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SOUTHERN BRAZIL 

TEN MONTHS AGO  

 

 Tonight they moved the skeleton. In the inky water Ernesto and Water Dog felt 

death drifting alongside them. The rack of bones inside the submerged body bag 

exhibited the narrow pelvis and distinct brow ridge of a grown male. Perhaps the man had 

died of natural causes. Perhaps Don Marco, who paddled several yards ahead in scuba 

gear toting a waterproof lantern, knew something more. But they weren’t asking. When 

their mission was over they would toss white rose petals into the river, light candles and 

offer up a pack of Marlboro Lights to Orisha Oxum, the river spirit, who competed with 

the Christian god’s healthier but less enticing habits. As they understood it, He only 

consumed bread and wine. 

 Water Dog was short and stocky with curly black hair like a real cão de agua. 

He and Ernesto had grown up together freediving for pearls near Bahia. Water Dog and 

Ernesto could stay down for over three minutes at depths of more than a hundred feet. 

But the late hour and extra weight were taking a toll. As Water Dog fought against the 

swift current, he felt his breath seeping from him, his diaphragm hardening. The goggles 

squeezed against his eye sockets, as if they would pop. He craved to race for the surface, 

but there was a ceiling. Thundering torrents slammed above him with the force of a head-

on collision. Death awaited if he surfaced too early. 
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 Before leaving, Water Dog had told his daughter he would finally be able to 

afford the pony she wanted. She hugged and kissed him, and waited for his return. Water 

Dog’s real name was Fernando de Milo, the de having belonged to an aristocratic line of 

Portuguese landowners who had since vanished through bad business dealings and 

unrelenting diarrhea. Water Dog always thought he would marry the girl who became 

Ernesto’s wife. For several years he’d held his breath, only to learn that this girl with the 

endearing smile and full breasts had given her heart to Ernesto. No matter, he married 

Ernesto’s cousin and had that beautiful daughter. He was used to holding his breath. 

 Specks of light burst before his eyes. His mind wandered. The oxygen 

deprivation reminded him of fireflies drifting like tiny angels above the grasses he’d 

passed on the hike to the boat. The insects had mistaken a rotating signal beacon deep in 

the jungle for a mate. In the darkness the blinking dot hovered like a determined and 

patient suitor. Hundreds of fireflies winked at its shifting glow in rapt unison. “Stupid 

bugs think it’s their fucking girlfriend,” Don Marco had said.  

 Water Dog wondered if they’d made the wrong decision working for this man. 

They didn’t know him. They’d met him through an acquaintance he’d hooked up with on 

the Internet, glad to be paid in U.S. dollars, a tempting commodity in this land of double-

digit inflation.  

 “Maybe you can fuck these,” Don Marco had told the glittering flies, fishing a 

book of English matches from his pocket and igniting one after another. The tiny lights 

rained past the insects.  



 

 3

  Water Dog’s chest began to shudder as he fought to hold his breath. His body 

craved oxygen. His equilibrium faltered. He convulsed.  

 Don Marco’s lamp burrowed into the darkness, its murky glow revealing a dark, 

whale-like mass rising toward them. A submerged mountainside drifted into view. The 

ceiling was open. Ernesto and Water Dog tore forward, springing from the water, panting 

and clawing their way onto the granite ledge. The coarse rock nipped at their waterlogged 

flesh, spotting their palms and knees with tiny red blooms. 

 Their senses were alive; smells of aged oak, wild strawberry and vegetation 

reeking of spoiled celery, entranced them. The old wine cask stood in their way. They 

might have positioned it better on the first run. Had it been full it would have been nearly 

impossible to move. But, as it was, it weighed no more than a large table. Among all the 

dampness, the barrel’s ancient wooden slats and steel bands felt dry, as if radiating an 

inner heat. Something had once been stenciled to it, but time and erosion had worn it 

illegible. 

 As the two men caught their breath, Don Marco beckoned them, “Vamos!” 

 Carefully, one on each side, they ferried the body bag to the edge of the barrel, 

as if hefting a sleeping python. Unzipping the vinyl cloak, they coaxed the collection of 

bones from its casing. As Water Dog hoisted the pelvis, Ernesto supported the shoulders 

and skull, edging the bony armature against the bowed wood. The skull and hanging jaw 

bone mocked them with a silent laugh.  

 “Eh!” shouted Don Marco as the left arm disengaged and toppled to the ground. 

Water Dog shrugged. Don Marco tossed a coil of wire to his feet. 
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 While Ernesto hugged the skeleton’s torso, Water Dog leaned over and fastened 

the binding around the appendage, securing it to the upper arm, his mocha skin glistening 

in the reflected light of the lantern. Don Marco unwrapped an object in plastic.  

 Once Ernesto and Water Dog secured the skeleton with the wire, they turned to 

go. At that moment Don Marco raised a Brazilian made Taurus 9mm handgun, 

apologized with “Desculpe,” and fired point blank into Ernesto’s chest. The sound and 

flash and treachery so stunned Water Dog that he lost the crucial moment when he 

might’ve dived back into the river to save himself. He didn’t even hear the second crack. 

He just felt an excruciating jab to his skull, saw a blinding light and watched it fade along 

with the sounds of the river. 

 Blood stained the oak barrel. The bodies, flung by the percussion into the 

hungry river, disappeared downstream. 

 Don Marco extinguished his flashlight and tossed it into the dark water. Now the 

night was blacker than he’d ever seen. Death couldn’t be darker than this. And it would 

be silent, peaceful. He thought of his wife and her illness and how she would be taken 

care of. She’d been good to him, never cheated, always encouraged his success. But there 

were always more successful men. He had tried hard, but Nature and temperament had 

other plans. He had often failed. And there was the other matter, which was greater than 

he or she, greater than all men and women. He knew he’d done something important 

tonight, something that connected him to history and to beauty and to great men. He 

would make his wife proud. And she would survive.  

 



 

 5

 Blind in the darkness, Don Marco leaned toward the roaring water. And prayed. 

After a minute, there was an explosion and flash that illuminated the interior of Don 

Marco’s mouth so, for an instant, his cheeks glowed like a puffer fish hanging from the 

ceiling of Padre’s restaurant in Puerto Iguaçu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 6

 

CHAPTER 1 

 
I’d been up in a hyper-caffeinated state since 2 a.m. the previous day, removing 

pace leads through the chest walls of post cardiac patients. The UCLA hospital building 

was named for a U.S. president who, like Voldemort, shall not be named since his 

economic policies helped extinguish many of the working class, of which my parents had 

been a part.  

At this hour nothing made sense. Thoughts bumped into walls, conversations 

expired mid-sentence. Through endless emergencies and a code blue, I’d ignored the 

certified letter inside my lab coat. Its return address was from an attorney-at-law, Marvin 

Wallach, Esq. I’d hypothesized that if you didn’t open a lawyer’s letter it was as if you’d 

never received it. Except that I’d signed for it. Unintentionally. In the midst of writing up 

patient notes, I had noticed two large paramedics jostling a gurney through the ER doors. 

On top of it sprawled a young woman, pallid complexion, short auburn hair. They were 

bagging her, not a good sign. I quickly accepted the Express letter and approached the 

paramedics. The patient wasn’t breathing, having OD’ed on valium. I scrubbed her 

sternum hard with my knuckles to bring her around. When that didn’t work, I intubated 

her. 

“Would’ve been nice to know ahead of time she wasn’t breathing,” I told the 

paramedics. “Next time call us on your way in before ordering pizza.” 

Then she coded. It took eleven minutes -- crash cart, epinephrine, paddles, “stand 

clear” -- to get her restarted. The certified letter fell to the last rung of my mind. 



 

 7

Fortunately, she survived. Cheryl, the student nurse who married too young and often 

leaves one too many buttons open on her uniform, had assisted me during the coding 

before the crash team arrived. She touched my arm as we walked down the corridor and 

asked if I wanted to go to lunch. I suggested that she button the top button and make a 

lunch date with her husband who works nearby in Westwood Village as an accountant. 

The suggestion seemed to annoy her, though she knows I have a fiancée. And I know that 

loose button drives me crazy. 

But about the letter. What sent a jolt through me was the name referenced at the 

top, beside a case number:  Hornspoon. Had they decided to assign blame, had they 

concluded that Hornspoon’s disappearance was somehow my fault? The potential 

accusations weighed heavily on my imagination throughout the day. I saw myself as a 

white Conrad Murray, brow creased and broken, set upon by TV conscious bailiffs 

delicately locking my wrists in steel handcuffs, ruined as the physician I was yet to 

become. Looking back, this unlikely scenario must have served as a palliative distraction 

from all the other anxieties that accompanied my mind, edging away concerns for my 

finances – student loans worth over a hundred thousand dollars -- my parents’ high 

expectations – “be a doctor and avoid the mistakes I made”-- my engagement – I wasn’t 

only marrying a girl I was marrying a California legacy -- and my future – no turning 

back. All this compelled me to meditate upon this one mantra: Hornspoon, Hornspoon, 

Hornspoon. 
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  After 44 hours, drained of energy from constant interactions with colleagues 

and patients and further enervated by a brief masturbatory retreat to the bathroom of a 

comatose patient, I was ready to sign out. The patient had been in a non-responsive state 

for the last 59 days after an anaphylactic reaction to a prescribed drug sample presented 

to our Chief of Geriatrics by the rep from Downs Pharmaceutical. I had stepped into the 

patient’s bathroom to pee. While there I examined my hairline which, in recent weeks, 

had retreated like a low tide in winter forming a nascent devil’s peak, usually associated 

with males ten to twenty years my senior. I know people say that women are less 

concerned about how a man looks than they are with his status and ability to provide, but 

the prospect of premature male patterned baldness, coupled with a few extra pounds from 

hospital cafeteria food, should have dissuaded even the most ambitious student nurse. Not 

that I was looking. At that moment I noticed the plump shiny foil packet of sterile 

lubricant resting beside the sink. That loose button on the nurse’s uniform and my 

fiancée’s voluptuous lips wove through my mind. Then an image of Caroline’s skimpy 

shorts. I felt the pang of unfulfilled desire and figured why the fuck not, literally seizing 

the opportunity.  

On the way out of the bathroom, I texted my fiancée: thinking of u. 

Why would I risk my professional life by sequestering myself in a patient’s 

bathroom with a handful of sterile clinical lubricant? Of course I worry that I have some 

sort of sexual disorder, though the latest DSM-5 failed to classify such issues as worthy 

of therapeutic – and consequently reimbursable – attention. Unlike hoarding, excoriation 

and binge-eating which have recently been elevated to the status of seriously sicko 
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activity, sexual anomalies are hardly considered worthy of concern. Humanity has 

developed such a wide range of sexual responses that it has become near impossible to 

declare anything deviant, short of sex with children or animals. This was first surveyed 

and reported by Alfred Kinsey in 1948 who himself was bisexual and polyamourous. I 

attribute my early interest to the fact that at seven my T-ball team was sponsored by 

Spearmint Rhino. Along with baseball caps, we wore stenciled jerseys to prove it. 

The long hours coupled with the inevitable effect of my bathroom break on the 

autonomic nervous system, had withered me. With ID badge and stethoscope dangling 

like warm seaweed around my neck, I wandered down Westwood Boulevard toward my 

apartment on Gayley, beneath the amber glow of sodium vapor lights and the pounding 

brass of a distant marching band finishing the fourth quarter at the stadium. 

When I pushed open the apartment door I found my fiancée Caroline perched on 

the sofa in front of a muted TV and reading Modern Bride with cotton tufts wedged 

between each of her toes. A faint solvent smell hung in the chilled air along with roasted 

chicken and garlic, a welcome change from the disinfected, tired flesh aroma of the 

hospital.  

Caroline dropped the magazine onto her World Civ textbook, beside a bottle of 

thermometer red nail polish, and leapt up with arms outstretched. “Why are you still 

wearing your lab coat?” she asked, grinning. 

“Sorry I couldn’t return all your texts.” I took her in my arms.  

“I figured you were in surgery or something. You must be starving.” 

“Not really in surgery. More like observing surgery…” 
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“That day will come.” She pressed her lips against mine, her delicate hand 

caressing my cheek. She smelled fresh with shampoo and some enticing new fragrance 

that clung to her fingertips from the pages of the magazine.  

“What’s this about a lawyer’s letter?” she asked. 

“Oh, that. No big deal.” 

“I made you dinner. Your favorite.” 

Caroline knew how much I liked chicken cacciatore, which she made on our first 

date. And, like me, her favorite group was Green Day. Her favorite beach, Zuma. She 

liked the same ice cream mixture at Cold Stone, chocolate peppermint with cookie 

dough. We both endured music lessons as kids, me trumpet and she piano. If this sounds 

a bit superficial it’s because it’s hard to describe the immaterial aspects of love, the spirit 

that united us, the thrill that couldn’t be codified. At times we marveled deliciously at 

how two people from such different backgrounds could be so crazy about each other. She 

blamed it on her guardian angel. I blamed it on the Angel’s game, our first date where we 

were both too aroused to stand up for the seventh inning stretch. She called me her good 

bad boy, and I called her my bad good girl, her strict and imperious upbringing having 

fostered some of the more forbidden attractions. She took chances with me that she’d 

never taken before, speaking her mind and fucking in the backseat of her father’s 

Caucasian-toned Bentley with the license plate LSEZ FAIR. I thought of her whenever I 

was away and dreamed of her at night. If it weren’t for texting I don’t know how we 

could endure the hours apart. 
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Over a plate of chicken and veggies, Caroline told me, “I just found the perfect 

designer for the dress. You’re going to love it.” 

“Do they carry it at the Galleria?” 

She cocked her head and smiled. “Silly, I mean the designer. Mom said we can 

hire Giovanni di Ravenna to design a special gown, just for me.” 

“That’s awesome.” Though after 44 hours nothing could seriously impress me.  

“I’ll have to lose weight.” Hardly. “Di Ravenna is probably used to all those super 

thin runway models.” 

“You’re better than any runway model.” 

 “Well, the dress will have to be a surprise. You won’t see it until the day of. 

That closet is off limits.” She aimed her finger at a rarely used hall closet. 

“Are you sure Dibeenie will do it?” 

She grinned as if I were teasing. “Di Ravenna.” 

I’m an idiot when it comes to fashion and name brands. Aside from not caring the 

least since I know my profession has destined me for a life of prosaic dress shirts and 

slacks covered by a white lab coat. I generally consider fashion too fickle and a waste of 

money. All one needs are a good pair of shoes. Though to many of my colleagues that 

means Gucci loafers with the ostentatious green and red brand stripe wrapping the toes. 

Caroline told me there was a time when people recognized Gucci loafers without having 

to be clued in by a colored band. 

On The Weather Channel animated palm trees were bowing east above an inflated 

number 94.  
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“Looks like it’s going to be hotter tomorrow,” I said. 

“It’s rarely as hot as they say.” 

“Sometimes it’s worse. Do you think I should open the letter?” 

“It can wait till tomorrow. I was just waiting up for you. I’m all ready for bed.” 

“I’m too wired to sleep.” 

“We could go dancing at that new bar on Broxton.” 

“Nice idea. But I was thinking something else.” 

“Take an Ambien.” 

I was thinking of a time, in the not too distant past, when Caroline would recline 

against my chest, her breasts irreverently parting an Armani blouse, that enticing scent of 

steamy estrogenic flesh and freshly washed hair flooding my senses. I would loosen her 

jeans and slide my fingers beneath the magenta waistband of her expensive panties. She 

would murmur my name and the name of her Lord over and over again, her sighs 

galloping faster and faster, biting her knuckles to corral her cries. And then I would ease 

down those jeans and enter her.  

“Oh, babe. You know how much I want you too. I was afraid even to kiss you just 

now because, well, you know.” 

“Are you wet?” 

“Don’t. You’ve been totally cool about this. We’re only weeks away. Just hang in 

there.” 

I nodded, and reminded myself of the time she clipped the string of beads off a 

plastic rosary. It had arrived in the mail seeking donations for an evangelical church in 
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Indiana. Caroline asked me to slather the plastic pearls with Vaseline and insert them in 

her anus, then pull them out slowly as she came. Sex used to be her way of letting go. But 

since we got engaged she let go of sex. 

On the advice of her pastor, Caroline decided to re-virginize herself. She became 

a strict believer in no sex before marriage, supposedly a temporary and not chronic 

condition. She threw away the rosary beads and started wearing a gold purity ring and 

long dresses with angel prints. When I pointed out that virginity is not the way of the 

modern world, she reminded me that her family is part of the old world. “I’m not 

marrying your family,” I told her. 

“You sorta are,” she reminded me.  

 So I took the Ambien. 

 

At 3 a.m., the world suddenly dropped a few shades deeper into darkness as the 

street lamp outside our window went into cardiac arrest. As if the power outage’s silence 

were a pained scream, I sprung upright in bed, my mind spinning over the letter. 

With the air conditioning out, the air inside the apartment had grown woolly. I 

slid my arm from beneath Caroline’s shoulders, climbed out of bed and cranked open the 

window. The breeze smelled of what I imagine as Los Angeles in the twenties, full of 

night blooming jasmine and orange blossom, a time before telecast Rose Bowl games 

drew half the population of the frozen Midwest to a land where sun drenched 

cheerleaders in short skirts would parade down Colorado Avenue, not far from Caroline’s 
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family home in the opulent San Marino district of Pasadena. Half awake, I switched on 

the desk lamp, forgetting that nothing worked. 

 “Benji, you okay?” came Caroline’s voice from within a dream. 

 “Fine. Just sleep.” I fumbled inside the coat pocket and located the letter beside 

my stethoscope and a vial of ulcer meds. I checked my pulse -- elevated -- and thought it 

would also be a good idea to monitor my serotonin levels, but decided to wait. 

The envelope was a snowy white bond, not one of those cheap, 50 count security 

envelopes you’d pick up at Rite-Aid. The stamps were from a previous issue, before the 

price hike, so the sender had affixed several just to make sure. The imprecision was 

reassuring. Something human, not robotic. I aimed a flashlight at the envelope. The 

address read: 

 

 Dr. Benjamin Bloomfield 

 David Geffen School of Medicine 

 University of California 

 Los Angeles, California, 90024 

 

Clearly, the sender didn’t know my home address, which was fortunate. I didn’t 

need any more complications in my life. With the state boards and a low-cal version of 

the Hippocratic Oath behind me, I planned to marry Caroline Clark -- another oath -- and 

take a week’s honeymoon in the Bahamas, paid for by her father as a bonus for signing a 

pre-nup -- yet another oath. My future had been secured. I should’ve felt happy.  
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As I wrenched open one end of the envelope and slid out the page, my senses 

bristled. It read: 

 

 6 May 

 Dear Dr. Bloomfield,  

 With regrets I must inform you of the death of Richard 

Gagner Hornspoon, Esq. Mr. Hornspoon passed away on 

Easter Sunday and, per his request, was given an aerial 

burial in the Himalayas with no family or friends in 

attendance.  

 

  I’d given up the notion that I might hear Hornspoon’s name again or ever learn 

the outcome of his disease. He had been a fixture at Possibilities House, that Fort Knox of 

a rehab facility run by ambitious entrepreneurs in Malibu who’d discovered that they 

could make more money per bed than the Ritz-Carlton by attending to alcoholics and 

drug abusers. So I was surprised -- and disturbed -- to receive the letter. The reference to 

aerial burial recalled Hornspoon’s descriptions of the Tibetan death ritual. His tales, 

based on observations made during his travels in Asia, detailed a practice wherein the 

deceased’s body rests atop a mountain -- preferably the Himalayas -- while swooping 

vultures rip it to shreds before waggling it down their gullets.  

A ping of tungsten announced the desk lamp’s return. From the other room the 

computer’s fan began to whir. The printer reset itself. Cool air erupted from the wall 

vents. All the electric creatures were coming back to life. 
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With this fanfare, and under the spatter of light, I glimpsed the stunning 

conclusion to the letter:  

 

Before his passing, Mr. Hornspoon made 

provision for the disposition of his estate. 

You, Dr. Benjamin Bloomfield, have been named 

as a beneficiary in his will, notarized by 

myself on the day of his death.  

 

I couldn’t believe it. Why would an exceptional attorney like Richard Hornspoon 

leave me anything? Granted, I’d seen this kind of largesse before in the corridors of the 

terminally ill -- the mega-rich and powerful who had avoided family life in favor of 

corporate takeovers and orgies of venture capital. At the end, these tycoons had no one to 

leave it to and bequeathed millions to a maid, a houseboy, a nurse or a butler who had 

accompanied them in their final days. Hornspoon had hoped to outlive his wealth and 

short circuit the expectations of opportunists who had set their psychic GPS’s on a 

shortcut to his money, the main topic of conversation among the rich. Was I merely 

another lucky servant, a recipient of a lonely titan’s bounty? 

Richard Hornspoon had arrived at Possibilities House the September before last 

with dried blood spiking up his hair so he looked as if he’d attempted a new fashion. He 

wore a crimson-stained Fred Segal T-shirt and drawstring pants that looked like pajamas 

with parrots on them. A bicuspid was missing from the side of his mouth, a recent 

casualty he’d neglected to correct. Alternately cursing and singing like Captain Jack 
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Sparrow, he could barely stand as the taxi driver opened the door onto a path lined with 

long-stemmed vermilion flowers. 

“This s’what they charge all the money for, gladiolas? Look s’like a poofter 

farm,” Hornspoon bellowed as he emerged from the low emissions hybrid Yellow Cab. 

You could see the driver wincing at the man’s cabernet-tainted breath.  

“Thirty-seven-fifty,” said the cabbie. 

Hornspoon hoisted a hundred dollar bill from his silk leisure pants and tossed it in 

the man’s direction. “Here ya go, keep this between us,” he said, and then tripped, 

collapsing onto the pebbled path and tearing open his palms. 

He raised his hands to display the unholy stigmata. “Ah ha!” 

Here was the less glamorous side of wine consumption, an elite pastime I’d 

always avoided. To help pay for med school and to support my ailing mother I made the 

daily pilgrimage to this drunk farm to rescue the victims of overindulgence whose souls 

were taking on water faster than a damaged dinghy while their lips consumed all flavors 

of alcohol and drugs. At the time I had to lug along a plywood box full of human bones 

that Anatomy 401 had supplied as homework. With femurs, tibias and metacarpals for 

company, I endured the two hour bus ride north along PCH from UCLA. 

Several of us hurried to help Hornspoon. It took all our strength to shoulder up the 

man’s middle-aged paunch and steer him toward the facility. Even as his drool stained 

our lab coats, Hornspoon insisted he didn’t really need to be here and that he was just 

checking us out. He demanded to see a doctor whom he knew could relieve his distress 

with some heavy-duty meds. 
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Gretchen, the compassionate and buxom thirty-two year old facility director, took 

Hornspoon’s hand and gazed into his eyes. “You did the right thing, coming here,” she 

said. “I’m very proud of you and you should be proud of yourself.” 

Hornspoon just snorted and, staring unreservedly at her cleavage, asked when the 

drugs were coming. 

“As soon as we’re finished with the admission forms.” 

“Forms?”  He gritted his teeth. His ruby eyes held her. “Don’t you realize how 

desperate this is?”  He cupped his fingers around a non-existent orb of pain. His hand 

possessed the buttermilk hue of progressive hepatic disease. “I need to see a doctor right 

now.”  

Gretchen maintained her cool, as several attendants edged closer to Hornspoon. 

“There’s a doctor right over there, waiting for you, once the forms are signed.” She 

pointed at me. I felt a self-conscious shiver. Doctor was a small exaggeration considering 

I was still a couple years away from graduation. 

Hornspoon’s face, graffitied with blood over a stucco of beard, lit up. I believe the 

cantankerous fellow even smiled at me. “N-nobody should know I’m here,” he told her. 

Gretchen said, “Don’t worry, you’re safe. We’re going to make you comfortable. 

You’ll pull through this. We’re going to help you.” 

Then she gave Hornspoon a hug. 

In his state, Hornspoon misinterpreted the embrace as something sexual rather 

than as his first affirmation of love and support. He tried to clamp Gretchen and kiss her 

but Gretchen, who was clearly practiced in this, managed to extricate herself while still 
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speaking kindly and reassuringly. “Now if you’ll accompany me to my office.” She 

glanced at two attendants who followed behind, with me in tow. 

When the director presented the forms, along with a mention of the fee, 

Hornspoon announced that it wouldn’t be a problem. His fingers, like newborn baby 

moles, burrowed shakily through his wallet and coaxed out a Visa card. He studied its 

holographic globe image as if he were slipping into its three-dimensional world. “Put 

thirty thou-thousand on this,” he told Gretchen, which was half of what the facility 

required for the full sixty day Excelsior™ treatment. 

When Gretchen hesitated and, in the gentlest tone, asked that he adhere to the 

facility’s policy and pay the full amount, he growled. In a raised voice he said, “Well 

then, th-thank you for your time, Miss Bitchen Gretchen. C-could someone see if my cab 

is still here?”   

“The cab left a while ago,” said Gretchen. “So we’re going to have to work this 

out together. You’re here to stay. And I’m here to help you.” 

“Tell me this then, Miss Bitchen Beautiful Gretchen, would you put dow-wn that 

much money before you were convinced of the quality of the services provided?” 

“Well, that depends--” Gretchen started to say. 

“No, no, no, no, no. It does not depend on anything. Just answer the question.” 

“Well, no.” 

“Then wh-hhy should I throw away--”  

He paused to collect his thoughts. As inebriated as Hornspoon appeared, his 

intellect held like a determined sailor to a mast in a storm. “Why should I shell out sixty 
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thou-ousand dollars to a po-t-ten-tially inferior facility? You will just have to prove 

yourself to me.”  

“I understand what you’re saying,” said Gretchen. “I used to feel that way about 

my mother. Sometimes we need to be shown that someone really loves us.” 

Hornspoon grimaced as if he’d eaten moldy salmon. “That’s crap. You’ll take the 

thirty.” 

“Okay,” she said.  

I immediately liked the man, if for nothing more than his tenacity and temerity. 

Qualities I felt I lacked. 

“You may put down a deposit,” said Gretchen, “but I’ll need you to pay the 

balance before the fourth week is out.” 

“Thirty days,” Hornspoon said. “Four weeks is only 28 days. The way I calcu-late 

the damages, it is a thousand dollars per day. That would be 30 days for $30,000.” 

Gretchen touched his arm. “That’s fine, dear.” 

Hornspoon’s eyebrows arched up and the sides of his mouth curled. He looked 

pleased with himself. Even in this state he’d managed to prevail in his bartering, so I was 

sure he was a lawyer. “I also want a written promise that I can leave of my own free will 

at anytime.” 

“With the understanding that we don’t condone that. Since it could jeopardize 

your recovery,” said Gretchen. “And your life.” 

 
I looked at Caroline. The 500 count percale cotton sheets were tucked up sweetly 

to her chin as she lay on her side. She looked like one of those angels she reads about in 
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her fantasy novels. Tales of fairies, wizards and dragons. As a child she imagined that a 

tiny, translucent green fairy with golden eyes befriended her in her parents’ dew-laced 

garden among the foxglove and columbine. She still visits that garden when she returns 

home on weekends. To my mind the fairy was probably a grasshopper or a Chrysopa 

Neuroptera, also known as a golden-eyed lacewing. Caroline dreams of writing her own 

romantic fantasy with castles and counts and angelic maidens. And good for her. I always 

envied writers the way they can make shit up, and not rely on facts or science. Yet the 

best of them somehow touch on something beyond words. 

“You awake?” I said, even though I knew she wasn’t. I’d have to rouse her in 

small doses. My knee bumped the chair so it made a noise. “Caroline?” 

I touched her scapula. She flipped around with a start and sat up. “What is it? 

What’s wrong?” 

“I opened that letter. The one from the lawyer.” 

“You woke me up.” 

“I thought you were awake.” 

“What time is it?” 

“It’s like four,” I said, rounding up so it didn’t seem so ungodly early. “You won’t 

believe this. Remember that attorney I met at Possibilities House? He died.” 

“Oh Benji, I’m so sorry. Have you seen my robe?” 

I picked up the frilly garment from the foot of the bed and handed it to her. 

Caroline draped it over her shoulders. She smelled warm and flowery. 

“He left me something. Look.”  
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Caroline took the letter. After a moment she glanced at me. “So, he probably gave 

you a shirt. A rich aunt once left me an ashtray. I don’t even smoke.” 

“You think so, just a shirt? What about one of those shrunken heads he kept in his 

office?”  

“Or a tie. Mom thinks you should wear ties. Can we talk about it in the morning? 

I have a lit final...” Her voice trailed off as she drifted back to sleep.  

According to the lawyer’s letter, I was to appear only a few hours later, at 10 a.m., 

at the office of Marvin Wallach, Esq. Had I opened the envelope a few days earlier, when 

I’d received it, I might’ve had a chance to prepare for this meeting. My pulse rose. A dull 

twinge stabbed my temples. I grabbed my pillow and lay down. Illogically, I blamed my 

father. If he’d been less a gambler and more successful I wouldn’t be in this position. 

Years ago he had been forced to sell his recycled truck pallet business, Cliff’s Pallets, 

after a pile of the heavy wooden platforms broke their bindings and Frisbied off one of 

his trucks, crushing a councilman’s wife who was tailgating behind in her red Saab. My 

father had spent over thirty years coming home late at night, missing my science projects 

and baseball games, to build a business that could support us. After it went bankrupt, he 

and my mother moved into a one bedroom at the Luau Splendor Apartments in Highland 

Park, that perineum between the anus of downtown and the rosy vagina of Pasadena.  

Dad always wanted me to go to med school because he thought it was a safety 

net, never mind that it might actually help people. It was also an excellent way to incur a 

mountain of debt. 
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At eight the next morning, I tossed down a plate of Caroline’s flame scarred 

scrambled eggs and some reduced acid O.J. to chase the meds. I squeezed into a barely 

worn Sears blazer that my father had presented to me ten years ago on my 18th birthday -

- two weeks before he died of a myocardial infarction -- and I ran out the door. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

A couple days after a regimen of naltrexone hydrochloride and other strong meds 

had swept Richard Hornspoon’s mental lint into a dust pan, he was back on his feet. He’d 

grown coherent enough to inquire about the security system – a preoccupation of his – 

and to remember that he’d arrived with a wallet, cell phone and small leather coin purse. 

Without his knowledge, or permission, these had been confiscated and stored in the 

director’s office. 

The director and staff had dissected his wallet and coin purse, just as they planned 

to do with his life. The wallet contained a plethora of exhausted credit cards, a Riviera 

Country Club membership card, a California State Bar card and eight one-hundred-dollar 

bills. There were no photos of anyone dear to him, neither wife nor children, since he had 

none. 

In the tiny purse they discovered white and yellow pills (Valium and Nembutal), a 

tiny vial (cocaine), a matchbook (The Mayflower Pub in England), a condom (Sheik) and 

a key. Unlike most keys its edges were completely smooth. A pattern of laser-cut pits 

covered the metal shaft. It appeared to be some kind of vault key.  

At Possibilities House, the group therapy meetings were held in an elegant, 

craftsman style room beneath a twenty foot circular ceiling. Very Haute Restoration 

Hardware. Its picture windows extended half way up each wall to a perimeter of crown 

molding, presenting a full 360˚ view of the gardens, gravel driveway, delivery road and 
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the Pacific Ocean. Wooden chairs formed a circle, the way the ancient Chumash used to 

hold their meetings, except theirs were reportedly held outdoors and without padded 

seats. How apt since, statistically, Native Americans have a higher incidence of 

alcoholism than most cultures in this country, except perhaps attorneys. When Richard 

deigned to attend, the meetings went something like this: 

“Richard, you seem to have a lot of anger.”  

“I come from a long line of anger.” 

“What are you so angry about?” 

“What isn’t there to be angry about? The government’s run by charlatans, the 

average person is an idiot and there’s no love anywhere. As I see it, if you’re not angry 

you’re missing the point.” 

One of the unsuspecting group members, a young woman with a nervous eye 

twitch that squeezed her lids shut like an owls, chimed in: “My mother was always angry. 

I worked very hard to not be like her...” 

“What are you talking about? You are your fucking mother,” said Richard. 

“How can you say that? You don’t even know her. Or me.” 

“Oh, I know her. And I know you.”  

The young woman broke into tears and Richard fought to hold back a smirk, his 

nostrils flaring wildly. 

“Well, you’re your father,” she blurted out, feebly. 

Hornspoon broke into deep, full throated laughter, the kind that only drunks and 

children know. “I never even knew my father,” he said. “Thank God!” 
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The group leader, Craig Salter, PhD, who went by Dr. Salter as if he were a 

medical doctor, tried to reprimand Richard in the softest way. Speaking in nearly 

effeminate tones he brought together the manicured tips of his fingers and said, “Mr. 

Hornspoon, this isn’t a seventies-style encounter group.”  

“Fritz Perls before swine, you mean?” Richard said. 

Dr. Salter forced a smile. He was tall and tanned all around like a wiener in a 

George Foreman electric grill. His hair wove into a self-conscious ponytail, the gray ends 

dyed chocolate brown. He once confided to me that he’d adopted the long hair in order to 

gain the trust of his younger patients who, to my mind, probably didn’t give a shit and 

saw right through him. He cocked his head as he looked at Richard. “We try to be 

supportive and listen to what the other person has to say. We want to open up. Closing 

down is what brought us here.” 

“I came here because you have better drugs,” said Richard. A startled laugh 

popped out of one of the participants, a young man with a harelip. Richard looked at him 

and nodded an affirmation. 

“Don’t you think you’re being rather defensive?” said Dr. Salter. 

“Objection, your honor. Leading the witness.” 

“I know when I strike out in this way I might convince myself that I’m being 

honest, expressing myself, but really I’m just being defensive. There’s a certain pleasure 

in cruelty, just as there is in drinking. Maybe you should start by offering Margaret an 

apology?” 
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Richard looked at Salter with a snarl, as if he couldn’t believe someone like Salter 

existed and even prospered. “Offering? Oh, would you like an apology, Margaret? With 

ketchup on it?”  The rest of the group sat stone faced, unable to appreciate his levity. 

After that, everyone thought him a monster and all the post-group gossip in the dining 

room, garden and hallways centered on Richard.  

Except for a famous actor, who’s name I’m not at liberty to divulge, Richard 

Hornspoon felt superior to all the other eighteen residents of Possibilities House whom he 

tolerated politely to their faces but in private described in terms of inferior wines, “thin 

and with little character,” “a suspicious fruity flavor,” or “an unpleasant finish.” 

Hornspoon had no intention of sharing his life with them. The actor, however, 

piqued Richard’s interest, not because of his fame -- for surely Richard had known many 

of equal or greater stature -- but because he and the actor connected on some deeper, 

sardonic level.  

Once, Richard even played a joke on me. Having discovered the wooden box that 

I’d carelessly left by the cottage door he removed two long humerus bones of the upper 

extremity and displayed them in a cross beneath a skull-like cantaloupe he’d stolen from 

the garden and painted with eyes. 

“Very humerus,” I told him. 

He fought back a grin as his nostrils flared.  

“We should call you Jolly Roger,” I continued. 

“More like, Not-So-Jolly Richard,” he said. 

“Are you so unhappy?” 
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“I am completely and utterly disturbed.”  

At other times, with his charisma and magnetism, Richard managed to win the 

hearts of the entire room as, I supposed, he had won the hearts of juries. He addressed 

everyone by name, acknowledged their concerns, relieved their anxieties with a self-

effacing wit. Even the therapists, except for Dr. Salter, rallied to his side. I couldn’t help 

but secretly cheer for him. 

Up to this point I’d been an obedient son, following my parent’s wishes, excelling 

as an undergraduate, advancing swiftly into medical school while ignoring any 

conflicting desires to write poetry or produce rap beats. Though I would never want to be 

a high-class wino like Richard, I did gain a sense from him that one could take significant 

chances, not follow a prescribed path and still pull off a lucrative existence. On the 

surface Richard seemed so much more creative, confident, daring and brilliant than the 

rest of us. How unfortunate that a mere grape would be his undoing.  

 
 

In those early weeks I became Richard’s sole confidant. The staff tolerated the 

extra time I spent with him, believing that I might gain Hornspoon’s confidence and 

bring him into the fold. To me, he was just more interesting than anyone else, including 

the staff members whose main credentials were that, at one time, each had thrown up his 

or her guts in the gutter. 

I sat for hours listening to Hornspoon’s copious stories of court battles, his 

worldwide travels and his theories on everything from wine to quantum mechanics. 
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“As a young law student at Boalt,” he told me, “I often visited the Napa wine 

country, tasting with friends and speculating on promising vintages. Buying those early 

wines was like a savings bond that would pay back my lost youth when I was older.”  

 

 After the fourth week Richard still had not paid the balance to cover his stay. 

With twenty-eight days behind him only two remained before it would become an issue. 

In her kindest way Gretchen had reminded him of the calendar, but he put her off, made 

some joke about a dead man who’s buried with a check made out to his name, and 

continued on his way to the dining room. 

I can see now why full payment is required in advance. At this juncture the 

patient’s system has rid itself of the toxins and he’s coherent enough for the treatment to 

finally take its toll, a time when many patients default to their tendency to escape. A 

significant cash outlay encourages them to endure the rigors of sobriety in spite of 

themselves.  

On the twenty-ninth day, Richard and I were seated outside, under the wisteria 

draped veranda, watching several of the residents engaged in tossing a Frisbee beneath 

the palm trees. 

“I need you to do something for me,” he said abruptly. 

 “What?” 

 “When I first arrived they took some things that belong to me. It was not their 

right to do so and I need them back.” 

 “What do you mean?” 
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 “There is something I need you to get for me. There is this little leather pouch 

that I came with. I need you to go to the office and retrieve it for me.” He opened his 

leather sunglasses case, removed the glasses and eased them on. Then he placed the case 

on the wrought iron table in front of me. 

 “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I’m here to help you, but...”  

 He interrupted me by pushing the glasses case into my hand, like a boat sailing 

into a berth. “Here, just take this. You can act as if you are going into the office to get 

some coffee and just slip my leather pouch inside this. Then bring it back to me.” 

 I stared at him. Bit my lip. Jesus, what was he asking me to do? 

At that point, Dr. Salter strutted up to us. “We’ve heard enough stories,” he 

declared. Now, it’s time for Richard to join the rest of us and listen to what others have to 

say.” 

Hornspoon’s lips retreated, exposing his bleached teeth, minus the one that had 

been knocked out. “You have no idea who I am or what I truly need,” he said. 

But Dr. Salter didn’t waver. 

“You think you’re unique,” the therapist began, calmly, “but I see your type every 

day. Big shots who think they’re going to pull the wool over our eyes. I was once where 

you are. And someone helped me.” 

“Or did they? You’re still here.” 

This froze Dr. Salter for a moment. Then he grinned. “We doctor’s have a word 

for this kind of clever rebuttal. It’s something we get now and then, mostly from the 

lawyers who visit us. We call it bullshit.” 
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Richard wasn’t fazed. “Ah, yes,” he said, “a technical term. I think I’ve heard it.”  

“Now listen, Richard...” 

“Now you listen the fuck to me, you fat fuck,” Richard said, remaining seated, as 

was the rule, even though his words leapt across the table and pummeled the man. A few 

heads turned in the yard. “You want a confrontation? I thought we don’t do that kind of 

thing here. You want to talk about bullshit? You, pseudo doctor, with your ponytail and 

your Versace eyeglasses? You are just playing the game that was devised for you. It’s the 

system that put us here and these are good people. They’re more sensitive than the rest of 

the world. They see things the way they really are, and it drives them to drink.” 

 “They drink because they have a disease.” 

 “Yeah, a very lucrative disease. Why don’t we get out of here and I’ll uncork 

some of the good stuff for you? I’ll show you what you’re missing.” 

 A few chuckles from passersby. 

 “Thank you for your offer. You seem to be amusing us all.” 

 “All except you.” 

 “That’s correct. I don’t drink. I’m in recovery. I’ll always be in recovery. Dr. 

Bloomfield is the only one on staff who has never had a substance abuse problem.” 

 This sudden reference made me feverish. I wiped my brow. 

 Salter continued, “In fact, now that you mention it, we would like you to sign 

the American Express slip covering the rest of your stay, as you’d promised, then we’d 

like your permission to sweep your house. Do you know what that means?” 

 “Free maid service?” 
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 “No, we’d like to go in and remove everything that pertains to your addiction, 

wine, hard alcohol, books and magazines about wine, corkscrews...” 

 “Corkscrews?”   

 “Everything.” 

 “That’s not really necessary.” 

 “It’s a way of removing temptation.” 

 “May I tell you something?” 

Dr. Salter ignored Richard and continued, “You made a deal with the director that 

I disapprove of. But that’s over now. It’s time you made a thorough commitment and got 

on with the program. It would be best for you. Take my advice.” 

A faint curl formed at the edges of Richard’s lips. 

Dr. Salter continued, “Gretchen’s a very kind person and she was willing to waive 

payment of the full tuition up front, but it’s time you paid the piper. You need to go up to 

the office and authorize the balance of the payment for your stay.” 

When Richard hesitated, Salter added, “I need you to tell me what you were just 

asking Dr. Bloomfield to do.” 

Richard whipped a glance at me, then back at Salter.  

 “Cigars. Not your cheap Santa Fe Mayfairs. You care to hear about real cigars?” 

said Richard.  

 “You know what I mean.” 

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
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“See what you’re doing? This is blocking behavior. Do you really want to get Dr. 

Bloomfield in trouble? I have a feeling you were asking him to do something he 

shouldn’t do. Something that would be wrong as rain.”  

Richard cringed. “I didn’t say anything. And you really should be arrested for 

using so many clichés.” 

“Does that offend you?” 

“I don’t really care.” 

“You care about something. You cared to ask Dr. Bloomfield to do your bidding 

for you. What did you ask him to do?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Are you sure?”  Then he turned to me and said, “You see, Dr. Bloomfield, 

deception is a major coping function of this personality type. They lie to others but, 

worse of all, they lie to themselves. And if you lie to yourself...” 

“...you’ll have to be very convincing,” interjected Richard. 

“I was going to say, ‘you’ll never get well.’” 

I thought Richard would explode for being treated this way, ignored as if the 

doctor were talking about someone who wasn’t even there. But instead Richard merely 

slid on his sunglasses and grinned a knowing, better-than-thou smirk. 

Dr. Salter addressed me. “Let’s get it out right here. Among ourselves. What was 

Richard asking you to do?” 
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My heart leapt at the question. He was asking me to betray a trust. I hesitated. 

Here was an extraordinary man pitted against an authoritarian bully disguised with a PhD 

and a ponytail.  

“I’m not sure what you mean.” Hornspoon had once tutored me that you don’t 

have to answer a question just because someone asks you. In a case involving his client, a 

young woman named Lisa Akai, an independent film producer pitted against a major film 

studio, the judge had told him, “My advice is to settle. You’re a small firm and they can 

afford the most powerful lawyers in the world. Do you really think you have a chance in 

hell?” He didn’t answer the question. His client was mad. The studio refused to pay her 

even though the film had become the winter’s biggest hit. Hornspoon went to trial. A 

team of lawyers, like linebackers at the scrimmage line, waited to massacre him. They 

would do everything to defend their client who, at their advice, wore a logo pin 

representing the most loved film of the last ten years, a film the studio had produced and 

that any member of the jury had probably laughed and cried over and ultimately loved 

and went back for seconds and sequels. But Hornspoon charmed the jury by continually 

referring to the studio’s president not by his name but as “the man with the pin.” The jury 

laughed each time, against the admonishment of the judge, until the president was driven 

to rip off the pin and throw it at his attorneys. In the end Hornspoon won a major victory 

for the little guy, or gal. It was written up in Variety, The Hollywood Reporter and the 

L.A. Times Calendar section. No one had ever taken on this enormous media 

conglomerate and won.  
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Salter leaned closer to me. “This is the way it works. These people intimidate 

everyone around them, friends, lovers, family into keeping the secret. But it’s the secret 

that kills. The first step is admitting that one needs help, but the second and hardest step 

is admitting that the patient can’t help himself, that the disease has them in its grip. That 

they aren’t as free as they think they are. What did Richard ask you?”  

Richard looked at me. A barely perceptible wrinkle creased his brow, like a hurt 

puppy. Other than that he remained completely poker faced.  

Dr. Salter looked at me. Both sets of eyes weighed on me. I felt something tickle 

my cheek. At first I thought it was a fly, but when I swatted for it my fingers came up wet 

with sweat. Finally I said, “I think it’s up to Richard to tell you.” 

The furrow relaxed and a faint smile pulled on Richard’s lips as if his facial 

muscles were on a see-saw.  

The doctor looked at Richard. “Richard?” 

Like a school boy, Richard shrugged his shoulders and turned his palms up. 

“Very cute,” said Dr. Salter. Then he said, “It’s time to blow the whistle on your 

friend here, Dr. Bloomfield.” 

I, too, remained silent. 

Dr. Slater said, “A life is at stake here, doctor. Richard probably doesn’t believe 

it, but this is a fatal disease. Unless we cure him, he will die. What did he tell you?” 

“I believe he already told you,” I said. “Cigars.”  

“Please come see me in my office, Dr. Bloomfield.” 
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Hornspoon shook his head, and grinned. “There will be better opportunities than 

this one, young man. I promise.” 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Looking back, I realize that I had been thoroughly seduced by Hornspoon. He had 

a way of convincing someone of his correctness in any situation. Even if he was entirely 

and dangerously wrong. It was awesome and scary. After all, whether or not I liked Dr. 

Salter, he was correct about Hornspoon’s prognosis. Yet Hornspoon had convinced me 

otherwise. I must admit, the only time I truly enjoyed med school was with Hornspoon at 

Possibilities House. Granted, I am of a suggestible temperament, more prone perhaps 

toward the nature of writers and artists than of doctors and scientists. A radiant sunset, a 

beautiful face or an enticing song can entirely take me away. During my psychiatry 

rotation, where we were tutored in the ways of hypnosis, it was pointed out that the 

tendency to become deeply absorbed reflects a suggestible personality and, I must admit, 

I accepted it. Some people are more inclined to be influenced by others. It makes them 

good students, empathetic listeners and dedicated audiences even though they often end 

up cursing themselves for agreeing to a request too quickly or revealing more than they’d 

intended in an argument.  

So, with some trepidation, I boarded the bus to meet Marvin Wallach, Esq., 

unsure of what awaited me. And, even worse, if I could recognize or resist the dire 

consequences that might present themselves.  
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Around 9:30, the Wilshire bus regurgitated me onto Canon Drive in Beverly Hills. 

At the prescribed address I discovered a pair of glass doors etched with: 

 

MILLER, KLAUS, MARIENTHAL & ARMAH 

 

No mention of Marvin Wallach, Esq. 

I eased open a door and climbed the imposing stairwell of hunter green pile, 

anxious as a king at a coronation. 

The steps opened onto an immense, mahogany paneled room with ornately 

framed paintings of hunting hounds surrounded by red-coated Downton Abbey types on 

horseback and still lifes of unfortunate hares dangling above half-peeled lemons. When I 

looked closer I realized that the art pieces weren’t reproductions, like those that hung on 

the walls of my rent-controlled apartment in Westwood, but actual oil paintings by 

English and Dutch masters. 

A receptionist was perched inside a low wooden pen, reminiscent of the way 

South Sea Islanders caged perspective wives in order to fatten them with poi. She seemed 

about my age, slightly pudgy and totally bored. With her shoe polish black hair and 

peroxide complexion she looked as though she were into some Marilyn Manson Goth 

scene when she wasn’t pretending to be a contributing member of society. 

I approached her, and she looked up. “Ben Bloomfield to see Mr. Wallach,” I said 

offering what became an unrequited smile. Under her vampire make-up I could detect a 
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smattering of acne scars. I christened her Wednesday because she reminded me of 

Christina Ricci’s character in The Addams Family 

“Do you have an appointment?” Wednesday said.  

“Uh, yes, for ten. I’m early.” I brushed back my hair. 

“Mr. Wallach doesn’t come in till ten.” 

When I mentioned that I hadn’t seen his name on the door, she looked at me 

oddly, traded some of her sullenness for a fake, solicitous tone, and explained that Mr. 

Wallach was a sole practitioner who leased office space. The building belonged to a 

larger firm of over a hundred attorneys.  

“Oh.” I hypothesized that she was one of the partner’s daughters. 

“Have a seat. I’ll let you know when Mr. Wallach arrives.”  

I positioned myself at the end of a heavily stuffed couch that looked as if it had 

eaten the last person to sit on it. A law journal and several issues of Forbes rested on the 

table, nothing I wanted to read. After a while, my right leg began to bounce. 

I rose from the couch, inquired to Wednesday as to whereabouts of the bathroom 

and went to relieve myself. By that I don’t mean I went to pee. Feeling more relaxed, I 

returned to the couch and picked up the issue of Forbes.  

At exactly ten, Wednesday summoned me to the elevator and stabbed the button 

for the fifteenth floor. As we ascended, I noticed the illuminated numbers skipped from 

twelve to fourteen.  

“There’s no thirteenth floor,” I said. 

“The partners are superstitious.” 
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“Wouldn’t it be cool if there were a thirteenth floor but only ghouls and zombies 

worked on it?” I said, testing her. 

Her eyebrows pressed together and she stared at me. “Totally.” She smiled. It was 

a darling smile that changed her whole face. “Sometimes I imagine the doors open and all 

this blood gushes in.” 

The doors opened onto a long, empty hallway and Wednesday guided me down it 

toward Mr. Wallach’s office. My pulse and respiration rose with anticipation. I could 

barely feel my fingertips. My face prickled. Only the distraction of Wednesday’s buttocks 

dancing back and forth beneath her taught black dress softened my surging anxiety. I 

hoped that when I opened my medical practice I would find a receptionist as capable of 

mollifying my patients’ nerves. I imagined under her clothes that she was covered with 

piercings and tattoos. I was tempted to excuse myself for another brief visit to the 

bathroom, but we were already at Mr. Wallach’s door. Wednesday rapped once and then 

pushed it open without waiting for a reply. “Your ten o’clock,” she announced to a short, 

ancient figure lit by a stream of sunlight from a wood framed window and seated behind 

a coffin-sized mahogany desk.  

Then she left. 

“Did you find your way here easily?” said the attorney from his leather chair. He 

rose to shake hands, slowly lifting an arm that had hung stiffly from his side. The skin on 

Mr. Wallach’s face exhibited a drawn, overly glossy appearance and his eyes floated in 

the reddened troughs of his lower eyelids.  
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“Fine, thank you,” I said. 

“You won’t be taking the bus for much longer.” 

I blinked. “What makes you think I took the bus?” 

“Your left shoe is scuffed where someone stepped on it in the crowded 

compartment. Your right shirt cuff, but not your left, protrudes from the coat sleeve 

where you raised your arm to grasp the overhead bar. And there’s a bus transfer hanging 

out of your side pocket.” 

“Correct,” I said, fixing the flap on my coat. “I’m glad to see your palsy doesn’t 

impair your powers of observation.”  

His eyebrows arched up in defiance of his akinesia and he glanced down at a 

document lying on his desk. “Oh yes,” he said, “a doctor.” At that point, he briefly 

confided, in a distant and factual tone -- as if describing someone else’s ailment -- that he 

suffered from a form of Parkinson’s Syndrome. In spite of its chronic and degenerative 

effects, he managed to maintain a law practice and projected an elegant appearance in his 

Brooks Brothers suit and Hermes tie the color of money.  

Until this point I’d expected to be part of a scene that I’d watched in the movies 

where a throng of anxious heirs surround a conference table, some stroking poodles, 

others puffing on cigars or bickering with siblings. But instead it was only me, alone with 

Mr. Wallach in his understated office.  

As he dropped into his seat, Mr. Wallach announced, “Other than the profits from 

the sale of the deceased’s home which will pay off his first, second and third mortgages 

as well as erasing the large credit card debts that he’d incurred after having abandoned 
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work for several years, Mr. Hornspoon wished for you to receive his one most treasured 

possession.” 

 “Really?” I said. I couldn’t believe my ears. I bit my lip and said nothing more.  

  “This possession, it meant more to him than money,” said Mr. Wallach, the 

disease’s progress having widened his eyes and diminished his blinking so he appeared 

all the more honest and sincere. “But it’s worth an absolute fortune.” 

At the word fortune, I felt the room tip backwards, though it was probably just the 

swivel chair.  

“Why me?” What did I do to deserve this? I imagine it’s the same question posed 

by people who fall victim to unexpectedly horrible events, as well. “Mr. Hornspoon had 

lots of friends. Dozens of people showed up to see him at Possibilities House.” 

“He was suspicious of them all. He feared that they tended to him solely in hopes 

of inheriting his prodigious estate. But, in you, he sensed a genuine soul.” 

“Probably because I never imagined myself to be a candidate.”  

Mr. Wallach smiled. “Mr. Hornspoon would have been pleased to hear your 

protestations, my boy. He would have taken it as further proof of your honesty and 

deservedness.” 

I was surprised to hear that, since I believed he’d found me nervous and 

unadventurous. “I don’t get ulcers, I give them,” Hornspoon once told me after he saw 

me tossing down 20 mg. of Aciphex. “Life is a snare, young man. Enjoy it while you can. 

And be generous. You never know what’s around the next corner.” 
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 “Why not give Hornspoon’s assets to charity?” I asked Mr. Wallach.  

 “No charity,” Mr. Wallach said. “Mr. Hornspoon was clear on that. Whatever 

happened, he did not wish it to go to charity. As you may have sensed, Mr. Hornspoon 

had a generous spirit but on his own terms. Two years ago he gave nearly a quarter 

million dollars to a widow dying of lung cancer in South America. He had a good heart, 

but he drew the line at organized charity. He believed it existed more for the organizers’ 

profits than for the needy.” 

With trembling hands Mr. Wallach pried open a manila envelope. “As you may 

have noticed, Mr. Hornspoon never did the obvious.” He slid the envelope’s contents 

onto the table. 

There before me appeared Richard Hornspoon’s coin purse. Over the months, the 

pouch’s black leather had roughened to an elephant color. The zipper was missing, 

having been replaced by a clasp that made it easier to open.  

 “A coin purse?” I asked. 

 “Yes, you’ve inherited a used coin purse.” The fellow managed a faint grin, the 

only approximation of humor I’d seen since beginning this meeting. 

 “Does it contain anything?” I asked, trying to maintain the lighter spirit that had 

already passed. 

 Mr. Wallach answered gravely, “Of course. Within it resides the key to the great 

treasure that, I’m sorry to say, contributed to Mr. Richard G. Hornspoon’s demise.” 

 Mr. Wallach pinched the coin purse’s corner, lifting it up with one hand while 

the nervous, palsied tweezers of the other fished out the contents -- minus the Valium, 



 

 44

Nembutal and cocaine that it once carried. “You may do as you wish with this,” said Mr. 

Wallach, holding up the condom. “But the key comes with instructions. I caution you to 

approach what Mr. Hornspoon has given you with great care, for many more than he 

have seen their lives shortened by it. If I were you, and this is entirely my own opinion 

and not necessarily the intention of Mr. Hornspoon, I would sell it and never look back.” 

 “Sell what?”  My teeth gnawed at a fingernail. My right leg began to shake 

again. 

 “Mr. Hornspoon confided to me the approximate value of what you are about to 

receive. Further, as a second opinion, I took the liberty of inquiring to a friend, who’s in 

the business, of the actual value.” 

 “I appreciate that,” I said. “But I’m still not clear what this key goes to.” 

 “Oh, it’s a key to a wine locker.” 

 “A wine locker?” 

 “A climate-controlled storage chamber designed specifically for fine vintages. 

The temperature and humidity are regulated as a means of extending the wine’s life. This 

is a rather unusual one at that.” 

 “He left me wine? I don’t even drink. It’s hard on my stomach.” 

 Mr. Wallach sighed. “Mr. Hornspoon, you might recall, was an avid collector. 

At last count -- and mind you he’d often dipped into the collection near the end, 

consuming nearly three cases a week -- his collection totaled 1720 cases.” 

 “That seems like quite a bit.” 

 “I should think so.”  
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 “How many bottles are in a case?” 

 “I’m not an expert on this, but in my experience I’ve bought cases which 

contained a dozen.” 

 “Shit.” 

 Mr. Wallach’s eyebrow twitched.  

 “That would be well over 20,640 bottles of wine.” 

 Mr. Wallach didn’t smile. “Would you like to know the value of the collection?” 

 “Absolutely.” 

 “The value -- and you may wish to keep this to yourself -- the value is $3.6 

million.” 

 My heart soared like a skyrocket, accompanied by a brief coronary palpitation 

and dizziness as one might experience from a carnival ride. A sudden and childish delight 

filled me. How could it not? I felt badly that my momentary tachycardia came at poor 

Hornspoon’s expense, and, for a brief moment, I even considered refusing the gift. But I 

didn’t. 

My med school loans, my exhausted credit cards, my rent, my wedding costs, all 

my anxieties. It would cover my ailing mother’s bills which had been substantial since 

her stroke following the loss of my dad. This could set me up for life. And there would be 

money left over for what, I believe, the rich call discretionary expenses. If there is 

anything more intoxicating than wine it must be money. My light headedness persisted 

for some time as the financial yoke rose from my shoulders, buoying me toward a 

luxuriant, high-yield heaven.  
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In an instant I was no longer beholden to anyone. My hand cradled the key to a 

life without worry, without want, without servitude. No longer was mere survival an 

issue. For the first time in years my duodenal pain eased. I had been granted the human 

race’s most important virtue, the one that all others like love, joy and beauty spawn from:  

fuck you money. 

Mr. Wallach’s voice broke me from my wealth-induced stupor. “A client of mine 

has volunteered to lift this burden from your hands. He’s offering ten percent over the 

appraised value. If you will commit today.” 

“You’ve spoken to others about me?” 

“Anonymously, of course. My client is a serious collector. If I may say, he lost his 

genitalia in a boating accident, and wine remains his one true love and companion. You’d 

be doing him a great service.” 

At that point Mr. Wallach pulled a pad toward himself and performed a quick 

calculation with a long, silvery gray pencil. “He’s offering you 3.96 million dollars. We 

could call it four. I’m sure he’ll agree.” 

“Four million dollars?” 

Mr. Wallach’s hand shook as he lifted the pencil from the paper. “They don’t 

make them like this anymore.”  

“Make what?” 

Fumbling, he extracted the pencil’s worn eraser from a brass chamber on its end. 

A thin aluminum bracket held the pink rubber. Bending open the bracket he removed the 

eraser, rotated it to its fresh side and reinserted it in the holder. “Blackwing 602s. Fifteen 
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dollars a piece on eBay. I have seven dozen boxes of them. There’s something to be said 

for having the money to enjoy the quality things in life.” 

“I don’t know what to say.” 

“I would say, ‘yes.’” 

“May I ask who the collector is?” 

“Would it matter? What matters is that he is willing to assume a risk beyond your 

wildest dreams, the threat of alcoholism being the least of it. And he’s willing to pay 

handsomely.” 

“May I have a day to think about it?” 

“I’m afraid not. I doubt you’ll ever see as much money as a doctor, the health 

system being what it is.” 

I considered this for a moment. “What I don’t get is how a bottle of grape juice 

can be worth so much.” 

Mr. Wallach straightened his back and leaned toward me. “You’ve heard of 

Christie’s, the London auction house?” 

“I think so.” 

“James Christie started it in 1766 by selling off a case of clarets to the highest 

bidder. He made several hundred dollars, a small fortune at the time. A couple hundred 

years later Christie’s, the same auction house, sold a single bottle of Bordeaux for 

$160,000.” 

“One bottle?” 
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“One bottle. A 1787 Chateau Lafite. Age and rarity, that’s what it’s about. In this 

case the bottle also had the initials Th.J etched in the glass.” 

“Th. J?”  

“The collector. I’m sure you heard of him.” 

“I really don’t know anything about wine, Mr. Wallach.” 

“Never heard of Thomas Jefferson?” 

“Well, yeah...”  

“Jefferson was quite the collector.” 

“Did anyone ever drink it?” 

“Drink it? No, sir. You’d be drinking vinegar. Fifty years, that’s about max on a 

fine wine.” 

“Why would you want an old bottle of vinegar?”  

“Same reason, I imagine, that people collect cancelled stamps or out-of-print 

books. It’s a first. It’s unique. The most expensive white wine ever sold, 1787 Chateau 

d’Yquem, had turned to vinegar long before it went on the auction block. It’s believed 

that your Mr. Hornspoon possessed such a bottle.”  

My breath caught in my throat. If he did, then I did. 

“I think I’ll keep it for the time being.” 

“As you wish. I’m here to serve you and to see that you receive what is due you.” 

I wasn’t completely comfortable with the way he put it, but I said, “Thank you.” 

 “This isn’t the last time you and I will meet. You will have to pay taxes on your 

inheritance.” 
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 With some effort, Mr. Wallach again rose from his chair, signaling the end of 

our meeting. 

“We’ll talk again. I can help you maximize your award through various legal 

means. There’s also the matter of my fee, which the estate must derive from the sale of 

the wine, if you decide to sell it, since Mr. Hornspoon was nearly bankrupt.” 

Then Mr. Wallach replaced the key in the case and handed it to me. I gripped the 

old pouch with new reverence, massaging the soft leather beneath my thumb, and feeling 

the key inside. 

From a shelf the lawyer withdrew several papers and slid them toward me. One 

had the words Directions to Da Vine printed across the top. The second was a 

reproduction of an exquisitely drawn anatomical etching from the 18th century. Half of it 

displayed a dissection with the exposed viscera in black and white, while the other side 

revealed the skeletal structure, including the skull. 

“Mr. Hornspoon felt you’d like this, you being a physician and all. It’s just a 

copy. The original hangs in his home and will be awarded to you after the house clears 

escrow.” 

I noticed that a tiny gold star had been affixed to the lower right quadrant of the 

subject’s abdominal region, near the site of the appendix, McBurney’s Point. 

The last sheets contained a legal declaration of my right to take possession of the 

wine collection. One required my signature attesting to the fact that I’d received the 

leather pouch and its contents, as well as the map to the wine locker. I signed it and 

handed it back to Mr. Wallach. 
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“Now it’s yours,” he said with a handshake. “Good luck.” I half expected a crack 

of thunder to punctuate his last words, and lightning to reveal the haunting crevices of his 

face.  

 

When I pushed open the glass doors and stepped out onto the pavement, the world 

I re-entered was not the one I had left. It was a world where I had command. I’d pursued 

a medical career not for the money, but to gain control over life and death. And to satisfy 

my parents. But this was even more intoxicating -- an unexpected fortune. 

I texted Caroline in her chem class:  its not a tie its a wine collection 

She texted back:  cool, dad luvs wine  

I also thought of phoning my mom to give her the news, but I knew it would be a 

long conversation that went nowhere. Poor woman, some days she’s like the doting 

mother I knew before her stroke and other times she’ll beg me to introduce her to 

Caroline, who she’s met a hundred times, or she’ll worry what Dad wants for dinner or 

what we should name my long hoped for sister who will never be conceived. I’m out here 

on my own. And maybe when I actually hook up with this windfall I’ll let Mom know, 

and it’ll mean as much to her as a box of Almond Roca. 
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CHAPTER 4  

 

A life of delayed gratification. That’s my life. Anxious to head north and seek my 

fortune in fermented grape juice, I hit the brakes and returned to my residency rounds. It 

wouldn’t have been an issue, except that today felt like a waste of time considering all the 

schemers that showed up. I marvel at how frequently a bed can be wasted on drug addicts 

and those who come into the hospital just to get narcotics, with made up ailments. My 

first hour back, a young man with a 4-20 Santa Cruz T-shirt, tattoos, long blond hair in a 

stringy ponytail and concave face, came in complaining of a migraine and within minutes 

his eyes rolled back, his body fell rigid to the linoleum, jaw tight, drooling, back of his 

head banging the floor so I had to slide my Nikes underneath to cushion the blow, though 

I’m sure the pony tail was already doing a pretty good job. A damn fine actor. Then 

again, Hollywood is right next door. He was clearly faking a seizure, hoping to get mega-

dosed with Ativan and then take home a hefty prescription. Despite the fine performance 

something didn’t sit right, and I grabbed a stick of ammonia inhalant and cracked it under 

his nose. The smelling salt’s acrid vapor shot up his nostrils and he leapt up, shouting, 

“What the fuck!” before realizing that he had broken character.  

The dude probably would have punched me for betraying his performance, had 

his antics not already alerted a couple large orderlies, Kuluma and Angel from Samoa 

and the Bronx, respectively, who helped him off the floor and out the door.  
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I feel for those whose psychic pain, like Hornspoon’s, must be so intense that they 

have been driven to desperate feats of self medication and sometimes self-inflicted 

trauma. How quickly our escapes, rather than solving our problems, make matters worse. 

 

Several days later, at Caroline’s insistence, I borrowed her new Jeep, decorated 

with a bobble head angel on the dash and a diaphanous green faerie hanging from the 

rearview mirror, and headed north to find my wine. Caroline stayed behind to make 

wedding plans with her mother in San Moreno. 

As the sun rose, the GPS took me along the Pacific Coast Highway, that great 

spine of California. On my right, Malibu, its mountains shored up by massive retaining 

walls; and on my left early surfers flecked the sea, canapés for sharks. After county line I 

headed inland at Los Posas and connected with Highway 101 toward Santa Barbara, 

imagining myself more daring than I am, a Jack Kerouac or Hunter S. Thomson braving 

the road, bolstered by the promise of an inheritance.  

By the third hour I removed the dangling faerie and the bobble head angel – I 

rationalized that it’s illegal to hang shit that obstructs the driver’s view – and checked 

Yelp for a milk shake that wasn’t Baskin Robbins or McDonalds. Something new and 

daring. I found a Hispanic eatery in Santa Maria that made its own ice cream and some 

crazy spicy snow cone contraption called a diabolita. From there I headed further north 

toward that magical country of writers, John Steinbeck’s Salinas and Monterey where 

Robert Louis Stevenson gazed out at the sea and imagined Treasure Island.  



 

 53

Eight hours later I crossed the Golden Gate Bridge. As I rode through the lush 

avenues of Marin I had the unsettling feeling that someone was following me. An early 

model black Chevy had tethered itself to my path for the last 20 minutes. 

I sped ahead and finally, at a yellow light, pretended to slow. As the Chevy 

braked, I hit my accelerator and raced into the intersection, disengaging from my pursuer. 

The signal turned red and all hell broke loose. White lights flashed around me like muted 

bombs. Only then did I notice the sign: 

 

PHOTO ENFORCED INTERSECTION 

 

Oh perfect, I’d have a commemorative photo of me running a red light!  

Before I could get too upset I remembered that I’d be able to pay off the traffic 

ticket with pocket change. And if the insurance company raised my premiums, no big 

deal, I could afford that too. 

I sped on and merged with Highway 29 toward the wine country.1 For miles I 

drove past quaint shops and restaurants, with names like Tra Vigne, Mustards and Relish, 

and then cut through the valley. I passed perfect rows of endless green vineyards that 

looked as if someone had drawn a comb through the landscape. Their fresh, iridescent 

leaves glowed soft as baby’s flesh. According to the travel guide, California wines were 

                                                 
1 The vineyards started here in 1823 when Missionary Padre José Altimira brought vine 

cuttings to the valley to make wine for the Catholic mass which considered the intoxicating liquid 
to be the blood of Christ. Almost two centuries later, the Napa wine country had grown to over 
300 wineries annually producing over 2 billion bottles of wine in a $15 billion industry. 
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named for their grape varieties -- pinot noir, zinfandel, merlot -- while French wines were 

identified by their regions, Burgundy, Bordeaux and so on.  

The road curved left and a wide, voluptuous landscape unfolded before me. It 

reminded me of the Dutch paintings I’d seen in Mr. Wallach’s office. A girder of smoky 

light hung from the broken clouds like a white laser frying the fields. If there’s such thing 

as heaven on earth this was it. 

At Zinfandel Lane I split from the main highway and rumbled across the Napa 

Valley floor toward a secondary road, the Silverado Trail. Eventually this led to a tall and 

well manicured hedge that separated the road from what stood behind it. I turned right. 

The driveway opened onto the palatial grounds of Da Vine Vineyards.  

A slate covered manor with copper gables, leaded windows and stone balustrades 

rose from the wind-driven dust like a jeweled crown in the mist. The sound of hammering 

drew my attention to several long-haired carpenters nailing two by fours onto rough hewn 

poles. 

I parked the Jeep at the end of the gravel driveway beside a stone wall interrupted 

by a door of wood and beveled glass. A sign hanging beside the door read:             

    Tasting RoomTasting RoomTasting RoomTasting Room. 

Inside, wine racks lined the cavernous reception area. My nostrils swelled with 

the pungent odor of fresh cork, brandy and cherry pipe tobacco filtered through an air 

conditioning system. Perpendicular to the front door stood a shelf of colorful coasters 

with cartoons celebrating the virtues of intoxication, and a glass counter littered with 

various wine instruments, including a fearsome corkscrew collection. One device 
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appeared to be a man sitting on a sharp spring, another an angry narwhal and another a 

pig’s rear end. 

 “You here for the Hiking with Stemware seminar?” said a cinnamon-haired 

young woman. She was framed by a stack of wine goblets and a computerized cash 

register on a travertine counter. Her demure, B-size breasts pressed against a tight 

burgundy T-shirt. It was covered with a silk-screened cluster of grapes and the words:  

Give me a bowl of wine. In this I bury all unkindness. – William Shakespeare 

The quote forced my eyes to linger on her chest region longer than I intended. I 

looked up and caught her eyes. “Sorry,” I said, “I was reading your shirt.” 

She smiled. “No worries. It’s iambic pentameter.” 

My next thought was how to get her into bed, even though I knew that would 

never happen, since I was engaged to be married and would never double-cross Caroline. 

It is too easy to blame bad choices and bad posture on our animal tendencies. Not to say 

that the prospect of marriage hasn’t incited many to one last fling, and a few years before 

Caroline I was the lucky recipient of such largesse with a hot Taiwanese bio-med student 

who was getting married in two weeks to a Bulgarian twice her age. 

“Actually, I’ve come to see Mr. Knebel,” I said. If this were a video game I 

would’ve selected the girl in place of Mr. Knebel and given her larger breasts and a cool 

looking gun. 

“Is he expecting you?” 

“Uh no –”  
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The girl smiled, for no apparent reason this time. “I’ll see if I can find him. He 

usually doesn’t see walk-ins.” 

“Can you tell him this has to do with Richard Hornspoon?” 

At that she turned her attention from the cash register and locked eyes with me. 

“Absolutely.” 

When she left I hurried into the restroom. It was an individual stall, lockable from 

the inside. The management had thoughtfully supplied a pump dispenser of hippy-type 

Merlot-scented hand lotion beside a stack of whole grain paper towels.  

When I exited the restroom, feeling more myself, I ran into a portly fellow in a 

toga with long salt and pepper hair, stubby beard and black horn rim glasses, holding a 

half full goblet in each hand. He held the glasses by their bases rather than cupping the 

bowls. Distant sounds of pneumatic nail guns heralded his approach. 

“Franz Knebel, head merrymaker.” He handed me a glass in lieu of a handshake. 

“Wine Spectator gave this zin a 99 rating. And Connoisseur called it one of the best 

varietals of the decade.”  

“I’m Ben Bloomfield,” I said.  

“Forgive the construction. We’re prepping for our annual Bacchanalia and virgin 

sacrifice – simulated, of course.” He winked at the salesgirl. According to Google, Franz 

Knebel at twenty-eight had founded a successful Silicon Valley software company that he 

sold to Apple six years later and then devoted his last twenty years to winemaking. 
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“You’ve come about Mr. Hornspoon?” His toga loosened, and he cinched the silk 

cord tighter around his waist emphasizing a protrusion in his pubic area. “What did you 

say your name was?” 

“Ben.” 

“Right, Ben. Does Mr. Hornspoon never plan to visit us again?” 

I imagine he viewed me as outsider, perhaps even a threat to the cause of 

alcoholism. Not that most wine connoisseurs are alcoholics, but by now I’d known quite 

a few. This fellow displayed the telltale symptoms -- the eruption of veins like a sea fan 

in the nasal area, the bulging waist beneath his toga, the custard colored sclera of his 

eyes. Hepatic and renal complications to be sure.  

 “I’m sorry to say, Richard passed away last month,” I said, employing 

Hornspoon’s first name so the fellow would understand that Hornspoon and I were 

familiar.  

“You don’t say.” 

“I just found out myself. I was very sad to hear it.” 

I felt I’d given Franz the opportunity to declare his remorse, but he didn’t. Instead 

he said, “So you’ve come with the payment?” 

“Payment?” 

“Mr. Hornspoon has an outstanding bill. Who’s going to pay for that?” he said, 

expressing regret only for his own finances. Hornspoon, in his state, had neglected to pay 

the $500.00 monthly rental fee over the last year and four months.  

“It’ll be taken care of,” I said. 
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“You know that, do you?” 

“I promise.” 

“Well, that’s good.” He sort of smiled. Or maybe it was a restrained burp that 

curled his lips. 

“You see,” I said, “Richard left his collection to me.” 

The man’s left eyebrow arched up. “Well, aren’t you the lucky puppy?” 

“I guess so.” 

“You have some proof of this jackpot?”   

I pulled out Mr. Wallach’s official looking document. 

After studying the papers and stroking his beard, Franz turned away without a 

word. He waddled across the room, picked up a phone and dialed. 

As he spoke, his eyebrow arched again. He dropped the phone onto the cradle and 

ambled back to me. 

“Your Mr. Wallach says that you will pay the outstanding bill.” 

“Whatever he wants,” I replied. 

Though some might consider the bill, including the penalty interest, minimal it 

required the entire credit line of my Visa card, excluding the cost of a hard drive I’d 

bought at Fry’s requiring a rebate which would expire in a four days. Credit card 

companies generally don’t mind giving credit lines to medical students since the bill will 

eventually be paid back with high interest from the victim’s lucrative practice. 

Fortunately, I had a month to reimburse the card company before incurring charges. By 

that time I expected to have sold off the collection. If it was worth even a fraction of what 



 

 59

Mr. Wallach had predicted, it would cover the entrance fee many times over. And I 

wouldn’t need to bother with the rebate. 

I handed the salesgirl my Visa card. “Post it to Mr. Hornspoon’s account,” said 

Franz, and she rung up a charge of $10,453. 

As I signed the credit card slip, feeling nauseous at the fat number, Franz’s tone 

grew chipper. “Well, glad to have that cleared up,” he said. “Now, let me show you Mr. 

Hornspoon’s treasure. We’d made special allowances for him, considering that a small 

but significant portion of his collection contained our wines. You ever seen limestone 

caves?” 

“Only on The Flintstones,” I said. 

Mr. Knebel chuckled. “Follow me.” 

As we strolled, Franz reminisced about what a sterling fellow Richard Hornspoon 

had been. He told me that Hornspoon had served as an advocate of the people and of 

small business men. At first I thought he meant businessmen who suffered from 

dwarfism, I felt so dizzy with anxiety. 

According to Franz, Hornspoon had used Da Vine as a retreat from the cares of 

his busy urban life. The merchant tried to impress me by describing how Hornspoon, who 

often flew up from L.A. to retrieve several cases at a time, would invite Franz to join him 

in sampling his extraordinary vintages. The two would sit in the private tasting room 

sipping a $2000 La Tâche and discussing topics ranging from astrophysics to zinfandel. 

Franz pointed out that Hornspoon had a particular affinity for string theory.  
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In describing his and Hornspoon’s wine devotion, Franz used words like 

Bordeaux, d’Yquem and terroir -- words that meant nothing to me but nearly brought 

tears to Franz’s eyes. In the months before Hornspoon and the rental fees stopped 

coming, the attorney had resorted to taking a private jet from Santa Monica Airport to the 

Napa County Airport to visit his collection. The flight and cab ride alone must’ve cost 

him several thousand bucks but, according to Franz, poor Richard was in no state to 

drive.  

 “Mr. Hornspoon even claimed to have a bottle stolen by the Nazis from La 

Tour,” he told me. 

“La Tour?” 

“La Tour d’Argent -- The Silver Tower -- in Paris. You’ve never heard of it?” 

Franz couldn’t help but chuckle lightly, since he was speaking to a complete 

imbecile. He clearly disdained my lack of knowledge, though I always figured that 

admitting your ignorance was the first step toward learning something new. 

In fact I had heard of La Tour d’Argent. Hornspoon had mentioned it during a 

communal meal in the Grand Atrium at Possibilities House. He was picking through the 

overcooked baby vegetables, including miniature zucchini with shriveled orange flower 

intact, that comprised the facility’s aspiring California Cuisine. “How poignant that two 

years ago I was enjoying Romanée-Conti and juicy roast pig as a guest of La Tour 

d’Argent and now I’m eating this crap,” he said. “Do you know of the restaurant?” 
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“No, I’m afraid not,” I said, taking a bite of arugula. “I’ve never been anywhere.” 

“Well, someday you will, my boy. I’ll see to it. There will come a moment when 

you’ll have to make a great decision.” 

At the time I assumed that he was just making an idle, though benevolent, 

threat.  Hornspoon continued:  “La Tour d’Argent -- The Silver Tower -- is the best 

restaurant in Paris. Perhaps in the whole world. Seven hundred dollars per person for 

lunch. A grand edifice that eclipses the Quai de la Tournelle overlooking the Seine and 

Notre Dame cathedral. Their wine cellar holds over half a million bottles. It’s 

unsurpassed.” 

“Impressive,” I said.  

“What’s more impressive is that they hid it from the Nazis during World War II 

by erecting a false wall in front of over twenty thousand of their best vintages.” 

“And the Nazis never found it?”  

“Never. Totally fooled the swine. The restaurant’s owner, Claude Terrail, had 

even aged the wall with cobwebs and dust. And, mind you, left a few of his best bottles in 

the front room just so the Nazis wouldn’t get suspicious. Unfortunately, one bottle from 

Bordeaux which shouldn’t have been left out, was lost to the Nazis. No one realized its 

deeper value. I’ve spent most of my life tracking down that bottle.”  

“Did you find it?” 

He tossed me a quick, noncommittal glance and continued his story. “After the 

war, Terrail broke through the wall and reunited with his Château d’Yquem 1871, his 

Clos de Griffer 1788 and his Romanée-Conti 1874. I had the rare privilege to ride the 
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rickety elevator down five stories into the climate-perfect caves where a guard waited to 

unlock a metal gate and escort me into the inner sanctum. There I tasted the world’s best 

wines, including a cognac that belonged to Napoleon. Five thousand dollars a glass.” 

“You drank that?” 

“Oh, yes, indeed. Worth every centime. The next hour I was struck by a hideous 

attack of appendicitis, so it just goes to show, savor life while you can. You never know 

what’s around the next corner.” 

His advice made me pause to consider the timorous way I’d lived my life, having 

never left the protective embrace of school or family except to propose marriage to my 

silver-spooned shiksa goddess, Caroline. 

Hornspoon leaned closer. “But tell me, Ben, what are you going to be when you 

grow up?” 

“A surgeon,” I said, figuring he’d be impressed. 

“Why’s that?” 

“I always knew I’d be a doctor. I’m good at science and it was my father’s dying 

wish.” 

“The appendectomy was my only surgery,” he said. “Some say I need another -- 

to repair the hole in my heart.” He grinned. 

“I believe you have a good heart.” 

“That’s kind of you, my boy, but only Jesus H. Christ had a truly good heart, the 

H standing for Heart.” 

“I thought it stood for Haploid.” 
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“Touché. I love a good virgin birth joke. Alas, Christ and I share only the wound 

in the appendix region.” 

 “I believe His was higher, though on the same side.” 

 “But really, what will you do with your life? How will you embrace what life has 

to offer?” 

“I told you, I plan to be a doctor.” 

“Ben, you’re not listening to me.”  

I figured he wasn’t listening to me. I feared that the man’s substance abuse had 

turned the corner toward the dawning of an alcohol-induced dementia. So I smiled and 

fidgeted a bit.  

After a moment, Hornspoon patted me on the knee in the most friendly, non-

judgmental way to let me know he wasn’t waiting for a reply. 

  “You Ben, have the potential to be like the greatest wine, the Romanée-Conti. 

Smooth but complex. You’re young but maturing. You will go far. You just need to be 

pointed in the right direction.”  

 

Franz escorted me outside, past a stone fountain beneath a wisteria draped arbor. 

In the middle of the fountain stood a gleeful Bacchus dangling cement grape clusters 

above his mouth. “Our grapes are some of the finest in the world,” said Franz. “But they 

have to work for it. We don’t pamper them like some of these pansy growers. We believe 

that a difficult childhood and adverse conditions build character.” 
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We continued past exotic looking trees whose tormented branches ended in large, 

knobby fists, and then down a dirt path bordered by grape vines. The vines, emerging 

from harsh gravel strewn soil, stretched out across wire fencing like arms on a cross. 

“Yield, you sons of bitches, yield,” Franz told the vines as we passed. A loud hiss of 

sprayers and the ear splitting chatter of weed whippers led us past several field hands 

with sunglasses and bandana wrapped heads. 

I wiped my brow, and my hand came up damp. The heat, combined with years of 

sleep deprivation from medical school and my recent bathroom break, was turning me 

into a slug. It required all my energy just to keep up. 

 “These here are merlot grapes on your left,” said Mr. Knebel. “Imported from 

France. On the right, our famous sauvignon variety.” 

“Pretty pricey stuff?” 

“Worth it,” he said. “The nose is unsurpassed. A distinctive terroir.” 

“Terroir?” 

“It’s a concept that’s popular here in the valley,” said Mr. Knebel. “Something 

elemental, how you can taste the earth, the climate, even the elevation and slope of a 

vineyard in every sip. It’s the origin. The unique sense of place.” 

“You can tell all that from a sip of grape juice?” 

“Yup, just takes a little experience. Wine’s a living thing. It picks up the flavor of 

its surroundings. Down the way’s an apple orchard. Folks say our wine has a slightly 

fruity, apple flavor to it.” 
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We turned down a dirt path with dust hovering around our ankles. It made me 

sneeze. Dust is a major contributor to lung cancer, and those who live in rural regions are 

always at risk. 

Though the valley appeared flat I realized that it was punctuated with occasional 

grass-covered mounds, the shorter offspring of the mountains that surrounded the region. 

We approached a hill blunted by a monstrous wooden door. It reminded me of a Hobbit’s 

house. A small sign read, Guard Dog on Duty. 

When I inquired about the dog Mr. Knebel replied, “Just a precaution. Scares 

away thieves. It’s nothing really.” 

“But is there a dog?” 

“Just my Rottweiler.” 

“Rottweiler?” 

I’ve been afraid of dogs ever since my neighbor’s Scotty bit me in the calf when I 

was sprinting for a baseball at ten. It required 12 stitches, landed me in the dugout for the 

rest of the season, and gave occasion for some thief to steal my signed Ken Griffey glove 

while I wasn’t using it. A local pizza parlor had long ago replaced Spearmint Rhino as 

our sponsor and, interpreting the dog bite and soggy pizza as an omen, I quit before the 

next season. Only the scar remained. 

“We calls him Lalvin, after the yeast strain,” said Mr. Knebel. “Yeast helps 

fermentation and gives the wine its aroma. Some are sorta sophisticated like roses, others 

smell more like sweaty horse hair or bubble gum.” 

“Double Bubble?” I asked. 
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“Bazooka,” said Mr. Knebel. 

“May I ask you...about the dog?” I said. 

“Oh, just give him a pet and say, ‘Down Lalvin.’  He’s very friendly. Wouldn’t 

hurt a flea. Literally.” 

Mr. Knebel withdrew a toothbrush-sized key from his pocket and inserted it in the 

maw of a large iron padlock. With a twist the lock flew apart. Clack! Mr. Knebel 

unhooked its crook from an iron crossbar that looked like a rusty version of the rods we 

use to bolt broken femurs. “Help me yank this open, will ya?” 

After disengaging the crossbar, we took hold of the door and heaved. It sailed 

back toward us, the dark opening exhaling a cool, earthy breath.  

“These here caves date back to gold rush days,” said Mr. Knebel as we made our 

way through the murky shaft. “An old mine, carved from limestone. No need for air 

conditioning. Stays a perfect 57 degrees year round and maintains the right humidity.” 

On Mr. Knebel’s belt, beside a flashlight, hung a canvas bag. He peeled it open 

and the Velcro fastener made a sound like someone tearing up old terrycloth for rags. It 

revealed a dozen white candlesticks. Mr. Knebel handed us each one. “We never 

bothered running ‘lectricity out here so you’ll see metal hooks fitted in them walls. Just 

plug the candles in there.” He pulled out a silver Zippo.  

As we followed the tunnel deep into the hillside, Mr. Knebel’s flashlight strained 

to push back the darkness. It felt creepy, traipsing deeper and deeper through the narrow 

passages, like a human colonoscope.  
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“What about earthquakes?” I asked. “What would happen in an earthquake?” 

“We’d be buried alive,” said Mr. Knebel. “Like them poor fellas in Virginia. 

Guess I shoulda had you sign a waiver, but I don’t believe in that shit, ‘scuse my French.” 

A flush of sweat, like a thin, gelatinous beast, crept through my clothes. The drop 

in temperature sent a shiver through me. The dirt floor became uneven and my pace 

slowed. The low walls nicked my shoulders. I began to hyperventilate. 

“C’mon, doctor,” said Mr. Knebel, “pick up the pace.” Every fifty feet or so he 

ignited another white stick and placed it in a metal holder on the limestone wall. 

“Lalvin!” he shouted. 

Why the hell is he calling the dog? I wished he’d forget about the damn dog. 

His voice echoed through the tunnel but, to my relief, no dog came running. 

“Odd,” said Mr. Knebel, and continued on.  

As we journeyed farther, the passageway widened and we passed wooden casks 

the size of cars, belted with black steel bands. The air around us bore the scent of oak, 

iron and damp limestone. I’d never experienced anything like it. It was as if I’d become 

an explorer or a gold miner, someone willing to take great risks, to take the chance of 

losing his life in order to find it. In a short time everything would change. I would know 

what it was to be wealthy. I would buy a BMW. I would eat in fine restaurants run by 

chefs you’d see on TV. I would buy a gold MediAlert bracelet and expensive Armani 

sunglasses. And I would no longer worry about sending in rebate forms or tearing out 

coupons. I felt truly confident and alive for the first time in my life.  
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Patches of red, like blood, stained the walls. When I asked Mr. Knebel about this 

he explained that the moisture drew ferrous metals from the surrounding earth and they 

rusted into these unique hints of carnage. It looked strangely and incongruously 

gruesome. It reminded me of the blood strewn walls in Silent Hill 4: The Room. 

The cave veered right, and widened further, opening onto rows of steel racks. 

Each rack supported several hundred wine bottles, aging quietly in their glass chrysalises, 

their heads tipped slightly downward to preserve the corks. 

“Is this it?” I asked. 

“Naw, your stuff’s in the very back. Not enough room here,” said Franz. “May I 

ask, are you married?” 

“Engaged,” I said. 

His tone grew intimate, almost conspiratorial. “Wine can be a very private affair. 

How does your fiancée feel about the grape?” 

“Actually, I’ve never asked her. I know her father likes wine. He probably has a 

collection, though I’ve never seen it.” 

“You’d be surprised, wine collecting is a romance that many a married man 

carries on outside of his wife’s knowledge. We are very discreet here.” 

“I understand discreet.” 

“If you are considering keeping the wine here you might want secure it now, since 

we have a waiting list. We can arrange payment plans so no statement ever comes to your 

home.” 
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“My fiancée and I have a completely open relationship. I wouldn’t have it any 

other way.” 

“You’re one of the lucky ones.” 

Beside the racks stood several aluminum café tables with chairs. Around these, 

the pools of amber candlelight created a poetic effect. 

It was absolutely silent, separated from the outside world by acres of rock. I 

glanced at my cellphone. No Signal. I turned it off.  

Mr. Knebel’s flashlight had grown dim so he doused it. The candied reflections of 

firelight flickered in the bottles and glasses, forming hundred of tiny twinkling lights on 

their surfaces. A strange breeze funneled past us. My hair lifted and feathered across my 

brow. Then I heard it, a low growl from the dark recesses of the cave. At first I couldn’t 

decipher whether it came from the wind or some animal.  

“Hear that?” I said. 

“We’re getting near the back exit. If it’s opened the air really whips through 

here.” 

“Who would open it?” 

“Dog. Got a flap so it closes by itself. The exit I mean. Not the dog.” 

The breeze slowly withdrew and the candles regained their composure.  

I was anxious to see the collection and then go rent a moving van, but Mr. 

Knebel, tipsy from having sampled the morning’s wares, fished a sleeping bottle from its 

bed. Then, with the swiftness and alacrity of a farmer beheading a chicken, he uncorked 

it. 
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“This is one of my favorites,” he said as he removed a sparkling glass from a 

stack of goblets arranged like a church steeple on one of the tables, “1998 Da Vine 

Zinfindel.” 

He poured us each a generous serving and said, “Swirl it, like this. Then breathe 

in the aroma.” 

I did, and took a sip. 

“Give it time, chew it,” said Mr. Knebel. 

At that moment a door must’ve opened again because a stream of air plunged 

through the cavern making it howl and dousing the candle flames. 

Mr. Knebel laughed. “Gets pretty dark when the lights go out, don’t it?” 

“Sure does.” 

“Just about the darkest dark there is.” 

The low growl emerged again from the depths of the cave. It was unmistakable 

since the wind had subsided. 

“Damn, where’d that flashlight go?” said Mr. Knebel. 

“I’ll help,” I said and reached down, only to accidentally grab Mr. Knebel’s leg.  

“Watch it there, sonny, we don’t know each other that well.” He laughed. 

Then the barking began. It rebounded off the limestone walls until the whole 

place was in the creature’s engorged, resonating neck. I imagined the wrinkled muzzle, 

like a smashed car exposing a grillwork of canine incisors gnashing against each other. 

Then came the heavy thudding of paws across the compacted earth. My glands spit 

adrenaline and I felt my body tighten like a steel cable. I turned to go. 
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Immediately something slammed against me. The wine rack. The bottles heaved 

with a brittle rattle and held me, spread-eagled, as I tried to keep my balance and that of 

the bottles, my legs pinned open, the dog racing toward me, teeth certainly bared, barking 

ferociously, like a fur-wrapped line drive straight for my groin.  

Then I felt it, my crotch assaulted by a wet nose, like a hamster rummaging softly 

against my genitals, snuffling and huffing, the dog’s metronome tail tapping out happy 

canine excitement, ping ping ping, against the bottles. 

“Just give him a pet and say, ‘Good dog, good Lalvin.’” 

I offered the back of my hand, as I’d heard was the safe way, and let the creature 

smell and lick it. 

“He’d like you to sniff his bunghole,” said Mr. Knebel. “But don’t bother, we 

drained his anal sacks a few days back so they wouldn’t get ‘fected.” 

“Damn,” I said, sheets of sweat sliding down my face.  

Mr. Knebel was laughing. I wanted to tell him to shut up, but it was sort of good 

natured and I didn’t want to piss him off. 

Mr. Knebel found his flashlight, which I suspect had remained in his hand the 

entire time, and lit a few candles. He handed me a candle and led me deeper through the 

stone corridor. The Rottweiler trotted ahead, its tail stiffly poised.  

“Duck your head. It gets kinda slim here,” said Mr. Knebel. 

We trudged forward through the passage, avoiding the low, jagged rock. After a 

short time, the dog disappeared into the shadows. As the passageway narrowed further, I 

pressed my hands against the wall. It felt cold and wet. 
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“You ready to see some of the finest, most highly coveted wine in the whole 

world?” said Mr. Kneble. 

“Go for it.” 

  He shined the flashlight toward a sharp turn in the cave, revealing another thick 

wooden door, supported with iron and exhibiting a chunky silver padlock. 

“You have the key,” he said. 

I took a deep breath. As I slid the key into the chrome padlock I told myself, 

“This is it. With a quick turn your life will change forever.  

The air clung to my lungs. I’d never felt so thrilled and terrified. I gave the key a 

twist. The clambers disengaged with a satisfying snap and I slipped the metal crook from 

the yoke. What happened next could not have been foreseen. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Upon pushing open the door and aiming the flashlight into the darkness I 

discovered a deep, cavernous space with a concrete slab floor, chilly as a garage in 

winter. At the far end, in the scorn of diminished light, sat two small, faint objects. Not 

the 1,720 cases that Mr. Wallach had anticipated. 

The tachycardia that had visited me at the lawyer’s office rose again, only for a 

much different reason. Instead of bathing in delight I was slogging through a cesspool of 

trepidation as I jogged toward the dark corner of the cave. My heart jiggled faster and 

faster, like some funhouse ride, to the point where it barely seemed to beat but stuttered 

with nervous electricity. Along the way, my mind tallied the thousands of dollars of debt 

I’d already incurred.  

I arrived at the far corner. In front of me waited a single, oversized bottle, a 

magnum, as I later learned the term. And beside it, a dilapidated cardboard box, water 

stained and warped. Beneath its torn lid waited the jade glass lips of seven empty wine 

bottles, their mouths open like baby starlings screaming for help. 

This locked, armored and climate perfect chamber had been stripped, cleaned out, 

emptied. My inheritance had been filched.  

“Shit!” I said. “Shit, shit, shit.”  

I wanted to die. In frustration and anger, I tore away the cardboard. Mr. Knebel 

yelled, “No.” As the box fragment whipped back, one side smacked the large bottle, 
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dashing it to the cement slab where a horrible crack, like a cranium breaking, rang out. 

The bottle’s cabernet blood hemorrhaged around my Nike knock-offs, releasing a rich, 

sweet, woody smell. Mr. Knebel dropped to his knees behind me. 

Never had my feelings flown so high nor fallen so low in such a short period of 

time. In the morning I stood at the top of my emotional Alps in an expensive Swiss chalet 

overlooking all of humanity. Now I slouched in some dank dungeon of putrid hell, gazing 

down at my wine bloodied feet. And I remembered the rebate that would soon expire. 

As I reached down and clasped the broken glass torso, I could almost hear my 

Visa card screeching like a mandrake in my wallet. The bowed glass shard bore a wine 

label that read:  Château Latour 1921.  

 My breath steamed with rage. From my pocket I withdrew 5 mg. of Valium and 

swallowed it. I don’t usually resort to that sort of thing, but I feared I’d have a coronary, 

for young men sometimes do. Was Hornspoon posthumously screwing with me, making 

a farce of my desires, disdaining the living after his liver gave out? “Vanity, vanity, all is 

vanity,” he used to quote. “It’s all emptiness and chasing the wind.” 

   Was this his chance to prove his Ecclesiastical premise? To rebuke my 

attachment to material things? To reinforce the ideas of his pet philosophers, Hume, 

Berkeley, Descartes and Sartre? I’d worked hard to become a physician. I’d endured long 

hours and great hardship. What did I need his riches for? As a doctor I would be at the 

top of the salary chain. I never should have confided in him about my school loans, my 

ailing mother, my insecurities over my fiancée’s well-off family. Maybe he secretly hated 

me because he thought I was Jewish.  
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 “Bloomfield,” he once said. “You were bar mitzvahed?” 

 “No, my father was Jewish, but my mom’s Catholic. As you probably know, 

Judaism is a matrilineal religion. So I’m not Jewish.” 

 “And I’m not an alcoholic,” he laughed. 

 I smiled. I had no interest in being Jewish, Catholic, Muslim, Hindu or anything 

else.  

 “You know, when I was young I didn’t care about those things either,” he said. 

“I was in perfect health, played golf every day, won every court case and never thought 

I’d die. But when you’re old you think about death and if there’s anything beyond. By 

then you’re too drunk and fucked up to do anything about it.”  

 I approached a rusty candleholder hanging from the cave wall. On the ground, 

among dots of ancient wax, rested a matchbook. It was splayed open like a dead butterfly. 

The cover was exotic and attractive. It was similar to the one in Hornspoon’s leather 

pouch. It read: 

MAYFLOWER PUB 

Jordons, England 

  It appeared to have been dropped. Maybe because it was from a distant land, 

maybe because I wanted to take something, anything, with me, or maybe because it 

looked familiar, I wanted it. Without a word, and without Mr. Knebel’s notice, I snatched 

it up.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

 The police showed up almost two hours later. I’d expected to greet a herd of 

smartly uniformed officers leaping from gleaming patrol cars with blue and red lights 

flashing and radios squawking. But instead I got two dropouts from the Tour de France. 

They rode up on bicycles, wearing black Spandex shorts that showed off their sex and T-

shirts with the words SHERIFF stenciled in green on the back. Their legs were shaven, 

the way competitive cyclists have bald calves. One even had a Hawaiian tattoo encircling 

his ankle. Except for the .45s and handcuffs they looked like tourists from the nearby 

outlet stores, where they apparently patrolled until sunset. 

Both wore mustaches, but one officer appeared older and broader than the other. 

He had blond, wavy hair. When the other removed his hat to wipe his brow I winced at 

the reflection off his bald head. 

 “Did you see the call, ‘at The Wine?’” the bald one was saying to the other as 

they strutted toward us. 

 “It’s Da Vine.” 

 “Tell me about it. This new dispatcher’s an idiot.” 

   They both had hearty tans and one had forearms as stout as turkey drumsticks. 

To their minds this wasn’t an emergency.  

 “How’s it going, Franz?” the older one said to Mr. Knebel.  

 “Could be better,” said Knebel. “This here young man lost some inventory.” 
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The blond pulled a Samsung tablet from his belt and began taking notes. “Your 

name, sir?” 

 “Ben Bloomfield.” 

 “Address?” 

 They began to quiz me as if I were a suspect. They said things like, “Little far 

from home, aren’t you?” and asked my age, home phone number, cell number and work 

number. When I mentioned that I was in medical school at UCLA, the one with the tablet 

looked up without a word, as if calculating whether it were plausible, then gazed back at 

the screen.  

 “Any idea of the value of the missing items?” 

 “About four million dollars.” 

 At that the cop stopped making notes and looked up. “Holy shit,” he said. Then 

he looked at Knebel. Knebel nodded a confirmation. 

 “It belonged to Richard Hornspoon,” I said, “but he’s dead.” 

 “Dead?” 

 “He left its contents to me.” I showed them the letter from Mr. Wallach. 

 “Looks like you made out okay,” said the prematurely bald one. 

 “Not really,” I said. 

 Mr. Knebel had no intention of standing in the blazing Napa sun and enduring 

this banter, so he let them know they could find him back at the main house. “Make 

yourselves at home,” he said, then pulled a walkie talkie from under his toga and ordered 

up brie cheese, crackers and a pitcher of lemonade for the officers.  
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While the cops strung yellow ribbon across the cave’s entrance I searched my 

pocket and withdrew the matchbook. I strolled back to where the cops were securing the 

ribbon. “I found something I thought you might be interested in,” I said. “It might be a 

clue.” 

 “A clue, eh?” They looked at each other. “I thought we weren’t going to touch 

anything until the detectives arrived,” said the older cop. 

 “I found it before you got here. On the ground.”  

 “Give it here.” 

 I handed him the matchbook. He turned it over, opened it, read it. “Mayflower 

Pub.” 

 “You think it has fingerprints on it?” 

 “Yeah, yours and mine.” 

 “What do you think it means?” 

 He handed it back. “Look, this isn’t CSI. No one’s running over to visit the 

Queen. You hold onto it.”  

 “You sure you don’t want it?” 

 “Affirmative. And don’t touch anything else. We’ll find the clues, okay?” 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

My fiancée usually rode her emotions with the same dressage-like restraint that 

she exhibited with her family’s Arabians, but she became unglued when the Channel 4 

news team showed up at our apartment with camera, boom pole and celebrity anchor 

Felton Phillips in his ubiquitous orange blazer, asking questions about Richard 

Hornspoon and the missing wine. Someone, maybe the Napa cops or Knebel himself, had 

tipped off KRON in San Francisco which aired a piece showing Da Vine Vineyards on a 

bright spring day with smartly uniformed crime investigation officers and archival 

footage of Hornspoon in court dressed in a dapper looking Brioni suit. Stringers in L.A. 

picked it up and led with a mention of Hornspoon’s alcoholism, a clip of him unshaven 

and tottering down the court house steps on Spring Street, and arguing red-faced with 

Jack Nicholson courtside during a Lakers game at the Staple’s Center. Tonight they 

would add a clip of my fiancée slamming the apartment door in Phillips’ face when he 

asked, “May we speak with Ben Bloomfield?”  

It didn’t help that she’d skipped breakfast due to stomach cramps. Or that the 

famous chef her mother had hired to cater our wedding was on Good Morning America 

after being beaten up by a crowd protesting the mistreatment of foie gras geese. 

 “Mom’s going to be so disappointed,” she said, tears skiing down her cheeks. 

“And now the whole world will know you and I are living in sin. We should’ve gotten 

separate apartments.” 
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“Do you even have to tell her about the wine?” I asked. 

“It’s going to be on the goddamn six o’clock news, sweetheart. Anyway, you 

know Mom and I tell each other everything.”  

That they do. Occasionally, Caroline will make some uncharacteristic remark 

about the length of my hair, a fray on my pant cuffs, or the way I sometimes mumble, and 

it turns out her mother said it first. Once Caroline even suggested that I should shorten 

my name to Bloom from Bloomfield after we’re married. “You want me to hide that I’m 

half-Jewish? I’m not even religious. Is this your mother’s idea?” 

All I got back was:  “Mom really appreciates all you do for me. I never had a 

boyfriend who was as kind to me as you.” 

I might never have hooked up with Caroline if I hadn’t had to work as a T.A. in 

her microbiology class. It all started when she handed me a Scantron filled in with a 

pattern that read: I HV A CRUSH ON U. Initially her mother dismissed our relationship 

as a fling, reminding Caroline that “it’s common for the upper classes to be curious about 

the common folk.” In Mrs. Clark’s Southern youth she and her girlfriends from 

Charleston were also so bold as to date guys like me, but realized in the long run it 

wouldn’t work out. I’d heard of one in particular, poorer and better looking than the rest, 

who used to take her into the backcountry with a canoe and picnic basket, and to this day 

she blushes when she speaks of him. Though I doubt it involved rosary beads. 

Eventually, she married Mr. Clark who’d held her gloved hand at cotillion as a child and 

met her again at the Francis Marion formal ball where all the girls were dressed like 

Scarlet O’Hara and the guys like Confederate generals. 
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I finally gained points with Mrs. Clark when Caroline suffered complications 

from her wisdom tooth extraction and I nursed her through the painful recovery, 

including a hemorrhage which erupted when she leaned down to retrieve her Prada 

slippers from beneath the bed.  

Our apartment looked like a bridal fair. In the short time I was away, her mother 

and she had transformed it into Wedding Central, with everything from stacks of paper 

wedding bells that unfolded into three dimensional shapes to crystal vases for the table 

flowers. There were thick leather bound portfolios from photographers displaying gauzy 

couples embracing under trees, on beaches, in gardens. There were heavy cardboard 

crates, thick and coffee stained, and filled with rented crystal glasses and china. Caterers’ 

menus covered one table, offering everything from shrimp canapés to filet mignon with 

béarnaise sauce.  

 

As far as the news reporters, I couldn’t blame Caroline for being upset. I’d 

messed up. I’d inadvertently dragged her into the public view. And it must have been a 

shock to hear about the lost wine from a third party. I cursed Felton Philips and his vain 

orange blazer for stealing my opportunity to break it to her gently. Though I continue to 

support freedom of the press, just saying. 

I went on to describe my visit to Da Vine Vineyards and the police with the naked 

legs. I pulled out a tangerine colored investigation report which the cops had me sign. 

Once they realized we were both first responders -- I had a rotation with paramedics in 

my second year -- they turned out to be okay dudes. I don’t think cops mean to be so 
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standoffish; it’s just that they deal with shit and see stuff that most people can’t fathom, 

so their social sphere becomes rather insular, much like doctors. The younger cop 

admitted that as uniformed officers – if you can call what they were wearing uniforms – 

they were generally the least experienced in terms of crime investigation, but they tried to 

follow the minimum standards required by their agency for those attending the scene of a 

burglary-breaking and entering, as they called it. “Didn’t mean to rattle your balls, Doc, 

it’s just that part of the report requires us to screen out possible false or exaggerated 

claims.” 

“No worries,” I told them, though I tend to worry about everything. 

They dismissed me after noting the possible items -- read wine -- that had been 

removed. Without an inventory it was hard for me to say exactly what. And, admittedly, 

the cops didn’t have much to go on. I considered calling the FBI, but realized I would 

sound like an idiot, especially after I’d broken the only bottle of value. On the form the 

cops noted the points of entry and exit and a list of the few remains, including the broken 

bottle which they held onto as forensic evidence along with some photos they snapped 

with their phones. The rest, they said, would be left to the crime scene investigation team, 

who neither I nor they would see. And probably for the best since it was going to turn 

into a circus that included reporters and a news crew. I signed the report, which included 

a contact number for a detective, April Lynn, another number for a victims counseling 

service, both of whom I was welcome to call at any time but was sure not to. “Perps 

ultimately need to dispose of their stolen property, so we’ll notify all the local wine shops 

and vineyards to keep on the look out,” the older one said, and I returned to the Jeep. 
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“Wow.” Caroline blinked and probably would’ve frowned had Botox not made 

her brow appear more composed than it was. 

“I’d hoped to surprise you with better news.” 

She held up a brief article on the fourth page of the L.A. Times. “Instead of this?”  

“Sorry.” 

“Families like mine, we have to think of our reputations.” 

“They said there had been recent prison releases from San Quentin and that may 

have accounted for the theft.” 

“I just hope they find it. And without much more commotion.” 

 “They will. Or I will. I’ll talk to your mom, let her know it doesn’t have anything 

to do with you. That I’m responsible.” 

“No, that’s okay. She’s busy getting ready for the trip. I’ll speak to her.”  

The trip was an extravagant excursion to Florence, Italy where the fancy designer, 

Giovanni di Ravenna, would put the final touches on the wedding dress Caroline had 

commissioned and kept hidden in the hall closet. Her mother had finagled an introduction 

to di Ravenna when he was in L.A. at the Chateau Marmot where Mrs. Clark knows the 

general manager. Though di Ravenna didn’t usually take individual clients, he’d made an 

exception. “He likes the way my figure enhances his creations,” Caroline told me. 

I believe he also liked her money. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

How prophetic was Mr. Wallach’s promise that we would meet again. The 

following day, I called and notified him of the missing wine, though he’d already seen 

the evening news and the L.A Times article. I even mentioned my suspicions that Knebel 

had pilfered the cases, maybe with the rationale that he was owed back rent. 

“Didn’t you have to bring the account up to date in order to gain entrance?” Mr. 

Wallach asked. 

“Of course. This guy Knebel made sure of that.” 

“Then it would be grand larceny for him to take it.” 

“I don’t know what to do next.” 

“Why don’t you come see me?” he said in a fatherly tone. 

I took a bus back to Canon Drive and jogged across the street to Miller, Klaus, 

Marienthal and Arbaut. Somebody’s discarded gum caught my heel and I looked down to 

see patches of gray and pink stains, like various stages of skin cancer, spotting the 

pavement. Even Beverly Hills wasn’t immune to gum.  

With the sticky remnants clicking against the firm’s expensive carpet, I followed 

Wednesday’s wagging bottom toward Mr. Wallach’s office. Along the way she told me 

about studying film at UCLA and how she wants to direct an erotic horror comedy. When 

we reached the elevator I dismissed her, saying, “I can take it from here, thanks.” 
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“I’ve got this,” she said. “I can use the exercise.” She said it in a slightly flirty 

tone, since she was referring to her body. It only made me more agitated. 

“Actually, I have to use the restroom,” I confided. 

“Oh. Okay. Just down the hall on your left. The door code is 3492.” 

I hurried to my destination and punched the code into the metal keypad. The door 

closed behind me with a reassuring click. One bonus of legal offices -- the bathrooms 

often have a tray of fresh cloth towels, cologne and lotion. Though I actually did have to 

pee, I held my bladder while applying the sandalwood scented lotion, brought myself to a 

blistering orgasm cascading in visions of Wednesday’s swaying hips – the pleasurable 

side of suggestibility -- and her surly voice murmuring, “I can use the exercise, I can use 

the exercise, I can use the exercise…” Afterwards I cleared my urethra and headed back 

toward Wallach’s office where, at no small sum per hour, I intended to detail my Napa 

experience to the attorney.  

When I told him how little the police had to go on Mr. Wallach acknowledged 

their predicament, noting that Hornspoon had left only a key and an approximation of its 

worth but no inventory or receipts.  

“In that case, wasn’t Hornspoon insured? Why don’t we just collect on the 

insurance?” 

Mr. Wallach nodded, or maybe it was just a palsied spasm. “How easy that would 

be. I wish we could. Unfortunately, in his waning months, Mr. Hornspoon neglected 

much that he would’ve tended to under normal conditions. Not only had his property 
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insurer, but his health, life and auto insurers terminated his coverage when he defaulted 

on the premiums.” 

“So that’s that,” I said. 

“Well yes, and no.” A man of the world and with many connections, Mr. Wallach 

offered to help in the wine’s recovery and said that he would check his contacts for a 

private investigator. I envisioned my fortune quickly chipped away, like a chunk of 

Reggiano cheese, by lawyer and private investigator fees. Not to mention, I’d already 

paid out over ten thousand dollars to Da Vine Vineyards. I asked Mr. Wallach if he could 

find a reasonably priced investigator. 

Though he looked chagrined at my having put a caveat on the fee, he maintained 

his professional demeanor and suggested that perhaps a junior associate at one of the 

better agencies might serve me well. I thanked him for that, and his head bobbed slightly. 

In his profession Mr. Wallach had clearly become comfortable spending money 

since he had so much of it. Granted that, by pure chance, I had been catapulted into a 

similar bracket, I had just as quickly been smacked back over the poverty line like a 

badminton shuttlecock. If I was wealthy it was on paper only, as they say.  

Then I said, “Is it possible none of this ever existed?” 

Mr. Wallach, sucked in a breath and sighed. “Possible. But improbable. I knew 

Richard Hornspoon for a long time. We even drank together before my illness. His 

collection was well established. He possessed some of the finest and rarest wines the 

world has ever known. No wonder some twisted individuals would want to wrest it from 

him.” 
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“Still,” I said, “I have other things to do with my life. I’m not sure I should be 

chasing something so ephemeral. I’m supposed to be getting married and starting a 

medical internship.” 

“Will you go into private practice?” 

“I wish, but I refuse to become one of those concierge docs who only service the 

rich. I’ll probably end up working for some HMO.” 

“An HMO?” 

Did I detect a sneer? “I went into medicine to cure people. Now it’s all about the 

bottom line.” 

“If we can find what’s due you, maybe it’ll open some other options.” 

His unexpected concern squeezed moisture into my eyes and I blinked to hide it. 

“Look,” I said, “for whatever reason, this inheritance seems to have vanished from my 

life as quickly as it came. I’m not sure I’m even worthy of it.” 

“Of course you are. Why short-change yourself? You strike me as a capable 

young man. If I were you I’d do every thing I could to find Mr. Hornspoon’s treasure, as 

if I were looking for life itself.” 

It sounded almost religious the way he put it. 

“I don’t really miss the money, since I never had it in the first place. I’m going to 

be a doctor. The profession should at least support me. I’m not greedy.” I didn’t include 

that I was marrying into a family that owned more acres of Pasadena than there are Rose 

Bowl floats. 
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“Let me ask you -- when you first fell in love, did you dismiss the feeling because 

it was previously unknown to you? Because you’d never ‘had it in the first place?’ This 

isn’t just money we’re talking about. It’s vintage, it’s time, it’s perfection. It is worth 

pursuing.” 

“Maybe to someone who has a feeling for this stuff. To me it’s just expensive -- 

and dangerous -- grape juice. It’s cost too much already. I wonder if Hornspoon had any 

idea what he was putting me through.” 

“It seems that he intended not only to make you rich, but to make you the 

custodian of his life’s work. Something that eclipses both wine and money. Something 

larger and intangible, of almost religious proportions.” 

“Religious? I’m a scientist. I’ve managed to avoid that crutch.”  

I remembered something Hornspoon had said while seated on an Adriondack 

chair overlooking the Pacific, having just finished a meal of Possibilities House’s 

aspiring, though tepid, California Cuisine. “You’ll go far,” he said. “You have the 

potential to be like the greatest wine, the Romanée-Conti. Smooth but complex. You’re 

young but maturing. You just need time and darkness, as wine does.” 

Hornspoon’s pronouncement made me pause to consider the timorous way I’d 

lived my life, having never left the protective embrace of school or family except to 

propose marriage to my silver-spooned shiksa goddess, Caroline. “I’ve never been 

anywhere,” I confessed. 

 “Well, someday you will, my boy. I’ll see to it. There will come a moment when 

you’ll have to face a great decision.” 
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At the time I assumed that he was just making an idle, though benevolent, remark. 

Now, as I sat across from his attorney, I imagined that the time had come to make the 

choice Hornspoon had spoken of.  

“I’m giving it back,” I told Mr. Wallach, digging out Hornspoon’s coin purse and 

tossing it onto his desk. It made a dull slap. 

Mr. Wallach’s body convulsed at the sight. “I advise you to reconsider. All is not 

lost, young man.” 

“In fact, all is lost. And stolen. Let’s face it, Hornspoon probably drank all the 

wine. He was a hardened alcoholic. This is a hoax. And, if not, it’s a crime and I don’t 

want to get mixed up in something like that. I’m sorry, Mr. Wallach, I won’t accept it. 

Thank you for your time.” 

I stood up.  

Mr. Wallach’s palsy increased noticeably so he barely controlled the Mont Blanc 

in his hand. With his best effort he scratched a note onto a personalized memo pad. “If 

you won’t accept Mr. Hornspoon’s gift it will go to the State.” 

“They could use the money.” I turned. 

With a quick yank, exaggerated by lack of motor control, Mr. Wallach ripped the 

sheet from the pad. He waved it toward me. “Here is the address to Mr. Hornspoon’s 

home. A friend of mine, a Ms. Becky Renard, is handling the sale.” He said “Ms.” as if it 

were the sound of a bee. “I’ve informed Ms. Renard that you’ll be stopping by to collect 

any remaining wine that might reside there. Obviously, all bottles Mr. Hornspoon owned 

are yours, no matter where they reside.” 
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I smiled, then hesitated, before taking the slip of paper. Once outside, I crumpled 

it up and threw it in a trash bin. 
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CHAPTER 9 

 

 On the bus ride home I checked my e-mail, relieved to be rid of the 

encumbrance of Hornspoon’s will and looking forward to my marriage and graduation. 

The e-mail contained several postings from UCLA’ s medical school. One looked 

particularly ominous. 

 The subject line read: Associate Dean for Student Affairs. Though the title may 

seem innocuous enough, I recalled that the Associate Dean for Student Affairs was 

responsible for disciplinary action. The phone grew slippery in my hands. I struggled to 

open the attachment. A tiny letter, barely legible appeared. With my thumb and first 

finger affecting the spreading motion associated with certain uncomfortable medical 

procedures, I enlarged the document. In the hot, loud bus I glimpsed my fate. 

 Among the usual formal verbiage, one paragraph leapt out at me. “You are 

called upon to meet with me regarding a matter that has come to my attention regarding 

the unauthorized use of a patient’s restroom while the patient remained in a comatose 

condition. The nature of the use further exceeded the manner usually associated with 

toileting functions.  

 “Under separate cover I am forwarding pamphlets outlining the procedures for 

administration of problems of nonacademic student conduct, including the University of 

California Policies Applying to Campus Activities, Organizations and Students, Parts A 

and B; a copy of the UCLA Student Conduct Code, notably Sections I, II, 102.08 
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Conduct that Threatens Health or Safety and 102.14 Disorderly Behavior, III, including 

F.5 Sanctions and Additional University Actions. Suspension. And G. Revocation of 

Awarding of Degree.” 

 My pulse began to redline. I could hear my heart hammering above the sound of 

the road. I had always maintained a high degree of academic honesty and integrity. Yet 

this was surely much worse than copying someone’s soccer notes or drinking tequila in 

class, actions for which I’d known others to be hauled before the dean. I would plead my 

case citing sexual frustration due to total abstinence before marriage, and remind them of 

my 4.2 GPA, my tireless devotion to my patients, my deep compassion. But this was the 

end. From the dean I would be brought upon a tribunal and judged. The humiliation and 

embarrassment was nothing compared to the potential consequences of dismissal and loss 

of my degree. If I was lucky I would end up working the cash register at a CVS, ringing 

up Burt’s Bees lip balm and Doritos. I was in really deep shit.  

  The bus’s roar became a loud ringing in my ears. The world spun around me as 

the stagnant heat and rancid diesel fumes suffocated me. I leaned my head between my 

legs, staring at gum and other crud on the floor mat, and waited for the nausea to pass. At 

the next stop I hurried off the bus, ran across the street and caught the bus returning in the 

opposite direction. 

 When I arrived back near Wallach’s office, I searched the public trash bin where 

I’d thrown the slip of paper with Becky Renard’s information. Among discarded fast 

food, energy drink cans and some disgusting wad of lint and fiber I found the slip of 

paper. Dragging it across the leg of my chinos, I wiped off the soggy paper and stowed it 
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in my pocket. I would call the dean the next morning, but before that I needed to know 

that I was still in the running for enough money to endow a plaza with my name on it. 
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CHAPTER 10 

 

 Hornspoon’s home was smaller than I’d imagined. Nestled amidst the sprawling 

mansions and Persian palaces of Brentwood it gave the impression of a cottage, not the 

monument to money I’d expected. Hornspoon had purchased it when he’d first begun his 

career and the house’s value had quintupled over the years. Without a wife to spur him 

toward something grander, and without kids to require the additional square footage, 

Hornspoon had remained in this elegant bachelor pad surrounded by the conspicuous 

consumption of his neighbors. 

Rather than a quiet residential neighborhood with the occasional Jaguar breathing 

past, the secluded street was lined with battered trucks and cars from the numerous 

gardeners, landscapers and contractors who converged on the mega-mansions. They filled 

the area with a cacophony of lawn mowers, leaf blowers, pneumatic nail guns and radial 

saws that drew protests from a chorus of neighborhood dogs. 

The real estate company had hired Hornspoon’s gardener to maintain the grounds 

in a state of homeostasis. A well manicured lawn surrounded the house. Even the For 

Sale sign had a garland of pink, red and white impatiens encircling its base.  

A tall, moderately attractive woman in her forties with pressed charcoal slacks, a 

blousy top like magnolia petals and resin hair stood next to the sign. She had a cell phone 

pressed to her ear. The sure sign of a real estate agent. 
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I approached her and she mouthed hello, extending a bejeweled hand while still 

holding the phone beneath her hair. Her counterfeit nails reminded me of blanched 

almonds.  

 “Mr. Wallach sent me,” I said.  

A smile creased her make-up; she nodded and said, “Cremation,” which I don’t 

think was directed toward me. 

According to Mr. Wallach, Becky Renard had been appointed trustee of the 

estate. From this she extracted a small fee to consolidate Hornspoon’s possessions, 

communicate with others on matters other than legal, and interface with the sole 

designated heir, me. 

  “Sorry,” she said, clapping shut the phone. “One of my clients just lost her 

husband. Sort of puts things in perspective.” Then she shrugged. “But life moves on.” 

“I’m Ben,” I said, handing her a baseball card with my photo and stats on it. A lot 

of docs leave these whimsical calling cards in rooms during rounds to remind patients 

who they saw.  

She straightened herself, extending her hand again. “Sorry. I didn’t expect you so 

soon.”  

“I can come back.” 

 “No, no. This is fine. I guess you’d like the full tour.” 

“Please.”  

As she led me toward the porch she said, “Dick must’ve been very close to you. 

Odd we never met.” 
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“Dick? Oh, Richard. Yes, we were friends.” 

“The tree house club?” 

“Tree house?” 

“He planned to build a 50 foot high tree house in the backyard. Climb up there 

with friends and sip Chardonnay, eat gourmet pizza. Sorta recapture the childhood he 

didn’t have. Never happened.” 

“I was his doctor. An intern at the time.”  

“I used to be an ER nurse, in Bakersfield.” 

“Really? I had an ER rotation. I can see why there’s such a high turnover.” 

“I loved it. Would have done it forever. Just needed something closer to home,” 

she said. “I’ve got a six year old. You have any kids?” 

“Me? Naw. I’m miles away from that.” 

“Well, if you ever decide to settle down, here’s my card.” The card had a color 

portrait of Becky posing like a movie star with a big, fake smile. In person she seemed 

sadder. 

We arrived at the front door. “It’s pretty ripe in here, I warn you.” 

“I’m okay.” 

She pulled open the door. The house, which hadn’t been aired for several months, 

smelled of rotting food scraps, dried vomit and cigar smoke. Even with a stomach 

hardened by Grand Rounds I felt my guts churning and the sting of stomach acid 

climbing into my esophagus. I turned away and caught my breath. 
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It impressed me that Becky appeared unfazed. Upon entering, we stepped directly 

into the living room which, without partition, extended into a small dining area where a 

stately Italian table stood covered with stacks of papers and unpaid bills. Becky slid open 

a window. The copious tobacco smoke that had once filled the space had dimmed the 

panes, walls and crown molding with a faint patina. “The painters arrive tomorrow,” she 

said. 

A Matisse Bathers lithograph hung beside a Dadaist construction made up of 

carefully selected detritus similar to the Kurt Schwitters collages on display at LACMA. 

As Becky explained it, Hornspoon liked to hang out with the artist and, over a bottle or 

four of wine, conceive of an art piece. The drunken state had yielded several impressive 

works, if you liked broken toy wheels, shipping receipts and rusty funnels glued to a 

lacquered board. 

“Sort of how Château Mouton Rothschild used to design their labels,” Becky 

explained. “The winery would give a case of their wine to a renowned painter and ask 

Chagall, Dali, or Hockney to paint the vision that a particular vintage inspired.” 

Even Becky knew about wine. Was I the only one not impressed by the grape? 

Beside the paintings hung the original of the anatomical etching that Mr. Wallach 

had given me. When I told Becky this she said, “Why don’t you take it now? Sounds like 

he’s given you everything.” Did I sense a tone of resentment in her voice? She lifted the 

frame off the wall. “Anyway, when I show the house I’d like something more 

contemporary.” 



 

 98

What struck me about the etching was that, upon closer examination, even the 

original had been defaced with a tiny gold star, the kind a parent might use to coerce an 

underachieving child. The gold sticker pinpointed the left abdominal quadrant.  

“What do you think this means?” I asked. 

“Means?”  

“The star.” 

“Oh, nothing. I bet Richard just stuck it there for fun. He was such a rascal.” At 

that moment I realized she’d probably slept with him once. 

“Strange,” I said.  

“I know. It’s all very strange,” she said. “Here’s the kitchen.”  

Dense, long handled pans dangled from a steel rack above a Wolf professional 

oven. Beside these stood a sub-zero refrigerator with stainless steel doors.  

“He was quite the cook. Best lamb flambé ever.” She flipped a latch on a window. 

It flew up by itself, inviting fresh air from the backyard garden. The breeze carried a 

welcome hint of lemon blossoms. “Feel free to look around. If you need anything just 

holler.” Then Becky stepped back into the living room. 

 I felt the delight of a five year old on an Easter egg hunt. For some very valuable 

eggs. The necessity of opening every cupboard, closet and drawer satisfied a certain 

voyeuristic tendency that was heightened by Hornspoon’s mysterious and magnetic life.  

As I searched the kitchen, one cupboard after another, I came upon the odd sight 

of over two hundred identical Fara S. Martino pasta boxes. They were neatly stacked, as 

if on a grocer’s shelf. Another cupboard yielded five dozen gold and purple striped 
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bottles of DaVero Estate Extra Virgin olive oil from Tuscany. Another held a collection 

of identical Wilkin & Sons Tawny Orange English marmalades. Yet no wine. Perhaps 

Hornspoon had been wary about storing his precious vintages in a room where the 

temperature and humidity fluctuated with every flambé. 

As I stepped out of the kitchen I noticed a matchbook resting on the wooden 

chopping block. I picked it up. The logo for the Mayflower Pub, a ship’s silhouette, 

wrapped its cover, identical to the matchbook I’d seen at Da Vine Vineyards.  

I peeled back the cardboard tongue.  

Inside, the matches had been removed in a haphazard fashion, many from the 

back row rather than the front.  

I felt a sudden presence in the room. A dark and brooding force. Could it be 

Hornspoon gazing down at me? An absurd thought. Yet the impression was 

unmistakable. Had Hornspoon found a loophole in the laws of material existence, just as 

he had torn apart the laws of society? I stuffed the matchbook in my pocket and 

continued on.  

In the master bedroom, the bed appeared as Hornspoon had left it, the goose down 

pillow stained with blood from an injury, presumably suffered in a drunken fall. Or 

brawl. Dark patches formed islands on the Berber carpet where he’d vomited vintage 

Burgundy. At that sight a deep and unexpected sympathy sideswiped me. Up until now 

I’d studied Richard Hornspoon and his home with a detached curiosity. If anything, I 

harbored a mild disdain for people who mess up their lives, as if victims of this disease 

had greater control over their fate than other sufferers. Seeing the sad state of the bed -- 
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the place to where Hornspoon had gone to rest, his sanctuary from the world’s troubles 

and demands -- I felt my heart swell. Despite the man’s prodigious power and brilliance 

he hadn’t known a peaceful night’s sleep. This was more troubling than anything, the 

thought of the torture Hornspoon must’ve endured, the battles he’d constantly fought 

with himself and others, with nowhere to turn for comfort, for solace, for dreams. 

Without wife or children, he’d been alone with his thoughts, stunning as they were. No 

wonder he’d taken to drink. 

“Hästens handmade ten thousand dollar mattress,” said a voice. I turned to find 

Becky standing beside me. “Just wish it had more give.”  

 

A large, stained cloth draped the dinner table like a wine-bloodied gown. As I 

peeled up the hem, I discovered my first case of wine. It was a 1992 Matanzas Creek 

Merlot from the Sonoma Valley. Seemingly in good condition, except for two missing 

bottles. A thrill shot through me. I’d actually found something. My efforts were paying 

off. Sort of.  

Two other bottles turned up inside the bathroom vanity. The antique cabinet 

supported two China basins with ornate brass faucets. The faucet handles were topped 

with porcelain caps that read Chaud and Froid for those who spoke French yet couldn’t 

remember that hot is on the left. It struck me as odd that a bachelor such as Hornspoon 

would have a double vanity. It was like Van Gogh’s painting of his room in Arles where 

every item, from the water glasses to the bed pillows, had a twin, as if pining for 

companionship. Hornspoon seemed to have had so many friends, yet at heart he had 
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none. As I retrieved the bottles I found them to be empty. The labels had been defaced 

with scribbles, mainly a series of numbers. Beside these bottles sat a cardboard case 

containing more empty souvenirs of high priced exotic drinking experiences.  

Other full cases showed up in the guest bedroom. The space was decorated like a 

Zen retreat with a futon, paper lanterns and slate shelves. The potted bamboo on the shelf 

had turned a tallow color. Behind a rice paper closet door I discovered three more boxes, 

partially obscured by the lower hems of seven silk kimonos.  

The three cases were crafted from pine. Domaine de la Romanée-Conti 1999, with 

the logo of a cross overlooking a vineyard, was branded into the side of one. Beside it sat 

two cases of Pride Cabernet Sauvignon Napa Valley Reserve 2001. As I lifted up the 

cases they seemed to pull back toward the earth. They were immensely heavy. Their 

sharp edges bit into my palms. 

On the way to the Jeep, I passed Becky in the living room. She was perched at the 

living room table slitting open overdue bills with a Henckels butcher knife. When she 

saw me she said, “Oh good, you found some.” Her tone was like a parent heaping 

excessive praise on the minor accomplishment of a child.  

She noted the find on her iPad, and I carried the cases outside.  

 The Jeep was parked in the shade of a sycamore tree. I unlocked the tailgate and 

let it yawn open. As I shoved in the wine, the case’s edge chewed across the nylon carpet. 

I leaned down to retrieve the next box when a female voice behind me said, “I’m going to 

miss him so much.”  
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 I turned around and found a hot looking blonde in a magenta warm-up suit that 

hugged her curves like a BMW weaving through Laurel Canyon. I recognized her as a 

former visitor to Possibilities House. She’d arrived at the well-guarded entrance, dressed 

in snug crimson and bearing a basket of Mrs. Fields cookies in one hand and a bushel of 

Romeo y Julieta Cuban cigars in the other. She looked like a well-endowed Red Riding 

Hood demanding to see the wolf. At the time, she struck me as the most extraordinary 

woman I’d ever seen. There was something menacingly gorgeous about her, something 

that only women of a certain age and life experience can possess. 

I’d viewed her on the sentry’s video monitor so I assumed she didn’t have a clue 

who I was. At the time, she claimed to be Hornspoon’s girlfriend. 

I told the guard, “Ask her to wait a moment,” and then I went to check with 

Hornspoon. 

He was perched on his favorite Adirondack chair, overlooking the Pacific. His 

thinning hair danced in the breeze as he contemplated two crows tugging on a french fry. 

A plate of the greasy snacks rested on the wide arm of the chair.  

He gestured to the birds. “They care more about shoestring potatoes than about 

my string theory. Nature is perfect. Man is corrupted by his plans.” 

When I informed Hornspoon of his visitor he frowned and muttered, “I have no 

girlfriend. She’s here for something else.” 

“For what?” 

 He held me in his gaze. “I expect you’ll find out soon enough, my boy. Just do me 

a favor, keep them all away.” 
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 “So you don’t know her?” I asked. 

 “Oh, I know her. She’s full-bodied,” he replied in his vinous way, “and 

approachably smooth with an enjoyable mouthfeel but a disappointing, tannin-like finish. 

She’s not my girlfriend. She’s here for something else.” 

“For what?” 

“I don’t know. Just do me a favor, keep them all away. I wish to see nobody.”  

“It must be nice to be so popular,” I said.  

Hornspoon snorted and announced, “There’s one in particular you must watch for. 

With a shoulder that dislocates too easily, a sociopath. A killer. This person must never 

ever cross my path.” 

 “I’ll keep an eye out,” I said, though I didn’t know how I could guarantee it. How 

could I identify the weakened shoulder joint without examining its owner? Until that 

moment it hadn’t occurred to me that Hornspoon had checked into Possibilities House 

not as a way of dealing with his alcoholism, but to avoid his enemies.  

I returned to the office, informed the guard of Hornspoon’s request and listened as 

he sent the blonde on her way. 

“Tell Richard I’m very sad for him,” she said, and then leaned down, plucked a 

red rose from the planter, and left. 

Here, in Richard Hornspoon, resided a man who customarily donned Brioni suits, 

dined at The Ivy and drove a Rolls -- before losing his license on a DUI charge. His 

Beverly Hills office was decorated with Bornean shrunken heads, brass telescopes and 



 

 104

stuffed Amazon parrots. Yet, like other upper class substance abusers, he was destined to 

associate with society’s lowest and most brutal life forms.  

 Despite his restrained manner, it was clear that Hornspoon had been shaken. He 

inquired again about our security system. 

  

  The blonde extended her hand, the wrist manacled in gold, the fingertips shining 

like fire engines. “I’m Heidi Ludendorff,” she said with a slight but indefinable accent. 

As she reached toward me, her nylon jacket drew open, revealing a low-cut satin top that 

looked like a swim suit, though I’m sure there was another name for it. Her grip was firm 

and ambitious. “And you are...” 

 “Bloomfield,” I said, “Ben Bloomfield,” not intending to sound like James 

Bond, but taken by her charms. 

 “Nice to meet you, Ben.” She’d done something to her eyebrows. Though they 

were real they had a perfectly drawn look to them, as if someone had run a lawn edger 

along their borders. Despite her well-coordinated appearance, something didn’t fit. “Did 

you know Richard?” she asked. 

  “We met over a year ago.” 

  “It’s so sad. Richard and I were best friends.” 

  “Really?” I said. “I’m very sorry. It must be quite a loss for you.” 

  “Huge. I helped him through all the hard times, his brother John’s death, DUI 

charges, appendicitis...” The image of the gold star affixed to the anatomical etching 

came to mind. Of course -- it pinpointed the appendix. 
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 Heidi studied the wine cases. “He left his wine collection to someone. Was that 

you?” 

 “Yes. But I don’t even drink.” I half-laughed, hoping it would register as a joke. 

 “He didn’t leave me anything.”  

 “Nothing?” 

 “Not even a lock of hair. I came by to pick a flower from the garden before they 

liquidate the house. I’ll press it in my journal with our memories. I don’t think anyone 

would object to a flower, do you?”   

 “I’m sure not.”  

 “I can’t believe he jilted me. But I can see why he liked you, Ben,” Heidi said, 

touching my arm. My hairs bristled like a feral dog. Heidi had a velvety, breathy voice 

that warmed my insides. But as I watched her face I could see a history written into it, a 

slight unevenness of the eyes, a faint scar, like a soft reflection, on her cheek. She’d been 

dropped so many times the fruit had bruised.  

 “Well...” I said, and paused, expecting her to pick up on my prelude to a 

farewell. But she didn’t. She settled in. She fished a pack of Virginia Slims from her 

Balenciaga handbag and lit one. The acrid smoke tugged at my nostrils. “Cigarette?” she 

asked. 

 “No, thanks. I don’t smoke.” 

 “Smart. Don’t start. It’s nearly impossible to quit. Richard was the only person I 

knew who could stop by pure will. Of course, he stopped many times.” She smiled, half-

heartedly.  
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 “I’ve never met anyone like him.” 

“I know, right?” Heidi took a slow drag so the cigarette’s end glowed orange 

and I could hear the paper crinkling. “He was a rare gem. I’ll miss him forever.” Her eyes 

watered. “I’m sorry, I just thought I meant more to Richard than this.” She dabbed her 

mascara. “We’d known each other for almost twenty years. I took care of him. I ignored 

my own needs so I could be with him. My career went to hell. I’d be in a lot better 

financial shape if I hadn’t given so much time to him.” 

I didn’t know what to say. Clearly, Heidi felt more devoted to him than he ever 

did to her. This wasn’t unusual. A typical co-dependency. Of some of his other devotees 

I’d heard him speak disparagingly, calling them “cows” or “lonely nuts” or “losers.” 

Even while these people tried to rescue him, he thought of them as lesser human beings. 

Perhaps, at heart, he didn’t feel worthy, and despised anyone who would give him her 

time. 

Heidi continued, “He used to insist that I hang out through the night and then for 

days after when he was crashing. I would chauffeur him to the hospital and wait there.” 

“So you arranged for him to go to Possibilities House?”  

She hesitated. Her eyes flicked around the yard, never settling on me. “I don’t 

know what that is.” 

“You’ve never been there?” 

“Why would I? What is it?” 

“A rehab facility.” 
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“He hated the idea of rehab. That was part of his problem. He wouldn’t go into 

rehab.” 

Why she would deny knowledge of Possibilities House? She’d been there. I’d 

seen her. And most likely she had nothing to hide, since she clearly hadn’t stolen the 

wine. I attributed the gap in her story to the long and difficult relationship she shared with 

Hornspoon, a co-dependent’s desire to feel that she was the only one who had helped 

him. I felt sorry for her. How could Hornspoon have neglected his old friend? 

I looked down at the second case of Pride Cabernet Sauvignon Napa Valley 

Reserve 2001 and decided that one box couldn’t be worth so much that it should 

overshadow an act of kindness. And, though I would’ve preferred to keep it for myself, I 

felt that Heidi deserved some participation in Hornspoon’s largesse.  

“I’d like you to have this,” I said. 

She looked up. Her eyelashes flickered. “You sure?” she said, recovering quickly. 

“I’m sure Richard, if he were in his right mind, would’ve wanted you to have 

this.” 

“How decent.” With her middle finger she propped her hair back behind a jewelry 

studded ear. “Can you help me put it in my car? My back’s not good.”  

I hefted up the case and carried it to a red 2004 Mercedes 300E with a dent in the 

side like a plasterer’s trough. The car must’ve been considered a big deal when she 

bought it, but now it had the diminished glamour of an aging movie star. A blue handicap 

placard hung from the rearview mirror, though to my mind Heidi’s only handicap 

must’ve been in golf.  
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 “I feel a little guilty taking this,” she said as I loaded the case into the trunk. 

“But I guess you’ve got tons of others.” She studied me. 

 “Actually, this is it. There are no others.” 

 Her brow twitched, and she continued to stare at me. Finally she said, “It’s okay, 

you can tell me. I’ve known of it for years.” 

 “No, really, except for three other cases the rest of the collection is gone. Or else 

never existed.” 

 “Oh, it existed. Richard had nearly two thousand cases.” 

 “You’ve seen them?” 

 She hesitated. “No. But he used to brag about them. What are you going to do?” 

 “I was thinking of hiring a private investigator.” I wasn’t, but I needed a way 

out. 

 “Oh, you don’t want that,” Heidi said. “I had one once. They just run up bills, I 

mean big, like hundreds of thousands of dollars. And most of the time come up with 

nothing.” 

“I thought they might be able to speed up the whole process.” 

“And work themselves out of a job? Unlikely. No PI knows Richard’s habits the 

way I do. Nobody else has those credentials.”  

“Then maybe you could tell me, did Hornspoon ever spend much time out of the 

country, say in Europe?” I couldn’t help being cagey here. 

Heidi frowned. “Richard preferred the fiery climates, below the belt, as he used 

to say. Rio was his favorite.” 
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“Really, Rio?” 

“Richard and I did Rio on numerous occasions. I know most of his hangouts. You 

think the wine might be in Rio...?” 

“Don’t know.” 

“Maybe you and I should take a trip down there. Let’s go, let’s do it. You and 

me.” She touched my arm. “You pay my way and ten percent if we find it. The rest is 

yours.” 

It seemed like a fair offer, but I felt cautious. My suspicions had been aroused 

even more than my libido. So I said, “You speak Portuguese?” 

“Do I speak Portuguese? I eat feijoada on Sundays. I wear a figa around my neck. 

I’ve been working with Brazilian charities for years.” 

She took a drag on her cigarette. “We’ll find it,” she said. “The hard part will be 

moving that much vinho. And another thing, protection. Who’s going to protect you? No 

one wants to have to think about it, but Rio’s a dangerous place. One of the most 

dangerous cities on earth. You think you can just walk in there and walk out with 

millions of dollars worth of wine? You’ll need protection, and I know some people.” 

I told her I would consider her proposal. Though, in my mind, I had already 

dismissed it. 

“Proposal?” she said. “It’s not like we’re getting married, honey. It’s just a simple 

business deal. We get in, do it, and get out.” 

“More like a one night stand.”  

She smiled. “You get my point.”   
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I should’ve said, plainly, no, but instead I’d turned it into a joke.  

Heidi said, “I’ll give you my cell number. Call me later. We’ll make plans.” She 

pulled out a gold Cross pen, wrote her number on the back of a gas receipt and handed it 

to me. Then she said, “What’s yours?”  

I hesitated.  

“That a problem?”  

“Uh, no,” I said, and recited the number. 

Heidi scribbled it on her palm, something I haven’t seen anyone do since 

elementary school. 

“Ben,” she said. “You’ll be listed near the top of my directory.” Then she shook 

my hand and climbed into the Mercedes. 

 “You forgot your flower,” I said. 

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “You keep it for me.”  
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CHAPTER 11 

 

 The anticipation of calling the dean’s office had haunted me since I received her 

e-mail. My hesitation to respond probably made my case worse. I wish I possessed the 

insouciance of Hornspoon, who I imagine would have dismissed it with a laugh, and 

called them all assholes. On the way back to Westwood, and bolstered by my newly 

found prizes and the encounter with Heidi, I pulled the Jeep off of Sunset Boulevard onto 

a quiet street, Carmelina, near a Neighborhood Watch sign beneath the shade of a large 

fichus tree, and dialed UCLA. The car windows were up so no neighbor or passerby 

could hear me, and I hoped that a Jeep didn’t look too suspicious. Even though Jeeps 

have a lot of air space, with the windows up it was like a hothouse. Sweating like a horse, 

I took several deep breaths and asked the operator for the dean’s office at the medical 

school. 

 Her assistant, Jeremy, answered. When I asked to speak with the dean, he 

informed me that Dean Jones was at a conference in China for the next two weeks.  

 “Oh,” I said. “Beijing?” 

 “May I ask what this is regarding?”  

 I hesitated. “It’s okay. I’ll call back. Thanks.” 

 I hung up. A sigh escaped my lips, my nerves calmed by the postponement of 

my inevitable humiliation and dismissal. The moment’s relief was dashed by the 

realization that I would have to carry the concern around with me like a slowly dissolving 
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suture for the next couple weeks, and call her again. It probably would have been better 

to get it over with. Let the ax fall. 

 

That evening, after depositing the wine cases at the top of the apartment stairs, I 

went to find Caroline. She was in the bathroom talking to the toilet bowl. The percussive 

sounds coming from my beautiful fiancée, enhanced by the bathroom’s reverberant 

quality, were anything but melodic.  

“You okay?” I called. 

“I’ll be fine.” 

“Is there anything I can do for you?” 

“Just go in the other room,” she said, punctuating her request with a “horrawh!” 

“Remember, I’m a doctor.” Though, after the dean’s letter, I realized I might have 

to stop calling myself that. 

“Horrawah!”  Splash.  

I wandered back into the living room where the wine cases stretched like boxcars 

across the hardwood floor. 

With a claw hammer I pried open the wooden lids. Inside rested the bottles like 

pairs of sextuplets sharing an incubator. Each bottle bore a fancy label with the date of 

the vintage. One case, with Société Civile du Domaine de la Romanée-Conti branded 

beneath the image of a tall cross overlooking a vineyard, held a mixed assortment. In the 

bottom-feeding realm where I shopped, a case of wine meant twelve identical bottles. But 

this one was different. It contained a variety of names like La Tâche, Richebourg, Grands 
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Echézeaux, Montrachet and Romanée-Conti. Carefully, I removed each one and paraded 

them across on the floor. 

Caroline emerged from the bathroom, holding a toothbrush and looking 

composed, though drained. “I have an appointment with the wedding planner at the club 

tomorrow afternoon. I hope I feel better by then,” she said, wiping a smidgen of 

toothpaste from her lower lip with the back of her hand. 

“Probably just nerves,” I said. “Or a tumor.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Thanks a lot.” She knew I was teasing, though I tend to 

think the worst, which mostly contributes to my anxiety. Caroline believes that I 

overmedicate and over-diagnosis. That probably goes back to the spinal tap I ordered for 

her during my second year in med school. Her headaches could’ve been meningitis 

instead of the hypoglycemia -- low blood sugar from not eating all day -- they turned out 

to be.  

The line of wine bottles caught her attention. “Oh...my...God,” she said, “You 

found the wine collection!” 

“Hardly,” I said. “I found a few cases at Hornspoon’s.” 

Caroline lifted up one of the empty bottles, caressing its sleek neck as she spoke. 

“These are empty.” 

“I figured even the labels might be worth something.” 

“Seriously? What do these doodles mean?” 

“Doodles?” 
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Caroline held up another. “This one too.” 

She indicated the ornately drawn numbers scribbled in pencil across the labels. 

“Don’t know,” I said. “Hornspoon must’ve been so wasted this was all he could 

do to pass his drunken time.”  

Caroline pulled out one after another. The empties also had scribbling on them. 

“126.90,” she said, studying the one in her hand. Then she read the others: 196.96, 

35.45, 18.99, 32.06, 107.86, 174.96. It means something.” 

“Put a dollar sign in front of them. They’re prices.” 

“You think? I doubt your friend Hornspoon would buy cheap wine, I mean 

$18.99?” 

“You seem to know him pretty well. Did you guys ever date?” 

“Haha.” Caroline did this cute eye rolling thing and said, “You’re a ding dong.” 

I picked up a fancy looking empty and twirled it in my hand. “Yeah, Grands 

Echézeaux doesn’t sound like a nineteen dollar bottle of wine. Hey, maybe we should 

open one of these other ones, have a drink.” 

“Are you trying to get me drunk?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Just three more weeks, babe. Really. We’re almost there.” Then she studied the 

numbers again. “I’ve seen these numbers before.” 

“Maybe they’re ICD-9 diagnosis codes.” 

“Google it.” 
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Caroline picked up her new iPad and I grabbed my ancient Dell laptop and we 

started typing, hers with barely a sound, mine with a rattling click click click. A race to 

the finish line. A virtual wrestling match. These days everything felt like foreplay to a 

long anticipated wedding night. Several possibilities came up on the first page. Diagnosis 

codes, computer IP addresses and the atomic mass of elements.  

IP addresses made some sense, so I opened a link. According to 

MyIPAddress.com the first number in an IP address gives the geographic location of a 

computer or phone, such as 98 for California. My computer address showed up as 

98.234.40.232. Perfect. Could these numbers be a guide to where the wine might have 

gone? 

When I mentioned this to Caroline, she said, “No. Nice try but no,” which hurt 

my ego, since I was feeling pretty proud of myself. But Caroline pointed out that it would 

only make sense if each IP address started with the same number, like 98. But each 

number series was different. There would be a number corresponding to Turkey, another 

for Austria and another for China. “How does that help?”  

“Maybe the wine has been fenced all over the planet.” 

“It doesn’t make sense. How could an IP address written on a bunch of random 

empty bottles lead us to a bunch of full bottles? Anyway, he probably wrote these before 

the wine went missing.”  

“Got it.” I typed all the numbers together into the search bar, separated by 

commas, to find what they had in common. What came up was a stream of statistical data 

which contained all the numbers along with a shit ton of other numbers covering several 
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pages from noaa.gov, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration – unlikely – 

and a Tab-delimited data for ligrand pair Platelet Activating Factor -- bio-med info with 

a zillion numbers representing different concentrations and time in seconds – even more 

unlikely. But the third entry, set my heart racing. There before us was a short list of 

atomic weights and their corresponding symbols, such as Au for gold or Ag for silver, 

corresponding to each of the numbers I’d typed in.  

 

    196.9665 = Au 

    18.998403 = F 

    107.8682 = Ag 

    35.453 = Cl 

    126.9045 = I 

    32.06 = S 

    174.967 = Lu 

 

 But what did it mean? How could this help us? Nothing I could figure. I pulled 

out my cellphone and typed the list onto the memo pad, starting at Au and finishing at 

Lu. It reminded me of Hornspoon’s fascination with the Table of Elements. Over the 

course of our conversations at Possibilities House he professed to have deduced a 

corollary to the Theory of Strings. Only a handful of people in the world, including the 

physicist Stephen Hawking, understood the concept, yet Hornspoon claimed to have tied 

it up in a bow.  
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“Read the Periodic Table of Elements,” he said, while seated in his Adirondack 

chair after refusing Dr. Salter’s offer to attend a yoga session. “It’s all there, the missing 

threads of String Theory.” 

“I’ve read it. Many times.” 

“From argon to zirconium?” 

“And everything in between.” 

“Then surely you can tell me the one letter that’s left out of the Table.” 

I thought for a moment. It had never occurred to me. The breeze lost some of its 

warmth as a fog bank moved in off the slate green sea. “J?” I said. 

“Very good, my boy. There’s no element with J in it.” 

“Amazing,” I said, “no J.” 

He was correct. 

He told me that some nights, even though we might see him lying asleep in his 

bed, another manifestation of himself would be lecturing before a graduate class at 

Oxford. All this fell within the same time-space continuum.  

“Sweet,” I said, which I know sounded lame in comparison to his prodigious 

proclamations but in truth I didn’t believe them, having been raised without miracles. It 

seemed to rank up there with my fiancée’s belief in fairies. To my mind his substance 

abuse had turned the corner toward the dawning of a full-fledged, alcohol-induced 

dementia.  

“I want to discover the next new element,” Hornspoon said. “I’ll name it Johnium, 

after my brother, may he rest in peace. I have a feeling it’ll go right in front of zinc.” He 
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reached for a phantom wine glass to accompany his remarks and, finding himself robbed 

of the prop, swore loudly. 

 

When Caroline pulled out the last empty, without any numbers, we were met by a 

further surprise. Inside it, like a ship in a bottle, sat a vintage Hi-8 video cassette about 

the size of a cigarette pack, but thinner. 

 “Weird,” said Caroline.  

 “I wonder how that got there.” I shook the bottle so it clattered. 

 “Don’t. It’ll break.” 

 A label encircled the entire bottle and, when I tore off the paper, I discovered a 

fissure in the container’s middle. Someone had cut the glass, inserted the tape and then 

resealed the bottle with the label. 

 I wrapped the container in a grocery bag and carried it into the kitchen. 

 “What are you going to do?” asked Caroline. 

 “This.” I slammed the bag on the kitchen counter. Caroline yelped as the bottle 

made a popping crushing sound and then rattled around inside the bag. I don’t usually 

exhibit such impulsiveness, but the frustrations of Hornspoon’s legacy and my enforced 

abstinence had begged for some release. Caroline looked shocked. 

 I picked up the cassette case from among the shards and hurried into the living 

room, pulling my father’s old Sony video camera off the bookshelf and hooking up the 

power supply. Then, with the yellow, red and white RCA plugs securely fastened to our 

TV, I loaded in the tape and pushed play. Static rained across the screen. It was blank. 



 

 119

* * * 

 The next morning I called Mr. Wallach to give him the good news about the 

wine bottles and to ask if he knew Heidi Ludendorff.  

 The goth receptionist, the one I’d labeled “Wednesday,” but who answered as 

“Brooke,” picked up the phone. When I asked to speak to Wallach she told me, “Mr. 

Wallach is no longer with us.” 

 The dry winds had stolen the moisture from my lips. I ran my tongue over them. 

“Can you tell me where he is?” 

 “Your guess is as good as mine. It’s not like I believe in heaven.” 

 “He’s dead?” 

 She went, “Uh-huh.” 

 “Parkinson’s? He didn’t seem that grave to me.” 

 “He wasn’t. The cops think someone wasted him.” 

 “Cops? Wasted?” 

 “Unlikely he’d off himself with a butcher knife. Lots of blood. So gross I 

fainted. They’re here now. Gotta go...” 

 My voice pitched up. “Who would want to kill Mr. Wallach?” 

 “FYI -- lawyers have enemies. Marv helped put away some really big assholes 

in his day. It’s friggin’ scary. Just hope I’m not next. I don’t even wanna be here, but I 

gotta stay till the cops leave.” 

 My stomach pinched. “Really sorry,” I said.  
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“By the way, Marv left you a message. He was like, if he gets into trouble tell him 

to call Charlie Baumgarten.” She gave me Baumgarten’s phone number in Brazil.  

“Brazil? Why Brazil? Who is he?” 

“Old client. Worked in South America for a U.S. mining firm. All his co-workers 

kicked from cholera and dysentery, but Charlie lived to sue them. Dude, I’ve gotta go. 

The cops--” 

“Wait, one more thing,” I said. “I found a tape of Hornspoon’s…” 

“Gotta go.” 

“You’re a film major, right? What do I do with a tape that won’t play?”  

“Toss the fucker. Tape is old school.” 

“I’m sure there’s something on it.” 

“Check the format. It might be the wrong format, like PAL.” 

“Pal?” 

She hung up.  

 

 As I crossed the hallway toward our room I noticed that the hall closet had been 

left open a crack. The forbidden chamber. I knew Caroline didn’t want me to see the 

wedding dress before its debut on our wedding day, but what harm could it do? A quick 

peek wouldn’t matter. I was so depressed I needed something to cheer me up. Seeing the 

awesome gown would remind me what this eruption of effort, anxiety and capitalistic 

expenditure was all about. Love and beauty and something enduring. It would jumpstart 
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my participation in the upcoming events. After all, I’d been distracted by other things, 

lately.  

I took a breath and listened. I approached the door, my hand surfing toward the 

knob. I paused, took another breath, and changed my mind, carefully pushing the door 

shut. The jamb was slightly misaligned and I had to lift slightly to set the bolt, securing 

the secret inside.  

 




