’s agreed to take a DNA test, but it will be several weeks before we get the results. I don’t think she’s mentioned it to Vigiano.”


    Frances paused to give Carol a chance to respond. Rigo had driven Carol to Frances’ house where they were preparing for Carol to call Vigiano.


    Carol shook her head. “The name Elizabeth Horton doesn’t register. Just as the name of the girl doesn’t. Cynthia Sakai. Could I be Cynthia Sakai?”


    “It starts with ‘C’ just like ‘Carol,’ the name you chose for yourself.” Rigo shrugged, realizing how far-fetched that was.


    “A hard ‘C’ and a soft ‘C.’ Not exactly a match. You’re trying to reach the roof without a ladder. Anyway, I probably pulled ‘Carol’ out of thin air.”


    “Don’t worry about not remembering names. After all, you’ve got amnesia.” Frances handed Carol the phone. “Do you mind if I listen in?”


    “Please do. I’m nervous about this, because I don’t know what to say. I can’t remember anything about my parents or my grandmother. Or about having a lot of money.”


    “Tell the truth. Don’t pretend to remember anything you don’t. If you do, Vigiano will see through it and think you’re a fortune hunter. Just be your charming self.”


    Carol had a surprised look. “You know, I hadn’t even thought about the money until you said that, at least as other than some abstract concept. But it would be nice to be able to pay back everything I owe you and Rigo’s parents. And help the children at the shelter.”


    “Don’t worry about that now. It’s ten thirty—one thirty in North Carolina. Go ahead and make the call.” Frances went into her bedroom and brought back a wireless receiver so she could listen.


    Carol realized her nervousness was fear of the unknown—or fear of the forgotten. She didn’t want to get her hopes up too high, but she had to find out whether there was any possibility she might be Cynthia Sakai. She punched in Paul Vigiano’s number. The woman who answered the phone put the call through to his office.


    “Hi, Carol, this is Paul Vigiano.”


    “Hello, Mr. Vigiano.”


    “Please call me Paul. I was very close to Cynthia’s parents. I’m hoping you are Cynthia.”


    “I’m sorry; I don’t know. I can’t remember anything about being Cynthia.”


    “At least you’re honest. Your voice sounds like I remember Cynthia’s.”


    “The voice expert said I didn’t have any trace of a southern accent.”


    “You wouldn’t. This part of North Carolina has become quite cosmopolitan. The kids you—or Cynthia—went to school with often came from somewhere else and didn’t have southern accents. Tell me, do you remember anything about your past life?”


    “Nothing, I’m afraid. I think I’ve been in the northeastern United States, and we think I’ve been in England.”


    “You know Cynthia went to college in New England and disappeared while she was working in London.”


    “What kind of work was she doing?”


    
      
        “Actually, we think she was writing. A novel or something.”
      

    


    
      
        “About what?”
      

    


    “I don’t know. Whatever she wrote seems to have disappeared along with her.”


    “How did she live?”


    “Her parents sent her money at first, but she disappeared almost immediately. I suspect from what they’ve said she may have done some modeling for an artist.”


    “You mean like nude modeling?” Carol was surprised this idea didn’t shock her.


    “She apparently wasn’t very forthcoming with her parents on that point. We never found the artist, assuming he existed. When I hired someone to look for Cynthia, he heard a story about an artist who had died in an auto accident and could have been the one, but nobody seemed to know much about him. The trail was already cold.”


    “Tell me more about her parents.”


    Vigiano told about a girl from North Carolina who had fallen in love with a brilliant Japanese boy; he had gone through M.I.T. on a scholarship and then worked in the Research Triangle bordered by Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill; his patents on high-tech inventions had made them a lot of money that they used for, among other things, learning to fly and buying their own airplane; they had a boy named Michael and a girl named Cynthia; she grew up and attended a college in Massachusetts and then went to London to write; one morning, a month ago, the parents’ plane crashed in the ocean soon after takeoff while they, and their son, were flying home from a business conference in New England.


    Carol felt overwhelmed by all the information and her lack of response to it. She knew she should react in some way, but to her it sounded like a family she might have read about in a novel. She asked Vigiano what Cynthia was like as a child.


    “She was, as I recall, headstrong, independent, creative, and fun loving.”


    Carol laughed. “That’s almost exactly what the handwriting expert said about me.”


    “She was editor of her high school newspaper. I remember she interviewed me once for a story she was writing. She liked to have her own way, and she usually got it.”


    “I can relate to that.”


    “Carol, I’d really like to meet you in person.”


    “Are you coming to Los Angeles?”


    “Not in the near future. No, I mean I’d like to have you come here. Then you can meet Mrs. Horton also. She would be able to tell if you’re Cynthia.”


    “I don’t have any money. Besides that, I can’t fly because I don’t have a government-issued I.D. I can’t get one because I don’t have a birth certificate.”


    “Yes, that’s a problem—not the money; I can pay for the trip out of the estate, since I have reason to believe you may be Cynthia. But the inability to fly is a problem. You could go AMTRAK, but that would take several days each way. Going by Greyhound would take even longer.”


    “I’m sorry; I don’t know what to suggest.”


    “Let me think about it. Give me the telephone number and address where you’re staying.”


    Carol glanced at Frances. Frances didn’t shake her head no and Carol didn’t know why she shouldn’t give out the information. Everything seemed to be on the up and up. Mr. Vigiano—Paul—sounded straightforward and honest. She recited the address and phone number of Tina and Ernie, and Vigiano said he’d get back to her.


    The call ended and Carol looked at Frances with mixed feelings. “Do you think I’m Cynthia?”


    “It’s too soon to tell for sure. You could be. Did anything in the call jog your memory?”


    “Not really. I’m not sure I could do what Cynthia was doing in London.”


    Rigo had shared the receiver with Frances and heard most of the call. “You mean the nude modeling?”


    “No, writing a novel. I know I can write, and I can picture myself being an editor of a school newspaper. I seem to have a basic command of the English language. I can write a declarative sentence. But a whole book? What would I write about? I mean, even when I had my memory I probably didn’t have enough life experience to do that.”


    Frances said, “Unfortunately, we’ll probably never know since the manuscript appears to be lost. It might provide valuable clues to your identity for anyone who found it, despite the fact it’s supposed to be fiction. They say a writer’s first novel has autobiographical elements. Or maybe they all do.”


    A desire was growing inside Carol. “I’d like to go to North Carolina and find out the truth. Am I Cynthia or aren’t I? Even if I have to go by train. It would be fun to take a train across the country. It might help me remember things. Maybe I picked the name Carol because it’s part of Carolina.”


    Rigo showed alarm. “Going cross-country without an identity is a dangerous business.”


    Frances nodded her agreement. “Why don’t you wait until we have the results of the DNA tests—yours and Mrs. Horton’s? If you don’t match, there’s no need to go, because that means you’re definitely not Cynthia. If you do match, you have to go.”


    Carol had caught hints from Rigo that he was afraid she’d disappear. She was glad he was concerned about her, but she was chafed by the idea that he always had to be with her. She wanted to run her own life. She was going to run her own life.


    



    CHAPTER 8


    Carol suggested they walk to the football game. It couldn’t be much more than a mile to the high school from the house, mostly downhill. Of course, it would be uphill returning. Since Palos Verdes went from sea level to 1,500 feet, a walker or jogger had to go either up or down. There wasn’t a lot of level terrain.


    Rigo said he’d walked to school and had even walked home. He admitted that after he owned a car, he pretty much forgot about walking. “I need to drive because I have to go directly to the restaurant after the game. Of course, I’ll take you home first.”


    “No, I’ll walk home.” Carol thought of the Ramirez house as home. It was the only home she knew. She’d started taking walks in the hilly neighborhood, between the time Rigo left for work and his parents arrived home. She wanted to gain strength and stamina. Walking uphill let her know how out of shape she was. She was sure she’d been physically fit before she was attacked.


    Once they were in Rigo’s car, it occurred to Carol he’d be late for work. “The game is going to overlap your working hours. Won’t you have to leave early? Friday must be one of the busiest nights at the restaurant.”


    Rigo grinned. “I’ve got a special dispensation from my boss to arrive late on the days we have home games. I just have to work harder when I get there. And I may not be able to eat dinner until late.”


    “You’re too skinny to have played football yourself.”


    “I don’t like any sport where you get hit by somebody twice your size. Tennis is my racket.”


    They parked in the high school parking lot, and Rigo paid the nominal fee for the tickets. Carol didn’t like not having any money of her own, and she vowed to change the situation. Maybe she was Cynthia Sakai. If so, she’d be financially set for life. That would be nice.


    She and Rigo had spent the last two days scouring the Internet for information about the Sakai family. They had looked at the missing persons photo of Cynthia. Carol remembered what Rigo had said about it.


    “This picture makes her look almost weird. I mean, she was apparently a model, but you’d never know it looking at this shot. I’m into old movies. One I like is a cult movie called Fast Times at Ridgemont High , which had Sean Penn in it. More important, a young and very beautiful Phoebe Cates was in it, surely one of the most gorgeous women who ever lived. Yet, I’ve seen a PR photo of her in which she looked almost ugly. I think we’ve got the same situation here.”


    “What made you think of Phoebe Cates?”


    “You did.”


    Carol knew Rigo was just trying to be nice. After all, she had scars and bald spots. She was wearing her beret. Still, a woman liked to hear compliments, however insincere.


    They walked into the stadium and sat in the bleachers. Most of the spectators were noisy students or parents. The teens couldn’t sit still. They were always running around to get something to eat or talking to their friends.


    Carol saw the view beyond the stadium was very similar to that from the Ramirez house. It was like looking down from the aerie of a hawk. She had seen several of the graceful birds soaring above the canyons, scanning them, trying to spot a juicy rodent to eat for lunch. From somewhere she remembered their vision would allow them to read a newspaper at a distance unimaginable to humans.


    She was glad she’d brought a sweater based on Rigo’s advice—purchased for her by Tina. Although the September afternoon was still warm, it was cooling off, and the sun was going down behind the bleachers. A breeze had sprung up. Rigo had told her the rule for living in a desert area like Los Angeles was that regardless of the daytime temperature, always take a wrap to wear at night. The dry air couldn’t hold the heat.


    She had vague memories of watching football games—the noise, the crunch of players hitting each other, the high spirits, the cheerleaders, the bands, the majorettes. Could she have been a cheerleader—or perhaps a majorette? She would like to get her hands on a baton, sometime, to see if she could twirl one. It didn’t look that difficult.


    Rigo stood up and waved as he spotted his friend, Adam, walking around the bleachers. Adam, still dressed in business clothes, climbed up the wooden steps and joined them.


    Rigo introduced Adam and Carol to each other. “Carol, this is my friend, Adam. Adam, this is Carol.”


    Carol reached out and shook Adam’s hand. He had a large hand, but his fingers weren’t as long as Rigo’s. He was tall and handsome, with the blond hair and blue eyes of a Scandinavian.


    He gave Carol a sunny smile. “From Rigo’s description of how you looked when he found you, I thought you’d be a basket case, but I must say he’s been withholding evidence.” He sat down beside Carol, so she was between the two men.


    Rigo spoke quickly. “Adam is married and has two children.”


    Carol remembered what else Rigo had said about him. “I understand you two have been friends since elementary school. You were on the tennis team together, and you still play tennis with each other.”


    Adam had a mock sorrowful look. “We’re going to keep playing until I can beat him. That’s the only reason our friendship has continued this long. Plus the fact that his parents are among my best clients.”


    “You’re a financial advisor, aren’t you? Are you skipping out of work early? Rigo is going to start work late.”


    “Being a financial advisor is like having my own business. I set my own hours. My office is just a half mile from here.”


    “Did you walk here?”


    “No, I drove.”


    “Doesn’t anybody walk in Los Angeles?”


    Adam looked across at Rigo and spoke over the roar of the crowd as the Palos Verdes team made a long gain. “She obviously isn’t from here. We’d love to have you join us on the hill, however. We need some new blood. Your coloring is similar to Rigo’s. Maybe you’re Hispanic. I think Rigo and his family are the only Hispanics living in Palos Verdes who aren’t live-in caretakers and nannies. We could use a few more rich ones.”


    Carol was taken aback by this statement. It sounded racist to her. It didn’t seem to bother Rigo who responded in turn. “You’re about to be knocked off your pedestal, g ringo . The Asians are taking over the hill. Soon you’ll know what it’s like to be part of a minority.”


    “ Es verdad . Most of my clients are Asian. They have all the money.” Adam faked glumness but then brightened as he spoke to Carol. “I’d be happy to look after your investment needs.”


    “I don’t have any money.”


    “You and Rigo are singing the same song. A temporary situation, I assume, at least in your case. Beautiful women don’t have trouble attracting money. I’m not so sure about Rigo.”


    First Rigo and now Adam. If enough men implied she was beautiful, she might start believing it.


    ***


    Carol declined offers from both Rigo and Adam to drive her home. It almost seemed as if they were competing for her attention. She suspected competition formed a significant part of their relationship.


    She made it up the hill, puffing slightly less than she had several days before when she had started walking, and strolled the long driveway that went between two other houses, to where the Ramirez house was set near the edge of the cliff. Ernie and Tina weren’t home yet. She knew this because a FedEx package was sitting at the front door. They had given her a key. She unlocked the door and carried the flat cardboard container inside.


    Only then did she glance at the address on the package. She did a double take. Her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. The package was indeed addressed to Carol Golden. How could that be? She looked for the address of the shipper. It was Paul Vigiano’s law firm.


    Recovering from her initial shock, she wondered what Paul, as he wanted to be called, was sending her. She tore off a cardboard strip and flipped up the flap to get to the contents. There were several computer-printed pages and an envelope. She glanced at the first page; it was a letter from Paul. Without reading it, she looked at the second page and realized it was an airline E-ticket. The passenger’s name was…Cynthia Sakai. Was this some kind of a joke?


    She quickly tore open the envelope. The first thing she saw was a considerable quantity of bills—twenty-dollar bills. There was also a small plastic card. She pulled out the card. It was a driver’s license from the state of North Carolina. Her picture was on it—one of the pictures Rigo had taken of her, except her scars had been erased. The name on the license was Cynthia Sakai, and the address was Chapel Hill.


    Carol went back to the letter. Below the usual addresses, dates, and such at the top of a business letter it read:


    



    Dear Carol,


    



    I talked to Elizabeth Horton about you and she wants to meet you as soon as possible. The enclosed ticket will allow you to fly to Raleigh-Durham using the name Cynthia Sakai. After all, this may be your name! The driver’s license will serve as your identification. It is a legitimate North Carolina license and nobody will question it. It isn’t the license Cynthia had when she disappeared, but that disappeared with her.


    



    I have made reservations for you at a local hotel. All your expenses will be paid while you’re here. To cover any incidental expenses you might have I’m enclosing $500.


    



    It’s in the best interests of all of us (you, Mrs. Horton and myself) that we establish whether or not you are actually Cynthia Sakai without delay.


    



    Please feel free to call me if you have any questions. I look forward to seeing you on Monday evening. Somebody will meet you at the airport.


    



    Yours sincerely,


    Paul Vigiano


    Attorney at Law


    



    Carol looked at the driver’s license again. It said she had been born on August 10, 1984, which would make her twenty-five years old. That was all right with her. It sounded like a good age. Could she really do this? By using a fake driver’s license, she’d be breaking the law.


    She felt guilty. She’d probably always been a law-abiding citizen. Her fingerprints weren’t on file. But almost anything she did broke the law. Just by living she was probably breaking the law because she didn’t have the documentation the law required. When she looked at the problem like that, it didn’t really matter what she did. A growing excitement and anticipation inside told her she was no longer worried about the law.


    She heard a noise at the front door. Tina and Ernie were home. She stuffed everything back into the cardboard container and ran up the stairs with it. She placed it in the drawer of the dresser in her room, underneath the underwear Tina had bought for her. She wasn’t sure why she was doing this. She only knew she wasn’t ready to discuss it with them.


    



    CHAPTER 9


    The alarm went off at five a.m. It startled Carol, even though she’d been in and out of sleep for a couple of hours, waiting for the buzz. She reached under the pillow, where she’d placed the clock to muffle the sound, and throttled it.


    She jumped out of bed and turned on the light, listening for any other noise in the house. She didn’t think the alarm had awakened anybody. Ernie and Tina arose about six on a work day, and Rigo, who had worked the Sunday evening shift last night, would sleep for several more hours.


    She quickly dressed, including putting on the sweater she would need against the morning chill. She picked up the small suitcase she had found in the garage and went downstairs, barefoot. She used the downstairs bathroom, gulped a glass of water, and grabbed a muffin before she walked out the front door and quietly closed it behind her.


    It was still dark outside, but streetlights lit her way, and she had sidewalks to walk on here in Rancho Palos Verdes, unlike a couple of the four cities that made up the Palos Verdes Peninsula. She had a short walk to the bus stop on Hawthorne Boulevard, mostly downhill. The suitcase couldn’t weigh much more than ten pounds. It contained her clothes, a comb, a toothbrush, and a few makeup essentials—in other words, all her possessions.


    She had checked out the Los Angeles metropolitan bus system on the Internet. She could get to LAX with just one transfer. She had broken one of her twenty dollar bills at a bank in the shopping center on Hawthorne, so she had the correct change. Even if Ernie and Tina got up before the bus came, they probably wouldn’t realize she was gone. If for some reason they became aware of her departure, they would think she was out for an early morning walk. She had taken such walks on Saturday and Sunday to condition them. They wouldn’t send out a search party this early.


    There was already some commuter traffic on Hawthorne, heading down the hill to offices and stores and factories that could be anywhere from a few miles to an arduous drive away. The residents of Palos Verdes worked everywhere, and the earlier they got started in the morning the easier their commute became.


    She crossed Hawthorne with the light and sat down on the sheltered bench provided for bus passengers, feeling she was starting to live her life again.


    ***


    Rigo had a job interview at ten, so he’d set his alarm for seven forty-five. On the way to the shower, he noticed Carol’s door was closed. This was unusual; she usually left it open except when she was asleep. She hadn’t slept this late since she’d arrived.


    He showered, shaved, and got dressed, then went downstairs to eat breakfast. His parents had gone to work. Rigo counted cereal bowls and determined Carol hadn’t eaten breakfast. May she was out walking, but she was usually back by now. He called his mother’s cell phone, ostensibly to tell her good morning and let her wish him a successful interview, but he also asked, casually, whether she’d seen Carol. She hadn’t.


    Back upstairs, Rigo hesitated, not wanting to make a tsunami out of a ripple, but then the thought came to him she might have suffered a relapse because of her head injuries. He knocked on her door. No answer. He called her name. He opened the door slowly. The drapes were still closed, but he could see the bed was empty.


    He switched on the light and saw a piece of paper lying on the bed. He picked it up and read, “Rigo, Tina and Ernie, Thanks so much for everything you’ve done for me. It’s time I struck out on my own. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Carol”


    Rigo’s heart sank. His worst fears were being realized. Where was she going? She was acting crazy. Why didn’t she talk to them? Was she taking the train to North Carolina? Where would she get the money? When he’d calmed down a little, he remembered he’d written down the telephone number of the attorney, Paul Vigiano. If Carol was headed east, he might know.


    He called Vigiano’s number. A woman’s voice answered, “Law offices.”


    “May I speak to Paul Vigiano, please?”


    “Mr. Vigiano is in court today. Who’s calling?”


    “Rigo Ramirez. I’m a…friend of Carol Golden.”


    “Let me have your number, and I’ll have Mr. Vigiano call you.”


    “Maybe you can help me.” How could he phrase this without sounding stupid? “Do you know whether Carol—Ms. Golden—is…going to North Carolina to speak to Mr. Vigiano?”


    “I’m sorry. Information about Mr. Vigiano’s clients is confidential, Mr. Ramirez. I’ll give Mr. Vigiano your message, however.”


    Rigo wanted to shout at her, but that wouldn’t do any good. He hung up the phone. What was the name of the woman who might be Carol’s grandmother? He couldn’t remember. He had time for one more phone call. He called Frances Moran and got her answering machine. He left a brief message and then headed off for his interview, trying to compose himself. Carol would be all right. She was smart and could take care of herself. He hoped that was true.


    ***


    Carol had no memories of ever flying First Class, although she was positive she had flown before. Perhaps a lot. Paul was spending a ton of money to get her to North Carolina. The seats were roomy, and the flight attendants fed them, something they no longer did in Economy. On the first leg, to Washington Dulles Airport, they even gave her champagne. It felt funny to be drinking so early in the morning.


    Her seatmate on the United Airlines wide-body was a prosperous looking businessman. They exchanged hellos when she squeezed past him to get to the window seat. She wouldn’t have minded chatting with him, but he read a newspaper before the plane took off. As soon as permission to use electronic devices was given after they cleared the coastline, he buried himself in his laptop computer and never came up for air.


    Carol amused herself by reading the in-flight magazine, doing the crossword and a couple of Sudoku puzzles, all of which she found quite easy. She had a storehouse of knowledge. It just didn’t happen to be knowledge about herself. When she became bored with the puzzles, she watched the landscape below whenever it wasn’t covered with clouds, wondering whether she had a connection to any of the deserts, mountains, plains, and forested areas they flew over.


    As the small plane she had transferred to at Dulles landed at the Raleigh-Durham Airport, flying in over trees and water, she began to feel nervous. She could see a highway that was probably Interstate 40. She had studied maps of the area online. When the plane taxied up to the gate and the door opened, she followed the other passengers into the terminal.


    She stopped in a restroom to attempt to make herself look presentable. She peered in a mirror and fluffed her short hair with her fingers so that it covered her bald spots. She had gotten it trimmed yesterday and was no longer wearing the beret. The marks on her face were going away. She looked pretty good, if she did say so herself.


    She hadn’t checked her small suitcase, so she looked for whoever was meeting her near the baggage carousel. A middle-aged woman stood there with a sign that read “Cynthia Sakai.” She almost walked right by, but she suddenly realized she was Cynthia Sakai. She had better get used to traveling under an assumed name. Just like a spy. She had a memory of reading spy stories. Now she was living like one.


    She stopped and said hello to the woman. The woman’s eyes flashed recognition, and she smiled. “Hi, Cynthia, I’m Rose Guthrie. Let me carry your bag.”


    Carol smiled. She was certain she had never been used to this kind of treatment. “It’s light. I think I can handle it. Please call me Carol.”


    Rose, who was wearing slacks and a light jacket, led the way out of the building and across several lanes of traffic to the parking structure. They chatted about how Carol’s flight had been (fine) and the weather (warm). The lights of a late-model car flashed in response to Rose’s remote. Carol put her suitcase in the trunk, and they exited the parking structure and the airport, heading west on I-40.


    Carol saw this ride as a chance to get some information. “Rose, do you work for Mr. Vigiano?”


    “Yes, I’m a paralegal. I do all his grunt work.” She laughed. She had a ready laugh. “I’m the one who answered the phone when you talked to Mr. Vigiano.”


    “Now I remember your voice. How long have you worked for him?”


    “Almost ten years. Almost forever. No, he’s a good boss, and it’s a good job.”


    “You must be familiar with the Sakai estate.”


    “Oh yes. I prepare all the legal forms that have to be filled out for any probate. Of course, Paul approves them before they’re filed, but he trusts me. It was a tragedy, their plane crashing like that. They were prominent people here in Chapel Hill. There was a big story about them in the newspaper.”


    Carol had read the story. “Have you met Mrs. Horton?”


    “Mrs. Sakai’s mother? No, I haven’t met her, but I’m about to—we’re about to. She’s anxious to meet you. I’m taking you to her home now for a late dinner. Although it’s not so late for you, coming from the West Coast. Are you hungry?”


    “I can always eat. Will Mr. Vigiano be there?”


    “He’ll meet us there. He had a court appearance this afternoon. Mrs. Horton has lived here in Chapel Hill for over fifty years. She has forty acres at the end of an unpaved road. Are you good at reading maps and following directions?”


    “I can read a map.”


    “Good, because I’m a bit shaky. Take a look at these directions…” Rose handed Carol a piece of paper “…and get the map out of the glove box.” She turned on the dome light.


    Carol directed Rose to the proper exit from I-40. She had additional questions. “Does Mrs. Horton live alone?”


    “She doesn’t want to leave her house, even though it’s in the middle of nowhere and she’s showing some of the signs of old age, apparently. Mr. Vigiano said she has live-in help.”


    “Is she his client?”


    “Information about clients is confidential.” Rose laughed. “No, she isn’t a client. Paul needs her to identify Cynthia.” Rose looked at Carol. “The wills stipulate Mrs. Horton has to make a positive identification of anybody claiming to be Cynthia.”


    “Has anybody else claimed to be Cynthia?”


    “There haven’t been any serious pretenders to the throne. You’re the first. For one thing, very few people have her looks, her background, and her coloring.” Another glance at Carol. “I met Cynthia many years ago, and I would say, from what I remember about her, if you aren’t her, you could pass for her.”


    “I don’t know my background. I’m not claiming to be Cynthia.”


    “Don’t be shy. Fifteen million dollars isn’t something to turn up your nose at.”


    



    CHAPTER 10


    Rose drove slowly along the gravel road by the light of the setting sun. They passed tall trees, grassy fields, and a sprinkling of houses. Three deer nonchalantly walked across in front of them. It was hard for Carol to believe they were within the city limits of Chapel Hill, as Rose had told her. She had no memory of ever having been here before.

  


  She turned to Rose. “Is the Sakai house in this area?”


  “No. They built themselves a big house in a more, uh, populated part of town eight or nine years ago. One of the decisions you’ll have to make—assuming you’re Cynthia—is whether you want to live in that house.”


  They came to a closed wire gate in a cross-hatched wire fence. They saw a button on a post. Rose opened her window and pushed it. The gate slowly swung open. They drove through it. A short distance later, the driveway curved slightly to the left and they passed an old wooden house, unpainted and in a state of disrepair.


  Rose nodded toward it. “That must be the original house on the property.”


  The new house loomed ahead, much larger, a two-story affair, made of wood and painted brown with lots of glass. They parked in a wide area in front of the two-car garage beside two other cars. Rose indicated one of them. “That’s Mr. Vigiano’s car.”


  Carol started to feel anxious for the first time today. She hadn’t expected to meet Mrs. Horton so soon. Her fate might be decided in the next few minutes. She was suffering from the effects of flying all day in an enclosed cabin that was probably oxygen deprived. Events took on an unreal quality, something she’d felt a number of times since awakening from her coma. She wasn’t ready for this, but what choice did she have?


  As they got out of the car a beautiful yellow dog came bounding up, barking. It seemed friendly enough, however. Carol let it sniff her hand and gave it a tentative pat on the head. The dog picked up a tennis ball that was lying on the ground and dropped it at her feet. Realizing what it wanted, she picked up the ball and threw it. The dog went running after it. She looked at her hand in disgust; it was covered with the slime of the dog’s saliva.


  She forced herself to follow Rose along the narrow sidewalk that fronted the house, to a flagstone patio and glass-covered front door. A dark-skinned woman with her hair in a bun and a beaming smile opened the door as they approached. “You’re just in time. Dinner’s almost ready. Mr. Vigiano’s already here. I’m Audrey.”


  They said hello to Audrey. The dog had followed them. “That’s Butch. He just wants to play ball. Not now, Butch.” She shooed him away and escorted them into the next room.


  A man and a woman were sitting at a table beside the kitchen counter. The man must be Paul Vigiano. He rose from his chair and reached out his hand to Carol. “Hi, Carol. I’m glad you got here okay.”


  Carol muttered an apology for having a slimy hand and fumbled for a tissue in her small purse to wipe it off, trying to hide her embarrassment. Then she shook his hand and murmured something about being glad to meet him. He was in his forties, dressed in an expensive blue suit with a nice looking red tie. His nose and ears were too large, and his light brown hair was thinning in front, but aside from being slightly overweight he wasn’t in bad shape.


  He moved out of the way so Carol could see Elizabeth Horton. She sat with her back ramrod straight, appraising Carol through rimless glasses with eyes that probably didn’t miss anything. Her hair was short and gray but well cared for; the clothes she wore were neat and had been stylish once.


  “Excuse me for not getting up. I don’t get around quite as fast as I used to.” Mrs. Horton indicated a cane leaning against the chair beside her. “I see you met Butch, my Labrador Retriever. He’s just a pup. If he wanted to play ball with you, that means he likes you. Let me look at you.” She continued to appraise Carol.


  Carol needed to say something. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Horton. Thank you for inviting me here.” Mrs. Horton didn’t offer to shake hands, so Carol kept hers at her side. She felt self-conscious, having Mrs. Horton stare at her, but she found she didn’t mind it. She was glad she had worn slacks for the plane ride rather than a short skirt. Mrs. Horton was of a generation that didn’t always approve of the clothing choices of young women.


  “Well, Elizabeth, what would you like to call her? Carol or Cynthia?”


  Paul’s question was meant to diffuse what he probably considered to be an awkward situation. Perhaps it was meant to push Mrs. Horton to a decision about her. But Carol didn’t feel awkward, and she suspected Mrs. Horton always kept her poise and couldn’t be pushed. Carol had an instant liking for her.


  “I’m going to stick to Carol for the moment. Audrey, how’s dinner coming? I’m famished.” Audrey said dinner was ready. “Good. Let’s adjourn to the dining room. Audrey and I usually eat our dinner here, but this is a special occasion. It’s not every day my long-lost granddaughter—or her doppelganger—returns. No, I don’t need help. I’m not so decrepit that I can’t get around by myself.”


  She said the last to Paul who was attempting to help her up. Rose said good-bye to them and went home. The long table of dark wood was already covered with a linen tablecloth, china plates, and silverware Carol suspected was real silver and not just stainless steel masquerading under the name. The large and comfortable chairs matched the table.


  Once she had gotten to her feet, Mrs. Horton walked steadily into the dining room. She sat at one end, with Paul and Carol on either side of her. Audrey, who had apparently eaten earlier, served them, starting with a bottle of red wine Carol, who was certain she wasn’t a connoisseur, suspected was quite expensive. Paul commented favorably on it. Carol limited herself to two glasses.


  Carol half expected Mrs. Horton to quiz her, but she didn’t. Instead, she played the perfect hostess, making sure they had plenty to eat and drink, including apple pie Audrey baked from apples grown on the property. She told Carol Paul had filled her in on the circumstances of how Carol was found and mentioned her amnesia briefly. She didn’t ask whether Carol remembered anything and said she looked good, considering what she had gone through.


  She kept the conversation going by telling stories about her family, including Cynthia, always referring to her in the third person—she, not you. Carol got the impression Mrs. Horton was telling her this family history so that Carol would be able to answer questions about it. Or maybe she was watching to see how Carol responded. However, she never acted as though she thought Carol were Cynthia.


  Paul also told some stories about the Sakais, but he deferred to Mrs. Horton and let her do most of the talking. He did ask her if Cynthia had a scar on her abdomen. Mrs. Horton said she didn’t know about any scar.


  While they were sipping Cognac and drinking coffee, Audrey brought Mrs. Horton a photo album, containing pictures of the Sakai family up to the time when Cynthia was about ten years old. Several pictures appeared to be missing. They must have fallen out or been used for another purpose.


  “Unfortunately, I don’t have any recent pictures of Cynthia. After she disappeared two years ago, I gave Helen the albums and pictures I had from when she was older so she and Richard could use them to help with the search.”


  None of the shots of Cynthia or Michael or her parents registered with Carol. The young Cynthia must have been a cute girl, but Carol couldn’t relate to her. She saw Paul was watching her expressions carefully.


  “Elizabeth, I was hoping you’d still have some photos of Cynthia when she was older. I’m about to go through their house. I’m sure I’ll turn up some photos that are more current.” He took a sip of Cognac from a miniature silver-covered glass.


  Mrs. Horton closed the album. “I’m an early-to-bed, early-to-rise person these days, so I’m going to kick you two out.”


  Paul pushed back his chair. “I’ll take Carol to her hotel. Tomorrow we’ll go to the Sakai house and around Chapel Hill, to see if that jogs her memory. We’ll meet you here for lunch, as we planned, so you can see her in the daylight.”


  Mrs. Horton looked at Carol. “Yes, my eyes aren’t as good as they used to be. What hotel are you staying at, dear?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Paul quickly answered. “The Carolina Inn.”


  Mrs. Horton nodded. “Good. It’s a nice place. You should be comfortable there.”


  She had risen from the table and walked with them the short distance to the front door, using her cane. “Paul, be careful driving out of here. I hope you didn’t drink too much wine. Take good care of Carol.”


  “I’m fine. I will.”


  “Carol, give me a hug. It’s nice to see a young person here again.”


  Carol hugged her gingerly, afraid she might break, and said how much she had enjoyed the evening, just as if Mrs. Horton were a casual friend. She and Paul walked out to his car, which was a large SUV. Rose had previously transferred her suitcase to it. They drove the mile-and-a-half back to the paved road with Carol wondering exactly what had happened.


  Paul spoke first. “She likes you.”


  “Do you think so? I don’t remember anything about her.”


  “Don’t worry about that. By the way, I found a fairly recent picture of you with your parents. It’s in my attaché case. I’ll give it to you when we get to the hotel.”


  Her parents? “Why didn’t you get it out while we were there?” He talked as if there were no question about her identity.


  “I forgot. Rose got it copied and stuck it in my case this morning. Long day. But I think we may be in business.”


  What did he mean by that?


  “Aren’t you exited about this?”


  “I’m puzzled, more than anything. I wish I could remember.”


  “As I said, don’t worry. Maybe you picked the name Carol because of memories of North Carolina. This is a great opportunity for you, if you play your cards right. You’re a smart girl, and I’m sure you will.” He squeezed her knee. “Just remember Mrs. Horton is the key to this.”


  He chatted on about Mrs. Horton and the Sakais, rehashing some of what they’d talked about at dinner. It sounded like a sales pitch to Carol. When they arrived at the hotel, Paul came inside with her and gave the registration clerk his American Express card with which to pay the room bill.


  After Carol received her room information, she turned to Paul. “Thank you very much for all you’ve done, Paul. What time will you pick me up tomorrow?”


  “About ten. I’ll go to the room with you and make sure it’s okay.”


  “No thanks. I’ll be fine.”


  She was certain she didn’t want Paul to go with her. She stood in the middle of the lobby, not moving, and said good night to him. After a few seconds of hesitation, he reached into the attaché case he had brought in with him and pulled out an envelope. He handed it to Carol, turned, and walked toward the exit. She watched him until he disappeared.


  She took the elevator to the second floor and found her room. She entered, using the card key, and turned on the lights. She suspected from a glance at the room that she was in Chapel Hill’s most luxurious hotel. No expense was being spared by Paul. Of course, he wasn’t paying for it.


  The message light on the telephone was blinking red. Maybe it was a message welcoming her to the hotel and hoping her stay would be marvelous. She picked up the receiver. The message wasn’t from the hotel; it was from Audrey, Mrs. Horton’s aide, asking her to call Mrs. Horton, regardless of the time.


  Strange. She punched in the number. Audrey answered after a couple of rings. “Good evening, Horton residence.”


  “Hi, this is Carol.”


  “Carol, please hold on for Mrs. Horton.”


  “Hello, dear.” Mrs. Horton’s voice sounded alert, not sleepy. “What time is Paul picking you up tomorrow?”


  “Ten o’clock.”


  “Audrey will pick you up at nine and bring you here.”


  “What about Paul?”


  “Don’t worry about Paul. As long as he gets what he wants, why should he care what the procedure is?”


  Carol couldn’t stop herself from laughing.


  “That’s what I wanted to hear.” Mrs. Horton’s voice had a smile in it. “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


  Carol was still chuckling as she reached into the brown envelope Paul had given her and pulled out a five by seven inch photo. It was a shot of four people from about the waist up. At either end were Richard and Helen Sakai. She recognized them from pictures she had seen on the Internet and at dinner. The young man was Michael. She had seen his picture on the Internet also. The woman next to him was—her. At least it looked like her, without the scars. The girl’s hair was short, just like her hair. The only thing Carol didn’t recognize was the top she was wearing.


  Carol stared at it for several minutes. Could it be possible? This was the best evidence yet. It was so good she didn’t trust herself. She needed a second opinion. She remembered Frances was an expert at identifying photos and had even written a book about it. How could she get a copy of this photo to Frances?


  Carol had brought all the phone numbers and e-mail addresses she had with her. This was a ritzy hotel with an accent on customer service. Well, she needed some service. She took the stairs down to the first floor, not bothering to wait for the elevator, and went to the desk. She asked the clerk whether the hotel had a document scanner. Yes. Could he scan a picture for her—she showed it to him—and then e-mail it to someone. One more thing: he would have to use the hotel’s e-mail account because she didn’t have access to one here.


  Five minutes later, she returned to her room, carrying a copy of the e-mail message she had sent: “Hi Frances, What do you think of this picture? Supposed to be me and my parents, Helen and Richard Sakai, and brother Michael, taken within the last 5 years. Call me at the Carolina Inn. Thanks, Carol.” She also gave the phone number of the hotel.


  It still wasn’t late in her head, but she was suddenly tired. She undressed and got ready for bed. She had forgotten to pack the nightgown Tina had bought for her. That was all right; the sheets felt soft against her bare skin. She stared at the photo and wondered how this adventure was going to end. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t picture herself as Cynthia. Who was she? She became too sleepy to hold the picture and it slipped out of her grasp.


  



  CHAPTER 11


  The message light on Carol’s phone was blinking when she returned to her room after eating a Continental breakfast. Her head was fuzzy since she was still on Los Angeles time, but she wanted to adjust to the East Coast as fast as possible.


  The message was from Frances who had returned her call from last night. Carol looked at the clock on the bedside table. It was eight fifteen, meaning five fifteen in Los Angeles. Frances was up early. Carol punched in her number.


  “Hello, Frances Moran.”


  “Good morning, Frances, it’s Carol. You’re up early.”


  “Good. I wanted to catch you before you ran off someplace.”


  “Thanks for calling back.”


  “That’s my job. I need to talk to you about the picture you sent me.”


  “Yes, what do you think about it?”


  “It’s a fake.”


  That was short and not very sweet. For some reason, Carol had been half expecting it, but the news still came as a shock to her. “Why do you say that?”


  “Do you have the picture in front of you?”


  “Just a second.” Carol took the picture out of the envelope. “Yes, I’ve got it.”


  “Okay, first, notice the original picture was taken outdoors with a tree in the background.”


  “Yes.”


  “So that means we have outdoor lighting from the sun. You can tell that the sun was to the right of the picture because the left sides of the parents’ faces and Michael’s face are lit. The right sides are in shadow. Now look at your face. It’s lit evenly, probably as the result of a flash. So, the picture of you was taken indoors.”


  Carol looked at the picture with new eyes. “Right. I see that now.”


  “There’s more evidence. Both your eyes have catch lights from the flash. On the parents and Michael, only the left eyes have catch lights from the sun. In addition, your head is too small compared to the heads of Michael and the parents.”


  “Too small? Children’s heads are smaller—”


  “You’re not a child in the picture. It was supposed to have been taken within the last few years. Michael’s head is out of proportion with yours, and he’s only a couple of years older. Your head should be the same size as your mother’s. In addition, the picture of you is identical to one of the pictures Rigo took of you, except the marks on your face are gone. They’ve been airbrushed out.”


  “Wow.”


  “Look on the back of the photo. Is anything written on it?”


  “It says ‘STAPLES.’”


  “Staples sells photographic paper for computer printers. The photo of you was airbrushed and then added to the original photo, replacing Cynthia’s. That photo was scanned and printed from a computer printer. It was a decent scanner, but the quality isn’t quite as good as you’d get from a lab. I know if I’m right what you sent me is a scan of a scan, but see if you agree.”


  “I think I do.” Frances had destroyed the veracity of the photo as effectively as a swordsman slicing up his victim. There was nothing left to say in its defense.


  Frances spoke while Carol was still pondering this. “Tell me what you’re doing. Rigo’s worried sick about you.”


  “I didn’t mean to worry anybody. Paul Vigiano gave me the picture. I met Mrs. Horton. She’s a nice lady.”


  “But obviously not your grandmother. Otherwise, why would Vigiano have gone to the trouble of doctoring the photo? He’s trying to sell you on the fact that you’re Cynthia. Now I know why he didn’t send me any recent photos of Cynthia. All right, what will you do now?”


  “I’m meeting Mrs. Horton in a little while. After that I’ll have to see.”


  “You’d better come back to California. Your friends are here. You can only get into trouble if you stay there.”


  “I don’t think the Ramirezes would want me back.”


  “Give Rigo a call and see how much he wants you back. He’s ready to jump on a plane and come after you.”


  “Tell him not to worry.”


  After Carol hung up, she thought about calling Rigo. He would still be sleeping. Besides, she didn’t want to talk to him at the moment. He wouldn’t approve of what she was doing.


  ***


  Mrs. Horton moved very well considering she used a cane, but she appeared to carry it mostly as a talisman, to give her confidence. She navigated the path made from flat stones and the uneven ground of the garden and spacious lawn without much difficulty, pointing out the plants and trees to Carol.


  Butch went with them, periodically presenting Carol with the slimy tennis ball. She was his buddy because she was willing to throw it for him to chase. She carried a rag she had borrowed from Audrey and used it to wipe off her hand.


  She was curious about the long fence that surrounded the house and yard. It made a wide circle, enclosing a number of acres of lawn and garden. Anybody coming along the road had to enter the grounds through the gate, but since there was a button, it obviously wasn’t to keep people out. She asked Mrs. Horton about it.


  “It’s the damn deer, excuse my French. They would eat all my plants and flowers without the fence. They’re multiplying like crazy. Since they’re protected most of the year, they’re not afraid of humans. I let the hunters set up blinds on my property during hunting season. They also carry ticks that cause Lyme disease.”


  The hunters or the deer? So much for the cute little deer. Mrs. Horton had called Vigiano and told him Carol was with her for the morning and he was welcome to join them for lunch, but not before. She seemed to be in complete control of the situation. Carol realized she couldn’t live her life fooling this woman. When they stopped for a moment at the small barn with the sit-down mower inside, Carol spoke to her.


  “I need to tell you something.” Mrs. Horton waited for her to proceed. “I…I don’t think I’m your granddaughter.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “A number of things. I don’t have any memories of this area or of you. I’d think something would stir my brain, but it hasn’t. In addition, Paul gave me a picture last night that’s supposed to be me with my parents, but the picture of me is a fake.”


  “Oh…let’s see it.” Mrs. Horton looked at the envelope Carol was carrying as if she’d been expecting this.


  Carol had been struggling with the question of whether she should show the picture to Mrs. Horton, which was why she was carrying it. She didn’t want to cause bad blood between Mrs. Horton and Paul. On the other hand, Paul deserved it. She pulled the photograph out of the envelope and handed it to her. Mrs. Horton studied it closely.


  “I don’t think I’ve seen this picture before. Those are certainly my daughter and son-in-law. This is Michael. This is certainly you. Why do you say it’s a fake?”


  Carol briefly told her why. Mrs. Horton listened attentively. Then she looked at Carol. “I would add one thing. Before she went to London, Cynthia wore her hair longer than that. But that’s really beside the point. I knew from the moment I saw you that you weren’t Cynthia.”


  “Why didn’t you say something?”


  “I had my reasons. One is that I wanted to see how far Paul would go to prove you’re Cynthia. He stands to get a lot of money, you know. I also wanted to find out if you’re a fortune hunter. It appears you aren’t.”


  “What tipped you off? Do I look that much different than Cynthia?”


  “Actually, you could pass for Cynthia in a dim light. No, it was your earrings.”


  “My studs? They’re the only thing I was wearing when I was found.”


  “They’re not gold. They’re silver or perhaps an imitation. Cynthia could only wear gold earrings. She had an allergic reaction to any other kind. Fortunately, she could afford gold.”


  “Well, what do we do now?”


  “Come into the house, dear. I feel like a cup of tea.”


  ***


  Paul was attempting to be charming. Carol suspected this didn’t come naturally to him. She saw sweat on his upper lip. He was trying to charm them into accepting Carol as Mrs. Horton’s granddaughter without actually saying so.


  They were sitting at the kitchen table eating chicken salad prepared by Audrey. Mrs. Horton and Carol were seated at either end of the rectangle with Paul in the middle. Mrs. Horton had planned the seating arrangement. He had to turn his head from one of them to the other as he spoke.


  “I’m glad you two are getting along so well. You know, I see a family resemblance between you.”


  Mrs. Horton looked skeptical. “Surely not our coloring.”


  Paul treated that as a joke and laughed briefly. “No, I was talking about the fact that you’re both quite tall and slim. And you have the same way of cocking your heads when you’re listening.”


  “In my case, it’s so I can hear what you’re saying.” Mrs. Horton turned her head, revealing her hearing aids.


  Carol was laughing inside. It was time to increase the stakes. “We need to talk about the picture you gave me.”


  If Paul was concerned, he didn’t show it. “Yes, isn’t that a good shot? I found it among some papers belonging to the Sakais.” He looked at Mrs. Horton. “I’ll get a copy for you, too.”


  “Don’t bother. I’ve already seen it. I’m sure you know that you can get disbarred for tampering with evidence.”


  “Whaaa…? There’s nothing wrong with that picture.”


  Carol took up the tale. “I know a forensic genealogist who will testify that the photo is a fake.” She didn’t need to elaborate any more than that. Paul knew who she was talking about.


  Paul was sweating in a few other places now. He had taken off his suit coat when he arrived and his armpits were wet. “What’s going on here?”


  Mrs. Horton smiled grimly. “Since you ask, you stand to get five million dollars for producing Cynthia. You produced a girl who looks like Cynthia but isn’t her. No, don’t say anything; I’m not through. You knew or suspected that from the start. You doctored the photo to help your case. You depended on the fact that my eyesight and hearing and perhaps my brain aren’t what they used to be to fool me. Since Carol has amnesia you figured you could feed her anything and she’d buy it. Or even if she had her doubts the chance of getting all that money would put her on your side.”


  Carol couldn’t resist adding her two cents. “In reality, Mrs. Horton’s mind is as sharp as the stiletto heel on a model’s shoe.”


  “And Carol may have a memory problem, but she’s a young lady of principle. She won’t take money under false pretences.”


  Paul wasn’t looking at either of them. He stared at his hands as he was twisting them together on the table. “I admit I was trying to cover all the bases. Sorry, bad joke. In the picture of Cynthia I covered she has long hair. But Carol still might be Cynthia.”


  Mrs. Horton shook her head. “She’s not.”


  Carol said, “I’m wearing the wrong kind of earrings.”


  Paul looked incredulous. “Don’t give me that sh…”


  Mrs. Horton explained about the allergic reaction.


  Paul looked slowly from one of them to the other. “If you’re not related, why do I get the impression you’re working together? What do you want?”


  Mrs. Horton gave a hint of a smile. “For starters, don’t try to con me again. You’re playing with the emotions of an old woman. I’m quite sure Cynthia’s dead, but go ahead and look for her. Earn your probate fee even if you don’t get the five million. Perhaps I’m wrong. I hope I’m wrong. Now let’s talk about Carol.”


  Paul turned his head to look at Carol. With all this head swiveling, he was going to need a chiropractor. She felt emboldened since she had Mrs. Horton backing her.


  “I want to continue to search for my identity. I need some help. I’d like five thousand dollars in a checking account with an ATM card. I need a passport in the name of Carol Golden. Also, I’d like a new driver’s license for Carol Golden. I’m not Cynthia Sakai.”


  Paul whistled. “That’s all you want? How about the moon on a string? What makes you think I can do those things, including get the money?”


  “The driver’s license you already made for Carol proves you have connections.” Mrs. Horton sniffed. “I don’t want to know what they are. I’m sure a passport is within your capability. Take the money out of the Sakai estate. It’s not enough to have a significant effect on the total. And it’s certainly no skin off your nose. When Carol goes to England, which she plans to do, she’ll look for Cynthia, so it’s search expense.”


  Paul, who’d been acting like a caged beast, now had a crafty look on his face. “What if I just say no?”


  “What if I just take my driver’s license to the authorities and tell them where I got it?” Carol had learned she could meet Paul’s best stare. She did so now.


  “Using an invalid license can get you into a lot of trouble.”


  “Not nearly as much as it can get you into. I have nothing to lose since I’m a non-person.”


  Paul suddenly pushed his chair back hard so it fell over with a bang as he stood up. Carol was startled and wondered whether he would try to wrest the driver’s license and picture from her. She had placed them in another room for safekeeping.


  Mrs. Horton had told Audrey to listen to their conversation from the next room after she served lunch, and to have a phone with her in case she needed to call for help. Mrs. Horton had said she didn’t think Paul would get violent, but she added, “It doesn’t hurt to take precautions.”


  Paul backed up and leaned against the granite kitchen counter. He appeared to be thinking. “I need an address for the passport and driver’s license.”


  This sounded like a concession to Carol.


  Mrs. Horton said, “Use my address.”


  “That could get you into trouble.” Carol didn’t want to endanger her. She was amazed Mrs. Horton would condone breaking the law, but she had said upon hearing Carol’s story that if laws didn’t protect you, they weren’t good laws.


  “Paul will see to it I don’t get into trouble, because if I do, I’ll bring him down with me.”


  Paul was consulting his Blackberry. “Give me three days.”


  Watching him gave Carol an idea. “There’s one more thing. I want my own cell phone—paid for.”


  “Come to my office on Friday afternoon at five thirty.”


  Paul handed Carol one of his business cards, took his coat and attaché case, and left without another word.


  



  CHAPTER 12


  Since Paul hadn’t said anything to the contrary, Carol assumed she could keep her room at the Carolina Inn while she waited for him to produce the documents. When they kicked her out into the street, she would know she had overstayed her welcome.


  Mrs. Horton offered to let her use the spare upstairs bedroom at the farm. It was a tempting offer, but as much as she liked Mrs. Horton, she didn’t want to hang out with her all day. In addition, the farm was a long way from anywhere.


  She could always downgrade to a cheaper motel and pay for it with some of the $500 Paul had sent her. She’d been hoarding it and had almost all of it left. Her biggest expense had been her haircut before she left L.A. Because of the uncertainty of her situation, she wasn’t spending a penny she didn’t have to. The only other asset she had was an open-ended e-ticket for a return flight.


  Audrey drove Carol back to the inn in mid-afternoon at Carol’s request. She promised Mrs. Horton she would see her again before she returned to L.A. The first thing she did when she got to her room was to call the Ramirez residence, hoping she would catch Rigo. He answered on the third ring.


  “Hi, Rigo, it’s Carol.”


  “Carol. How are you?” He sounded surprised and, perhaps, relieved.


  “I’m fine. How are you doing?” This felt awkward.


  “I’m doing well. Are you Cynthia Sakai?”


  “I’m afraid not. I look like her, but I’m not her.” She didn’t want to go into detail.


  “When are you coming back here?”


  “Not for a few days. I have some things I want to do first.”


  “My parents are very worried about you. They want you home so they can keep an eye on you. Are you able to get back? Do you need help?”


  Only your parents are worried? “That’s very sweet. No thanks, I don’t need help. I can get back.” At least she had somewhere to go. “I’m working on my identity.” That was only half a lie.


  “Would it help if you had an e-mail address? I can add new addresses to my account.”


  “That would be great.”


  “What would you like it to be?”


  “How about carolg2009, since it feels like I was just born.”


  “Hold on.”


  Rigo got back on the line and told her the address was acceptable. He gave her the suffix and all the information she needed to access it from any computer. She thanked him, and they chatted for a few minutes. He said he’d had a good job interview. He was optimistic. She told him a little about Mrs. Horton and the farm. Then she reluctantly hung up. He was one of her few friends, and he was thousands of miles away. Maybe she should catch the next flight back to L.A. and then quit breaking the law.


  She knew she couldn’t do that. She had to do everything possible to find out who she was. Laws were enacted by governments, ostensibly for the protection of their citizens. She wasn’t a citizen of the United States because she had no documentation. No other country would recognize her, either. As a non-citizen, non-person, she wasn’t under the protection of any government. Why, then, should she obey laws?


  She couldn’t tell Rigo and his parents what she was doing because they were law-abiding citizens. Rigo hadn’t asked her how she’d been able to fly, probably because he didn’t want to know the answer. However, she was sure he’d ask when she returned. She didn’t know what she’d tell him.


  ***


  Carol wandered around downtown Chapel Hill until she found an Internet café. She bought an hour of time and sent a test e-mail to Rigo. She surfed the net but didn’t find any useful information that might lead to discovering her identity. She walked along the streets teeming with scruffy looking college students from the University of North Carolina.


  She knew UNC was a basketball power, but she didn’t know how she knew. She was sure she hadn’t gone to college here, but it was entirely possible she had attended another university. She had vague memories of walking on a college campus and taking classes in ivy covered buildings. Perhaps she’d gone to a school that was a rival of UNC in basketball.


  She ate a cheap dinner at a fast-food restaurant while reading a copy of the News and Observer, the newspaper that had carried the obituaries of the Sakais. There was a story in the paper about Duke University, in nearby Durham. She knew Duke was also a basketball power and a rival of UNC. Maybe she had attended Duke. The chances were infinitesimal, but it would give her something to do tomorrow.


  ***


  On Wednesday morning, Carol rented a car from an Avis agency within easy walking distance of the Carolina Inn, showing her fake driver’s license and giving the clerk cash for a deposit, since she didn’t have a credit card. She was glad they accepted cash, but maybe she should have asked Paul for a credit card. She suspected that was too much to ask. He would have told her to go to hell.


  She almost climbed into the right side of the car before she remembered the steering wheel was on the left. As soon as she got behind the wheel, she knew she could drive the compact car, but it felt strange, somehow. It had an automatic transmission. She had to check to see where Reverse and Drive were. It occurred to her she was used to driving a stick shift. Not only that, but she had an urge to shift with her left hand.


  When Carol pulled out onto the street and almost drove head-on into another car she realized what the problem was. She must have been driving in England where the driver sat on the right and drove on the left, and where most cars had stick-shifts, operated with the left hand. If she’d been driving there, she must have lived in England for some time. She was more than ever determined to go back. Maybe it held the key to her identity.


  Using the map Avis gave her, she drove to the Duke University campus in Durham. She quickly adjusted to driving on the right, and shifting wasn’t a problem because she didn’t have to do it. Duke had a beautiful campus with lots of green—green trees, green lawns. Sturdy buildings protected the accumulated knowledge of the academic setting and nurtured new research and discoveries in the arts and sciences. These thoughts convinced her that she had gone to college somewhere.


  Carol walked around the campus, looking for something familiar—a building, a walkway, a vista that would connect with some sleeping cell in her brain, but she didn’t find anything. She went to the library and asked where the Duke yearbooks were kept. She browsed through several from the early twenty-first century, looking at group photos, individual photos, any kind of photo. She kept the picture Paul had given her on the table where she could look at it, because she still had trouble remembering what she looked like.


  Two hours of doing this netted her tired arms, from turning pages, and blurry vision. She returned to her car and on a whim drove north toward Virginia, intending to go for a while and then return to Chapel Hill. She got off the Interstate and drove along narrow country roads, reveling in the fact that nobody knew where she was. She discovered she enjoyed being by herself.


  The problem was, nobody cared. At least nobody she was related to. She did have some friends: Rigo, his parents, Frances, Mrs. Horton. Yes, Mrs. Horton might not be her grandmother, but she counted her as a friend. She couldn’t desert them. They were her connection to the real world. Without them she would be completely lost.


  She would have liked to keep driving all the way to Massachusetts, where she felt she had a connection. However, that wasn’t practical right now. Maybe on another trip.


  It became late enough that she decided not to make the drive back to Chapel Hill. She stayed the night in a small motel in southern Virginia, but the next morning she returned to Chapel Hill and drove directly to Mrs. Horton’s house. She saw Mrs. Horton and Audrey working in the garden. Actually, Audrey appeared to be doing most of the work while Mrs. Horton sat in a plastic lawn chair.


  Carol parked the car in front of the garage and was greeted by an exultant Butch, his tail wagging like a propeller. She rubbed behind his ears and walked along the path to where most of the garden was located in front of the house. She greeted the two women.


  “I was wondering when you were going to show up. I called the inn this morning but you weren’t there.”


  Was there a note of concern in Mrs. Horton’s voice? There were people who cared about her.


  “I took a little trip. Now I’d like to work in the garden and find out more about Cynthia, so when I go to England I can look for her. You told Paul I was going to do that.” Mainly, this would enable her to justify taking the money from Paul. She had discovered she had a conscience.


  “All right, but if you’re going to work in the garden you can’t wear those good clothes. Audrey will find you something appropriately old—although it might not quite fit you.”


  



  CHAPTER 13


  One thing Carol discovered from two days of working in the garden and talking about Cynthia was that she wasn’t a natural gardener. She didn’t know the names of most of the plants and flowers, and she didn’t have a feel for planting, watering, pruning, fertilizing—all the chores gardeners did. She suspected that rather than having a green thumb, she probably had a black thumb.


  She remembered, from somewhere in the recesses of her brain, what Thomas Edison was supposed to have said when a detractor chided him for all the failed experiments he and his staff had done while trying to invent a light bulb. He said he hadn’t failed. He had discovered 10,000 ways not to make a light bulb.


  Carol was learning some of the things she wasn’t, and some of the places she hadn’t been. She was sure she hadn’t attended either Duke or the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and she was positive she wasn’t a gardener.


  She liked having the rental car. It gave her freedom; with it she felt less dependent on the kindness of others. She didn’t like the restrictions that came with not having money. She must have had money once.


  As she drove to Paul’s office, she hoped he had done the things she had asked for. What if he hadn’t? Would she have the guts to turn him in for creating a phony driver’s license or faking a photograph to convince her she was who she wasn’t? Was he willing to take a chance that she wouldn’t rat on him?


  She found the small office building on a side street, just off one of the main Chapel Hill thoroughfares. She parked in the lot in front of the new-looking brick building. A newscaster she had been listening to on the radio gave the time as five fourteen. She was early. Well, better to be early than late.


  Paul’s office was on the first floor. She found his name on the door, opened it, and entered a small waiting room furnished with chairs and magazines. On the other side of a Plexiglas barrier she saw Rose standing beside what must be her desk, dressed in a business skirt and white blouse. She looked up at Carol and surprise registered on her face.


  Her voice carried through a speaking hole in the Plexiglas. “Carol…are you here to see Mr. Vigiano?”


  “He said to meet him here at five thirty.”


  “You’re not on his appointment schedule. He’s on the phone right now. I’ll give him a note saying you’re here. Then I have to leave. I have a class on Friday evenings. I try to get out of here right at five. I’m late.”


  Rose scribbled a note on a message pad, opened a door behind her desk, disappeared for a few seconds, and then came back out and closed the door behind her. While the door was open, Carol heard Paul’s voice droning, sounding like a lawyer.


  Rose picked up her purse from her desk and came through a doorway that separated the waiting area from her office. “He knows you’re here. I understand you’re not Cynthia Sakai. I’m sorry. That means you’re still in limbo.”


  Carol smiled. “I’ll find out who I am. Thanks for your help.”


  “You’re welcome. Gotta run. Bye.”


  Rose disappeared through the doorway to the corridor of the building. Carol found she was too nervous to sit down. What did it mean that she wasn’t on Paul’s appointment schedule? She paced the floor and picked up magazines at random. There were the usual family magazines and a copy of Sports Illustrated. She also saw The American Lawyer. Appropriate for a law office. She thumbed through its pages, not looking for anything in particular.


  “I see you made it.”


  Carol looked up and saw Paul coming out of his inside office. He strode over to the door separating the waiting room from the office area and held it open for her.


  “How did you get here?”


  As she went through the doorway past him, she noted he was wearing a blue shirt today with a snazzy tie. His belt contained some sort of blue, semi-precious stone that matched the shirt in what looked like a silver mounting. He smelled pleasantly of aftershave. The aroma jogged something in her memory, but she couldn’t place it. She decided he was better looking than she’d given him credit for.


  “I drove. I got a rental car.”


  Paul’s eyebrows lifted, but he didn’t say anything. He took her elbow and ushered her into his office. His wooden desk was larger than Rose’s. An expensive-looking pen and pencil set were stuck in holders on a black and gold base and sat on top, as did a large protective pad. Otherwise, the desktop was empty. The main desk had a side piece projecting from it at a right angle. A laptop computer sat on this. Shelves containing law books lined one wall. There was a two-person sofa against another wall.


  Paul motioned toward a padded chair in front of the desk. “Sit down.”


  Carol didn’t want to sit. She wanted to take the goodies and run, but she realized it wasn’t going to be that easy. She sat on the comfortable chair and watched Paul watch her cross her legs. Maybe she shouldn’t have worn a skirt.


  Paul went around to the other side of the desk, but he didn’t sit down. He stood, looking her up and down. Carol felt exposed and uncomfortable as she waited for him to speak. He finished his appraisal.


  “You look very nice today.”


  “Thank you. So do you.”


  He laughed self-consciously, apparently not having expected a return compliment. “Thanks. I didn’t know whether you’d come.”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “I don’t know. I thought you might call and say you needed a ride or something.”


  Carol realized Paul was as nervous as she was. Why was that? He was in control of the situation. “I got the car so I wouldn’t be a burden to anybody.”


  “Commendable. Well, on to business.” He took a key case out of his pocket and unlocked a four-drawer file cabinet that stood against the wall behind the desk. He opened one of the drawers and withdrew a legal-sized file folder. He placed this on the desktop and opened it.


  “I think you’ll find that everything’s here. Passport, driver’s license, ATM card, papers to sign for the bank account, and a deposit slip for five thousands dollars. Oh, and here’s the cell phone you wanted.”


  Paul opened his middle desk drawer, pulled out a phone, and flipped it to her. Surprised, Carol reached for it, fumbled it, and almost dropped it. She finally grabbed it and slipped it into her purse. She stood up.


  “What do I need to sign?”


  Paul placed the bank forms so she could lean over the desk and sign them. “By the way, your middle initial is P. Use it in your signature.”


  “What does the P stand for?”


  “Nothing. I used P because my name starts with P.”


  “So I guess my middle name is Paul.”


  She meant it to be a joke, but nobody laughed. Carol signed the forms and glanced up at Paul to see if there were any more. She realized he was staring at her cleavage, which her fashionable v-neck top accentuated. Since she was bent over, he had a straight shot. She straightened abruptly.


  “I’d like to look over the passport and driver’s license.”


  She picked up the documents from the desk and sat back down in the chair. The passport looked familiar. She had obviously used one before. Of course. If she’d been to England she would have had to have one.


  Paul came around the desk and stood behind her chair. Was he going to look down her cleavage again? He placed his hands on her shoulders and started to massage them. It felt good and she relaxed her guard momentarily. Then his fingers started to slide—down into her cleavage.


  Carol stiffened. She was suddenly terrified. How had she let this happen? What could she do? In the next few seconds his fingers made their way inside her bra and reached her nipples. She was shaking. He was going to rape her right here. She had an urge to grab his hands, but she knew, intuitively, that wouldn’t do any good.


  All at once, completely unexpectedly, she became very calm. From somewhere the thought appeared in her head that she knew exactly what to do. She could even hurt him if she had to. She didn’t think that would be necessary, however.


  As he continued to fondle her breasts, she heard his breathing accelerate behind her. Carol dropped the passport and grabbed the arms of the chair. She gave a strong pull on the wooden arms while at the same time dropping her body down and out of Paul’s grasp. She slid off the seat of the chair and landed on the carpet on her butt.


  She quickly stood up and whirled around, facing Paul across the chair. He had a surprised look on his face. She wanted to keep her advantage. “Wait. Don’t move. We need to talk about this.”


  Paul placed his hands on the chair back, which was obviously not where he wanted them to be right now, and watched her, as if he were expecting her to pull something else. “Do you know what risks I took to get those documents? I had to invent a Social Security number for you to open your bank account. I could be thrown in jail. Who would you use for a sugar daddy then?”


  He was almost pleading. That was better. “Mrs. Horton tells me you’re married.” Carol tucked her breasts back into her bra and discovered her nipples were hard, perhaps because she was gratified to know Paul desired her. She was also curious about her own sexuality.


  “Married, yes, but in name only. We’re separated. I haven’t seen my wife for a month.”


  That squared with what Mrs. Horton had said. At least she wouldn’t have a guilty conscience. “All right, we’ll do it…but not here. This is too…sordid.”


  “We can go to the inn.”


  “No, I’ve been there all week and have gotten to know some of the staff. I don’t want to get a reputation as a slut. Take me to dinner, just as if you really liked me. Give me the full treatment, wine and everything. I’m sure you can find a way to charge it to the Sakai estate. Then we’ll go to your place. I just have to get back to the inn by midnight. I’m Cinderella.” Carol found herself chuckling.


  Paul managed a smile. “I do really like you. You’re beautiful...you’re feisty...”


  “I like the feisty part. All right, let’s go. I’ll follow you in my car.”


  



  CHAPTER 14


  It was surprising to Carol how much of the earth was uninhabited—at least by human beings. As the plane flew over the multi-colored rock formations and gorges of the Grand Canyon, she wondered why, in spite of all these open spaces, some people were intent on blaming others for all the real and imagined problems of the world, such as global warming.


  The earth had been warming and cooling for billions of years before the first ape-like creature stood on her hind legs and decided this was a more efficient way of walking. If the doom-sayers really believed what they were screeching, they could make a positive contribution to the solution of the problem. They could rid the world of their polluting presence.


  Carol must have laughed out loud because her seat-mate glanced sideways at her from the Sue Grafton mystery she was reading. Where had those thoughts come from? She must have been an interesting person in her other life. Or at least feisty. Paul had called her feisty.


  Ah yes, Paul. Why had she slept with him? In retrospect, she admitted she’d enjoyed it. She definitely hadn’t been a virgin. She knew about birth control and STDs and how to prevent them. She knew how to do a provocative striptease, which had left Paul bug-eyed. She knew about the mechanics of sex. Then she had gone into Cinderella mode and disappeared, leaving him wanting more.


  Yes, she was experienced. Once she had gained the upper hand and made up her mind to go for it, she hadn’t hesitated. It may have been partly the feeling she owed Paul something because of all he’d done for her, but she had to admit to herself she just plain liked sex. Yes, she must have been an interesting person.


  Her thoughts turned to Rigo. She had called him and told him her arrival time at LAX, hoping he would meet her. He had volunteered to do so. Rigo liked her. Maybe his feelings were stronger than that. She liked him, too. She knew she would have gladly jumped into bed with him after he saved her life. However, as long as they lived in the same house, especially with his parents, that was too much like incest.


  She had to be careful she didn’t use Rigo as a gofer and not give him anything in return. She would be his friend. Maybe she could do something for him, too, perhaps help him get a job. She wasn’t quite sure how she could do that, but she would work on it.


  ***


  Rigo gazed out the sliding glass door and windows, that covered the dining room wall, at the mountains still reflecting the setting sun while the flatlands below became sprinkled with some of the millions of lights that shone at night. The view made him glad to be alive as it always did, but today he had a special reason for exuberance. Carol had come back safe and sound.


  Even after he had found out where she was he worried about her. He had dreams at night in which he searched for her and couldn’t find her. He knew they were a manifestation of his fear that she would disappear and he’d never see her again. Frances, the people finder who was sitting across the table from him, wouldn’t be able to find her, either, because Carol wouldn’t leave a trace, not even some of her DNA.


  Although he barely admitted it to himself, Rigo had been relieved when he heard Carol wasn’t Cynthia Sakai. As Cynthia, she would have moved to North Carolina and lived the life of a princess. Rigo didn’t see any room for himself in that scenario. It would be as bad as if she had disappeared.


  Carol told him that while he was working the brunch shift at the restaurant, she had slept in and then taken a long walk to, as she phrased it, clear her head. She hadn’t told him much about what happened in North Carolina on their ride home from the airport yesterday. She said she would tell him when she had her thoughts collected. Whether she had to collect her thoughts or clear her head, he wanted to be a part of her life.


  Ernie and Tina had invited Frances over for Sunday dinner to celebrate Carol’s return and develop a further plan to find her identity, since she wasn’t an heiress. Rigo was glad he had the evening off.


  They were eating when Frances asked Rigo how his job hunt was going. This was beginning to be a sore point with him. He tried to sound confident and competent. “I’m still waiting to hear feedback from one interview. I have a couple of others scheduled. I’m looking into getting the training I need to fulfill the state requirements to be a licensed counselor, but that would take a while. The state has a long list of requirements.” He stopped talking, realizing how puny that answer was.


  Ernie said, “We offered to bring him into the business. We figured with his psychology, he might be good in sales. I remember when he was in high school, the tennis teams would hold car washes to help pay for their uniforms and everything. Rigo would stand in the street with a big sign and a corny costume and bring the customers in by the dozens.”


  Tina smirked at her husband from the other end of the table. “What I remember is it was the members of the girls’ team in their bikinis that brought the customers in—including you. But we do think Rigo could help us. He’s got a good mind and he can learn the business.”


  Rigo was about to explain for the umpteenth time why he didn’t want to go into the family business when Carol spoke. “Rigo will do fine, whatever he does. He should do something connected with computers. He can make them dance.”


  Rigo gave Carol an appreciative look as they segued into her problem.


  Frances took the floor. “I was able to get the testing service to give Carol’s DNA a high priority. The results are now online. I’ve placed them in several large databases containing mtDNA, which is the DNA passed down by women. I think we can safely say that Carol’s female line comes from Europe—probably northern Europe.”


  “What about Cynthia’s grandmother? Did you get her DNA yet?” Rigo wanted to make sure the possibility Carol might be Cynthia was a closed issue.


  “No. Mrs. Horton’s DNA hasn’t been received.” Frances turned to Carol. “Did you talk to her about it?”


  Carol shook her head. “We didn’t discuss DNA. Once we determined I wasn’t Cynthia, it didn’t seem important.”


  “I have other news. We have a match on your mtDNA. I didn’t want to make a big deal of it, because the woman you matched only had a partial test done. I talked to her on the phone. She lives near Fresno. She told me she had a daughter—in 1986, I think she said—but had to give her up for adoption. She’s trying to reconnect with her. That’s why she had the DNA test done.”


  “Fresno?” Carol looked puzzled. “Is that in California?”


  “Yes, in the Central Valley. She’s in her forties and lives on a farm. She raises calves—for veal, I believe. She’s very excited. Excited enough that she agreed to have her test upgraded to a full genome at her expense.”


  Rigo asked, “What’s her heritage?”


  “She said her ancestors are English and German. Her name is Victoria Brody. I told her about Carol’s coloring. She said the father was Hispanic.”


  Ernie grinned. “You might be one of us.”


  “That would be nice.” Carol scratched her head. “I don’t picture myself as a farm girl, and it took me a few seconds to remember where Fresno is. As far as I’m concerned, eggs come in cartons at the supermarket, not from chickens. It’s funny Mrs. Horton also lives on a farm, but, of course, she doesn’t have any animals or grow any crops except a few vegetables.”


  Frances said, “If it’s you, since you were adopted you might have grown up in a city. You might not have much connection with Fresno. She hasn’t seen her daughter since she was born.”


  “If she’s my real mother I’d love to meet her.”


  “We’ll see how the additional test comes out. If your complete mtDNA genome matches, it will definitely be worth pursuing. Meanwhile, Rigo has come up with something. He used his vast computer skills to find what might be a video of Carol. Tell them about it, Rigo.”


  Rigo hadn’t told anybody except Frances about what he had found a couple of days ago, partly because he didn’t want to get Carol’s hopes up, and partly because it might embarrass her.


  “I was checking YouTube for videos. Since there are millions of videos on YouTube, I had to narrow it down. I tried lots of combinations without success. Cynthia’s father was Japanese, so I started trying combinations with ‘Japanese’ or ‘Asian’ in them. I found a number of videos of girls who look something like Carol, but this one zooms in and shows a close-up of her face. I swear she has Carol’s eyes.”


  Frances said, “Don’t be coy, Rigo. Tell us the combination you used to find the video.”


  “It was ‘Japanese bikini.’ He looked at Carol who was sitting beside him and was relieved to see she was smiling. “It’s a really nice video—not too…”


  “It’s okay. You don’t have to apologize.” Carol seemed to be laughing at him. “I’m flattered you think I’d look good in a bikini. Is there a name with it?”


  “The name on the video is Aiko Murakawa. I Googled the name and didn’t come up with any other reference to it that would fit. Frances contacted the man who posted the video.”


  Frances nodded. “We exchanged e-mails. He said the video is at least five years old. He doesn’t remember where he got it and thinks the name may be a stage name. However, I agree with Rigo. I think it’s a younger version of Carol. That means her father may be Japanese, since her mother isn’t. Her mtDNA isn’t Japanese.”


  “Sounds like a dead end.” Ernie frowned. “I’d like to see it, however.”


  Tina looked at her husband with amusement. “We knew you would. We’d all like to see it. And we will, right after dessert. How long is her hair in the video?”


  “Fairly long.” Rigo placed his hand on Carol’s back below her shoulder blades to demonstrate.”


  Carol shook her head. “The name ‘Aiko whatever’ doesn’t ring a bell.”


  Frances spoke energetically. “Every piece of information is a clue. We may come upon another reference to the name. I’ll add it to what I have about you online. In your travels, Carol, did you come across anything or any place that looked familiar?”


  “No, but I learned some things I didn’t do, schools I didn’t attend.”


  Carol gave a brief description of her trip, but Rigo suspected she left some parts out. She told how Paul Vigiano faked the photo and Frances discovered it, but she didn’t say much about his reaction when he was confronted. She didn’t seem to have much animosity toward him.


  Frances interrupted Rigo’s reverie. “We’re also looking for abilities and knowledge you might have.”


  “Well, I know for sure I’m not a gardener. I can drive a car, but I think at some point recently I must have driven in the UK. I kept wanting to drive on the left and shift with my left hand. That produced a few exciting moments.”


  “We need to explore the possibility that you might have spent time in England, but so far we have very little to go on.”


  Ernie asked the question Rigo had been dying to ask. “How can you fly in an airplane and rent a car?”


  Everybody looked at Carol. Rigo was half-mad at his father for putting Carol on the spot. He would rather have asked her in private. She hesitated before answering.


  “Look, I don’t want to drag all of you into the seamy side of my life right now. If you want me to leave and stay somewhere else, that’s all right. I…I have a fake driver’s license.”


  Carol didn’t elaborate. She was living a secret life Rigo wasn’t privy to. He didn’t like it, but there was nothing he could do about it. The last thing he wanted was for her to leave. Fortunately, Tina came to the rescue.


  “Don’t even talk about leaving. This is a very difficult time for you. We can’t imagine what it’s like to be you right now, but we want to support you all we can. Stay as long as you like. Even after you find yourself, you’re welcome to stay with us. Just be careful. We don’t want you to get into trouble.”


  Carol looked relieved. “Thank you, Tina. And Ernie and Rigo and Frances. I feel at home here. Believe me I’ll pay you back for everything, including your kindness. I’ll try to keep out of trouble. The main thing is, I don’t want you all to get into trouble because of me.


  



  CHAPTER 15


  “When you have to leave a blot within six points of your opponent’s checker, always leave it as close to your opponent as you can.”


  Carol mentally stepped back and listened to herself for a moment. She sounded like a teacher. However, if she and Rigo were going to play much backgammon together, she wanted him to present a challenge to her.


  “Why is close better?”


  “How many combinations can you roll with two dice?”


  “Uh…thirty-six?”


  “Right. Six times six. How many of those combinations will hit a checker one point away from you?”


  “Now you’re straining my intelligence.”


  “Eleven. Each combination with a one in it, such as one-six and six-one, plus double one. How many combinations will hit a checker six away from you?”


  Rigo thought for a few seconds and then started counting on his fingers. “Seventeen.”


  “Go to the head of the class. The answers for a checker two to five points away from you are between eleven and seventeen.”


  Rigo shook his head, ruefully, as he bore off his last checker. “I don’t know why I ever agreed to play backgammon with you. The only reason I’ve won four games is because you’ve been coaching me. Talk about crushing a guy’s ego. What about leaving a blot seven or more points away from your opponent?”


  “The odds against getting hit are much better. Only six combinations will hit a blot seven away and it goes downhill from there.”


  “Where did you learn to play like this?” Rigo immediately looked contrite. “Sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” Carol smiled to show no harm done. “I wish I knew how I learned.”


  “Frances said to figure out what you’re good at. You’re certainly good at backgammon.”


  “Maybe I was a backgammon hustler in my youth.”


  Rigo laughed. “I’ve got an idea. The restaurant is closed on Mondays, so Adam and I have been going to a sports bar on Monday evenings and watching Monday night football. Come with us. You’ve got a driver’s license, so it won’t hurt if you’re carded, which you probably will be.”


  “Do women go to this bar?”


  “Many do. Some women love football.”


  “What about Adam’s wife?”


  “She hates football. That’s one reason Adam goes to the bar to watch football. Besides, she has to stay home with their kids.”


  Yeah, and what if she got wind of Adam being out on the town in a threesome that included a mysterious babe while she was home with the kids? Carol understood how that might go over like a lead balloon. Still, she liked being with Rigo. She would be with him, not Adam.


  “Sure, I’ll go. Why not?”


  ***


  Carol leaned closer to Adam to hear what he was shouting over the noise. The crowd was raucous. Half a dozen big-screen TVs were scattered throughout the large bar, located in one of the beach cities—she wasn’t sure which one—and the patrons were cheering on almost every play.


  She had just about decided she didn’t care for football all that much, which confirmed the feeling she’d had at the high school game they’d attended. She was more interested in watching the antics of the patrons. Adam tried speaking again, putting his mouth almost against Carol’s ear.


  “I’m glad you’ve returned. You’re good for Rigo. Ever since he broke up with his girlfriend he’s been in the dumps. That and his job situation.”


  This was the first she’d heard about a girlfriend. “When did they break up?”


  “It was over a month ago. They’d been going together for a couple of years.”


  If Adam was so happy she was there for Rigo, why was he pressing his leg against hers? At least she was wearing jeans. She spotted Rigo returning from the restroom and used that as an excuse to turn away from Adam. Rigo sat down on the other side of her. They were crowded together at the large table, and it was difficult to maintain any separation, but she would rather play kneesy with Rigo than Adam.


  Pennants representing various athletic teams hung on the walls and from the ceiling. Carol didn’t see any football pennants representing a Los Angeles team. She asked Rigo about this; he told her Los Angeles hadn’t had a professional football team since the Rams went to St. Louis. If that was the case, why was everybody here so excited about football?


  Carol was being careful about the amount of beer she drank. It came in pitchers, and it was easy to sip it constantly. As soon as her glass ran low, Adam refilled it. From her experience in drinking wine with Paul, she knew she wasn’t a big drinker. She’d been careful drinking with him, but even so she had developed a buzz after several glasses. Rigo was limiting his intake, but Adam was steadily putting it away. She was glad Rigo was driving.


  At halftime, somebody on the other side of the table pulled out a deck of cards and arranged some of them in a pattern on the tabletop. He and the person next to him alternately took cards away. When there were no cards left, money changed hands. Carol had decided from her backgammon experience she liked to play games. She asked Rigo what was happening.


  He leaned close to her. “The cards are laid out in rows. On your turn you remove one or more cards from a single row. The person who removes the last card wins.”


  “That doesn’t sound too difficult.”


  “The only times I’ve tried it I’ve lost money.”


  “There must be a logical approach to the game.”


  “I was told by someone you convert the number of cards in each row to binary, then arrange the binary numbers as if you’re going to add them. Binary is just ones and zeroes. You count the binary ones in each column. After you make your move, there should be an even number of binary ones—or none—in each column. I can’t do all that in my head.”


  Carol thought about it. Yes, she did understand binary. Ones and zeroes, just like how a computer thought. The game sounded familiar. She grabbed some empty glasses and arranged them in a simple pattern: 3-3. The binary equivalent of 3 was 11. If you arranged 11 and 11 vertically in order to add them, each column contained two 1s—an even number. Therefore, 3-3 must be a winning combination. She tried removing various numbers of glasses and soon proved to herself that it was.


  She focused her attention on the game across the table and found she could calculate winning combinations rapidly in her head. The men playing were making mistakes. She could beat them. She turned to Rigo and spoke in his ear.


  “I’ve played this game before. I can beat those guys.”


  Rigo looked at her, surprised, and then thought about it. He grinned. “I bet you can.” He pulled a five dollar bill out of his wallet and shouted to one of the men across the table. “Five dollars says Carol here can beat you.”


  The man, who was the ringleader in the game and had apparently been winning all the money, looked at Carol, appraisingly. He took his deck and dealt out four rows: 7-5-3-1. He gave her an open-hand gesture and a condescending smile. “Go ahead, sweetheart, move.”


  Carol did a quick calculation and realized she was facing a winning combination. If she moved first, she’d lose. She looked the man in the eye. He was quite large, probably a former football player, with a big head and an asymmetric nose, but she wouldn’t be intimidated. “You go first.”


  He stared at her; she stared back. She figured he was losing face by hesitating. He must have come to the same conclusion, because he took a quick glance at the cards and then removed three from the row of five, leaving 7-2-3-1.


  Her turn. She didn’t immediately see the solution. Maybe she was in over her head. She glanced at Rigo and saw a trusting look in his eyes. She couldn’t let him down, even for a lousy five dollars.


  Don’t panic, she told herself. Picture the binary equivalents. She took a deep breath. She mentally lined up the binary numbers and saw the answer, just as if it were written on a piece of paper. She reached out and collected the whole row of seven, like a blackjack dealer in Vegas scooping up the cards after a round, and set them aside. Where had the Las Vegas analogy come from? She doubted she’d ever been there, but, of course, there were many places in the world where you could play cards.


  That left 2-3-1. She saw a stricken look flash over the big man’s face before he hid it. He tested her by removing the single card. She removed one card, making it 2-2. Whatever he did now, she would take the last card. His buddies razzed him. Rigo collected the five dollars.


  “The broad was lucky. She can’t do it again.”


  He spoke with a sneer. He was definitely trying to save face. Should she give him a chance? She did some quick calculations in her head and came up with a plan. “Give me the cards. I’ll deal out a different layout. Then I’ll start. While she was talking she reached over the table and picked up the deck. She dealt five rows: 10-8-6-4-2.


  Broken Nose—her name for him—considered it. His friends were still on his case. Rigo pulled out all the bills in his wallet and laid them on the table. Adam hesitated for a moment and then did the same. It looked like they’d put down a couple of hundred dollars between them. Carol had second thoughts. She shouldn’t be risking their money like this.


  The friends of Broken Nose evidently still had a little faith in him. They produced enough money to cover the bet. A pile of bills grew in the middle of the table. It was too late to back out. Apparently Broken Nose felt the same way. He gave his open-hand gesture for Carol to make her move.


  Carol took two cards from the row of ten, leaving 8-8-6-4-2. Broken Nose looked at it for a few seconds. He must have seen something because his shoulders visibly sagged. He went through the motions, but Carol was sure he knew he was going to lose from her first move.


  She pulled the last card off the table with not a little trepidation, wondering whether he and his buddies, who were almost as big as he was, were going to dispute the result. Rigo and Adam raked the money in somewhat cautiously, as if wondering the same thing. A couple of the men were grumbling to Broken Nose, but they didn’t make a move to prevent the money changing hands.


  The second half of the football game started. The attention of the people at the table was drawn to the television sets and away from them. Rigo and Adam exchanged looks. Rigo spoke into Carol’s ear. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Nobody bothered them as they made their way between the crowded tables to the door of the bar. The cool night air hit Carol with a gust of relief. They were home free.


  Somebody grabbed her arm from behind. Startled, she uttered a grunt and turned to face Broken Nose. Rigo and Adam, who were a step ahead of her, whirled around.


  Broken Nose held up his hand, palm out. “Peace. Just a quick word with the little lady.”


  The guys must have realized it would be dangerous to dispute him; they held their ground. Broken Nose spoke into Carol’s ear, too softly for them to hear.


  “You and I can make a lot of money together. Tonight was peanuts. Call me. I’m free tomorrow night. Don’t worry about me. I’m gay. I’ll protect you from the others.”


  He pressed a card into her hand and disappeared back into the bar. Carol closed her hand over the card so the guys wouldn’t see it.


  “What was that all about?” Rigo looked anxious.


  “Nothing. He was just congratulating me for beating him.”


  



  CHAPTER 16


  Jake Beard was Broken Nose’s real name. At least that’s what his card said. Underneath his name it said “Actor.” A phone number was included, but no address. Curious.


  After Rigo left for the restaurant on Tuesday, Carol went to Facebook on his computer to see if he was a member. He was, and he apparently didn’t block access to anyone. His picture showed him wearing a football uniform. His profile information said he was single and his birthday was April 14. It didn’t give a year. He lived in Los Angeles and had several hundred friends.


  There were photos of him with his buddies, most of whom looked like the men he had been with last night, possibly ex-football players. There were no pictures of women. The quotes of his friends on the News Feed were bawdy. Beard’s recent quote was, “Looking for love in all the wrong places.”


  Carol Googled “Jake Beard.” She found out he had played for the Los Angeles Rams in the early nineties. They had left L.A. after the 1994 season. So he was a football player.


  Carol and Rigo had spent much of the day searching for her on the Internet. Or for Aiko Murakawa. Was she Aiko? Had she ever been that pretty? Rigo thought so. She wasn’t sure. Anyway, they had no luck. She felt frustrated. Maybe she would never find out who she was.


  Meanwhile, Ernie and Tina were paying her way. Rigo and Frances were spending a lot of time on her behalf, in addition to money. How could she pay them back? She didn’t want to spend the $5,000 in her bank account. She would need that when she went to England. She wasn’t sure what she’d do when she got there, but she wasn’t getting any results here.


  Rigo and Adam had each given her twenty dollars from their winnings last night. She had protested but they insisted, saying she had earned the money. They still pocketed enough to give them a tidy profit, even after paying for the beer. She felt good she’d been able to pay her own way. She needed to do more of that.


  Carol called Beard’s number on her cell phone and got a message: “Hey, it’s Jake. You know what to do.”


  She listened for the beep. “Hi, it’s Carol from last night.” She gave her cell phone number.


  Ten minutes later her cell phone rang. “Hello.”


  “I got us set up for tonight. Where should I pick you up?”


  She recognized his gravelly voice. “When?”


  “ASAP.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “Make a call on a billionaire who likes to gamble.”


  “Is it safe?”


  “Candy from a baby. Dress sharp. He likes young chicks.”


  “But—”


  “He can look at them, but he can’t do anything about it. He’s in a wheelchair.”


  She had a million more questions, but she realized she wasn’t going to get them answered. Either she committed or she hung up. She thought fast. “Meet me at…Pacific Coast Highway and Hawthorne in…an hour.”


  “Parking lot by the bank, northeast corner. Make it forty-five minutes.”


  “I’ll try.”


  He disconnected. He obviously knew the area. What should she wear? With her less than extensive wardrobe, options were limited. She went with a short skirt, light blue sweater, and a jacket to ward off the cool L.A. evening. Bare legs. Pantyhose had been out for a number of years. Thank God. She put on her “dress” shoes—they had two-inch heels—and then decided to wear her athletic shoes and carry the good ones.


  She put on lipstick and fluffed her hair. The bald spots were barely visible and wouldn’t be noticed by a man in a wheelchair. She dropped the cell phone in her small purse and went downstairs. In the kitchen she found a plastic bag in which to carry her dress shoes.


  She tore off a sheet from the pad beside the phone and wrote, “Going out this evening. Home late. Carol.” She almost added, “Don’t worry about me,” but then realized that was exactly what Tina and Ernie would do if they saw that message.


  ***


  Carol got off the bus at PCH, having ridden it down the hill on Hawthorne. She hadn’t had the exact change. Even wasting less than a dollar galled her. She’d be glad when she didn’t have to worry about every penny. She was certain it was fewer than forty-five minutes since she’d spoken to Beard, but without a watch she didn’t know what time it was.


  She walked the few feet to the parking lot and scanned the handful of cars there. No sign of Jake Beard. Ha. She’d beaten him. At least he couldn’t say she wasn’t prompt. Rush hour traffic was heavy. She waited near the entrance to the bank, guessing what kind of car he’d be driving.


  Five minutes later the longest Cadillac she was sure she’d ever seen pulled into the parking lot, complete with tail fins—a dinosaur from a bygone age. The engine rumbled like Beard’s voice and sounded as if it weren’t sure it could go on. Beard was behind the wheel. The car stopped in front of Carol.


  She pulled open the heavy front door and scanned the inside. Beard was the only person in the car. That was probably for the good.


  “Hurry up; we’re late.”


  Carol hesitated another couple of seconds and then jumped into the car. The car radio played softly, something she didn’t recognize. When she had trouble pulling the door shut, he reached in front of her and closed it with a bang. His arm brushed against her breasts, but he didn’t seem to notice. He gave her a quick scan, not including her legs.


  “You look okay.”


  Just okay? She assembled the evidence. Yeah, he was probably gay.


  He pulled out onto Hawthorne Boulevard and headed north in the stop-and-go traffic. The car had bench seats that had been reupholstered at some point but still showed wear. At least it had seatbelts. Carol buckled up.


  Beard’s graying hair was short, and there was an old scar on his right cheek. Add that to the broken nose and large arms and legs. He looked like a football player. He was wearing a turquoise shirt, that clashed with Carol’s sweater, and tight jeans. He drove the car carefully. It was obviously his baby.


  It wouldn’t hurt to try to get on his good side. “Nice car.”


  “Yeah, thanks.”


  Carol thought about the questions she wanted to ask. “Where are we going?”


  “Hollywood Hills. Unfortunately, we can’t get there from here. Especially at this time of day. We’ll just have to tough it out.”


  “What about a freeway?”


  “Freeways are plugged up like a constipated whore. We’ll head north on Hawthorne for a while, see what happens. It becomes La Brea at Century. Maybe we’ll cruise over to La Cienega after a bit.”


  “What’s the name of the man we’re going to see?”


  “Sebastian Ault.”


  “Never heard of him.”


  “You can’t know every billionaire in the world. He made his money in real estate. Owns a few hundred rundown apartment buildings in L.A. He’s a sports nut. That’s how I know him. Used to go to every Rams game before they skipped town. He fraternized with the players.”


  “You said he likes to gamble?”


  “He had a suite reserved for him in Vegas when he was younger. They gave him the royal treatment reserved for big spenders.”


  One question had been nagging at Carol. “Why do you need me?”


  Beard shot a look at her as they waited for a red light. “He won’t play with me anymore. I guess I took too much money off him. He’ll play with you, though. Just smile at him. He’s a sucker for a pretty face.”


  “How do we do this?”


  “I’ll do the talking. All you have to do is win.”


  “One more question. What kind of money are we talking about?”


  “I need twenty Gs to settle some debts. We’ll take forty and split fifty-fifty. We don’t want to get too greedy.” Beard gave a deep-throated laugh. “He might put you on his list, too.”


  “Forty thousand dollars?” Carol wanted to make sure she’d heard correctly.


  “Yep. Don’t worry. That’s just walking around money for him. Or wheeling around.” He laughed again.


  Carol knew she was in over her head. Whoever she was before had never done anything like this. She was sure of it. She wanted to opt out, tell Beard to take her back, but she knew he wouldn’t go for it. Maybe she could stall.


  “I’m hungry.”


  “Ault will feed us. He’s got a good cook.”


  She didn’t like Beard or his attitude. She shrank against the door and tried to disappear. A cell phone materialized in Beard’s hand. He made a call to Ault’s house and gave whoever answered an estimated time of arrival.


  “What kind of music do you like?”


  She couldn’t remember. “Anything.”


  He turned up the radio. Some guy was singing—or rather shouting or rapping—very fast. It was abrasive, and from what Carol could comprehend of it, obscene in a way that was abusive toward women.


  



  CHAPTER 17


  The white house was the size of a sports arena, situated on a substantial plot of ground on the top of a hill. It had an iron-barred fence around it with a gated driveway. Beard spoke into an intercom, and the twin gates swung open. They drove up a curving road to the front door and were admitted by a smiling man wearing a suit.


  “Welcome, Mr. Beard. Let me check your purse.”


  The bag Beard was carrying did look like a purse. Was the man looking for a gun?


  The man unzipped it; Carol caught a glimpse of bills. He nodded. “I see you left your cell phone in the car. Good.”


  He returned the purse to Beard and faced Carol. “Miss, may I have a quick look at your purse?”


  Surprised, Carol handed it to him. He opened it and pulled out her cell phone. “Mr. Ault likes to have the full attention of his guests. I’ll keep this for you and return it when you leave.”


  He gave the purse back to her and led them into a dining room that could be used as a banquet hall. Three places were set at one end of a long table. Paintings adorned a wall, some of which looked vaguely familiar to Carol. She suspected they were genuine masterpieces. Wall-to-wall windows faced south in what Carol realized was the reverse of the view from the Ramirez home. The sun had set, and the myriad of city lights twinkled below.


  “How do you like my view?”


  Carol turned to see an old man wheeling himself into the room. The wheelchair rolled almost silently on the hardwood floor. His white hair and white face gave him a ghostly appearance, and his body looked as if it had shrunk to something less than normal size. It reminded her of a mummy she had undoubtedly seen in a museum somewhere. He was well-dressed, however, in slacks and a blue blazer with a red silk scarf tucked into his shirt that was unbuttoned at the top.


  “I love it.” Carol tried to sound enthusiastic, even though she preferred the view from the Ramirez house. However, she knew you didn’t tell a billionaire he had a second-rate view.


  “Welcome to my humble abode. You’re Carol.” He rolled over to her and grasped her hand in both of his. She kept her grip loose, afraid if she squeezed, he’d crumble into dust.


  Ault turned toward Beard. “Jake, baby, how’re they hangin’?”


  “Fine, Seb. Good to see you.”


  Ault’s hand disappeared inside Beard’s, but Carol noticed Beard used no pressure as they shook.


  “Let’s not waste time on formalities. It took you guys so long to get here I’m starving.”


  “May I use your bathroom first?” Carol had been feeling the pressure for a while.


  “Of course. Go out that door, down the hall on the left.”


  The bathroom was large and had gold fixtures. The tub, big enough for two people, had jets. It would be fun to take a bubble bath here with candles. Carol looked around, quickly, admiring the layout, but she didn’t want to keep Ault waiting. She washed her hands, fluffed her hair, and returned to the dining room.


  Ault and Beard were bantering about football. When he saw Carol, Ault rolled up to the end of the table and indicated the chairs on either side for Carol and Beard. As they sat down, Ault rang a bell on the table. A large woman appeared out of a side door with a tray of food. The man who had met them at the door helped her serve.


  The food was what Carol figured must be served at a training table for a football team—with emphasis on steak and potatoes. Carol was certain she wasn’t a vegetarian, but she was glad there was also a green salad. Beard helped himself to monster portions, whereas Ault and Carol ate much more modestly.


  Beard was served a beer. Ault said he was under doctor’s orders not to drink. He had iced tea. Offered a choice of beverage, Carol picked iced tea. She wanted to keep her wits about her.


  Ault kept up a steady stream of conversation, directed mostly at Carol. “You may be wondering why I don’t have a motorized chair. Actually I do, but my doctor wants me to get some exercise, so I use this one indoors. I drive the other one when I’m out and about.”


  Carol tried to be polite. “You have a beautiful place here, Mr. Ault. The view, the paintings…”


  “Yes. Money may not buy happiness, but it does buy a certain amount of beauty.” He looked at her with green eyes. “Speaking of beauty, you look fabulous in that sweater.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Reminds me of what girls wore in the forties and fifties. Those were the days. Sweaters that gave a hint of what was inside, but you had to use your imagination to fill it in—or out.” He chuckled. “Now when most girls wear a sweater, it’s cut down to here, boobs spilling out all over the place. Leaves nothing to the imagination.”


  Carol had almost worn her v-neck top. Close call.


  Ault continued in reminiscing mode. “Back when my brain worked better, I used to write poetry. I bet you don’t believe that, Jake.”


  “No, Seb. I always thought of you as a hard-drinking sports nut.”


  “That’s a fair assessment, but there was a softer side to me that didn’t show up in the locker room. In fact, I wrote a poem called ‘Sweater Girl.’” He rang the bell, and when the woman appeared he said, “Send in Kyle.”


  The man in the suit came into the room.


  “Kyle, go and print out a copy of the poem called ‘Sweater Girl.’ I want to present it to the young lady.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Kyle smiled and disappeared through another doorway. He returned while they were eating ice cream with a choice of sauces. He handed the poem to Ault who bowed his head slightly, gave it to Carol, and invited her to read it.


  Carol put down her spoon and looked at the computer-printed page.


  



  I long for the days of the sweater girl—


  Those innocent days.


  In dreams she would haunt us,


  She'd tease us and taunt us


  In reds, whites and grays.


  



  Some say that today's is a better girl—


  A girl you can touch.


  She's strong and aggressive


  Or sweet and caressive;


  She's sometimes too much.


  



  For instance, when she is a wetter girl—


  Aswim at the beach


  In G-string bikini,


  So tiny, so teeny;


  It's all within reach.


  



  And then there's the case of the letter girl—


  A feminine jock.


  She'll kick, hit and chase balls


  Like soccer and baseballs;


  Watch out for her sock!


  



  I long for the days of the sweater girl—


  With figure supreme.


  She'd make us delirious


  But still be mysterious,


  And leave us our dream.


  



  “I like it.” Carol was impressed. It wasn’t Robert Frost, but it had a certain energy to it. It also rhymed, something the songs Beard had been playing on the radio didn’t seem to do.


  “Thank you. Nothing warms my heart more than praise from a lovely lady.”


  “May I keep this?”


  “Of course. That’s your copy.”


  Ault excused himself, citing a bladder problem, and wheeled out of the room. Carol looked at Beard. “What do we do now?”


  “Now we get to work. As I said, leave the talking to me.” Beard spoke uncharacteristically softly, as if the walls had ears, leaning across the table.


  “He’s such a nice man. I hate to—”


  “He’s a bastard and a crook. This is no time to start thinking. Just do what you’re getting paid to do.”


  Carol didn’t say anything more. There was no point arguing with Beard. She pretended to reread the poem. When Ault returned, he ushered them into a gigantic living room that also featured wall-to-wall windows. There was a card table in one corner. Ault positioned himself at the table, still in his wheelchair, with his back to the window. At Beard’s signal, Carol sat down opposite Ault. Beard sat to Ault’s right.


  “Well, Jake, I guess you came here to take my money. Since I won’t gamble with you anymore, you brought Carol to do the honors. Did you train her?”


  “I didn’t need to. She’s better than I ever was. She took money from me.”


  Ault laughed and turned to Carol. “How did you learn the game these guys play?”


  “I grew up playing shell games on street corners.”


  Ault laughed again. “I like a girl with a sense of humor.” He picked up a deck of cards. “If you had your choice, how would you set it up?”


  “Uh…how about 5-4-3-2-1 and I start?”


  “Okay, but if I lose, I get to call the next round.”


  That sounded fair to Carol.


  Beard said, “Let’s talk stakes.” He opened his purse and poured a stack of one hundred dollar bills onto the table. “How about five grand?”


  Ault didn’t blink an eye. “You want to risk it all on the first game?”


  “Yeah, I trust Carol.”


  “All right. It’s your funeral.”


  Ault dealt the cards in the way Carol specified and nodded to her to move. She took one card from the row of five. She already had the game won. If Ault knew this, he didn’t let on, but it soon became apparent. When she took the last card, he was unfazed.


  “Oh well, easy come, easy go. Now I get to pick the setup. I’m just going to deal out all the cards and see where they fall. Then I’ll start.”


  He ended up dealing six rows, seemingly at random: 16-13-10-7-5-1. Carol had practiced converting to binary and adding up the columns. As she calculated in her head, Beard said he wanted to risk all of the ten grand. Carol cringed. If Ault knew what he was doing, Beard would end up with nothing.


  Ault studied the board for only a few seconds and removed the single card, leaving 16-13-10-7-5. That was the wrong move. He had to take cards from the row of sixteen, because in binary, sixteen is 10000, and the other rows contained fewer than sixteen cards. Thus the binary 1 was in a column by itself, violating the rule that each column should have an even number of ones for a winning combination.


  Beard was right about Ault. He had undoubtedly once had a razor-sharp mind, but he’d lost it. He had become senile. Carol knew the move she should make, but she couldn’t do it. She sat and stared at the cards. Beard stared at her. He was getting fidgety. Ault was humming a tune to himself.


  Carol stood up from the table. “I have to go to the bathroom.”


  Beard started to protest, but Ault held up his hand. “When you gotta go you gotta go. The cards will still be here when you return.”


  Carol took her purse and followed the route she had memorized to the bathroom. A house this size resembled a maze, and finding the bathroom wasn’t a cinch. She went inside and closed and locked the door. She looked at the window she remembered seeing beside the toilet. It was cracked open. She raised the sash until there was enough room for her to fit through.


  A screen covered the opening. She fiddled with it for a few seconds and figured out how to loosen it. It was light; she held it in both hands and gave it a push to sail it away from the window. She stood on the toilet and stuck her head out into the darkness. She could just make out grass a few feet below. The screen had fallen far enough away so she wouldn’t land on it.


  She hesitated. Once she went through the window, she would be committed. She would make an enemy of Jake Beard. He would come after her. But she was no hustler. She couldn’t play his game. She considered going back to the living room and explaining this to Ault and Beard. Ault would be cool, especially if she showed him how she could beat him. Beard wouldn’t. Since he was her protection and her ride home, he could be dangerous if he turned against her. She needed to get away from him.


  She threw her purse out the window. With her hands on the windowsill she pushed off from the toilet and found herself hanging over the sill, arms and upper body on the outside, legs on the inside, with her weight on her stomach. She couldn’t stay that way more than a few seconds.


  Scrambling furiously, she grabbed the sill and managed to twist her body around so her legs were outside the window. She was glad she had been doing stretching exercises that increased her flexibility. She hung from the sill by her hands and then dropped, landing awkwardly on the grass and falling onto her back.


  



  CHAPTER 18


  Carol got up slowly, hurting in several places, but she didn’t think she’d sustained any injuries worse than a few scrapes. She jogged toward the front of the house and immediately realized her shoes were not built for running. She needed to retrieve the athletic shoes she’d left in Beard’s car.


  The car was parked in the circular driveway near the front door of the house. Outside lights illuminated it, but the living room windows faced in another direction. She hadn’t been gone long enough yet to raise an alarm. She reached the car, fervently hoping it wasn’t locked.


  She tried the door on the driver’s side because it was facing away from the house. It opened to her pull. Beard must have been confident the locked gate would keep his beloved car safe. Giving a sigh of relief, she dove across the bench seat and grabbed the bag that contained her shoes from the floor. Backing out of the car, she closed the door until it was just ajar, but didn’t try to shut it. The noise of it latching might carry into the house.


  Carol crouched beside the car where she wasn’t visible from the house and changed her shoes. She forced herself to take a few extra seconds to make sure the laces to the athletic shoes were securely tied. It occurred to her the Cadillac was old enough that each door had to be locked individually. Since she hadn’t locked the door on the passenger side, she could have gotten in that way, even if Beard had locked his door. She hoped she would have thought of that and not panicked if Beard’s door had been locked.


  She got to her feet and headed toward the fence, keeping her body bent over and the car between herself and the house. Of course, the farther she got from the car, the less protection it gave her. The next problem was getting through the fence. Iron spikes lined the top, waiting to impale her. A good athlete could still climb over it, but it would be dangerous, especially in the dark.


  A light illuminated the double gate. It didn’t have spikes sticking up from the top. Instead, there were fancy iron curlicues. They offered good hand and foot holds, and wouldn’t stab her if she slipped. Video cameras were undoubtedly trained on the gate. If Kyle or somebody happened to be watching the security monitors a mansion like this would certainly have he would see her. Would they come after her?


  She wasn’t a burglar. Anyway, it was too late to back out. Carol tossed the plastic bag containing her purse and her good shoes through the space between two of the vertical iron bars and climbed up the gate, using the crossbars and the curlicues. She threw one leg over the top and then scissored her other leg over. She lowered herself down the other side. This was easier than going through the bathroom window.


  She picked up her shoe bag and started trotting downhill on the narrow street toward the city lights. There were enough streetlights and outdoor lights from the houses she was passing for her to navigate her way between the rows of parked cars.


  She heard a car coming down the hill behind her. Was Beard chasing after her, already? The car was still around a curve, but the engine didn’t have the hesitant, unmufflered rumble the Caddy had. She ducked behind a parked car, just to be safe. The car rolled past, loud music blaring from an open window. Must be young people.


  She continued downhill, panting, slowing to a fast walk. She wasn’t used to running. She figured by going downhill she would hit civilization. Had the men missed her yet? The locked bathroom door would stall them for a few minutes. Beard would be really pissed off and come after her. She had to be on the alert.


  The minutes went by, and Carol didn’t hear the distinctive sound of Beard’s car. She was making good progress. A few cars passed her, going in both directions. Since there was no sidewalk, she got off the road when they went by. The area was quiet except for car noises. In the distance she heard the hum of substantial traffic.


  The hum grew louder as she approached a busier street. She made several turns, still heading downhill. Traffic grew heavier, but there were sidewalks here. She walked on the left so she would be on the other side of the street from Beard if he appeared. She constantly looked over her shoulder, nervously watching for him, now that the noise was too loud for her to pick out his car from the others.


  She came to Sunset Boulevard. Of course, she had heard of the famous Sunset. Beard had driven on it briefly on the way to Ault’s house. In spite of it being a Tuesday evening, the sidewalks were crowded with all sorts of people, many of them dressed in strange outfits. The congestion was good for her. She blended in and disappeared.


  She turned right, toward the ocean. She had a vague idea of following the coast home. Maybe she should call Rigo. A digital clock in front of a building said it was 10:14 p.m. Rigo would still be working. She didn’t want to bother him. Even so, she unzipped her purse and looked for her cell phone. It wasn’t there. Kyle had taken it. She didn’t see any phone booths. Had they completely disappeared because of the digital revolution?


  Carol knew she could borrow a phone from someone if necessary, but she wasn’t going to call Tina and Ernie. If they had to come and rescue her, they’d probably kick her out of their house. She could call Rigo after he got off work, but he had done too much for her already. She needed to get herself home.


  Her purse contained the forty dollars Rigo and Adam had given her plus a couple of ones. She doubted that it was enough money to get her to Palos Verdes by taxi. It was probably too late to ride a bus all the way. Besides, that would take hours, even after she figured out how to do it. She crossed the tricky intersection where Beverly Drive and Crescent Drive intersected Sunset, and found she was at the Beverly Hills Hotel.


  Carol walked up the driveway toward the entrance. Uniformed men were helping two guests with their luggage. They had just exited an exotic car Carol didn’t recognize. She approached one of the hotel employees. “Can I get a taxi?”


  He glanced at her. She tried to hide the scrape on her arm. He smiled. “Yes, ma’am. Right over here.”


  He led her to a waiting yellow taxi she hadn’t seen and opened the door for her. She couldn’t afford to give him a tip. As she climbed in, she gave him a smile and a flash of leg, hoping that was enough. It would have to be.


  The taxi driver started his engine and said something to her in broken English. Carol gritted her teeth before speaking. “I only have forty-two dollars. Is that enough to get to Palos Verdes?”


  He shook his head.


  “How about the beach?”


  “The beach—where?”


  “Manhattan Beach?” She knew from her travels that Manhattan Beach was south of the Los Angeles Airport. She could walk from there.


  “Manhattan Beach? Okay, we go to Manhattan Beach.”


  He drove west on Sunset. Carol remembered hearing somewhere the Chevrolet Corvair, an ancient General Motors car with a rear engine, was supposed to have been so unstable the curvy Sunset Boulevard became a graveyard for them. They passed the UCLA campus, and the driver went south on the 405 freeway.


  Communication wasn’t good between them because his understanding of English was questionable. Carol monitored their progress, hoping he was really going to the beach. She was relieved when she saw the signs for LAX and knew they were headed in the correct direction. He exited the freeway at Rosecrans Avenue.


  The meter had reached forty-two dollars, but she sweet-talked him into driving closer to the beach with the meter off, figuring it would be safer to walk on the beach than on the streets. He took her to the corner of Rosecrans and Highland Avenue. She could see the ocean. This would have to do. She gave him the forty-two dollars, thanked him, effusively, and headed downhill to the beach walking path.


  Late as it was, there were still a few people walking and running on the concrete path that wended its way in front of the beachside houses. Now that Carol had safely eluded Beard, she felt a lot better. This was an adventure.


  The coolness of the ocean breeze caressed her face. In addition to her cell phone, she had left her jacket at Ault’s place. All she wore were her short-sleeved sweater and skirt. She didn’t think the temperature was below fifteen—Celsius. She reminded herself Fahrenheit was used in the U.S. Okay, about sixty Fahrenheit. As long as she kept moving she wouldn’t get cold.


  Hermosa Beach followed Manhattan Beach. Here the walking path and bike path, which were separate in Manhattan Beach, became one. However, bikes were almost nonexistent at this hour. Carol was getting tired. Her feet hurt. She could see the lights of the hill of Palos Verdes Peninsula ahead, but they looked like a mirage she would never reach.


  She asked a female jogger what time it was. The answer was twelve thirty. Rigo must be home now. Hopefully, he would be in bed and not worrying about her. At the end of Hermosa Beach, she had to walk on the street to get around the small-boat harbor. She walked past the shops and the parking structure at the Redondo Beach pier. There was still some activity at the restaurants on the pier, a couple of which had Tony’s as part of their name.


  Instead of taking the beach path through Redondo, she went uphill to the path that followed the cliff above the beach. It fronted a series of apartment buildings. She would have to start climbing eventually, anyway. It didn’t hurt to gain a little altitude now. The apartments were largely quiet. Even beach lovers slept. When the path ended, she walked along the cliff-side street. A few cars cruised by.


  One slowed down to her pace and a male voice called. “Need a ride, honey?”


  She kept walking along the sidewalk, not looking at him. He said a couple of other things, getting progressively more inappropriate. She walked faster. The car accelerated and sped away.


  Palos Verdes loomed directly in front of Carol. It looked like a mountain. The street started uphill. She remembered Rigo telling her their home was higher than 1100 feet above sea level. She was coming from close to sea level. Her legs ached. She came to Palos Verdes Boulevard. She knew from riding with Rigo that this street led to Malaga Cove. From there she could take Palos Verdes Drive North to Silver Spur to Hawthorne and then home. She was glad she’d paid attention to where they went.


  However, it was easier said than done. By the time Carol was on the final stretch on Hawthorne, she was moving slowly. Each step required an effort. She was thirsty and tired and sore. Her feet burned. When she finally entered the driveway of the Ramirez residence she felt proud of her accomplishment. The outside light was on. She unlocked the front door and went into the house, trying not to make any noise.


  She heard a soft snore. There was Rigo, asleep in a chair. She hated to wake him, but she had to. He was worried about her. She had to let him know she was okay. She touched his arm and spoke softly. “Rigo.”


  Rigo woke with a start. He looked at her and then at his watch. It was after three. Carol said, “Thanks for waiting up. I’m sorry I’m so late.”


  “You should have called me.”


  “I lost my cell phone.” It was a lame excuse and also gave the wrong idea. “I’m fine.”


  Rigo saw the scrape on her arm. He didn’t seem to be buying her story. She had to do better. “I’ll tell you all about it in the morning. I had an adventure. I’m going to get a glass of water and go to bed.” She gave him a kiss on the forehead and went into the kitchen.


  



  CHAPTER 19


  Carol had told Rigo the whole story. At least he hoped she had told him the whole story. He knew by now she kept secrets from him. She had been vague about how she’d acquired a driver’s license. Paul Vigiano, the North Carolina attorney, was involved in this, somehow, but their relationship wasn’t clear.


  She claimed Jake Beard was gay. A gay football player? He supposed it was possible. Hadn’t some guy written a book about being a gay football player? She’d shown she had a conscience by not taking the billionaire’s money. She had most of the attributes he was looking for in a wife—except an identity. She couldn’t even get married.


  Rigo and Carol hadn’t come up with any new information on Carol’s identity. Neither had Frances who was waiting for the results of an expanded DNA test for the woman, Victoria Brody. The swimsuit video appeared to be a dead end. Rigo knew this was frustrating to Carol. He wished he could be of more help so she would stop doing dangerous things. She had to avoid Beard. She told Rigo he and Adam shouldn’t go to the sports bar when Beard was likely to be there.


  Tina called from work and told Carol a man named Kyle had phoned and said he had Carol’s cell phone and jacket and where should he send them? Tina told him to send them to her office. Carol said Kyle, who was the billionaire’s assistant, must have taken Tina’s business card out of her purse. That was as bad as going through security at an airport. Maybe worse. Had this Kyle strip-searched her as well? Rigo decided he didn’t like Kyle.


  ***


  Carol had left a brief note for Tina and Ernie in the kitchen before going to bed. Then she slept until late in the morning. She told Rigo everything that happened, figuring he deserved to know. Feeling sorry that she was such a pain to him, she spent the rest of the day with him until he went to work.


  He took her to a private tennis club he had access to because of his accomplishments and gave her a lesson. She had apparently played before, but she wasn’t in his class. He was a good teacher, and she learned a lot. They had fun.


  When Ernie and Tina arrived home, Tina talked about the phone call from Kyle. “Kyle asked if you were all right. He sounded concerned. Of course, I couldn’t tell him because I hadn’t seen you yet. I did tell him you returned home safely.”


  Carol told them an abbreviated version of her adventures last night, downplaying the difficulties and making light of the betting. She tried to make it amusing. They might not have completely bought what she said, but they were too polite to grill her.


  Ernie started talking about a problem they had at their office. “A new division of our company is working on heating systems that don’t generate much or any carbon dioxide. They utilize hydrogen and oxygen, which can be extracted from water. When we’re talking to a prospect, we have to go through some fairly intricate mathematical calculations to justify the cost and determine what the monetary savings and reduction in carbon output will be. The man who had been doing these calculations just left us for a better job.”


  Carol was intrigued. “Show me what kind of calculations you’re talking about.” She knew the odds at backgammon. She knew how to convert from decimal to binary. Maybe her understanding of math went deeper than that. She suspected it did. She had a warm feeling about numbers.


  Ernie took a pad and wrote equations on it that involved both math and chemistry. Carol had no trouble following him. When he set up a problem, she was able to solve it, using a calculator and knowledge that came from somewhere deep within her brain.


  Ernie and Tina were impressed. It gave Carol an idea. “Why don’t I work for you? I could do the calculations and help you prepare proposals. Hopefully, it would save you some time.”


  Ernie was enthusiastic. “It would be a godsend.”


  Tina took care of the financial end of the business. “We can’t pay you. You don’t have a Social Security number.”


  “You’ve already paid me.” Carol made a sweeping gesture with her arm, indicating the surroundings. “You’ve given me a place to stay. You’ve fed me. You’ve bought me clothes. You’ve given me friendship. Without you, I would be naked, starving, friendless, and on the streets. Please let me help you.”


  Ernie laughed. “Well, when you put it that way. Would you like to come to work with us tomorrow? We’re putting together a big proposal now. It’s worth a lot of money if we can land the business.”


  ***


  Carol was gushing to a sleepy Rigo who was drinking coffee and eating breakfast while trying to wake up. “You and I have a great opportunity to help your parents. I worked on a proposal yesterday that involved a lot of calculations. I did them by hand, but there’s a better way. You can write a program to do the calculations. It would make good use of your computer skills, and it would save them a tremendous amount of time. I can show you exactly what the program has to do.”


  She had labored all day and felt good about the results. She knew she had done this sort of thing before. All the time she was working, however, she had the feeling it could be done easier, faster, more efficiently. When she thought about Rigo and the classes on computer science and programming he’d taken at the University of Southern California, she was sure it was a match made in heaven. All she had to do now was convince him.


  Carol had finished the calculations for the big proposal. Ernie told her she had earned her keep. That’s when she decided to stay home on Friday and try to motivate Rigo. Maybe she should have waited until he had a couple of cups of coffee in him. Her enthusiasm hadn’t allowed her to wait, however.


  Rigo was either thinking or falling back to sleep; she wasn’t sure which. Then his face grew more animated. “It sounds like fun.”


  


  


  
    “It’s right up your alley. I think you should forget about jumping through all the hoops the state makes you go through to be a counselor, or—heaven forbid—a therapist, and concentrate on computers. You’re good with computers and you enjoy working with them. Plus, you’ll get a much faster financial return than you will by taking years to get some kind of certificate to hang on your wall.”


    Rigo was laughing by this time. “We need someone with your enthusiasm to promote world peace. When do we start?”


    “As soon as you finish breakfast.”


    



    CHAPTER 20


    Rigo felt he’d earned the right to go to the Friday afternoon football game at the high school. He and Carol had worked for several hours on the computer program and had actually been able to get a prototype running. It needed more work, of course, but at least they knew it could be done.


    His parents would be pleased with him—and Carol. She’d convinced him this program would save them a lot of time and money. If he joined the company as a computer expert rather than some sort of flunky, it would be good for his ego, and—the thought he usually suppressed occurred to him, unbidden—his father would be proud of him.


    He and Carol met Adam at the game. Adam insisted on sitting beside Carol. Rigo insisted on sitting beside Carol, too, which meant she had to sit in the middle. They were crowded together, their legs touching. He hoped she didn’t feel uncomfortable with this arrangement.


    Adam was Rigo’s best friend. He was also a married man with two children and another on the way. He wouldn’t try anything with Carol. There had been that time in high school when Adam had stolen a girl from him. At least that’s the way Rigo remembered it. He wished Adam weren’t sitting quite so close to Carol. Rigo strained to hear what Adam was saying to her over the noise of the crowd.


    “I walked here from the office.” Adam looked at Carol, as if expecting her approval.


    “That’s a start. Now maybe you’ll consider a regular exercise program.”


    Carol was keeping a psychological distance from him. Good.


    “I play tennis.”


    “Once a week with Rigo. That’s not enough.”


    “Old Rigo doesn’t have a regular program.” Adam winked at Rigo.


    “He washes dishes six days a week. That involves a lot of physical movement, including running around, clearing tables. Restaurant workers get tons of exercise.” Carol turned to Rigo. “If you go to work for your folks, you will have to do more to keep in shape.”


    ***


    At halftime the band came out on the field and played fight songs. Two majorettes in fancy costumes twirled their batons. They threw them high in the air and caught them. Rigo noticed Carol was watching them intently. He had an idea. “Would you like to meet the coach for the majorettes? She was in high school when we were.”


    They made their way down to the field while Adam went off to buy a hotdog. Rigo had had a crush on Jennifer in high school and still saw her once in a while. She was married to an aerospace engineer. It wouldn’t hurt for her to see him with another beautiful woman. He went up to her and gave her a hug.


    “Rigo. So good to see you. How are you?” She gave him her patented smile that had dazzled him as a teenager.


    “Great. I’d like you to meet Carol Golden. Carol is staying with my parents for a while. Carol, this is Jennifer Smith.”


    They shook hands and said hello. Jennifer’s long blond hair and light complexion contrasted with Carol’s short dark hair and darker complexion.


    “Where are you from, Carol?”


    Rigo saw Carol didn’t know how to answer that question. He jumped in before the situation became awkward. “She’s from the East Coast. She’s out here to decide whether she wants to live in California, or whether she’d rather live where there’s no danger of falling into the ocean.”


    Carol had recovered. “Your girls are really good. You’ve trained them well.”


    “Were you a majorette?”


    Carol hesitated and then smiled. She picked up a baton lying at Jennifer’s feet. She did a few exploratory twirls in slow motion and then went through a short routine, including passing the baton behind her back. She stopped and balanced it on one finger. “It’s been a long time.”


    Rigo was impressed. He suspected Carol was as good as Jennifer, if not better. They chatted for a few minutes. Carol asked Jennifer if they twirled blindfolded or with fire batons. Jennifer admitted they didn’t and invited Carol to come to one of their practice sessions. They agreed they would try to meet sometime soon .


    ***


    Carol sensed Rigo didn’t want her walking to Adam’s office with him, but she did it anyway. She had declined Rigo’s invitation to drive her home after the game. He had gone to the restaurant. She had to get out of the box in which fate had placed her. The more contacts she had, the more people she knew, the more likely she would discover her former life.


    It was a short walk to Adam’s office. Adam wasn’t straining himself by doing it. He had made more out of it than it deserved. She felt like telling him how she’d walked home from Manhattan Beach in the wee hours of the morning, but she refrained. Adam didn’t know she’d gone out with Jake Beard. It was none of his business.


    While they were walking, Adam regaled her with tales of his financial successes and his growing client base. She suspected anything Adam said should be taken with a generous allowance for overstatement. Not that he wasn’t good at what he did. Tina and Ernie had an account with him, and they were no slouches at matters financial.


    Adam’s building was close to the library, which she was already familiar with, having used it to look up information related to her identity not readily available on the Internet. They took the elevator up to the fourth floor. This was the only four-story building in sight.


    The whole fourth floor was deserted. Financial dealings on the West Coast started around 6:30 in the morning when the stock market opened. That was 9:30 in New York. The financial advisors tended to leave correspondingly early, by mid-afternoon. Adam explained these things and showed her into his office.


    “I’m the youngest financial advisor to have a window office.”


    He was clearly proud of that fact. Carol should compliment him. “You must be doing very well.”


    He motioned her to take a seat. He sat down in his own chair behind the desk.


    “I am. I’d love to open an account for you.”


    “As you know, I’m penniless.” Carol pretended to pull out the insides of the pockets of her jeans. Officially, that was the truth.


    “Maybe not for long. I have a proposition for you.”


    Carol wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what was coming next.


    “As you know, I’m married. My wife is pregnant with our third child. She’s having a problem pregnancy. To put it bluntly, we can’t have sex. I’m very attracted to you. You need a way of earning money. We can help each other out.”


    She probably should have stopped him right there, but she was curious to find out what he had in mind concerning the financial side of the deal. He explained he was running a mutual fund for some of his clients. He could set up an account in his name and Social Security number that would actually be for her. It would receive a pro rata share of his mutual fund purchases.


    She didn’t tell him she already had a Social Security number that had been used to open a bank account for her. Of course, it wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny by the IRS.


    At the risk of leading him on, Carol asked a question. “Since the account is in your name, how do I know I can get the money?”


    “All you have to do is ask me. If I don’t come through, you can threaten to tell my wife. We can meet in the afternoon. You like to walk. You’ll go out for a walk. I’ll pick you up and take you to a hotel that’s just ten minutes from here by car. I’m free tomorrow at three. How does that sound?”


    He had all the answers. He was glib—too glib. Paul had been married, also, but that was an entirely different situation. Carol felt disgust for Adam. She looked him in the eye.


    “Sorry, Adam, but it’s not going to happen. I don’t know your wife, but I’m sure if I did I’d like her. You forgot one other thing. I couldn’t live in the same house as Rigo if I were fucking you.” She used the word deliberately, to put the harshest possible light on what they would be doing.


    Adam ignored her objections. He didn’t give up. He kept on talking. She had to give him an “A” for persistence. Was this how he got clients? She stood and walked out the door of his office. Adam came after her.


    “Think it over. I’ll drive you home.”


    She didn’t want to be bombarded anymore. She kept on walking to the elevator and pushed the button. “No thanks. I’ll walk. I like to walk, remember?”


    



    CHAPTER 21


    In spite of the cracks she’d made about using a GPS, Carol found it was helpful to her. She hadn’t followed its advice exactly while driving north through the Los Angeles basin. It wanted her to take the 405 freeway all the way to Sunset, but she opted for La Cienega Boulevard, starting just north of LAX, remembering Beard had followed this route. Traffic was considerably lighter on a Saturday afternoon than it had been during the weekday rush hour, and she made good time.


    Where the GPS really helped was navigating the narrow and winding streets going up into the hills above Sunset. She couldn’t possibly reverse her escape route from Ault’s house without help, even in daylight, especially since she was going uphill instead of downhill, but the insistent voice of the GPS told her about every turn.


    Tina had let Carol drive her car, which was equipped with GPS, rationalizing that Carol had a driver’s license, however fraudulent. Carol had driven in North Carolina without mishap. Ernie’s advice was to tell the police—if she were stopped—she was just visiting California. Permanent residents had to acquire a California driver’s license.


    Kyle had called Tina at the office Friday afternoon and told her Mr. Ault would like Carol to come for dinner on Saturday—alone, meaning not with Jake Beard. No chance of that. When Carol had called him back, she asked Kyle why Mr. Ault wanted her to come. Wasn’t he mad at her?


    “He likes your company and your spunk. He understands what happened. Beard is a slime bag. I’ve been telling him that for years.”


    Rigo didn’t want her to go alone; he said it was risky. But he was working. If she just accepted invitations that were completely without risk, she wouldn’t go anywhere. The riskiest aspect of her situation was her lack of identity, not having dinner with a billionaire.


    Besides, Mr. Ault might be the sugar daddy she needed. As opposed to a relationship with Adam, a liaison with Ault probably wouldn’t require actual sex. Some diddling and groping, perhaps, but she could live with that. Nobody would get hurt.


    She pulled up to the gate she had recently climbed over, impressed with her feat. It looked taller than she remembered. This time she talked to Kyle through the intercom and he opened the gate for her. This was a lot more civilized. He also met her at the front door. She said hello to him and offered him her purse to check.


    “That won’t be necessary. You can have a cell phone as long as it’s turned off. I didn’t know you before. I check men like Beard, mostly to make sure they’re not carrying a gun. I even pat them down. Beard’s pants were so tight I knew he wasn’t packing. I think he likes to be patted down.” Kyle smiled a knowing smile.


    “Was Beard extremely mad at me?”


    “I take it you’re not mixed up with him. He was using you for his own shady purposes. After I found out you’d bolted but hadn’t taken anything, I managed to keep Beard in the dark long enough so he wouldn’t be able to find you. He was pissed, but what could he do about it? My advice is, stay away from him. He’s bad people.”


    “Thank you. I will.”


    So, Kyle had abetted her escape. He was also part bodyguard. At medium height and build, he wasn’t in Beard’s class as far as size was concerned, but underneath his suit he must have a muscular body. She could tell by the way it flowed when he moved, almost like a dancer’s. He probably had a gun under his jacket. He was, perhaps, in his late thirties, with short, sandy-colored hair and a smooth face.


    Instead of leading her to Mr. Ault, Kyle looked at her with a quizzical expression and then spoke again. “There are very few people who wouldn’t have taken Mr. Ault for everything they could.” He paused as if waiting for a response, but Carol couldn’t think of a suitable one. “I Googled you. The only reference to a Carol Golden I found with a picture that looks remotely like you is of a woman who has amnesia.”


    He paused again. Carol avoided telling people she had amnesia. It felt like what she imagined telling someone she had AIDS would feel like. She wasn’t often tongue-tied, but she was now.


    When she didn’t say anything, Kyle continued. “I haven’t told Mr. Ault. However, I have no doubt he’d do everything in his power to help you.”


    “Thank you.” That wasn’t a suitable response, but Carol couldn’t think of anything else to say. She didn’t want Mr. Ault to know. He might be repelled; he might think of her as unclean, or at the very least less than a woman. For some reason, it was important that he be entranced by her.


    “Come into the living room. Mr. Ault will meet you there.”


    Carol followed him into the room with the high ceiling and wall-to-wall windows looking out at city lights. She felt as if she were in the home of a giant in some fairy tale, overseeing his realm. In contrast, Mr. Ault looked diminutive when he wheeled himself through an archway in his wheelchair. He was dressed impeccably and had a smile on his withered face.


    Carol leaned over and placed her cheek against his with her arms loosely on his shoulders, afraid of hurting him. He returned her embrace, running his hands lovingly over the new red sweater Tina had insisted on buying her for this event.


    “It’s sweet of you to cater to the whims of an old man. I love the feel of a woman’s sweater. It brings back memories…”


    Touched by more than just his hands, Carol was prepared to let him explore all of her fuzzy red landscape, but he stopped before reaching the hills.


    He rang the bell he carried with him. “Kyle wants me to communicate by cell phone, text message, all that shit, even within the house, but I haven’t gotten used to those new-fangled electronic gadgets.”


    The woman who served them dinner during Carol’s previous visit appeared in the doorway. Mr. Ault addressed her as Hildy and asked for iced tea. Carol decided to match him, tea for tea, instead of drinking the wine he offered. Hildy disappeared and returned quickly with a tray containing a pitcher of tea, a sugar bowl, and two glasses. She placed it on the table where Carol had gambled with Mr. Ault. She obviously kept a pitcher available.


    Ault poured glasses of tea for each of them while holding the pitcher with both hands. He drank his tea straight. Carol put sugar in hers. He had been chatting about inconsequential things. Now he proposed a toast. “To a beautiful friendship.”


    They clicked glasses. Carol wondered what he meant. He looked at her directly with his green eyes. “Tell me about yourself. You’re the mystery girl. All I know about you is you’re a hustler who doesn’t hustle and are drop dead gorgeous.”


    Uh oh. She appreciated the compliment, even knowing he probably said that to all the girls, but she didn’t want to talk about herself. She said the first thing that came into her head. “I was a majorette.”


    Ault’s face lit up. “My first wife was a majorette. We went through high school together.” His eyes had a faraway look. “She was the love of my life.”


    Carol wondered what had happened to her. How many wives had he had?


    He answered one unspoken question. “She died of leukemia.” He looked pensive, then snapped back to the present. “Can you still twirl a baton?”


    “Sure.” The answer was more positive than she felt. She hadn’t done that badly at the football game, but she was rusty. At least she wouldn’t have to prove her prowess here.


    “I kept all her batons.”


    Oops. Carol began to get apprehensive when Ault rang his bell. Hildy appeared, and he asked for Kyle. When Kyle entered the room, Ault asked if he knew where the batons were. Kyle hid his surprise well and cast a glance at Carol. She tried to telegraph Kyle to forget it, but he was too good an assistant to pay attention to her silent plea.


    He thought for a moment. “I believe they’re in the storage area above the garage.”


    Kyle ran off to look for the batons. Fortunately, Ault didn’t ask her any more questions. Instead, he told her all about his first wife. In great detail. From junior high school until her death at age twenty-eight. She must have been a wonderful woman. She certainly held a position of honor in Ault’s memory.


    He talked about her all through dinner while guzzling iced tea. She tried to be a good listener. He was a lonely old man who needed someone to talk to—someone to listen to his story. Carol wondered why he hadn’t written his memoirs. By the end of dinner, she’d forgotten about the batons. They got up and returned to the living room.


    That’s when Kyle marched in, triumphantly holding a silver baton. His tie and coat were gone and his immaculate pants had dirt on them. “They were where I thought, but it took a little digging to unearth them.”


    Ault was overjoyed. He took the baton and held it gently, as though it were a precious jewel. He handed it to Carol. “Would you like to give us a demonstration?”


    The caffeine in the tea must have been affecting her, because she had a what-the-hell attitude. She held the baton and gave a few exploratory twirls. “Sure, why not?”


    “Can Kyle make a video of you?”


    She froze, momentarily, but then relaxed and glared at Kyle. “All right, but if you laugh at me, I’ll throw this at you. One more thing. If this video ends up on YouTube—or any other tube—I’ll kill you.”


    Kyle pushed the air between them away in a no-problem gesture. “You have enough of a reputation here that I believe you’d do it. Don’t worry.”


    He went to get the camera. Carol kicked off her shoes. The hardwood floor felt solid under her feet. Her skirt was longer than the majorette skirts she was sure she’d worn, but it gave her plenty of freedom of movement.


    When Kyle came back, she asked if he could provide some marching music. He fiddled with a sound system that would have done credit to a rock band and somehow was able to play “Stars and Stripes Forever.”


    Carol felt pumped up when she heard the inspiring music. Now she knew for sure she’d done this before. All in all, she didn’t perform badly. She twirled using both hands and even made throws as high as the domed ceiling would permit. She hummed along at one point, smiling at the words she apparently remembered from high school: “So be kind to your web-footed friends, for a duck may be somebody’s mother…”


    She only dropped the baton a couple of times, including the time she fell while trying to catch it and her skirt flew up to her waist. When she was done, Ault and Kyle applauded.


    She gave a comic bow. “I suppose you recorded the whole thing, even when I fell on my ass.”


    Kyle grinned. “That was the best part.”


    “You were magnificent.” There was no sarcasm in Ault’s voice. “Kyle, I wrote a poem once called ‘Majorette.’ Could you make a copy of it, please?”


    Kyle disappeared again. Carol tried to think of ways to amuse Ault without talking about herself. Remembering he liked to play games, she asked if he played backgammon. He said he did, and he produced a backgammon set from a wooden cabinet. She declined to play for money. When he missed some fairly obvious moves, she was sure his mental processes weren’t working the way they had at one time.


    After they’d played several games, Kyle returned with the poem, and Carol read it.


    



    She's coming! Strutting down Main Street, USA;


    Pulling the band behind, her toy on a string.


    Head high, back straight, legs lifting, this is her day,


    In the red and gold of fall or the green of spring.


    



    Her baton flashes silver bright in the morning sun


    As it soars and spins its way to dizzying heights;


    And when the arc's described, the spin is spun,


    She plucks it from the air as it alights.


    



    Boys watch, agog; they whistle and walk beside,


    Ogling bare legs, tight tights and a fancy hat.


    She smiles within, but never breaks her stride,


    A vision, a Venus, the town's aristocrat.


    



    Carol was impressed. “I’m no literary expert, but I really like this. I’ve read your other poem several times.”


    “Thank you.” Ault bowed his head. “That’s high praise coming from a real majorette.”


    “I’d better go. It’s a long drive home. Thank you so much for a lovely evening.”


    Ault reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a wallet. Carol saw a flash of hundred dollar bills. Although this was the moment she thought she’d been waiting for, when he started to extract some bills from the wallet a knife went into her heart. “No.”


    “I just want to pay you what you won the other night—”


    “No. I won’t take money from you. I’ll…be your friend, but I won’t—I can’t take money from you.”


    Carol gave Ault a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. She said again what a lovely evening she’d had and walked briskly out of the living room. Kyle intercepted her in the hall. In spite of Ault’s insistence on low technology, it occurred to Carol that Kyle had the house bugged and heard everything they were saying.


    Kyle opened the front door for her. “Don’t be too hard on him. He’s not trying to buy you. You brighten up his life.”


    Carol considered a retort, but what came out of her mouth was completely different. “Is somebody making sure he isn’t taken advantage of?”


    “I am. There are others, also. Beard isn’t welcome here again.” Kyle hesitated. “I don’t often feel I have to justify myself, but somehow with you…I have an MBA from the Anderson School at UCLA. I’ve been with Mr. Ault for ten years. I do more than just open doors.”


    “Right. You make movies.” She was beginning to like Kyle. She smiled at him. “Don’t enjoy the one you made tonight too much.”


    “It’s on my top-ten list for the year.” As she descended the steps, Kyle called after her. “Let me know if you need any help with your quest—need any strings pulled…”


    Carol waved and slid into the car. Could he find a DNA match for her? As she drove home, it occurred to her she’d learned two things from her association with Sebastian Ault: She wasn’t a scam artist and she valued her freedom more than money. If the fact that everything she did was illegal equated to freedom. But she now had a higher opinion of herself.


    



    CHAPTER 22


    The driveway was quite long since it went between two other houses, back to the Ramirez lot at the edge of the cliff—the location that gave it such an extraordinary view. The garage door opened to Carol’s touch of a remote attached to the car visor, and she drove inside. The two-car garage was detached from the house. She had to exit from the garage and go in the front door.


    Outside lights guided her. She was about to climb the two steps to the door when she saw movement in the bushes that grew next to the house out of the corner of her eye. She glanced in that direction, wondering whether it was a raccoon, possum, or skunk and realized it was too large to be an animal.


    She instinctively jumped away from the shadow just as a loud noise like a firecracker sounded. She felt a burning sensation in her arm as she ran back toward the garage. She had been shot. A second shot went wild. The garage door was still open. Carol had the car remote in her hand. She clicked it to unlock the driver’s door as she approached, then opened the door, reached inside, and ripped the garage remote from the visor in a single motion.


    She slammed the door shut and dove over the front of the car in her haste to get out of the line of fire. She slid down the slope of the hood and hit the concrete floor hard, rolling on her shoulder, managing to keep hold of both remotes. She clicked the garage remote, and the door started rumbling downward. Then it stopped and headed back up. The person who had shot at her had tripped the laser beam that kept the door from coming down on someone. He was in the garage.


    She frantically pressed the button again. The door started down. She looked under the car and could see the man’s feet by the light that automatically turned on when the door opener was activated. He had stopped near the entrance, probably scanning the interior of the garage, wondering where she was. Ernie’s car was also in the garage, so there were multiple places to hide.


    Carol found the panic button on the car remote by feel and pressed it. A loud beeping started. Rigo’s car was parked in the driveway; he was home. Hopefully, the horn would get his attention and bring him out here. The man broke the laser beam again with his foot, and the garage door headed up. He was afraid of getting trapped inside.


    He quickly went to the window of Tina’s car and looked in. Carol was glad she hadn’t obeyed her first impulse to get into the car. She simultaneously pressed the garage remote again and skittered around to the other side of the car, staying opposite him. The deafening beeping drowned out her movements, but she heard somebody yell from the yard, between beeps. It must be Rigo.


    If the man continued around the front of the car she was prepared to race out of the garage. She could stop the door’s descent since she controlled the remote. Just as she was considering doing this, the man’s feet headed back toward the entrance as the door descended. He dove under the door and disappeared. The door started up again. Carol, who was moving back toward the front of the car, clicked the remote and watched with trepidation for his return as the door came down one more time.


    Just before it closed, she saw someone else’s feet run past the garage. Rigo was chasing him. A new fear assailed her. The man would shoot Rigo. She pressed the remote to open the garage door. She had to help him.


    ***


    Rigo was home from the restaurant and drinking a glass of milk while he waited for Carol to return from her dinner. He felt like an anxious father waiting for his daughter to come home from a date. He shouldn’t feel like this; she was an adult. He had a hard time admitting to himself there might be a twinge of jealousy involved.


    His first clue Carol had arrived was the sound of the garage door opening. He could hear it because a kitchen window was ajar. The nights were still balmy. He had a desire to meet her at the front door but repressed it. Instead, he put his feet up on a chair at the breakfast table and tried to look casual. She would see the light in the kitchen and come find him.


    He was in this position when he heard a shot from the front of the house. He wasn’t quite sure it was a shot, but after a brief hesitation, he jerked his feet off the chair and stood up. While he was doing that, he heard a second shot. Now there was no question what it was. Someone was shooting at Carol. Rigo raced through the house to the front door and opened it.


    Here he hesitated, not wanting to run into the line of fire. The garage door was going down. The panic horn on Tina’s car started beeping. Carol must have triggered it. He felt momentary relief she was able to do that. A man appeared in the garage doorway and tripped the laser beam, causing the door to head upward. He went back inside. The door immediately started down again.


    Rigo followed, but he’d be a sitting duck if he went under the door and entered the garage, silhouetted by the outside lights. He yelled “We’re going in” at the top of his voice, hoping to distract the gunman, and then moved sideways toward the bushes fronting the house so he wouldn’t be a clear target.


    The man dove under the door, out of the garage, and ran along the driveway. Rigo hesitated and then ran after him. The man had a lead of fifty feet, and it was increasing. The problem was Rigo had taken off his shoes and was only wearing socks. He stepped on a small stone and broke stride as pain surged through his foot. By the time he recovered, the man had reached the street and was headed toward a car parked a hundred feet downhill from the driveway.


    The car’s lights flashed as the man clicked a remote. Rigo had no chance of stopping him, but he needed to get close enough to identify the car. The man climbed in, and the engine roared to life as Rigo approached. It started down the short street and made a right turn, away from Hawthorne Boulevard, the direction sheriff’s cars would probably be coming from. Somebody must have called 911 by now.


    The car was a compact, but Rigo couldn’t tell the make or read the license plate by the glow of the infrequent street lights. He couldn’t even be sure what color it was. A dark compact. There were only a few million of them in L.A. So common that he hadn’t noticed it when he passed it driving home from the restaurant.


    “Rigo.”


    Rigo turned as Carol came racing up behind him. She ran into his arms and clung to him. They hugged for a few seconds, panting, and then spoke simultaneously. “Are you all right?”


    They both laughed laughs of relief. They separated and Rigo saw a dark splotch on Carol’s arm. “You’re bleeding.”


    ***


    Carol was dizzy, not from her wound, but from all the things that had happened in the last few hours. Thinking back, as she and Rigo approached the house, the horn activated by the panic button shut itself off. They heard Ernie and Tina calling for them and saw the two fearfully searching the yard and garage with a flashlight.


    Tina said, “Oh, thank God,” when she saw them, but followed that exclamation with a concerned, “You’re hurt,” as she saw Rigo holding a reddening handkerchief against Carol’s arm to stop the bleeding.


    In rapid succession, sheriff’s deputies, paramedics, and an ambulance arrived. Although she protested her wound wasn’t that serious, Carol was taken to Torrance Hospital where she had spent several days after Rigo found her in the Dumpster. Rigo followed in his car. While she was being treated in the emergency room, sheriff’s deputies questioned both of them.


    Her flesh wound was cleaned, sewed up, and bandaged. She talked the doctor out of giving her a tetanus shot by pointing out she had received one when she was found. She was released within a couple of hours because of the efficiency of the hospital staff. Rigo drove her home. Now, feeling better and resting on the couch, she noted it was after two in the morning. They should all be in bed.


    In addition to Rigo, Ernie and Tina were still up, looking much relieved. Rigo repeated something for their benefit he had said to the sheriff’s deputy.


    “This isn’t a random act. The man was lying in wait for her. He must have been there when I came home. He even followed her into the garage but left when he realized he might get trapped in there. I’ll bet this is the same man who left her in the Dumpster. He probably thought she was dead, but, somehow found out she’s still alive.”


    That sounded reasonable to Carol, but who would want her dead? How did he know where she was staying? One thing she was sure of: the man wasn’t big enough to be Beard. She was thankful for Rigo’s help. “Rigo scared him away by yelling.”


    Rigo eschewed the role of hero. “Carol was fantastic. She not only managed to press the panic button on the car remote, she also kept closing the garage door in spite of the danger to herself.”


    “I was going to open it and run out if he came around to my side of the car.”


    Carol felt frustrated, not being able to remember what had happened to her before she was found in the Dumpster. Who was this man, and how were they connected? What had she done to deserve having him trying to kill her?


    The other thing bothering her was the expense of the emergency room. She told Ernie and Tina she had some money—not mentioning how she obtained it—and offered to pay. They declined, saying she paid them by helping with their financial analysis and getting Rigo involved with their business.


    Then she remembered the problem she had encountered getting admitted to the emergency room because she didn’t have a Social Security number. She wasn’t willing to use the fake one Paul had obtained for her. When she said she was the amnesiac they had treated before, they let her in. However, she couldn’t continue to live like this. She had to get answers.


    



    CHAPTER 23


    The next morning Carol slept in. When she awoke, the first thing she noticed was the bandage on her arm. A nurse at the hospital had told her how to change it. She would do that after she got something to eat. Her wound didn’t hurt, but she was hungry. She was halfway down the stairs when she heard the Ramirez phone ring.


    She knew Tina and Ernie had left for their office some time ago, in spite of being awake much of the night. Rigo was still sleeping off the effects of working the Sunday night shift at the restaurant and chasing the attacker. Carol’s arm began to throb as she sped up and went into the kitchen to answer the phone. She picked up the receiver and said hello.


    “Hello, Carol? It’s Frances.”


    It didn’t sound like Frances. She was almost whispering. “Hi. Do you have a cold?”


    “No. Listen; Victoria Brody is here.”


    “Who? Oh, the woman who might be my mother. She’s at your house?”


    “Yes. She showed up on my doorstep this morning. She drove all the way from Fresno. Farmers must get up in the middle of the night. She found my address through the Internet. Nobody’s safe anymore. Anyway, she wants to meet you.”


    Carol repressed a desire to say that since Frances used the Internet to find people, she should expect others to do the same. “Let me see if I can get myself to your house. Tina’s car is probably here. I’ll call and ask her if I can use it.”


    “You know you don’t have to do this. I can get rid of her.”


    “I want to meet her. I’ll call you back in a minute.”


    Carol hung up the phone. Excitement was growing inside her. She had to meet this woman who might be her mother.


    “Did I hear the phone ring?”


    Carol jumped, and then turned to face a bedraggled Rigo who had obviously just gotten out of bed.


    “How would you like to take a little drive this morning?


    ***


    “That pickup truck must belong to Victoria.”


    Carol looked at the older model Ford parked in front of Frances’ house. It could use a wash, but maybe the dirt was what held it together. Rigo parked behind it, and they walked up the short driveway to the house.


    Frances opened the door in response to their ring with a little smile on her face. She hugged them both. “Carol, what happened to your arm?”


    “Oh, I got shot, but I’m okay. We’ll explain later. Where’s Victoria?”


    Frances obviously had a lot of questions, but she suppressed them and led the pair through the kitchen to the back room. A woman in jeans and a flannel shirt was just rising from a sofa. Her hair was short and the color of iron. She wore glasses over a tanned face. She wasn’t as tall as Carol and quite a bit bulkier. She stuck out a calloused hand and smiled a wide-mouthed smile.


    “Carol, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    Carol shook Victoria’s hand. Her grip was as strong as that of a man trying to make an impression. Rigo gave his first name and also shook her hand. They had agreed he wouldn’t give his last name at the moment, although she could find it out simply by reading the newspaper accounts of how Carol had been discovered.


    Carol felt awkward, especially after Frances asked whether they wanted iced tea or coffee to drink and went into the kitchen, followed by Rigo. She sat on the sofa, some distance from Victoria, who exuded what Carol suspected was a farm odor, and noticed she was already drinking coffee.


    “I understand you have a farm.”


    “Yeah, my brother and I own a pretty good spread together. It’s a lot of work, but it keeps body and soul together.” Victoria laughed a distinctive, cackling laugh.


    “Why did you decide to look for your daughter?”


    “Well, it’s like this. Pete—that’s my brother—never married. I never married. It’s just the two of us living there. We aren’t getting any younger. We began wondering who’s going to take over the place when we go.”


    “You’re still young yet.”


    “Yeah, but you gotta think about the future. Besides, whoever takes over has gotta learn the ropes. That’ll take a while.”


    “I see. Have you had any luck finding the adoptive parents?”


    “When I had my baby, I was young and scared. My boyfriend had taken off, probably back to Mexico. I didn’t have any money; I couldn’t keep her. I agreed to the adoption with the condition that I wouldn’t know who the parents were or try to look for them—or her. I was good with that then. Now that I want to find them, the doors are closed to me. That’s why I went to this DNA stuff.”


    Carol wanted to keep her at arm’s length. “Other than the DNA match, do you have any reason to believe I’m your daughter?”


    The question seemed to take Victoria by surprise. She looked at Carol for a few seconds before replying. “Well, I guess I don’t have an answer for that. As I said, I haven’t seen her since just after she was born. But whether you’re my daughter or not, you could be. I mean, you’re about the right age, and you might have got your coloring from your dad. I have a proposition for you. Come and live with me and Pete. Learn about the farm. We’ll write you into our wills. That way you won’t have to sponge off people. You’re a little thin, but you’ll flesh out. Farm life will make a woman out of you.”


    
      
        “I can’t legally work until I find out who I am.”
      

    


    “No, no, it wouldn’t be like that. You’d be family. We share everything. Pete loves girls. He’d have made a good father. We had a girl living with us—not a relative. Pretty little thing. We gave her room and board and paid her as well. Pete doted on her. It was a fantastic deal for her. Then she ran off in the middle of the night. Just up and disappeared. Pete was heartbroken. Strangest thing. I assume you wouldn’t do that.”


    Living with them wouldn’t help her find her identity. She doubted she could be named in anybody’s will. Carol looked at the woman, knowing that even though there was a slim possibility they might be related, she had to stay out of her clutches. And Pete’s. She wouldn’t be subservient to anyone. There was a name for what her status would be. It was called slavery.


    ***


    “Let’s review. You were a majorette in your former life. You’re good at math; perhaps you were a teacher. You’ve probably spent time in the United Kingdom, based on some of your knowledge and mannerisms. You’ve apparently done some modeling, at least under an assumed name, and you have a gift for attracting men.” Frances glanced at Rigo as she said this. His expression gave away his feelings for Carol. She hoped he didn’t play poker.


    When she and Rigo had returned to the family room with drinks, the faces of Carol and Victoria had told her all she needed to know. They weren’t exactly hitting it off. It would have been better if they hadn’t met unless the full genome DNA test proved to be a match. When Frances found out what Victoria had proposed to Carol, she backed Carol one hundred percent and made sure Victoria was driving back to Fresno within half an hour. Frances had formed a negative impression of her when she showed up, unannounced. Hopefully, they were rid of her.


    Carol looked as pretty as ever, except for the bandage on her arm. However, once Frances got over her shock at the story of how she had received the wound she realized it wasn’t that bad. Frances sipped her iced tea and contemplated the bandage. “Somebody wants you dead, which, I suspect, is the reason you were found in a Dumpster. This is beginning to look more like a murder mystery than a search for identity—although the would-be murderer was unsuccessful, thank goodness. I don’t know how I can help with that unless he left some DNA…”


    Rigo shook his head. “He took the gun with him, and all he touched were bushes. I couldn’t identify the car well enough to help, and no suspicious characters were found in the area. It looks like he made a clean getaway.”


    “Unfortunately, Carol, what we know about you isn’t enough to distinguish you from thousands of other young women. Your haplogroup, or clan, indicates your ancestry in your mother’s line is European, but that’s just a tad better than saying you belong to the human race.”


    “So, if I have Japanese ancestry, it must be through my father.”


    “Chances are. Which is why I was willing to consider Victoria might be your mother and your coloring might be from Hispanic genes by way of your father. Well, of course, she still might be your mother.”


    “I hope not.”


    Frances laughed. “Your case isn’t sufficiently unusual yet to receive wide press coverage or to get you on Good Morning, America. Perhaps if you still don’t know who you are five years from now…”


    “Oh, God, that would be worse than knowing Victoria is my mother.” Carol had a horrified expression.


    “By the way, the testing service still hasn’t received the DNA sample from the grandmother in North Carolina, Elizabeth Horton.”


    Carol shrugged. “What does it matter? I’m not Cynthia. I think I’d like to explore my UK connection. I don’t want to sit around and wait to see if Victoria is my mother. I’m afraid if I stay with Rigo and his family, I’ll be a target for the gunman. I’m scared to go for a walk. Maybe I need to take another trip.”


    Frances watched Rigo frown. She could think of reasons why Carol shouldn’t go, including an obvious one. “You need a passport.”


    “I’ll…I’ll take care of that. And I’ve got a little money.”


    Frances wondered about those things, but she wasn’t going to ask. “If you’re set on going, you should make the trip as productive as possible. Maybe you were going to school there, or even teaching.”


    “It must be next to impossible to find out if someone attended a university unless you have a name. I tried it for Duke and didn’t get anywhere.”


    “True, but there are a few things we can do. For example, if you were a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University, it would be easy to find out. The names and backgrounds of Rhodes Scholars are public knowledge. I’m sure I can find pictures, too. I’ll check on that.”


    Carol looked incredulous. “Don’t you have to be extremely smart and versatile to be a Rhodes Scholar?”


    Rigo grinned. “Well?”


    “You don’t think that I—”


    “That description would appear to fit you to a T,” Frances said. “Sure, it’s a long shot, but we’ve got to try everything. Where do you think you’ll start looking?”


    “London. I promised Mrs. Horton that if I went to the UK, I’d look for signs of her granddaughter. She was last seen in London. In doing so, maybe that’ll give me ideas for my own situation. I seem to have a map of the London tube etched on my brain. I must have hung out there for some time.”


    ***


    Actually, Carol and Mrs. Horton had promised Paul she would look for Cynthia, to help extract the money and documents from him, but she didn’t want to talk about Paul in front of Rigo. She still remembered the night she spent with Paul, and the intense feelings it brought back were not ones she wanted Rigo to know about. Perhaps she would have the same feelings with Rigo, someday—assuming they ever did anything together other than act like brother and sister.


    ***


    Rigo drove home from Orange County by a different route than he’d driven there. He took the 405 all the way to the 710, aka the Long Beach Freeway, before heading south to Pacific Coast Highway. Going to Frances’ house he had taken PCH to 7th Street, well past the Long Beach traffic circle, and gotten on the 405 from there. That seemed like a shorter route to Carol who was learning her way around, although staying on the freeway longer was probably faster, at least before the afternoon traffic got too heavy.


    The Long Beach traffic circle, or roundabout as it would be called in the UK, was the only traffic circle Carol had seen in California except for a small one in Palos Verdes. They were as scarce as hen’s teeth (which of her relatives had used that expression?) here. She had a feel for roundabouts, although the mantra that repeated in her head was “keep to the left and look to the right,” because the British drove on the left and traffic on the roundabout coming around from the right had the right of way. More proof she’d spent time in the UK.


    Rigo wasn’t happy about Carol’s decision to go to the UK. His unhappiness showed in his moodiness before he actually said anything. She kept silent, waiting for him to say what he was thinking, which he soon did.


    “I don’t like the idea of you going to the UK alone.”


    She didn’t want to argue, so she tried to keep it light. “I’ve obviously been there before, and apparently I made it back to the States. It was here I got into trouble.”


    “That was different. What if they find out you have a fake passport?”


    How did he know she had a fake passport? It wasn’t that hard to guess. “I might get deported to the U.S. where I’m already a non-person. At least I can’t get deported from here—I don’t think. Where would they send me—to Antarctica?”


    “I’m going with you.”


    Carol paused before she answered him. She didn’t want what she had to say to sound like a put-down. “Rigo, I really appreciate all you’ve done for me. Without you and your parents, I don’t know where I’d be—probably on Fifth Street in downtown L.A., trading cigarettes for food.” She had almost said “trading sex for food,” but that came too close to the truth.


    “You have your own life to live. Helping your parents could be the start of a career in computers for you. You can’t go chasing all over the world with me. It’s noble of you to volunteer, but there’s really nothing in it for you. I have to keep trying to find out who I am, but I also have to face the fact that it may never happen.”


    Rigo was silent. Had she hurt him? She had implied they didn’t have a future together. It was certain they didn’t as long as she was a nobody, because nobodies couldn’t get married. Once she had an identity, she’d see the world in a completely different light. Who knew what would happen between them then?


    



    CHAPTER 24


    Carol knew she was in England when a breathtaking view of Windsor Castle suddenly materialized outside her window as the plane descended into Heathrow Airport. She had a feeling of excitement, like a child who’s seeing new and interesting things. Except she was sure she’d seen these things before, such as the clusters of row houses separated by expanses of green, built on a slightly smaller scale than they would be in the U.S.


    She had spent the past few days making airline reservations and learning all she could about London with the help of a Frommer’s travel guide, maps, and the Internet. Or relearning, because that’s what it felt like. Still, as the plane touched down, she had a moment of panic, wondering why she was doing it. She pushed it aside and concentrated on entering the country without incident.


    She didn’t begrudge the extra time it took her to get through customs, because she didn’t have a European Union passport. She was just glad the clerk didn’t question the one she had. She hadn’t checked anything—all of her belongings fit into a suitcase she carried on the plane plus a small backpack. She didn’t have anything to declare, so she soon found herself in the bustling airport greeting area.


    Expectant Brits lined the exit from customs, waiting for relatives and friends to be disgorged from the system. Nobody was waiting for her, but again she didn’t mind. She found a cash machine and was gratified when crisp British pounds came out of the slot in answer to her withdrawal request.


    She followed signs to the Heathrow Express. She knew from her research the train would take her to Paddington Station in fifteen minutes. Sure it cost more than the tube or the airport bus, but it was a heck of a lot faster. Since she was tired and jet-lagged, she felt she could afford this one luxury.


    Paddington Station was a huge place with hordes of people moving determinedly in all directions. As she picked her way among them, the thought occurred to Carol that people walked faster here than in the U.S. And longer distances. London was her kind of city.


    She exited the station into the noisy traffic with double-decker buses and the ubiquitous London taxis competing for road space with ordinary cars. With the exception of the huge buses, she again had the feeling everything was smaller here—maybe three-quarter size. That included the cars, the streets, and the family-owned hotels occupying Victorian town houses on Sussex Gardens where she walked from the station, being careful to observe the painted warning on the busy street she crossed imploring her to “look right.”


    A cool drizzle made her glad she had the North Face raincoat Tina and Ernie gave her as a going-away present. For the hundredth time, she mentally thanked the Ramirez family for their assistance and wondered where she’d be without them. She’d find a way to pay them back.


    She found the Balmoral House Hotel, and a small woman with a non-English accent came to the locked door in answer to her ring. Carol told her she’d seen the hotel on the Internet. When the owner—she owned the hotel with her husband—eyed her lack of luggage, Carol paid cash for two nights and received a discount. She did a quick conversion in her head; she was paying something over a hundred dollars a night. She wondered what the big hotels charged. At least this price included a good English breakfast.


    Her small room was clean, and it contained an equally small television set that could play the BBC station and had a few other channels. She flopped down on the bed. The flight from Los Angeles had been an over-nighter. She closed her eyes, intending to take a short rest before she started making plans.


    ***


    A ringing telephone woke Carol. Where was she? Her brain quickly sorted through possibilities until it came up with London. Who would be calling her here? She realized it was her cell phone ringing. What time was it? A quick glance at the cheap watch she’d purchased said six o’clock. P.m. or a.m.? Had she slept all night? She picked up the phone from the small table beside the bed and said hello.


    “Hi Carol, this is Rigo.”


    “Hi.”


    “Did I wake you?”


    She must sound sleepy. “No…well, yes. What time is it?”


    “It’s ten a.m. here. There’s an eight hour time difference so it’s six p.m. there.”


    “Oh, right. I was just taking a nap.”


    “I’m glad you got there okay. I just wanted to see if the SIM card we installed in the phone works.”


    “Apparently it does.” The Ramirezes insisted they be able to reach her by cell phone. Carol was glad they had. It didn’t make her feel quite so isolated. Paul Vigiano was paying the charges, so that wasn’t a problem.


    She chatted with Rigo, glad he was concerned about her. However, she didn’t want to prolong the conversation until it became maudlin. “I’d better go out and look for something to eat. That’s the best way of adjusting to local time. While walking to the hotel I saw Italian, Greek, and Indian restaurants. There’s also a Burger King, so I won’t starve.”


    She disconnected and made herself presentable. She had spoken to Paul on the phone several times before she left. She wanted to stay in his good graces, and possibly be able to get more financing from him if she needed it, so she’d discussed with him how she could best look for Cynthia. That gave her a purpose, because at the moment she hadn’t the faintest idea how to look for herself. All she knew was she wasn’t a Rhodes Scholar. Frances had confirmed that.


    



    CHAPTER 25


    Carol waited until nine thirty to purchase her all-day tube pass so she received the cheaper rate. Having recovered some of her lost sleep, she was again very conscious of her financial situation. No more Heathrow Express rides. She rode the Circle Line from Paddington to Sloane Square, feeling at home on the rumbling train. She was able to find a seat after the second stop and observed the other passengers. Their variety convinced her London was every bit as cosmopolitan as Los Angeles.


    Since she had no leads on herself, she had decided to follow one Paul had given her for Cynthia. It was an address in Chelsea. Cynthia’s first and apparently only letter had come from there. Then she evaporated like a puddle when the sun comes out. Carol’s immediate mental association with Chelsea was a line from the musical, Cabaret, “…with whom I shared four sordid rooms in Chelsea,” sung by Sally Bowles, in reference to a dead roommate named Elsie who had apparently been an alcoholic and drug addict, as well as a prostitute.


    That had been before World War II. There was nothing sordid about the modern Chelsea, which was bordered by the River Thames on the south and featured a number of streets with high-class retail establishments. Carol was happy to spot a McDonald’s, not because she craved fast food or was homesick for the U.S., but because she knew its prices would be within her budget in case she was in this area when she became hungry.


    She kept her map folded into a small square because she didn’t want to look too touristy, but she didn’t want to get lost either. The address she was looking for was off Kings Road. She kept pace with the fast walkers that crowded the commercial area, feeling good about being able to stretch her limbs. She was certain it would take her several days to recover from being cooped up on the plane.


    The building that matched the address was in surprisingly good shape, not exactly a hangout for a starving artist. There was an intercom system at the entrance. Carol pushed the button that matched the flat number Paul had given her. She waited, wondering whether anybody was there.


    “Yeah.”


    The voice was that of a man, probably not old.


    Carol got up her courage to respond. “I’d like to talk to you.”


    “About what, mate?”


    “About a missing girl who might have lived here for a while.”


    Pause. Had she scared him? He finally spoke. “Come on up. Top floor.”


    He buzzed her in, and she quickly opened the front door before he changed his mind. Once inside, she realized this wasn’t quite as luxurious as it looked from the outside. For one thing, there was no elevator—or lift as they called it here. She had to walk up three flights of stairs. The flat in question was on the fourth floor. Actually the third floor in local terminology, since the first floor was the ground floor. Confusing.


    Noises assailed Carol’s ears from behind closed doors as she passed the first two landings, including a crying baby. She wasn’t puffing too badly when she reached the floor in question, whatever one called it, but she still paused several seconds before knocking on the door in front of her. The pause before she heard a noise inside was much longer. Had the guy decided he didn’t want to see her, after all? Finally she heard footsteps and latches being unlatched, and the door swung inward. The odor of fresh paint wafted through the doorway.


    The young man holding the door handle wasn’t scary looking at all. He was a tall beanpole with long, red hair that hadn’t seen a comb today, wearing a torn T-shirt and torn jeans, both spotted with paint. His emaciated look made Carol wonder whether he was starving. He spoke first.


    “Well, don’t just stand there like a bloomin’ idiot. Come on in.”


    “Thank you.” Carol repressed a stronger response and walked past him into what must be called a loft—a large open space with a wooden floor and slanted roof beams overhead. A skylight let in the sun’s rays and several windows also helped brighten the room, which was filled with artist’s paraphernalia: easels, canvasses, brushes, tubes of paint, cloths, and a cloth-covered table with a bowl of fruit sitting on it. A glance at the canvas on the easel in front of the table told her he was working on a painting of the fruit.


    He followed her look. “I’m doing that for a rich old lady. Gotta eat, you know. She’s wants a portrait of apples, that’s what she gets. Care for a spot of tea?”


    “Thank you.”


    He grabbed a kettle from a small stove against the wall, filled it with water from a nearby faucet attached to a sink, and lit a gas burner under it. Carol realized she had to say something besides thank you.


    “I’m Carol…Golden.”


    “Sean MacTavish. I’d shake your hand, but I’m a bit messy.”


    He showed her large palms that had paint on them, in spite of the fact that he carried a towel he kept wiping them with. He pointed toward a small wooden table with several rickety chairs around it.


    “Have a seat.”


    “I didn’t mean to take you away from your work.”


    “S’okay. I need a break. I can only paint so many apples at a time. Besides, it’s not often a pretty bird comes to call.”


    Carol perched on one of the chairs. Sean continued standing where he could keep an eye on the tea kettle. His accent was apparently Scottish, but she didn’t have any trouble understanding him.


    “I don’t want to take up much of your time. Two years ago a young woman named Cynthia Sakai came to London. Her folks got a letter from her with this return address, but then nothing more. She vanished into thin air.”


    “Two years.” Sean ran a hand through his mop of hair, probably leaving some paint in it. “That’s a long time. I’ve had this place about a year.” He turned as the tea kettle whistled and poured water into two cups. He placed one in front of Carol and offered her a choice of herbal tea bags.


    “Not quite the traditional way we’re supposed to do this, but my girlfriend got me hooked on the herbal stuff.”


    Carol selected a peppermint tea bag and dropped it into her cup. “I know it’s a long shot, but I told her grandmother I’d look for her. Her parents came over after she disappeared, but they didn’t find a trace of her.” Bringing up the question of why she would hope to succeed where they had failed.


    “I don’t know the bloke who had the place two years ago.”


    Sean placed a tea bag in his cup and then proceeded to pour liberal quantities of milk and sugar into it. How could he taste the tea? Carol drank hers straight. He sat in one of the chairs facing her and leaned back so it only had two legs on the floor. The chair creaked, and she was afraid it was going to collapse under his weight.


    Sean sipped his tea and stared at her from his slanted position, as if he needed to be farther away from her to see her clearly. It unnerved her. She knew men liked to mentally undress women, but they were usually less obvious about it. She spoke to try to relieve her tension.


    “She looked something like me—the missing girl, I mean.” Why was she so flustered?


    “Take off your mackintosh for me, would you, sweetheart?”


    Now he was trying to undress her for real. For a moment, she didn’t know what a mackintosh was. Then it came to her from somewhere. It was a word Brits used for a raincoat. She told herself she had no reason to be afraid of him. She took it off and laid it on the table. She was wearing a sweater underneath against the chill—plus jeans, so she was still well covered.


    He looked at her some more. She decided to ignore him and sipped her tea. She apparently wasn’t going to learn anything here. That was frustrating, because it was her only lead for Cynthia.


    Before she could think of a question to ask him to try to gain more information, he spoke. “Have you ever done any modeling?”


    Modeling? She was about to say no when she remembered she might have done swimsuit modeling. She temporized. “Not recently.”


    “You would be perfect for a project I have.”


    “Look, I’m here to find out what happened to Cynthia. I don’t have time—”


    “The job pays well. In cash—pound notes with our good queen’s likeness.”


    That stopped her. This might be a chance to cover some of her expenses. “What do I have to do?”


    “Pose for me each morning for three hours. I’d say it will take six or seven days.”


    “Wearing what?”


    “Your birthday suit. My client likes his women the way God created them.”


    “No way.”


    “I see we have an uptight Yank. Descended from the Puritans, no doubt. I’m glad we got rid of them. Although you do have a wee bit of an oriental cast to you. That’s what makes you exciting—the combination of ingredients.”


    Flattery would get him nowhere. Although the accusation that she was uptight rankled her it was more than that. It was the thought of being alone with him while naked. Didn’t artists always sleep with their models?


    “It’s cold in here.”


    “I have a space heater. I’d be glad to turn it up to roast to keep you toasty.”


    “My left arm was injured. It’s getting better, but I’m still wearing a bandage on it.”


    “We’ll pose you so that arm is out of sight.”


    She had one more thought. “I’m pretty skinny. I was…sick for a while and lost some weight.”


    “Although I’m a great admirer of Renoir’s nudes, I like my women less zaftig than he did. So does my client. You’ll be fine.”


    She was running out of excuses. Maybe she should be running out of here. Sean walked over to a desk piled high with papers and extracted something from the mess. He came back and handed her a business card.


    “Here’s my number. Call me when you decide to take the job.”


    The arrogance. She had a retort on the tip of her tongue when he spoke again.


    “About the girl who disappeared. Go and talk to Lord Binghamton. He lives just ten minutes from here. He owns the lease on this building. He’ll have a record of who lived here when. I’ll write down his address for you.”


    He took the card and wrote on the back.


    “A Lord? What do I do, just knock on his door?”


    Sean smiled. “He’s very approachable. I’ll ring him up and tell him you’re coming.”


    Sure he would. Did he think she was born yesterday? Now he was trying to get rid of her. He gave her explicit instructions on how to find the Lord’s house. She half listened.


    



    CHAPTER 26


    Carol wished she had listened more attentively to Sean’s directions. She had to use her map to navigate. The address wasn’t far from the Sloane Square tube station, and that helped. When she reached the correct block after a couple of wrong turns, she saw that the homes were attached—what she would call row houses. Even Lords lived in row houses.


    She stood in front of the brick, three-story structure, wondering whether she actually had the nerve to knock on the door. It didn’t look as foreboding in reality as it had in her imagination. She wondered what her previous self would have done. This was the only lead she had. If she didn’t pursue it, she had nothing left.


    The houses were almost right on the street, so she only had to take a few steps to reach the front door. There was even a doorbell. She pressed it and heard a satisfying musical chime coming from inside. Now she was committed. Except that she had an urge to run.


    Before she could put that thought into action, the door opened and a uniformed maid regarded Carol with a quizzical look. Not the young and luscious maid of cartoons, but a middle-aged woman with a spreading waistline who had undoubtedly been a fixture here for at least a generation.


    “May I help you, dearie?”


    “My name is Carol Golden. I would—”


    “Yes, yes, of course. Come on in. We knew you were going to call. I just wasn’t picturing a young lass like yourself.”


    Carol entered and was surprised to find herself in a house as modern as that belonging to Sebastian Ault. What had she been expecting, the Victorian furniture of a Sherlock Holmes movie? The maid took her jacket and ushered her into a room with hardwood floor, white sofas, and a white carpet that covered part of the floor in front of a fireplace. All this must be hell to keep clean. The spaciousness of the inside told her it was much wider than her vision of a row house.


    The maid told her Lord Binghamton would be along shortly and asked her to sit on one of the sofas, which she did, very gingerly, afraid of getting it dirty. Then she looked at the walls. They were covered with framed paintings, many of them old, some of them, she suspected, quite valuable. She stood to see them better. They reminded her of the paintings of the impressionists—Renoir, Monet, Manet, Pizarro. Sean had mentioned Renoir. She knew she had seen paintings by these greats before. Among the paintings here were a number of nudes.


    “How do you like my art collection?”


    Carol jumped. She had been so intent on looking at the paintings she had ignored the footsteps of the gentleman entering the room. Judging from his upper class accent and his impeccable dress, he must be the lord. He was slightly bent and walked with a cane, but he still carried himself well, even though he might be older than Ault. Were jeans and a sweater appropriate attire in the presence of such an august personage? Too late to worry about that now.


    She turned toward him, wondering whether she should bow. “You have a beautiful collection…sir.” She couldn’t bring herself to say “My Lord.”


    “It is the pride of my life. I’ve been a connoisseur of art since before your parents were born. Did you see my Monet?”


    “Which one is it?”


    “The painting over the fireplace.”


    Carol stood beside him and admired the exquisite painting of water lilies. Monet had used many different colors she didn’t ordinarily associate with water lilies, but he had made it work.


    Lord Binghamton smiled. “This is one of his lesser known paintings of water lilies although, I suspect it’s still worth a few schillings.”


    He guided Carol to a seat on a white couch and sat down on an identical couch adjacent to it. Although he hid it well, it took him some effort to sit. With perfect timing, the maid wheeled a cart into the room containing a teapot and everything that went with serving tea.


    Lord B poured the tea—she didn’t know lords did that—and Carol followed his example this time by adding milk and sugar. She tried to remember how many times she had been served tea, hot and cold, over the past few weeks. She was quite sure she hadn’t been a tea drinker in her past life.


    She attempted to balance the cup and saucer on her knee without looking too awkward, and without dropping the delicate pieces of china on the hardwood floor. She also helped herself to a couple of cookies Lord B referred to as biscuits.


    He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to talk business, chatting instead about his art collection and telling interesting stories about where he obtained some of his pieces. Carol relaxed in his presence, her nervousness about meeting a lord gone, and enjoyed the moment. After emptying one cup of tea and pouring himself another, he changed the subject.


    “Sean tells me you’re looking for a girl who may have lived in his flat once upon a time.”


    “Yes.” She briefly outlined the information she had about Cynthia being in London, sparse as it was.


    “You say this was two years ago. That would be two thousand seven. A young fellow had the flat then. He was about Sean’s age. I never ask questions about who they have staying with them. None of my business. Unfortunately, he died in a crash on the M twenty-five.”


    That was a jolt. “If Cynthia died with him that would have been reported.”


    “Yes. As I recall, he was alone in the car. What did this Cynthia look like?”


    “I’m told she looked like me.” Carol hadn’t bothered to bring a picture of Cynthia, since she was apparently a better likeness for her than the picture on the Internet missing persons Web site.


    Lord B focused on her as if seeing her for the first time. He was about to say something when a small bundle of energy burst into the room in the form of a woman wearing a long, black dress that might have been fashionable eighty years ago and incongruous sneakers, or trainers as Carol knew they were called here. Her cheeks were flushed under her white hair that was pulled into a severe bun.


    She strode directly to the cart and poured herself a cup of tea. Then she addressed Lord B. “Lovely day for a brisk walk, Abie. You should try it. It would help your arthritis.”


    “Yes, Hermy, I plan to do a few miles on the stationary bike in a bit.”


    “Better to go outside in the fresh air. The sun gives you Vitamin D and siphons the toxins out of your system.” She pronounced the “vit” in vitamin to rhyme with “it.” She took a couple of sips of tea and turned to Carol. “I’m Hermione. No, don’t get up.”


    She shook hands with Carol, who mumbled her own name, and then turned back to Lord B. “Where did you find her? I’m sure she’ll make a good subject for one of your infamous paintings. In fact, if I recall correctly, there’s a girl in your den who looks a lot like her. Well, I’m off to a meeting of the Young Ladies Welfare League.”


    Before either of them could say anything more, she was gone. Lord B smiled at Carol. “Well, now you’ve met my sister. My older sister, although you wouldn’t know it by watching her nonstop activity.”


    “She seems very nice.”


    “She is that, but we operate on different planes of existence. Since she alluded to my weakness, I feel it only fair that I mention hers. She’s never been married, never had a date as far as I know. There’s a bit of verse that describes her. Since it uses baseball terminology I can’t usually recite it in England, but I spent several years in the States and I’m sure you’ll understand it.


    “It goes like this: ‘Beneath this clay lies Ellie May; for her life held no terrors. She lived a virgin, died a virgin; no runs, no hits, no errors.’”


    Carol laughed. “She doesn’t seem to be any the worse for it.”


    “No. Certainly she’s a good spokesperson for her lifestyle although, it’s not one I could undertake. She mentioned a painting in my den. I would like you to see it.”


    Lord B laboriously rose from his seat. Carol followed him to another room containing a high, glass-topped table that must double as a desk—it even had a computer on it—and more paintings on the walls, with a higher percentage of nudes than in the other room.


    He pointed to a good-sized nude hanging above the table. “What do you think of that?”


    Carol couldn’t suppress a gasp. It was either a picture of her or her twin sister. The face, the body style. The model’s hair was longer, but the same color as Carol’s. She looked at it for another few seconds and calmed down a little. It wasn’t her. “That must be Cynthia.”


    “I don’t know the name of the model, but it was painted by Jacques, the fellow who died in the crash. Too bad. He had talent.”


    “I’m sure that’s Cynthia. At least I can be certain she was here.”


    “I never met her. Since we can’t ask Jacques about her, I don’t know how we can trace her. Would it help if you had a picture of the painting?”


    Carol nodded. “Yes it would. At least it would prove I tried to find her.”


    Lord B stepped up to the table, which was high enough so he could operate the computer while standing. He was obviously an expert. With a few clicks of the mouse, he brought up a likeness of the painting on the monitor, activated the printer, and printed a copy. Carol asked him for a second copy. He made three and handed them to her. She thanked him. He turned toward her.


    “As far as I know, that’s all I can do for you. Let’s talk about what you can do for me.”


    “Anything.”


    “Sean tells me he asked you to pose for him. He saw you as an ideal candidate for my collection. Of course, he’s seen this painting. He was correct. If you’ll be his model, I’ll make sure you get paid double the usual fee.”


    She should have seen this coming. In a way, Sean had set her up. Still, she had learned something about Cynthia. Old men were obviously attracted to her. There was nothing wrong with that as long as young men were, too. “I’ve never modeled before—at least not nude.”


    “I’m told that once you get started, it’s like any other job and you forget about what you’re wearing. But if it’s too much to ask…”


    At least he didn’t call her an uptight Yank. “He’s working on a bowl of fruit.”


    “His skills are eclectic; he’s very versatile. He’s good at portraits. He’ll make you look beautiful, if that’s what you’re worried about. The fruit, by the by, is for Hermione. She’s got her own art collection. Needless to say, it’s a bit different than mine.”


    “I guess I’m a little afraid of being alone with him.”


    “Well, I’d love to be there—to protect you, of course.” Lord B gave a hint of a smile. “Unfortunately, I can no longer navigate the stairs. However, you’re safe with Sean. He’s a professional. If he did anything to hurt you, I’d have him castrated.”


    Carol was wincing too much to laugh. “All right, I’ll do it.”


    ***


    Carol found a post office, purchased an envelope and a stamp, and mailed a copy of the painting to Paul. Cognizant of the five-hour time difference with North Carolina, she called him on her cell phone late enough so he’d be in his office. She told him briefly what she’d found out. He was more excited than she thought he’d be.


    “That painting is the only proof she was actually in London other than the letter. Good work.”


    “Unfortunately, with the artist dead, I don’t know where to go from here.”


    “Maybe he had friends…”


    “Maybe, but I don’t know how to go about finding them. For one thing, he was French.”


    “Do you want to go to France?”


    She was sure he was being facetious. “Not right now.”


    “Well, keep on plugging. Maybe you’ll come up with something else. I miss you.”


    He missed her body. She wasn’t going to play that game. “I’m about to go on a tour of the House of Commons. If I find anything else, I’ll call you.”


    



    CHAPTER 27


    Over a breakfast of bacon and eggs and toast at the Balmoral, Carol decided she couldn’t possibly pose for Sean. Maybe she was an uptight Yank. Anyway, she had cold feet. Frozen feet. She would call him and cancel. She was supposed to be at his loft at nine. She would call him at eight. He should be up by then.


    At eight o’clock she was ready for the day. The thought occurred to her that if she didn’t pose, she didn’t have anything else on her schedule. She was at a dead end as far as Cynthia was concerned. She decided to walk to Sean’s loft—it couldn’t be over two miles—and tell him face-to-face she wouldn’t pose for him. That would give her something to do and be less cowardly than telling him on the phone.


    She joined the throngs of walkers rushing to tube stations or other destinations. She almost got hit by a bus when she looked the wrong way before crossing a street and felt invigorated from the walk itself. By the time she arrived at Sean’s building, she’d put together an explanation for him, succinct yet logical. He would understand her reasons.


    She rang his intercom button. He verified who she was and buzzed her in. She walked up the three flights of stairs. He yelled that the door was open in response to her knock. She went in and prepared to launch into her speech. He was setting up his easel and paints and barely looked at her.


    “You can change in the WC. I put a robe in there. I’ve figured out a pose you should be able to hold without giving you a permanent bad back.” He chuckled.


    Now was the time to talk to him. Carol wished he would stop working and turn in her direction. He had rigged up a set, consisting of a low platform with a skeleton frame on it—a window. He had already spent a lot of time getting it ready.


    She could picture herself looking out the window in the painting. If done right, the painting could be beautiful, as Lord Binghamton had said. Cynthia had been immortalized, wherever she was. In a hundred years, her painting might be worth millions of dollars—or pounds. Carol decided if Cynthia could pose nude, she could, too.


    “Well, get a move on. We don’t have all day.”


    Sean’s words stimulated her to action. She headed for the bathroom. She took off her clothes and was about to put on the robe when she saw her abdominal scar in the mirror. It was ugly. She had completely forgotten about it. She couldn’t model like that.


    She quickly put on the robe and walked out into the open loft and over to Sean. “I forgot to tell you about my scar.”


    “Let’s see it.”


    She had to open the robe. Now was the time to quit. Something stiffened her spine. She would make him fire her. Then she’d be off the hook with her conscience. She couldn’t be accused of being a quitter. She timidly showed him the scar.


    Sean took a quick look and went back to setting up. “I just won’t paint it. Not a problem.”


    Surprised, Carol knew she couldn’t quit now. She was committed.


    ***


    Lord Binghamton had been correct. Once Carol had been posing for about an hour, her lack of clothing ceased to bother her. She was much more concerned about holding her pose. She was supposed to be looking out the window and waving to somebody outside. She could lean against the window frame for support—Sean had made it quite sturdy—but the hand she was waving with was up in the air. Every few minutes she had to lower her arm.


    She could only see Sean in her peripheral vision because she wasn’t directly facing him. She wondered whether he had posed her like this on purpose, so she wouldn’t freak out watching him work, wondering what part of her he was painting.


    The heater radiated warmth, but she was still chilly. Sean had promised her a break after an hour, so she could put on the robe for a bit. She hoped he couldn’t see her goose bumps.


    He didn’t talk while he painted. That was all right with her. She spent the time wondering about the relationship between Sean and Lord Binghamton. Lord B must be Sean’s patron—wasn’t that what they used to call them?—buying his paintings, subsidizing his rent. Well, if he could afford it, why not?


    Carol heard the door to the loft open, but it was out of her field of vision. She panicked and became very aware of her lack of clothes. Who was it? The only thing that kept her from grabbing the robe was Sean’s calmness when he spoke.


    “Melanie. What a surprise. I thought you were working at the shop today.”


    “I have a client nearby I have to talk to, so I thought I’d pop in for a moment and see how you’re getting along with your new model.”


    “Somehow I thought you might just do that. Take a break, Carol, and we’ll have some tea. Melanie, this is Carol. Carol, this is Melanie. Melanie is an art dealer.”


    They said hello from a distance. Carol was happy to put on the robe, not only to warm up but because she was self-conscious in front of Melanie, even though she was a woman—or perhaps because she was a woman. Melanie was the quintessential English blond with blue eyes. She didn’t have anything to fear from Carol. Carol, in fact, was surprised, thinking the girlfriend of an artist would be more laid back than to worry about his models.


    Melanie had evidently gotten a good look at her, because she said to Sean, “She’s got the combination of beauty and sex appeal Lord B likes. But that scar on her abdomen…”


    Sean spoke gruffly. “I’m not going to paint the scar.”


    “You’re going to have to add some pubic hair, however, because he’s a traditionalist.”


    Sean’s voice became gruffer. “I’ll take care of it. I know what I’m doing.”


    Carol hoped Melanie was through picking at her. At least she didn’t ask how Carol got the scar.


    Melanie heated water and got the tea things ready while Sean cleaned up a little and covered the canvas, explaining it was off limits until the painting was finished. Carol went over to see if she could help Melanie, who started asking her questions.


    “I understand you live across the pond in the colonies. What part?”


    Carol gave the simplest answer. “California. Los Angeles.”


    “Near Hollywood?”


    “Sure.”


    “What brings you to swinging London?”


    Carol explained about looking for Cynthia. While she was talking, she had an idea. “You’re an art dealer. Did you know Jacques, the painter who lived here two years ago?”


    “Jacques. The bloke who was killed in the accident? I did know him. Pity. He had good technique.”


    “He painted a portrait of a girl I’m sure is Cynthia. Lord Binghamton owns it. I was wondering if you ever met Cynthia. She looks something like me.”


    Melanie studied Carol. “I don’t remember any Cynthia, but I do remember a model who looked like you. She had a Japanese name—Iko or something like that.”


    Carol was startled. “Could it possibly have been Aiko (ah-ee-ko)—spelled A-i-k-o?”


    “Sounds right.”


    What was going on here? Aiko was the name Carol had presumably used when she was a swimsuit model. Unless…unless it was Cynthia who had made the swimsuit video under an assumed name, not Carol. It made sense. If Cynthia had been known as Aiko here, that might be one reason they couldn’t trace her.


    “Do you remember her last name?”


    Melanie poured water into the cups and set tea bags on the table, along with milk and sugar. “If she used a last name, I never heard it. I only saw her once or twice. As I recall, she disappeared after Jacques died.”


    “Cynthia and Aiko may be the same person. Cynthia gave this flat as a return address in a letter to her parents.”


    “London is one of the places in the world where rootless young people come. She may not have had a permanent address.”


    “Where do these people hang out?”


    Sean had just come over to join them. Melanie repeated the question for him. He sprawled in one of the chairs, threatening to break it. “Artists and models with no money stay wherever they can. They mix and match their bodies to find food and shelter.”


    Melanie scowled at him. “That’s not helpful. The poor girl is trying to find her friend. Isn’t there a sort of commune where they live?”


    “Yeah, but it has to change its location from time to time. They keep getting booted from places.” Sean chuckled. “Not likely there’d be anyone who’d remember who was here two years ago, anyway. Wait a minute.”


    Sean put his fingers together and leaned back, staring at the skylight in the roof. Carol wondered if he were having a vision. He snapped his fingers and came back to earth.


    “When I moved in here, I met the chap who lived here after Jacques. He had known Jacques so he might have known the girl. Of course, whoever came over here looking for the girl probably already talked to him.”


    “They would have asked about Cynthia, not Aiko.” Carol thought it was worth a try. “Do you know where I can find him?”


    “He gave up being an artist and became a street performer. You might want to check out Covent Garden.”


    ***


    Carol took a bite of her McDonald’s hamburger and ate a couple of fries, which were usually called chips here. Potato chips became crisps. She felt entitled to some fast-food after surviving a morning of posing. She had warned the server about putting on too much mayonnaise, which seemed to be glopped on all sandwiches in abundant quantities. For a drink, she was having Coke and water, in rebellion against all the tea she’d consumed.


    She couldn’t remember the last name of the girl in the swimsuit video. Aiko…what? Rigo would know. It was five o’clock in the morning in California. She’d call him later. She suspected she didn’t need the last name in order to talk to Andrew, the fellow who might have known her. In London the name Aiko stood out.


    What she would like to have was Andrew’s last name. Sean didn’t remember it. Carol finished her lunch and went outside the restaurant. She found a relatively quiet spot on a side street and called Lord Binghamton’s number. A woman, probably the maid, answered the phone. Carol explained what she wanted to know. She was put on hold.


    “Carol.”


    It was Lord B. “How are you, sir?”


    “One tries to avoid answering that question when one has the aches and pains I have. The question is, how are you? Did you survive your first day as a model?”


    “Yes, it went very well.”


    “Excellent. In regard to your question, Andrew’s last name is Martin. He lived in the flat for a bit, but he couldn’t make it as an artist. He didn’t have the kind of talent Sean and Jacques have. He didn’t care for a real job, so he decided to become a street performer.”


    “Do you think he might be at Covent Garden?”


    “That’s probably the best bet. I’ve lost touch with him.”


    Carol took the tube to the Covent Garden station on the Piccadilly Line. The day had become sunny, bringing out crowds of tourists and others to watch the street performers on the flat stone surface, surrounded by unusual buildings such as the Covent Garden Market Building, now a shopping center and tourist attraction.


    Carol despaired. How would she find Andrew in this zoo? If he were performing, he’d have a schedule and a venue. She waited through the performance of a young woman who was a mime. She was in full costume with a painted face that was very expressive. She received copious laughter and applause.


    When she finished, Carol walked up to her, ostentatiously dropped a pound coin in her hat, and asked the mime whether she knew Andrew Martin, a juggler. Thankfully, the woman could actually talk. She replied in the affirmative, and in answer to Carol’s question about where to find him, she whipped out a cell phone and made a call.


    “He’ll be performing here at fifteen thirty.”


    Three thirty. Carol thanked her and watched other shows while waiting for Andrew to appear. The performers were very good, and they appeared to collect quite a bit of money. Of course, when the weather turned bad things would be different.


    She recognized Andrew partly because of what he brought with him—a unicycle and various balls and pins like bowling pins to be used for juggling. He was fairly short, with unkempt hair, an old jacket, and pants that reached to just below his knees.


    However, in spite of his appearance, he put on a good show. He even juggled a live chainsaw in his act. Carol counted his fingers and toes; he performed his act barefoot. Miraculously, they were all there. He obviously enjoyed what he did, and she could almost understand why he preferred this life to that of having a steady job. He received a boisterous round of applause, and people gave him money. Carol trailed behind them with her pound coin, dropping it into his hat and asking for a minute of his time.


    While he was packing up, she briefly told him who she was looking for and mentioned the name Aiko.


    He stopped and looked at her. “Aiko. Japanese, isn’t it? Yes, it rings Big Ben. She must be the bird who did some modeling for Jacques. I never met her, but the name is unusual enough that it stuck.”


    “Do you know what happened to her after Jacques was killed?”


    “All the information I have is thirdhand. As I recall, she really liked Jacques and was heartbroken when he was killed. I think I was told she went walkabout.”


    “Walkabout?”


    “Pardon. I’m from Australia. I think she walked the End-to-end, from John O’Groats to Land’s End.”


    Carol had heard of the End-to-end, which went from Northeastern Scotland to Southwestern England. “That must be close to nine hundred miles.”


    “If you take the short route.”


    “Who did she go with?”


    “Now you’re really testing the grey matter.” Andrew paused, thinking. “Someone from one of those quaint villages the English are so proud of. It has a really old church. That’s no help, is it? They all have really old churches. Polstead? No, I think it was Rotherfield.”


    “Do you remember a name?”


    “Sorry. You’ve stretched my poor brain to the limit, and now it’s about to explode.”


    “Where’s Rotherfield?”


    “South of here. Small place, but it dates back over a thousand years. As I said, it has this old church—”


    “Do you have any other information about Aiko or the person she went with that might help me?”


    “The person she did the End-to-End with—for some reason, I think she might be a school teacher.”


    



    CHAPTER 28


    Out of the corner of her eye, Carol saw Sean stand back from his easel and take a wide-angle look at the painting and at her. He had done this plenty of times before, but this time he spent longer than usual in contemplation. Finally he said, “That’s a wrap.”


    “Is it finished?”


    “A painting is never finished. At some point you just give up. Picasso said that, and he was right.”


    Carol put on her robe. “May I see it?”


    Sean waved his arm toward the easel in invitation. She had been anticipating this moment for six days. It was Sunday morning. They had worked every morning since Tuesday with no day off. She was glad the painting was finished. She was tired of posing. Any feeling of excitement or trepidation she had at the beginning had degenerated into boredom and pain as she tried to hold her pose, hour after hour.


    Melanie dropped in, unexpectedly, often enough so Sean hadn’t hit on her. She had grown to like him enough that she wouldn’t have been put off if he had. She chose to think he feigned indifference because of Melanie.


    Now she found she was afraid to look at the painting. Not because Sean might not have done a good job. She had seen enough of his work to know he was an excellent artist. No, her fear was that she just wouldn’t translate well to canvas. She approached the easel gingerly and peeked around it.


    Was that her? “You made me look better than I am.”


    “Don’t be so modest. I just painted what I saw. Lord B will love it.”


    ***


    Carol celebrated with another hamburger at McDonald’s. She had her modeling money in her purse. She had come close to breaking even since she’d been here, in spite of taking tours of places like the Tower of London with its costumed Beefeaters, seeing a Shakespeare play at the Globe Theatre, and watching the show Mamma Mia at the Prince of Wales Theatre.


    What she hadn’t done in the last few days was find any more information on Cynthia or Aiko. She had squeezed all she could from Lord Binghamton, Sean, Melanie, and Andrew. Sean had told her where some of the young artists and models were living, and she had gone there and talked to a few, but they were too new to London to have known the missing girl.


    She’d completed her commitment to Lord B and had some fun. Now it was time for her to get back to work.


    ***


    The sky was gray, and it was drizzling rain off and on as Carol got off the train at Crowborough Station. She could probably take a taxi, or even a bus, but she didn’t know exactly where she wanted to go. She figured it was somewhat less than two miles to the center of Rotherfield. Her North Face protected her from the weather. She wore her backpack and carried the suitcase, switching hands frequently.


    She could see more of the country while walking than riding. She walked on the right, facing traffic, because the road was narrow and she had to constantly be on the alert for oncoming cars, stepping off the road when two cars passed each other. Even so, she felt comfortable and enjoyed the scenery that changed from urban to rural and back again as she approached Rotherfield.


    She was glad of the sidewalk that materialized as she came to the center of Rotherfield, because when cars were parked on the street, as they were now, it was reduced to one-way traffic, with drivers headed in opposite directions having to take turns to get through the bottleneck. She came to what was probably the main road through the village and strolled along it, admiring the old buildings.


    She spotted an old brick building containing a pub, the Queens Arms. That might be a good place to start. Besides, she was hungry and thirsty. Carol went in, parked her pack and suitcase at a small table, and went to the bar. She ordered a sandwich and a half-pint of lager from the bartender—she was afraid a full pint would put her to sleep. As she paid, she asked whether he knew of any place to stay.


    The red-faced bartender gave her a smile. “You’re in luck, lass. We happen to have a room available for tonight. Finish your food and you can have a look at it.”


    Gratified things were going so well, Carol ate beside the brick fireplace that had a fire in it to ward off the chill. There were a number of customers who were talking and joking, probably locals, but she also saw several couples who looked more like tourists. When she finished, the wife of the bartender took her upstairs and showed her the room. It looked nice enough, and they agreed on a price.


    Seeing a chance to get more information, Carol found out her name was Lydia. She told Lydia she was looking for a woman who might be a schoolteacher and had walked the End-to-end.


    Lydia laughed. “Rotherfield’s not a large place, but that’s not much information with which to find someone, and I’ve lived here all my life. The closest school is a primary school. You wouldn’t have a hint of a name, would you, or know what age she teaches?”


    Carol admitted she didn’t have that information. This might be a wild goose chase, as she had heard Mrs. Horton say. The woman said she would call some of the local schools and make inquiries. Carol protested she could do it herself if she had their phone numbers, but the woman insisted, saying she could do it more efficiently.


    Overwhelmed by this offer, Carol thanked her profusely and offered to pay her.


    “Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t found anything. If I do, the best thing you can do for us is to spread the word in the States about Rotherfield and the Queens Arms.”


    Carol laughed. “That I’ll be happy to do.”


    ***


    She spent the afternoon walking around Rotherfield, dropping into several retail establishments and visiting the ancient Church of St. Denys. The most notable thing about the churchyard, other than the stone church, itself, which still appeared to be in good condition, was an old tree in front of the church building with branches spreading out at odd angles propped up by a number of logs. Somebody at the pub said the legend was if the tree died the church and village of Rotherfield would cease to exist.


    At one end of the church property was an iron gate that rotated in an arc inside an elongated semicircular frame, so it had two closed positions. A person going through had to move it one way or the other. As Carol was about to enter, a man approached from the other side. It was obvious they both couldn’t go through in opposite directions at the same time, so she waited for him, but he motioned for her to go first.


    She went through the gate and smiled at him. “What is this called?”


    “It’s a kissing gate. Would you like me to demonstrate why?”


    “No thanks. Does it have a practical use?”


    “To keep livestock from getting through it. Although, I guess this one’s outlived its usefulness.”


    That was true. There were no animals outside the churchyard, only buildings and a parking lot.


    Carol returned to the Queens Arms and chatted with Lydia, who told her she hadn’t been able to find any information on a teacher who walked the End-to-end. Carol thanked her and called Rigo from her room. She had talked to him several times, focusing on the sights she’d seen in London, not telling him about her modeling job, because she wasn’t sure how he’d react.


    Now she told him she was in Rotherfield and described the quaint village. She asked him for Aiko’s last name.


    “Hang on. I bookmarked the site—in case we needed more information from it. Here it is. Her name is Aiko Murakawa. Why?”


    Carol explained that Aiko might be Cynthia, not her, and Cynthia might have been using the name Aiko in England.


    “That’s confusing. Looking at the video again, which I am at the moment, I still say Aiko is you. Assuming it’s Cynthia, why would she be using a false name in England?”


    “Why is the grass so green here? I’ll let you know when I find out—if I find out.”


    They talked for a few more minutes. Rigo ended the call by telling her to be careful, as he always did. Carol realized there was something unspoken between them, but she preferred to leave it that way for the moment. She was lonely, especially now she had left Sean and Melanie behind. They hadn’t exactly been her buddies, but at least they’d become familiar to her. In Rotherfield she didn’t know anyone.


    She went downstairs at seven to eat dinner. This time she allowed herself a full pint of lager. There were more people in the pub than there had been earlier, and the place was noisier. She felt self-conscious, sitting alone, and decided not to tarry long. She had purchased several bargain-priced paperback mysteries during her afternoon walk, since, unlike London, there didn’t appear to be any nightlife here except for the pub. She would read herself to sleep with one of them.


    “Aiko!”


    Carol was startled to hear that name, especially since it was obviously directed at her. She looked up to see a woman in her thirties wearing sensibly short hair and glasses, standing beside her table with a surprised expression. When Carol didn’t immediately answer, the woman said, “What are you doing here?”


    Carol’s immediate reaction was to correct the mistake, but in the same instant, she realized she needed to talk to this woman. She attempted a smile. “Hi. Can you sit down for a minute?”


    “I’m with friends, but…” The woman sat in the chair opposite Carol. “When did you get back?”


    Carol felt very awkward. “First, I’m not actually Aiko.”


    “Look, I know you have security issues, but this is bloody nonsense. It’s me, Louise, remember? I taught in the room beside yours for two years.”


    “I’m sorry, Louise. I’ll try again.” Carol had to work through her embarrassment. “I’d better explain. I…I have amnesia. I don’t remember anything that happened before a few weeks ago.”


    Louise looked at her with disbelief but then her look softened. “You poor dear. But you went to the States. If you have amnesia, how did you find your way back here?”


    “It’s a long story. Before I get into it, let me ask you one question. Did you and Aiko…did you and I walk the End-to-end together a couple of years ago?”


    “No, that was Janet—Janet Hudgins. She also teaches at the school. She’ll want to see you. She’s been worried sick about you. You haven’t responded to her e-mails. I think she’s at her cottage tonight. I’ll call her right now.”


    Louise hauled a cell phone out of her purse and called a number. “Hello, Janet? Louise. You’ll never guess who I ran into at the Queens Arms…Aiko…I have no idea. She’s apparently lost her mind. She can’t even remember you or me…All right, I’ll send her over.”


    Louise disconnected. “I have to get back to my party, but Janet wants you to go to her cottage right now. Since you can’t remember anything, I’m going to give you specific directions on how to get there.”


    



    CHAPTER 29


    Louise’s directions were very precise. Carol was standing in front of the cottage within five minutes. The sun had set, but she could see with the aid of a couple of outside lights, including the light beside the front door, that the cottage was made of brick with a new dark brown door and matching trim. The steeply sloping roof was slate. It looked familiar. Something stirred inside her. A memory, perhaps? No, it couldn’t be.


    She was on the verge of finding out things about Cynthia. But, somehow, she and Cynthia had merged and become the same person. She knew that couldn’t be true. Maybe she was losing her mind. She was afraid of what was happening, but she couldn’t stop it. She went up to the door and rang the bell.


    The door was opened almost immediately, and a tomboyish woman with short hair like Louise’s swept Aiko into her arms. They hugged for what seemed like an eternity while Janet said, “You poor dear. What has happened to you?”


    Carol couldn’t say anything.


    Janet finally broke off the hug. “Come in and tell me everything.”


    She dragged Carol into the small house. In the hands of an irresistible force, Carol didn’t try to resist. Janet led her to a glass-enclosed room at the back that looked out onto a garden, sat her down in a padded chair, and poured her a glass of wine. Janet, who’d already been enjoying a glass, sat opposite her.


    Janet had the look of an athlete. She was trim but not skinny, and her movements showed a hidden strength. Carol could easily believe she walked the End-to-end. Her brown hair was lighter than Carol’s, and she had freckles that suggested her light skin was at odds with the sun. She also had a ready smile and an attentive look on her face.


    Carol took a sip of wine and burst into tears. She didn’t know where to start. Janet waited patiently. “Take your time.”


    “I have amnesia. I’m using the name Carol, but it isn’t my real name.”


    “All right, amnesia explains a lot. Keep going.”


    “I don’t think I’m Aiko or Cynthia.”


    “Same girl. Why not?”


    Faced with a good listener, the story erupted from Carol in a flood of words. She started from when she was found unconscious in the Dumpster and covered all the major events since then. Janet didn’t interrupt. Occasionally, she gave verbal nods such as ‘uh huh,’ encouraging Carol to go on with her story. When Carol came right up to the present moment, she collapsed in her chair, exhausted.


    Janet stood and refilled Carol’s glass. Then she sat down again and thought for a moment. “Wow. You’ve been through a lot. No wonder you’re confused. We’ll get to the issue of your identity in a moment. First, let me tell you what I know about what happened to Aiko, as she wanted to be called here, before she went back to the States.


    “I met Aiko two years ago when I was in London on holiday, through a mutual friend. Her boyfriend, Jacques, had just been killed in an auto accident, and she was at loose ends. I had finished teaching the summer term and had always wanted to walk the End-to-end, but I had never found the right partner to do it with. Aiko was young and in good shape. She had nothing tying her to London and didn’t want to go back to the States for reasons I’ll get to, so we did it together.”


    “You walked nine hundred miles together?”


    “Yes, although the route we followed wasn’t quite that far. We walked north to south for the rest of the summer, starting at John O’Groats in Northern Scotland, until I had to return here for the autumn term. We walked some more during school breaks, but we didn’t finish until the Christmas break. Fortunately, we were walking the southern part of the route in Cornwall by then, which tends to be a bit warmer than the rest of the UK, but we still got cold upon occasion.”


    “I would love to do that.” Carol caught herself. “Sorry. Go on.”


    “We stayed in B&Bs and saw the country. We slogged through Scotland’s rain, looked for Nessie on the north shore of Loch Ness, hiked the moors, and got lost in Bristol. We didn’t see any pirates in Penzance, but I’ve got a sweatshirt from Land’s End that gives the records for doing the distance for walking, running, bicycling, flying, crawling, and every other way you can think of. We had a wonderful time.”


    “You must have gotten to know each other very well.”


    Janet smiled an infectious smile. “Of course, we learned a lot about each other. Aiko told me all about her parents and her brother who tried to kill her.”


    “Michael tried to kill her?” Carol was shocked into giving Janet her full attention.


    “Yes, but her parents didn’t believe her. She came to England to get away from him. That’s also why she changed her name from Cynthia to Aiko.”


    “The three of them died in a plane crash.” Carol softly repeated what she had said before while telling Janet about her meeting with Mrs. Horton. Michael was dead so Cynthia didn’t have to hide anymore.


    “You’re getting ahead of my story. One of the things I learned about Aiko was that she was excellent at math and had been teaching in the U.S. I asked if she wanted to teach math at the secondary school where I taught. I helped her get a job there.


    “Her name was a bit of a sticky wicket because she didn’t want to go on the national records as Cynthia Sakai. She was afraid her brother would follow her here and kill her if he found her. We pulled some strings and got her name legally changed to Aiko Murakawa.


    “We taught together for two years. In August, when she heard about her parents and brother being killed—it was broadcast on the BBC because of the status of her parents—she flew back to the States. I haven’t had so much as an e-mail from her. I didn’t have a phone number or any other way to get in touch with her. I was worried about her. And now, a few weeks later, you appear on my doorstep.”


    “But I’m not Cynthia—or Aiko.”


    “Ah. Remember, girl, you have amnesia. Here’s a test. Aiko had a game she used when she was teaching her students binary. I’m an English teacher, and I could never quite figure it out.”


    Janet did a quick look around and picked up some knickknacks from a shelf. She arranged them in four rows of seven, five, three, and one. “On your turn you remove one or more from a single row. If you remove the last one you win.”


    “You start.”


    Carol said it automatically, without thinking. She won the game. Janet had a smug look on her face. Carol didn’t say anything. Janet suggested they play again. Carol demurred.


    “Look, yes, I know how to play this game. I admit it. I beat a scam artist at it. But that doesn’t mean I’m Cynthia Aiko.”


    “All right, here’s the acid test. Aiko has a scar on her abdomen where her brother slashed her with a knife.”


    Carol stared at her. No, this couldn’t be true. She wasn’t Aiko. She wasn’t Cynthia. Why would Mrs. Horton lie to her? Why would her own grandmother disown her? Carol slowly unzipped her jeans and pulled them down, revealing the scar, about three inches long, something like an appendicitis scar but too far to the left, too jagged, and slanting upward.


    Janet took one look at it and nodded. “That’s it. Welcome back to the land of the living, Aiko—or Cynthia, if that’s what you prefer.”


    Carol still couldn’t grasp it. “I’m Cynthia? But Mrs. Horton—my grandmother—told me I wasn’t Cynthia.”


    Janet came over, sat in the chair with Carol, and held her close.”


    Carol was sniffling. “Why did Michael try to kill me?”


    “You said he was always somewhat unbalanced and paranoid. You suspected he thought you were trying to cheat him out of his inheritance. He attacked you in bed one night in the dark when your parents were on a trip. You fought him off, but he wounded you. He claimed an intruder attacked you.”


    “It was Michael all right. I could identify the smell of his aftershave anywhere. It stunk.”


    Janet pulled her head away from Carol and stared at her. “You remembered?”


    Yes. She remembered the smell of Michael’s aftershave. A small thing, perhaps, but enough to know she was Cynthia. She was allergic to the junk he used. If he walked into a room, she’d recognize him by his odor. She was definitely Cynthia. An enormous weight had been lifted from her shoulders, but it would take her a while to adjust to this knowledge.


    Cynthia hugged Janet. “Thank you for restoring my identity.”


    New thoughts rushed into her head. “You said my parents didn’t believe Michael attacked me.”


    “Apparently, it was the case of them always trying to protect the weaker child. You were the strong one. Michael couldn’t do any wrong in their eyes. He couldn’t have attacked you.”


    “Did they find the knife?”


    “Not as far as I know. When you got out of hospital, you realized you couldn’t live in the same house with him. He was crazy enough that he might try to track you down if you stayed in the States. So, you came to England and changed your name.”


    “Why would my own grandmother reject me?”


    “Does she have dementia?”


    “She’s as sharp as a brand new razor blade.”


    “Then I guess you’ll have to ask her.”


    “Paul—Mr. Vigiano—the attorney for my parents’ estate said I came over here to write a novel.”


    “That may have been what you said, but you never mentioned it to me. I suspect it was just a cover story you told people because you couldn’t say you were afraid of your brother.”


    “So I’m not a budding Hemingway.”


    “No, but you’re a damn good mathematician. What are you going to do now?”


    “Wonder why I can’t speak French since I had a French boyfriend.”


    They laughed together.


    “Actually, I think I’ll go back and ask my grandmother why she rejected me.”


    “That’s my Aiko—or Cynthia—or Carol, or whatever you want to be.”


    Carol laughed again, a little hysterically. “I’m all of the above. There’s an old movie called The Three Faces of Eve, about a woman with multiple personality disorder. I’m the modern version.”


    



    CHAPTER 30


    Carol—for she still thought of herself as Carol—didn’t tell anybody except Janet about her plans. She didn’t tell Paul; she knew he’d be happy she was Cynthia because it would make him rich, but she didn’t want him confronting Mrs. Horton. She wanted do that herself. She didn’t tell Rigo or Frances because she was afraid of an information leak.


    She had recovered part of her recent past, thanks to Janet, although she still didn’t remember any of it except for Michael’s aftershave and the knife attack. Janet had showed her the picture album of their hike through Scotland and England. The girl with Janet was her, all right. There was no doubt in her mind. Even though she couldn’t remember the details, she now believed she’d done the hike. It must have been a great adventure.


    Janet also showed her photos of Aiko with teachers and students at the school. She could picture herself as a teacher. What she couldn’t fill in was what had happened to her when she went back to North Carolina after her parents and brother were killed in the plane crash. She hadn’t talked to Paul, or he would have mentioned it. Had she gone to the memorial service? Probably not or Paul would have seen her. Had she even talked to Mrs. Horton? The woman was still Mrs. Horton to Carol. She wouldn’t be Grandma until she accepted Carol as her granddaughter.


    Carol said a tearful good-bye to Janet on Tuesday morning. She took the train back to London and stayed at the Balmoral Tuesday night. She rode the Heathrow Express to the airport Wednesday morning and caught a noon American Airlines flight to Raleigh/Durham Airport. It landed late in the afternoon. She wanted to get a good night’s sleep before talking to Mrs. Horton, so she rented a car and took a room at an economy motel.


    ***


    Wednesday morning was warm, tending toward hot, somewhat different than the weather in England. Carol dressed in summery clothes and ate breakfast at a diner near the motel. Her plan to get a good night’s sleep had backfired to some extent, because she’d spent part of the night rehearsing what she was going to say to Mrs. Horton and the balance having restless dreams.


    As she drove along the unpaved road that led to the farm, she pictured the scene. Audrey would open the door. Was she in on the deception? Probably not. She had only been with Mrs. Horton for a year. The chances were she’d never seen Cynthia, only Carol. Unless she’d seen Cynthia when she went back after the plane crash.


    Carol drove up to the garage and parked. She got out of the car and Butch came bounding up, treating her like a long lost friend. She was glad to see him too. He hadn’t deserted her. She walked along the sidewalk that fronted the house. The garden was still in bloom. She remembered some of the flowers Mrs. Horton had introduced her to: mums, Japanese anemone, purple cone flowers, dahlias, asters, goldenrod. Mrs. Horton had treated her well. She had helped her get assistance from Paul, but she’d denied Carol was her granddaughter. Strange behavior.

  


  Carol hesitated in front of the door with the large window. No one was in sight on the other side. For a few seconds, she tried to contemplate her future. Whatever happened here was going to change her life forever. She found she couldn’t think about it. She rang the doorbell.


  Audrey came to the door, as predicted. When she saw Carol, a big smile lit up her face. It was genuine. Carol suspected Audrey was guileless. Audrey opened the door and gave her a hug.


  “Carol. What a surprise. How are you? Come on in. Mrs. Horton will be so happy to see you?”


  “She will?”


  That had slipped out, but Audrey passed over it. “Of course she will. She’s in the family room.”


  It was only a few steps to the doorway that led to the family room and kitchen. Carol followed Audrey through the opening, wondering whether Mrs. Horton had seen her when she walked past the family room window. No. She was dozing in a chair.


  Audrey went down the two steps to the family room and touched Mrs. Horton on the shoulder. “Wake up. Carol’s here.”


  Mrs. Horton woke up groggy, looking old—older than she had during Carol’s last visit. Audrey had to repeat her message. Mrs. Horton finally saw Carol. A strange expression crossed her face. Then it cleared.


  “Carol. What are you doing here?”


  “I came to see you.” Carol couldn’t bring herself to hug her grandmother.


  Audrey spoke to Mrs. Horton. “This might be a good time for me to do my shopping. I’ll be back in about an hour and a half.”


  Audrey and Mrs. Horton discussed items to buy. Audrey wrote them on a pad. Then she went out the front door. Carol saw her walk past the family room windows on the way to her car. Mrs. Horton turned her attention to Carol.


  “Where are my manners? Sit down, child. Tell me what you’ve been up to.”


  Carol sat in a chair next to Mrs. Horton. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t give her planned speech. She started crying. “Grandma, why did you reject me?”


  Mrs. Horton looked startled. Then her expression changed, and it appeared as if she might be going to issue a denial. It changed again to sadness. Tears started rolling down her face. “How did you find out?”


  “I found a woman I taught school with in England.”


  Mrs. Horton didn’t question this statement. She fought to bring herself under control. “It’s Michael. He told me if I acknowledged you, he’d kill us both.”


  “But Michael’s dead.”


  Mrs. Horton took Carol’s hand and gripped it hard. “He’s not dead.”


  “But how—”


  “Listen to me, child. He was supposed to be on the plane, but he gave an excuse and didn’t fly that morning. He as much as told me he sabotaged the plane.”


  “He caused the crash?” Carol couldn’t imagine such a thing. Yes, she could. If he’d attempted to murder her, he was capable of murdering his own parents. “Why? It couldn’t be for money. Wasn’t he written out of the wills?”


  “I’ve thought and thought about that. If you’re not found, the estate goes to a nonprofit organization. I haven’t been able to find out much about it, but I suspect Michael’s behind it.”


  Could that be true? Carol’s mind didn’t work in devious ways, but from what she’d learned she suspected Michael’s did. “I haven’t actually seen the wills of Richard and Helen.” She had a hard time thinking of these strangers as her parents. “Paul said they were rewritten a year ago. Do you think Michael convinced them to do it?”


  Thoughts were racing through Carol’s head. She didn’t give Mrs. Horton a chance to answer. “Michael must have been the one who put me in the Dumpster and left me for dead. He must have been the one who shot at me in the driveway.”


  “When did that happen?”


  “After I went back to California.” Thinking about the Dumpster reminded Carol of another question. “Did you see me after my parents died?”


  “No. Of course, I prayed that somehow you were alive and would hear about the crash, but you never showed up.” Mrs. Horton shook her head and then sighed. “I always knew there was something wrong with that boy. Helen and Richard wouldn’t listen.”


  “He stabbed me with a knife, but they wouldn’t believe it was him.”


  “I tried to talk some sense into them. It was no use. I knew you wouldn’t lie. He had them mesmerized. I almost spilled the beans when Paul asked if Cynthia had a scar, but I was too frightened.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “That’s just it. I don’t know. He called me a few weeks after the crash. I almost had a heart attack. At first, I didn’t believe it was him, but no one else sounds like he does. Somehow he found out you were coming here. That’s when he told me to say you weren’t my granddaughter or he’d kill us both. He also told me not to tell anybody he was alive.”


  “Since he’s tried to kill me three times already, that’s not hard to believe. As I said, the shooting in California occurred after I came here. Apparently, he’s still afraid I’ll get the money.” Carol needed to protect her grandmother. “We have to go to the police.”


  Mrs. Horton shook her head. “He warned me against that. If we do, he’ll kill us for sure.”


  “We have to get you to a safe place.”


  “There is no safe place as long as he’s out there.”


  “This house can’t be easily guarded.”


  “I’ve lived here too long to move now.”


  Carol wanted to argue with her, but she knew it was futile. Besides, Mrs. Horton was right. Any place she went, Michael would find her. Mrs. Horton released her death grip on Carol’s hand.


  “I’m being selfish. It’s much more important that you survive than I do. I’ve lived my life. I didn’t send in the DNA test because I was scared. I didn’t want you to find out who you were. I was afraid Michael would kill you. Now that you know, I’m going to do it. Then, if something happens to me, you can use it to help prove who you are, if there’s any question.”


  Carol went and got the test kit, following Mrs. Horton’s directions, and helped her scrub the inside of her cheek with what looked like a small toothbrush. She had to do it three times three hours apart. They filled out the form authorizing the information to be used for matching purposes, and Mrs. Horton signed it.


  Carol explained the procedure. “We send the DNA sample to the testing company. It has a lot number on it. That number is connected to Frances who’s a project administrator. She’ll be able to see the results of the test online. Since she also has a record of my DNA, she can compare them. You and I should have the same mitochondrial DNA.”


  “That will prove you’re my granddaughter?”


  “No, because there are probably a number of people who have the same mtDNA as you do. It will prove we’re related, however. If we match but there’s still doubt, we can expand the test to include the rest of your DNA.”


  Under Mrs. Horton’s direction, Carol made them lunch. While they were eating, Mrs. Horton reminisced about when Carol was young (referring to her as Cynthia), and mentioned she was a majorette since the age of seven.


  “When you showed me family pictures, there weren’t any of me in any kind of majorette uniform.”


  “I-I took them out of the books. I also hid the pictures of you when you were older—any that looked too much like you do now. I didn’t want anything to jog your memory.”


  Carol still had a hard time believing her grandmother would reject her, but the fact that she did it out of fear for her safety helped.


  They discussed whether they should talk to Paul. Carol was against it. “He’s not trustworthy. He altered the picture of me to try and convince me—and you—I was Cynthia.”


  “He wasn’t sure you were. Money is the root of all evil. He had millions to gain if you were Cynthia. It was unethical, but because you are Cynthia we should all be on the same side now.”


  “Won’t he feel obligated to go to the police?”


  “I don’t think so. There’s something called client confidentiality. I’d feel better if we did talk to him. Somebody else has to know what’s going on, and as the executor of the estate, he’s the logical one. I want him to know who you are. Maybe he can help us. If worst comes to worst and anything happens to either one of us, he needs to know who’s behind it.”


  “I guess you’re right. Should we make an appointment to see him?”


  “I’ll invite him for dinner. He and his wife are separated. I’m sure he could use a good home-cooked meal.”


  “Does Audrey know everything?”


  “No. It’s time she knew. I’ll fill her in when she returns. For one thing, she should have the option to leave if she thinks it’s too dangerous here.”


  



  CHAPTER 31


  “Carol is really Cynthia?” Paul looked incredulous. “Elizabeth, I remember you sitting in that very chair and telling me Carol couldn’t possibly be Cynthia because of some crazy thing about her earrings.”


  They were sitting at the table beside the kitchen counter having a pre-dinner glass of wine. Carol and Mrs. Horton had spent the afternoon reminiscing—or at least Mrs. Horton had reminisced while Carol listened and tried to grasp threads of events from her past, hoping one would open a closed door within her brain.


  Carol greeted Paul with a firm handshake. He didn’t look bad in a tan suit—he might even have lost a few pounds—but now that she was the heir to the Sakai estate she wasn’t going to do anything to besmirch her reputation in the eyes of her grandmother. Paul acted equally distant. Mrs. Horton wanted to clear her conscience and dropped the bombshell as soon as they sat down.


  Mrs. Horton explained she had rejected Carol because of the phone call from Michael. Paul had a hard time believing Michael was still alive. Mrs. Horton persisted. Paul took copies of the wills of Richard and Helen out of his briefcase and looked at them.


  “Michael isn’t mentioned in the wills at all, so from the point of view of the estate, it doesn’t matter whether he’s alive or dead. Carol, or should I say Cynthia, you’re the sole beneficiary if you’re alive and available. My memory of discussions with Richard and Helen when they revised their wills a year ago is that Michael didn’t want to be a beneficiary. I didn’t think much of it at the time, except that Michael must be an odd duck. I don’t remember ever meeting him. The contingent beneficiary is the Weatherford Foundation.”


  Carol took a swallow of wine. “What do you know about the Weatherford Foundation?”


  “Your parents seemed to be very keen on it. As executor, I felt it was my duty to do some research. It’s a foundation based in Fairfax, Virginia, that donates money to worthy causes, whatever that means. I have their brochure and I’ve talked to the Executive Director, a woman named Katherine Simpson, on the phone. She seems competent enough. I gather from talking to her the foundation doesn’t have a lot of money. The inheritance from the estate would be a huge bonanza for it.”


  Mrs. Horton asked, “Do you have a list of the board of directors or anybody else connected with the foundation?”


  “I have the names of the board members.”


  “Is Michael among them?”


  “No, he isn’t, but remember, Michael is officially dead. If he’s connected with this foundation in some way, which is what I think you’re implying, he’s using an assumed name.”


  Carol smiled grimly. “I’m afraid that runs in the family.”


  It took Paul a while before he understood everything. Then he did a summation, as if he were speaking to a jury. “Elizabeth, you didn’t acknowledge Carol as your granddaughter at first because you were afraid of Michael. Carol—I’m going to continue to call you Carol for the time being—you went to England and ran into a woman you’ve worked with for two years who filled you in on as much of your history as she knew. Michael was supposed to be on the plane that crashed but wasn’t, and in fact, he sabotaged it, causing it to crash, killing his parents. He’s tried to kill Carol three times. His motivation, at least for the last two times, apparently is that he controls the foundation that receives the money from the estate if she’s dead.”


  At this point they moved into the dining room to eat a fancy chicken dinner served by Audrey, who could hear everything they said. Mrs. Horton had told her some of it that afternoon.


  Paul continued. “I found a newspaper clipping in my Sakai file this afternoon about the knife attack against Carol. I had forgotten about it. Michael isn’t mentioned as a suspect. I believe it says he called nine-one-one. That doesn’t sound like the act of a murderer.”


  “That’s one memory I’ve recovered.” Carol didn’t want her opinions to be dismissed so lightly. “I remember the smell of Michael’s aftershave. There’s no doubt in my mind he did it. My parents must have talked me out of making an accusation against him. Janet, my English friend, says I told her I went to England to get away from him.”


  “All right, we’ll accept that for the moment. The second attempt was the Dumpster in California. There were no witnesses. The third attempt was a shooting in California.”


  “My friend Rigo saw the man.”


  “Could he identify him in a lineup?”


  “No. It was dark. I saw him for a second but only as a silhouette.”


  “I’ve done some defense work, and I can tell you this is one case I’d gladly take. I wouldn’t have any trouble getting an acquittal on all three counts.”


  Carol felt upset because the way Paul said it made it sound as if her testimony wouldn’t be believed. “How are we going to protect Grandma—Mrs. Horton?”


  “We have to go to the police.”


  Carol exchanged looks with Mrs. Horton. She’d been afraid of this.


  Paul continued. “It’s their job to protect you. Carol, since you think Michael’s tried to kill you three times already, not going to the police isn’t going to help you. He’ll keep trying until he succeeds or until the police catch him. Remember I have a vested interest in your safety. I wouldn’t recommend this if it weren’t the best thing to do.”


  Mrs. Horton nodded. “Paul’s absolutely right. When I agreed not to tell anybody, I hoped it would protect you, but now I see it hasn’t—and won’t. I always thought there was something odd about Michael. He’s mentally unbalanced. As long as he’s free, Cynthia isn’t safe.”


  Mrs. Horton had adapted to her being Cynthia faster than she, herself, had. They agreed the three of them would talk to the police together in the morning. Carol and Paul left at the same time. Mrs. Horton offered to let Carol stay with her, but she had already paid for the night at the motel and her belongings were there. She said she’d move in with Mrs. Horton tomorrow.


  Paul and Carol walked along the narrow sidewalk single file to their cars. Carol clicked her remote and received an answering flash from her car’s headlights. As she opened her car door Paul said, “I’m glad you’re Cynthia.”


  “So am I. It’s nice to know who I am, even if I can’t remember much.”


  Paul hesitated. “I missed you.”


  “Don’t go there. You’re going to have to be satisfied with the millions you’re going to receive from the estate. I’m sure you can get a lot of girls with that kind of money.”


  “But not like you.”


  “That’s nice of you to say, but it’s not going to change anything. Good night.”


  Paul didn’t speak, a habit he had exhibited before when he was rebuffed.


  



  CHAPTER 32


  Carol was staying at a motel in Hillsborough, a few miles north of the farm. She crossed I-40 and I-85 on the two-lane road and then drove up a short hill on a side street. The three-story building was part of a chain of economy motels, not luxurious like the Carolina Inn, but comfortable for someone like Carol who was on a budget. She might not have to be on a budget much longer—if the problem of Michael could be resolved.


  She found a parking place at the corner of the building, locked the car, and went in the front door. She waved to the female night clerk who was on the phone and walked through the lobby to the lift—elevator. She was back in the States now and had to use American terminology. Two couples with too many suitcases denoting infrequent travelers were waiting for it. The small elevator might not hold all of them and their luggage.


  Carol decided to take the stairs at the end of the corridor to the third floor rather than wait. How many times had she taken the steep and narrow stairway to Sean’s loft when she was posing? These stairs were a snap in comparison. She knew from walking down them this morning that the stairway entrance was close to her room, closer than the elevator. That gave her some comfort.


  She had requested an upper-story room for security purposes, so if Michael somehow found out where she was staying he wouldn’t be able to climb in her window. That was silly; there was no way he could know where she was. Still, she’d sleep better knowing that unless he rappelled down from the roof, he wouldn’t be able to get to her from the outside.


  The metal stairs to each floor were in two flights, with the second flight switching back so the stairway doors on each floor were in the same relative position. She made it to the second floor landing and started up the first flight to the third floor when something almost directly above her came into her peripheral vision. Or perhaps it was a slight noise, but in any case, she looked up.


  Carol had seen pictures of Michael, and she knew immediately the man on the third floor landing was him, even though he’d dyed his hair red and it was long and shaggy. It might have been the “oriental cast” to his features, to quote Sean when he’d been talking about her.


  While her brain was processing this information, her body, thankfully, was already initiating action. She turned and ran back down the stairs, taking them two at a time, hoping she wouldn’t trip. She listened for the clang of Michael’s footsteps on the steps above, hoping against hope he hadn’t recognized her


  She hesitated long enough to turn the handle of the door exiting the stairway and then yanked it open and burst through the doorway into a corridor with rooms on either side. Now she heard Michael’s footsteps. He was coming after her. She ran the length of the corridor, past the elevator in which the startled guests were just now loading their suitcases, and turned the corner into the spacious lobby.


  Carol yelled, “Call nine-one-one,” at the night clerk and, not hearing Michael right behind her, stopped for a second to survey the situation. It would be suicidal for her to go outside into the dark, alone with Michael. The lobby had a number of round tables set up for guests to use when eating their continental breakfasts. She ran among the tables until several were between her and where Michael would enter the room. She picked up a chair and held it with the metal legs pointing in front of her. This was her weapon.


  Michael came skidding around the corner into the lobby and stopped. He was holding a small knife, like a Swiss Army knife—small but deadly. Thankfully, he didn’t have a gun. He spotted Carol and came at her, charging like a bull, banging into one of the tables on the way.


  Carol had been braced for his charge, but he came so fast he almost overwhelmed her. Just as he ran around the last table separating them and was about to sweep the chair she held aside she lunged forward. One of her chair legs caught him in the chest, knocking them both backward.


  Carol backpedaled, hit the table behind her, and went down on her knees. Michael grunted loudly and also fell, landing on his butt. She got to her feet before he did, still holding the chair. He appeared to be hurt. She went for him, feeling a terrible rage, intending to stab him with the chair legs, but he rolled away and she only hit him with a glancing blow on the back.


  He crawled under a table as she tried to hit him with the chair again. Then he managed to get to his feet and hobbled toward the outside door, obviously in pain. Carol followed with the chair, but before she got to the door, one of the men who had been getting on the elevator stepped in front of her.


  “He’s still got the knife. Let him go.”


  Carol dropped the chair. “I want to get his license.”


  She eluded the man, ran to the door, opened it, and looked outside. She could see Michael running out of the motel parking lot. His car apparently wasn’t in the lot. The man came to the door. “We’ll follow him in my car.”


  The man’s wife yelled at him to be careful. His car was parked close to the door. Carol jumped into the passenger seat when he activated the remote. He started the car, backed out of the parking place, and drove to the exit from the lot. As far as they could tell, Michael had run downhill toward the main street through Hillsborough.


  They drove down to the intersection and looked in all directions, but he was nowhere to be seen. Carol pointed to the right. “He’s probably going to get on I-85.”


  The man turned right, and they went to where the Interstate went over the road. No cars were in sight. They parked within sight of both onramps. Damn it, Michael was going to get away again. Carol had dropped her purse containing her cell phone during the pursuit. She turned to the man who had a shaved head and whose skin was darker than hers. “Do you have a cell phone? I’ll call nine-one-one and get the police looking for him.”


  He produced a phone from his pocket, punched in 911, and handed it to her. She told the dispatcher the attacker from the previous 911 call was getting away. Since she was on a cell phone, the dispatcher had no knowledge of the other call and asked her location. When Carol got that straightened out, she had to admit she didn’t have a description of the attacker’s car, but she tried to give a description of Michael without mentioning his name.


  She handed the phone back to the man. “By the time they get mobilized, he’ll be gone. Would you mind waiting here five minutes before we go back to the motel, just in case…?”


  He said okay and asked her who this man with the red hair was and why he was trying to kill her.


  “Long story. I don’t mean to stonewall you, but I’m going to have enough trouble explaining it to the police.”


  “You are one brave young lady.”


  As they drove back toward the motel, a police car pulled up behind them, lights flashing. They spent valuable time explaining they were the ones who had issued the 911 call while Carol pictured Michael getting farther and farther away.


  After what seemed like an eternity, they arrived at the motel. Another police car was parked by the front door. Carol thanked her driver for his help, knowing she was walking into a mess.


  ***


  “Are you all right?” Paul gave Carol a hug.


  “I’m a little banged up; my back is sore from hitting a table, but nothing serious. Thanks for coming.”


  Carol had called Paul’s cell phone from her own as soon as she arrived back at the motel and found her purse. She had dropped it when she picked up the chair in the lobby. On the phone they had a quick conversation in which they agreed what to tell the police.


  The policeman who had responded to the motel clerk’s 911 call found out she was the victim and asked her what had happened. When she tried to answer that question, she was glad Paul was coming to help her. She followed his instructions and kept the story simple. She said she’d been attacked by a stranger. She didn’t want to give a long and involved explanation of something the local police couldn’t help her with, especially since her ID said she was Carol Golden, not Cynthia Sakai, the brother of Michael Sakai who was supposed to be dead and would be using an assumed name, anyway.


  The officer seemed to buy her story, but she was still relieved when Paul arrived. He was magnificent. Upon receiving her call, he’d phoned the Chapel Hill police, just in case Michael was headed toward the farm. Not being content with that, he called a private security service and had the owner position a guard on the farm twenty-four hours a day to monitor all traffic coming along the private road. Since there was only one approach to the farm, that would be easy to do. Maybe guarding Mrs. Horton wouldn’t be as hard as she thought.


  Paul told the policeman who he was, which carried some weight, vouched for Carol, and helped place the thought in his head that this was a random attack. The officer took statements from the motel clerk, the man who helped Carol, and the other members of his party. There was no physical evidence; Michael had taken his knife and hadn’t left any blood or pieces of clothing behind, and certainly no fingerprints. Carol remembered he’d been wearing gloves.


  Still, it was some time before the officer left. The patrol cars searching for Michael hadn’t found him. He’d slipped through their fingers. Carol and Paul sat down at one of the breakfast tables. She drank water while he had a cup of coffee. He asked her if she was absolutely sure it was Michael who attacked her.


  Carol nodded. “I caught a whiff of his aftershave when I hit him with the chair. The vile smelling stuff he used always made me sick. That’s the memory that came back to me when I was talking to my friend, Janet, in England.”


  “Is it the same aftershave he had on the first time he attacked you?”


  “Yes. He’s always used it.” Carol was worried about what Michael might do next. “Do you really think he’ll go after Mrs. Horton?”


  “She’s not the heir, but she can identify you as Cynthia. Since Michael’s mind is not that of a completely sane person and we’re not completely sure what his game is, we have to cover all the bases.”


  “I’ve been wondering how Michael knew I was here. Someone must have tipped him off, in time for him to drive all the way down from Virginia, if that’s where he’s living.”


  “Who did you tell?”


  “Nobody. I told Grandma I was staying in Hillsborough, but I didn’t tell her the name of the motel.”


  “Did you tell Audrey?”


  “No. Audrey didn’t know anything. I was with Grandma most of the day. Neither of us said anything to Audrey about where I was staying.”


  “You must have told somebody.”


  Carol thought. “There was one person.”


  “Who?”


  “Rose, your paralegal.”


  Paul looked upset. “It couldn’t have been Rose. She wouldn’t do that sort of thing.”


  “Listen, Paul. I remember now. When I called your office to invite you to dinner I talked to Rose. After she checked with you and we confirmed the appointment, she didn’t hang up immediately. She asked me some questions. I thought she had a friendly concern for me, so I answered them. She asked me how my memory was. I said it was still a problem. I told her I’d been to England. I didn’t tell her I was sure of my identity, because I wanted Grandma to tell you.


  “Then she asked whether I was staying at the farm. I said I was staying at a motel. She asked for the name of it. I gave it to her. Then she asked for my room number, in case, she said, you had to get hold of me here. I gave her that. Michael knew my room number. He was lurking in the stairway just a couple of doors from my room. He expected me to come from the elevator instead of up the stairs. I’m sure his plan was to follow me into my room before the door closed and then kill me.”


  “Shit.” Paul stared at his coffee cup. “Rose couldn’t have done it. She couldn’t be in cahoots with Michael, could she?” He thought some more. “I’m going to talk to her in the morning.”


  “Michael also knew when I was coming here the first time. That’s when he called Grandma and threatened her. How would he have known if Rose hadn’t told him?”


  This was one time Carol was glad to have Paul escort her to her room. They went inside together and made sure Michael wasn’t hiding in the closet. He had her spooked, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d somehow been able to come through the wall.


  When she was convinced Michael wasn’t there, Carol kicked Paul out and said she’d talk to him in the morning. She locked the dead bolt and set the chain and turned on the television set for company.


  ***


  It was late, but Paul had to find out the truth about Rose. If she tipped off Michael about Carol, she could be an accessory to attempted murder. A murder that would cheat him out of millions of dollars. That was too unfeeling. He really liked Carol; he wouldn’t want any harm to come to her even if she weren’t a valuable asset to him. He often thought about their night together and wished it could be repeated. She had the softest skin of any woman he’d ever known.


  He went back to his office and started rooting through Rose’s desk. Looking for—what? The smoking gun. She probably didn’t write anything down. He turned on her computer, but he wasn’t knowledgeable enough to find hidden information about Michael, such as an address or phone number. She probably had it stored in her cell phone, anyway, which of course she had with her. Damn modern technology.


  Not knowing what else to do, he took a quick look through the office file cabinets but didn’t turn up anything suspicious. The files contained a folder for each of his clients. None looked out of place. The Sakai folder was thick but didn’t have anything unusual in it, as far as he could tell. Rose was too smart for that, especially since he looked at it all the time. He had perused it that afternoon.


  He couldn’t open the middle drawer of Rose’s desk. It had its own lock. What did she keep in that drawer? She had the only key. They kept a small tool kit in the office for doing minor repairs. Paul retrieved a long screwdriver. He shoved the blade between the top of the drawer and the desk frame. This damaged the desk, but that couldn’t be helped. Using brute force, he pried the drawer open, breaking the flimsy lock.


  Inside the drawer were several pencils and pens and some other office supplies. There were also a few papers. Paul pulled out the papers and dumped them on the desktop. Among them was a checkbook. He knew she had a checking account at the bank close to the office. He picked it up. Rose was meticulous about keeping the office accounts. She probably kept her checkbook the same way.


  He opened the checkbook and looked at the ledger. All her deposits and withdrawals were neatly entered. Paul recognized the amount of her paycheck, entered regularly every two weeks. He thumbed through the pages of the ledger until he reached entries that had been made within the past few weeks. The running balance took a big jump on one page.


  Paul knew Rose didn’t have any outside sources of income. Her parents didn’t have any money to spare. Her only investment was a 401K plan Paul managed. He looked at the four-figure deposit that caused the increase in the balance. The notation for it was “WF.” What did that stand for? The timing was such that it must be a payment in return for her telling Michael when Carol was coming for the first time. WF must stand for Weatherford Foundation.


  This was the smoking gun.


  



  CHAPTER 33


  Rose was crying. Paul handed her his handkerchief to dry her tears. They were sitting on the sofa in his office he used to meet with his clients in a more informal atmosphere than talking across a desk. He had come in early, before she arrived, so he could confront her before she started wondering about her desk being broken into.


  She spoke haltingly. “I didn’t know Michael was alive. I certainly didn’t know he was trying to kill Carol. I was dealing with Katherine Simpson at the Weatherford Foundation. She asked me to notify her any time Carol came into town. I didn’t know Carol was actually the heir. What Katherine wanted sounded innocent enough. I didn’t even think the information was particularly confidential. I wasn’t trying to cheat Carol out of her inheritance. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I needed the money. My son has to have orthodontia.”


  Paul believed her. She wasn’t a murderer. Except for this incident, she’d been a loyal and dependable employee. He was inclined to be lenient. “You betrayed office confidentiality, so, of course, I have to let you go. I won’t press charges if you won’t have any more dealings with Katherine Simpson. Don’t say anything about Michael being alive to anyone. In addition, tell me everything you know about Katherine and the foundation.”


  “I don’t know anything. I’ve never met Katherine. All I have is her phone number. She sent me two checks drawn on the foundation. The first was a sort of retainer with the understanding I would give her a heads up about any possible heir to the Sakai estate. The other was for telling her Carol was coming here the first time. She promised me another check for telling her about Carol’s return.”


  “When Carol called here, you pumped her for the name of the motel where she was staying and her room number. That doesn’t sound innocent.”


  Rose blew her nose into what had been Paul’s clean handkerchief. “Katherine gave me a list of things to find out whenever Carol came to town. I didn’t think it was anything sinister. I was just trying to earn my money.”


  Paul had another thought. “The first time Carol came, did you give Katherine the address where she was staying in Los Angeles?”


  “Well…yes.”


  “That almost cost Carol her life. Michael flew out to California and shot her. Fortunately, the wound wasn’t serious, but it could have been.”


  Rose sobbed. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”


  ***


  Carol grabbed a bagel from the continental breakfast setup in the motel lobby and chugged down a glass of orange juice. She had slept longer than she intended. She checked out of the motel as she was leaving. She would be staying at the farm from now on.


  She drove directly to the farm. She was concerned about Mrs. Horton’s safety. She passed through the gate in the deer fence and was approaching the house when she saw a man in the driveway. He was wearing the uniform of a security service. He motioned for her to stop. She did so and rolled down her window.


  He was middle-aged, with a pot belly, not her idea of a guard. He did have a gun, but she suspected she could get the better of him in hand-to-hand combat. She introduced herself. He nodded, consulting a list. “I’m Tim. You’re the granddaughter. I understand you’ve got two names, Carol and Cynthia.” He smiled, showing a missing tooth.


  She didn’t tell him about her third name. She told him she was glad he was there. He must have been lonely because he became chatty. “I’ve got the day shift today. We’re furnishing twenty-four hour coverage. The deer fence around the house is a big help, because it only has a few gates. Even though the fence is quite long, we can essentially watch all the gates from this spot. Just the same, I’m periodically walking the fence. At night we’re going to turn on the outside lights to aid visibility.”


  “This is the only road to the farm.” Carol was thinking out loud. “To get to the other gates, a person would have to walk through the woods or the fields. That would limit his escape possibilities.”


  “Yes, ma’am. Exactly what we figured.”


  The guard service hadn’t been given Michael’s name, only a description of him. He wouldn’t be using his real name, anyway, but more important, to the rest of the world Michael was dead. Carol and Paul wanted Michael to be under the illusion he was still unidentified. His sister had seen him, but she had amnesia. With his mental problems, he might buy into the idea that he was invincible. In that case, he wouldn’t feel the need to act cautiously.


  “Thanks for being here. I’m sure Mrs. Horton feels safer. I know I do. Keep up the good work.”


  “I will. You can rest assured we’ll protect you.”


  Carol returned his gap-toothed smile. She was quite certain she’d made a conquest. Not only was that good for her ego, it might come in handy. She drove to the house and parked in front of the garage. She carried her suitcase and backpack along the sidewalk that fronted the house, accompanied by Butch. Audrey met her at the front door and started gushing.


  “Carol. Are you all right? I understand you had a confrontation with Michael last night. Or should I say Cynthia? I don’t know what to call you.”


  “Thank you. I’m fine. You can call me anything you want. Just don’t call me late to dinner. But please, don’t mention Michael to anyone outside the family. We don’t want the news media trumpeting the story he’s alive.”


  “Of course not. Here’s your key to the house. Mr. Vigiano already phoned. He said he’s coming over about noon, so I invited him for lunch. The poor man is living alone now, and he’s probably not getting the proper nutrition. You know how bachelors are when it comes to eating.”


  “Good job. How is Mrs. Horton doing?”


  “She’s upset about having a guard.”


  Indeed, Mrs. Horton was sitting up straight in her chair in the family room, glaring out the window. Following her gaze among the trees that fronted the house, Carol could see Tim sitting at one of several picnic tables in the large grassy area between them and the gate on the road, not looking particularly vigilant. Carol came down the two steps and gave Mrs. Horton a hug and a kiss.


  “Good morning, Grandma.”


  “Are you sure it was Michael who attacked you last night?”


  “He had red hair, but his face was like the pictures I’ve seen. He was a little taller than I am, and he had a wild look in his eyes. He had Michael’s odor. We’re not telling the rest of the world this, but who else could it be?”


  “It was him, all right. What is the world coming to? You’re my only remaining descendants, and you’re trying to kill each other.”


  “I’m not trying to kill him.” Although if an opportunity had presented itself last night…


  Mrs. Horton was unhappy about the guard situation. She saw it as an invasion of her privacy. Carol tried to convince her it was for the best. Audrey had put Carol in the downstairs bedroom. She moved her few belongings into it and unpacked, hanging up clothes in the closet.


  Mrs. Horton still slept in the master bedroom upstairs. Audrey told Carol it took her a while to negotiate the steps with the help of her cane and the banister, but Carol wasn’t going to try to convince her to move downstairs as long as Michael was about.


  ***


  Paul arrived at noon. Carol gave him a hug. He’d been a big help last night, and she was glad he’d hired the security service, even though the money was coming out of the estate. Mrs. Horton complained about the guards, but he managed to calm her down—more successfully than Carol had, she noted. Perhaps it was because he was a man.


  As they sat down to lunch, Paul became solemn. “You were right about Rose, Carol. I was up half the night looking for evidence, but I found it. I fired her. She didn’t know Michael was alive; she was dealing with Katherine Simpson at Weatherford. That’s circumstantial evidence of a tie-in between Weatherford and Michael. I hired a private investigator I know in Virginia to find out exactly how Michael is involved with the foundation.”


  Paul spent a few minutes explaining to Mrs. Horton what he was talking about. Then he turned to Carol. “We have another problem. Weatherford’s attorneys have challenged your identity, claiming you’re not Cynthia. The timing is strange, because I haven’t taken action to establish you as the heir yet, but Rose told Katherine you were back. I was afraid they would do this, just not so quickly.”


  Mrs. Horton put down her fork and glared at Paul. “Can’t you accuse this blasted foundation of shady practices?”


  “That’s a side issue, not really worth pursuing. It won’t help our cause. What we need to do is establish Carol’s identity beyond a doubt. One problem, Elizabeth, is they can claim you denied Carol was your granddaughter.”


  Carol said, “I mailed Grandma’s DNA test last night. I’ll call Frances and tell her it’s on the way. With her connections to the lab, she can probably speed up processing.”


  “That’s good, but they can claim there’s no proof the DNA really belongs to Elizabeth. In fact, they can claim the same thing with Carol’s. You’ll both have to take additional DNA tests under the supervision of the probate court. That’s one reason we have to keep you alive.”


  The joke fell flat, but it started Carol thinking. As they ate apple pie, she called Frances in California. Fortunately, Frances was home. Carol quickly brought her up to date on the situation. Frances was glad to hear from Carol and she was pleased her identity had been established. Carol told her about the DNA test, and then mentioned Paul and Mrs. Horton were present. She turned on the speakerphone and asked a question. She wanted Paul and Mrs. Horton to hear the answer that would confirm what she had already told Mrs. Horton.


  “Assuming we can prove the DNA belongs to us, will it prove I’m Mrs. Horton’s granddaughter?”


  “Your mitochondrial DNA, the DNA passed by women to all their children, should be the same as Mrs. Horton’s. It will show you’re related but won’t prove exactly how. That, in addition to other evidence such as Mrs. Horton testifying that you are her granddaughter, should be sufficient to establish your identity. Your autosomal DNA, the DNA that isn’t sex-linked, will also help, if necessary. You have inherited approximately a quarter of Mrs. Horton’s autosomal DNA, perhaps in blocks, and it can be used to establish with a high probability that you’re closely related.”


  “Hi, Frances, Paul Vigiano here. Would you be willing to testify as an expert witness if we need you? Of course, we’ll pay your expenses and a fee for your time.”


  “I’d be more than happy to testify if it will help Carol. One more thing, Carol. Remember Victoria Brody? We got the results back for her full genome mtDNA test. You aren’t a match. She isn’t your mother.”


  Carol sighed. “That’s good. We don’t need any more complications right now.”


  ***


  Carol walked Paul out to his car. She wanted to speak to him out of earshot of Mrs. Horton. “How long before you’ll need me for some kind of testing or court appearance?”


  “It’ll be a week or more. You know how the law works. It grinds slowly.”


  “I can’t just sit here and wait for Michael to strike again. I’m sick and tired of being the victim. I’m convinced that in my former life I was an action kind of girl. I’m going looking for Michael. The hunted is going to become the hunter.”


  Paul was upset. “Don’t do it. You’re safe here. I’ve got a detective working on locating Michael. If we can find out where he is, we’ll have him arrested. If he can’t find Michael in a reasonable time, we’ll go back to our original plan and talk to the authorities.”


  He couldn’t dissuade her. He offered to give her a gun, but she refused. “I don’t know enough about guns, and I can get into trouble if I’m caught with one crossing state lines or whatever. Even you might not be able to get me off the hook. I’ve watched some martial arts movies recently, and I’ve come to the conclusion I probably studied karate or something similar. I verified that with Grandma. It’s coming back to me. I can take care of myself.”


  “Karate isn’t very effective against a gun.”


  “He won’t have a chance to use it.”


  Paul gave her a hug and showed concern for her that went beyond sex. That pleased Carol until she remembered she was worth several million dollars to him.


  



  CHAPTER 34


  Audrey drove Carol back to the farm after Carol turned in her rental car. They talked about safety. Audrey slept in the upstairs spare bedroom where she could hear Mrs. Horton if the older lady needed help during the night. Audrey had a phone beside her bed with the number of the security service on speed dial. If she heard noises she could be connected to the guard on duty within seconds. Audrey assured Carol she was a light sleeper.


  Their best defense other than the guard was Butch. He stayed downstairs at night and sometimes barked at noises he heard outside. This resulted in false alarms, but Audrey said she could tell the seriousness of the situation by the intensity of his barking. Carol was satisfied that with the guard service, Audrey, and Butch, Mrs. Horton would be safe. Safe from a sane person, that is. Michael’s actions had shown he was a few bricks shy of a full load. She would worry about her grandmother until Michael was behind bars.


  ***


  Carol drove to Virginia on Sunday in Mrs. Horton’s Toyota Camry. In spite of being fifteen years old, the car had only eighty thousand miles on it. Mrs. Horton hadn’t driven it in several years, but Audrey told Carol she drove it for shopping trips and to take Mrs. Horton to the doctor, and had it serviced on a regular basis.


  The trees in the countryside Carol passed through on her drive north had started to change color in a few places but were still predominantly green. The traffic became heavier and slower as she approached the Washington, D.C., area on I-95. Families were returning home after weekend trips.


  The weather was warm and dry, and the drive was easy for Carol, who, according to her English friend, Janet, had driven under far worse conditions when she was teaching there. Carol, or Aiko as she had been known in England, had a reputation for clicking outside mirrors with parked cars on the narrow roads.


  Carol went over the same territory for the umpteenth time, trying to determine whether they were doing the right thing. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, Michael was dead. That should give her an advantage in looking for him. He would feel secure in his anonymity. Perhaps he’d even convinced himself she hadn’t recognized him with his red hair. After all, she had amnesia.


  If they wanted to talk to the police, who would they talk to? The Chapel Hill police? It was almost certain Michael wasn’t in Chapel Hill. The FBI, because multiple states were involved? Wouldn’t someone leak word to the media, alerting Michael to the fact he’d been outed? The situation could get very complicated and take an enormous amount of her time, and there would be no assurance any law enforcement group could find Michael, even if Carol’s story were believed.


  She checked into a motel in Fairfax County where she’d reserved a room by phone. It was part of the economy chain of the motel she’d stayed at in North Carolina and looked like it. This gave her a moment of anxiety, but she rationalized there was no way Michael could know she was here. The security leak had been stopped, and she hadn’t told anyone where she was going to stay, not even Mrs. Horton. Nevertheless, she asked for a second floor room and took the stairs up and down, eschewing the elevator.


  Carol ate dinner in a small restaurant and strolled through the large mall at Tysons Corner. She’d read Fairfax was among the most affluent counties in the country on a per capita basis, but she’d seen the same upscale stores in Los Angeles. There must be a lot of government money here because of its proximity to Washington. Where else would government employees be likely to live? That meant taxes were paying for the affluence. Since she was about to become wealthy, she’d have to start worrying about things like taxes. She wondered if the money was worth the stress.


  She went back to the motel and walked up the stairs, making sure nobody was on the landing above her. Once inside her room she locked all the locks and watched a two-star movie on HBO until she became sleepy.


  



  CHAPTER 35


  Carol drove to the Weatherford Foundation. It was a suite in a small office building. She got there early and parked in the parking lot with her car facing the entrance. Even though the car was considerably older than the average model here, it blended in well with the others and was not particularly noticeable, although the North Carolina license plates might be. That prompted her to change parking places, so there was a row of cars between her and the entrance.


  She could still see everyone who went into and out of the building. She had a vague plan of watching to see if Michael showed up. As the workday started, a number of people went into the building and a few came out. No Michael. She was sure she’d spot him, especially with his long red hair, unless he’d changed it because she’d seen him. Her success in finding him depended on him not having been alarmed.


  She had no idea what Katherine Simpson looked like. About nine fifteen she decided it was time she found out. She locked the car and walked into the building. On Saturday she’d purchased a knee-length blue business skirt and a compatible white shirt. She could pass for an office worker.


  Carol scanned the list of tenants on the wall until she spotted the Weatherford Foundation. It was on the second floor. She was still wary of elevators; she walked up the open stairs. The door with Weatherford Foundation painted on it was closed. Was it locked? She paused in front of it long enough to take a breath and then tried the door handle. It turned. She opened the door and walked in.


  She was surprised at how small the office was—just one room, containing two desks, file cabinets, and a few chairs, but none of the kind usually found in a waiting room for visitors. Maybe they didn’t have visitors.


  The only person Carol saw was a woman dressed in slacks and an unbuttoned sweater over a casual top. She wasn’t young or old, but Carol was certain her hair, which was all a single shade of brown, had been dyed. It didn’t look natural. She was placing a folder in an open file drawer. She didn’t look up when Carol entered.


  Carol waited for the woman to notice her. She glanced around, seeing the usual office gear: computers, phones, and papers on the desks, with swivel chairs behind them. Something was missing. She figured out what it was. The office had no outside window. This must be the cheapest office in the building, not befitting a soon-to-be-well-endowed foundation. Or at least that was apparently Michael’s hope.


  The woman rolled the metal file drawer closed with a rumble and a clank and turned toward Carol. “Morning.”


  “Good morning.” Carol had a pitch planned. “I’m Aiko Murakawa. I have a small nonprofit that works with disadvantaged girls. Like any small nonprofit organization, we’re always looking for money. I’ve heard your foundation makes grants—”


  “You need to talk to Katherine.” The woman snapped a stick of gum she was chewing. “She’s the big cheese. She usually wanders in about ten. I’m just the volunteer.”


  “Katherine…?”


  “Simpson. Young gal—beautiful—that is if you like platinum blonds.” She laughed, harshly. “But she’s pretty smart.”


  “I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name.”


  “I’m Betty.”


  “If you’re a volunteer, you must be dedicated.”


  “Yeah, well my kids are grown and I was looking for something to do to help people. I heard about this place. They do good, and the work’s easy—answering the phone, writing letters, filing.”


  “Do they have a lot of money to give away?”


  “Just between you and me, they don’t have much right now. But they’re expecting a truckload of it. My advice is, come back in six months. They may not have the money by then, but they’ll have a pretty good idea whether they’re going to get it. We’re beneficiaries of a large estate. The executor’s supposed to be looking for an heir, but Katherine said the girl they found is bogus.”


  Oh yeah? Carol had to choke back a retort. “What kind of a person is Ms. Simpson?”


  “She’s okay. We get along fine. You might think by looking at her that she’d be an airhead, but she’s not. She’s got a law degree.” Betty looked as if she might say more but apparently decided against it.


  Carol looked at her watch. “You said she’ll be in at ten?”


  “She might be. I can’t count on it. Sometimes she doesn’t show up. She goes to meetings and stuff like that. You can wait if you’d like. Tell you what, I’ll give her a call and try to find out her schedule.”


  As Betty picked up a phone, the door opened and a man walked briskly into the office. They both turned toward him.


  Betty said, “It isn’t often that we have two visitors in one morning. This place is getting to be Grand Central Station.”


  The man held a manila envelope. “Delivery for Katherine Simpson.”


  He was dressed in casual work clothes, including a sport shirt, slacks, and loafers. His short hair was graying. He must be in his fifties. He wasn’t bad looking, but his lined face wasn’t quite symmetrical. He wore a mustache Carol suspected hid some sort of scar.


  Betty held out her hand. “I’ll be glad to give it to her.”


  He kept hold of it. “I have to deliver it in person. When will she be in?”


  “Like I was telling her,” Betty gestured toward Carol, “she might be in at ten—or she might not. I was just about to call her.”


  She called a number on the phone she still held in her hand. She carried on a brief conversation as Carol and the man eyed each other while pretending not to. Betty hung up the phone.


  “Katherine’s not going to be in until mid-afternoon, maybe two thirty.”


  The man’s voice, which had been very business-like, suddenly became more conversational. “What’s your name, young lady?”


  Betty looked around as if she were not certain he was talking to her. “I’m Betty.”


  “Well, Betty, as I said, I have to deliver this into the hands of Katherine Simpson, but since you work here, I can tell you a little about what’s in it.”


  “I’m a volunteer.”


  The man smiled a slightly lopsided smile. “That’s okay. The envelope contains relevant information about the Sakai estate.”


  That got Betty’s attention. “Is it from the attorney—Mr. Vigiano?”


  The man’s voice became lower—more conspiratorial but he didn’t try to exclude Carol from the conversation. “Actually, no. It’s from an interested third party who wants to see justice done. I’ve been instructed to give the information not only to Katherine Simpson, but to the members of your board of directors. You wouldn’t happen to have their addresses, would you?”


  Betty shook her head. “Katherine will have to tell you that information.”


  “Time is of the essence here.”


  “Katherine will be here at two thirty. Why don’t you come back then?”


  “Well…I’m sure you don’t want them to be able to say the foundation lost out on millions because of something you didn’t do…”


  Betty’s voice became very cool. “Katherine’s meeting with a donor, but give me your name and phone number, and I’ll have her call you as soon as I hear from her.”


  The man patted his pants pockets. “Sorry. I don’t have my business cards with me. My name’s Basil. I’ll be back this afternoon. I just hope it won’t be too late…”


  He paused, as if waiting for Betty to say something, but when she didn’t, he spun around on one foot, opened the door, and left the office. Betty watched him go.


  “What a strange man. Well, Katherine’s very clear about not giving out information.”


  Carol wanted to stay on her good side. “That sounds like a sensible policy. Identity theft and that sort of thing. I’ve taken enough of your time. Maybe I’ll come back this afternoon also.”


  They said good-bye, and Carol left. She walked down the stairs. Even if it wasn’t necessary for security reasons, it was good exercise. As she exited the building, she looked around for the delivery man but didn’t see him. Was he somehow helping the foundation plot against her?


  She walked between two cars in the first parking row to the driver’s side of her car in the second row. A Jeep was sitting to her right, backed into the parking place. She noticed the driver’s window was open. Careless. Then she saw a slight movement in the front seat of the Jeep.


  Fear gripped her gut as she opened the door of her car. A voice from the Jeep said, “Turn right out of the parking lot and go to the Starbucks, two blocks on the right. Wait for me there.”


  Carol quickly got into her car and closed and locked the door. It was the voice of the delivery man—Basil, or whoever. She looked in her outside mirror, but she couldn’t see inside the Jeep. Did he know who she was? She had to get out of here.


  She backed out of her parking place, forcing herself not to panic and cause an accident. As she passed the front seat of the Jeep, she caught a glimpse of Basil. He was apparently talking on a cell phone and ignoring her. She drove to the parking lot exit and was about to turn left when she suddenly realized who he was. He was the private detective Paul hired.


  She changed her mind and turned right. Sure enough, in two blocks she saw the familiar Starbucks sign. She pulled into the driveway. This time she backed into a parking space as Basil had done. It would allow her to make a faster escape. She was learning how to be a detective. She went inside and purchased herbal tea, the cheapest item on the menu, and then went outside and sat at one of the tables.


  It was cloudy and cool, but she was wearing her raincoat. Its airtight construction kept her warm. The constant din of the urban area assailed her ears, mostly from cars, trucks, and an occasional bus passing on the street. A few people went into and out of the coffee shop, but nobody sat close to her. The distance from others, plus the noise, would mask anything she and Basil talked about.


  His Jeep pulled into the lot in about five minutes. He backed into the space beside her car again. He got out and walked toward her without seeming to look at her. He sat on the bench adjacent to hers. Both were attached to the round table. He didn’t look at her. Carol felt as if she were in a spy movie. She decided she wasn’t going to be the first to speak. After a minute of nervously sipping her tea, this resolution became difficult to keep, but she stuck to it. Finally, he broke the silence.


  “Did you find out anything?”


  “No more than you did. Katherine will be in this afternoon. I take it Paul sent you.”


  A barely perceptible nod. Carol decided silence wasn’t going to educate her. “How did you know who I was?”


  He grinned as if this were a joke. He was holding the envelope he had carried into the foundation office. He undid the clips, opened it, and pulled out a computer-printed version of one of the pictures Rigo had taken of her.


  “Paul must have e-mailed this to you.” She felt stupid. “Is this what you were going to show Katherine?”


  He finally looked her in the eye. “I wasn’t going to show Katherine anything.”


  A light dawned. “You knew she wasn’t there. The envelope was a ruse. You were trying to get information from Betty.”


  “Give the girl a silver cigar. I called the office ten minutes before to find out whether Katherine was there, disguising my voice. What about you? Did you know where Katherine was when you went strolling in?”


  “No.”


  “What name did you give this Betty?”


  “Aiko.”


  “At least you didn’t tell her your real name. But don’t you think Katherine would have recognized you in a nanosecond if she’d been there?”


  “As far as I know she’s never seen me…oh, you mean because of Michael. He would have a picture…”


  “Paul told me to protect you, but if you don’t smarten up, I don’t know if I can.”


  “Basil—”


  “My name is Ivan.”


  Of course. “Ivan, you’re right. I was stupid. I’m sorry. You were trying to get the addresses of the directors, but Betty wouldn’t give them to you.”


  “It was worth a try. Might as well take the simple approach first.”


  He smiled. He actually had a nice smile, even though it was lopsided.


  “Why did you want their addresses?”


  “Let’s focus on the objective, which is to find Michael Sakai. There is no Michael Sakai associated with the foundation. That makes sense because he’s supposed to be dead. Therefore, if he’s connected with it, he must be using an assumed name. It’s likely he’s a director under this name. There are five directors, including Katherine. One of the other directors is a woman. That leaves three male directors. I already know the addresses of two of them.”


  “How did you get them?”


  “The Internet. For most people, if you have a name and approximate location, finding an address on the Internet is easy. You can also find out phone numbers, e-mail addresses, what organizations they donate money to, and then look at the car parked in their driveway with Google Earth.


  “That’s scary.”


  “You bet it is.”


  “But if you already know their addresses—”


  “I couldn’t find one for the name Jake Zimmerman. Sure, there are Jake Zimmermans, but not the correct one. There are a few references to a Jake Zimmerman as a director of Weatherford but no address for him except a P.O. Box. It’s the P.O. Box for the foundation. No phone numbers to cross-reference. He apparently doesn’t even have a driver’s license.”


  “So you think he might be Michael?”


  “That’s my suspicion.”


  “How are we going to find him?”


  “I heard the ‘we.’ Okay. If I’m going to protect you, it’s better if I keep you in sight. Do you mind riding with me?”


  “I’m not afraid of you if that’s what you mean. Michael has tried to kill me four times. It’s him I’m afraid of.”


  “Fortunately—or unfortunately—there’s no reason to be afraid of me. Okay, you can park your car at my office. It’s not far. The last thing we want to do is run around in a vehicle with a North Carolina plate.”


  



  CHAPTER 36


  Ivan also had computer-printed pictures of Michael and Katherine. In Michael’s picture his hair was brown and fairly short, but the facial similarities to the man who’d attacked Carol dispelled any lingering doubts she might have had that they were the same person. Katherine was a blond beauty. She wouldn’t be difficult to spot.


  They went to the homes of the two male directors Ivan had addresses for. Both were in the affluent residential areas of Fairfax County. They parked down the street from the first house. Carol volunteered to go to the door.


  “I look more like a census taker than you do.”


  “What if Michael comes to the door?”


  “We agreed that finding him here is a long shot, but if it should happen, you’ll come running to my rescue.”


  “I’m not Superman.”


  “I want to get a good look at him. I doubt that he’s going to shoot me at his front door.”


  Carol prevailed over Ivan’s reluctance. She rang the doorbell, carrying a clipboard supplied by him, and when a woman answered, she called the woman by her last name and said she was gathering pre-census information for the two thousand ten census.


  Fortunately, the woman didn’t ask to see her badge. Carol asked how many adults and how many children lived in the house. The answer was two adults and three children. The woman was holding one of the children in her arms. Carol was able to get inside the door, and she saw a family picture in the next room that appeared to verify what the woman said. In any case, the man in the picture wasn’t Michael.


  At the second house, nobody was home, although there was a car in the driveway. Carol copied the license plate information. She went to the house next door, gave her spiel, and after the woman had told about her own family, Carol asked how many people lived in the house she had just been to. The answer was a man, a wife, and a child.


  Back in the Jeep, Carol reported to Ivan. “I’m certain Michael doesn’t live here with a wife and child since he’s never been married although, you can check the car ownership if you want to.”


  “I’ll do it just to cover all the bases. I’m sure it will show the car is owned by…” he glanced at his pad “…Stuart Jackson, the director. That won’t tell us anything new. Let’s get some lunch and figure out what we’re going to do next.”


  ***


  According to Ivan’s GPS, Katherine Simpson’s home was on a cul-de-sac at the end of a one-block street. They followed the directions of the imperious female voice, which led them to the subdivision where they cruised slowly along the street in question and spotted the roomy, two-story house with vinyl siding and many windows. The two garage doors were closed, and no cars were in the driveway.


  Ivan shook his head. “We obviously can’t park here. We’d stick out like burqa wearers at a nude beach. The highway is on the other side of that sound-suppression fence. Maybe we can come in from there.”


  Carol could hear the traffic going by on the other side of the fence. The tall wooden structure, painted brown, had been built, as Ivan said, to muffle the sound and also to isolate the residents from the rest of the world.


  They unwound their way along several streets, back to the entrance to the subdivision, and parked where the volume of traffic wouldn’t bring undue attention to the Jeep. They got out, and Ivan retrieved a small backpack from the backseat. He led the way as they walked along a combination bike path and walking path beside the highway. They were now on the other side of the fence. The noise of the almost continuous traffic made it difficult to carry on a conversation.


  Carol followed Ivan to the end of the fence. They went around it and found themselves on a bank, sloping gently downhill and overgrown with bushes and small trees. Ivan stopped behind a short bush and pointed over it.


  “That’s Katherine’s house.”


  It took Carol a few seconds to adjust to the different perspective. They were facing the side and back of the house instead of the front. However, they could see where the driveway was. Anybody coming or going would be visible to them. She was glad she was with Ivan. He was an expert at this sort of thing.


  “What do we do now?”


  Ivan grinned at her. “This is where you find out the private detective business isn’t all fun and games. We wait and see who comes and goes. If our assumption that Michael might be living with Katherine is correct, maybe he’ll show his face.”


  “Or maybe he won’t. We could be here all night.”


  “We won’t stay all night. Listen, if you want to opt out, I’ll take you back to your car and you can go to your motel.”


  “No.” Carol shook her head vigorously. “I want to nail Michael. Do we have to stand? The ground is damp and muddy and covered with branches and dirty leaves.”


  It had rained recently. Ivan opened his pack. He pulled out a thin tarpaulin, unfolded it, and spread it on the ground. He also took out a pair of binoculars. Carol knelt on the tarp. This was marginally better than standing. Ivan sat down beside her.


  “I’m worried about your bare legs. They’ll get cold.”


  She had jeans at the motel, but that was too far away. She’d just have to tough it out. Ivan had put on an old sweatshirt. He also had a moth-eaten sweater in the pack. He lay on his stomach and had her do the same. Then he covered her legs with the sweater. He was a gentleman.


  “How do we go to the bathroom?”


  “Well, that isn’t much of a problem for a man, but I can see where it could be for a woman.”


  Carol wanted to wipe the smile off his face. “In today’s world of equality, that is by far the biggest disadvantage of being a woman—at least outdoors. Is there a reason for starting the stakeout now when we know Katherine isn’t here?”


  “Michael might be here. Even if we don’t see him, we may learn something when Katherine comes home.”


  Carol wondered whether Michael was a ladies’ man. She couldn’t remember anything about her brother. He’d have to be pretty sharp to have Katherine for a girlfriend, judging by her picture. He had probably promised her they’d take the inheritance once the foundation received it and split to some exotic part of the world.


  To while away the time, she asked Ivan about himself. He had been in the military. He was wounded during Desert Storm in 1990 and discharged. He had recovered enough to become a policeman, but the remnants of the old wound plus a more recent one had left him disabled, at least as far as police work was concerned. He had gone into business for himself. Carol was certain he’d been wounded in the face and wondered where else. He didn’t say, and she didn’t ask.


  She told Ivan about her amnesia and went over everything she remembered. She mentioned the four times she thought Michael had tried to kill her. Ivan said Michael was demented, and he ought to know because he’d seen a lot of demented people in his life.


  She eventually gave up her resolution to play camel and said she had to pee. She moved away from Ivan along the inside of the fence to do it. He didn’t show any interest. In fact, he barely looked at her at all. She wondered if he were gay like that scam artist, Beard. Or maybe his injuries had made him impotent.


  Ivan focused the binoculars, which would come in handy if a person appeared. There were no windows on this side of the house, so seeing the interior wasn’t a possibility. They had eaten a big lunch, but when the hunger pangs started to gnaw, Ivan pulled energy bars out of his pack. He also had a couple of water bottles. He had obviously done this before.


  The sun was setting when a car drove into the driveway and stopped. Ivan looked through the binoculars, but Carol could tell with her naked eyes that the woman who got out of the car was Katherine. All that blond hair. She disappeared from their view and presumably went into the house. It was anticlimactic. They had learned what they already knew.


  Carol turned toward Ivan who was still looking through the binoculars. “What do we do now?”


  “Chances are she’s going out again since she parked in the driveway. We’ll wait a little while longer.”


  Five minutes later someone walked along the far side of the car and then down the rest of the driveway to the mailbox. It was a man with long hair. Carol grabbed the binoculars from Ivan and tweaked the focus as she looked through them. As the man left the mailbox and started back toward the house, she had a good look at his face and his red hair, lit by the last rays of the sun.


  “That’s him. That’s Michael.” She forgot to keep her voice down, but the noise of the traffic behind her drowned her out. “Let’s go get him.”


  Ivan grabbed her shoulder as she started to get up. “Let him go. He’d see us coming long before we got to him. Besides, we can’t just grab him.”


  “What, then?”


  “We know where he lives. Now we have to make a plan to entice him out of there.”


  



  CHAPTER 37


  At nine o’clock the next morning, Carol met Ivan in his office. It barely qualified as an office. It was cramped and dingy with plentiful quantities of dust and grime. There were stacks of books and papers everywhere, not in any meaningful order. Some had obviously been in the same spot for years, having taken up permanent residence. Carol wondered how Ivan could find anything.


  He did have a computer in working order, a requirement for a detective in the digital age. The first thing they did was to call Paul on a speakerphone and fill him in. He wasn’t surprised to hear they were together and was happy they’d spotted Michael.


  “Good work. We’re going to nail that bastard. He killed two people, and he tried to kill Carol. It’s too bad we can’t just have him arrested. Since his crimes are scattered, and we don’t have any direct evidence except for Carol and others being able to ID him at the Hillsborough motel, it’s going to take time. Faking his own death isn’t enough to hold him unless he’s using it for a fraudulent purpose. I’ll talk to the authorities here, but they’d have to get him extradited, and that might give him a chance to disappear again. Aarrggh.”


  Ivan said, “What if we can shortcut the process? What if we can lure him out of his house and get a recorded confession from him?”


  “I’m not sure I like the word ‘lure.’ Are you going to use Carol as bait?”


  Carol spoke up. “We’re going to do it in a way that’s not dangerous. Ivan will be here to protect me. He’s got a gun.”


  “I’m glad you two are hitting it off, but Ivan isn’t invincible. Michael has used a gun, too, upon occasion. He winged you once, Carol. The next time you may not be so lucky.”


  They discussed a plan, going over the pros and cons. Finally, Paul gave reluctant approval but said he was also going to the local district attorney’s office to attempt to get them to start the process of extraditing Michael to North Carolina for attempted murder.


  After they completed the call with Paul, Carol and Ivan talked about how they should proceed. Carol found Ivan to be very thorough. He had purchased two disposable cell phones with numbers that couldn’t be traced. He used one to call the home number he had for Katherine Simpson.


  As he expected, nobody answered the phone. The answering machine switched on, and Katherine’s voice asked the caller to leave a message, promising the call would be returned as soon as possible. There was a beep. Ivan winked at Carol and assumed an extreme southern accent.


  “This call is for Jake Zimmerman, the director of the Weatherford Foundation. You don’t know me, but we have a common problem. It’s the young lady known as Carol Golden. I have it on good authority that Ms. Golden is looking for you, and her intentions are not honorable. It would not pain me to see the problem of Ms. Golden, uh, taken care of, if you follow my meaning. I happen to know where she’s staying.”


  Ivan went on to give the name of a motel—not the one where Carol was actually staying. He gave a room number and said that through connections he had obtained a card key to her room. He would leave this in an envelope behind the bushes at the corner of the motel. He suggested Mr. Zimmerman use it to enter the motel through one of the back doors and go into her room before eight p.m. He could wait for Carol there.


  “Won’t he suspect a trap?” Carol was trying to figure out how she would react to that kind of phone call.


  “He might, but I think his desire to get rid of you will overcome any misgivings he may have. Remember, he’s not playing with a full deck, and he has the power to delude himself into thinking the world is the way he’d like it to be.”


  “Where did you learn that bullshit?”


  “I was a psych major in college.”


  ***


  “The fish has taken the bait.”


  Carol’s heartbeat ramped up another notch from the high plateau it had already achieved. Michael had found the hidden card key for the motel room. Ivan was watching his movements from his car parked outside the motel and passing them on to her.


  “He’s entering the motel.”


  The manager of this motel was a friend of Ivan. They’d taken two rooms. The one Michael was headed for was located just inside the back entrance on the first floor. Carol was safely ensconced in another one known only to the manager and Ivan.


  She pictured what Michael would find when he entered the room. She and Ivan had written a note, computer-printed it, and left it on the bed. It read like this:


  



  Mr. Zimmerman: I have just been informed that Carol Golden has taken another room at this motel, but I have been unable to find out which one. However, while speaking with her earlier in the day (I pretend to be her friend; she is unaware of my animosity) I discovered that because of her memory loss she doesn’t think of you as being dangerous. This will work to your advantage. I suggest you call her and entice her to come to your room.


  



  The note contained a cell phone number for a disposable phone. Carol’s hands shook as she disconnected from Ivan so she would be ready to receive Michael’s call. She couldn’t sit still. She paced around the room, holding the phone in front of her, waiting for it to ring and yet dreading the call.


  She jumped when the ring came in spite of her preparation.


  “Hello.”


  Silence for several seconds. Was he going to speak? “Cindy.”


  Cindy? Short for Cynthia.


  “Who is this?”


  “Your brother—Michael.”


  “Michael? Michael, is it really you? I heard you were dead.” Feigning excitement and pleasure.


  He laughed. “It’s really me.”


  “Oh, Michael, how wonderful. Where are you?”


  “Right here at your motel.”


  “How did you know I was here?”


  “Don’t worry about that. The important thing is we found each other. Let’s get together. Tell me what room you’re in.”


  He was a fast worker. Carol had to make sure he stayed where he was because everything he said was being recorded, and Ivan was listening. She pretended she hadn’t heard him. “Tell me how you survived the plane crash.”


  “It was just luck. I was supposed to fly with Dad and Mom, but something came up at the last minute.”


  “But then you disappeared and everybody thought you were dead.”


  “I was paranoid. I thought somebody had sabotaged the plane and they were out to kill me too.”


  “Who would do such a thing?”


  “You.”


  “Me?” Carol couldn’t believe the direction this was taking. “I was in England.”


  “You are the one who disappeared. I had no idea where you were. You could have come back to the U.S. Anyway, now I know I was wrong. What did you say your room number was?”


  “Help me remember, Michael. After the crash I did come back, but Mrs. Horton—Grandma—says she didn’t see me. I can’t remember what I did. All I know is that I ended up in California in a Dumpster.”


  Silence on the line. Was she pushing too hard? She waited for him to speak.


  “Cindy, Cindy, fat and windy.”


  The phrase triggered something in Carol’s head. “Cindy, Cindy…” That’s what she must have been called, at least by Michael. She had a vague mental picture of coming back to the farm in a taxi from the airport after the crash. It was getting clearer. She hadn’t called Mrs. Horton and told her she was coming, thinking it would be less stressful on the old lady to reunite with her in person. She must have spotted Michael at the farm. No, it couldn’t have been there, because he was playing dead.


  Somewhere. Maybe he was staking out the farm, waiting for her, knowing she would go to their grandmother’s. That was it. His car was parked at the entrance to the dirt road that led to the farm. He was out of the car, clearly visible. He must have grown tired of sitting in his car, waiting for her for hours—perhaps days.


  He had seen her, too. Frightened because he was alive, she had the cab driver take her back to the airport. She panicked and bought a ticket for a flight to California. Then the picture became fuzzier. Had Michael followed her, taken a ticket on the same flight—maybe in first class while she was in the back and didn’t know he was on the plane?


  In Los Angeles he followed her in a taxi, found out where she was staying, and then abducted her in a rental car. He tied her up, and they drove around Los Angeles for hours... The image ended. Michael was speaking.


  “Let’s let bygones be bygones.”


  “I want to, Michael. Believe me, I do. But it’s hard. After all, you shot at me in California and then tried to kill me at the motel in North Carolina.”


  “Who’s been filling your mind with that crap? It’s Grandma, isn’t it? She’s poisoned your mind against me.”


  “No, no.” This was taking an ugly turn. “Grandma likes you. She didn’t say anything bad about you. Besides, she thinks you’re dead.”


  Carol hoped Michael would believe Grandma hadn’t told her about the phone call from him. Michael’s voice became soothing.


  “I’m in room one twenty-five. Come to my room and we’ll get this straightened out. We need to talk face to face.”


  “I’m scared, Michael. You’ve tried to kill me four times.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. The motel—that was a misunderstanding. I just wanted to explain everything to you. I wasn’t going to hurt you. You ran off before I had a chance.”


  “So you admit that was you at the motel.”


  “What? Are you trying to trap me?”


  She had to calm him down. If Ivan heard anything incriminating, he said he was going to call the police and have Michael arrested. He might be calling the police now. Carol had to keep Michael from getting too suspicious and bolting.


  “Maybe you’re right. I want to believe you were just trying to explain everything to me. You’re also right that we need to talk face to face. What if I come to your room?”


  “Room one twenty-five.” A pause. “What did Grandma tell you about me? Did she tell you I was still alive? Did she tell you I was trying to take over the estate?”


  “No, of course not. Grandma would never do a thing like that.”


  “That lying old bitch. I knew she’d turn against me. First you, then Dad and Mom, and now Grandma. I’ll take care of her.”


  The connection was broken. Carol didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t leave the room and risk running into Michael. She couldn’t call Ivan. He had heard everything and would be trying to stop Michael from escaping. She would have to wait for a call from Ivan.


  



  CHAPTER 38


  Minutes went by as she paced the floor. Carol had to do something. She couldn’t stand it any longer. She decided to go outside and look for Ivan. First, she’d call his cell phone. Her cell phone rang before she could punch in his number.


  “Hello.”


  “He got away. He must have gone out a different door. I used the other card key to get into his room. Empty.”


  “I think he’s on his way to North Carolina to kill Grandma—Mrs. Horton.”


  “You think so? It’ll be well after midnight when he gets there.”


  “He’s impulsive. You said, yourself, he’s not acting logically.”


  “All right, we’ll go after him.”


  ***


  Going after him involved filling the gas tank. Otherwise, as Ivan pointed out, they’d never make it to Chapel Hill in the Jeep. While Ivan pumped gas and then negotiated the road system until he was on I-95 southbound, Carol made phone calls. She called the security service that was watching Mrs. Horton’s farm and told the supervisor to be on the alert. He said he would double the patrol.


  Next Carol called Paul. He didn’t answer his cell phone, so she left an urgent message. While waiting for what she hoped would be a callback from Paul, Carol worried about how she would get Mrs. Horton away from the farmhouse to where she would be safe. Calling her would only scare her, but Carol knew she couldn’t convince the old woman to leave her house with a phone call. Carol hoped Paul would go over to the farm and physically remove her.


  Carol thought about calling the Chapel Hill police, but she had no credibility with them. It would be too complicated to explain the situation. Ivan doubted they would do more than drive by the road to the farm, periodically, which wouldn’t do any good in stopping the cagey Michael.


  Meanwhile, Ivan was rolling along I-95 well in excess of the speed limit, passing semis as if they were standing still. If Michael was doing the same thing, they probably wouldn’t catch him, and even if they did, they didn’t have a description of his car. At the motel, he’d parked out of Ivan’s sight. At night it would be hard to tell who was driving a car. Their best hope was to beat him to the farm and be ready for him when he showed up.


  Carol’s phone rang. It was Paul. “Paul, where are you?”


  “I’m…out of town. What’s happening?”


  “We’re on the way to Chapel Hill. We think Michael’s going to the farm to kill Mrs. Horton. I was hoping you’d get her out of the house.”


  “I’m not in a position to do that. Have you called Wrightguard?”


  That was the name of the security service. “Yes, they’re doubling the patrol.”


  “Good. I’ll try to activate the Chapel Hill Police. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  Fear gripped Carol. What if Michael beat them there and got past the guards?


  ***


  Carol suspected they’d set some sort of a record for driving between Fairfax, Virginia, and Chapel Hill, North Carolina. She was glad Ivan was a good driver, but even so, at times she hadn’t dared to watch as he maneuvered around other vehicles. She also wished they could go faster. They slowed down while passing through several cities, the last one being Durham. Ivan said it wouldn’t help if he were stopped by a cop or had an accident.


  Several times during the drive, when they passed another speeding car, Carol shone a flashlight in the window, aiming at the hair of the driver, trying not to blind him, trying not to antagonize him. She hadn’t seen anybody with hair resembling Michael’s.


  As they drove along the dirt road that led to the farm, they didn’t see any sign of life. The gate in the deer fence around the farmhouse was closed. Ivan pushed the button and it opened, agonizingly slowly. Carol chafed at the wait and looked around.


  “Nobody’s guarding the fence.”


  Where were the guards? Where were the police? They drove through the gate and slowly among the trees. It was like being inside a painting of a night scene. Everything was still. The trees stood like statues. They approached the original house on the property. It was in bad repair, and the dark made it look haunted with its unpainted board frame and broken windows. Maybe it was haunted.


  The driveway split just before the old house. Ordinarily, Carol went to the left on the stretch that led to the garage. The problem with that route was the garage was on the side of the house. They would have reduced visibility after they got out of the Jeep. Carol told Ivan to go to the right, which he did. The trees and garden prevented them from getting close to the house in this direction.


  Ivan stopped the car with its headlights pointed toward the house on high beam, enhancing the brightness of the outside lights shining from the house. The trees between them and the house cast shadows, however, and there were still plenty of places to hide.


  They sat in the car and surveyed the scene. Even with the windows open the only sound they heard was distant traffic noise from the Interstate. Ivan produced a gun from somewhere on his person. “Call the house and see if you can get anybody to answer. Tell them we’re coming in and to turn off the lights.”


  Carol entered the number, apprehensive, wondering whether she wanted to know the answer to the question of whether Mrs. Horton and Audrey were all right.


  Audrey answered on the fourth ring.


  “Audrey, it’s Carol.”


  “Is that your car out there with its lights on? We’re frightened out of our minds.”


  “Sorry. We didn’t mean to scare you. Are you okay?”


  “Except for being scared. Bob is here with us.”


  “Who’s Bob?”


  “He’s one of the security guards.”


  “You haven’t seen Michael?”


  “We haven’t seen anybody.”


  “I’m here with a detective named Ivan. We’re coming in. Turn off the all the lights and tell Bob not to shoot.”


  They turned off the lights of the Jeep. The house lights went out. It was almost pitch black in the trees. They got out of the car and walked slowly and carefully through the dark with Ivan in front, trying not to stumble on the uneven ground. He kept his gun at the ready. Carol carried the flashlight but didn’t turn it on. They trampled on some of the flowers, but that couldn’t be helped.


  They could hear Butch barking as they approached the house. Audrey opened the front door when Carol tapped on the glass. They ducked inside as she closed and locked it. Butch nuzzled Carol. Carol quickly introduced Audrey to Ivan. A flashlight illuminated them from under the stairs. The guard was crouched there with his gun visible.


  Carol asked Audrey where Mrs. Horton was. They were keeping her upstairs where she’d be safe. Audrey shifted her gaze between Carol and Ivan. “Bob got a call from his supervisor that Michael might be coming to hurt Mrs. Horton. His boss told him to stay in the house with us in case Michael tried to break in.”


  “He told me he was going to put another guard on duty. We didn’t see anyone outside.” Carol looked at Bob.


  Bob came out of his hiding place and stood up. “They called Tim to help me. He’s supposed to be watching the gate. I tried to reach him when your car came in, to make sure he knew who you were, but he didn’t answer. I tried him a couple of times after that with the same result. Your car with its lights unnerved me. I was prepared to shoot anybody who came into the house.”


  “How about the police? Have they come?”


  “No. We didn’t call them, figuring this was too hypothetical and that we had the situation under control.”


  Ivan said, “Call Tim now.”


  Bob had a two-way radio. He used it to attempt to raise Tim. There was no answer. Ivan took the flashlight from Carol and looked around.


  “You’ve got a good defensive setup here. I’m going out to find Tim. It may be nothing. Batteries or something like that. Leave the lights off.”


  Carol said she was going with him because she knew the grounds. Audrey started to argue, but Ivan told her they’d stick together. They went out the front door and quickly moved off the patio in the opposite direction from which they’d approached the house. This route took them toward the garage.


  They carefully looked around the corner of the house at the garage door. It was closed. Audrey’s car was parked in front of the garage. They walked along that part of the driveway, watching for movements in the dark. Clouds covered the moon and stars. They approached the old house cautiously. It looked eerie.


  Carol saw the outline of the well that stood beside the old house and had furnished water for it. Ivan was letting her turn on the flashlight for a couple of seconds at a time, but not long enough for someone to get a bead on it. She flashed it toward the well.


  She spoke softly. “It’s supposed to have a cover on it so people don’t fall in. I don’t see the cover.”


  They walked the few feet to the stone well. Sure enough, the wooden cover was lying on the ground. Carol shone her flashlight down the well. The hole went down about fifteen feet. The flashlight beam hit something. She turned it off, observing the two-second rule, before she realized what it was. She turned it back on.


  A person was jammed into the hole that was too small for his rotund body. Carol saw his white face and unblinking eyes with horror. “Tim.” No answer or movement from the body. She called again.


  A shot came from the shadows of the old house. Ivan pulled Carol down behind the well. She had left the flashlight on too long. She turned it off.


  “Michael?”


  No answer. Carol called again. A strange voice answered.


  “It would have worked. The plan was foolproof. It would have worked if you hadn’t screwed it up. Cindy, Cindy, fat and windy. You’ve ruined everything. That’s the story of my life.”


  “Michael, are you hurt?”


  “It should have worked, anyway. I came in through the gate above the creek. That asshole was between me and the house. Without Grandma, you can’t prove who you are. I snuck up on him with the knife, trying not to make any noise. I stepped on a twig, damn it. He turned and I didn’t get a clean strike, but I hurt him. We wrestled. I tried to dump him in the well. He’s heavy; it’s a good thing I’m a weight lifter. Just as I got him over the edge, he grabbed my knife and…”


  His voice trailed off.


  “Michael, we’ll get you help.”


  A shot went right over their heads. Carol cringed and crowded against Ivan.


  



  CHAPTER 39


  “Michael, throw your gun out in front of you.”


  Ivan used his most authoritative voice. Michael’s answer was another shot. He wasn’t going to surrender.


  Ivan whispered, “He’s still dangerous as long as he has the gun. We’ve got to stop him. Shine the flashlight over the top of the well, but don’t expose your arm. Look around the side with one eye so you can see to focus the light on him. I’ll get him from the other side.”


  It was cold-blooded. Strangely, Carol didn’t feel anything, even though it was her brother they were talking about. She peeked around the left side of the well and simultaneously turned on the flashlight, holding it just above the stone surface, so her hand was minimally exposed. It took her a couple of seconds to find Michael and shine the light on him. He was sitting, sprawled, with his back against the side of the house.


  Michael fired at the light. Almost simultaneously, Ivan fired. Michael grunted. Carol saw his gun hand drop to the ground. Ivan kept his gun trained on Michael, watching for movement. There was none. Ivan approached Michael and kicked his gun away from him toward the well. Carol held the flashlight while he inspected Michael. He turned to Carol who was standing and leaning against the well for support.


  “He’s either dead or close to it.”


  There was a groan from the well. Carol shone the flashlight on Tim. “He’s still alive.”


  “I’m going to the house to let them know what happened. They’ll have heard the shots. We’ll call the police and the rescue squad.”


  “I’ll stay here and comfort Tim. Do you want the flashlight?”


  “No, you keep it. I’ll be fine.”


  “Be careful. The ground’s rough.”


  “The danger should be over. If Michael moves, grab the gun and shoot him. Otherwise, don’t touch it.”


  Ivan walked toward the house. Soon Carol could see only a faint silhouette to tell her where he was. Then even that disappeared. Tim groaned again. Carol told him everything was going to be all right. She hoped so. How were they going to get him out of the well? She shone the flashlight down the well so he’d know she was there.


  She saw the light from another flashlight before she heard footsteps.


  “I see you’ve taken care of the problem of Michael.”


  “Paul.” Carol recognized his voice as he came around the old house even before she had him in the beam of her flashlight. “Did you just get here?”


  “Yes. I see I missed all the fun.” He ran his flashlight over Michael’s body.


  “I didn’t see your car come in.”


  “I parked outside the gate. I didn’t want to spook anybody. Congratulations.”


  “I don’t feel like celebrating. We killed my brother.”


  Paul’s flashlight found the gun in the grass and he bent to pick it up.


  “Shouldn’t you leave that alone? It’s evidence, isn’t it?”


  Paul laughed. “You’re telling an attorney about evidence? It’s okay. I’m using a handkerchief.”


  “Ivan’s going to call the police.”


  “Good.”


  “I thought you were going to call the police before.”


  “I didn’t have a chance. You see, I had to come as far as you did. Maybe farther.”


  “Where were you?”


  “I was in Fairfax, just like you were.”


  Carol didn’t understand. “What were you doing there?”


  “After you and Ivan talked to me this morning—I should say yesterday morning; it’s after midnight—I realized that since you’d outed Michael he was no longer a problem, at least to me. He wouldn’t be pulling the strings of the foundation anymore. So I called Katherine Simpson and made an appointment with her.”


  “You drove to Fairfax and talked to Katherine?”


  “You catch on fast.”


  “Did you reach an agreement?”


  “We did. To make it work, I only have to do one more thing.” He pointed Michael’s gun at Carol.


  “Don’t point that at me.”


  “You don’t understand, do you? The agreement between Katherine and me is that I’ll take over control of the foundation. The only thing that stands in our way is you.”


  “You’ve lost your mind. If you kill me, you’re throwing away millions.”


  “Au contraire. Why should I settle for a few million when I can have almost four times that much, after a few payoffs? Katherine would rather spend her life with me in some exotic land than Michael, anyway. You’ll forgive me saying so, but your brother is strange.”


  “You won’t get away with this.”


  “You’re so smart you shouldn’t have to resort to clichés. Of course I will. They’ll find your body shot with Michael’s gun, which will be in his hand. My car is on the other side of the fence, which is propped open, and I’ll be long gone when Ivan comes back and when the police get here. The response time in this neck of the woods isn’t what it should be.”


  “Ivan will know Michael didn’t shoot me.”


  “But he won’t be able to prove it, will he? Maybe Michael’s hatred for you woke him up long enough for one last shot.”


  There was a groan from the well. Paul glanced toward it, taking his eyes and his flashlight off Carol. Reacting before she thought, she ran around the corner of the old house. Paul yelled something and fired a shot that ricocheted off the house. Carol rounded the next corner. The only door was on this wall. Keeping the beam of the flashlight in front of her to assure that she wouldn’t fall on the rotten steps that went up to the small porch, she climbed them and burst through the open doorway.


  The narrow and rickety stairway to the second floor was just to the right of the door. Carol climbed the first three steps to the narrow landing and banged her head on the low ceiling. She almost cried out loud. She stood there for a moment, stunned. She could hear Paul’s footsteps as he approached the porch. She had to keep moving. She made the ninety-degree turn to the left and climbed the rest of the stairs as fast as she could. Paul’s flashlight beam found her, and he fired a shot just as she went through the doorway at the top. It hit the wall behind her.


  There were two rooms on the second floor. Carol suddenly remembered that several of the floorboards in the first room were loose. She avoided them and went into the second room. There wasn’t any place to hide. She stood beside the doorway that had no door and turned off her flashlight, holding it so she could use it as a weapon.


  She heard Paul’s heavy footsteps below. He was still on the first floor.


  “Carol.”


  She didn’t move. There was silence for a few seconds. He must be intimidated by the layout. This wasn’t like climbing the stairs in his house.


  “You can’t hide from me.”


  Now who was mouthing clichés? Ivan must have heard the shots and would be coming as fast as he could. She hoped he didn’t trip on the rough ground as he navigated past the trees and bushes between the two houses in the dark. If she could just hang on for another two minutes…


  Carol heard several steps and then a loud yell. Paul had hit his head on the ceiling at the landing where she had. Silence for a few seconds. Had it put him out of commission? Her head was still aching.


  No, she could tell by the creaking sounds made by his feet on the old steps that he was carefully climbing the rest of the stairs. His flashlight beam came through the doorway into her room and shone on the opposite wall. That meant he was at the top of the stairs. She gripped her flashlight tighter. He knew she wasn’t in the first room by now. He would come across to the second one.


  She heard more footsteps and then a crash and a yell. He had stepped on a loose floorboard. She peeked around the doorway. Paul’s flashlight was lying out of his reach on the floor, still switched on, with the beam pointed away from both of them. Carol saw the dark shape that was Paul, apparently wedged in a hole in the floor. He was struggling to get out and cursing.


  Did he still have the gun? Carol didn’t want to turn on her flashlight and give away her position. He fired. The bullet smashed through the flimsy wall beside her. She ran to the far corner of the room and lay down flat on the floor. Another shot. She flinched. He was firing at random, hoping to get lucky. She could hear the bullets tear through the wall, threatening to bring the roof down on top of them.


  She tensed, waiting to feel the pain of a bullet hitting her. How many shots did he have? The firing stopped. Carol’s ears were ringing. Was he out of ammunition or was this a trick? She heard footsteps below.


  “Carol?”


  It was Ivan. Did she dare answer? She heard Paul yell and then a cracking of boards, followed by a thud from the first floor. She got up and went cautiously to the doorway, turning on her flashlight. Paul had disappeared, and there was a hole where he’d been. She went over to the hole and shone her flashlight through it.


  Paul was lying on the floor with Ivan standing over him, holding a gun, and a flashlight he had evidently borrowed from the guard.


  He looked up. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine now. A little shaky. Thanks for coming.”


  “It looks like you can take care of yourself. His legs were waving in the wind. All I did was pull him the rest of the way through the hole.” He looked down at the heap on the floor. “I didn’t know Paul was such a bastard. How am I going to collect my fee?”


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll pay you—double.”


  “Then I’ll have to give half back to you for your assistance.”


  They both laughed.


  



  CHAPTER 40


  “Mrs. Horton—Grandma—helped me find my birth certificate. I’m also getting a replacement for my North Carolina driver’s license—the genuine one. I even know my Social Security number.” Carol was bubbling with excitement as she talked to Rigo on the phone.


  “Great. I’m glad you’re finally going legit. The IRS will be too. What’s the full name on your birth certificate?”


  “Cynthia Horton Sakai.”


  “Nice name. I guess I’ll have to call you Cindy from now on.”


  “You can call me Cynthia if you like, but not Cindy. It brings back bad memories of Michael. Speaking of memories, I’ve remembered a few things that helped me, such as the loose boards on the second floor of the old house. But I had to hit my head on the ceiling to do it. Maybe that’s what I needed.”


  “Another blow to the head? I never heard of that as a cure.”


  “Yeah, that sounds dubious. And painful. Guess what. I have a math degree from the University of Massachusetts.”


  “Surprise, surprise. Did you have a funeral for Michael?”


  “He was cremated. We had a memorial service. Grandma and I were about the only ones who attended. Katherine, the woman at the foundation, didn’t even show up. Of course, she’s been indicted for all kinds of fraud.”


  “What about Paul?”


  “He’s in trouble up to his eyeballs. In addition to facing a charge of attempted murder, he’ll probably get disbarred.”


  “He always sounded like a sleazebag to me. I’m glad you’re rid of him.”


  “Me, too.” She would never tell Rigo the whole story about their relationship.


  “All that must have generated a lot of publicity in your area.”


  “You wouldn’t believe it. With Michael coming back from the dead and then really getting killed, with Paul’s shenanigans—yeah, the reporters have been hounding me. I’ve been on TV and everything. They call me the forgetful heiress.” She changed the subject. “I forgot to tell you that Tim, the security guard Michael stuffed in the well, is going to be okay.”


  “I hope he doesn’t have claustrophobia.”


  “It wasn’t easy getting him out. The firemen had to come in with all their equipment. He said he was glad he was able to protect us. His groan at the right time probably saved my life. How’s your job going?”


  “Which one? I’m working more and more for my parents’ business. I may have to curtail my dishwashing hours.”


  “That would be a shame. You’re so good at it. Oh, more big news. I’ve been appointed executor of my parents’ estate, with Grandma’s help.”


  “Terrific. I guess the DNA tests helped.”


  “Frances got the DNA tests expedited. We have the same mitochondrial DNA and the matches in our autosomal DNA show we’re closely related. I thanked Frances for her help. I want to visit her when I’m in California. We don’t even have to get a court-ordered retest.”


  “When are you coming?”


  “Next week. I’ll finally be able to get away for a few days. Thank your parents for inviting me to stay with you. I owe them more than I can repay.”


  “We’re just glad to know you’ve discovered who you are.”


  “I put my parents’ house on the market. I’m going to live on the farm with Grandma. I love it here.”


  “Oh.”


  Did she hear disappointment in Rigo’s voice? “But I like California, too. I suspect I’m going to become bi-coastal.”


  “You’ll have to buy yourself an airplane.”


  “Who knows? The sky’s the limit—joke intended.”


  They chuckled. Rigo tried to hide his feelings for her by keeping his tone of voice light, but Carol was sure they went deep. Her feelings for him did, too. Now that she was a real person she would finally have a chance to show them.
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