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When I was a child, I was deathly afraid of the dark. I hated the nighttime with every fiber of my being. I dreaded sundown despite the array of gorgeous colors that accompanied it. I refused to look through uncurtained windows out of fear that a decrepit, ghastly face would stare back. I avoided mirrors at all costs. I made my mother remove the vanity from my bedroom, and if I went to the bathroom, I kept my eyes glued to the floor. Dark mirrors were passageways for demons and spirits, and I would not be caught dead looking one in the face.
My childhood bedroom had a nightlight plugged into every socket. I begged my mother to buy a moon-shaped lamp that glowed bright enough to stave off the nightmares, but she refused based on the petty excuse of price. I kept a flashlight beneath my pillow and checked the batteries weekly in case the power ever went off. I refused to turn off the lights until my mother yelled about the electric bill. Even then, I took my chances. My mother’s wrath was not unbearable, but the heart-pounding, chest-heaving fear of the dark was.
Thunderstorms brought a different kind of terror. Despite my ready flashlight, I spent the duration of storms in torrents of anxiety, anticipating the moment the lights flickered and died. I drew the thickest duvet over my head as if self-created darkness was more powerful than the earth’s natural lack of illumination. With every thunderous crack, my whole body jittered until the storm rolled away and the rain slowed to a gentle patter against the roof.
My fear of the dark was not unfounded. Years later, I still remembered the reason why I’d hated the dark in the first place. In that tiny bedroom, painted pale yellow, a clock with crayon-shaped hands ticked and tocked, counting the seconds with glaring clarity. The long-dead tree outside my window had not grown leaves in several seasons. Its gnarled gray branches reached toward me like witches’ fingers, tapping against the window as the monstrous plant tried to draw me into the night’s depths. Worst of all, a warped human-shaped shadow appeared in the far corner every night and watched me while I slept.
This shadow did not disappear no matter how many nightlights I positioned around the room. Some evenings, I thought I had finally defeated it, but as soon as I laid down in bed, the shadow solidified, turning its empty face toward me. Each night held for me a bucket of terror in which I could not help but dunk myself. While I turned away from the face and covered my eyes and ears with blankets, sacrificing fresh air for the recycled, sheet-filtered breaths beneath the covers, I quivered and shook and cried until exhaustion swept me away into slumber.
When I was roughly twelve, I learned this shadow was caused by an oddly-shaped bust of Saint Thomas Aquinas my mother kept on a console table in the hallway. Saint Thomas’s thick brow and hooked nose projected on my wall with amazing clarity, and through my own fault, I had given him the power to look over me; the rotating nightlight I’d installed in the hallway gave Saint Thomas’s shadow that eerie motion of moving back and forth. When I requested Saint Thomas be removed from said hallway, my mother—the patron saint of irritation—replied thus:
“If you prayed more, Saint Thomas might protect you.”
I learned never to ask my mother for religion-related favors lest I craved a twenty-minute lecture about how my young adulthood epitomized all seven cardinal sins. My fear of the dark was extinguished by shutting my bedroom door to keep Saint Thomas’s ruminating gaze from gracing my wall. As I continued the lonesome, painful trek toward adulthood, I mastered the art of shutting the door on irrational fears.
Though some fears are as rational as they come, such as the pile of unpaid bills that stared at me from the spot on the kitchen counter where Ophelia dumped the mail. I could not bring myself to slide the sharp edge of the letter opener between the lips of those folded envelopes, knowing what awaited inside. Another invoice, another dollar amount, another decimal point that represented my ever-growing failure as a single mother. Did the shadow of incompetence ever go away, or was that something that every adult battled with until death knocked on your unexpecting doorstep?
“Mom, are we going or what?”
Ophelia, who had turned sixteen this past August, employed the worst traits of a Leo. My daughter’s attitude went from sarcastic to surly ever since she returned from action sports summer camp, where she’d learned how to perform “sick” skateboard tricks, picked up foreign tongues, and cut her own hair off. She spoke in monotone utterances of “rad” and “whatever” unless one of her friends was around. Then, she mostly shouted “Yew!” in various excitable tones. When I asked her what it meant, she replied:
“Don’t be one of those moms.”
Certain I was already one of those moms, I gave up asking Ophelia about her life. She was deep into the phase of not needing or wanting me around, and I was determined not to push myself on her like my mother had.
“I thought you didn’t want to go to orientation,” I said, casting an eye over Ophelia’s ripped jeans, scuffed shoes, and thrifted T-shirt. “You look homeless. Do you know who the Go-Go’s are?”
“The Who?”
“Not the The Who. The Go-Go’s. The band on your shirt.”
“No. Whatever. It looks cool.” She drew her phone from her pocket and swiped lazily through various social media feeds. “My friends are going to be at orientation. We’re meeting in the cafeteria at seven, and I don’t want to be late. Are we going?”
“Afraid not,” I said. “Benji’s orientation is before yours. We’re due at the middle school first.”
“Why do I have to go?” she pouted. “I’m not in middle school. Drop me off at the high school.”
“I don’t have time. Benji!” I called up the stairs for my son. “Let’s go, buddy! Time to meet your teachers.”
Ophelia groaned. “You’re going to meet our teachers? You’re going to be that parent?”
“Yes, Ophelia. I’m going to be that parent.”
“Update the emergency contact card, sign off on my schedule, and let’s call it a day,” she proposed. “It’ll take less than an hour.”
“Benji,” I hollered. “Move it, kid!”
“I don’t understand why you have to be so pervasive,” Ophelia said.
“Wow, that SAT vocabulary study book I bought you is really coming in handy. Put on a coat.”
“It’s summer.”
“Then put on a shirt that doesn’t look like it’s been used to mop the floors.”
“You sound like Grandma.”
“Benji, now!”
BY THE TIME I wrangled both kids into the car and traversed the packed middle school parking lot for a space that wasn’t ten thousand miles from the door, I had the distinct urge to rip my hair out by the roots. Ophelia and Benji spent the ride bickering, and Benji discovered an insult that pissed off his sister enough to escalate a simple grudge match into a full-on smackdown.
“Cretin,” he said gleefully, clutching a sketchpad and a charcoal pencil. “You are such a cretin.”
Ophelia unbuckled her belt and lunged across the car. Benji screamed with authentic terror as his older sister pinched his skinny body wherever she could find a vulnerable fold of skin. I pounded the brakes, and the velocity sent Ophelia flying forward enough to dislodge her from her brother.
“Enough.” I put the car in park. “Ophelia, you can walk to the high school. I’ll meet you there, and don’t get into any trouble,” I added as she yewed, tossed her skateboard to the asphalt, and rode off. “Come on, Benji. Let’s make this quick.”
It was hard to believe that Benji was starting middle school already. Born later in the year, he was younger than most of his peers, and I had read too many developmental psychology articles about how this could put your child at an educational disadvantage. I pondered holding Benji back a year, but there was no reason for this. His marks were fine, and he had made several friends in his own grade. Still, I wondered if my son wouldn’t be so timid and shy if I had performed some academic red-shirting when he was entering kindergarten.
I dozed through most of the orientation process. After years of back-to-school ceremonies, orientation night was just another box to check. We sought out Benji’s first locker, where I showed him how to use a combination lock, and we picked up his textbooks from the class libraries. As he loaded them into his bookbag, he removed the thick purple cardstock printed with his class schedule. A line appeared between his thin brows as he studied it.
“Where’s my art class?” he asked.
“It’s not on there?”
“No.”
“Let me see.” I checked the schedule card, but there was no art class listed even though I’d requested it for Benji. Team Sports resided in the elective spot. “Huh, that’s weird.”
“Did you check the art class box?” Benji whined. “You didn’t forget, did you?”
“No, buddy. I signed you up for art. I promise.”
“Then where’s my art class?”
I stopped a passing administrator and said, “Excuse me. There’s a problem with my son’s schedule. He was supposed to have art class, but he’s been signed up for team sports instead.”
The administrator, a sharp-nosed woman with a simpering gaze, said, “The school cut the art program due to budget issues. Art students were reassigned to physical education to better prepare them for a healthy lifestyle.”
“I don’t want to play team sports!” Benji protested.
“Sorry about that, kiddo,” the administrator said. “I wish there was something I could do.”
She walked away with the air of someone who did not care whether Benji got his art class, leaving me with a mopey ten-year-old on the verge of a mental breakdown.
“What am I supposed to do?” he blubbered. “My art teacher said I have to keep practicing if I want to get a college scholarship.”
I knelt down and squeezed his shoulders in an attempt to keep him together. “Benji, you’re ten. You don’t have to worry about college right now. You’re supposed to be enjoying your childhood.”
“I want to go to art classes,” he moaned with enough pitiful dolefulness to draw the wandering eyes of other parents—parents who probably knew what to do with a child who could not practice his ultimate passion in a broken education system. “Please, Mom. I don’t want to go to school here. Can I go somewhere else that has art? I don’t care about team sports.”
I ushered Benji into a secluded hallway where he could have his breakdown without the judgemental stares from his peers and their guardians. “Buddy, this is the middle school you’re zoned for. It’s where Ophelia went. It’s too late to switch schools now.”
“I hate this school,” he wailed, bringing forth the waterworks.
“You haven’t tried it yet,” I said, exasperated. “Maybe team sports won’t be so bad. You could make new friends.”
“I d—don’t want to make new friends. I like my old friends.”
“Chances are your art friends will be in your team sports class,” I pointed out. “You can still hang out with them.”
“I hate sports.”
“Ophelia can help you with it.”
“I hate Ophelia!”
“Okay.” I dragged Benji into the closest bathroom and leaned him over the sink. “I understand you’re upset, but we can’t change anything with a bad attitude. I’ll call the school tomorrow and see what I can do. Now, rinse your face with cold water and take ten deep breaths.”
Benji obeyed and sat through the teacher meetings with a sullen, teary expression and a damp collar. As each teacher held court in their respective classrooms, announcing their rules and regulations, the parents sat in children’s desks with their knees crunched up to their chests. At the end of each lecture, the neediest parents swarmed the teacher’s desk, talking about Joshua’s 504 plan or Britney’s fidget spinners. I could have informed the instructors of Benji’s diabetes and insulin pump, but my kid knew how to maintain his blood sugar levels, and the whole process felt silly and juvenile.
Maybe I was a worse parent for not policing every aspect of my kids’ lives, or maybe I was a worse parent because I forgot Ophelia’s orientation started at seven-thirty and was half over by the time I left the middle school with Benji. The high school was only a block away, but parking was, again, a nightmare. I left my car in the bus drop-off lane because that was the only unoccupied piece of asphalt in the entire world.
The high school served orange juice and mushy chocolate chip cookies from the closest grocery store chain. I handed mine off to a waterlogged Benji and went in search of Ophelia, praying she’d picked up her schedule card and new locker assignment already. She was not in the cafeteria as promised. I recognized her ragtag group of friends—some girls from the soccer team, and a few boys that skated with Ophelia—but she was not among them. With Benji’s super sibling powers, we found her in the library, of all places, where she was reading at a table alone.
“Is that a book?” I asked, approaching her. “A real one, made of paper? I didn’t know you guys knew what a book was.”
Ophelia slammed the book shut and flipped it over so I couldn’t see the title. “Wow, no person over the age of thirty has ever told that joke before.” She glanced at Benji. “What’s his problem?”
“No art class,” I said.
Ophelia laughed, and Benji’s bottom lip wobbled. Sensing an oncoming “cretin,” I shoved Benji away from Ophelia’s reckless mirth. The last thing I needed was to referee the second round between my children in front of their future teachers. Ophelia already had a reputation for being rowdy.
“Did you get your schedule, O?”
She tossed the card onto the desk and disappeared behind her phone. I browsed through the list of classes she’d selected.
“None of these are AP,” I said.
“Well-spotted, Mother.”
“O, you’re too smart for regular classes,” I told her in a hushed voice, unwilling to offend any eavesdropping students. “You should take at least two AP classes this year to get ready for college.”
“I’m not going to college,” she declared.
I paused, considering my reply. “That’s up to you, but you might change your mind a year from now when all your other friends are applying to universities.”
“I don’t care.”
“You have to care about something.”
Ophelia matched my gaze with empty, unseeing eyes. She looked through me, not at me, but that vague stare managed to pierce my heart.
“O, what’s the matter?” I asked. “You’ve been dark since you got back from camp. Did something happen with your friends? With Fen?”
She stood up. “Can we go? I’m sick of being here.”
Ophelia walked off, grabbing Benji by the collar and leading him away in a strange show of rough sibling affection. I flipped over the book she’d been reading: Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit by Jeanette Winterson. I made a mental note to look up the novel later.
WHILE THE KIDS waited in the car, I waived Ophelia into AP English and AP History, two subjects she could pass with flying colors. I didn’t tell Ophelia about the changes to her schedule—she would respond to the news with spitting outrage and references to repressed feminist anarchists of whom I’d never heard. It was best to let her anger steam and fizzle throughout Monday’s classes, so she was less combative when she ambushed me later.
At home, the kids pounded upstairs and slammed their bedroom doors in a perfect one-two pattern as if they’d practiced their tantrums in tandem. Exhaustion yanked on my spinal discs and bowed my shoulders to the floor as I hung the car keys by the garage. Ophelia’s angry punk rock music—something British, crass, and loud—rocked the ceiling fan in the living room, punctuated by Benji’s anguished no-art-class howls.
I fetched the unopened mail, red wine, and noise-canceling headphones before retiring to my home office. Fitting the headphones over my ears, I relished the canned silence and, begrudgingly, opened the first envelope. As the numbers piled up, I let the wine soak up my fear. It was not the perfect sponge, but since I could not slam the door on my financial instability or my kids’ problems or the bland monotony of repeating yesterday’s routine tomorrow, wine would have to sop up my mess for now.
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When I first started my private investigating business, everyone was hasty to inform me that most small businesses fail within the first year. They were wrong. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, twenty percent of businesses fail in the first year. That seemed like decent odds, but fifty percent of businesses fail by the end of the fifth year, and after ten years, only a third of small businesses survive.
It was fun to be a walking statistic. Giving up my teaching job at the local university to pursue the next grand adventure made it seem like everything was falling into place. With my best friend and former protégé, I would establish the best private investigative business in the state, possibly the country. People from all over would call me to solve their cases, find their missing kids, and put their minds to rest.
That was not what happened. During the first few months of our new business venture, Mila and I waded through stagnation as steadily dwindling savings accounts weighed down our boots. We caught a few high-profile cases by chance, including two this past summer, but the surge of fame faded shortly after the news networks stopped reporting about our success stories. We went back to having no cases at all.
Worse, the money we earned from the good cases didn’t last long. I had used the funds to pay down some of my maxed out credit cards. These days, we lived on invisible money and the measly amount that Amos, Benji and Ophelia’s father, sent for child support every month. My liquid assets amounted to a big, fat zero.
Mine and Mila’s business had no chance of surviving until the one-year anniversary of its conception. We couldn’t afford to pump its chest and infuse it with fresh blood to save it from flatlining. If I had listened to my mother—heaven forbid—I might have kept my teaching job as a backup while Mila and I established a clientele list. I daydreamed about a steady paycheck and the wondrous comfort of a positive number in my checking account.
One thing saved me from having to admit to the kids that we were dead broke. Amos and I had put an enormous downpayment on this house when we bought it, then paid off the rest in subsequent years. Daily, I thanked our younger selves for making such a decision. While my ex-husband and I hadn’t always seen eye-to-eye, this one agreement paid out in the long run. Gratefully, I didn’t have to contend with a mortgage payment.
As the sun’s rays tripped and stumbled through the morning mist, I awoke at my desk with a crick in my neck like a broken string on the devil’s fiddle. My noise-canceling headphones, dead of battery, rested askew on one ear. I’d fallen asleep on the bills that mocked me with extra zeros as my blurry vision slowly cleared. The house was suspiciously quiet—the kids weren’t arguing.
I shook the mouse to wake my computer and checked the time. It was seven-fifteen already. The high school bus had come and gone, not that Ophelia would ride it, and the middle school bus was due to show up any minute. I pounded up the stairs to the second floor. “Kids! Why aren’t you up? You’re going to be late for your first day!”
Ophelia was splayed, face-down, across the unmade twin-sized mattress, her bare feet hanging off the edge as another example of our fiscal woes. I couldn’t pay to get her a queen, telling myself it wasn’t necessary since she would be off to college in a couple of years. In the too-short bed, Ophelia snored and clutched her phone to her chest as if it were a golden trinket she could not bear to release.
“O!” I threw open the curtains to let the sun illuminate Ophelia’s gloomy bedroom. “Get up. It’s time for school.”
She snorted, rolled over, and groped around her pajamaed waist for a blanket to pull over her eyes.
“That won’t work,” I told her. “You haven’t done laundry in months. Let’s go.”
Before opening her eyes, Ophelia tapped her phone screen. As the device woke with annoying obedience, she scrolled through her notifications, looking for something that wasn’t there. I fought the impulse to seize the phone and chuck it through the window. In this day and age, raising kids was like herding zombies. Ophelia spent large chunks of her time trapped in a world behind screens. I dreaded the day Benji cared more about his social media accounts than his artwork.
“Hello?” I clapped my hands, making Ophelia wince. “It’s almost seven-thirty. You’re going to be late for school.”
“Chill, Mom.”
“I will not chill. Get up. I won’t ask again.”
“I just have to check—”
“Ophelia.”
“God, fine!” She rolled out of bed. On her feet, she glared at me. “Happy? Can I get dressed, or are you planning to make our house more of a police state than it already is?”
“Do I need to?”
“Ugh. Big Brother much?”
“You want to know who Big Brother is?” I pointed to her phone. “He’s right there, watching you from your selfie camera. If you spent less time on your phone—”
Ophelia cut me off with a groan. “I have to pee.”
Done with one child, I checked on the second. Benji, too, had decided waking up wasn’t worth it today. Typically, he was dressed and sketching at his desk by this time, but he squinched his eyes shut as if trying to trick his body into remaining asleep forever.
“I know you’re upset, buddy,” I said, sitting beside him. “Middle school won’t be so bad. I promise.”
“How do you know?”
“If Ophelia finished, so can you.”
“You’re going to call today, right?” he pleaded. “To see if I can have an art class?”
“They don’t have art classes,” I reminded him. “I’ll call about your team sports. Maybe there’s some other extra-curricular you can participate in.”
He glowered at me. “I don’t want to participate in anything else.”
“You know what you should participate in? Getting out of bed.” I patted his stomach through the blanket. “Come on, I’ll drive you. The bus is probably gone already. Ophelia!”
No answer came from the kids’ bathroom. While I woke Benji, Ophelia had vanished from the house. I prayed she’d gone to school and not to the alley behind the 7-Eleven where I often spotted drug hand-offs go down. I swatted the thought away—Ophelia’s surly depression did not mean she was on drugs. I was getting ahead of myself again, but these days, it was hard not to.
After force-feeding Benji a toaster waffle slathered in peanut butter so his blood sugar wouldn’t plummet, I dropped him off at the middle school. As I pulled away from the curb, I spotted his dismally drooped brows in the rearview mirror. He could not have looked less enthusiastic about starting sixth grade. Hopefully, by the end of the day, he might have a better outlook on the next three years.
“Hi, this is Carolina Caccia,” I said, calling the school on my way home. I could have gone inside with Benji, but the prospect of facing the front office administrators and potentially embarrassing Benji made a phone call look way easier. “My son, Benji, was supposed to be in art class this year—”
“We’ve canceled art classes due to budget concerns,” said a curt voice.
“I know, but my son isn’t the team-sports type,” I said, biting back a sharper reply. “I was wondering if there were any other classes he could be switched into.”
“The county wants our middle grade students to practice physical activity,” the administrator replied. “If your son doesn’t want to play team sports, he can join the marching band. Those are his only options.”
“He doesn’t play an instrument.”
“Perhaps he could learn. Would you like me to re-arrange his schedule?”
“No,” I said. Marching band meant buying Benji his own instrument, which would make a sizable dent in my credit card. “He’ll keep team sports.”
WHEN IT CAME DOWN to the bare bones of truth, Mila and I were not cut out to run a business. We were ex-FBI agents, trained to suss out the worst of the worst kidnappers and pedophiles. Neither one of us had any desire to run payroll, learn the ins and outs of human resources, or bother with the paperwork that came with opening an LLC. If we were doing better off, I would have hired someone to perform those frilly tasks for us.
Mila had become a deficit to our project through no fault of her own. She’d spent the past year surviving breast cancer, a feat of resilience I couldn’t fathom, and raising her six-year-old daughter by herself. We bonded as single mothers, but sisterhood couldn’t keep a business moving. At home, faced once again with the mountainous pile of bills, I called Mila to see what could be done.
“Hi,” she answered, a bit breathlessly. “What’s up?”
“We need to talk about the business,” I said. “Do you have time?”
“I’m about to walk into the doctor’s office with Rosie.”
“Is she okay?”
“Yes, we’re here for a check-up.”
I poked my tongue into my cheek, holding back a question. Rosie, Mila’s daughter, was six years old and mostly non-verbal. She relied on hand gestures to communicate or didn’t communicate at all, which was rather problematic. Mila had yet to address the issue, and I was hesitant to bring it up. Who was I to question Mila’s parenting skills when mine were not so high above the lowest bar?
“We’ll talk later,” Mila promised. I’d heard this phrase from her a lot lately. “We’ll figure it out, Carolina.”
Mila’s increasing absence from the business was not helping. Of the two of us, she was the one who knew anything about advertising. Beyond flyers on church bulletin boards, I didn’t have any knowledge of running billboards or television ads. If we couldn’t put the word out that our business excited, we would never pull new cases.
On a daily basis, I denied that our P.I. service was dead in the water. I refreshed my email a hundred times, hoping an investigative request might populate my inbox with each click. My heart lurched at the sight of any fresh information. I was so excited to see a piece of spam that I almost clicked on the damning links to liven up my life. What was a little identity theft in the grand scheme of things anyway?
One problem with being nearly unemployed was the lack of cash flow. The other problem was absolute, mind-numbing boredom. My house was so damn clean because I had nothing to do during the day except sweep, mop, and do laundry. I respected the mothers who did this regularly, but I wasn’t made to be an at-home mom. I was going stir crazy, so when my phone rang, I lunged to answer it.
“Carolina,” came the deep wind chime tones of Detective Bao, my favorite local cop. “It’s buy one, get one free at Taco Bao today. Are you coming or what?”
“Be there in ten.”
TACO BAO WAS a food truck near the precinct that served a weird blend of Mexican and Asian foods squished between a corn tortilla or a bao bun, depending on your culinary preference. Detective Bao visited the truck religiously, though I never determined if he liked the food or the coincidental name better. He powered through eight tiny tacos while I managed three.
“I didn’t bring you out here for the food,” he said, wiping soy sauce from his meaty hands. “I have a proposition for you.”
“Color me intrigued.”
“A detective position has opened up at my precinct,” Bao said. “I recommended you for the job. It’s not a sure thing, but I pull a lot of weight. You’ll most likely get the position if you want it.”
I set aside my last taco to process. “You want me to work for you?”
“You’d be an excellent addition to my team,” Bao replied. “From what I hear, you’re in need of a job.”
“What have you heard? From who?”
He threw a balled-up napkin into my lap. “From you, dummy. Should I withdraw my recommendation? Are you suddenly inundated with P.I. requests?”
“Unfortunately not.”
“Then come work with me,” he offered. “We could use someone like you on the force. It’s a bunch of stubborn boneheads right now.”
“I’m not a detective,” I said. “I have one skill—finding missing kids. You should hire someone who’s more well-rounded.”
“That one skill lends itself to more than just locating kids,” Bao argued. “The things you know how to do would help us plenty.”
“Maybe.” I pondered my last taco, wondering if my bloated stomach could handle another bite of katsu chicken. After all, I’d paid for it. “I’m not sure I’m ready to give up on my business yet.”
Bao inclined his head. “The offer’s out there, in case you change your mind, but it won’t be for long. You should think about it. Get back to me tomorrow.”
“I don’t want—”
“Tomorrow.” He pointed at my taco. “Are you going to eat that?”
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When I was a kid, my mother suggested that I become a nun. For the small, small price of dedicating my life to the Catholic Church, I could be fed, clothed, and protected by God for the rest of my days. This was a fair trade in her eyes. As a nun, there was no need to find a job or a husband. The latter task was the hallmark achievement of every Italian immigrant woman like my mother. You were no one without a man, preferably a rich one, but becoming God’s devout servant excused you from this ultimate goal. If you were a nun, God was your husband.
My father had not been in the picture for a long time, and my mother never remarried. I wasn’t sure if my parents’ marriage had been annulled or if they spoke to each other. Hell, I had no idea where my father was or if he was still alive. He’d come to America once, to meet Ophelia when she was born, but I hadn’t heard from him since. Perhaps his consistent absence persuaded my mother to encourage me away from the husband route. The other possibility is that she was terrified I’d get pregnant as a teenager. Nuns, she always said, are celibate, Carolina. You’ll never have to worry about waxing!
I did not want to be a nun, and I told my mother as much, but my keening declarations were not in opposition to my mother’s no-sex rules. Like most children, I garnered a flaming passion for animals. I collected salamanders from beneath the porch lights, combed the roads on my hand-me-down bicycle for plastic bags or cardboard boxes that might contain abandoned kittens, and made my mother stop the car any time we saw a stray dog. I moved turtles off the road so they wouldn’t get hit, spent hours in the backyard with a crappy, disposable camera taking blurry pictures of finches and sparrows, and played with potentially feral cats that roamed the neighborhood without care or concern for my own safety. When I learned what an occupation was, I decided my true calling was to become a veterinarian.
My mother immediately rejected my decision, and for once, she made a good point: as a vet, I would have to watch and help animals die. I told myself I could handle it for the good of all petkind. In high school, I volunteered at a clinic to further cement my future in animal medicine. It was all fun and games for the first few weeks. I mostly cleaned up poop and helped the vet technicians hold dogs and cats still for scans and x-rays. Then a woman came in with an ancient poodle that was more gray than black. Since the other techs were occupied, the vet asked me to assist in aiding the poodle to her final resting place.
After the injection went in, the woman bowed her head over the poodle and sobbed uncontrollably. The poodle looked peaceful enough—she wasn’t in pain anymore at least. As far as deaths went, this wasn’t the traumatic tale of soul suckery that my mother had painted for me. Still, fifteen-year-old me couldn’t handle it. After the vet and I retreated from the room to give the poodle’s owner time to grieve, I ran from the office and into the nearby woods to let out an almighty yell that God himself might have heard from heaven. Great globs of absolute sadness dropped from my eyes and soaked into the earth. I punched a tree until my knuckles bled from the rough bark. Cries of grief ripped themselves from my throat as I let God know what I thought about being a vet.
When I managed to get myself together and returned to the office, the woman and her poodle were gone, as if the scene had never played out. I quickly reported to the vet and gave him my resignation. As my mother predicted, this career was not for me. Annoyingly, my mother was often right about matters such as these.
At some point in college, I became interested in criminology, and more specifically, missing children. I didn’t remember what sparked my interest, but I never wavered from my chosen major. In the early stages of my career, I failed spectacularly. Most of those times, my older, more experienced partner solved the case and showed me what I’d missed. We saved child after child, returning them home safely. I couldn’t recall the face of every child I’d returned home. However, the faces of those I couldn’t save were etched like deep scars on my brain matter. Dead and dying pets were too much for me to handle, but expired children set a fire in me that blazed until there was nothing left to burn.
It was exhausting. Caring was exhausting. In retrospect, if I could do it all over again and go back to my high school graduation, I would have opened a booth at the local farmer’s market to sell jewelry or freshly-farmed rutabagas or organic almond milk.
The local farmer’s market was the least stressful place I frequented, and every single seller seemed to make a killing off their wares. Booths lined the downtown park, shaded by the wide leaves of surrounding trees. People sold everything: fruits and vegetables, handmade dog collars, freshly baked nut breads, wooden carvings of tiki figures and Greek gods, paintings, license plate frames, local honey, house plants, and monogrammed pens were only some of the offerings for sale on Tuesday morning. Each booth had a short line of patrons waiting to pay, except for mine.
Whatever possessed me to rent a booth at the farmer’s market to advertise my private investigation business was long gone. Unlike the others, I wasn’t selling something tangible to be taken home today. My business cards and brochures were not drawing eyes as I’d hoped, and the sun had moved high enough to shine in my eyes. The sweat stains around my armpits and below my bra line weren’t helping me capture customers either. A few curious passersby glanced in my direction, but no one needed the services I was offering.
“Private eye!” I called, waving brochures. “Get answers to the toughest questions in your life from an ex-FBI agent!”
A woman paused, hefting the baby on her hip. “Ex-FBI? Did you get fired?”
“No, I didn’t get fired,” I said huffily. “I retired. I have a family at home.”
“Good for you. Giving up your career to focus on your family is a big sacrifice.”
“Yes, I’m a saint. Do you need a private eye?”
She laughed. “No, I don’t have any secrets.”
“Everyone has secrets,” I muttered, shoving the unused brochure back in the box as the woman moved on.
The heat grew worse as the morning moved toward noon. My stomach growled, and I considered abandoning my booth in favor of chicken and waffles from the food truck in the next row over. There was a frozen lemonade stand, too, which sounded too good to be true. While I wished for a margarita and a misting fan, a shadow came over my booth, providing a much-needed moment of coolness.
The shadow’s owner was a tall Black man with broad shoulders and cool eyes. His lips were parted in slight surprise, and the beads of sweat on his forehead glistened like droplets of golden fire. His shirt was damp with heat too, but the fabric stuck to his chest in all the right places. I rounded my shoulders and clapped my arms to my sides to hide my pit stains.
“Parker,” I said. “It’s nice to see you.”
“Carolina.” As always, he was polite and pleasant. Polite and pleasant was Parker’s brand. I hardly remembered a heated conversation with him, though I knew we’d had a fair few. “It’s been a while. How are your kids?”
“I’m fine—oh, the kids.” I chuckled nervously. “They’re hanging in there. Ophelia’s grumpy as usual, and Benji started middle school.”
“How does he like it?”
“They don’t have art class.”
“So he hates it.”
“Yes.” I nodded. “Exactly.”
Parker picked up one of my brochures and skimmed through the information. As he read, heat rose in my cheeks, and I was suddenly embarrassed by the contents of my advertisement. My hand itched to snatch the brochure away so he couldn’t read the rest.
“Business is good?” he asked.
This small talk was killing me. Not long ago, Parker and I talked about almost everything. He cooked for my kids, in my kitchen, several times a week. He made Ophelia laugh regularly, which felt like some kind of miracle, and he folded origami with Benji. He slept in my bed once or twice without any expectations. His son, who was recently diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, felt comfortable in my home.
Yet, Parker and I had fizzled out. My stomach still flipped when I saw him, but nothing egged me toward pursuing a life with him. We had not been able to marry our lifestyles and schedules, let alone each other, though it was far too early to be thinking about marriage. Sometimes, I felt freshly divorced but my ex-husband, Amos, and I had been separated for years.
“Business is bad,” I admitted. “Atrocious, in fact. That’s why I’m sweating my butt off here. I’m trying to find clients.”
Parker placed the brochure neatly on its pile. “I’m sorry to hear that, but I don’t think the farmer’s market is the best place to hunt for clientele.”
“Why not? Everyone comes here.”
“No, people with balanced lives come here,” he replied. “Unbalanced people go to the supermarket or the corner store for their groceries.”
“Do you consider yourself balanced?”
The quip came out of my mouth before my brain realized how it would sound. By then, it was too late to take it back. Parker shaded his eyes under the pretense of barring the sun, but the curt motion seemed defensive.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“No, I understand,” Parker said, polite as always. “I admit that I struggle to juggle life’s challenges sometimes.”
“Are you trying to say I can’t admit it?”
He sighed tiredly. “Carolina, it’s been over a month since we talked. That’s because I’m constantly trying to not step on your toes every time we have a conversation.”
“Maybe we’re poor conversationalists,” I suggested, brushing off his stinging comment. “Or perhaps I need better shoes. How’s Alex?”
Parker’s expression shifted to subtle misery. “He’s doing his best.”
“Did you enroll him at that special school?”
“No, our counselor said he needs to get accustomed to interacting with normal students.”
“Normal?” I said disparagingly. “The counselor called Alex ‘not normal?’”
“She didn’t say that—”
“Because if you think your son is not normal—”
“Carolina, it is none of your business,” Parker said, and for once, his voice lifted beyond its normal volume, drawing attention from the market’s other patrons. “You don’t get to scrutinize the way I raise my children.”
“I didn’t say—”
“I don’t insult you for keeping Benji close enough to smother,” he went on, “or letting Ophelia run rampant like an escaped zoo lion.”
“Excuse you?”
Parker stopped mid-sentence, realizing that he had let his stress get the better of him. He gathered his wits. “Pardon me. That was out of line. I should go. I’m due at Alex’s school. See you around.”
Betrayed, I watched Parker walk away, my heart still stinging from his verbal slap. I did not keep Benji close enough to smother. If I supervised my son too much, it was because I’d already lost him once. I couldn’t survive if he disappeared again. As for Ophelia, she was a teenager in the natural stages of rebellion. Wasn’t it normal to let her discover herself? She wasn’t doing drugs or having sex, so what exactly did Parker mean by running rampant?
My remaining patience fizzled out. I packed my brochures and business cards, broke down my booth, and told the market organizers that I needed to leave early. After purchasing the largest order of chicken and waffles and a frozen lemonade, I drove to the high school to pick up Ophelia so she wouldn’t have to ride the bus home. Once she was in the car, I proceeded to the middle school to get Benji.
“Well?” I prompted my kids. “How’s your first week going?”
When only silence answered, I checked the back seat to make sure picking up the kids hadn’t been a fever dream of mine. Nope. They were both there, sulking as if there might be a prize for embodying ultimate misery.
“Hello?” I called. “Anyone awake back there?”
“Fine,” Ophelia said to placate me. “School’s fine.”
“When are soccer tryouts?”
“Next week. I have conditioning tomorrow.”
“You’re going, right?”
“Yes, Mom,” she said. “I will be the perfect, varsity athlete for you to brag about to the other mothers.”
“That’s not why I asked,” I said, brows bowing in confusion. Did teenagers always take offense to every tiny comment? “I thought you liked soccer.”
“It’s fine.”
“What about you, Benj? How’s middle school treating you?”
“Like a brick to the teeth,” he muttered.
“I love when you quote your older sister.”
At home, the kids performed their usual routine. They dropped their backpacks on the floor, kicked off their shoes, and fled upstairs to their bedrooms. Benji stopped to get a snack. At least he wasn’t letting his blood sugar sink into the toilet. I followed him upstairs.
“How’s team sports?” I asked, leaning against his door before he could shut it in my face. “Are you making new friends?”
“No.” He sat at his desk, pulled out a sheet of drawing paper, and stared blankly at it.
“What are you going to draw?”
“I don’t know.”
“Benji.” I sat on his bed and took his hand, but he yanked away. “What’s wrong, buddy? Is this really about no art classes? I called the school. They said you’d have to take marching band to get out of team sports.”
“It’s not about art class.”
“Then what is it?”
Benji turned toward me, and for one gleaming second, I thought he might actually share what was going on in his beautifully complex brain. “Can you stop calling me buddy? I’m not a kid anymore.”
Just like that, I was back to square one, sitting outside the fence line of my kids’ lives.
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O phelia emerged from her cave to slouch on the sofa with a bowl of leftover soup and a bag of goldfish crackers, watching reruns of her favorite TV show. Eating around the celery, she chuckled as the fast-talking protagonist outwitted this episode’s nemesis. Ophelia didn’t hear me come into the room, so I enjoyed my daughter’s rare moment of contentment before she noticed me. She only seemed at ease when her mind was occupied by the bizarre show.
“Hey, kiddo,” I said finally, putting on my coat. “I’m meeting up with your dad tonight. Do I need to call Grandma to watch you two?”
Like a lit match in high winds, her comfort vanished. Her scapula rounded as she curved inward on herself, like a rollie pollie bug deploying its defense mechanisms. My heart sank. Did my mere presence truly disturb her?
“I’m sixteen,” she reminded me. “I don’t need Grandma to babysit me.”
“I know you don’t need Grandma to babysit you,” I replied. “I’m asking if you can handle Benji for a couple hours, or if I should call Grandma to do it.”
She waved a noncommittal hand.
“What does that mean?”
“I can do it,” she huffed. “God, get a grip.”
“I might if my kids told me what was wrong.”
“Nothing’s wrong!”
I lifted my hands in presumed innocence. “My bad.”
“Nobody says ‘my bad’ anymore.”
“My bad.”
Ophelia rolled her eyes so hard that I could almost hear the muscles unsticking from her eyeballs. Defeated, I grabbed my keys and left the house. On the way to Amos’s, I thought about an article I’d read that described the supposed issue with our children’s generation. Evidently, as parents, we kept them too safe. We were not supposed to control and supervise every aspect of our children’s lives. We weren’t supposed to trail after them on the playground in case they got hurt. We weren’t supposed to intervene in arguments with other children.
We were supposed to give the kids a house key and let them walk home from school on their own. We were supposed to trust them to be alone while we ran errands for a few hours. We were supposed to let them experience arguments and problems firsthand, for themselves, so they could learn how to solve issues, work together, and gain social skills that they needed to become fully-fledged, well-rounded adults.
This stemmed from a lack of free play and the notion that the world was becoming unsafe. In interviews with parents, mothers and fathers primarily worried their children would be kidnapped if they did not have proper supervision. In fact, the world was safer than ever now. The risk of your child getting kidnapped is incredibly low.
But it happened to Benji.
Still, when I thought about how much my work had dwindled, I couldn’t help wondering if the magazine article was right. Kids weren’t getting kidnapped as much, so I wasn’t getting paid as much. No one needed my expertise in our small North Carolina suburb. On the bright side, that meant less kids were suffering, but less missing kids meant I was becoming dangerously close to not being able to pay my bills.
As if to mock me, my car rumbled and stalled at a red light then lurched forward like a rhinoceros with a stomach virus. The rest of the way to Amos’s, it groaned and keened, supplying unnecessary energy to my anxiety. When I parked in Amos’s driveway and shut off the ignition, the whole car sagged toward the pavement.
“You look like crap,” Amos said by way of greeting.
“I think my car’s broken.”
He stepped off the porch to inspect the vehicle, popping the hood with the ease of a man whose father had taught him all the right “boy knowledge” growing up. While he examined the mess of mechanics, I examined him. My ex-husband was annoyingly handsome, with fat blue eyes and dark curly hair that had not faded or thinned as he coasted through middle age. Benji looked exactly like him, but it was Ophelia who’d inherited Amos’s quick wit, determination, and reckless, carefree attitude about life. I hoped she would make the most of it like he had.
“Your coolant is low,” he reported. “I can fill it up once the car cools off a bit.”
“That’s it? It needs coolant?”
“It’s a start, at least. Come inside. Pilar made lasagna.”
The best thing about divorcing Amos was that he’d remarried a culinary and familial goddess. Pilar was the at-home mother I’d wished I could be and also never wanted to be. She juggled tantrums and puberty with professional grace, and she gave unending advice on how to be a better parent. I wondered if she ever read those child psychology articles that kept getting into my head.
Pilar and her daughters—Marin and Nessa, who were in the same grades as Ophelia and Benji, respectively—were nowhere in sight as Amos sat me down at the kitchen island, poured me a glass of wine, and warmed a lasagna slice. This was by design. Amos and I met at least twice a month to discuss our kids; we both wanted to make sure that we were raising them to the best of our abilities. Amos insisted he wanted to be a part of their lives, and he upheld that in his actions. Ophelia and Benji spent plenty of time with their father, stepmother, and new sisters. That was a good thing, even if I felt left out of the equation.
“So,” Amos prompted, serving the lasagna. I dug in without hesitation. “What’s going on? I haven’t seen the kids since summer camp. You’re not keeping them from me, are you?”
“Not at all,” I said, mouth full. “They’ve been grumpy, cranky, and cantankerous for the past month.”
“Sounds promising.”
“I can’t figure it out.” I drained the wine and lifted the glass to ask for a refill. Amos obliged. “I’m used to Ophelia blowing me off. She’s been surly since she turned twelve, but she’s never been mean. Now, she’s mean, Amos. She talks to me like I’m a piece of gum on her shoe.”
“We could chalk that up to usual teenage girl stuff,” Amos said. “Marin isn’t a walk in the park these days either.”
“You don’t understand. Ophelia hates me.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
“It is,” I said. “When I ask what’s wrong, she acts like she can’t believe I have the balls to do so. Something’s going on with her, Amos. Should I take her to a psychologist?”
Amos trapped my fork against the plate to keep me from inhaling the lasagna like a line of powdered Ritalin. “Let’s approach this rationally. Teenagers pull away from their parents. It’s natural. If Ophelia doesn’t want to talk to a psychologist, she’ll feel betrayed if you force her to go.”
“Will you talk to her?” I begged. “She likes you better.”
“That’s not true,” he said firmly. “And yes, I can try to talk to her. How’s Benji?”
“Not himself,” I said. “The school cancelled art classes, so he’s depressed. These past two days, he hasn’t come out of his room except to eat.”
“Not even to go outside? He draws birds non-stop.”
“No birds. No drawings since school started,” I reported. “It’s like he gave up.”
Amos pensively chewed his bottom lip before getting up. “Hang on a minute.”
He disappeared upstairs, leaving me in peace to horf my lasagna. The peace didn’t last long. My phone buzzed in my pocket like an angry hornet. I checked the screen, half-expecting a call from Ophelia about some disaster at home. Instead, it was Mila.
“About time,” I answered. “You’ve been AWOL. We need to talk—”
“Rose is deaf.”
I lost my tongue for a moment. “What?”
“She’s deaf, Carolina,” Mila said with an air of defeat. “I’ve been so busy with work and my own health that I didn’t notice. How could I not have noticed?”
“Slow down, Mila. How is she deaf?”
“She’s deaf,” she repeated a third time, as if there were no other way to explain it. “Well, not completely, according to the pediatrician, but she’s never been able to hear properly since birth. They said I should teach her sign language and think about getting her a cochlear implant. It’s why she’s mostly non-verbal. She can’t hear a damn thing. I don’t know sign language! I can’t afford a cochlear implant with my health insurance!”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “Is this genetic?”
“It could be,” she replied. “It’s not like I can call Jacob and ask, can I?”
Jacob, Mila’s late husband, had passed away. Like me, Mila was a single mother, but she didn’t have someone like Amos helping her out. Guilt rang like a doorbell in my head. When Amos and I were on worse terms, Mila and I raised our kids in tandem. That had gone by the wayside. In starting a business together, we’d forfeited our sisterhood.
“What about his family?” I asked. “You still talk to his mom, right?”
“Not as often,” she lamented. “Ever since she moved to New Mexico, she’s been harder to reach. I’m not so worried about why she’s deaf. Knowing the reason won’t change life for her. It won’t make things easier.”
“What do you need me to do?” I asked. “How can I help?”
Mila sucked in a deep breath that whistled through her clenched teeth. Her hesitation echoed over the phone like a grand piano falling into a canyon. My heart dropped with it, sending me into freefall.
“I have to pull away from the business,” she said, confirming what I already knew. “I’m sorry, but I can’t keep ignoring my child. In six years, I never noticed that she couldn’t hear me. It’s borderline neglect.”
“Mila, you never neglected Rosie,” I said. “You couldn’t have predicted this.”
“If I had taken her to annual doctor’s visits, I would have noticed this sooner.”
“I can’t remember the last time Ophelia went to the doctor,” I offered, hoping to make her feel better. “The only reason Benji goes regularly is to update his insulin prescription.”
“I’m a bad mom.”
“No, you’re not,” I said. If Mila was a bad mom, that made me irreparable. “Don’t say that about yourself. Take some time off. That’s fine.”
“I found another job.”
Something tugged at the spot between my eyes like someone had stuck a straw up my nostrils and was trying to siphon my brain out. Though I’d been expecting the inevitable destruction of our business, I’d been putting off acknowledging it until the last second. The last second had officially arrived. Without Mila, the business was sunk.
“It pays well,” she went on. “It’s a small, private company that’s well-funded. They understand I’m a single mom who needs time for her child, and the health insurance is undeniable. I couldn’t say no.”
“Of course not,” I mumbled.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I know this business was your dream come true. I wish I could make things work.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “The business was failing anyway. We both knew that. I guess it’s time for me to accept it.”
“Someone else will want you,” Mila insisted. “You’re too good of an asset. I can give you a recommendation.”
“Any chance your new company wants another investigator?”
“I already asked,” she said. “They were only hiring one.” When I didn’t reply, she added, “This doesn’t have to be the end. Maybe we can try again in a few years when everything’s less hectic.”
I gave a short laugh. “It’ll never be less hectic.”
“I can only hope,” Mila said. “We’re okay, right? Still friends?”
“Of course.”
“Good luck, Carolina. We’ll talk soon.”
As I hung up, Amos bounded back into the kitchen. “I have intel,” he announced. “I talked to Marin and Nessa—” He stopped short at the look on my face. “What did I miss?”
“Mila quit. I’m officially out of business.”
“Ouch. Sorry, Lina.”
My eyes burned, threatening to fill. I tipped my head back and inhaled, determined not to cry in front of Amos. He wasn’t stupid enough to buy it.
“Everything’s going to be okay,” he said softly. “How are your finances?”
“Not good.”
“I can pitch in,” he offered. “What do you need?”
I shook my head. “No, we’re not doing this. I’m not taking money from my ex-husband.”
“I already pay child support. What’s a little more? Don’t be proud, Carolina.”
“I am proud,” I declared. “Don’t offer me money again. What did Marin and Nessa say?”
“Are you sure—?”
“What did they say, Amos?”
Amos took my cue and shifted from ex-husband mode to Dad mode. “Nessa is in two of Benji’s classes, including team sports. She says he’s gotten in trouble for drawing instead of paying attention. The boys in gym make fun of him for being too girly.”
“Too girly?” I repeated. “What makes him girly?”
“Drawing, apparently.”
“Drawing makes him girly? Which boys? I’m going to talk to their mothers.”
Amos let his hand rise and drift down to mimic a long, calming breath. “Relax, Lina. Benji’s getting older. He needs to learn to fight his own battles.”
“So what if he is girly?” I demanded, hot with anger. “Boys can be girly!”
“I know.”
“He has three sisters,” I continued. “He’s going to be girly.” Amos chuckled, the sound of which deflated some of my hot air, enough for me to ask, “And Marin? Does she know what’s going on with Ophelia?”
Amos’s lips straightened. “She broke up with Fen.”
“No.”
“Yes. By the way, who is Fen?”
“Her girlfriend,” I said. “Or person. It’s complicated. Fen is actually Brett, who’s twenty-one years old. She has DID.”
“Our sixteen-year-old daughter is dating a twenty-one-year-old?”
“She was dating Fen, who is one of Brett’s alters, who is also sixteen,” I explained. “I told them they weren’t allowed to do anything physical until Ophelia turns eighteen, but they didn’t listen.”
Amos leaned against the counter, eyes wide. “I’m so out of the loop.”
“You and me both.” I put my empty lasagna bowl in the sink. “I should go. If Ophelia and Fen broke up, O’s heartbroken. No wonder she’s such a mess.”
“Wait, before you go—” He stretched out his arm, and I folded against his side. Awkwardly, he patted my shoulder. “Actually, I was just reaching for the keys to the shed, so I can get the coolant for your car.”
I straightened up. “This never happened.”
“Shan’t speak of it again.”
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When I pulled the warbling car into the garage, I took off my seatbelt but couldn’t find the emotional energy to go inside and face the current facts of life. The dreadful pall of loneliness draped itself across my ears. Though I heard nothing, a slow dirge played inside my head, beginning a mental funeral for the goals I would likely never achieve. As the procession marched by, carrying coffins that contained my hopes and dreams, a familiar piano melody emanated faintly from the car radio. I turned up the volume to drown out my parade of self pity.
“Slow down, you’re doing fine,” Billy Joel crooned. “You can’t be everything you wanna be before your time.”
I joined in, doing my best to hit the correct pitches but not caring if I didn’t. “Although it’s so romantic on the borderline tonight. Tonight!”
Singing felt good, so I kept going. Soon, the song soared from my throat without fear of judgement or failure. A neighbor walked their disheveled miniature poodle past my garage, pausing briefly in search of the cacophony. I ignored their puzzled gaze and continued my one-woman Billy Joel show.
“You got your passion, you got your pride, but don’t you know that only fools are satisfied?” I sang with none of Billy’s talent or grace, but who cared? “Dream on, but don’t imagine they’ll all come true. Ooh, when will you realize… Vienna waits for—agh!”
Ophelia appeared beside my driver’s window, wearing a mingled expression of amusement and secondhand embarrassment. I turned off the car and got out, using the door to shove her away.
“What were you doing?” she asked mischievously.
“Nothing.”
“You were totally having an imaginary concert.” She tailed me into the house while I placed my shoes on the rack and hung my jacket. “Oh my God, do you have, like, imaginary fans screaming your name when you do that?”
“I was just singing, O.”
“What was that song?”
“‘Vienna’ by Billy Joel.”
“When was it released?”
I squinted at her, trying to figure out if her interest was genuine or crafted for selfish purposes. These days, Ophelia was only nice to me when she wanted something. “In the late 70s, I think.”
She laughed shortly. “Damn, you’re old.”
“I heard you broke up with Fen.”
Ophelia’s cruel smile dropped, replaced by an empty expression. It was like standing outside a house at night and watching all the lights go off. Leftover was a dark, vacant property, a shell of something that used to be warm and comforting.
“Your dad told me,” I said, as if ratting Amos out would put me on better terms with Ophelia.
“Dad didn’t know.”
“Fine, Marin told your dad, and he told me.”
Ophelia rotated on the spot like a ghoul, drifted back to the sofa, and morphed into a crochet-covered lump beneath a throw blanket. I almost walked past her, up the stairs, and into my bedroom, but something stopped me.
“Family meeting!” I bellowed loudly enough to shake the house. “Everyone in the living room, right now!”
Scowling, Ophelia emerged from the blankets. “I’m already here. You don’t have to shout.”
“Where’s Benji?”
“How should I know?”
Benji plodded down the stairs as if his feet were made of steel. He, too, had wrapped himself in a blanket. My children sat in the living room, wearing cloaks of comfort. Inspired, I took another quilt from the linen closet and tossed it around my own shoulders, and the three of us shared the couch. Ophelia shoved her cold bare feet under my thighs to warm them up.
“I’ve called this family meeting to talk about what’s been bothering you,” I said. “Now is the time to air your grievances. Tell me what you need to be happy, and I promise, I’ll find a way to make it happen.”
“I want to go to Hawaii,” Ophelia declared. “I want to live on the beach, surf, and drink coconut water for the rest of my life.”
“I meant reasonable requests,” I clarified. “By all means, live in Hawaii when you’re older, but graduate high school first.”
Ophelia slumped. “Who cares about high school? Nothing you do there matters anyway.”
“You’re right and wrong,” I said. “You learn more than schoolwork in high school, and it’s the last leg of your childhood before adult responsibilities start building up. Take my advice. Enjoy it while it lasts. Things get tougher—”
“Blah, blah, blah,” Ophelia said, bringing out her phone. “Life is hard. I get it.”
“I don’t want to tell you the same boring, cliché things that everyone else tells their kids,” I said. “But it’s all true. Make the most of now, before you have to pay bills or build credit or file taxes or invest in real estate or start a 401k. It’s so much harder to make time for fun when you’re an adult. It’s not impossible, just harder.”
“I don’t want to be an adult,” Benji said. “It sounds horrible.”
“There are some perks,” I replied. “Wine, for one, and no bedtime.”
Benji shrugged. “I don’t mind having a bedtime.”
“I do,” Ophelia said. “All the cool stuff happens at night.”
“How about this?” I said. “Ophelia, I’ll extend your curfew for an extra thirty minutes on weeknights and an hour on weekends. Would that help this funk you’ve been in?”
Ophelia’s phone screen shone from under the blanket as she covered her head again. “Whatever. I don’t have anywhere to go these days.”
“The skate park?”
“Meh.”
“Okay, what do you want?” I asked, exasperated. “Anything to take your mind off this thing with you and Fen—”
“A guitar,” she said, flipping the blanket hood off at the sound of Fen’s name. “I want a guitar, and I want to learn how to play it. A good guitar. Not some crappy Squier that you got at a pawn shop.”
“I don’t know what a Squier is,” I said. “But I will get you a guitar.”
Ophelia’s phone dropped from her hand and slipped between the couch cushions. “For real? You’re not joking?”
“I’ll have to save up some money,” I said. “But I think learning an instrument would be good for you. I hear children who play instruments do better in math classes—”
“Don’t ruin it, Mom.”
With Ophelia’s funk temporarily abated, I proceeded to Benji. “What about you, buddy? I mean, Benji. What can I do for you?”
Benji thought long and hard about it. A fine line appeared between his eyebrows as his face scrunched in concentration. Finally, his whole body relaxed.
“Art lessons,” he said.
“Are you sure?” I asked. “You don’t think art lessons are too girly?”
Ophelia sat up. “What the hell? Did someone say you were girly for liking art, Benj? Who was it? I’ll teach them a thing or two about art when I paint their eyes black and blue.”
Benji’s eyes grew big and watery. He threw himself across my lap to hug Ophelia. Stunned, she patted him on the back then gently pushed him off.
“No violence,” I reminded Ophelia, who was prone to fixing problems with her fists. “Benji, what’s your decision?”
“Art lessons,” he said again, dabbing his eyes on the blanket. “I don’t think it’s girly. I don’t care if it is girly. I want to draw.”
Nodding, I said, “All right. Guitars and art lessons, coming up.”
Benji brightened and bounced to his feet. “I can’t wait!”
As her little brother returned upstairs, Ophelia turned her weary eyes toward me. “You lied, didn’t you?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You can’t afford to buy us things,” she accused. “You didn’t even take us back-to-school shopping this year. You don’t have any money.”
“Worry about your grades,” I said. “Our financial situation isn’t your responsibility.”
“It’s my business if you promise me a guitar and don’t follow through,” Ophelia insisted. “You haven’t taken a P.I. job since the summer.”
“How do you know that?”
“You’re home all the time.”
“That doesn’t mean—”
“I haven’t seen Mila around either,” she said, pushing on the bolted door of my patience like a battering ram. “Aren’t business partners supposed to work together?”
I shed my blanket cloak to get away from Ophelia’s prying questions, but she got up and followed me to my office. “Mila’s busy with Rosie. It’s complicated.”
Ophelia opened the filing cabinet where I kept information for open cases. There were no folders inside. She fixed me with an “aha!” expression that stirred a pot of rage deep in my stomach.
“You’re not supposed to be in here,” I said.
“While you’re working,” she added. “That’s the rule. You’re not working, though, are you?”
“O, you’re this close to losing that guitar and the new curfew.”
She crossed her arms. “I knew it. Whatever, Mom. Have fun lying like a liar.”
Though the insult wasn’t craftily worded, it still stung. Once Ophelia was gone, I began filling out the forms to declare bankruptcy. Despite our lack of funds, I was determined to uphold my promises to the kids. That meant getting another job right away. It was too late to check in with my old contacts to see if the FBI would take me back, but I could always call tomorrow.
If I re-joined the FBI, I would barely see my kids. That was the whole reason I quit my job in the first place. The bureau tracked cases all over the country. I would never be home. Ophelia was old enough to look after herself and Benji, but kids needed a parent around. Amos would take them, but he’d never stop judging me. Our marriage ended because my job kept me from helping with the kids. I didn’t want to open that can of worms again.
There was Bao’s offer: a stable, steady job as a local detective. The paycheck was low—insultingly low for someone with a background and experience like mine. Still, it was a paycheck, and I could haggle for a better deal. Perhaps, I’d call him in the morning too.
“MOM! MOM, COME QUICK! HELP!”
I shot out of bed and stumbled into the hallway, half-asleep. By the time I made it to Benji’s room, my socks were soaking wet. Benji stood on his bed, clutching a collection of sketches to his chest. The room was flooded; Benji’s clothes, shoes, books, and drawing pencils floated atop an inch or two of water, which seemed to be gushing in from beneath the wall.
“Mom!” Ophelia burst in. Her pajama pants were soaked to the knee. “My room is—whoa. It’s Waterworld in here, too?”
I shoved past Ophelia to check her room. Like Benji’s, it was completely flooded and still filling up. In the second-floor bathroom between Benji and Ophelia’s bedrooms, water gushed from the baseboards underneath the sink. I turned the water off to the sink, and when that didn’t slow the flow, I ran downstairs as quickly as possible without slipping. Outside, I cranked the rusty lever to turn off the main water line.
“Did it stop?” I hollered to the kids, inside again.
“Yeah!” Ophelia called down. “But it’s post-apocalyptic up here.”
WHEN AMOS and Pilar picked up the kids at one o’clock in the morning, Pilar whispered, “Honey, you don’t look so good.”
It wasn’t a slight. She was worried about me. I was worried about myself, honestly. Until morning, I used towels, sheets, blankets, and whatever else was available to mop up the mess upstairs. I ended up with a pile of soggy linens and a soggier second floor. Then I called a plumber and my insurance company.
The plumber punched holes in the bathroom drywall then declared that a burst pipe had caused the unexpected deluge. He could fix the problem, but the entire second floor needed to be repiped. The house was old, and the plumbing materials were no longer up to today’s standards.
The insurance company would pay to fix the burst pipe, but they would not cover the repiping, as it was “not necessary.” I nearly blew an aneurysm on the phone with customer service. After a quick nap on the dry living room floor to recuperate, I called Detective Bao.
“Carolina,” he said cheerfully. “I was hoping to hear from you.”
“My house is wet,” I said. “My business is defunct. I’m swimming in debt. Only you can throw me a life preserver.”
“Climb aboard, Caccia,” he said. “I’ve got a case for you.”
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Work began on the house the following day. I’d slept alone in the guest room on the first floor, where my mother usually stayed to watch the kids if I was out of town. She’d managed to sneakily decorate the spare room with religious paraphernalia. A crucifix hung over the door. Small cards picturing the patron saints hid in the corners of photograph frames and taped to the windows. I found three rosaries: one in the armoire drawer, another hanging from the doorknob, and a third beneath the pillow. The heavy perfume of incense hung in the room as if Mother had blessed it herself. I half-expected to discover an altar in the closet and a kneeler under the bed as if she were holding mass here without my consent.
I left everything where it was except for the rosary beneath the pillow. While I slept, I could feel it there, like the princess’s pea. Each bead made an uncomfortable lump in the pillow, rising up to remind me of the God I’d pretty much forsaken. Ophelia and Benji were both baptized and had First Communions. I took them to Christmas and Easter mass to ward off six months’ worth of Catholic guilt, but neither of my kids were much interested in religion. Benji politely obliged when his grandmother asked him to accompany her to Sunday mass. Ophelia politely declined. They both respected their grandmother’s wishes, but their dedication to God ended there.
My mother blamed me for my children’s lack of religious education. I should have put them in CCD classes. I should have signed them up for confirmation. I should have taught them to pray the rosary. I should have read the Bible with them.
“Which version?” I’d asked my mother, receiving a dirty look in reply.
Though I could argue about religion with my mother for days, that didn’t mean I’d stopped believing. I sent prayers upward, hoping someone might receive them. Hymns often got stuck in my head. When I drove past the church, I yearned for the familiarity of a Sunday service, the subtle comfort of being among a community, and the satisfaction that came with knowing the ritualistic ceremony like the back of my hand: introductory rites, sign of the cross, penitential act, Gloria, first reading, psalm, second reading, gospel, homily, creed, Eucharist, the Lord’s Prayer, Communion, and concluding rites. It was amazing they squeezed all of that into an hour.
When I was kid, I knew when we got to the kneeling part, we were about two-thirds of the way through. After shuffling to the front of the church to receive Communion, I knew mass was almost over. Five more minutes until we were released with my favorite phrase, “Mass has ended. Go in peace.”
In peace, I went, free from an obligation I’d never signed up for, free from the cloying smells of old women’s perfume and incense, free of my mother’s disappointed looks when I forgot the words to prayers and songs after years of singing the same ones. Free from pantyhose and polyester. Free from stale Communion wafers and watered-down fruit juice passed off as wine. Free from shaking hands with strangers during the sign of peace. Free from God’s watchful eye—no, never free from God’s judgement.
I prayed when I married Amos. I prayed when I joined the FBI. I prayed when I got pregnant and prayed again when Ophelia was born. I prayed for Benji’s safe arrival. I prayed for my mother’s lasting health. I prayed God would save my marriage, and when He did not, I prayed for an amicable divorce.
In that guest room, watched by Christ and the saints on my mother’s postcards, I prayed for my house, my bank account, my job, and my children. These days, I forgot to pray unless I needed something, but since God was all about forgiveness, I prayed he would make an exception for me.
Though I had not yet bargained with my insurance company, construction workers arrived that morning to begin repairing the second floor. They tarped off the landing, creating a plastic barrier on the stairs only to be breached by plumbing professionals. Earlier, I emptied what I could from the kids’ rooms so the workers could place enormous fans in every corner to dry out the carpet. Piles of damp clothes, books, toys, and drawing utensils took up most of the space in my living room, turning a once relaxing area into a pig sty.
The workers demanded half of the payment up front, so I wrote a check from my savings account and prayed it wouldn’t bounce. If they finished before I collected a paycheck, I would have to borrow money from someone, take out a loan, or max out my last credit card. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. Though Amos would certainly help, I didn’t want to owe my ex-husband anything other than respect and friendship. My mother was another option, but borrowing money from her came with strings, and she was not a gracious puppet master.
DETECTIVE BAO’S offer was my last hope. Leaving my house in the workers’ care, I met Bao at the police station. After jumping through some obligatory hoops—a brief interview with the captain, new hire paperwork, scheduling written and practical exams to prove I was fit for police work, et cetera—Bao gave me a tour of the police station. Since I’d picked his brain and abused his friendship for past cases, I knew my way around well. Today, however, was the first time I noticed the unfriendly stares cast in my direction.
“Here’s your desk,” Bao said, leading me to an empty cubicle around the corner from his. “I don’t expect you to be here often. Macy—that’s the secretary up front—orders coffee and breakfast sandwiches every Friday morning. If you want the good ones, get here early. Through that hallway is the gym, locker room, evidence locker, and the breakroom. If you finish a pot of coffee, it’s your job to make a new one. If you bring your own lunch, put a label on it. Don’t steal other people’s food. That should be a given, but we have a few persistent thieves in the office. Ironic, eh? I think it’s someone from forensics.” He puffed up, adjusted his belt, and deflated again with a deep exhale. “That’s about it. Any questions?”
“Yes, why does everyone hate me?”
Bao looked blandly around the room, hands in his pockets. “You’ve been here for ten seconds. Who hates you?”
“Don’t play me,” I warned. “The other officers are looking at me like I pissed in their Cheerios. What’s that all about?”
“Ignore them,” Bao suggested. “They’re jealous.”
“Of what?”
After some hesitation, he answered, “You’re an outsider. Several officers in this district were vying for that detective position. A lot of them believed they were shoe-ins, but the captain thought we needed fresh blood. That’s why I put your name in the running.”
Another deputy threw me eye daggers as he passed. “What?” I snapped at him, and he sauntered off, rolling his eyes.
“That won’t make you any friends,” Bao said.
“I didn’t come here to make friends.”
“I came here to win.” He mimicked a reality star’s shrill tone. “You may not need friends in this business, but you do need allies. You should already know that. The FBI doesn’t like people who aren’t team players.”
Grumbling under my breath, I rolled my new office chair over to Bao’s desk where he had settled down to check something on his computer. “The captain didn’t even consider my counter offer.”
“Pecking order,” Bao said. “Once you prove yourself, you’ll get a review and a raise. Now, I know your employment is technically dependent on the result of your hiring exams, but I need your help on this case.”
“Speaking of those exams,” I said. “It’s been a while since I’ve reviewed that material.”
“We can go over the material together. You won’t have a problem.”
I doubted myself. After so many years away from an official position with a government entity, I wasn’t sure if I still had the stones for this job. I was older, not as quick on my feet, and recovering from last year’s back injury. My mind didn’t feel as sharp either, as if I hadn’t practiced enough Rubik’s cubes and sudoku puzzles in my middle age. Would I remember all the protocols for solving a case for the police? Hell, I was never a big fan of protocols to begin with. I threw protocols out the window if it meant saving a kid.
“Listen to this,” Bao said, clicking on a media player. “It came in early this morning, around four.”
A phone message played: “I need to report a missing person. Lucy Baker. She’s thirteen years old. She has dark brown eyes and blue hair. The last time I saw her, she was wearing purple and black plaid pajama bottoms, an oversized Nirvana T-shirt, and dirty white tennis shoes. I’m not sure when she disappeared, but it had to be between eleven o’clock last night and three-forty-five this morning. Please find her. I think she’s in trouble.”
“That’s it?” I asked. “No name or contact number from the caller?”
Bao shook his head. “Lucy’s disappearance was reported anonymously.”
“A thirteen-year-old girl with blue hair shouldn’t be that hard to find,” I said, rubbing my hands together in anticipation. “She’ll stand out in a crowd.”
“What would you do first?” Bao asked. “I’ve never worked a case from start to finish with you, so I hope you don’t mind if I pick your brain.”
“Not at all,” I said. “Though I’m not sure you’ll benefit from it.”
“Self-deprecation doesn’t become you, Carolina.”
“I’ll try to curb my doubts,” I droned. “Play the message again.”
Bao obliged, and I listened closely to the recorded phone call.
“The caller’s young,” I guessed. “Female. She’s probably a friend or relative of the missing girl, but she knows something she shouldn’t. Otherwise, she would have given us her name.”
“Drugs?” Bao suggested. “Runaway?”
“Possibly. I want to find this girl. Did you run the number?”
“I sure did.” Bao unstuck a neon green Post-It note from his computer monitor and handed it to me. “This was the name associated with the mobile service account.”
I stared dumbly at the Post-It. “This is my name.”
“Yes, it is.”
“How can a girl I don’t know have called from a phone linked to my account?” I asked. “Let me see the number.”
Bao brought up the information associated with the message. When I spotted the number, I recognized the digits right away. “Of course.”
“Whose number is it?” he asked, brows raised.
“It’s Ophelia’s.”
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C onfident in my ability to question my own daughter, Detective Bao sent me to the high school to see what I could find about the anonymous caller. My brain whirled with possibilities. Had someone stolen Ophelia’s phone? Or worse, did she sneak out of Amos’s house early this morning? Did she have something to do with Lucy Baker’s disappearance? It didn’t seem likely. Ophelia was a mischievous kid, but she would never hurt anyone. Not on purpose, at least.
I waited in the high school parking lot until the final bell rang. While students swarmed the bus loop, desperate for freedom, I scanned the crowds for Ophelia. It wasn’t until twenty minutes later, when the schoolyard was empty, that I remembered she had soccer conditioning that afternoon. Reluctantly, I left the soothing, air-conditioned car and jogged around the school to the soccer fields.
The hopeful, soon-to-be members of the girls’ varsity and junior varsity soccer teams made their way out of the locker rooms. Ophelia was dead last, emerging from the locker room like a captive bear who’d never seen the sun before. Squinting through baggy eyes, she twisted a length of sticky athletic wrap into a circle and used it to push her shaggy, chin-length hair away from her face. It stuck up wildly around the faux headband, giving my daughter an unwashed, feral appearance.
The girls stretched and warmed up. I hung near the fence, out of Ophelia’s line of sight, while she balanced on one foot and pulled her opposite foot behind her to stretch her quad. She nearly fell over when a teammate clapped her on the back. Sitting down, she extended both legs out to the sides and leaned between them to elongate her back.
Coach Kay, a stout woman in her forties, looked exactly like her potential players—muscled calves, wiry physique, tight ponytail—except for the lines around her mouth and eyes, deepened by years of training under the hot sun. When she gave two short blasts on her whistle, the players leapt to their feet and started jogging around the track. Ophelia was the last to rise, staying at the back of the pack as the girls moved around the quarter mile.
While Coach Kay set up orange cones on the field, an exceptionally tall girl vaulted over the fence beside me and sprinted toward the coach, drawing her practice jersey over her sports bra while she ran.
“You’re late,” Coach Kay said without looking at the girl.
“It’ll never happen again, Coach,” said the tall girl, whose blonde hair reflected the sun like a golden mirror. “That’s a lie. It probably will, but I’m sorry. I’ve had a lot going on.”
For the past two years, Ophelia complained non-stop about how tough Coach Kay was. Once, when Ophelia was thirty seconds late to practice, Coach Kay made her run suicides until her legs gave out. Then, and only then, Coach Kay allowed Ophelia to join the other girls on the field. Coach Kay’s reputation for hating latecomers was legendary, which was why it shocked me when she told the girl:
“Catch up with the team.”
Without warming up, the girl dropped her gear bag and sprinted off, covering an impossible distance with each elongation of her legs. In less than a minute, she had caught up with the rest of the team, who were already on the other side of the track. The girl did not move to the front of the pack. Rather, she lingered near Ophelia. Even from here, I could see Ophelia’s smile as the tall girl ran next to her.
The players chugged around the track. The girls in front were mostly seniors who had played for the varsity team last year. They were guaranteed a spot this year. The middle of the pack was full of JV players and hopeful newbies who were trying to prove their stamina by keeping up with the others. Gasping freshman, second stringers, Ophelia, and the tall girl brought up the rear. Neither Ophelia nor her friend were hurting for breath. They talked easily with each other as they jogged past me.
“—nothing you could’ve done,” Ophelia was saying. “It’s not your fault.”
“I should have been there,” said the tall girl.
The team made two trips around the track, losing a few of the weaker runners along the way. For the next half hour, Coach Kay ran the girls through several drills. Ophelia stayed close to the tall girl the whole time. When other teammates approached them, Ophelia and her friend swapped worried expressions for polite smiles and high-fives. Towards the end of practice, Coach Kay assigned each girl to a smaller team for scrimmage matches. When Ophelia and the tall girl ended up on opposite teams, they gave each other grim smiles before parting.
During the scrimmage, Ophelia went toe to toe with her friend. Despite the height difference, their skills were evenly matched. While Ophelia darted in and out, trying to capture the ball, she grinned. I grimaced when the taller girl accidentally body-checked Ophelia, sending my kid flying. Ophelia rolled to her feet, unfazed and unharmed, laughed, and fist-bumped the other girl for executing such a move. Not for the first time, I wondered if Ophelia was the tiniest bit of a masochist.
“All right, gather around,” Coach Kay said at the end of practice. “You girls have been working hard this week, and I’m glad to see it. Keep it up, and most of you will make the teams you’re hoping to make. Get out of here.”
The girls returned to the locker room to shower and change, but Ophelia and her friend removed their cleats and shin guards on the track then walked barefoot toward the parking lot in their sweaty practice jerseys.
“Mom,” Ophelia said when she spotted me. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to talk to you.” I nodded to Ophelia’s practice buddy. “Who’s your friend?”
“Cleo,” said the girl, offering me her hand. “Cleo Baker. I’ve heard a lot about you, Miss Caccia.”
“From Ophelia?” I said. “I don’t expect you’ll like me then.”
Cleo looked confused. “Why not? Ophelia says you’re a great mom.”
“Really?”
“No,” Ophelia jumped in, blushing. “I never said that. What’s up, Mom? Is Benji okay?”
“He’s fine,” I replied. “I came to figure out who borrowed your phone last night, but I think I already have my answer.”
Cleo’s pretty blue eyes iced over. She froze like the sun had disappeared from the universe, plunging only her into utter cold and darkness.
“I have a new job as a detective with the local police station,” I explained to both girls. “We got a call early this morning about a missing girl. Lucy Baker.” I glanced at Cleo. “I’m guessing you’re the one who placed the call. Sister?”
Cleo inclined her head ever so slightly as if frightened that I might arrest her if she moved too much.
“You work for Detective Bao?” Ophelia said. “Since when?”
“Since today.” I beckoned the girls through the fence that surrounded the track and soccer field. “Why don’t we sit down and chat? See if we can figure this out?”
Zombified, Cleo let me lead her toward a picnic table under a huge tree where the sun couldn’t beat down on us with such intensity. Ophelia dogged Cleo like a pilot fish, going so far as to take Cleo’s gear bag off her shoulder when the taller girl stumbled. Ophelia’s shoulder pressed against Cleo’s in a show of affection and support as they sat next to each other. Though I’d never met Cleo before, she was clearly someone special to my daughter.
“You’re not in trouble,” I assured Cleo, whose deadened expression had begun to morph into something akin to panic. “Let’s get some things out in the open. Why did you call the police station anonymously? From Ophelia’s phone?”
Cleo glanced at Ophelia as if asking permission to speak. Ophelia nodded encouragingly, bringing me relief. This would be much harder with Ophelia’s opposition.
“I don’t have a phone,” Cleo said, her voice shaking. “Ophelia let me stay with her last night after Lucy disappeared, so I used hers.”
To Ophelia, I said, “Does your dad know you snuck a girl into your room?”
She flushed a bright shade of red. “Mom.”
“Does he?”
“No,” she grumbled.
“We’ll address that later,” I said. “Cleo, can you walk me through your little sister’s disappearance? Were you at home when it happened? Where were your parents? Do they know she’s missing?”
Again, Cleo looked at Ophelia for guidance.
“She won’t get you in trouble,” Ophelia advised her friend. “She can help. She can help find Lucy. I should have thought of asking her last night.”
“My job is to find Lucy,” I added. “I’m not here to judge you.”
Cleo’s shoulders relaxed as her apprehension thawed. She unfolded her arms and draped one loosely in Ophelia’s lap. “My father is dead, and my mother disappeared two years ago. We haven’t seen her since Lucy’s eleventh birthday party.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said solemnly. “Who is your official guardian?”
“I am,” said Cleo.
“You’re underage.”
“I’m eighteen. I got held back.”
“But who’s taking care of you?” I said. “Who’s providing your health insurance? Whose house are you living in? Who is paying for your food and wellbeing?”
“I’m taking care of us,” Cleo said slowly. “We don’t have health insurance. We don’t have a house. Lucy and I live in a van that I bought with the money from my jobs. I work two jobs after school.”
Stunned, I said nothing. Ophelia rolled her eyes.
“She’s homeless, Mom,” Ophelia spelled out for me. “She’s been taking care of Lucy ever since their mom left.”
“But—why?” I asked, aghast. “Were there no relatives to take you in?”
Cleo shook her head. “My mom got pregnant when she was really young. Her parents disowned her. I never knew my other grandparents. If we have aunts or uncles, I don’t know of them.”
“What about foster care?” I said. “Surely, you spoke to a social worker after your mother disappeared.”
“No.” Cleo anxiously twisted her fingers until Ophelia reached over and grabbed her hands. “I have friends who were in the foster system. They say it’s horrible. I was scared that Lucy and I would be separated or that we would get abusive foster parents. I couldn’t put Lucy through that. I couldn’t leave her either.”
When that sank in, I said, “You live in a van?”
Cleo pointed to an outdated Mercedes camper van parked close to my own car. “It runs. It keeps us cold in the summer and warm in the winter.”
“Where do you shower?”
“In the locker rooms before class starts.”
“What do you eat?”
“I signed me and Lucy up for free breakfast and lunch at school,” Cleo said. “I bus tables at a restaurant in town. I get a free meal for each shift, so I work almost every day. Lucy and I usually share dinner. We drink a lot of protein shakes.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “How does the school not know about your situation? Who is your emergency contact?”
“I put my mom’s name.”
“You need a signature—”
“I forged her signature,” Cleo said. “I forge her signature a lot. Please don’t tell anyone.”
I rested my elbows on the rough picnic table and tried to wrap my head around Cleo’s reality. She was a kid—eighteen, but still a kid—who’d experienced the loss of both parents and now lived without help from anyone else. If the same thing happened to me as a teenager, I wouldn’t have had the strength to finish high school.
“You’ve been through a lot,” I told Cleo. “How are you standing?”
“Tall, Miss Caccia. I’m always standing tall.”
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“Y ou’re kidding.”
“I wish,” I told Detective Bao over the phone. “She’s so terrified that Lucy will end up in foster care that they’ve been living out of a van.”
“That’s the sad state of our nation,” Bao grumbled. “What did you learn about the kid’s disappearance?”
“I haven’t gotten that far yet,” I reported. “I’m taking the girls for an early dinner to see if I can get some details. Any advice?”
Bao chuckled. “Advice for you? Caccia, you’re an ex-FBI agent. I have complete faith in you. Go find that kid.”
With Bao’s blessing, I herded Ophelia and Cleo into my car after Cleo moved her van to another parking lot. According to her, the school resource officer came snooping around if she tried to park at the school overnight.
“I have to be at work in an hour,” Cleo said as I stopped the car at Ophelia’s favorite restaurant, a steakhouse that served enormous portions no matter what you ordered. “And I can’t afford this place.”
“This is on me,” I said, though my wallet screamed protests from my pocket. “Order whatever you want.”
Once we were seated in a darkened booth near the back of the restaurant, Cleo ordered water and a modestly priced meal—a sirloin with two sides—not the least or most expensive thing on the menu. Ophelia, on the other hand, almost ordered lobster mac and cheese before I kicked her under the table to remind her of our current predicament.
“Tell me about Lucy,” I said, offering Cleo a basket of bread.
She tore into a perfectly round pumpernickel bun and slathered it with whipped butter. “I don’t know where to start.”
“A picture would be nice.”
“I have one in my gear bag,” Cleo said. “I’ll give it to you later. Anyway, she’s thirteen. She just started eighth grade. She’s a good kid with a lot of friends.”
“Where were you last night when she disappeared?”
The bread slipped from Cleo’s fingers and landed on the bare table. “In the van. I parked behind the restaurant for the night like I always do. My boss doesn’t mind. He’s pretty helpful as long as I bust my butt at work.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. “Lucy and I sleep in the back of the van, side by side. I woke up right before four o’clock—a nightmare, I think—and she was gone.”
“You didn’t hear anything?”
“No.”
“Did you check outside?”
“I combed the entire street,” Cleo said. “I broke the lock on the restaurant’s back door and looked inside. Then I drove around looking for her, and when I didn’t find her, I went back to the restaurant to make sure I hadn’t missed her the first time. She was gone.”
I scribbled Cleo’s account with a crayon on the back of a kid’s menu. “And that’s when you went to find Ophelia?”
“Yeah, she’d told me the day before she was staying at her dad’s house,” Cleo said, blushing. “I hope that’s okay.”
“What Amos doesn’t know won’t hurt him. So, you called the police after looking for your sister around town, right?”
“Yes. Should I have called first?”
“It might have given us a better head start, but that’s okay.” I drummed the crayon on the table, and it broke in half. “I don’t want to assume anything, but is it possible your sister ran away? Maybe the two of you had a fight recently, or she wanted to live somewhere else?”
Cleo shook her head. “We made a promise never to leave each other after Mom disappeared.”
“Sure, but she’s a kid. Kids don’t always keep their promises.”
“It’s different with us,” Cleo insisted. “She knows I would die if something happened to her. Besides, why would she run away? Where would she go? She likes school. She gets good grades, and she has a bunch of friends. She had no reason to leave.”
“Okay, just making sure. Do you think someone took her?”
Cleo swallowed a lump in her throat. “I don’t know. If that’s what happened, I slept through it. It’s my fault.”
Ophelia zoomed in, throwing one arm around Cleo as the taller girl slumped over at the table. After a moment, Cleo collected herself, dabbed her tears with a napkin, and sat up straight again.
“If she was taken, I didn’t hear anything,” Cleo said without wavering. “Usually, I’m a light sleeper. People have tried to rob us before, so I’m paranoid at night.”
“Is there any reason Lucy would have left the van without waking you?”
“To use the bathroom,” she replied. “I tell her to wait until morning or wake me up if she really has to go. She doesn’t listen, though.”
“Where do you go?”
She blushed and mumbled, “In the woody area behind the restaurant.”
“When children are kidnapped, they’re usually taken by a relative or someone who already knows them,” I said. “Can you think of anyone who might be interested in taking Lucy?”
The server returned with our appetizers. Cleo unfolded her napkin and placed it on her lap then lifted her fork, eating her side salad with reserved manners that I didn’t expect from a kid who shared free meals with her little sister.
“Like I said,” Cleo replied between bites. “Our parents are gone, and we don’t have any other relatives.”
“Do you mind if I ask what happened to your parents?”
“You can ask,” she said. “I can only guess the answers.”
“How did your father die?”
Cleo added more salad dressing to her plate. “I think he was killed.”
The casual air with which she announced this tidbit floored me. Typically, I spoke to adults with missing children, not eighteen-year-olds with enough trauma to fund a private psychology clinic. Though she hid it well, Cleo was surely hurting inside.
“You think he was killed,” I repeated, hoping she might give me a less dire circumstance.
“My parents sucked,” she said frankly. “My dad was addicted to gambling. We lost everything because he was so obsessed with his stupid poker games. He gambled away my mother’s savings and our house. I used to collect antique baseball cards—a weird hobby for someone my age, I know—until he found them, sold them, and gambled away the cash. One time, when Lucy was a baby, he tried to sell her to his gambling friends, claiming that she was a lucky charm.”
“He did what?” Ophelia demanded, giving a voice to my own disdain. “Dude, was he arrested?”
“Nope,” said Cleo. “He didn’t play in legal games. All this stuff happened under the table, in places the cops didn’t know about. Anyway, Uncle Mike—”
“I thought you didn’t have any aunts or uncles,” I said.
“Uncle Mike wasn’t related to us,” Cleo clarified. “Everyone called him Uncle Mike. I’ve known him since I was a baby, so at first, I thought he was my dad’s brother. Uncle Mike was always around. Sometimes, he even babysat us.”
“Who was he really?” Ophelia asked, intrigued. I admired her line of questioning. I would have followed up with the same inquiry.
“I don’t know,” Cleo said. “If I had to guess, he was a debt collector. He and my dad were always arguing about money. Dad always owed him something.”
“What did your mother think about this Uncle Mike character?” I asked.
“She liked him,” Cleo answered. “They got along pretty well. She trusted him with her kids, so that’s gotta mean something, right?”
“Your mother must have known who he was,” I said. “Did she know your father gambled?”
“She knew, and she hated it.” Cleo gathered the leftover croutons on her plate, smashed them into crumbs, and sprinkled them on the remains of her salad. “She liked Uncle Mike better than my dad, or that’s what it seemed like. Sometimes, I think she was nice to Uncle Mike so he wouldn’t hurt us if Dad got too behind on his debt.”
“When was the last night you saw Uncle Mike?”
“The night my dad died,” she replied. “I’m pretty sure Uncle Mike killed him. Dad must have run out of excuses for never giving back the money he owed.”
“Who told you your father was dead?”
“Uncle Mike. We were staying at his apartment because our house was foreclosed,” Cleo explained. “Dad and Uncle Mike went out that night, and only Uncle Mike came back.”
“How did your mother react?”
Cleo paused thoughtfully. “She sighed. Like she was relieved.”
“Were you relieved?”
“I just wanted a dad who wouldn’t sell his own kids.”
“Touché,” Ophelia muttered.
The server returned with our entrées. Cleo cut her sirloin in half and slid the slightly smaller portion to the side of her plate. She began divvying up the mashed potatoes and broccoli before her fork stilled over the food. Slowly, she pushed the separated portions back together.
“I guess I don’t have to share this with Lucy,” she said mournfully. “Since she’s not around.”
A juicy rib eye waited for me to dig in, but I couldn’t think of my appetite with so much of Cleo and Lucy’s past laid out on the table. “I’m guessing you left Uncle Mike’s apartment if that night was the last time you saw him.”
Cleo nodded. “My mom woke us up at four in the morning. She’d packed our things. We snuck out and drove to my mom’s friend’s house. A couple months later, my mom got a new job, and we moved into a new apartment. Everything was fine for a while. Nice, even.”
“And then?”
“About a year after my dad died, Mom disappeared,” Cleo said. “The same way Lucy did. When I went to sleep, Mom was in her bed. When I woke up, she was gone. We never saw her again.”
“Do you think Uncle Mike took her?”
“I wish I knew.”
I forced myself to slice a piece off the rib eye so Cleo could take a short break from our conversation. We were running out of time before she needed to get to her job, and I wanted to squeeze as much information out of her as possible. The more I learned about this Uncle Mike fellow, who appeared responsible for Cleo’s disappearing family members, the easier my investigation would be.
As Cleo leaned forward to take a bite, a gold chain slipped out from under her collar. On the chain hung a classic medallion with St. Christopher—the patron saint of travelers—pressed into the gold. The necklace must have held significant sentimental value for Cleo. Otherwise, she would have sold it for cash.
“What else can you tell me about Uncle Mike?” I asked after Cleo had taken a few bites. “Do you have a picture of him? Do you remember what he looked like? Do you know his last name or anyone else who might still be in contact with him?”
“I don’t have pictures,” Cleo said. “He was kind of bland looking. White guy, dirty blond hair, brown eyes. He was a little shorter than six feet, and he always wore a gold cross around his neck.”
“Did he have any distinguishing features?” I pressed. “Scars, tattoos, piercings?”
“A tattoo,” Cleo said, squinting at her water glass as if using it to scry into the past. “He had laurel wreaths tattooed around his collar bones.”
“How old was he when you knew him?”
“Maybe in his late thirties? He was a bit older than my parents.” Cleo set down her fork and wiped her mouth. “No offense, Miss Caccia, but why do you care so much about Uncle Mike? It’s Lucy I’m worried about.”
“Based on the things you’ve told me, Uncle Mike is the most likely person to have taken your sister,” I said. “If I can find him, I’ll probably find Lucy.”
“See?” Ophelia said, nudging Cleo’s side. “Mom’s really good at this.”
“I hope so.” Cleo’s lips twisted downward. “I can’t pay you to find Lucy.”
“I’m not a private eye anymore,” I said. “This is police business. You won’t pay a cent. Let’s get you to work, Cleo.”
By some miracle, my credit card was not declined. I tipped the server a measly thirteen percent, burdened by guilt as I herded the girls from the restaurant. As we walked to the car, Ophelia hung onto my arm.
“Mom, can Cleo stay at our house tonight?” she asked. “After she gets off work?”
“Did you forget?” I said. “Our house is a mess. The second story is completely off limits. We have no space.”
“So… I should sneak her into Dad’s house again?”
“No,” I said patiently. “Ask Dad if she can stay. I’m sure he’d understand—”
“He’ll think something else is going on,” Ophelia muttered. Up ahead, Cleo waited by the car out of earshot.
“Is there something else going on?”
“No. I don’t think so. I don’t know.” Ophelia sighed regretfully. “She’s a senior, and she’s already got a lot going on. I don’t think she likes me like that.”
I tousled Ophelia's salt-crusted hair. “All I can do for Cleo right now is find her sister. She seems fine in her van.”
“Do you hear yourself?” Ophelia said.
Cleo called from the car, “Excuse me? Not to bother you, but I can’t be late for my shift.”
“We’ll talk about this later,” I told Ophelia. With guilt plugging my heart ventricles, I dropped Cleo off at her job. After her shift, she would walk home—and her home was nothing but an old vehicle in a dark parking lot.
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I  no longer required an alarm clock. The men repiping my house promptly arrived at 6:45 AM with the rumble of truck engines, the rattle of tools, and the heavy knock of impatience. The noise they produced on the second floor not only prevented me from falling back to sleep but also unnerved me. With all the buzzing and sawing and banging, I feared that the second floor might collapse and pin me beneath rubble, plumbers, and the old copper pipes that should have been replaced several years ago.
This sort of thing—house restoration—was something I never expected to tackle without a husband by my side. Amos and I bought this house shortly after we got married. It was the second property I’d purchased in my life. Before Amos came along, I’d saved my paychecks from the bureau and bought a small condo in Washington D.C. to be closer to headquarters. After getting married, I sold the quasi-bachelorette pad to afford the downpayment on our new single family home. This house, I believed, would be the one I grew old in with my husband. I believed I’d raise my kids here, send them off to college, then see them again when they brought their own families around for holidays. More and more, I doubted those dreams would ever come true.
Eager to escape the thunderous headache of overhead construction, I left for the police station shortly after seven o’clock. Detective Bao had not arrived at work yet, so I settled behind my empty desk and familiarized myself with the precinct’s various softwares and databases. At some point, I became aware of a set of gray-green eyes peering at me from a lofty height of over six feet.
“Can I help you?” I asked the loitering officer without looking at him. If he intended to intimidate me with his ample presence, he would have to try harder.
He shoved his hand into my personal space. “I’m Jake Collins. You’re the new detective, right? Bao’s buddy?”
I pretended not to notice his hand, and he awkwardly withdrew it. “That’s me. Some people call me Carolina.”
Collins lowered his large frame to sit on my desk, propping one leg up. His knee brushed my side, too close for comfort. “What can I call you?”
“Detective Caccia.”
“Ooh, she’s spicy.”
As he leaned toward me, further invading my personal space, I got my first decent look at him. His weak jaw and acne scars paired with floppy golden hair that failed to cover his receding hairline drew to mind the knowledge that this man peaked in high school. He was fairly muscular but a thin layer of fat—too much beer, I bet—prevented him from achieving the Johnny Bravo physique he’d been aiming for. The holster for his firearm was unbuttoned, as if he wished for someone to give him an excuse to draw his weapon.
“I like spicy,” Collins said in a slippery voice.
“I suggest you drink some milk.” When he didn’t move away, I added, “I also suggest you remove yourself from my personal space.”
“Or what? You’ll report me to your best friend, Detective Bao?”
With a sharb jab, I closed the distance between my elbow and his clavicle. I didn’t use enough force to break anything—just enough to get my message across. This was the sort of crap women had to deal with in male-dominated work spaces. If I let it happen, Collins would continue to harass me.
Collins gave a high-pitched yelp and vaulted off my desk, rubbing his bruised collarbone. I smiled sweetly.
“Sorry about that,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were so close.”
“Like hell you didn’t.”
“What can I say?” I shrugged. “I’m a clumsy woman. Better not linger. I might trip and break your nose or something.”
Glaring, Collins walked away. He joined a cluster of officers near the water cooler and relayed the story tp them. A couple officers didn’t bother with Collins’ drama—a woman half-hidden behind her computer and a burly man with slick dark hair immersed in paperwork.
A contented chuckle rang out as Detective Bao arrived at his desk. “You’re here for one day, and you’ve already made enemies?”
“He started it,” I grumbled, going back to my computer.
Bao uncapped a to-go cup of steaming coffee and chugged half of it as though his esophagus were absorbing the heated liquid like a sacrifice to a volcanic priestess. “What news of Lucy Baker?”
“Parents are—were Dale and Katherine Baker.” I filled Bao in on last night’s conversation with Cleo. “Not much information on either parent in the system. Neither was arrested.”
“Hard to believe considering how much gambling the husband did,” Bao said. “But I suppose those circles tend to police themselves.”
“From what Cleo said, that was Uncle Mike’s job,” I told him. “Want to help me with this? I need to track this guy down.”
Bao swiveled in his chair. “I’m working on a case already. Got a potential sex trafficking ring coming through town. I’ll check that Lucy isn’t one of their victims.”
“I thought we’d be working as partners,” I said.
“Nope.” He waved me to my feet. “I assigned another officer to Lucy’s case, too. You’ll be working with him.”
“Who? You never said anything about partnering with someone else.”
Bao stopped near the burly man with dark hair. “Carolina Caccia, I’d like you to meet Ambrosio Delgado. He’s been interested in a detective’s position, and this is the perfect experience for him.”
Ambrosio Delagado lifted his gaze to meet mine, and it became apparent he was not pleased with this match up. Delgado did not bother to hide his disdain, which was unfortunate, because other than his sneer, he was quite nice to look at. He was tall and broad-shouldered with brown skin and handsome features that reflected both Spanish and Asian descents. I couldn’t quite put my finger on his heritage, and he certainly would not invite me to ask about it.
“Great,” Bao said, clapping his hands together. “I’m sure you two will be excellent partners to one another. Give me a shout if you need me, but please—don’t need me.”
As Bao strolled away, Delgado went back to the paperwork piled on his desk, paying me no mind. I cleared my throat. He remained silent. Finally, I rolled a spare chair over to his desk, sat down, and said:
“I hope you’ve familiarized yourself with this case because I don’t intend to waste time. We need to track down a person of interest—”
“I don’t like you.”
Delgado’s voice was deep and melodic, as pleasing to the ear as a solo cello performance, so it took me a second longer than usual to comprehend his opening line.
“You don’t know me,” I said.
“I know you,” he said. “Carolina Caccia, ex-FBI. You’re an expert in locating missing children. You’ve worked all over the nation, and I believe you were consulted for a few international cases as well. When you retired from the bureau, you taught criminology courses at the local college then started your own private eye business, often utilizing police resources without permission to solve your cases. Then Bao recommended you for the detective position here, at this precinct. A position that you did not work for and do not deserve. A position that you are not qualified for.”
I sucked air through my teeth. “Let me guess. You wanted this position.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Delgado looked me right in the eye. “I had four recommendations from past supervisors lined up. I’ve been a top-performing officer for this police station since I was hired. It was time for me to be promoted, and they promoted you—an outsider, someone who never went to the police academy—instead.”
“I trained at Quantico.”
“Being an agent isn’t the same as working local beats,” Delgado replied.
“Some might say I have a leg up on you,” I said. “That I trained harder and better at a selective institution—an institution that only takes the best of the best. This detective job is basically a demotion for me.”
“That was a long time ago. Besides, you have one
area of expertise.” He held up a single finger to emphasize his point. “You’re good at finding missing kids. Do you think that’s all you’ll be doing at this job? No. We’re a small force. We multitask. We share responsibilities. You need to know your way around homicides, drug busts, battery, armed robbery, traffic stops, undercover operations—can you do that with your expired FBI training?”
I came up with several retorts, but none of them would answer his question and all of them were insulting. Since picking a fight with my new partner was not the best way to gain his trust, I said nothing at all.
“Yeah,” he spat. “That’s what I thought.”
“I don’t like you either,” I said shortly. “You’re judging me based on the petty assumption that you deserved this job more than me. Well, guess what? I’m the detective, and you’re the grunt, so I outrank you. In the grand scheme of things, your petty whining and crying doesn’t matter. Lucy Baker is the only thing that matters, so either help me find her or get out of my face.”
“This is my desk.”
“I’ll make it my desk.”
Though Delgado didn’t lose his irritated expression, the skin around his eyes softened slightly. He hadn’t expected me to defend myself. In doing so, I’d earned his reluctant respect.
Despite this, my first day partnered with Ambrosio Delgado did not go smoothly. After reviewing my notes from last night, he made a rude comment about my crayon-covered kids’ menu. For long stretches of time, he didn’t talk at all, leaving me to fume in silence, unable to move forward with the case without his input. He refused to take my point of view into account, insisting we focus on Cleo and her parents rather than Uncle Mike.
“The parents are a dead end,” I send for the hundredth time. “The father’s dead and the mother’s gone. Cleo hasn’t seen either of them in over two years. Uncle Mike—”
“Also disappeared from Cleo’s life,” Delgado countered. “And we have no death certificate for Dale Baker. There’s no proof he’s dead.”
“Cleo said that Uncle Mike—”
“He said, she said.” Delgado rolled his eyes. “All you have is the account of a stressed teenager who was probably eavesdropping on her parents from the next room over. You can’t assume anything Cleo Baker said was true. Hell, for all we know, she sold her kid sister to Bao’s sex trafficking ring for a couple extra bucks.”
“Why would you say such a horrible thing?”
“To make you
think outside the box,” he grunted. “You’ve already painted a picture in your head of what happened to Lucy Baker. You’ve already made assumptions. You automatically think you’re right, but you haven’t considered the other possibilities.”
“My instincts—”
“Instincts are well and good,” Delgado interrupted. “But instincts don’t solve cases. You’re not a superhero or a psychic. You can’t see the future. Here, we follow facts and evidence, not instinct.”
“I am following the facts,” I said as my face got hot. “Every one of Cleo’s family members has disappeared around Uncle Mike. What makes you think she’s not his next—?”
“We don’t know that Uncle Mike was anywhere near Lucy,” he interrupted again. He was fond of not letting me finish my sentences. “Uncle Mike is not a part of our investigation until we exhaust more obvious avenues. We’re tracking Lucy, not Uncle Mike. After we comb the town for Lucy, we’ll track her parents. Then, if we still come up empty-handed, we’ll check out this Uncle Mike.”
“I don’t—”
“This is how I’m proceeding with the investigation,” Delgado said. “If you don’t agree, go back to Bao and ask him for a different partner.” When I didn’t immediately do so, he added, “Good. You might be a decent partner when you learn how to listen. First things first, I want to talk to Cleo Baker myself. Where can I find her?”
He moved so quickly through conversation points that my brain flip-flopped between a nasty retort to his taunt and the answer to his question. With a calming breath, I reminded myself that finding Lucy was my main priority. Delgado, despite his interruptions and insults, might be a decent partner too. He certainly had the brains, even if our procedures differed.
“She’s staying at my ex-husband’s house,” I said finally.
“Your ex-husband?” Delgado lifted an eyebrow. “This should be interesting.”
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Since the kids were still in school, Delgado and I went our separate ways until the work day’s end, each pursuing Lucy Baker’s disappearance from a different angle. I couldn’t poke a hole in the mysterious shroud that blanketed Lucy and Cleo’s childhood. Their parents, Dale and Catherine Baker, had common names. My searches for either parent returned several hundred results. I could not find a marriage certificate for the couple, nor could I locate death certificates for either. That meant—despite Cleo’s assumptions—that both individuals were alive and, presumably, well.
To deepen my aggravation, Uncle Mike was a complete ghost. Without a last name or a recent photograph, he was impossible to locate in any database. I needed an inside source to pin him down, and to get an inside source, I needed to gamble.
Working for the police force had its merits at least. I assembled a team of officers to search for Lucy Baker. As a private investigator, I would have been driving around by myself to look for Lucy. Sending a party freed me up for more research.
Detective Bao had already sent a patrol out on the night Lucy disappeared. Sometimes, you got lucky and found the missing kid sleeping on a park bench or catching a late-night movie, but Lucy hadn’t reappeared. Since we couldn’t find her locally, I asked my officers to check the neighboring towns as well as train stations and airports in case Lucy was transported elsewhere without her consent.
Meanwhile, I called Lucy’s school, which also happened to be Benji’s school, and asked for a list of her teachers, classmates, and closest friends. Those I managed to interview gave me the same spiel: Lucy was an intelligent, well-liked student with several acquaintances. No one at school saw her as a threat, disliked her, or knew why she had disappeared. Teachers and students alike said they couldn’t believe anyone would hurt Lucy—she was too nice and lovable.
When five o’clock rolled around, Officer Delgado shut down his computer and collected his things like a sloth on leave. I loitered impatiently around his desk, checking the time every ten seconds.
“You don’t seem in a rush to solve this case,” I said at last.
“Hold your horses. I’m coming.”
He refused to let me drive, instead condemning me to the passenger seat of his patrol car. He drove like a cop who loved his privilege, speeding, weaving in and out of traffic, and generally striking fear in other drivers. When we reached Amos and Pilar’s house, he parked on the curb and leaned across me to check the place out.
“Your ex-husband lives in a castle,” he commented.
“It’s not that big.”
“It’s pretty big. Have you ever gotten lost looking for the john in there?”
“Only once.”
I stepped out of the car before Delgado could ask any more silly questions. His phone rang, and he answered, leaving me to stand stupidly on the curb. He spoke softly and in a different language that I didn’t recognize.
“What language was that?” I asked when he hung up.
“Russian.”
“No, it wasn’t.”
“Coded Russian.”
“You’re so full of sh—”
Amos emerged on the front porch, having received my heads-up that we were on our way. His greeting saved me from making a comment I might have regretted later.
“Hello and welcome,” he said, shaking Delgado’s hand. “I’m Amos Clark. I hear you’re Carolina’s new partner.”
“Not by choice,” Delgado returned.
“Don’t underestimate her,” Amos advised, waving us both inside. “She’ll surprise you. Come on in. Cleo’s in the kitchen with the other kids. I’m afraid my wife is incapable of not
feeding everyone who enters our inner sanctum.”
“Wife?” Delgado mouthed at me as we followed Amos through the foyer, past the living room, and into the kitchen toward the rear of the house.
The kids—Ophelia, Benji, Marin, Nessa, and Cleo—gathered around the kitchen island, reaching across each other for handfuls of chorizo, cured ham, cheese, grapes, seasoned tomatoes, and steaming rolls of fresh bread. Like voracious gremlins, they devoured everything in sight, talking over one another through full mouths. Pilar had gone so far as to make a pitcher of virgin sangria—grape juice and ginger ale topped with chopped lemons, oranges, and green apples. She’d served the drinks in real wine glasses and garnished each kid’s cocktail with a cinnamon stick.
“Hey, Mom,” Benji said, spotting me first.
“Hi, Lina!”
“Hi, Miss Caccia!”
The chorus of welcomes faded as the kids noticed Officer Delgado. Ophelia ducked behind Marin as if she had a gram of weed in her pocket and feared Delagdo might sniff it out like a determined German Shepherd.
“Sorry to interrupt your dinner,” I announced to the kitchen crowd. “This is Officer Ambrosio Delgado. He’s here to help us find Cleo’s little sister.”
Cleo brushed off her hands. “Do you need to talk to me?”
I glanced at Delgado, expecting a brusque reply, but he shook his head and said in a kind, patient tone, “Finish eating. We can wait. It’s a pleasure meeting you all.”
Pilar, ever the helpful host, urged Delgado and me toward the food. “Help yourselves,” she said. “This is just an appetizer. I’m making shrimp for dinner. I hope you aren’t allergic to seafood, Officer Delgado.”
“I would love to stay for dinner, but I’m cooking for my mother tonight,” Delgado said. “She would be disappointed if I cancelled on her at the last minute.”
“Of course,” Pilar said. “That’s so nice of you. What do you like to cook?”
“Anything and everything,” Delgado replied. “I make a lot of traditional Filipino food for her because it reminds her of home.”
Delgado’s sudden ease and kindness made me suspicious. He had been rude and flip to me all day, but after two seconds with Pilar, his attitude pulled a complete one-eighty. He refused to tell me what language he’d been speaking over the phone but revealed his Filipino heritage to Pilar in less than a breath. Quickly, I Googled the official languages of the Philippines and discovered Delgado was most likely speaking Tagalog.
The kids made room for the broad-shouldered officer, letting him squeeze between Ophelia and Nessa as if he were a beloved uncle, and he happily snacked on the appetizers. Benji burrowed under Nessa to get a better look at Delgado.
“Are you a detective?” he asked.
“Nope,” Delgado said. “I was supposed to be, but your mom stole my job.”
Benji turned his wide eyes on me. “She stole it?”
“Yup. You’re Benji, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I hear you like art.”
In the one day I’d spent with Delgado, I hadn’t mentioned Benji or his art classes. He must have overheard me talking to Bao that afternoon.
“It’s my favorite subject,” Benji declared. “They won’t let me take it at school anymore.”
“You can do art anywhere,” Delgado said. “Here, watch me.” He folded a clean, paper napkin into an origami swan and offered it to Benji. “See? Art.”
“Whoa! Can you teach me how to do that?”
Soon enough, all the kids wanted origami swan lessons. Plates and glasses were pushed aside to make room for napkin-folding, and class did not end until everyone had managed to produce at least one napkin swan. When Ophelia struggled with a particular crease, he went over the steps one-by-one with her.
“I can make water balloons too,” Delgado announced. “But we need real paper, and you have to promise not to throw them in the house.”
“We’re here to talk to Cleo,” I reminded him. “Then you have dinner with your mom, remember?”
Delgado grinned sheepishly. “All right, I guess the fun police is here. Cleo, where would you be comfortable to talk?”
“Here is fine,” Cleo said. “Or the living room so we’re not in Mrs. Clark’s way while she cooks.”
While I was never “Mrs. Clark,” having kept my own last name when Amos and I married, it was weird to hear someone refer to Pilar as such. As much as I liked Pilar, some details about her functioned as subtle reminders of my failed marriage to Amos.
In the living room, Delgado sat across from Cleo, giving her enough room to feel comfortable. He crossed one ankle over the opposite knee and reclined, relaxed and open compared to the usual stern stiffness of most police officers.
“I know you already talked to Carolina about a lot of stuff,” Delgado told Cleo softly, “so please bear with me. I’m probably going to ask the same questions. What can you tell me about the night your sister disappeared?”
Unlike me, Delgado didn’t take any notes. While Cleo talked, he committed his entire focus on the teenager. He keep the conversation casual, like a coffee break, and didn’t employ the gruff interrogation tactics I expected from him. Nervous at first, Cleo eventually unwound and told Delgado everything she knew about Lucy’s disappearance.
“Who do you think took Lucy?” Delgado said.
“If he were alive, I’d guess my dad took her,” Cleo said. “He favored Lucy. He thought she was his good luck charm for poker games.”
“Did you ever attend your father’s funeral?” Delgado asked.
Cleo shook her head. “No, my mother moved us away before the funeral. Someone sent us pictures in the mail. It looked like a nice service.”
“Someone sent you pictures?”
“To my mom.”
“Not to be gruesome,” Delgado began, “but was your father’s body in any of the photos?”
“No, the casket was closed,” Cleo said. “I’m glad. I think open casket ceremonies are creepy.”
Delgado nodded in agreement. “Was Uncle Mike at the funeral?”
“He’s in the pictures.”
“Do you think you could describe Uncle Mike in detail?” he asked. “If I draw his face, maybe you could help me make the picture as accurate as possible.”
“I can try,” Cleo said. “I remember his face. He looked like a weasel.”
Delgado turned toward me. “Does Benji have a sketch pad and charcoal pencils that I could borrow?”
Benji, who must have been eavesdropping from the hallway, answered, “I’ll go get them!” He pounded upstairs and returned moments later, holding the items Delgado asked for. “Here you go.”
“Thanks, dude.” Delgado flipped past Benji’s prized drawings to reach a fresh page. “These are really good. You’re a talented artist.”
I shooed a beaming Benji from the living room so Cleo and Delgado could work on the sketch uninterrupted. Benji lurked in the shadows on the stairs, observing Delgado’s techniques from afar.
Delgado sketched miniature face shapes. “Was his face rounded like this or square like this?”
Cleo sat next to Delgado and looked over his shoulder. Once again, Delgado produced comforting, familial vibes, allowing Cleo to trust him with her sister’s safety.
“Kind of like this,” she said, pointing to a square-ish sketch. “But Uncle Mike’s chin was pointier, and he had a really sharp jawline.”
Delago flipped to a new page and drew a larger face shape, taking Cleo’s details into consideration. She nodded when she was satisfied with the outline.
“His left ear had a dent in it,” Cleo said. “Like someone had taken a bite out of it. He had a pointy nose and small eyes that were set really close together.”
While Cleo talked, Delgado drew, holding the pencil with the same loose grip as Benji. When Cleo pointed out problems, Delgado erased his first attempt and tried again until Cleo was content. Delgado focused solely on Cleo and the sketch, ignoring me while I tried to get a look from across the room. At long last, Cleo declared the drawing as accurate as possible, and Delgado flipped the sketchbook around for me to see.
“Whoa!” Benji descended the stairs, no longer able to contain his excitement. He grabbed Delgado’s sketchbook and lifted it to the heavens. “How did you learn to draw like that?”
Benji was rightfully impressed. Delgado’s pencil sketch was so good that it could’ve passed for a black and white photograph. He’d captured the likeness of a man he’d never seen or met, getting the details down to the fine lines in Uncle Mike’s face, his thinning hair, and the space between his front teeth. We could probably run the drawing through face recognition software and get a hit.
“Lots of practice,” Delgado told Benji.
Benji gazed in awe at the police officer. “Can you teach me?”
“Officer Delgado is busy,” I said. “He has a job and a family, buddy.”
“He could still teach me how to draw,” Benji said shamelessly.
Delgado chuckled. “I’ll let you know.”
“Is that all you need?” Cleo asked. “I’m starving, and whatever Mrs. Clark is cooking smells so good.”
The scents wafting from Pilar’s kitchen were mouth-watering indeed. As Cleo took Benji away to eat, Delgado and I reviewed the sketch of Uncle Mike.
“I think you’re right,” Delgado said, and I almost had a fit because he’d been telling me how wrong I was all day. “I want to find Uncle Mike.”
“Finally, we agree on something.”
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“I  like Ambrosio,” Benji declared across the dinner table.
Officer Delgado had departed a solid half hour ago, but Benji couldn’t stop talking about him and his amazing art skills. Though I hated to admit it, I was impressed too. Delgado had made Cleo feel at ease and come up with a likeness of Uncle Mike for us to track.
“I liked him too,” Cleo said. “Cops usually make me nervous. They’re so imposing, you know?”
“Depends on the cop,” I added. “You’ve never met Detective Bao. He’s large but not imposing.”
“What about Mom?” Ophelia asked Cleo. “Do you think she’s scary?”
Cleo half-laughed. “She’s terrifying.”
“Hey!” I protested as the rest of the table guests burst into laughter.
“Sorry, but you get this line between your eyebrows when you’re asking questions,” Cleo told me, tracing the spot on her own face. “It makes you look mad.”
“I know that face,” Ophelia chimed in. “Mom gives me that look every time I get in trouble in school.”
“As she should,” Amos said. “You get in trouble far too often.”
Ophelia lifted her hands innocently. “My record is clean for this year.”
“It’s only been three days,” Benji said. “There’s plenty of time left.”
Ophelia clapped her brother on the head. He pinched her arm. She raised her hand to retaliate, then Cleo high-fived her, stopping the violence in its tracks.
“Marin,” I said, hoping to swing the conversation around to someone else’s kid. “What have you been up to lately?”
Marin, Pilar’s daughter, had been reserved during dinner tonight. Typically, she and Ophelia conversed like real sisters, but perhaps Cleo’s presence was making Marin feel left out.
“Not much,” Marin said softly. “I might join the cheerleading team this year.”
“Really?” asked Pilar. “You didn’t mention that to me.”
Marin shrugged and pushed the uneaten food around the plate. She’d eaten plenty of appetizers, but tonight’s main course didn’t interest her.
“What about you, Nessa?” I said, turning to Pilar’s younger daughter. “How’s school so far? Are you in Benji in any classes together?”
Nessa plucked off a shrimp tail. “We have the same English teacher.”
“Nessa got out of team sports,” Benji said. “She joined the marching band. She plays the flute. I wish I played an instrument,” he added miserably.
“Don’t bother,” Ophelia said. “Mom won’t buy an instrument for you anyway.”
Amos kicked Ophelia under the table. “Don’t talk about your mom that way.”
“Ow! It’s true.”
“If you’re finished, you can start clearing the table, O.”
“Actually, I’ve got this last piece of asparagus—”
“Now, Ophelia,” Amos warned.
With an eye roll, Ophelia began stacking the dirty dishware to bring into the kitchen. Cleo helped, making the task less of a punishment to Ophelia. Marin and Nessa rinsed their own plates and loaded the dishwasher without being asked, while Benji stood off to the side, unsure if he should follow suit or let Ophelia take over.
“I don’t know how you do it,” I told Pilar. “Your girls are so well-behaved.”
Pilar gave a short, scoffing laugh, and Amos chuckled along with her.
“Well-behaved in front of company perhaps,” Pilar said, smiling. “It’s a different story when you’re not around.”
“Me? Why do I matter?”
“They like you,” Pilar said with a shrug. “They want to impress you.”
“What for?”
“Because you’re Benji and Ophelia’s mom. It’s important to them.”
I didn’t spend half as much time with Marin and Nessa as Pilar did with my kids. Mostly, I sent Ophelia and Benji to Amos’s house because he was their father. It didn’t occur to me to bring my kids’ new steb-siblings into my house to foster friendship and familiarity. Sometimes, Amos brought his family when visiting us, but he mostly came alone to ensure Ophelia and Benji didn’t feel like he had abandoned them.
“You should come over for a game night,” I said. “I can cook—well, I’d probably order take-out. My cooking isn’t that great.”
“Nonsense. Your cooking is fabulous,” said Pilar, who’d eaten perhaps one sub-par meal at my house.
“We could play charades or cards.” Then I remembered that my house was half-demolished due to the leaky pipes. “In a few weeks, of course. The house is being renovated right now.”
Amos refilled his wine glass. “How’s that going, by the way? Did you clear up the insurance issue?”
“Unfortunately not. I’ll have to pay the difference out of pocket.”
“Do you need help?” he offered. “I know you said no, but if you need—”
“I’ve got it covered,” I said, heat rising in my cheeks.
“All right, but if—”
“Amos, I have it covered.”
Pilar sensed the tension between us and patted Amos’s thigh to dispel it. “Honey, can you wash the pans tonight? I want to show Carolina our garden. The tomatoes are so plump,” she said, clenching her fingers as if squeezing a juicy fruit. “You’ll have to take some home with you, Carolina.”
Before I could protest, Pilar pried me from my seat, linked her arm through mine, and led me into the backyard. Fireflies blinked in the milky twilight as a soft breeze played through Pilar’s myriad of plants. Pilar picked tomatoes and plopped them into my arms until I could carry no more. Then we sat on the porch to watch the last remnants of light fade.
“Sometimes, I feel like my kids would be better off living here,” I said then regretted it instantly. “Not that I would dump them with you and leave. I hope you don’t feel like they’re imposing.”
Pilar patted my knee affectionately. “Ophelia and Benji are welcome anytime, as are you. Seriously, if the construction gets too loud at your house, please stay with us. We finally fixed up the guest house.” She nodded toward a quaint cottage, no larger than a one-car garage, half-hidden beneath vining jasmine in the back corner of the yard. “Say the word, and I’ll freshen the sheets.”
“You are truly too kind.”
“I like to take care of people.” She eyed me mischievously. “Do you know who you should take care of? Officer Ambrosio Delgado.”
I stared blankly. “What?”
“Oh, come on,” Pilar said with a knowing look. “He’s handsome. He’s good with kids. He respects his mother, and he can cook. What more could you ask for in a man?”
“I’m sorry. Did we meet the same man? The Ambrosio Delgado that I know is a surly, arrogant, immature—”
“He likes you.”
“Shut up. Sorry,” I added hastily.
Pilar laughed. “You don’t believe me?”
“Of course not. Delgado hates me,” I said. “He’s pissed because I took his promotion. He does not like me. He doesn’t even respect me.”
“You’re wrong about that,” she said. “He definitely respects you. He might resent you at the moment, but the way he looks at you—”
“With disgust?”
“With admiration,” she said. “I saw him watching you.”
A blush crept up my jawline. “You’re delusional.”
“Is he single?”
“I didn’t ask.”
“If he’s having dinner with his mother on a weeknight, he’s probably single,” Pilar said. “Otherwise, he’d be going home to his wife.”
“You don’t know that.”
Pilar tucked her feet underneath herself. “Whatever happened to Parker? You two made a sweet couple, but I haven’t seen him around lately.”
I rotated a tomato to examine its perfect, taut skin. “He’s focusing on his son, and I can never say the right thing around him. He seemed great at first, but we kept circling around the same problems.”
“Que sera, sera,” Pilar said, waving a hand as if to brush off Parker’s entire existence. “It’s no use repeating arguments over and over. Better to cut him loose and move on before you pull each other deeper into a pointless relationship.”
“The kids liked Parker,” I said. “What am I supposed to tell them?”
“It didn’t work out. They’ll understand.”
“I don’t want to parade a bunch of men through their lives,” I said. “What does that say about me as a mother?”
“That you have normal needs as a woman,” Pilar answered. “By the way, what parade are you talking about? Before Parker, when was the last time you dated another man?”
I thought about it briefly. “Never.”
“Exactly,” she said. “You’re far from irresponsible motherhood.”
“I don’t want them to get attached to anyone if it might not work out.”
“Ophelia is old enough to understand that people might break up,” Pilar said with the wisdom of an old sage. “As for Benji, you could do what I used to do. I never introduced the people I was dating to the girls unless I knew the relationship was going to stick.”
That was a concept I’d never considered. In general, dating after divorce was new to me. I hadn’t quite figured out how to balance my dating life with the kids’ personal lives. Keeping them separate seemed practical, but would it feel like I was keeping secrets from my kids?
“How do you do it?” I asked Pilar. “How do you balance motherhood so well? Marin and Nessa are practically perfect.”
Pilar rolled her eyes. “Honey, you have got to get rid of this notion that I’m the perfect mama. We’re all doing the best we can. My kids are far from perfect.”
“Oh, please. You could put those two in a GAP advertisement.”
“Marin’s having sex.” In reply to my shocked expression, Pilar added, “I found out last week. She met some boy over the summer, and they’ve been sleeping together.”
“In your house?”
“No, at his place.” Pilar sighed and ran her hands through her hair. “His parents are never home to supervise them.”
“Did Marin tell you herself?”
“No, I overheard her telling Ophelia.” She grasped my hand. “I know you think Ophelia is a handful, but she’s so kind to Marin. She always listens and offers good advice.”
“What did Ophelia say?”
“I believe her first word was ‘ew.’” Pilar laughed. “You’re lucky she’s not into boys. At least, you don’t have to worry about teenage pregnancy.”
“No, just persecution from people who don’t know anything about her.”
Pilar’s smile faded. “Life with kids is a constant stream of anxiety, isn’t it? Nessa stopped eating. She thinks I haven’t noticed.”
“Is she sick?”
“I think it’s a body image thing,” Pilar said sadly. “She compares herself to these girls on Instagram and believes she isn’t pretty or thin enough. I make both of the girls put their phones in a basket until after dinner so they’re not staring at social media all day.”
“I read an article about the necessity of limiting your kids’ screen time,” I said. Perhaps, I needed to set aside the childhood development magazines for a while since I couldn’t stop poorly paraphrasing them. “They need to build awareness of what’s happening in the moment. Failing to practice awareness leads to higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress in adulthood.”
Pilar raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “You really know your stuff, eh?”
“I spent too much time on the Internet,” I replied. “Maybe I should take my own advice and limit my screen time. Are you going to talk to Nessa?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure what to say,” Pilar said. “You know how girls are. She’ll think I’m obligated to say she’s pretty.”
“I would make sure she’s spending enough time pursuing her hobbies,” I advised. “Encourage her to go after her interests and passions. If she’s bird-watching in the park or reading at the library, she’s less likely to stare at Instagram all day long.”
Pilar tapped me lightly. “See? That’s excellent advice. You’ve got this motherhood thing down pat.”
“For other people’s kids, maybe. It’s harder when it comes to my own.”
She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “That’s why we have each other.”
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O n Friday, the construction workers declared the repiping job finished. The second floor was dry and safe, but the workers had left enormous holes in the walls. To fix the drywall and repaint would have cost me extra. Barring a personal loan, I couldn’t have paid for the patch-ups anyway, so I decided to complete the work myself in my spare time.
Instead of eating a good breakfast and gathering my wits, I spent the morning cleaning and rearranging the kids’ rooms so they could come home from Amos’s this evening. One of Benji’s walls bore drywall damage. Knowing my son, he wouldn’t sleep if there was any chance a spider had entrance to his room, so I covered the holes with black tarp for the time being. Before long, I was late for work.
With Pilar’s words in my head, I entered the police station determined to observe Officer Delgado from a fresh perspective. Maybe I’d been too hasty to judge his character. My mother once warned me, “First impressions can be misleading and wrong.” I was certain she was quoting someone else; nevertheless, the statement stuck in my head.
Delgado sat at his desk, head bowed over some papers. From the side, his scrunched up expression of concentration was pretty cute. Now that I got a second look at him, I could see what Pilar saw: Delgado was a handsome, well-built man with soft eyes and a kind heart—
“Took your sweet ass time,” he grunted.
Never mind.
“I got you a coffee,” I said, setting the cup beside him. “Black, like your soul.”
“I don’t drink coffee.”
“Of course you don’t.”
Delgado stared at the cup for a long time. Then, as if hesitantly accepting my white flag, he took a sip and shuddered. “Ugh. No, I can’t. Next time, order me tea.”
“I’m not your probie,” I reminded him. “I’m not going to run errands for you like some rookie trying to impress you.”
“But you’ll order me coffee?”
“I was trying to be nice.”
“No need.” He tossed the coffee into the trash and presented me with the papers he’d been studying. “I found a few matches for Catherine Baker with the face recognition software. Surveillance cameras capture her near the same intersection about once a week, on the outskirts of town.”
“You’re kidding. She left her daughters to fend for themselves but stuck around town for what?”
I flipped through the photos. Delgado had circled Catherine Baker’s face in each picture with red pen. She was a common-faced woman with forgettable features—mousy, shoulder-length hair that obscured her profile from most angles, a soft chin and thin lips, and a flimsy, straight frame. No—not a flimsy frame. Her misshapen clothes only made it seem that way. Her hair, too, was dyed that mousy color. In certain pictures, her roots were bright and brassy.
“She’s hiding from someone,” I muttered.
“You noticed the hair too?” Delgado said. “I’m betting she left her daughters to protect them but stuck around to make sure whoever she’s hiding from wouldn’t hurt them either.”
“The plot thickens. Do you think she kidnapped Lucy to keep her safe?”
“Possibly. We’ll find out the answers when we catch up with Catherine Baker.” He stood and stretched. “Ready to go for a ride?”
THE RIDE in question was awkward and hot. Delgado refused to turn on the air conditioning, though the summer heat had yet to fade. He rolled the windows down instead, letting the moist air wreak havoc on my hair. Somehow, he didn’t sweat a drop in his polyester uniform and whistled cheerily with little regard to intonation. Meanwhile, my armpits turned into salty swamps and my carefully straightened ponytail bunched into ruched party streamers. On the way, Delgado stopped at a funky café with vinyl cartoon characters stuck to the windows.
“What do you want?” Delgado asked, unbuckling his seatbelt.
“What is this place?”
“It’s a café,” he said in a tone that clearly implied there were stupid questions. “I thought you liked coffee.”
“I do, but I’ve already had my coffee this morning.”
“So, you don’t want anything?”
“I—”
“Fine. I’ll be right back.”
He turned off the car and took the keys, eliminating my last hope of commandeering the AC. While my physical being threatened to liquify, I reviewed the photos of Catherine Baker. Her gaunt face and beady eyes spoke of both fear and suspicion. It was hard to tell if she was a criminal or a victim.
Delgado thrust a cup full of mysterious purple liquid through my window. “Here. Coconut milk. I wasn’t sure if you do dairy.”
“What is it?”
“Taro milk tea.”
“I have no idea what that is.”
“Just drink it.”
The taste of the colorful drink was refreshing and sweet. Then a tiny, chewy ball shot up the straw and straight toward the back of my throat. Delgado smacked me on the back until the mysterious object dislodged itself, and I chewed it like a normal human being.
“You’ve never had boba?” Delagdo asked, not bothering to hold back his laughter while my eyes streamed. “What century are you living in?”
I thumped myself on the chest. “Can we get to the case please?”
Still laughing, Delgado drove off. The second time I caught a tapioca ball, I was better prepared. Despite his mirth, I wondered if the milk tea was Delgado’s way of returning my gesture of good faith from earlier. He seemed cheerful enough, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel in time with a Billy Joel song on the radio.
“Thank you,” I said.
“For the tea? It’s no problem.”
“Not the tea,” I said. “For being so nice to my kids.”
Delgado exchanged his typical untelling expression for one of slight confusion. “Was I supposed to be cruel to them?”
“No, it’s just—” I tried to find the right words. “We went there so you could interview Cleo. You didn’t have to help Ophelia with origami or tell Benji about art or hang around until Cleo was comfortable to talk. I wasn’t expecting any of that.”
“I’ve learned not to interrogate my sources unless they deserve it,” Delgado said. “You get a lot more information out of people when they don’t feel threatened.” The sun shifted, and Delgado flipped the visor down to keep it out of his eyes. “When I was a kid, I hated when adults talked to me like I was inferior idiot, so when I talk to kids, I make sure to respect them.”
“That’s noble.”
“Are you being sarcastic?”
“No, I’m—”
“Because I’m trying to be honest,” Delgado said.
“I didn’t—”
“You’re the one who started this conversation,” he went on. “We don’t have to talk.”
“Fine. We won’t talk.”
“Fine.” He squinted through the windshield as we approached a busy intersection. “This is the place.”
“I thought we weren’t talking.”
He ignored me. “Not much around. Let’s see if we can find where Catherine might have been heading.”
“Not the best part of town,” I muttered.
Litter gathered in the gutters. Weeds grew from the cracks in the sidewalks. Questionable characters gathered in the parking lot of an abandoned strip mall. A man in torn, dirty jeans sold crumpled newspapers on the corner, holding a tin cup for change. There was more concrete than grass, and a dirty, yellow haze blanketed the entire street. Despite the dismal setting, the sidewalks bustled with activity.
“Busy, though,” Delgado added. “Shall we follow the crowd?”
The flow appeared to be heading in one direction, so Delgado switched lanes and chugged along until we happened upon an outdoor Asian market. We parked down the block and stepped out to inspect the scene. Delgado’s police uniform automatically drew curious and anxious glances.
According to the cardboard signs out front, the Asian market appeared on this block every Friday. Judging by the thick crowds, the wares were good and cheap. I hardly recognized the variety of vegetables—leafy greens, thick roots, and oddly-shaped gourds—on sale at one stand. Around the corner from the vegetables, a shrunken woman sold whole fish, fresh lobsters, and live snails. She offered deals to anyone who walked by. More often than not, the passing shoppers stopped to buy something from the adept saleswoman.
Embarrassingly, I didn’t possess much knowledge of Asian culture and cuisine. My neighborhood didn’t provide much variety, and Detective Bao was the only person of Asian descent I interacted with on a daily basis. In my head, I acknowledged how problematic my ignorance was, especially in the line of duty. How could I expect to expand my career when I was so poorly informed in situations such as this?
“Banh mi,” Delgado said when he noticed me staring at a gorgeous sandwich full of pork and pickled vegetables. “It’s Vietnamese. Really good.” His eyes grew wide as we neared the next food stall. “Ooh! They have pancit.”
“They have what?”
Delgado spoke rapidly with the food vendor in Tagalog. After a quick cash exchange, the vendor loaded several styrofoam containers with food and tied them up in a plastic bag. Delagdo nodded his thanks and happily rejoined me.
“Having lunch already?” I asked.
“Do you know how hard it is to find authentic Filipino food in this town?” he said. “Other than at my mother’s house? If I’d known about this place, I’d eat here every day.”
“We’re not here for snacks.”
“Right. Hold this a minute.” He shoved the bag of food into my arms and went back to the vendor with Catherine’s picture in hand. They spoke for a few minutes, then Delagado offered another bill, and the vendor pocketed it. Delgado returned to me. “He recognized Catherine’s picture. He’s seen her, but he doesn’t know when she comes to the market. She always stops at Qi Dragon’s stand.”
“What’s Qi Dragon?”
“A Chinese bakery.” Delgado trotted off, expecting me to follow. He craned his neck over the crowd until he spotted the right stand. “There it is. Coming with?”
Qi Dragon’s table was decorated with a variety of plastic-wrapped desserts, and they were selling out rapidly. While Delgado browsed the selection, I approached the seller, a wizened woman stooped nearly in half.
“Hello,” I said. “We’re with the police department. Can you tell me if you’ve seen this person?”
I presented Catherine Baker’s picture, but the seller barely looked at it before she brushed me aside and said something in a brusque tone. Delago joined me, carrying several baked goods.
“She says she doesn’t speak English,” he told me.
“You speak Chinese too?”
“Cantonese,” he corrected. “My Mandarin isn’t great. Let me try.”
He set his wares on the table to be paid for, and while the seller rang him up, he politely asked the same questions in the woman’s native language. The woman replied curtly and thrust Delgado’s purchased desserts toward us with a sense of finality.
“What did she say?” I asked Delgado as we moved away.
“She was reluctant to tattle on a repeat customer.” He sat on a curb and unwrapped a package of long, skinny egg rolls. “Want one?”
“No, I want to know about Catherine Baker.”
“Sit down first. You’re drawing attention.”
Reluctantly, I sat beside him. He handed me an eggroll. Since we were lower than everyone’s line of vision, less people noticed us at the market. It was as if Delgado’s uniform had suddenly turned into jeans and a t-shirt.
“Catherine Baker comes to the market every Friday,” Delgado said in a low, casual tone. “She almost always buys pastries from Qi Dragon and prayer cards from that stand over there.” He inclined his head toward a seller around the corner. “The time of her visits vary, but she generally comes around lunchtime, so if we stick around…” His eyes locked on to something—or someone—across the market. “She’s bound to show up.”
I followed his gaze and spotted Catherine Baker, wearing a heavy shawl despite the heat as she approached Qi Dragon. A heavy-set man followed two steps behind her. When she stopped, he stopped too, with his feet shoulder-width apart and hands clasped in front like a bodyguard. I made to stand, but Delgado kept me on the curb.
“Wait,” he said.
We watched as Catherine exchanged cash for a modest box of sweets and proceeded to the next stop on her route, blending in with the crowd.
“We’re going to lose her,” I warned.
Finally, Delgado rose. We wove in and out of the market stands, barely keeping Catherine in our sights. Whenever he thought I was getting too close, Delgado pulled on my elbow.
“I have tailed someone before, you know,” I muttered when he did this a third time.
“Shh.”
I looked ahead to see what had caused him to stall. Catherine Baker glanced over her shoulder and made direct eye contact with me. Then, her gaze wandered to Delgado in full uniform.
“We’re screwed,” I said.
Delgado made a last-ditch attempt to approach Catherine, but she was too far away and the crowd was to thick. Besides, he’d spooked her the way a lion spooks a gazelle on the plains.
She flat-out ran, using the large man as a shield. We thundered after her, but there was no catching up. Catherine’s body guard shoved her into a nondescript black car, threw himself into the driver’s seat, and then they were gone.
“Did you get the plates?” I gasped. “Make and model?”
“No.” Delago threw his half-eaten eggroll into a nearby trashcan. “Damn it.”
“Ford Escort,” I said. “Tags were GX92G1.”
“How the hell—?”
I patted him on the back. “When you’ve been in this business as long as I have, you learn to notice everything.”
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A fter an afternoon of arguing with Delago and running the Escort tags, I arrived home to find my mother’s car parked in my driveway, blocking the garage. She had a bad habit of showing up unannounced and letting herself in. I was starting to regret having a key made for her.
The kids weren’t home yet. Ophelia was at soccer practice with Cleo. The girls were supposed to pick up Benji at the park and bring him home afterward, but I didn’t see Cleo’s van parked nearby. After a week without my kids in the house, the loneliness had set in. I was ready to have them back, even if their bedrooms were only half finished.
Resigning myself to whatever lecture my mother had prepared on her way here, I parked behind her car and went inside. Mom was busy in the kitchen, making eggplant parmesan. She’d used every dish available, and the dirty ones were piled high in the sink. While she drank wine—a bottle I’d been saving for a special occasion, whenever one might occur—Mom breaded eggplant slices and fried them in a pan of oil.
“Carolina,” she said, dusting her hands. Breadcrumbs scattered across the floor. She took an odd tone, guilty rather than accusatory. “Don’t be mad—”
“Mother, I don’t have time for games.” I dropped my purse on the dining room table. “What did you do this time?”
Someone lunged out of the shadowy hallway and attacked me from behind. I elbowed the antagonist in the ribs and turned, putting myself between the intruder and my mother. The intruder came with a familiar face, one that looked remarkably like my own.
“Marly?” I said.
My younger sister was the spitting image of my mother with added contemporary features like a messy chic pixie cut, multiple cartilage piercings in each ear, and an ugly tattoo of an Apennine Wolf, the national animal of Italy, that covered half of her back. The open jaws came over her shoulder, peeking out beneath a revealing white tank top.
“Is that how you welcome your sister home after so long apart?” Marly challenged, rubbing her bruised ribs. “How long has it been? Three, four years?”
“Not long enough,” I said warily. “What are you doing here, Marly?”
Marly, who was a good ten years younger than myself, was neither reliable nor trustworthy. More than once, she’d stolen money from me. More than once, she’d promised to visit the kids and left them heartbroken instead. More than once, she’d faked an illness for sympathy and manipulation tactics. When she deigned to show up, it wasn’t because she missed me and wanted to see the kids. She almost always needed something.
“I want to know why you don’t have any pictures of me in the house.” With crossed arms, she examined the photograph frames perched on the mantle. “Here’s Mom and the kids. Your friend and her kid—what’s her name again? You even have your ridiculous ex-husband up here. No pictures of me, though. Are you trying to forget I exist?”
“Desperately,” I said. “You haven’t said what you’re doing here.”
“I’m visiting my sister. Duh.” She glanced around the house. “Did you dump your kids on the side of a highway? Where are Ophelia and Benji? I have gifts for them.”
“What gifts?”
“I spotted an adult video store on the way here, so I stopped in—”
Mom said something in Italian that Marly understood but I didn’t. My sister had always been better at the language than me, but she’d also left high school early and bargained her way to Italy when she was fifteen. For several years, we had no idea where she was. It turned out she’d traveled through most of Europe, picking up several languages and men as she went.
“I don’t want a war,” Mom said. “You’re sisters. Family. Carolina, if Marly wants to talk, you let her talk.”
“When Marly talks, she’s usually distracting me while her current boyfriend is stealing my wallet.” I looked pointedly around the room. “Where’s your new man? There’s gotta be one in the picture. You don’t travel single.”
Marly sucked her teeth. “There’s no man.”
“He must be waiting in the car. Oh, wait,” I said. “You don’t have a car. Come to steal Mom’s again?”
“I came to apologize,” Marly said.
“Please.”
“It’s true.” She sat at the kitchen island, slumped over. “I know I’ve taken advantage of you in the past. I want to make it right.”
Mom put the eggplant parmesan in the oven so the cheese could melt. Shedding the oven mitts, she came over to me and whispered, “She’s different. Give her a chance.”
“Ma, she’s playing you,” I whispered back. “She always says the same thing. She’s changed. She’s a new woman. Next thing you know, she’ll disappear with your checkbook and your favorite pen to forge your signature.”
“Ask her what’s wrong,” Mom urged. “Something happened. I’m certain of it. She won’t tell me, but she’ll talk to you.”
“The only time she talks to me is to tell a new lie,” I hissed. “I’m not falling for it again. I have no money for her to steal. If the kids—”
“Auntie Marly!”
Ophelia, who’d come through the front door with Benji, dropped her book bag like a stone and rocketed toward Marly. She engulfed her aunt in a tight hug that lasted for a solid minute.
“Me too!” Benji wormed his way into Marly’s arms. “Auntie Marly, why didn’t you tell us you were coming?”
Marly ruffled Benji’s hair, frizzing his curls. “I wanted to surprise you, Franklin.” She yanked both kids in for another hug and smushed their faces together. “Ah, you guys are so tall! Guess what I brought for you?”
“Psychedelic mushrooms,” Ophelia deadpanned.
“Not this time,” Marly said with a wink. She reached into a tattered duffel bag and removed two items wrapped in colorful scarves. Handing one each to the kids, she said, “Go on. Open them.”
Ophelia unearthed a palm-sized elephant statue carved from dark, polished wood and draped with colorful, braided embroidery thread. Benji revealed a similar item, but it was a falcon rather than an elephant.
“I got those in Nepal,” Marly said. “The trader hand-carved them from a wood that you can only find in the Himalayas.”
“Really?” I asked. “What sort of wood?”
“The name is Nepalese,” Marly said swiftly. “I can’t pronounce it.”
“Hmm.”
“This is so cool!” Benji said, examining his bird statue. “What kind of falcon is this? I don’t recognize it.”
Marly tweaked my son’s nose. “You’ll have to Google that, Franklin.” To Ophelia, she added, “I wasn’t sure what animal you’d like. In Buddhism, the elephant symbolizes mental strength. We could all use some of that, eh?”
I almost gagged, but Ophelia gazed at Marly with undying devotion and admiration. Benji had a similar googly-eyed look on his face. This was one of the reasons I hated when Marly came to visit. She convinced the kids that she was a fun-loving free spirit, when in reality, she was a broke screw-up. Maybe my viewpoint was harsh, but Marly had made too many “mistakes” to warrant additional forgiveness.
“Mom, is my room clean?” Ophelia asked. “I want to put this away so it doesn’t get broken.”
“As clean as it’s going to get for now,” I said. “I have to finish patching the drywall myself.”
“I can help,” Marly offered. “I have time.”
“No, thank you. O, where’s Cleo?” I said. “Wasn’t she supposed to come home with you?”
“She has to work late tonight.”
That threw a wrench in my plans. I’d hoped to inform Cleo that her mother was, in fact, not dead. I’d also hoped Cleo might know something about the man who’d acted as Catherine’s bodyguard at the market today.
While the kids put their things away upstairs, I helped Mom finish dinner and cleaned up some of the mess she’d made in the process. Marly set the table then did absolutely nothing. She sipped wine and made pointless conversation about her recent visit to Nepal to which only Mom replied. I didn’t care about her dramatic camping trip in the Himalayas or her silent retreat at some monastery. For all I knew, she was making every story up off the top of her head.
At dinner, the kids fought over who got to sit next to Auntie Marly. Benji won through sheer determination, annoying Ophelia to such an extent that she relinquished the seat. They battered Marly with question after question about her life. She answered them all with practiced theatrics while I stewed in irritation and, admittedly, jealousy. I couldn’t remember the last time Ophelia and Benji had interacted so enthusiastically with me.
Mom was no help. Despite Marly’s numerous faults, my sister was the favorite in my family. I had ten long years of peace and quiet until she came along. Gone were the days of only childhood. Gone was my mother’s undivided attention. Sibling rivalry and daily competitions arose instead. Despite the age gap, I always seemed to come in second when compared to Marly. She walked first, talked first, and scored excellent grades until high school. Then, of course, she disappeared.
Though Mom swore Marly and I had the same father, I wasn’t convinced. I couldn’t recall seeing my father around in the months before Marly’s birth. She was named for my father, but that proved nothing. She had none of his looks—no brown eyes, light hair, or crooked nose. She had Mom’s darker features instead, so we were at least half-related.
Halfway through the meal, the doorbell gave me a reason to leave the excruciating conversation at the table. I was less pleased to find a grouchy Officer Delgado wearing plainclothes on my front porch.
“Hey,” he said. “You free?”
“Not really. I’m having dinner with my family,” I said. “Is this about the case? Did you find something?”
My mother called from the dining room. “Carolina, who is it?”
“No one!”
Mom couldn’t leave well enough alone. She came to the foyer to spy on us. “Hello, there,” she said with a gleam in her eye that I did not like. “What’s your name, young man?”
As if his manners would not allow him to refrain, Delgado offered his hand to Mom and replied, “Ambrosio Delgado, ma’am. I work with Carolina. You must be her… sister?”
“Really?” I said. “That’s the line you’re going to go with?”
Mom giggled like a schoolgirl, pushed me aside, and dragged Delgado into the foyer. “Please ignore my daughter. She’s going through a difficult time right now. Won’t you come in? We’ve already served dinner, but I’m happy to warm up a plate for you.”
Delgado’s bulk could not save him from my mother’s vise grip. Though he protested, Mom hauled him into the dining room, sat him next to Ophelia, and filled a plate for him. He had no choice but to eat with us. Rudely denying my mother would go against his code.
“Ambrosio, eh?” Marly leaned over the table so her shirt collar drooped, revealing the subtle curve of her chest. “Doesn’t that mean ‘love’ in Latin or something?”
“No,” he said shortly. “It means immortal.”
I snorted into my eggplant as Marly turned red.
“The meal is lovely,” Delgado said to Mom, “but I do have business with Carolina. Do you mind if I steal her away for a moment? We won’t be long.”
“Of course!” Mom said. “Normally, I wouldn’t let anyone leave the table until dinner was over, but I’ll make an exception for you.”
“I greatly appreciate it, Mrs. Caccia.”
In the privacy of my home office, Delgado slumped against the back wall and gazed into the backyard, watching a pair of robins hop around Benji’s bird feeders. “No offense,” he said, “but if I make any more house calls with your family around, I might fail the next physical test.”
“Sorry, we like to feed people.”
“I noticed.”
“Did you get something on the Escort?”
“The driver’s license associated with the registration didn’t match the guy we saw with Catherine Baker.” Delgado sank into my spinning chair. I might have protested, but he looked utterly exhausted. “I caught wind of an illegal poker game happening tomorrow at a mechanic’s shop in south downtown. Want to swing by and check it out?”
“See if we can find Uncle Mike?”
“It’s worth a shot,” he said.
“I’m in.”
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“T  ell me the truth. Are you sleeping with him?”
By some cruel act of God, the evening ended with Marly and me on the back porch, swatting mosquitoes and drinking wine. Mom had left, claiming she wanted to go to bed early, and the kids were upstairs, doing their homework. At some unknown point, everyone but me agreed that Marly would be staying at our house for however long she was in town.
“Yes,” I said dryly. “I’m having a hot, passionate romance with a man I met mere days ago.”
Marly shrugged. “It’s possible. You’re single, and he’s hot. Can you blame me for asking?”
“I’d rather you ask nothing at all.”
She kicked off her shoes and dangled her bare feet over her chair. Her hot pink toenails grazed my arm hairs. “Why are you so mean to me? I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Tell me the truth,” I said. “Where did you buy those figurines for the kids?”
“Marshalls.”
“So if I happen to take them to a local Marshalls and they see the exact same figurines that their aunt supposedly bought for them in Nepal, what should I tell them about you?”
“That I’m a liar,” Marly snapped. “Tell them I forgot to pick up gifts while I was in Nepal, and—”
“You never went to Nepal!”
“How would you know?” she demanded. “It’s not like you bother to check in with me. I could be in prison, and you wouldn’t answer my one phone call.”
“Prison might knock some sense into you,” I muttered.
“You won’t believe me, but I’ve changed,” she said, her voice wavering. It was a good act—I’d give her that. The tremulous tone, wobbling lower lip, and glassy eyes almost convinced me she was serious this time. “I did a lot of soul-searching while I was away. I went on an ayahuasca retreat, and I looked inside myself—”
“Stop,” I said. “Do you hear what you’re saying? How fake it sounds? I’m so happy you drank some psychoactive potion, threw up everywhere, and had an out-of-body experience. Good for you.”
“It’s not like that,” Marly said, lifting her chin. “It’s a ritual. My experience was guided by a real shaman.”
“I know what ayahuasca is,” I said. “I also know it’s traditionally used in South America, not Nepal. You might want to get your stories straight before you beg for emotional handouts.”
Marly’s lips twisted into a vicious scowl. “I went to Nepal, then to Ecuador. I’ve been all over.”
“How do you pay for your plane tickets and travel expenses?”
“I work in every country I visit.”
“You work?” I asked. “That’s new.”
Marly threw the plastic glass across the porch, splattering red wine across the windows of my office. The act startled me, but such behavior from Marly wasn’t an outright shock.
“Shut up,” she said. “I need you, but you won’t shut up long enough to let me ask you for help. We’re sisters. We’re supposed to help each other.”
“Ah,” I said. “I knew you weren’t here to visit the kids or catch up with me. What is it this time? Do you need money? I hate to break it to you, but I don’t have any. My company went bankrupt, and I started a new job. I have no—”
“I don’t need money,” Marly interrupted. “I need you to find my son.”
My stomach cramped as if someone had stabbed me with an icicle. Marly looked straight at me, eyelashes wet with tears. I’d seen her pretend to cry a thousand times, but this almost appeared genuine.
“Your son,” I repeated to make sure I’d heard correctly. “Your son?”
She nodded. “He’s three years old.”
“You don’t have a son.”
“I do,” she insisted. “He was taken from me.”
My mind went blank like a staticky television. Under normal circumstances, I’d launch into a series of questions about the supposed kidnapping. Under these circumstances, I couldn’t wrap my head around Marly’s dropped bomb.
“How do you have a son?” I asked.
“Well, Carolina,” she said. “When a man and a woman love each other very much, the stork brings them a baby. Do I need to draw you a diagram?”
“You’re too old to have a three-year-old.”
“I most certainly am not,” Marly huffed.
“Show me a picture.”
She went to the photos application on her phone and pulled up a picture of an infant no more than six months old. The baby’s narrow ears somewhat resembled Marly’s, but ear shape could easily be a coincidence. The baby had a shock of dark, curly hair, which did not run in our family. Furthermore, the baby laid in a nondescript crib. No one posed with the infant, nor did the photo reveal the surrounding bedroom. It gave no details of who this baby belonged to or where he resided.
“This is your son,” I said, zooming in. In the bottom corner of the frame, I spotted the shadowy outline of a man’s hand. “What’s his name?”
“Achille.”
“No S?”
“No S.”
“Do you have a picture of yourself with him?” I asked. “Or a more recent picture?”
Her brow wrinkled. “Why?”
“Because you could have downloaded this picture from anywhere,” I replied. “First of all, I don’t know if it's actually your baby. Secondly, if you want me to find him, I need to know what he looks like now.”
“He is my baby,” she snarled. “That picture is all I can give you. Are you going to help me or not?”
“I can’t work with this.”
“Look, if you find him, I’ll be out of your life for good,” Marly proposed desperately. “I’ll pay you back the money I stole, then I’ll leave. I won’t corrupt your kids anymore. I won’t bother you again. I will literally never see you again if that’s what you want. Just find Achille first.”
“Why did you name him that?”
“Because he’s my only weak spot.”
ON ASSIGNMENT with Delgado the next day, I didn’t argue as he stopped at the milk tea café and ordered the same drinks as yesterday. I offered him a few bucks to pay for my drink, but he refused to take it. I sensed that this might become our daily routine.
“What do we know about this poker game?” I asked as he drove toward south downtown.
“It’s small, and the stakes are relatively low,” Delgado reported. “You’re not allowed to gamble over a certain amount. I assume that’s to keep debts down.”
“Is this game a part of a bigger ring?”
“That’s what I’m banking on.” He sipped his drink, happily chewing tapioca balls. “I don’t expect Uncle Mike to grace a low-level game with his presence, but maybe someone there can tell us a thing or two about him.”
“You’re in uniform,” I reminded him. “What makes you think anyone will talk to you?”
“I’m sending you in.”
“What?”
Delgado chuckled. “Relax, I’m kidding. They’re gamblers. I’m going to offer them cash.”
“Aren’t we above bribery?”
“Maybe you are, but I’m certainly not.”
South of downtown, the cityscape gave way to warehouses, train stations, and shipping containers. Stale cigarette smoke lingered in the air no matter where you were. When we reached the mechanic shop, Delago parked across the street so we could get a look at the players before we went inside.
“How’d you find out about this place?” I said.
“I make a lot of friends.”
“Be vaguer.”
Delgado smiled. “When you’re a cop, it’s important to make connections with different people from all walks of life. Every once in a while, I can ask a favor from those people.”
“People,” I muttered. “You mean criminals.”
“It’s useful to have ears in every pocket of the city,” he said.
“How many palms have you greased?”
“It’s not about money,” Delagdo said reasonably. “It’s about information. They tell me other people’s secrets, and I keep theirs.”
“That’s even worse,” I said.
“You say that now, but you won’t be so against the concept when it helps us find Lucy Baker.” He nodded toward the mechanic’s shop. “Check it out. Looks like the game’s about to begin.”
Two men headed into the open garage. They walked right past the service desk and disappeared. On the side of the building, an open window allowed us a view into the shop’s office. With a pair of binoculars, we could see almost everyone involved with the illegal game.
“Six players,” Delagdo reported. “None of whom resemble Uncle Mike.”
“What about Dale Baker?”
“Nope.”
“Do we bother going in?” I asked.
“My guy pointed us to this game for a reason,” he said. “It must be connected to our case.”
We watched for several minutes as the players settled into their chairs and began placing bets. Delgado was comfortable to sit back and do nothing, but that hadn’t worked so well for us yesterday.
“Why aren’t we going in there and arresting everyone?” I said. “It’s an illegal game. We could charge them all and interrogate them about Uncle Mike while we’re at it.”
“See, this is why you shouldn’t have been made a detective,” Delgado said without malice. “Because you don’t already know the answer to that question.”
“Don’t be a jerk.”
With uncharacteristic patience, he explained, “First of all, there are only two of us and several of them. They might be armed. If we charged in there with the intent to arrest, we have a high likelihood of getting hurt. Secondly, we’re not here to break up an illegal game. We’re here to get information on games happening at higher levels, so we can track down Uncle Mike. Thirdly, our police department is quite small. We have officers working to close games like these down, but that’s not yours or my concern. Lucy Baker is our concern, and nothing else.”
“So, your idea is to waltz in and bribe them for answers?”
“It keeps us safe and gets us the information we need.”
Since I had no intention of getting into a shootout, I let Delgado take the lead on this one. It was his tip-off after all. Casually, we left the car and crossed the street. Inside the garage, a greasy man with an equally greasy goatee stopped us at the service desk.
“Oil change?” he asked.
“We want in,” Delgado said, tilting his chin toward the locked office door. “Jimmy sent us.”
Jimmy, whoever he was, was the key to entering the office. The greasy man nodded curtly and unbarred the door for us. Upon realizing our presence, the poker players threw down their cards and went through various states of panic. The bookie, a thickset man with dark, wiry hair, remained calm. His hand drifted toward his beltline, where his overly large sweatshirt bulged with the unmistakable outline of a firearm.
“No one’s in trouble,” Delgado said. “We’re looking for information on two different men who might have gambled here before. The first is known as Uncle Mike. The second is Dale Baker.”
The smokey room remained silent. Eyes shifted back and forth as the players gauged each other’s willingness to speak up. No one trusted us enough to open their mouths. Delgado whipped out his wallet and pulled out a one hundred dollar bill.
“A hundred bucks,” he said, holding up the bill, “to anyone who can tell me a single detail about Uncle Mike or Dale Baker.”
One man—skinny and pale with under-eye circles and scruffy cheeks—opened his mouth. Before he could speak, the bookie interrupted by drawing his gun. The players scattered as my heart thumped in my chest. Delgado froze, still holding the bill.
“No one here wants your dirty money,” the bookie said. “You’re sniffing around the wrong part of town. Get out.”
Delgado reached slowly into his pocket, took out a business card, and set it on the chip pile. “If anyone’s interested in a couple extra bucks, give me a call.”
The bookie’s aim followed Delgado’s head as we cautiously backed out of the room. Once free of the garage and safe in the squad car, my adrenaline tanked, threatening to overwhelm me. I refused to cry in front of Delgado, convinced he would see it as a weakness, but his hands trembled as he turned the key in the ignition.
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“Why didn’t you draw your weapon?” I asked Delgado on our way back to the station. “That man pulled a gun on you. You had every right to fire at him.”
“I prefer to de-escalate a situation than engage in a firefight,” Delgado said. “I never want to shoot someone if I don’t have to. That guy pulled his gun to make us leave. As long as we followed his instructions, we were safe.”
“But you’re a police officer,” I said. “He threatened a police officer. That’s a felony.”
“Say I’d automatically pulled my gun and shot that guy,” Delgado said. “Let’s pretend I shot him fatally to ensure he wouldn’t pull his own trigger. I now have a death on my conscience. I’ve killed someone who might have kids or other family members who need him. Let’s assume the bookie didn’t fire a shot before I killed him, so I’m unharmed. Now I’m in a room full of petty criminals, and I don’t know which of them are armed. I have my partner standing beside me, and it’s my duty to protect her. Shooting the bookie would have caused chaos among the players. Perhaps, one draws his own gun and fires. The first shot hits you in the chest. The second hits me in the head. We’re both dead before back-up arrives.
“Or,” he continues, “the bookie did fire before I murdered him. He clips my shoulder, but the bullet goes clean through you. Not only is my partner dead, but I’m facing investigation for the incident. I also have PTSD from killing a man and failing to protect my partner. My life falls apart. I abuse prescription drugs to make the pain go away. My career ends in dishonor, and I have nothing to live for.”
For a long moment, the car was silent. Then, I said:
“You have a point, but you didn’t have to be so dramatic to make it.”
“Have you ever shot someone in the line of duty?” Delgado asked.
“I’ve never had to,” I said, recalling the past few times I’d gotten myself into trouble. More than once, I’d disarmed an inexperienced person aiming a gun at me. Other times, I used the culprit’s own stupidity and emotions against them to arrange safety for myself. “I’ve been lucky.”
“I killed someone,” he said plainly. “A woman. In a neighborhood. In front of some kids. She was high and firing a gun at random. I shot to kill.”
“In the line of duty,” I reminded him.
“Does it matter? She’s dead because of me. Those kids will never forget it.”
“You probably saved their lives,” I said.
“But not hers,” he replied, banging the steering wheel for emphasis. “She was an addict. Mentally ill. I should have been able to help her. She died instead.”
“In that kind of situation—”
“Yeah, I know all about that kind of situation,” he muttered angrily. After a calming breath, he added, “I will not fire unless I have to.”
“I understand.”
He glanced at me as we pulled into the station’s parking lot. “Why didn’t you draw your weapon?”
“I haven’t carried a gun since working for the bureau,” I said. “Personally, I don’t care for them, and I certainly don’t want one in the house with my kids.”
Delgado pulled me to a stop. “You went into that gambling game unarmed?”
“Yes.”
“Are you wearing a vest?”
“Does it look like I’m wearing a vest?”
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do you realize how much danger you put yourself in? You can’t be a detective without a gun, and wear a damn vest next time we walk into a gambling den.”
“I haven’t practiced shooting in years,” I said.
“We’ll go to the range today and review.”
Inside the station, I stopped by Detective Bao’s desk. Automatically, he offered me the second half of his submarine sandwich, but I shook my head.
“Any luck with Lucy Baker?” Bao asked.
“No progress so far.”
He checked his calendar. “It’s almost been a week. You know what that means.”
“I’m moving too slow.”
“Don’t make me look bad, Caccia. I stuck my neck out for you.”
“I know, Bao.” I drummed on his desk. “Delgado wants me to carry a firearm.”
“One wasn’t issued to you yet?”
“No.”
Bao set aside his sandwich, picked up the phone, and dialed an internal number. He held up his finger. “One moment, I have to yell at someone about this.”
While Bao squared things away, I returned to my own desk. The older detective was right; the longer we took to find Lucy, the less likely we ever would. The critical period after her disappearance had long passed. If we wanted any hope of finding her, Delgado and I desperately needed a breakthrough. Where would we find one though? We’d lost Catherine Baker and blown our chances at the poker game.
My work phone rang, interrupting my barrage of thoughts. “This is Detective Carolina Caccia. How can I help you?”
“Ooh, you sound so official.” Marly’s raspy voice rang through the receiver. “Hey, do you work with any other hot, single officers? Actually, they don’t have to be single. I’m not that picky.”
“Marly,” I hissed. “Why are you calling this number? I’m at work, for Pete’s sake.”
“I know. That’s why I called. I was wondering if Detective Caccia had looked into my son’s disappearance yet.”
“No, Marly,” I said. “I have not. I’m working a huge case right now, and I don’t have time to play into your dumb prank.”
She was quiet for a moment. “Do you hate me that much?”
“What? Of course not—”
“No, you must hate me,” she said. “Because if anyone else in the world pleaded with you to find her missing son, you would throw yourself into the case head first. Since it’s me, you don’t care. You’d rather watch me suffer.”
“Stop being dramatic.”
“You don’t care,” Marly accused. “You never have. You got everything. You were always Mom’s favorite. She loved how successful you were in college and the FBI. You got the handsome husband and the nice house and the gorgeous kids. I was the screw-up. I don’t have the grades or the job or the house or the husband. All I have is my son. Without him, I have nothing, Carolina, and you don’t care at all.”
“I was not Mom’s favorite.”
She hung up.
A tiny voice in my brain whispered about guilt and my duty to family. Yes, I often dismissed Marly’s problems because she’d enlisted me to solve too many of them. That didn’t change our sisterhood status. Sharing blood made us obligated to each other. We’d signed an invisible contract at birth: if one should fall, the other would catch her. Refusing to search for Marly’s son, real or imagined, would be letting Marly fall.
I searched for Achille Caccia in the database and received no information in return. The name was unusual, so I wasn’t expecting tons of search results. At the very least, I should have been able to find a record of his birth, but not even that turned up. A short call to the Social Security Administration confirmed that no number had been assigned to a three-year-old named Achille Caccia. Marly’s son, as I predicted, did not exist.
This meant one of three things. One, Marly had done an excellent job of pranking me. In this case, I intended to murder her. Two, Marly was seriously ill and delusional enough to believe she had a son. In this case, I intended to commit her. Or three, someone other than Marly had deleted Achille Caccia from existence and given him a new identity. While this was possible, the process did not happen instantaneously, nor did many criminals have valid reasons for erasing a toddler’s identity. That left the first two options.
Before my steaming head gained enough pressure to shoot off my neck and into space, Delgado set a locked box on my desk and a sheet of paperwork.
“Sign,” he ordered.
I scribbled my signature, acknowledging that I had received the police-issued firearm that resided within the locked box.
“Let’s go,” Delgado said.
THE SHOOTING RANGE was reserved for members of law enforcement—no civilians allowed—but the constant pop pop! of gunfire made the establishment feel unsafe nonetheless. Unlike most officers, I wasn’t a weapons fanatic. I hadn’t joined the force for the illusion of power over those without the inherent protection of a police badge. My brain was my biggest weapon, the one I used most in my line of work. Guns, tasers, batons, and whatever else cops carried on those heavy belts were an afterthought for me.
Gun safety, as a result of my personal feelings, was stamped on my memory like a brand. Though Delgado reminded me of each step, I loaded my new gun with robotic finesse. With ear and eye protection, I raised the weapon and emptied the clip into the paper target down the lane. As the target zoomed toward me, Delgado’s brows lifted.
“I thought you hadn’t done this in a while,” he said.
“I haven’t.”
He unclipped the target. Bullet holes clustered right around the target’s center. “This says otherwise. Get out of the way. It’s my turn,” he said. “I can’t get shown up by a retired FBI agent. The boys will never let me hear the end up of it.”
Delgado was a good shot too. As we switched off to practice, we talked about the case.
“Bao’s worried,” I said. “He thinks we’re working too slowly.”
“What do you think?”
“He’s right. Kidnappings need to be solved quickly. Otherwise, we might end up with a dead body instead.”
I shot a few more times before my arms started to ache from the vibrations. As we wrapped up our practice session, another officer approached us.
“Hey, Delgado,” he said. “Bao just called. Some guy’s looking for you at the station. Name’s Kansas Mahoney. Says he knows something about Uncle Mike. That mean anything to you?”
I RECOGNIZED Kansas Mahoney from that morning’s poker game. He was the skinny, pale man who looked well past his expiration date, the only player who’d considered answering our questions before the bookie ruined his chance. He twirled his fingers nervously in his lap, eyes darting toward any movement in the station. When he spotted Delgado and me, he shot to his feet.
“I know stuff about Uncle Mike,” he blurted out. “Please, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. I need that money.”
Delgado took Kansas by his shoulders and steered him into the breakroom. “Out,” Delgado ordered the other officers lingering by the coffee machine. “We need the room.”
“Use interrogation,” said Officer Kirk, a young rookie.
“How ‘bout I use my boot up your ass?” Delgado suggested, and Officer Kirk scurried away. Delgado guided Kansas onto the sofa and poured the man a cup of coffee. “Snack?”
Kansas nodded, and Delgado banged on the vending machine, loosening a packet of cookies from the shelves. He offered the bag to Kansas, who ate ravenously.
“One hundred bucks,” Delgado said, setting the same bill from this morning in front of the unwashed poker player. “Tell us about Uncle Mike.”
“You won’t arrest me for gambling?”
“This is about Uncle Mike,” I said. “We’re not interested in your personal affairs.”
Kansas shoulders sank as he sighed with relief. “Uncle Mike is very well known among the Quaint Club. He’s the one who comes after you if you don’t pay your debts.”
“What’s the Quaint Club?” I asked.
“You don’t know already?”
We shook our heads.
“The game at the mechanic’s shop—” Kansas stopped himself. “I want more money.”
“One hundred’s enough,” said Delgado.
“I’m not a gambling addict,” Kansas said. “I play poker because my job doesn’t pay me a living wage. I have twin babies, and my wife is gone. The three of us live in a trailer park. The neighbor’s twelve-year-old babysits my girls while I’m at work. In exchange, I give her mother a pack of cigarettes each week. You can look it up. I’m not lying.” He inhaled deeply, steadying himself. “A hundred bucks for Uncle Mike. Five hundred for the Quaint Club.”
“Five hundred?” Delgado said. “You’re out of your mind, man.”
“The information is worth it, and I have a feeling you need the information badly.”
“Three hundred,” I bargained while Delgado stared open-mouthed.
“Four-fifty,” said Kansas.
“Three-seventy-five, plus the one hundred for Uncle Mike. Final offer.” When Kansas hesitated, I added, “Take it or go home to your babies with nothing.”
“Deal.”
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Delgado tugged me aside so we could speak without Kansas overhearing, though I doubted the water cooler that separated us from him was soundproof.
“I didn’t agree to this,” he said. “We don’t know if his information is good or not. What if this Quaint Club has nothing to do with our case?”
“He knows who Uncle Mike is,” I argued. “This is a lead, and in case you haven’t noticed, we’re in desperate need of a lead.”
“We’ll go after Catherine Baker.”
“She knows we’re looking for her. She’ll be impossible to find.”
“I don’t like this,” Delgado said. “How can we trust him?”
“Look at this way,” I said. “If he’s lying, we lose out on a couple hundred bucks, but he feeds his kids for a few nights. If he’s not
lying, he feeds his kids and we get a leg-up on our investigation.”
Delgado scrunched his nose. “Fine, but if Bao asks why the department is out four hundred and seventy-five bucks, I’m blaming it on you.”
“Like you’ve never bribed a witness before.”
Bristling, Delgado went back to Kansas. “All right, Mahoney,” he said. “Tell us everything you know about Uncle Mike and the Quaint Club.”
“It’s a network of underground gambling rings,” Kansas answered. “The poker game you saw today has the lowest stakes. It’s for people like me who need money fast or for people who want to play higher up. They have to prove themselves at the mechanic’s shop before they’re allowed to play at a better table with higher stakes.”
“How big is this supposed gambling ring?” Delgado asked. “What areas does it encompass?”
“The whole state,” Kansas said. “It’s called the Quaint Club because it operates solely out of small towns like this one, where you wouldn’t expect gamblers to hang out.”
“Who runs it?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve only heard of two locations. The boss never comes to the mechanic’s shop. It’s too seedy for him, I guess.”
Delgado snatched the half-eaten cookie bag from Kansas. “What does any of this have to do with Uncle Mike or Dale Baker?”
“I don’t know who Dale Baker is,” Kansas said, “but Uncle Mike is the guy they send out when people don’t pay their debts. He makes the rounds every few games to remind everyone to pay up. He’s well-known within the Quaint Club.”
“What’s his real name?”
“If anyone knows it, they won’t tell you,” Kansas answered. “Everyone calls him Uncle Mike. I’ve heard he reports directly to whoever runs the Quaint Club. If you find Uncle Mike, he can lead you to the boss.”
“Where can we find him?”
“At the games,” Kansas said. “If you visit the mechanic’s garage frequently enough, you’ll run into him eventually, but the bookie knows who you are. You won’t be able to get a jump on Uncle Mike there.”
Delgado held the cookie bag just beyond Kansas’s reach. “Then we need another location, don’t we?”
“You mentioned you’ve heard of two different locations,” I said to Kansas. “What was the second one?”
Kansas hesitated. “If anyone in the Quaint Club finds out I’ve spoken to the cops, they’ll kill me or worse.”
“No one will know unless you tell them,” I promised. “Please. We’re not interested in any members of the Quaint Club. We’re trying to find a girl who might have been kidnapped by Uncle Mike. You have daughters, right? You can understand why it’s so important that we get her back safely.”
Kansas’s lips turned downward. “Yes, I understand. You won’t arrest anyone from the Quaint Club?”
“Not unless they have something to do with our missing girl.”
“All right.” He swallowed anxiously. “There’s a music store on 23rd Street called Musician’s Paradise. The games operate in the storeroom after the shop closes.”
“Thank you,” I said. “You’ve been really helpful—”
“What’s the password?” Delgado interrupted. “To get into the game?”
“Sorry?” Kansas said.
“I know how these things work,” Delgado said. “You don’t waltz into an underground poker game and say you want to play. You have to be invited or get a password from someone. How do we get in?”
Kansas went back to twisting his fingers. “If you want to play, you have to get to the shop before closing time and ask to buy the right instrument with cash.”
Delgado leaned over Kansas. “What’s the ‘right’ instrument?”
IN AN UNMARKED CAR, Delgado and I sat across the street from Musician’s Paradise, waiting for the shop to close so we could verify Kansas’s story. The music store didn’t get much business in the evening. Two or three customers went in, browsed the selection of instruments, and came out empty-handed. From the looks of things, a single employee ran the entire shop—an eccentric woman with frizzy green hair and enough earrings in one lobe to start a jewelry shop on Etsy. She wore a tye-dye sarong, Birkenstocks, and a gray tabby cat draped around her shoulders.
“What are the chances Uncle Mike shows up tonight?” I asked.
“Slim,” Delgado said. “We don’t know how many games he visits each night.”
“Or how many games are happening.”
“Exactly.”
“So, what’s the plan?” I opened a bag of chips and offered Delgado the first handful. “Question the shop owner? She’s obviously in on it if they’re using her store as a front.”
“I’m thinking about a more subtle approach.”
“You, subtle? Unlikely.”
“We should go in undercover,” he suggested. “Get a better look at things before people realize who we are.”
“Have you looked in a mirror?” I said. “If you go in there, everyone is going to know you’re a cop.”
Delgado shook his head. “I’m not talking about me. You should go in.”
Laughing, I said, “That’s a good one. Man, you really got me there for a second.” When Delgado didn’t reply, I added, “You can’t be serious! I’ve never done undercover work before. They would sniff me out easier than a bloodhound.”
“But you’re a woman.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Women are more trustworthy than men,” he said. “It’s scientific fact.”
I crossed my arms. “I want to see the peer-reviewed articles to prove that.”
“Look, no one’s going to notice you,” Delgado argued. “Go in, play a few games, and see who you can meet. You can wear an earpiece, so I can talk to you. I’ll be outside the entire time. If you get in trouble—”
“I don’t know how to play poker.”
“I’ll teach you.”
“No, I don’t want to do it,” I said.
“It’s for Lucy,” Delgado reminded me. “The music shop is a lead. Are you in or out?”
EMPTY PIZZA BOXES, greasy paper plates, and half-empty soda cups littered the living room table when I arrived home. The TV was on, but no one was watching. A collection of empty wine bottles and soda cans stood like soldiers at attention on the kitchen counter as if no one knew where the recycling can was.
“Ophelia!” I called.
Ophelia slouched into the kitchen. “What?”
“What a lovely greeting.” I gestured to the mess. “Did you order pizza?”
“Aunt Marly did. She said you were intentionally starving us, and we shouldn’t be treated like prisoners.”
“Damn, she foiled my evil plan.”
Ophelia didn’t laugh.
“You know how to play poker, right?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she said hesitantly. “Why?”
“Can you teach me? It’s for work.”
To my surprise, she unfolded her arms and banished her typical surliness. “For real? Let’s do it! Okay, we’re going to need cards, chips, cash—not cash,” she added, noticing my disapproving expression. “Desserts?”
“Sure, let’s gamble with desserts.”
“And we need a few more players. Aunt Marly!” she bellowed. “Benji!”
“Shh, what are you doing?” I hissed. “Don’t invite your aunt.”
“You can’t learn to play poker with two players,” Ophelia said matter-of-factly. “Four is much better. Besides, we haven’t had a family game night in forever. You’re always too busy.”
While Ophelia collected the needed items, Marly arrived in the kitchen. Her smile slipped when she saw I was home. Benji bounced in soon after, beaming happily at his aunt. He still had tomato sauce on his cheeks from dinner.
“Oh, great Ophelia!” Aunt Marly boomed like the Wizard of Oz. “Why have you summoned us?”
“We’re teaching Mom to play poker for work,” Ophelia explained. Without being asked, she cleared the trash from the living room and wiped sticky, spilled soda off the table. Dumping a deck of cards from its box, she began shuffling. “This is called Texas Hold’em, Mom. It’s what the professionals play in tournaments on TV. Come on,” she ordered, beckoning the three of us to the living room floor. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
Ophelia explained the rules twice because I didn’t understand the first time. Since we didn’t have poker chips, she doled out different types of candy to each player. When Benji’s eyes widened at his pile of chocolate, I reminded him that his winnings were not to be eaten all at once.
Marly, of course, already knew how to play. She guided Benji’s hand so that he wouldn’t lose every round. After a few supervised games, he picked up the rules and began hiding his cards from Marly’s prying eyes. Though I gradually learned the game, I didn’t perform well. Both my luck and my bluffing skills were terrible, and as my personal pile of chocolate grew smaller with every loss, I wondered why anyone would do this for fun. I’d gambled once, on my twenty-first birthday, but I’d only played Blackjack and the slot machines. Poker was not so enjoyable.
“Aunt Marly, can you help Mom?” Ophelia said when she’d had enough of my irritated huffing. “It’s fun watching her lose, but she’s supposed to learn this for work.”
Grudgingly, Marly switched seats with Benji to sit next to me. During the next round, she coached my choices, and I began to see how the game could be played more strategically. As soon as I won a round, Marly moved away from me.
“Mom, Aunt Marly says it’s not too late to sign up for marching band to get our of team sports,” Benji said as he studied his cards. “Can you tell the school I want to do band instead?”
“You don’t play an instrument.”
“I want to learn the drums,” he announced.
Ophelia threw her cards down. “If he’s getting drums, I want a guitar.”
“Mom doesn’t have to buy them!” Benji protested loudly. “The school provides the drum. I’m gonna learn to play bass. All I need are the mallets and a practice pad. Please, Mom?”
I considered Benji’s request. “That’s all I have to buy? The mallets and practice pad?”
“Yes, I swear. And the band fees, but those are once a year,” he added hastily. “It’s only a hundred dollars. Please, Mom? Please?”
“If he gets to join the stupid marching band, I want to learn guitar,” Ophelia said. “You have to buy me one—”
“O, you’re sixteen,” Marly interjected. “Get a job, save up, and buy your own guitar. Your mom isn’t obligated to buy you anything. You should start learning how to get things for yourself anyway.”
Ophelia gaped at her. I was a little stunned myself. The last thing I expected was for Marly to defend me.
“But if she’s paying Benji’s band fees—”
“Did she pay for your soccer fees and practice gear?” Marly challenged.
“Yes, but—”
“Then you’re even,” Marly said. “One extracurricular activity each. If you want a guitar, you buy it. Stop acting like such a spoiled brat.”
I thought Ophelia’s head might explode. She burned bright red with humiliation. When she finally deflated, she said in a quiet voice:
“I guess you’re right.”
OPHELIA WON THE POT, but she shared her winnings with Benji. After the kids went upstairs, I toasted a piece of leftover pizza for myself and reviewed the rules of Texas Hold’em.
“I’ve never seen Ophelia forfeit a fight,” I told Marly as she passed me to get more wine. “Thanks for saying that to her.”
“I didn’t do it for you,” Marly said. “She needs to learn that she can’t act like that.”
“That’s rich coming from you,” I said “There’s no record of an Achille Caccia that I could find. You made up a fake son to mess with me.”
Calmly, Marly closed the fridge and turned toward me. “You looked up the wrong last name. It’s Luciano, not Caccia.” She fished a Polaroid out of her pocket. “Here’s the picture you asked for. It’s recent.”
The picture showed a pretty three-year-old with chubby cheeks, dark curls, and a mouthful of baby teeth. He smiled happily in Marly’s arms. The sun shone from behind the camera, and a man’s shadow slanted sideways toward Marly and the child.
“Who took the picture?”
Marly’s smile did not reach her eyes. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”
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M arly refused to give me additional information about Achille. She would not name his father or describe the circumstances of Achille’s birth. Having the toddler’s full name and a picture allowed me to start the search process at least. I found records of Achille Luciano at a small hospital in a New York suburb. According to the nurse who cared for Achille post-birth, Marly had left the hospital’s care with the baby before they were cleared for discharge. The father never made an appearance.
It was nearly impossible to locate a child without more information, but I assembled a search party, armed them with Achille’s picture, and sent them to comb the surrounding areas. At least Marly could no longer accuse me of not caring. Until she revealed more of the story, I couldn’t devote additional time to finding her son.
When I proclaimed my newfound poker skills to Delgado, he challenged me to a game with four other officers. We cleared the table in the breakroom and dealt the cards. As the game progressed, the officers gradually loosened up around me. When I played a particularly good hand, they hooted in admiration.
“She’s on fire!” Officer Harvey, a big man with a mustache, snapped his fingers with glee. “All bets are off, gentlemen. The detective is cleaning up.”
Grinning, I tossed a few more chips in the pot. “Raise.”
“Ooooh!” the officers called delightedly.
“No offense,” said Officer Brighton, a stout woman with red hair. “But why aren’t you working with the undercover team for this case? Isn’t it better to send someone with experience into this game?”
“Carolina’s getting the hang of local cop life,” Delgado chewed on a pretzel rod like it was a cigar as he examined his cards. “If she’s going to fit in, she needs to learn to do good undercover work.”
“I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it,” I said. “I worked for—”
“The FBI,” everyone chorused in various mocking tones.
I lifted my hands in defeat. Delgado swatted them down, drawing laughs from the others. To get back at him, I snatched the pretzel rod from his mouth and tossed it in the trash.
“You’ll pay for that,” he said, taking a fresh rod from the bag.
“If you’re just listening in, you’ll be fine,” Officer Harvey told me. “Don’t talk too much. You’re there to play poker, not get to know people.”
“Order a drink,” Officer Brighton added. “They never expect cops to drink.”
“What makes you think an underground poker game is going to serve drinks?” I asked.
“The nice ones always do,” she said with a wink. “I fold. My hand sucks.”
Officer Grady, a younger officer with chubby cheeks, pulled his chair next to mine. “I’ve worked with Detective Bao on other illegal gambling cases. Do you need help tonight?”
“She’s got me,” Delgado growled.
“Have you heard of Musician’s Paradise?” I asked Grady.
“Sure, but we’ve never gone in,” Grady said. “It’s a smaller venue. We’ve been trying to climb the ladder and see who’s at the top. Everyone dresses spiffy when they play there. Make sure you wear something nice, or they know you don’t belong.”
I clapped Grady on the shoulder. “You know what, Officer Grady? A little extra help tonight would be great.”
Delgado frowned and tossed his cards down. “I fold too.”
UPON OFFICER GRADY’S ADVICE, I donned a green ball gown leftover from an FBI holiday party. In a surprising show of help, Marly let out the waist and hemmed the bottom so I wouldn’t have to wear stilettos. For the first time in years, I strapped on a thigh holster and secured my firearm beneath my dress.
“Hot,” Ophelia said.
Delgado, who’d been waiting in the living room while I got ready, turned pink. He refused to look at me until I’d let the dress fall back into place. Marly spun me around to check my final look.
“You should have let me do your hair,” she said.
“I let you do my makeup. That was enough.”
“She looks fine,” Delgado said, clearing his throat. “Can we go? Grady’s waiting in the van.”
“You left the rookie in the van?” I asked.
“I cracked a window.”
The van was wrapped in a vinyl print with fake advertising for a household cleaning service, so no one would suspect police presence near the poker game. Officer Grady drove while Delgado briefed me on the plan.
“Don’t ask questions,” he warned. “That will tip them off right away. Be quiet, listen up, and play your hand. If you start winning too many rounds, back off. They notice winners as much as losers. Put this on.”
He offered me a long wire attached to a tiny microphone. I hiked up my dress and clipped the battery box to my athletic shorts, then snaked the wire beneath the fabric and between my breasts.
“What?” I demanded of Delgado when he arched an eyebrow. “No one’s going to look there.”
“Everyone is going to look there,” he countered. He opened a felt jewelry box and revealed a pair of diamond earrings. “These are your cameras, so Grady and I can see what’s going on inside. ”
“Nice tech,” I said, examining the earrings. “You can’t see the lens.”
“They cost us a fortune, so don’t lose them. Last, but not least—” He handed me a tiny, flesh-colored item. “Your earpiece.”
I tucked the earpiece in place and checked the mirror to make sure it was hidden away. Delgado turned on a radio, and screeching static echoed in my ear.
“Holy f—ishsticks, Delgado,” I said, rubbing my ringing ear. “Do that again, and I’ll rip out your spine.”
“Sorry.” He grinned and adjusted the radio volume. “Testing. One, two, three.”
“I can hear you.”
The van lurched to a stop as Grady parked down the street from Musician’s Paradise. “We’re here,” he reported. “Other players are already arriving.”
“What instrument are they buying?” Delgado asked.
Grady whipped out binoculars and studied the scene. “A 1974 Gibson Dove, vintage sunburst with custom bird inlays.”
“In layman’s terms, please,” Delgado said.
Grady handed me the binoculars. “It’s the fancy acoustic guitar mounted on the wall behind the cash register. It has red borders and a dove carved on the pickguard. See it?”
“I see it. Are you sure that’s the one?”
“Positive,” he said. “Three players have pointed to it and handed over the cash.”
Delgado unlocked a safe and withdrew a thick envelope. “This is your buy-in,” he told me. “Think you can make it to the door without getting robbed?”
“You have no faith in me,” I said, securing the envelope in my clutch.
“If you pull this off, I might,” Delgado said. “Remember, don’t talk too much. Don’t—”
“Ask questions, win too many rounds, or give myself away,” I finished for him. “You’ve briefed me a hundred times. I’m no amateur. I’ve got this.”
Despite my bravado, my heart drummed as I exited the van. If I screwed this up, I could put myself in serious danger, and we’d lose any hope of finding Lucy through Uncle Mike. Storing my nerves, I held my head high and strolled into Musician’s Paradise five minutes before closing. The eccentric woman who owned the store glanced up.
“Welcome in,” she said. “Can I help you find something?”
I stopped near the drum equipment. “My son needs bass drum mallets, snare sticks, and a practice pad.”
“Any preference for the brand?”
“Whatever you have is fine.” As she packed up the items, I met her at the register and gestured to the guitar overhead. “I’d also like to purchase the Gibson Dove.”
“Cash only.”
I slid the envelope across the counter. The woman checked the contents. Satisfied, she pocketed the contents, offered me a handful of poker chips, and jerked her chin toward a doorway in the back, hidden by a beaded curtain. “You can pick up your purchases on your way out.”
I ducked through the beads and into a dark, unadorned hallway. At the other end, I entered a dusty storeroom with boxes of instruments and gear stacked high.
“What the hell?” I muttered to myself.
“What is it?” Delgado said in my ear. I’d forgotten he was listening.
“There’s no game,” I whispered. “Just boxes.”
“Check behind the boxes.”
A tinkle of laughter echoed from some far-off place. Following my ears, I moved toward the sound. Through a thoughtfully crafted maze of storage, I located a gap in the back wall blocked by a piece of particle board. When I pushed, the board spun like a revolving door, and I emerged on the other side.
The hidden room was candlelit and draped in red silk. A tuxedoed bartender whipped up top-shelf cocktails behind a real bar while a live band—an upright bassist, a drummer, and a singer—crooned swing songs from a small stage in the corner. I was pleased to see that I hadn’t overdressed. The men wore fine suits, and the women wore gowns like mine. Almost everyone held a drink.
I went to the bar first, ordered wine, then made the rounds. There were five game tables: two for Texas Hold’em, two for Blackjack, and one for roulette. Roulette was the most popular since it involved no card skills. When a space cleared at the poker table, I slid into the seat and placed my first bet.
“Nice job, Caccia,” Delgado reported in my ear. “You’re in.”
“Cool spot,” said Grady in the background. No doubt he was watching the footage from my fake diamond earrings. “Way cooler than that mechanic’s garage you guys were talking about.”
Indeed, the gambling club hidden in Musician’s Paradise was a far cry from the dusty mechanic’s office. The Quaint Club obviously hosted different games for different clientele. The well-dressed players here seemed to gamble for fun rather than necessity, like the grubby men who fought for scraps at the garage. The pleasant atmosphere kept everyone at ease, chatting merrily as they tossed chips into the table’s center. No one seemed concerned about the illegality of their behavior.
“Any sign of Uncle Mike or Dale Baker?” Delgado asked.
Surreptitiously, I scanned the room. Dale Baker was not present, and neither was his daughter. I didn’t see Uncle Mike either, but since Delgado’s drawing had come from Cleo’s fuzzy memories, I wasn’t sure what features to look for other than laurel wreath tattoos.
One particular man did catch my eye. He stood at the bar’s farthest end, next to the band, snapping his fingers and tapping his fine, Italian loafer in perfect time with the music. His exquisite tailored suit—navy blue with pinstripes—stood out among the others’ department store varieties. He wore a watch that probably cost more than my car, and a heavy gold ring on his littlest finger. On the opposite hand, his little finger was missing.
It was not just the clothes that made him stand out. He was quite possibly the most handsome man I’d ever seen outside of a Calvin Klein underwear commercial. With a clean-shaven, chiseled jaw, icy blue eyes, and a sharp haircut, he resembled a modern-day Roman god. The women in the room, and even some of the men, could not take their eyes off of him.
Delgado cleared his throat loudly when my hidden cameras remained pointed in the handsome man’s direction. “Focus, Caccia.”
I played the game robotically, keeping an ear out for interesting conversations, but tonight’s players had nothing exciting to say. Nearby, a man complained about German car mechanics’ outlandish prices. A woman in a red dress argued with the bartender, claiming he had not prepared her negroni properly. Finally, several rounds in, I heard something of importance.
“Luke, good to see you.”
In an equally fine maroon suit, a blond man approached the Roman-like creature by the band. They clasped arms rather than shaking hands.
“Fine evening,” Luke, the godlike man, replied. “Good odds. Any trouble, Napoli?”
“It’s quiet. You closing tonight?”
“That’s why I called you.” Luke stirred an olive around a gin martini. “My son’s at home with his grandmother.”
Napoli chuckled. “You don’t trust her?”
“Not as far as I can throw her. You mind closing tonight? I’d like to get back before she throws him in the river.”
“You owe me,” Napoli said.
Luke’s expression turned cold. “I owe you nothing.”
“Just a figure of speech, Luke,” Napoli stuttered. “No harm meant.”
“Hmm. Where’s the collector?”
“On his way.”
“He better have my money.”
“I’ll wait for him at the front.”
Napoli left the bar, relieved to get away from Luke, but when he reached the hidden door, someone came through before he could exit. The new man wore a sport jacket and a silk shirt, unbuttoned to reveal his thin chest and the laurel wreaths tattooed on his collar bones.
“We got him,” Delgado said in my ear.
As soon as Uncle Mike entered, the entire club tensed. Conversations halted, the musicians fumbled over their notes, and the bartender stopped mixing drinks. Silence reigned until Uncle Mike crossed the room and met Luke at the bar. The gamblers resumed play, more subdued than before.
“Well?” Luke demanded. Out of everyone, he was the only person who didn’t show fear in Uncle Mike’s presence. “Do you have it?”
Uncle Mike drew a fat envelope from his jacket pocket. “Some didn’t pay. I gave them twenty-four hours.”
“And the mouse?”
“Still winning four out of five games,” Uncle Mike reported. “He’s becoming a liability. We’re losing money.”
“Is he cheating?”
“He has a gold coin.”
“A gold coin, eh?” Luke took a quarter from his pocket, flicked it into the air, and caught it on the back of his hand. “All gold coins expire eventually. Make sure his does before he cleans us out.”
Luke’s penetrating gaze swept across the room. To my horror, he caught my eye, and I returned my attention to the cards. It was too late. Luke sauntered toward me.
“I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said smoothly. “Who the hell are you?”
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“O h, God.”
“Play it cool, Carolina.”
“Oh, my God. He knows.”
“He doesn’t know.”
“What if he kills her? What if he kills us?”
“Grady, shut up before I throw you out the window. We practiced this, Carolina. You know what to do.”
“Should we call back up? Delgado, should we—”
“Grady, shut up!”
I wrenched the earpiece out by pretending to fix my earring. Delgado and Grady’s yammering would only distract me from playing my part convincingly. Heart pounding, I smiled at Luke.
“I’m Elisa Delfino,” I said in my most charming voice. “And you are?”
“Everyone calls me Luke.” Flashing his perfect teeth, he took my hand and placed a kiss there. “I’m the proprietor of this fine establishment. Can I ask how you discovered us?”
“A friend of a friend let me in on your little secret.”
“Ah, a woman of mystery,” Luke said. “I like that. What do you think so far?”
I lifted my wine glass in a salute to him. “It’s the most fun I’ve had in quite some time. Do you host every night?”
“If only I could,” Luke said. “But I have other matters to attend to on most nights.”
“What do you do?”
“This and that.”
I gave him a knowing look, and he winked.
“A man can be mysterious too.” Luke nodded toward a man with a cigar playing across from me. “Watch out for Lenny. He likes to cheat.”
“I do not!” Lenny protested.
Chuckling, Luke ignored him. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Delfino. I certainly hope to see you again.”
“Same to you.”
As Luke sauntered off, still smiling, I turned back to the game. Though I hadn’t realized it, everyone had stopped playing while I chatted with Luke. Now that he was gone, the dealer resumed play, and the game continued. For the rest of the night, the other players regarded me with poorly disguised curiosity.
To my surprise, I won several hands. Remembering Delgado’s advice, I lost the next few on purpose. Drawing any more attention to myself would ruin my cover. The evening proceeded rather dully. Luke excused himself, leaving Napoli in charge.
Uncle Mike lingered for several drinks, surveying the gamblers like a watchdog ready to attack. He approached a few, who slipped bill stacks into his hands beneath the tables. When Uncle Mike headed for the hidden exit, I folded my hand and left the table.
The disguised van was parked closer to Musician’s Paradise than it was before. Delgado must have gotten worried about me when Luke sought me out. Uncle Mike crossed the street, walked right past the van’s front bumper, and threw his leg over an Indian motorcycle. I was too far to spot the plates, but Delgado wasn’t.
I threw the van door open.
“Did you take out your ear piece?” Delgado demanded. “You weren’t paying any attention to me!”
“You were distracting me,” I said. “So was Grady.”
Grady cowered in the front seat and blushed. “Sorry, Detective.”
“Are we following Uncle Mike or what?”
“Your bestie wants us back at the station,” Delgado said grumpily. “He’s pissed we didn’t clear tonight’s outing with him.”
“WHAT THE HELL were you three thinking?”
I had never seen Detective Bao lose his temper before, which was saying something because I couldn’t count how many times I’d ignored his advice.
“I’m a detective,” I reminded him. “We made a choice to go undercover to get the information we needed.”
“You should have informed me,” Bao said. “You should not have had one officer and a rookie hiding in a van outside. You shouldn’t have gone in alone. Do you know who this man is?” He flashed a mug shot in front of me, and I recognized Luke from the poker game. “We ran facial recognition from your cam footage to make sure. His name is Lorenzo Luciano. Guess who he works for?”
“Walmart,” I said.
“The Mafia, Carolina,” Bao growled. “He’s wanted in several states for murder, money laundering, and about fifty other crimes.”
Delgado took the picture from Bao. “Are you sure? What would some mob boss be doing in a small North Carolina suburb? We’re not exactly a hotbed for criminal activity.”
“According to you, he’s running the Quaint Club,” Bao said. Exasperated, he added, “He could have found out who you were. You could have died, and you could have ruined our chances at apprehending this guy.”
“I’ve gone up against worse men than this Marlon Brando wannabe,” I said. “Besides, I did what I had to do to find Lucy Baker.”
“And did you find her?” Bao challenged.
“We found Uncle Mike,” I said. “But you dragged us back here before we could follow him. He might’ve led us right to her.”
As Detective Bao took a breather, Delgado handed me Lorenzo Luciano’s mugshot. My stomach dropped. The photograph was several years old. Luke still had baby fat on his cheeks, as well as pretty, dark curls. He had looked so familiar to me at the club, and now I understood why.
“Oh, my God,” I muttered.
“What now?” Bao said.
“Nothing,” I said hastily. “Are we finished here? I need to work on my case.”
“No, we’re not finished,” Bao snapped. “We need your help to assess the situation with Luciano. We can’t allow him to continue sapping our residents’ cash supplies.”
I turned to Delgado. “I thought you said the police force doesn’t bother with small gambling games. We don’t have the resources.”
“This isn’t a small ring,” Delgado said. “If Bao wants to bring down Luciano, it’s his prerogative.”
“Regardless, it’s not my case.” To Bao, I added, “And you can’t act on Luciano either. Keep an eye on him, set up surveillance, whatever, but you cannot engage.”
Bao looked at me like I was crazy. “There is a mob boss running gambling rings in our town, and you expect me to hold off? Where do you get the idea—?”
“Lucy Baker is involved,” I reminded him. “She’s thirteen, and she’s probably being held against her will by someone in Luciano’s circle. If you start snooping around, and Luciano catches wind of you, the chances of getting Lucy back safely go way down.”
“She’s right,” Delgado said. “Luciano will still be there after we get Lucy home. You can go after him then.”
Bao glanced between us. “I partnered you two together because I thought you’d keep each other in check, not join forces and gang up on me. I don’t like this.”
“Look, we got a lead tonight,” I said. “Give me forty-eight hours. If we don’t have a follow-up on Lucy’s location by then, you can move in on Luciano.”
“Fine,” said Bao. “Forty-eight hours.”
He swept out of the office, leaving Luciano’s mug shot on the table. Delgado blew out a long sigh.
“What lead?” he asked. “We let Uncle Mike go.”
“We have his motorcycle plates,” I said. “Start there. I gotta get home to my kids.”
THE KIDS HAD GONE to bed long ago, but Marly was awake when I arrived home. She sat in the living room without any lights on, clutching a glass of wine and the picture of her son. I snatched the photograph and flipped on the light.
“Hey!” Marly protested, climbing over the sofa. “Give that back.”
“Who’s the man in this photo?” I asked, pointing to the hand in the picture.
“No one. He doesn’t matter.”
“He’s missing his pinky finger.”
“So?” Marly said.
“So, I met someone tonight who’s also missing his pinky finger,” I said. “Tall, dark, handsome. Just the way you like them. Goes by the name Lorenzo Luciano. You know, like your son’s last name?”
Marly’s face turned white. “He’s here?” she whispered.
“Like you didn’t already know that.”
“I didn’t!” she said. “I swear.”
“Marly, come on. Why else would you show up here?”
She downed the remaining wine and headed toward the kitchen, presumably to fetch another bottle. I held her back.
“If you want more wine, you’ll have to buy it yourself,” I said. “Sit down, shut up, and tell me about Luciano.”
She landed in the armchair. I expected more defiance and sarcasm. In a lot of ways, Marly was similar to Ophelia. Neither one of them liked to talk about their problems, and they preferred offending family rather than expressing their true emotions. The more I looked at Marly, the more I saw where my daughter had inherited her recklessness and capacity for cruelty. I prayed Ophelia would not grow up to be like Marly.
Then Marly drew her knees into her chest. Her lower lip jutted out, and her eyes seized up. For three seconds, she tried her damnedest to keep everything bottled up inside, but it was too much. Like a dormant volcano finally building enough heat, she erupted in tears and snot. Her body shook with the force of her sobs, and I stood there like an idiot, oblivious as to how to comfort her.
I couldn’t remember the last time I hugged my sister. Our physical interactions as kids only included pushing, shoving, and hair-pulling. When I left for college, I was more than happy to leave Marly behind, but she was extra horrible when I came home to do laundry, pick up food, or visit for holidays. I cultured hate for Marly well into adulthood, and her presence brought out my worst, most immature characteristics.
Yet I couldn’t let her cry on my couch. Tentatively, I sat beside Marly and extended one arm behind her back. The motion startled her. Pure instinct coerced her into leaning into my hug. For several long minutes, she sobbed against my shoulder. We did not fit together as sisters should. I wanted very badly for the moment to be over.
“You don’t have to do this,” Marly said at last, pulling away. “I know you hate me.”
“I don’t hate you.”
“Liar,” she said, laughing tearfully
I patted her back one final time. “You have to tell me about Luciano.”
Marly drew a tissue from the box on the coffee table and blew her nose loudly. “I didn’t know he was a mob boss when we met.”
“How did you meet?”
“At a meditation retreat.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “You were in Cambodia. No, wait. India.”
“Jersey,” Marly said. “He looked nothing like a mob boss.”
“What does a mob boss look like?”
She mimed licking her hands and slicking her hair back.
“Oh, sure.”
“You know what I mean,” she said. “The loafers, the suit, the moustache. When I met him, he was wearing capris. He had long, beautiful curls, and those eyes—” She grunted with pleasure, making me nauseous. “Ugh, no one could have rejected a man with those eyes.”
“I wish you had. What happened?”
“Fast forward one year, and we had an infant on our hands,” Marly said. “He asked me to marry him. It seemed fast, but what can I say? I was in love with him. When Achille was born, he didn’t run off like most men would have. If Luke was home, I couldn’t get a moment alone with Achille.”
“Rewind. Are you legally married to a mob boss?”
“Are the details important?”
I smacked her thigh. “Yes, they’re important! Do you not understand my job? If you’re married to Luciano, I have to report that information.”
Marly’s eyes widened. “Carolina, you can’t tell anyone. Not even your friends, and especially not your coworkers.”
“I won’t tell them,” I said, but my throat constricted. “You need to be truthful with me. You knew Achille was with Luciano, didn’t you?”
Marly’s tears threatened to overflow again, but she reined them in. “When I found out who Luke really was, I took Achille and ran, but Luke has eyes all over the world. One of his henchmen found us. He beat me and kidnapped Achille. I was in the hospital for a week.”
“But you’re recovered now,” I said. “How long has Achille been missing?”
“Five months.”
“Five months?”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“Time is of the essence with kidnappings,” I said. “But you’re in luck. I heard Luciano talking about needing to get home to his son.”
Hope blossomed in Marly’s eyes. “Achille is here? In this town?”
“Sounds like it. He’s staying with Luciano’s grandmother.”
“Oh, no.”
“What?” I demanded. “Is she dangerous?”
“No, she’s a witch.”
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F or once, just once, I wished I could solve a case without someone else’s complications messing with my investigation. Finding Lucy Baker was supposed to be easy. My level of experience should have overpowered my insecurities about taking a detective job that was technically beneath me. I was starting to reconsider my place at the precinct. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this line of work the way local cops performed it. Not for the first time, I was faced with an impossible decision: lie to the police or protect my sister.
When Marly was thirteen, she stole a diamond pendant from a department store and got caught. Though I knew she was guilty, I yelled at mall security until they released Marly without notifying the police. She got away with the pendant in her pocket.
A few years ago, the last time Marly had come to visit, she sold Mom’s old car at a junk shop for parts then vanished with the cash. That time, I reported the crime, but Marly had already left the country. I helped Mom buy a new car and made her promise never to loan it to Marly.
These choices were not so cut and dry anymore. If I reported Marly’s relationship with Lorenzo Luciano to Delgado or Bao, they would be obligated to bring her in for questioning. Depending on her answers, they might arrest her. Regardless of the outcome, Marly would never forgive me for betraying her.
But if I kept quiet about Marly’s secret, I forfeited my coworkers’ help in locating Marly’s son. I also became a liar, withholding information from the police that might help them bring in a seasoned criminal. Delgado would never forgive me for betraying him. I’d lose my job and possibly join Marly in a cell. Achille and Lucy Baker would be gone forever.
The moral dilemma ruined my sleep, and I began the following day weighed down with dread. I had no desire to face Delgado at work, and I missed Mila. Rolling over, I grabbed my phone and dialed her number.
“Carolina, hey!” she answered brightly. “How have you been?”
“Not great. You sound good, though.”
“I am,” she said. “I’m settling into my new job, and I’ve been able to spend more time with Rosie. I miss you. How are the kids?”
“They’re thrilled. Marly’s here.”
“Your sister? I thought she died or something.”
“Nope, she’s alive and married to a mob boss,” I reported.
Mila gasped. “You’re kidding. I want the details.”
“We’ll catch up,” I promised. “I need your help with a case.”
“Hit me.”
I gave Mila the abridged version of Lucy Baker’s disappearance, ending with the results from last night’s undercover mission. It felt good talking to an old friend and partner. On both personal and professional levels, Mila knew me better than anyone.
“I’d keep quiet about your sister for now,” she advised. “It sounds like Achille is safe with Luciano, but Lucy Baker may still be in trouble.”
“I told Bao I’d find another lead in forty-eight hours,” I said. “But I don’t know where to start.”
“What about the poker player?” Mila suggested. “Kansas, was it? He seemed eager to share information with you. Maybe he knows more than he was letting on.”
“I can’t afford to bribe him again.”
“Carolina, you’ve never needed to bribe anyone,” she said. “Get that guy to talk. I’m eighty percent sure he was holding out on you.”
KANSAS MAHONEY’S rundown trailer sank into the wet grass like a dehydrated cow. Despite the rust, weeds, and general air of poverty, Kansas did what he could to make the place homey. Lace curtains covered the windows. A worn mat with faded flowers welcomed visitors to the trailer’s door. Begonias and marigolds grew in a small garden. A plastic playset, beaten from years of use and faded by the sun, sat in the front yard.
Adjusting my armful of Tupperware, I knocked. Kansas shifted aside the curtains to see who was outside, then unlocked the door.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
I offered the stack of Tupperware. “I brought you this. I’ve been practicing my cooking and made too much. It’s lasagna, fresh green beans, and some deli meat.” As Kansas warily accepted the care package, I swung a large bag over his doorstep. “These are diapers, wipes, formula, and a bunch of my kids’ old clothes. Some of them are barely worn. They’re too big for your girls, but they’ll grow into them.”
“Why are you doing this?” Kansas asked, sifting through the clothes. “You feel bad for me or something?”
“Yes,” I answered truthfully. “And because I was hoping you might talk to me again.”
“I told you everything.”
“Did you?”
A keening wail echoed over Kansas’s shoulder. Ushering me inside, he rushed to a pair of cribs and lifted a beautiful baby girl from one. Her little face scrunched and her tiny mouth popped open in a perfect O as she fussed. When the second baby started crying, Kansas looked from one to the other with plain agony.
“I got it,” I said. From the other crib, I lifted the baby into my arms. She was so small and angry. I settled her on my shoulder and patted her back until her fussing subsided into hiccups. “There you go, baby. Nothing to cry about.”
Kansas stared at me in wonder. “How did you get her to stop crying?”
Smiling, I rocked the baby gently. “Believe me, this is the easy part. Wait until they’re teenagers. How old are they?”
“Six months.”
“And their mom?”
Kansas swallowed. “Died giving birth.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“I’m doing my best,” he said, lifting his chin. “Thanks for the food and clothes. Sorry about the mess in here.”
One-handed, I cleared a pile of dirty laundry from a nursing chair. “Sit down,” I told Kansas. I arranged the babies in his arms so he could hold them both comfortably. The girls clasped their tiny hands together and rested on Kansas’s chest. In awe, Kansas watched his babies sleep.
“You don’t have to do that,” he said as I gathered trash and laundry. “Please, it’s so embarrassing.”
“We all need help sometimes,” I said. “It’s okay to ask for it.”
I cleared the floor, swept, took out the trash, scrubbed the kitchen, and left quarters for Kansas to use at the laundromat later. I hand-washed the babies’ blankets, towels, and spit-up napkins and hung them to dry. Mixing two bottles of formula, I traded one to Kansas for a baby, and we fed the girls together.
“You should quit the police force and become a nanny,” Kansas said. “You’re too good at this.”
“Funny, I always thought I was a terrible mother.”
“Are you only doing this to get more information from me?”
“That was the plan,” I admitted. “But these little girls are hard to resist.”
“They sure are. What do you want to know?”
“I saw Uncle Mike at Musician’s Paradise,” I said. “He reports to a man named Lorenzo—”
“Don’t tell me,” Kansas said. “Ignorance is bliss.”
“They were talking in code,” I said. “Something about a mouse and a gold coin.”
“A gold coin is code for a lucky charm,” Kansas said. “It’s superstitious. Gamblers believe that a man won’t lose a game until his gold coin expires. I’m not sure who your mouse is, though. They could be referring to anyone.”
“What do gamblers use as gold coins?”
“It could be anything,” Kansas said. “A trinket, a piece of jewelry, or an actual coin.”
“A child?”
“Sure,” he answered. “Gamblers pretend women bring them luck all the time. Why not a child? You should be careful. If this guy is winning too many games, the other players will hunt him down and get rid of his gold coin.”
“Even if the gold coin is a person?”
He shrugged. “Desperate people do desperate things.”
DELGADO’S BROWS scrunched with anger when I entered the station, but I dragged him away from his desk and into the empty locker room before he could berate me for ignoring him that morning.
“Dale Baker tried to sell Lucy when she was a baby,” I said. “He claimed that she was a lucky charm. A gold coin, if you know what I mean.”
Delgado’s anger subsided in the face of new information. “Dale Baker is our mouse, then. He kidnapped his own kid for some dumb superstition?”
“Yes,” I said. “If he keeps winning games, she’ll get hurt. The other gamblers or Luciano himself will get rid of her to keep Dale in check.”
From the uniform storage closet in the locker room, Delgado drew a bulletproof vest. “Put this on,” he said. “We’re going to find Uncle Mike.”
“Not Dale?”
“Uncle Mike will lead us to Dale,” Delgado said. “Luciano wouldn’t do his own dirty work.”
THE POLICE FORCE wasn’t as useless as I thought. After last night’s revelations, a team of detectives and seasoned officers dug up the address for Luciano’s safe house, a quaint home with a wraparound porch. Several undercover officers—dressed as delivery drivers, homeless people, or non-threatening locals—kept watch outside the safe house twenty-four hours a day.
The bulletproof vest locked the summer heat against my body. Delgado changed into plainclothes, and we drove an unmarked car to the safe house. It didn’t take long for Uncle Mike to show up. Instead of knocking, he walked through the side yard and entered the safe house through the back. Minutes after, he reappeared, adjusting the handgun clipped to his belt. As he drove away on his motorcycle, Delgado and I followed.
We had strict orders from Detective Bao not to engage unless we had eyes on Lucy Baker. Even then, we were supposed to wait for backup. Uncle Mike travelled from the fancy mansions in uptown all the way to the rundown inner-city apartments. At each dwelling, he collected an envelope of cash from the debtor who lived there.
The first time Uncle Mike punched a man who could not pay, I lunged out of my seat, ready to arrest him on sight. Delgado pulled me back, his lip curling in a sneer as Uncle Mike beat the debtor.
“We can’t engage,” he reminded me.
“He’s committing assault,” I said. “You’re seriously telling me that we have to sit here and watch?”
“Those are our orders.”
Multiple times, we stewed in uncomfortable silence as Uncle Mike threatened and abused men and women who couldn’t pay their debts. Delgado noted the addresses for our report, but I didn’t have the patience or tranquility to help keep track. I kept thinking about what I’d do to Uncle Mike if I ever got my hands on him.
The day passed in slow agony. Uncle Mike collected debts until nightfall, but he never visited Dale Baker.
“This was pointless,” I said as we returned to the station. “Dale’s been winning his games. He doesn’t have debts to pay. Why would Uncle Mike visit him?”
“You’re forgetting that Luciano wants Dale to stop winning,” Delgado reminded me. “Sending Uncle Mike to threaten him would be Luciano’s first line of defense.”
“We wasted a whole day, and we’re no closer to finding Lucy,” I said.
Delgado steered me away from the station, toward my car. “You go home. Get some sleep. I’ll work with the night team.”
If I wasn’t so tired, I might have protested. Wearily, I left Delgado and headed home. At an intersection close to my neighborhood, I spotted Uncle Mike sitting atop his motorcycle one lane over. What was this horrible man doing so close to my own house?
When the light turned green, I skipped my turn to follow Uncle Mike at a safe distance. He turned into the next neighborhood and stopped at a house with a foreclosure sign in the front yard. I parked up the street and turned off my headlights to watch.
Uncle Mike approached the house and knocked. The man who answered looked nothing like the Dale Baker I’d seen in pictures. He was thin and gaunt from years of stress and drug abuse. He wore a custodian’s uniform with the company’s patch on the chest. With my binoculars, I read the company’s name: Clean Inc. Not very original.
Uncle Mike bargained casually with Dale, pointing at something within the abandoned house. Dale furiously shook his head and spat at the other man’s shoes. Uncle Mike’s friendly smile disappeared. He drew his fist back—
But Dale Baker lifted a gun and shot him point-blank in the chest.
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T  he shot did not echo through the neighborhood, courtesy of the silencer on Dale Baker’s handgun. Holstering the weapon, he dragged Uncle Mike inside the foreclosed house and shut the door. Shock flooded through me, impeding my reaction time, but I finally fumbled for my phone and called Delgado.
“I thought I told you to go home,” he grunted.
“Uncle Mike’s dead,” I said. “Dale Baker killed him.”
“Where are you?”
I gave him the address. “Bring back-up. Dale Baker’s still inside.”
The cavalry arrived in full force less than ten minutes later. With lights and sirens blazing, the cops surrounded the foreclosed house, blocking off every exit. Wearing protective gear from head to toe, a team of officers carrying rifles entered the dwelling.
Delgado ran straight to me. “Are you okay? Did anyone see you? What were you doing out here alone?”
“I’m fine,” I said, though my hands shook like a tree’s last leaves before a big winter storm. “I was on my way home when I saw Uncle Mike and followed him here. Please, if Lucy’s inside—”
Delgado’s radio crackled, and Detective Bao’s voice came through it. “Delgado, do you copy?”
“I copy,” Delgado said. “What’s up?”
“The girl’s not here,” Bao reported. “Neither is Dale Baker. All we’ve got is the dead body. Notify CSI.”
“Copy that,” Delgado said. After putting the call into CSI, Delgado came back to me. “You can’t go off on your own. We’re partners. You should have notified me when you spotted Uncle Mike.”
“I didn’t think it would turn into this,” I said. “We’d been following him all day.”
“Well, he’s dead now.” Delgado blew out a sigh. “I wonder if Luciano knows yet.”
“I’m more worried about Lucy,” I said. “Do you think Dale was keeping her here?”
“We’ll have a look once CSI clears the scene,” he said. “I’m sure Bao is sending guys out to look for Dale.”
I got out of my car. “That’s not enough. We need to block the roads and put the word out to civilians. If anyone sees Dale, we need to know about it. I want to see the body.”
“Wait, Carolina.” Delgado hurried after me. “The house hasn’t been cleared yet. You can’t touch anything before CSI gets here.”
“I know the protocol. I’m still going in.”
Uncle Mike’s blood dripped between the rotting slats of the front porch. The amount of liquid implied significant damage to his chest and heart. He never would have recovered from such a wound, but knowing that didn’t lessen my guilt. If I’d intervened before Dale drew his weapon, Uncle Mike might still be alive.
“Dale Baker would have killed you too,” Delgado said, reading my mind. “You couldn’t have saved Uncle Mike.”
“I was right here. I did nothing.”
“Sometimes, doing nothing is the right thing to do.”
Detective Bao came out onto the porch, shouting orders through his radio. “I want to sweep the town in quartiles. Set up a search perimeter. Notify the neighboring counties. We’re going to find this asshole tonight.” Without warning, Bao hugged me. Just as quickly, he let go. “Sorry, that was unprofessional,” he said. “I’m glad you’re okay.”
“Thanks, Bao,” I said. “I want to see the body.”
“Of course you do,” Bao replied. “You’ll have the first look after CSI. Here they come now.”
The police cleared the way for the crime scene team. I followed them inside. The foreclosed home smelled of mold. Neither the electricity nor the water worked, so it seemed unlikely that Dale had been squatting here for long. Perhaps he only used the house as a meeting place. That gave me hope. I hated the thought that Lucy Baker might be living in conditions like these. Even Cleo’s van was safer than this hell hole.
“Did you find any items that might belong to Lucy?” I asked Bao anyway. “Does it look like she was ever here?”
“We searched every room,” Bao said. “We found nothing to that effect.”
“Dale must be hiding her somewhere,” I muttered, more to myself than my coworkers. “He must have known Uncle Mike would come looking for Lucy eventually.”
“Dale shot Uncle Mike to protect Lucy,” Delgado said. “At least he’s not hurting his kid, right?”
“We don’t know that,” Bao said. “Dale might have had several motives for killing Uncle Mike.”
“Your guys are setting up the search grid, right?” I pestered Bao. “If Dale transports Lucy to a different location because of this, it’ll throw off our entire investigation.”
Bao clapped my shoulder reassuringly. “We’ve already deployed a search team. Don’t worry, Caccia. We’ve got this under control.”
A CSI official approached us. “Are you the detectives?” she asked. “You can check out the body now.”
The smear of blood from the foyer to the kitchen led us to Uncle Mike’s remains. His dead eyes stared vacantly at a back door through which Dale had undoubtedly fled. One hand rested on his chest as if he’d tried to stem the blood from the gunshot wound.
While a photographer snapped pictures, I knelt beside the body and used a pen to lift Dale’s denim jacket. His white T-shirt was stained red, and a gold medallion rested at the base of his throat. The medallion caught my eye for two reasons. First, it was the same style as the one Cleo wore around her own neck. Second, the gold was stamped with the likeness of Saint Nicholas, the patron saint of children. In the Catholic faith, a grown man did not typically wear Saint Nick.
“Can I have some gloves?” I requested, and a CSI official obliged.
Carefully, I removed the necklace from Uncle Mike’s body and slipped it in an evidence bag. The CSI team had already taken Uncle Mike’s wallet, cash stash, and handgun from his corpse. Still, I checked his jacket pockets and drew out a prayer card.
“Who’s that guy?” Bao asked.
“Saint Thomas Acquinas,” I said, bagging the card. “He believed pride was the worst cardinal sin.”
“Sounds like a stand-up fellow.”
“Uncle Mike sports a lot of religious paraphernalia for a criminal,” Delgado added. “Is that an Italian thing?”
“Yes,” I said. “But I don’t think these items belonged to Uncle Mike. Cleo has the same necklace, except with Saint Christopher on it.”
“Do you think the necklace is Lucy’s?”
“I do.”
HOURS PASSED as CSI continued to sweep the scene. Every so often, my pulse quickened when Bao received a radio update from the search team. The check-in was always the same: the police had not located Dale Baker.
The manhunt continued. Around midnight, I called home to update Marly. She promised to feed the kids and get them to school the following morning. Back at the station, I fell asleep in a bunk bed above Delgado. At dawn, Detective Bao woke us both.
“Despite our best efforts, we have not located Dale Baker,” Bao said heavily. “We will continue our search—”
“Unbelievable,” I muttered.
“Caccia, if you have something to say, get it off your chest,” Bao said. “I’m willing to listen.”
“You want to hear my take?” I said. “This entire investigation is a sham. You screwed me over from the beginning. You partnered me with a guy who refused to listen to me. If we’d located Uncle Mike first, we could’ve found Dale Baker much faster. We could’ve had Lucy Baker home safe by now, but no—”
“You have no idea how local protocol works,” Delgado spat back. “You skip steps. You play by your own rules. You put your own safety at risk. You put my safety at risk when I have to step in and save your ass—”
“At what point were you at risk?” I demanded of him. “I was the one who went into Luciano’s poker game undercover. You were the one who decided to waltz into the mechanic’s shop like some big shot. It’s not my fault someone pointed a gun at your face.”
“Shut up,” Bao growled at the both of us. “I understand your anger, but it’s misplaced. You should be pissed off at Dale Baker, not each other.”
“I can’t work with him,” I declared. “Find me another partner.”
“No,” Bao said. “Don’t tell me what to do, Caccia. I’m your superior.”
“If she doesn’t want to work with me, I’m fine with it,” Delgado said, sneering. “She thinks she knows everything because she was in the FBI.”
“Get over it, Delgado,” I snapped. “You’re jealous because you’ll never be as good as me.”
He snorted. “Tell me, Carolina. If you’re so good at your job, why haven’t we found Lucy Baker yet? She’s probably lying dead in a ditch somewhere.”
With a feral yell, I launched myself at Delgado. Fortunately, Bao was there to offset my insanity. He caught me around the waist and slung me over his shoulder like a bag of rice. Delgado’s smug smile was the last thing I saw before the door swung shut.
“Put me down,” I told Bao. “I won’t hit him again.”
Bao didn’t answer. He carried me all the way to the holding cells, where tonight’s collected drunkards were sobering up. Bao set me inside an empty cell and shut the gate.
“Ha, ha,” I said, standing at the bars. “You’re hilarious. Let me out of here.”
“Nope,” he said. “You assaulted a police officer.”
“I am a police officer.”
“Carolina, I know you,” Bao said tiredly. “You’re passionate, determined, and too smart for your own good. Sometimes, those traits work together for the greater good. Other times, they get you in trouble instead.”
I grabbed the bars. “Bao, let me out of here right now. I swear—”
“I partnered you with Delgado because he’s a stickler for the rules,” Bao continued. “You need to learn how to follow those rules.”
“Why does it matter?” I asked. “Who cares about the rules if breaking them helps find missing kids?”
“Because breaking them could kill you,” he said. “And I’d be the one scraping your body off the damn pavement!” His voice broke and echoed through the holding cells. “You’re more than a detective to me, Carolina. You’re a friend, one that I don’t want to lose.”
“You’re not going to lose me.”
“Damn right, I’m not.” He dangled the cell keys. “What’s the verdict? Are you going to sit in here until you rot or will you agree to follow protocol?”
I rolled my eyes. “Like I have a choice?”
“I need to hear you say it.”
“I’ll follow protocol,” I said.
Bao unlocked the cell. “Thank you.”
“I’ll follow protocol as long as you assign me a new partner,” I bargained. “I told you before. I can’t work with Delgado anymore.”
“You’ll follow protocol and work with Delgado,” Bao grunted, hauling me to my feet. “I’m teaching you a lesson.”
“I’m a grown adult. I don’t need to be taught a lesson.”
Bao escorted me to the bullpen, where Delgado worked on his computer. When Delgado saw me, he stood up.
“I was out of line,” he said. “You’re exhausted and emotional. I shouldn’t have retaliated. I’m sorry.”
“I am not emotional,” I said hotly.
Bao growled like a German Shepherd. If I didn’t behave, he’d throw me back in a cell. Calming myself, I sat beyond reach of Delgado. I couldn’t trust myself not to slap him if he said one more stupid thing.
“What now?” I said.
“You tell me,” Bao replied. “What’s your next step?”
I considered it. “Make a deal with Luciano. Offer to take care of Dale Baker and his debts if Luciano’s men help us find him.”
Delgado laughed outright. “Are you insane?”
“Bao, I swear if he says one more thing—” I warned.
“Shut up, Delgado,” Bao said. To me, he added, “We can’t do that. We can’t broker deals with the Mafia.”
“Why not?” I asked. “It’s a good deal.”
“Because we’re cops,” he reminded me. “We’re the good guys.”
“Theoretically.”
Bao crossed his arms. “We do not bargain with criminals.”
“Fine,” I said. “What’s Delgado’s great idea?”
“We keep looking for Dale,” Delgado suggested. “He’s a gambling addict. He’ll turn up at a game eventually. We’ll send our undercover guys to every game we can find.”
Bao nodded. “Let’s do that. This is officially a homicide case. You can have whatever resources you need.”
“It sounds like you two are handling this,” I said, collecting my wallet and keys. “I’ll be going.”
“Carolina,” Bao said. “We need you here.”
“And I need a decent eight hours of sleep in my own bed.”
Once in my car, I did not drive home. Instead, I navigated across town and parked right in front of a familiar, modest home with a wraparound front porch. My stomach leapt into my throat as I climbed the porch steps and rang the bell. Lorenzo Luciano answered the door.
“Hey, Luke,” I said. “Remember me?”
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I t was difficult to shock a man like Lorenzo Luciano. He had eyes and ears all over town, but none of them alerted him to my presence at his supposed safe house. His parted lips and inquisitive expression gave me a small sense of satisfaction. At least, I could surprise a mob boss with my erratic investigation techniques.
“Elisa Delfino,” I reminded him. “From Musician’s Paradise the other night.”
“I know exactly who you are,” Luke said. “For the life of me, I can’t understand how or why you’re on my door mat.”
“You could invite me inside to find out.”
He stepped aside, and I entered his temporary home. Though modest in size, Luke’s dwelling was warm and cozy. Scents of chamomile tea and freshly baked scones wafted through the air. Luke led me to sit on a tufted couch, draped with soft blankets.
He was not wearing a suit, nor had he styled his hair this morning. His dewy skin and wet eyelashes implied he’d just left the shower. He wore comfortable jogging shorts and a loose fitting T-shirt. Even in casual wear, he was the most stunning man I’d laid eyes on. Not my type, certainly, but stunning all the same.
“Coffee?” Luke offered graciously. “Breakfast, perhaps? It’s not every day a strange woman comes into my house.”
“Both would be lovely.”
Ten minutes later, we ate blueberry scones in the living room and sipped coffee like old friends. All the while, I watched Luke, and he watched me.
“Excellent scones,” I said. “Did you make them?”
“My mother did.”
“Does she live with you?”
“It depends,” he said vaguely.
I set aside my coffee cup and folded my hands. “Uncle Mike is dead.”
“Who?”
“Uncle Mike,” I repeated. “The man you send to collect debts?”
“Ah, Michael,” he said. “Dead, huh? Pity.”
“You’re not concerned?”
Luke took another scone from the serving plate and slathered it with jam. “He was a pawn. I have others. I’m more interested in you, darling.”
“Why?”
He would not speak with his mouth full, and he took forever to chew. At last, he said, “A beautiful woman shows up at my private poker game without an invitation. Then she tracks me down at home and speaks of my dead man as if she personally knows him. Ah, and she introduces herself with a fake name.”
“What makes you think I gave you a fake name?”
“Because I know your name,” Luke said, daintily wiping his lips. “It’s Carolina Caccia.”
A chill swept down my spine. I clasped my hands together, hoping Luke wouldn’t notice them shaking. I opened my mouth to save my ass, but Luke spoke again.
“You played your part well,” he assured me. “If I had no prior knowledge of you, I never would’ve guessed you were a cop.”
“You have prior knowledge of me?”
“Of course I do. Do you think I wouldn’t recognize my own sister-in-law?” Off my shock, he chuckled and added, “Marly showed me a picture of you once. Even if I’d never seen it, I would have known you. You share several features with your sister.”
“If you knew who I was, why didn’t you kill me at the poker game?”
“Good heavens,” he said. “What kind of host would I be if I murdered my guests? Not a very good one, I’ll tell you that.”
“You’re toying with me,” I accused him.
He flashed a grin. “Maybe a little. How did you find my safe house?”
“My coworkers recognized you,” I said. “They tracked you down. They have undercover officers watching your house every day.”
“But here you are,” Luke said. “Blowing their cover.”
“I had to talk to you.”
He reclined and crossed his legs without spilling his coffee. “What about, darling?”
“We have a common problem. Dale Baker.”
“Ah, the mouse.”
“Why do you call him that?” I asked.
“Because he has a tendency to slip through our fingers and scurry away like a filthy, thieving rodent,” Luke replied, showing his first hint of distaste. “He makes fools of my confidantes.”
“Thus, a fool out of you.”
He winked. “Tread carefully with your words. You seem to know why I want Dale Baker. Why do you want him?”
“I believe he kidnapped his own daughter,” I said. “She went missing several days ago, and her sister is worried sick. Dale is under the impression that Lucy is his lucky charm.”
“His gold coin,” Luke said. “Yes, I sent Michael to fetch it. Fetch her, I suppose.”
“You didn’t know his lucky charm was a child?”
“I did not.” His brows furrowed. “I don’t like not knowing things. Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”
“I need your help getting Lucy back,” I said. “You have a better chance of tracking down Dale Baker than I do. Bring his daughter to me, and do what you will with Dale.”
Luke regarded me with suspicion. “I’ve never met a detective who condones violence at the hands of my organization.”
“My job is to keep Lucy safe,” I said.
“Hmm.” He tapped his long fingers against the coffee mug. “If I locate Lucy Baker for you, what shall you do for me in return?”
“You get Dale,” I reminded him.
“A small man means little to me,” Luke said. “I want something else.”
I hesitated. What could I offer a mob boss that he didn’t already have?
“I want Marly,” he said. “She’s evaded me for several years. I wish to speak with her.”
“My sister?” I said incredulously. “That’s what you’re asking for?”
“She’s the love of my life,” Luke declared. “We’ve had our ups and downs, but this most recent fight of ours is a big misunderstanding. I’d like the chance to clear things up.”
“A misunderstanding?” I repeated. “One of your henchmen beat her and kidnapped her child. You call that a misunderstanding?”
Luke looked affronted. “I beg your pardon? I did no such thing!”
“Don’t lie,” I said. “She told me what happened.”
“Sergio, my valet, brought Achille to me,” Luke replied. “Marly gave him to Sergio. She didn’t want to care for him on her own anymore. Sergio begged her to come home, and she refused.”
Doubt hindered my reasoning skills. Marly had always been a capable liar. Why should I believe she’d told me the truth about Achille’s kidnapping? Then again, if she’d given Achille away to free herself of motherhood’s burden, she wouldn’t have asked me to find him.
“I would never harm my son,” Luke said. “And I would never harm my wife.”
“Then why did she leave you?”
“Because she was afraid of what I am.”
“That doesn’t bother you?” I asked.
Luke lifted one shoulder. “I cannot change who I am. I was born into life.”
“Marly wasn’t,” I reminded him. “She had a choice, and she chose to leave you.”
“Yet, she always turns up wherever I am,” he teased. “Italy. India. Nepal. Ecuador. She followed me all over the world, even to this tiny, insignificant town you call your home.”
I felt the scone rise in my throat. “Did you come here because of me? So you could lure her back to you?”
“It seems that way.” He smiled serenely. “I shall locate Dale Baker and his daughter in exchange for a meeting with my dear wife. Have we reached an accord?”
Luke extended his hand across the coffee table. After a moment’s hesitation, I shook it. A conniving grin crossed Luke’s face.
“Pleasure doing business with you, darling.”
SINCE I’D alienated Bao and Delgado, there was nothing to do but sit at home and wait for news from Luke. Surprisingly, neither cop tried to contact me. When I thought about how I’d acted that morning, I turned a deep shade of red. I should have found another way to take out my frustrations. Now, I feared facing my coworkers out of sheer embarrassment.
Marly bombarded me with questions until I took refuge in my bedroom. Though I’d shaken Luke’s hand, I wasn’t prepared to fulfill my end of the bargain. Something felt inherently skeevy about handing my sister over to the Mafia.
I was sure of one thing. I wanted to tell Cleo about her father. She deserved to know he was alive. She also deserved to know that he was a murderer. With Ophelia’s help, I met with Cleo in my home office that afternoon to break the news.
“I don’t believe it,” she said. “He’s alive?”
“Yes, Dale’s alive.”
“But there was a funeral,” Cleo said. “I saw the pictures!”
“They were probably staged to scare your mother,” I said. “Dale is definitely alive. I’ve seen him with my own eyes.”
“He killed Uncle Mike?”
“Yes, he shot Uncle Mike in the chest.”
Cleo hugged herself tightly. “And you think Lucy’s with Dad?”
“She wasn’t at the house,” I said. “I believe he’s hiding her somewhere else.”
“Why?”
“Because—” I stopped myself, unsure if Cleo could handle the truth. Then again, Cleo was Lucy’s primary caregiver. The truth was her business. “Because the people your father gambles with might want to hurt Lucy. I don’t want you to worry,” I added when her bottom lip wobbled. “I’m working with someone new to find your sister.”
“Who?”
“He’s qualified,” I said. “That’s all you need to know. Can you answer a few more questions for me?”
She breathed deeply and nodded.
“Uncle Mike was wearing a gold medallion when he died,” I said. “It looked a lot like the one you wear, except it had Saint Nicholas on it.”
Cleo’s lip quivered again. “That was Lucy’s. He must have taken it from her.”
“That’s what I thought. It’s okay,” I told her. “This is a good thing. It means we’re getting closer to finding your sister. One more thing.” From my phone, I showed her a picture of the prayer card that had been in Uncle Mike’s jacket. “Do you recognize this?”
“Yeah, I have a ton of those.” She fished a stack of similar cards from her backpack. “I find them all over the place. They remind me of my mom. She used to collect them.”
“You found these?” I asked, fanning the cards out for a closer look.
“There’s almost always one on the sidewalk by the school on Mondays,” she says. “I guess people don’t want them after church is over.”
“Or someone is leaving them for you,” I suggested.
“What do you mean?”
“Your mother isn’t dead either,” I said. “I saw her at the Asian Market last Friday. Apparently, she buys these prayer cards every time she visits.”
Cleo stared at me. “My mother’s alive?”
“Yes.”
“She’s close by?”
“Yes,” I said.
“And she’s leaving prayer cards for me to find?”
“I think so.”
Cleo threw the cards to the floor and stormed out. I followed as she took her keys and fled from my house. Outside, her van engine rumbled.
“What happened?” Ophelia asked from the living room.
I tossed my keys to her. “Go after her. Make sure she doesn’t get hurt.”
“You’re letting me drive your car? You never let me drive.”
“Go before I change my mind.”
Ophelia leaped for joy and ran out. Exhausted, I collapsed on the sofa. Marly appeared from the guest room.
“What was that all about?” she asked.
“I told Cleo her parents are both alive and chose to abandon her,” I said wearily. “Not the happiest discussion I’ve ever had.”
Marly whistled. “That’s rough.”
“Tell me about it.” When she sat beside me, I said, “Marly, are you telling me the truth about Achille?”
She groaned. “This again?”
“You have a track record of lying.”
Marly rolled up her sleeve and pointed to an ugly scar on her elbow. “See this? That’s where my bone popped out of my skin when Sergio threw me across Achille’s bedroom. And this?” She lifted her shirt to show me another jagged mark. “That’s where Sergio stabbed me in the ribs. My lung collapsed.” Lifting her chin, she exposed a thin white scar across her throat. “This one’s from when Sergio threatened to kill me if I didn’t hand Achille over. Is that enough proof for you?”
“Yes,” I said. “It’s enough.”
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I t didn’t take long for word to travel from the undercover cop at Luke’s safe house to Delgado’s ears. He arrived at my house an hour later, banging on the door like a crazed gorilla.
“Carolina!” he boomed. “I know you’re in there.”
When I answered, he nearly fell over the threshold. Straightening himself, he came inside without an invitation.
“What is it?” I asked. “You didn’t get a big enough piece of me this morning?”
“Lillian Young just called me,” he growled, towering over me. “She was stationed outside Luke’s safe house this morning, and guess who she saw go inside?”
“Santa Claus.”
He made a clutching motion as if pondering the consequences of wringing my neck. “What is wrong with you?” he said. “Bao explicitly told you not to deal with Luciano, and you ignored him! He’s dangerous, Carolina. What the hell did you use to bargain with?”
“It just so happens I have something that Luke wants,” I said.
“Luke, eh?” Delgado said. “Familiar enough to use his nickname?”
“Did you tell Bao?”
“Not yet,” he said. “Do you understand what you’ve done? Conspiring with a known Mafia member? They could throw you in jail.”
I walked away from him and poured myself a glass of water. “I did what I had to do. The police couldn’t find Dale Baker, but Luke can.”
“He wouldn’t do it for free,” Delgado said. “What did you trade to him?”
“None of your business.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We are partners. You have to tell me—”
“If I trusted you, I’d tell you,” I said. “If you respected me, I’d tell you. Since neither of those things are true, I’m not telling you a damn thing.”
“I’ll go to Bao. He’ll stop you. He’ll lock you up.”
“Detective Bao knew who I was and how I worked when he hired me,” I shot back. “He won’t stop me because he knows no one, not even you, can find Lucy without my help. Go ahead, call him. Let’s see what he says.”
Delgado reached for his phone and paused. “Luke gave you a lead, didn’t he?”
“You’ll never know if you have me arrested.” I breathed a sigh of relief as Delgado’s insistence diminished. “Look, I know my methods are unusual. After we find Lucy, you can teach me all the procedures known to man. For now, I need you to trust me. Don’t interfere with Luciano. The more he interacts with us, the more he learns about us. It’s better if I’m the only point of contact. Do you understand?”
Delgado hesitated. “What am I supposed to tell Bao?”
“That we’re working on your plan,” I said. “And make sure Lillian Young stays quiet, too. Tell her I had Bao’s permission to visit Luke.”
“And what if you get hurt?” he asked.
“I don’t intend on getting hurt.”
Delgado gave up on his warnings. Turning to leave, he said over his shoulder, “I do respect you, and you should trust me. I would never betray my partner.”
WHEN DELGADO WAS GONE, I pondered his last remark in my home office. He’d made it sound like a heartfelt promise, as if we had entered into a holy union that could not be broken. I’d worked well with partners before—Mila being the best of them—but Delgado was different. He challenged my ideas and refused to go along with my plans unless he understood them completely. He expected us to work in tandem, while my past partners always bent to my will.
Cleo’s collection of prayer cards lay like discarded confetti on my office floor. I stacked them together in case she wanted them back later. As I did so, I noticed a pattern of black dots along each prayer card’s border. The dots didn’t match the cards’ graphics, and it looked like someone had drawn them in with a ballpoint pen. To be sure, I called the number on the back of the card.
“Catholic Printing Industries,” answered a chipper voice. “This is Marie. How can I help you?”
“Hi, Marie. My name is Detective Carolina Caccia,” I said. “I recently discovered a stack of you prayer cards in conjunction with my open case, and I was wondering if you could answer a question for me.”
“Certainly. I can try my best. Can you describe the card?”
“It’s Saint Thomas Acquinas,” I said. “The card is yellow in color with a blue border.”
“Yes, I’m familiar with that one.”
“Do you print these cards with black dots in the border?”
“No, ma’am,” Marie said. “There are no black dots on our design.”
“Can you think of any reason someone might draw them in?”
“I’m not sure. I’m sorry.”
I thanked Marie for her time and hung up. I ran my fingers across the cards’ borders, stretching my mind for an explanation. The motion of my fingertips over the dots stirred a thought from the depths of my concentration.
“It’s Braille,” I said to myself.
To double-check, I rolled my chair toward the computer and searched for a Braille translator. Sure enough, the seemingly random dots on the prayer cards’ borders were numbers written in Braille. When I decoded them, I discovered that someone had inscribed a latitude and longitude on each card, geographical coordinates for the card owner to follow. Did Cleo know about this?
My phone rang before I could call Cleo. Though the call came from a blocked number, I answered anyway.
“Elisa, darling.” Luke’s slippery voice rang brightly through the receiver. “We found your man. He was hiding in a shack near the city.”
“Dale Baker? You located him already?”
“My employees pride themselves on providing quick customer service,” Luke said. “Shall I arrange a date for you and Mr. Baker?”
“Yes,” I said. “When?”
“This evening. Seven o’clock. I’ll have a car pick you up.”
“I can drive myself if you give me the address.”
Luke clicked his tongue. “My dear, how foolish would I be to send you an address? We can’t have any of your charming police friends show up, can we? Come alone, Miss Delfino, or risk nullifying our deal.”
“Of course. I—”
He hung up.
A BLACK SUV arrived parked in front of my house at exactly seven o’clock, though I had not given Luke my home address. The windows were too heavily tinted to see inside the vehicle. The passenger door was locked, so I clambered into the back seat where a privacy divider prevented me from identifying the driver.
The divider lowered slightly. A gloved hand appeared in the gap and offered me a piece of black fabric.
“Put this on,” commanded a deep voice.
I shook out the fabric. It was the kind of hood abductors used to cover their victims’ faces. “You’re kidding.”
“Not kidding. Put it on or get out. If you get out, your deal with the boss is void.”
Gritting my teeth, I pulled the hood over my head, turning the world dark. The SUV lurched forward. I tried to keep track of the turns, but the driver intentionally took an unfamiliar route. By the time we arrived at our destination half an hour later, I had no idea where we were.
“Can I take this off now?” I asked as the SUV came to a halt.
“No.”
Someone opened my door and pulled me from the car. I stumbled blindly along, using my other senses to get a feel for my surroundings. It smelled of fresh earth and cow patties. Soft dirt gave way beneath my sneakers. A heavy sliding door squeaked as my captor pushed it open.
My captor unsnapped the holster from my belt and confiscated my firearm. Then he removed the hood. I found myself inside a cavernous barn filled with stacked hay. My captor exited, sliding the door shut before I could identify him. A lump grew in my throat. If Luke wanted to kill me, this looked like a decent place to hide my body.
“Miss Delfino.” Luke appeared from behind a large haystack, wearing an emerald green suit. “So glad you found the place.”
“Hilarious,” I said. “Why are you calling me that?”
“In this business, it’s good to have a code name.” He winked mischievously. “You must be wondering where your prize is. Why don’t you follow me?”
Luke turned his back to me. Without a weapon, I didn’t present much of a threat to him. Warily, I followed the mob boss into a small vestibule constructed of hay. There, tied to a chair, gagged and heavily beaten, was Dale Baker.
“Good Lord,” I muttered, approaching Cleo and Lucy’s degenerate father. “What did you do to him?”
“He put up quite a fight,” Luke remarked. “My employees don’t enjoy fights. They prefer to end them through any means possible.”
Dale Baker struggled against his restraints, moaning through the wadded fabric in his mouth. I didn’t have to understand his words to know what he was asking—he wanted me to rescue him. I removed the gag so he could speak freely.
“Please,” he gasped. Blood trickled between his teeth. “Get me out of here. I’ll do anything you want.”
“Easy enough,” I said. “Can you answer some questions for me?”
“Yes,” Dale spluttered. “Whatever you want to know.”
“Where is Lucy Baker?”
Dale’s jaw went slack. He was not expecting this particular question. “You can’t have her. I’m not cheating. She’s my lucky charm.”
“He thinks you work for me,” Luke said, chuckling. “Rest assured, Mr. Baker. I care not for your daughter’s whereabouts.”
“Tell me what happened to Lucy Baker,” I said to Dale. “Start from the moment you kidnapped her. If you tell me the truth, I’ll arrange a deal with my department to release you after questioning. Give Lucy to us, and you won’t be arrested.”
“She’s my lucky charm,” Dale said again. “I need her.”
“She’s a teenage girl,” I said. “Not the patron saint of gambling.”
“I won’t give her up—”
Thwack!
Luke’s fist, wrapped tightly in a white towel, connected with Dale’s face. He unwound the towel and flexed his knuckles before noticing my shocked expression. “To loosen the tongue,” he said matter-of-factly.
Dale flinched as Luke wound the towel around his knuckles for a second punch. “No, please! I’ll tell you everything. I found Lucy behind a restaurant in the middle of the night. Her sister was sleeping in a van. I threatened to hurt Cleo unless Lucy came with me, but I didn’t do it! She came with me on her own.”
“Because you coerced her,” I said.
“She’s my lucky charm,” Dale repeated yet again. “My odds are one hundred times better when Lucy’s around.”
“Where is she?” I demanded.
“I don’t have her—I really don’t!” He cowered as Luke raised his fist again. “She disappeared last night. I don’t know where she went.”
“You’re lying,” I said.
“I swear I’m not,” Dale said. “I’ve been trying to find her all day, but the cops have been on my tail.”
“Because you murdered a man last night.”
“He tried to take Lucy.”
“Where were you hiding her?” I asked. “You must have restrained her somewhere, or she would have run away from you earlier.”
Dale’s eyes darted toward Luke as he considered his options. “I kept her—”
Red and blue lights flashed through the slats of the barn walls. Sirens made my ears ring, but I could still hear car doors slamming and footsteps pounding as police officers surrounded the building.
“Lorenzo Luciano,” Detective Bao’s voice rang through a loudspeaker. “Step outside the barn with your hands up.”
Luke, calm and cool, turned his gaze toward me. “You led them here.”
“I didn’t!” I said. “They must have followed me from my house.”
“Miss Delfino.” He drew his gun, aiming for my head while he backed out of the vestibule. “I thought we agreed not to lie to each other.”
“Luke, I swear—”
The barn doors slid open. Cops poured inside with Delgado and Bao heading the charge. They stormed toward the vestibule, surrounding me on all sides.
But Luke was gone, having vanished among the haystacks.
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A fter a thorough sweep of the barn and property, Bao’s team found a set of tire tracks leading back toward town. He sent a squad to follow Luke’s getaway car, but the mobster was well-practiced in evading the police. It was hard to tell whose rage filled most of the barn: Bao’s, Delgado’s, or mine.
“I gave you clear orders not to engage with Luciano,” Bao shouted.
“You weren’t listening,” I shouted right back, standing my ground. “This was the quickest way to find Dale Baker—”
“But not the safest way,” Delgado added.
“And you,” I said, rounding on Delgado. “You promised not to say anything about this to Bao.”
“Your idea was insane,” Delgado replied. “I was afraid Luciano would hurt you.”
“He wasn’t going to,” I said, “until you showed up with your cavalry of idiots. Now Luke thinks I intentionally led you here to apprehend him. I’m probably his number one target.”
Bao stepped between us. “I have no choice but to suspend both of you. You’re off this case and the force, pending review of your behavior.”
“Both of us?” Delgado said, aghast. “What did I do wrong?”
“You failed to communicate with your partner,” Bao answered. “If you’d considered her experience and perspective when you first started working with her, you might have avoided this fiasco.”
Delgado gaped at him. “You’re the one who told me to keep her grounded.”
“Yeah, keep her grounded,” Bao said. “Not discount her instincts or overstep her authority. You’re an officer, Delgado. She’s a detective. You forgot your place.”
Pleased to hear Bao defend me, I accidentally showed a smug grin.
“What are you smiling about?” Bao asked me. “You’re in deep crap, too. I should put you in handcuffs for the stunt you pulled tonight.”
“If you’d agreed to my plan—” I began.
“No one in their right mind would have agreed to your plan,” Bao said. “We’re not dirty cops who cut deals with mob members. Look what happened tonight. You put yourself in Luciano’s crosshairs.”
“That wouldn’t have happened if you guys left well enough alone.”
“It would have happened regardless,” Bao snapped. “You’ve never worked with men like Luciano. Once you accept help from them, they will hang it over your head forever. They consider you in debt indefinitely. It wouldn’t matter if you fulfilled your side of the deal or not.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I’ve dealt with these morons before. Not these exact morons,” he added as an afterthought. “But they all operate the same way. Let me be clear, Caccia. Do not go looking for Lorenzo Luciano.”
GROWING UP, I wasn’t a defiant child. My mother didn’t approve of defiance, and she kept me in line with a wooden spoon. If I overstepped, that wooden spoon would whistle through the air and land on my backside with enough force to tenderize a steak. Although this tactic was effective, it did not foster any love for my mother within me. I vowed never to hit my children, and though Ophelia had made me reconsider once or twice, I’d firmly upheld that vow.
I kept thinking about that wooden spoon, especially when I parked in front of Luke’s safe house for the second time in two days. Why was my immediate instinct to completely ignore Detective Bao’s order? Had I been smacked one too many times as a child? Had I learned to act out against my superiors as revenge for a previous punishment?
I told myself this was the right choice. Luke needed to understand that I had not planned last night’s police intervention. If I could convince him of my innocence, perhaps we could continue working together. After all, I’d gotten more results from him than anyone in the police precinct so far. Dale Baker was locked in a cell, awaiting trial for kidnapping, child endangerment, and illegal gambling.
Lucy Baker’s mysterious status frightened me more with every passing minute. Assuming Dale was telling the truth about his daughter’s escape, wouldn’t Lucy have returned to Cleo? At the very least, she would have gone to the police for help. It should have been easy to find her, but additional searches revealed no clues of her whereabouts.
I was officially suspended from the force, as was Delgado. We hadn’t spoken to each other since last night, and I didn’t intend on speaking to him ever again. As far as I was concerned, he was a crappy coworker that I was happy to ignore for the remainder of my career. After this mess, Bao couldn’t possibly expect us to work together.
The good thing about being temporarily unaffiliated with any official entity was that, for once, no one was tailing me. I knocked on Luke’s front door, confident I had come alone.
Silence answered.
After knocking a second time, I turned the knob. It was unlocked, giving way easily beneath my palm. Tentatively, I stepped into the cozy foyer.
“Luke?” I called. “Are you here?”
The house looked exactly as it had yesterday, minus the baked goods and the freshly-showered man. Sensing a trap, I drew my weapon—a handgun I’d purchased that morning for the sole purpose of personal protection—and crept through each room. In the kitchen, I found a note pinned to the refrigerator with pretty, flowing script that read:
MISS DELFINO,
By the time you find this message, I will have long since abandoned this sweet home. I regret having to leave, but your reprehensible actions afforded me few options. In light of your poorly-executed betrayal, I’m afraid I must reconsider our partnership. I cannot enter into negotiations with untrustworthy individuals such as yourself.
However, we cannot amicably part ways until our deal is complete. As promised, I delivered Dale Baker to you. In return, you must bring my wife to me. Should you fail to fulfil your end of our bargain, I will be highly offended, and I am not the type of man to enjoy such humiliation outside of the bedroom.
I have arranged for a date with my wife at the finest restaurant in town at seven p.m. sharp tonight. Please advise her to arrive on time at the address listed below. Kindly tell her to wear something devious. She knows what I like. She must appear alone, without police escort, to satisfy your end of our bargain.
To ensure your cooperation, I have acquainted myself with your incomparable partner, Officer Ambrosio Delgado. When he recovers, advise him to avoid dark parking garages late at night. They are, as he recently discovered, quite dangerous. I’m told you may check his status by calling the number below. Do wish him well for me.
Should my conversation with dear Ambrosio fail to persuade you, I will introduce myself to your beautiful children. They are, after all, my niece and nephew, and I would sincerely enjoy getting to know them.
Best,
Lorzeno Luciano
THE HEAT LEFT MY BODY, turning my skin icy, as Luke’s message sank in. With trembling fingers, I dialed the number below Luke’s signature.
“County Hospital, emergency department. This is Dottie. How can I help you?”
“I’m calling to check on a patient,” I said as dread filled my stomach with hot, churning acid. “His name is Ambrosio Delgado.”
“And what’s your name?” asked Dottie.
“Carolina Caccia. I’m his partner. We’re police.”
“I see you’re listed as his second emergency contact,” she said, surprising me. “You’ll be happy to hear that Mr. Delgado was moved to the recovery wing after his surgery. He’s doing well.”
“Surgery?”
“Yes, the accident caused a complicated break in his arm that needed to be addressed surgically.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, crumpling Luke’s letter. “What exactly happened to him?”
“He was hit by a car in a parking garage last night, Miss Caccia.”
DETECTIVE BAO WAS ALREADY at the hospital, waiting outside Delgado’s room, when I arrived. I hurried toward him, unable to hide my fear. He didn’t ask how I knew about the accident. Instead, he stepped aside so I could see what damage my actions had caused.
Delgado was asleep. His broken arm was bound and wrapped. Where his clinical gown opened on the side, bruises on his rib cage blossomed like ink in water. He also bore what looked like a burn mark, probably road rash, on his cheek.
“He’ll make a full recovery,” Bao said. “The broken arm is the worst of it.”
Wordlessly, I handed Luke’s letter to Bao.
“I knew this wasn’t an accident,” he said after reading it.
“He threatened my children.”
Bao reached for his radio. “Dispatch, I need two officers each at the middle and high schools. Twenty-four hour guard for Ophelia and Benjamin Clark. Notify their teachers, please.”
“Roger that, Detective,” came the warped reply.
“Luke won’t get near your kids,” Bao promised. “Not with my officers watching over them.”
“He’s already made fools of your officers,” I reminded him. “How could you not have caught Luke last night? He was right there.”
He ignored my slight and reread the letter. “What’s this crap about his wife?”
“Luke’s married to my sister.”
The truth tumbled out. Overwhelmed, I told Bao about Marly and Achille, and how their involvement had complicated my quest to find Lucy Baker. When I finished, I expected Bao to blow up again, but he just looked sad.
“Why didn’t you come to me?” he asked.
“I was protecting my sister.”
“I would’ve protected her too.” Bao sat in the chair beside Delgado’s bed. “Carolina, when you agreed to work for me, I didn’t realize you would stop trusting me.”
“I do trust you.”
“You don’t. Your actions have proved that.” With a defeated sigh, he pointed to the address at the letter’s bottom. “This is Andy’s Steakhouse on 22nd, but your sister shouldn’t go. Tell her to leave town. Hell, tell her to leave the country if she can.”
“She won’t go without Achille,” I said.
“We’ll find her son,” Bao said. “Just get her out of here.”
WHEN MARLY WAS BORN, my mother retired the wooden spoon. Without the threat of a spanking held over her head, Marly evolved into a rebellious free spirit with no regard for anyone else’s opinion. This is why her reaction, when I explained my deal with Luke, was no surprise to me.
“Of course, I’m going,” she declared. “At the very least, I’ll get a free meal out of it.”
“If you go to that restaurant, he won’t let you leave.”
I followed her into the guest room, where she rooted through her clothing for something to wear. She unearthed a short black dress with lace panels cut out to reveal her cleavage.
“Is this devious enough?” she asked.
“Marly, I’m serious,” I said. “You have to leave town. Get on a plane and run. It’s the safest thing for you.”
“How come the kids get a twenty-four hour police escort, but I have to skip town?” Shedding her sweatpants, she wiggled into the dress. “I’m not leaving this crap hole until I get Achille back. Can I borrow some lipstick?”
“If you insist on going on this insane date, let me call Bao,” I said. “He’ll send officers to watch over you.”
“No,” she said, digging out a pair of heels. “The letter says for me to come alone. I’ll play his game.”
“Let me drive you then.”
Marly set her hands on my shoulders. “Carolina, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I won’t put you in harm’s way again. Stay here. I’ll be back in no time.”
THE WAIT WAS EXCRUCIATING. I half-expected Marly not to return. When I finally heard the garage door open, I leapt from the sofa to meet her.
“Thank God, you’re in one piece,” I said, hugging her before she could step entirely out of the car. “What did he say?”
“He wasn’t there.” Marly handed me a to-go box. “Here, take my steak. I lost my appetite.”
“Luke didn’t show?”
“He sent one of his creepy henchmen instead,” Marly said. “Joseph Naploli.”
“Blond guy?”
“Yeah. He said Luke wanted to make a deal with me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course he did. What deal?”
“He wants me to renew my marriage vows,” Marly said. “To go with him wherever he goes, to raise his son, and to perform the duties of a faithful wife.”
“What do you get in return?”
“In return, he won’t kill Lucy Baker. I have forty-eight hours to decide.”
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O ne fact kept me from instantly panicking: no one knew Lucy Baker’s current whereabouts, not even Luke. Admittedly, he had the upper hand with multiple sycophants and spies to search the city for Lucy. But I had Detective Bao.
“You’re on probation,” he reminded me gruffly over the phone when I asked permission to visit Dale Baker in prison. “Suspended from the force. No worky. How else do I have to phrase it?”
“We need to question Dale Baker,” I said. “He was the last person to see Lucy. If we know where he was hiding her, we can track her from there.”
“I’ll send an officer.”
“They won’t ask the right questions,” I said. “Send me, Bao. Please. Let me make this right.”
“Fine, but only because Lucy’s life is at stake.”
“Thank you, sir.” Celebrating internally, I mapped the route to the jail where Dale was being held. As I backed out of the garage, switching Bao to my Bluetooth speaker, I asked, “Speaking of Lucy, have you assigned anyone to search for Luke and his associates?”
“No, I thought I’d make it a stag hunt,” Bao grunted. “Whoever gets to Lucy first wins.”
“I hate you.”
“Of course, I have people looking for him,” he said. “It’s like cleaning oil. He’s a slippery bastard, and so are his cohorts.”
“If he gets to Lucy before we do—”
“I’m on it, Caccia. You do your thing. I’ll do mine.”
I NEVER LIKED VISITING jails or prisons. They were gross, poorly maintained, and the inmates were often treated like animals instead of people. Unfortunately, in my line of work, visiting these facilities became a regular part of the job.
A lazy security guard signed me in, patted me down, and took a crappy photo of me for a temporary ID. He laughed when I told him I was a detective and only shut up when I showed him my badge to prove it. After the check-in process, he passed me off to a second security guard, a skinny woman in her early twenties named Lena, who showed me to Dale Baker’s cell.
“I was here when they brought him in,” she announced as we passed cat-calling inmates. “He’s a weird guy. Not quite right in the head. You think he’s sick?”
“He’s an addict,” I replied. “Addicts do crazy things to keep up with their addictions.”
“Maybe he can go to rehabilitation instead of prison,” Lena suggested. “Addiction isn’t anyone’s fault.”
“His daughter might die because of his addiction.”
“Yes, but if the government took steps to rehabilitate addicts before they—”
While Lena babbled on about things that the government would likely never do, I approached Dale Baker’s cell. Something was not right. A puddle of thick liquid gleamed on the concrete floor.
“Lena,” I said sharply. “Why is my suspect dead?”
Lena hurried over and glanced into the cell. Then she immediately threw up. Dale Baker lay face down on the floor, white as paper. Blood drained from an unseen wound somewhere around his neck.
“Get this damn door open,” I growled.
As colorless as Dale’s corpse, Lena signaled a far-off security guard to open the cell. A loud buzzer went off, and the door unlatched. Stepping over Lena’s vomit, I knelt beside Dale, careful to avoid the blood, and felt his wrist for a pulse.
“He’s gone,” I said.
“Suicide?”
“There’s no weapon. Who else has been in here?”
“No one,” she replied. “He hasn’t had any visitors.”
“I want to see the security tapes.”
BACK AT THE POLICE STATION, I reviewed the jail’s security footage with Detective Bao and a small team of officers working to locate Luke. Delgado wasn’t among them; he hadn’t been released from the hospital yet. No one knew what to expect as we watched a uniformed security guard enter Dale Baker’s cell and swiftly slice his carotid artery.
“That’s Joseph Napoli,” I informed the team as they groaned about the footage. “I recognized him right away even with that stupid false nose he’s wearing. He’s Luciano’s right-hand man, and he runs the poker game at Musician's Paradise when Luciano isn’t around.”
“Why would Luciano want to kill Dale Baker?” Officer Brighton, the stout red-haired woman, questioned. “Baker paid his debts, didn’t he?”
“This didn’t have anything to do with poker,” I said. “Luke killed Dale precisely because we wanted him. He knew we’d question Dale about Lucy’s whereabouts.”
“I thought you questioned Baker at the barn,” Brighton added. “You didn’t bother to ask about Lucy?”
“I didn’t get very far before you all stormed in and made a huge mess of everything,” I snapped. Catching Bao’s warning stare, I calmed my tone. “This isn’t good. We need a lead on Lucy, and we need it fast. Has anyone made progress on her location?”
“We’re tracking Dale Baker through CCTV footage,” Officer Grady, eager as ever, replied. “His schedule was erratic, but the footage should lead us to Lucy’s location at some point.”
“At some point isn’t fast enough,” I said. “We need to be smarter and quicker than Luke. Put out another search team. Contact neighboring counties. Grady, are you the only one combing the CCTV footage?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Bao, give him a team to help,” I said. “What are you waiting for? Let’s find this girl.”
The officers paused, looking to Bao for further instruction.
“You heard the detective,” he said. “Get to work.”
Before we could part, Officer Harvey barged into the conference room, panting and red-faced. If I wasn’t mistaken, he had been crying.
“It’s Lillian,” he said, shaking. “Come quick. I think she’s—”
Unable to complete his sentence, Harvey motioned for us to follow him. We rushed across the bullpen and out to the parking lot. For the second time today, I was confronted with a recently murdered body.
Lillian Young’s pretty golden hair fanned across the hot asphalt. Her face was blue, and she still wore the noose that killed her.
I approached her first, noticing the sealed envelope tucked into Lillian’s belt. Unfolding the note inside, I read the contents aloud.
“‘To the fine men and women of the local police department,’” I recited. “‘Lillian Young died frightened and alone. If you wish to avoid the same fate, you will not fight, follow, or forsake me. I am always watching. Best, Lorenzo Luciano.’”
THERE WAS no time to mourn Lillian’s fate. Her death was not only a threat; it was a distraction, too. I couldn’t afford to console Bao and the other officers at the station. Furthermore, my presence put them in more danger. I had no doubt that Luke was watching me, wherever I went.
I’d never met Lillian personally, but I felt responsible for her death. She was the one who’d reported my visit to Luke’s safe house. She had most likely been following Luke when he killed her. Had I solved this case from a distance, she might still be alive.
I shoved the guilt aside, planning penance for later. Today’s deaths clarified how far Luke was willing to go to win this game of ours. It wouldn’t be long before he ruthlessly killed more innocent bystanders. I’d underestimated his knowledge and reach. How many people in this town worked for him? Passing locals on the sidewalk seemed far more dangerous than it ever had before.
Without Dale Baker, I needed to get creative. I stopped briefly at home to check on Marly, who was still alive and well, and pick up Cleo’s coded prayer cards. With the deciphered coordinates in hand, I headed to the location on the first card.
I arrived in a drab neighborhood on the outskirts of downtown. The coordinates led me to a yellow, single-family home with an overgrown front yard and weeds in the flower boxes. A rusty red car with a flat tire sat in the driveway.
I knocked for good measure, but no one answered. A quick peek through the windows confirmed that whoever lived here wasn’t home. I searched the property for clues, jumping the fence to check the backyard. Miniscule bugs in the long grass made meals out of my arms and legs. Sweaty and itchy, I looked under the porch, praying for any snoozing rodents to stay put.
Instead of rodents, I found a faded duffel bag half-covered in dirt, as if it had been sitting beneath the porch for years. I drew it out, dumped the contents, and jumped away as cockroaches skittered in every direction.
The bag was full of mouse-eaten clothes, canned food far past its expiration date, and toiletries for the average young girl, including a Barbie toothbrush and matching shampoo bottle. If I had to guess, someone had packed these items as a care package, but the intended recipient never found it.
Confused, I cleaned up the mess and headed toward the second set of coordinates. I arrived shortly at a public playground with rusty equipment. The unmistakable mound of a nearby landfill loomed in the distance. When the wind shifted, the smell of trash came with it. No wonder the playground was empty of children.
This time, I used a phone app to track the given coordinates' exact position. The second care package, as old and unusable as the first, was hidden in a hollow tree trunk on the park’s outskirts.
I sifted through the contents with a branch. Beneath the rotting food and old clothes, I found several rolls of quarters and a cheap, silver locket. I pried the locket open, but there was no picture inside, only a note. Mama loves you, C. Please forgive me.
The note clarified what I’d already guessed. Catherine Baker must have intentionally dropped the prayer cards for Cleo to find, hoping her daughter would decode the coordinates and fetch these care packages. Since the moment she’d disappeared, Catherine had not stopped trying to take care of her daughters.
But her plans hadn’t worked. Cleo never realized that her mother was leaving clues. Why all the secrecy? Why was Catherine so scared to make contact with her own daughters?
Armed with additional prayer cards, I continued on my route. One of these damn locations had to lead me to Catherine Baker.
The coordinates on the third card led me to Saint Francis Catholic School, an ominous stone building with ugly stone gargoyles flanking the front doors. I parked in the visitor’s lot and checked my location. The coordinates indicated a spot on the steep, stone steps that led into the school, but I couldn’t find a care package anywhere in the vicinity.
For good measure, I began a perimeter search of the building’s exterior, checking every nook and crevice. Storm clouds gathered overhead, and fat raindrops landed on my head, threatening to intensify. The weather matched the school’s shadowy, dismal atmosphere. I hurried along, searching the yards and courts behind the school, and came upon the chapel.
The last time I went inside a chapel, I lit a candle for a fifteen-year-old boy who’d been abducted by an older woman during my time with the FBI. We’d only found his remains. I had not lit a candle for the dead since then, but something—guilt or ceremony—led me toward the matches.
I held the fire to two candles: one for Dale Baker and one for Lillian Young, who died in the line of duty. Silently, I prayed never to light a candle again.
The skies had opened, sending torrents of rain across the schoolyard. I yanked my shirt over my head and made a run for it. Careening through a side door, I barged into a hallway full of uniformed students. They stared quizzically, but I was more concerned about the large nun who policed the hall. Her stern gaze met mine above the kids’ heads.
“You!” she called, pointing right at me. “Come here this instant.”
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“F or the third time, I was not trespassing.”
Confined in an office with Sister Margaret, who was perhaps the largest woman to ever occupy a habit, I was having flashbacks of my own, short stint in Catholic school. Before my mother gave up on my holiness, I’d spent a lot of time clapping erasers in offices like this one because I couldn’t remember the words to the Hail Mary.
“You are on private property without a visitor’s badge,” Sister Margaret said. “You did not check in with the front office before sneaking around our schoolyards like a demon.”
“That’s a little harsh,” I said.
“This is a holy place,” Sister Margaret said, folding her hands. “There are children here. What exactly do you want with us?”
“I told you,” I said, exasperated. “I’m a detective with the local police department. I’m working on a case, the details of which led me to your school.”
“I don’t see a police uniform,” she countered. “I don’t see a badge.”
“Detectives don’t wear uniforms, and polyester clashes with my skin tone,” I said. “I accidentally left my badge in my car. I can show you my gun, but I wouldn’t want you to smite me.”
“There is no need to take such a tone,” Sister Margaret scolded. “If you can’t prove who you are, I’m afraid I have to contact the police.”
“I am the police. Don’t dial 911. This is not an emergency. Oh, for the love of G—”
Sister Margaret’s sharp scowl stopped me from finishing my sentence, and she put the phone to her ear. “Yes, I’ve apprehended a dangerous intruder on school grounds. She was behaving suspiciously, and she’s posing as a police officer. She’s carrying a gun and claims her name is Carolina Caccia.”
“It is,” I growled.
The dispatch operator quickly took Sister Margaret’s information and promised to send an officer out right away. Satisfied, Sister Margaret replaced the phone on the hook with a smug smile.
“They’re coming for you,” she said.
“You know, someone probably died in an actual emergency while you reported a fake one,” I said. “Isn’t that against your moral code?”
“The Lord decides who lives and who dies.”
“Does the Lord decide who decorates this place?” I gestured to the empty walls of Sister Margaret’s drab office. “For Pete’s sake, put up some curtains. Maybe a nice painting, you know?”
Sister Margaret was not amused. She glared at me over the desk.
“I’m Catholic,” I supplied.
“Not a practicing one, I presume.”
She had me there.
An eternal five minutes passed under Sister Margaret’s unforgiving watch until I finally heard the shriek of police sirens outside. When a second nun showed Officer Bao into Sister Margaret’s office, I sagged with relief.
“Thank God,” I said, standing. “Can you tell this woman that I’m a detective?”
Bao looked me up and down. “Where’s your badge?”
“In the car.”
“Why isn’t it on your belt?”
“It must have slipped off or something,” I said. “Are you going to bail me out or what?”
Bao shook Sister Margaret’s hand. “Forgive me, Sister. She’s not the brightest on our force.”
“So, she is a detective?” Sister Margaret asked skeptically.
“Indeed.”
“God help her,” the nun muttered.
Bao tugged me aside. “What are you doing here? We’ve got a dead officer on our hands, and you ran off to terrify a bunch of nuns?”
“To be fair, I don’t think Sister Margaret is terrified of me.” Off his irritation, I explained the truth. “Catherine Baker’s been leaving hints for Cleo and Lucy. She writes locations on these prayer cards and leaves them for the girls to find. The Saint Francis card led me here, to the school.”
Bao thumbed through the prayer cards. “You’re looking for Catherine Baker?”
“I thought she might have some insight on where Lucy is,” I said. “Besides, she might need our protection. We don’t know who Luke might target next.”
“Excuse me?” said Sister Margaret. “Did I hear you mention Catherine Baker?”
For once, I was not annoyed to hear Sister Margaret speak. “Yes, do you know her?”
“Of course, I do!” Sister Margaret’s mood brightened considerably. “Why, she’s one of our teachers. An outstanding woman, really. I’ve never met anyone else who can get these ragtag teenagers to participate in real discussion. She’s the students’ favorite.”
“Catherine Baker works here?” I asked, unwilling to celebrate a win until I knew for sure. “She’s in this building right now?”
“No, she took a leave of absence this semester,” Sister Margaret replied. “I hope she comes back soon. The school isn’t the same without her.”
I returned to the chair across from Sister Margaret’s. “How long has Catherine been employed here?”
“About two years or so,” she answered. “It’s quite a tale. Would you like to hear it? Officer Bao, was it?”
“Detective,” he said, standing behind me. “Anything you can tell us about Catherine Baker would be helpful.”
“I remember the day well,” she began. “It was raining, quite like today, and Catherine arrived on our doorstep. She was homeless and looking for shelter. Naturally, we took her in.”
“You didn’t offer me the same courtesy,” I muttered darkly.
Sister Margaret ignored me. “We allowed Catherine to stay in the instructors’ dormitory. In exchange, she was to work for the school. She started as a cleaner, but when we realized her aptitude for teaching, we immediately promoted her. Catherine has such a lovely effect on the children. I quite miss her.”
“Are you aware that Catherine Baker has two children of her own?” I asked. “Daughters that she abandoned when she became an employee here?”
Sister Margaret recoiled. “Nonsense. The Catherine Baker I know would never abandon her children.”
“Well, she did,” I said shortly.
Detective Bao took over. “If Catherine is your employee, you must have her address on file.”
“Yes, of course. Let me get it for you.”
CATHERINE’S new address led us to a nice apartment building with its own pool, fitness center, and dog park. While her daughters lived out of an old van, Catherine was enjoying an airy two-bedroom apartment with a balcony and additional amenities. Less than pleased, I hovered behind Bao as we arrived at Catherine’s second-floor home.
A man answered, the same man who’d accompanied Catherine to the Asian market last week. He locked eyes with me but didn’t seem to remember where we’d seen each other before.
“Can I help you?” he asked warily.
“My name is Detective Bao.” He showed the man his badge. “This is my partner, Detective Caccia. Can we speak with you for a minute?”
The man subtly narrowed the gap between door and frame. “What does this concern?”
“Are you acquainted with a woman named Catherine Baker?” Bao asked.
“No,” the man said shortly.
“He’s lying,” I muttered in Bao’s ear. “I saw him with her at the Asian market.”
As soon as he heard me speak, the man attempted to slam the door shut. Bao’s fist shot out, and the door rebounded off his knuckles. The man ran across the apartment’s living room, through the open sliding door, and leapt off the balcony.
“Caccia, get on the ground!” Bao ordered, running toward the opposite stairwell.
At a full sprint, I descended the building’s steps and ran flat-out across the parking lot. Catherine’s bodyguard weaved in and out of cars, trying to break my line of vision by pausing briefly behind big trucks. Despite his evasion tactics, I kept up with him as he darted into a meadowy area behind the apartments.
The man’s berth slowed him down. While I stepped nimbly through the squishy grass, the man’s heavy feet sunk in and stuck, halting his pace. I gained ground, and when I was close enough, I threw myself at his legs.
The man stumbled and fell as I wrapped my arms around his shins. He kicked hard, and I dislodged myself from the fray to avoid his boots. Scrambling to his feet, the man continued running.
Detective Bao sprinted past me—for a person of his size, he was faster on foot than most. He tackled the man with his full body weight, and they tumbled across the soft ground, gathering mud on their skin and faces. The other man fought with brute force, but Bao fought with intelligence, using his opponent’s weight against him. In three or four movements, Bao locked the man in place and pulled his arm straight, threatening to break the elbow.
“No, don’t!” the man pleaded. “I won’t run. Don’t break my arm, please. I was only trying to protect Catherine.”
Bao eased up on the man’s arm as I caught up to their position. “Tell us everything you know,” he said. “Starting with your name.”
“Miller.” The man coughed beneath Bao’s weight. “Andrew Miller. Catherine Baker is my wife.”
“Your wife?” I signaled Bao to give Miller more breathing room. “At the market, you looked more like a bodyguard than a husband.”
“I am a bodyguard,” Miller said.
“Not a very good one,” Bao grunted.
“I’m better at getting her away from enemies than one-on-one combat,” Miller said sharply.
“Her enemies?” I said. “How many enemies does she have?”
Miller pressed his lips together. “It’s not my place to tell you. If we return to the apartment, I’ll call Catherine. You can speak to her—”
“Why did you run?” I asked. “If it’s so easy to call Catherine and let us speak to her, why did you lie to us about knowing her in the first place?”
Miller remained silent. Bao put more pressure on Miller’s arm. The man winced but refused to speak.
“Leave him be,” called a new, powerful voice.
I drew my weapon and spun to face Catherine Baker. She stood at the clearing’s edge, a sheen of sweat across her forehead. Unafraid of my firearm, she advanced toward us.
“Andrew lied because I have done illegal things to protect myself and my daughters,” Catherine said. “These actions were necessary on my part. I saw no other way to achieve my goals.”
“What kind of illegal things?” Bao asked.
“My lawyer can discuss them with you at a later date.”
“You abandoned your daughters,” I said, unable to keep the accusatory note out of my voice. “They’ve been living out of a van because you left them alone.”
“I left Cleo and Lucy because their father planned to murder me,” she replied succinctly. “Two years ago, his gambling debts were at an all-time low. He wanted to cash in on my life insurance.”
“He was supposed to be dead,” I reminded her. “How did you know he wasn’t?”
“Because Michael loved me,” Catherine said. “Uncle Mike, as you might know him. He delivered the fake news of Dale’s death to fulfill his employment requirements. Then he promptly informed me of the truth and convinced me to leave town. For a while, things were quiet. Then Dale found us, and everything escalated. If I hadn’t separated myself from the girls, he would have used them against me. I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my daughters in that way.
“It wasn’t a foolproof plan,” she went on. “Looking back, I see how foolish and silly I was. If I had to do it over again, I would kill my husband instead.”
“He’s dead anyway,” I said. “One of Luciano’s men killed him.”
Catherine let out a huff of disbelief. “It’s over then?”
“No,” I replied. “Lucy is still missing.”
“She’s not,” Catherine said. “She’s with me.”
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“Dale always thought he was smarter than he actually was,” Catherine was saying as the four of us returned from the meadow. “When he captured Lucy, he didn’t account for the fact that I was keeping an eye on our daughters.”
“Why didn’t you rescue her right away?” I asked. “You could have spared us a lot of trouble.”
“I didn’t know she was missing until a few days later,” Catherine replied. “By then, Dale had done a fine job of hiding her. It took me a while to track her down. Then I had to lure her idiot father away long enough to rescue her.”
Bao tried wiping mud from his face but only succeeded in smearing more across his pores. “So, where is she?”
“In the basement of Saint Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church,” Catherine said, swiftly leading our party. “The nuns agreed to protect her.”
“We need to relocate her as soon as possible,” I said. “She’s still in danger.”
Catherine swung around, forcing me to stop right in front of her. “Why? Who else wants to harm my daughter?”
“Luciano,” I said reluctantly. “He threatened to kill her.”
“To what end? Dale is dead. Luciano has no reason to kill Lucy.” She studied me with keen, roving eyes. “Unless you gave him a reason.”
I swallowed my nerves. “My sister, Marly, is married to Luciano. They’re separated, but he wants her back. If she doesn’t oblige by tomorrow evening, then Lucy—”
“Then my daughter suffers the consequences,” Catherine said coldly. “At what point did you decide bargaining with the Mafia was a good idea?”
“I was trying to save your daughter.”
Detective Bao inserted himself between us. “This is not the time to argue. The important thing is that Lucy’s safe.”
“For now,” I said. “Luciano will find her.”
“What do you expect from me?” Catherine asked. “To hand my daughter over to you? What makes you think you can protect her better than I can?”
“We can house her somewhere safer than a church basement,” Bao said. “I’ll assign a watch. If things go south, we can sign her up for witness protection.”
“She never witnessed anything,” Catherine snapped. “Her life is here. I will not let you take her. I just got her back! You can’t—”
“Catherine.” Miller placed a soothing hand on his wife’s low back. “Consider your options. If Luciano truly wishes to harm Lucy, the company of nuns will not stop him. She needs more protection than we can give her.”
Catherine turned, hiding her face from Bao and me. “How am I supposed to trust them?” she asked Miller quietly. “I don’t know them.”
“I have two kids,” I said. “My son, Benji, was kidnapped a few years ago. I thought I’d never see him again. I know what it’s like when your children are in mortal danger. My only goal is to keep Lucy safe. Please believe that.”
Catherine sniffled, leaning into Miller for emotional support. “You have a son?”
“And a daughter. They drive me crazy, but I would fight tooth and nail to keep them safe.” Taking a chance, I grasped Catherine’s arm in solidarity. “I’ll do the same for Lucy.”
At last, she nodded. “I’ll take you to her.”
I LET myself relax on our way to the church. That was a mistake. When we arrived, two nuns met us on the steps to the church basement. As soon as I spotted them wringing their hands, I knew something was wrong.
“Miss Baker,” the first one said, grasping Catherine tightly. “We’re so sorry. We didn’t know. It was the perfect trick.”
“What are you talking about, Sister Louise?” Catherine asked. “What trick?”
“She’s gone, isn’t she?” I said. “Luciano found her.”
“We had no idea,” the second nun said, close to tears. “He sent his mother to us. She wore a habit and claimed she was visiting from another parish. She asked to tour our grounds, and we admitted her.”
“She slipped away during the tour,” Sister Louise said, crying freely. “We didn’t realize who she was until after we noticed that Lucy was gone. I’m so sorry.”
Catherine was gradually losing her composure. Her voice shook as she inquired, “How long ago did this happen?”
“An hour or so,” said Sister Louise. “We wanted to notify the police, but you warned us not to.”
“Did you see anything else?” Bao asked. “An unfamiliar car parked nearby or anyone behaving suspiciously?”
“Nothing like that,” said the second nun. “But Luciano left letters.”
“Of course he did,” I muttered.
“The first was addressed to us.” The nun turned to me. “He knew you would come looking for Lucy. The second letter is addressed to you.”
She handed me yet another fancy stationery envelope, and I ripped it open with rage and disgust.
“‘Dear Miss Delfino,’” I read aloud. “‘I have renegotiated the terms of our bargain. If my wife does not agree to renew her vows by midnight tonight, I will have Lucy Baker killed. If my wife does not appear by midnight tomorrow, I will have Ophelia Clark killed.’” My voice broke, but I read on. “‘If my wife does not appear by midnight the following evening, I will have Benjamin Clark killed. If my wife—well, you get the picture. My very best, Lorenzo Luciano.’”
Catherine Baker fell into hysterics, and I nearly joined her. While Miller and Bao consoled her, I dialed Amos’s number.
“Hello?”
“Amos, are the kids with you?”
“No, they’re at school,” he said. “Ophelia has soccer, and Benji has marching band. They should be finished soon. Why, what’s up?”
“Go pick them up,” I ordered. “Bring them home, lock the doors, and don’t let anyone inside the house.”
Amos’s voice became low and rough. “Carolina, what’s going on?”
“I’ll send officers to watch your house,” I said. “Get in your car right now. Get the kids. Please, Amos.”
“I’m already on my way.”
Bao approached me as I hung up. “We need to regroup,” he said gruffly. “We still have time to get ahead of this. Midnight isn’t for another six hours.”
“Get ahead of this?” I said. “Bao, he’s got Lucy, and he’s coming for my kids next. He has always been one step ahead of us.”
He grasped my shoulders. “We will find Lucy, and I’ll be damned if I let anything happen to Ophelia or Benji. Listen up. Here’s what we’re going to do.”
MY FIRST JOB was to return home and update Marly on Luciano’s current offer. When I pulled into the driveway, a shadowy figure loomed on my front porch. Bile rose in my throat, and I reached for my weapon yet again. Then I recognized Delgado’s familiar outline.
Surprising both of us, I ran to the porch and threw my arms around Delgado. He grunted in pain, and I remembered his broken arm and bruised ribs.
“Sorry,” I said, withdrawing. “What are you doing here?”
“Checking on you,” he said. “I heard about Luciano’s homicide spree. Is it true he captured Lucy too?”
“Yes. We have until midnight before he kills her.”
“I want in.”
“You literally just left the hospital,” I reminded him. “You’ll get hurt.”
“I don’t care,” Delgado said. “I started this case with you, and I’m ending it with you. I know you have a plan. Just tell me what it is.”
“Come inside. It’s too muggy out here.”
Marly met us in the foyer, sensing that something had changed. “The kids were supposed to come home an hour ago,” she said. “Is everything okay?”
“No. Can you two sit down?”
Marly and Delgado obliged. Side-by-side on the couch, they awaited my news.
“Marly, Luciano has changed his terms,” I said. “You no longer have forty-eight hours. If you don’t meet him by midnight, he’ll kill Lucy.”
Her brow wrinkled. “I thought he didn’t have Lucy.”
“He found her,” I said.
She studied me. “There’s something you’re not telling me. Who else did he threaten?”
“The kids,” I replied. “Every additional day that you don’t respond, he’ll kill someone else that we love.”
Delgado’s unbroken hand clenched into a fist. “I’ll kill him.”
“Easy,” I warned. “If everything goes to plan, Luciano will get exactly what’s coming to him.”
“Nothing we’ve done has gone to plan,” Delgado reminded me. “How do you expect to beat Luciano this time? Especially when we’re at such a disadvantage?”
“Joseph Napoli runs the games at Musician’s Paradise,” I said. “We’re going to raid the games tonight. If we capture Napoli, he can lead us to Luciano.”
“What makes you think he’d give up Luciano’s location?”
“Because he’s a coward who doesn’t want to rot in prison,” I said. “He’ll make a deal with us to shorten his sentence.”
“The games don’t start until ten o’clock,” Delgado said. “That’s cutting it kind of close.”
“It’s the only way to get the upper hand.”
“What about me?” Marly asked.
“What about you?” I said. “You’ll stay here with a police watch, where it’s safe.”
She stood and paced the foyer, needing to expend her excess energy. “I can’t sit here and do nothing. He has Lucy and Achille.”
“He won’t hurt his own son,” I said. “Achille is basically a prince. He’ll inherit Luciano’s entire organization.”
“That’s not the life I want for him,” she said.
“And it won’t be his life if you let us do our job,” I replied. “Stay here. Stay safe. We’ll take care of everything.”
“You could use me as bait,” Marly offered. “Let me go to Luke. He’ll think he’s won. He’ll release Lucy.”
I waved aside her suggestion. “You would never escape Luciano in that case. I won’t let you sacrifice yourself.”
“I’m offering,” she said. “To save Lucy and Ophelia and Benji. I’ll spend my life with Luke if it means being with Achille.”
“No,” I snapped. “I just started liking you. I’m not about to give that up now.”
Delgado stood too. Like Marly, he seemed unable to sit still anymore. “No one has to sacrifice themselves. The plan to raid Musician’s Paradise will work. Napoli is Luciano’s right-hand man. Capturing him will jeopardize everything Luciano has worked for. He’ll bargain with us. I know he will.”
“You still can’t come,” I told him.
“Why not?” he argued. “My dominant hand isn’t broken. I can help you capture Napoli. Besides, I deserve to be there.”
“Oh, you deserve it?”
“Yes, I do. This is my case too.”
“Your case?” I said. “I seem to remember you almost refusing to work with me.”
“I didn’t refuse—”
“You flat-out admitted that you didn’t like me.”
“Carolina—”
“Don’t deny it,” I said. “I remember exactly what you said.”
He spun me around to face the empty foyer. “Carolina, your sister is gone.”
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A t the police station, we prepared for the raid at Musician’s Paradise. We couldn’t afford to make mistakes, so Bao called in the entire force, as well as the SWAT team. He borrowed officers from neighboring counties to strengthen our numbers. If we did not secure Joseph Naploli or another high-ranking individual from Luke’s organization, Lucy would not see the light of day tomorrow. When I told Bao about Marly’s disappearance, he groaned.
“Why can’t you Caccia women do what you’re told?” he said. “Stay put, for crying out loud.”
“We could use this to our advantage,” I said. “We have an inside man.”
“No, we have yet another civilian in danger,” Bao countered. “Your sister doesn’t work for the police. She has no idea how to behave in a hostage situation. Besides, how do you know she went to Luciano and didn’t skip town instead?”
“Because she wouldn’t have left her son with Luciano,” I said. “All she wants is to get Achille back. This doesn’t change tonight’s plans. Marly might even help us locate Luciano.”
Bao patted the straps of his bulletproof vest into place. “Once Luciano has Marly in his grasps, he won’t let her do a damn thing.”
“She’s craftier than you think.”
“Caccia, we have to play by the rulebook tonight,” Bao said. “If you step out of line, you could jeopardize the entire operation.”
I performed the routine safety check for my firearm. “I’m deferring to you tonight. I have no intention of doing my own thing. Your plan is good. Let’s hope it works.”
Delgado came out of the locker room, holding a vest with his good hand. “Can somebody help me put this on? I’m having trouble with the straps.”
“Tell him he’s not coming,” I ordered Bao.
“You’re not coming,” Bao told Delgado. “We can’t afford to protect you.”
“I don’t need protection.” Delgado flipped the vest over his shoulder and used his teeth to help crookedly secure the straps. “See? I don’t need a babysitter. Let me help.”
I adjusted the Velcro so that his vest sat properly against his chest. “You can sit in the car while we go in.”
“I’m not bargaining,” Delgado said firmly. “I’m coming into that club with you whether you like it or not. You’re my partner. It’s my duty to protect you.”
Bao approached Delgado. “Can you hold a gun?”
Delgado demonstrated drawing his weapon one-handed, aiming far away from any officers.
“What about your ribs?” Bao asked.
“Bruised but intact.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Bao said, “Fine, but don’t even think about joining the first group in. You’ll cover Carolina’s back.”
Delgado nodded. “That’s all I want.”
At ten o’clock, we headed out. I sat between Bao and Delgado in the back of a transport van with three other officers. The regional SWAT unit truck led the way to Musician’s Paradise. During the short ride, I bowed my head and breathed deeply to calm my nerves. The night could end in one of several ways, and I prayed we would come out on the winning side.
At the music shop, our parade of cars surrounded the strip mall on all sides. Teams of officers poured from the vehicles. Those assigned to the exterior got into a semi-circle formation, cutting off any escape exits. They made an opening for the interior teams. The SWAT guys went first. Bao, Delgado, and I followed with additional officers.
The lead SWAT guy broke the glass door, reached through the hole, and unlocked the entrance. A security alarm went off, but another SWAT member quickly located the alarm’s home base and silenced it. The shop owner attempted to run as we flooded the store, but she made the mistake of coming right at me.
I slipped my arm through the shopkeeper’s and easily captured her wrists. Delgado handcuffed her—I’d really underestimated his one-handed abilities—and passed her off to the officers outside.
The SWAT team swept the storage room and gave us the all-clear signal to advance. Silently, we moved down the dark hallway and through the maze of boxes. When we reached the poker club’s entrance, everyone paused to gather their wits. The SWAT leader pointed forward with two fingers, signaling the raid.
With my weapon raised, I followed the charge into the game room. We stormed in like determined ants. Hugging the walls on both sides, we surrounded the players, musicians, and bartenders until we’d formed a complete circle around them.
The panic began. Players threw down their cards and vaulted toward the exits. The bartenders ducked beneath the counter to get out of sight. The musicians, hilariously enough, kept playing, as if they’d accepted their fate and decided to make the most of it.
The would-be escape artists bounced off fully-armed officers in their attempts to flee. As the SWAT team brandished rifles, we closed in, shrinking our circle to force the gamblers to huddle together in the center of the room. No one could leave, not even Joseph Napoli.
He stood at the bar, drinking a martini. Napoli didn’t quite nail the careless nonchalance that Luciano had perfected in the face of imminent danger. As he lifted the olive to his lips, his hand shook.
“Gentlemen,” Napoli said, nodding to the SWAT members closest to him. “I see you’ve located our little game. I’m sure we can come to a reasonable agreement. Shall we take this outside?”
“Joseph Napoli,” I called, training my weapon on his chest. “You’re under arrest for operating without a liquor license, running an illegal gambling facility, murder in the first degree, and the kidnapping of Lucy Baker. Give us Lorenzo Luciano’s location, and we’ll see about that reasonable agreement.”
Napoli looked at me and laughed. “You don’t have anything I want.”
“We can lessen your sentence—”
“You won’t lessen shit,” he spat. “First degree murder means prison for life. No exceptions. You’re a damned liar. A fool, too, for thinking I’d betray Luke so easily.”
“We will use you to find Luciano, no matter what.”
Grinning, Napoli shook his head. “You don’t get it. You might as well kill me here and now. If I betray Luke, I’m as good as dead anyway.”
“Tell us where he is—”
“Go f— yourself.”
In the blink of an eye, Napoli reached into his jacket pocket, drew out a revolver, and fired. Half a second later, I pulled my own trigger.
The sheer force of Napoli’s bullet felt like a high-speed train running straight into my ribs. The pain was so sharp and sudden that I fell backward and nearly blacked out. Someone caught me and dragged me to my feet.
“Carolina!”
The world swam in and out of focus. People shouted. Footsteps pounded. My heart throbbed. My pulse quickened. I couldn't quite remember what organs were required to breathe. Was I running or laying on the ground? Was there concrete beneath my feet? Was it blood or sweat dripping down my temple?
“Carolina. Hey! Look at me.” A warm hand cupped my cheek as Delgado’s familiar face came into focus. “Carolina, can you hear me?”
“Mm.”
“Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” I said, more confidently.
The world began to solidify. I sat on the open tailgate of an ambulance. A light drizzle pattered against my hot face. My torso felt like it was on fire.
“Did I get shot?”
“Yes, but your vest caught the bullet.” Delgado’s relief was plain in his tone. “The paramedics want to take a look.”
“Sure.” The sudden surge and ebb of adrenaline through my body made me forget how to move my limbs. “I need help.”
Gently, Delgado unstrapped my vest and cast it aside. The paramedic lifted my shirt.
“You got lucky,” said the paramedic. “Just some bruising. You’ll be fine in a few days.”
“What happened?” I asked Delgado. “Is everyone okay? Did we get Napoli? Did he tell us where Luciano took my sister?”
Delgado gritted his teeth. “No, he didn’t.”
My heart collapsed. “Did he escape?”
“No, he didn’t.”
“Then what the hell happened, Delgado?”
“Napoli is dead,” he said. “When you fired, you hit him in the neck. He bled out almost instantly.”
The memory, hidden by shock until now, flashed through my mind. I’d pulled the trigger and watched as the bullet sank into Napoli’s flesh. He’d grasped his throat as blood spurted between his fingers.
“I killed a man,” I said.
“He fired his weapon at you,” Delgado said calmly. “He could’ve killed you and several others if you hadn’t acted.”
I felt hollow inside, but there was no time to contemplate the long-term ramifications and potential PTSD of ending a man’s life. We had less than an hour until midnight.
“We need a plan,” I muttered. “How do we find Luciano without Napoli?”
“Bao’s working on something with the SWAT team—”
The roar of a motorcycle engine caught everyone’s attention. A masked man rode Uncle Mike’s Indian to the curb, slowed, and pushed someone off the back of the bike. A second later, the motorcyclist sped away.
The victim writhed in the road. Their head was covered by a black sack, and their hands were tied behind their back. Cautiously, Detective Bao approached and drew the sack off the person’s head. It was Lucy Baker.
“Don’t shoot!” she pleaded, curling in on herself. “Please! I just want to go home.”
Forgetting my pain, I ran to the teenage girl and dropped to my knees beside her. Other than a bruised eye and a split lip, she seemed to be relatively unharmed.
“Lucy,” I said. “I’m Carolina—”
“I know who you are,” Lucy said. “I have a message from you.”
Detective Bao cut Lucy’s wrists free, and she took yet another letter from her pocket.
“It’s from Luke,” she said.
“‘Dear Miss Delfino,’” I read to everyone listening. “‘Thank you for delivering my dear wife to me in a timely manner. I am a man of my word, so I have returned Lucy Baker to you in one piece. Our business with each other has concluded. Tremendously annoyed, Lorenzo Luciano.’”
“You’re Marly’s sister, right?” Lucy asked. “She marched in and demanded Luciano let me go. He wasn’t going to keep his word.”
“Where were you?” I said. “Where was Luciano keeping you?”
Lucy shook her head. “I’m not sure. I was blindfolded the entire time. It sounded really echoey though, like a cave.”
I waved over a paramedic to make sure Lucy was okay. They attempted to check her vitals, but Lucy fought them off.
“Did you see the second note?” she asked me. “Your sister put something in that envelope when she thought no one was looking.”
From the envelope, I removed a piece of crumpled paper that I’d mistaken for trash a moment earlier. Unfurling it, I discovered it had been ripped from a church bulletin. A quote from the Bible was printed on the front:
Two are better than one: They get a good wage for their toil. If the one falls, the other will help the fallen one. But woe to the solitary person! If that one should fall, there is no other to help.
“What’s that?” Delgado asked, peering over my shoulder.
“It’s from Ecclesiastes,” I said shakily. “My mother used to quote this passage when Marly and I were fighting. She always told us that when she died, we would only have each other, so we might as well get along.”
I read the quote again then flipped the ripped bulletin over. There, printed in plain sight, was the address for Saint Thomas Aquinas Catholic Church.
“Bao,” I called across the strip mall. “Round everyone up. I know where Luciano is.”
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T  he church was surrounded by Luciano’s men. Like presidential security, they manned every entrance and exit to the building. The church officials were nowhere in sight. Either Luciano had paid them off or tied them up.
“If we make a move, they’ll tip off Luciano,” I whispered.
Our police teams waited down the block, out of the guards’ sight. Going in hot meant chaos and bloodshed. With the guards protecting the church, we couldn’t infiltrate Luciano’s sanctuary the same way we’d taken down the gambling club.
“We’ll surround them,” Delgado suggested. “Take out the guards first, then head inside to arrest Luciano and save Marly.”
“By the time we got inside, Luciano would have fled,” I said. “Taking Marly with him.”
“Why didn’t he leave town?” Bao asked grumpily. “He knew we were coming after him.”
“He’s cocky,” I said. “He thinks he already has us beat.”
“I’m not beat,” Delgado said. “I’m ready to tear this guy’s head off.”
“What’s he doing in there anyway?” Bao added.
I looked skyward to the church’s belltower. “I’ll bet he’s forcing Marly to renew her wedding vows. That’s what he wanted all this time.”
Bao adjusted his holster for easy weapon access. “Well, I do love crashing weddings. What’s the plan, Caccia?”
“You’re deferring to me?”
“This is your case,” Bao said. “You downed Luciano’s right-hand band. You’ve had the most contact with Luciano, so you should know what to expect better than any of us.”
I studied the guards outside the church. “There’s only one man watching the side door. If we can get rid of him, we’d have a way inside.”
“He’s standing right under the streetlight,” Delgado pointed out. “Everyone will see us.”
“Not if we kill the lights,” I suggested.
“Can we do that?”
“Yeah, with a rock and a good arm,” I replied. “Who plays softball here?”
“Are you crazy?” Bao said. “That won’t work. If we miss the target, we’ll alert the whole street to our presence.”
Delgado raised his good hand. “I played minor league baseball after college. I can hit the light.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Hell yeah. First try. No doubt.”
Bao groaned. “This isn’t going to work.”
We ignored Bao and stepped out of the truck. Delgado seized a chunk of asphalt that had broken off the recently paved road.
“This will do,” he said, gripping the rock in his good hand.
“Stay out of sight,” I whispered. “Can you throw from those bushes near the parking lot?”
“Yeah, that’s not too far.” Delgado unwound his sling. “Take this. It’ll slow me down.”
“Sure.” I took the sling but held him in place. “Maybe this is a stupid idea.”
“It is,” he assured me. “But we’ll pull it off. You and Bao should be in position behind me. As soon as I break the light, take down the guard and keep him quiet. There might be a guy inside the door, too. Don’t let him get to Luciano before you do. Ready?”
“Ready. Bao, you ready?”
Bao ambled out of the van. “I wish I’d never made you two partners.”
Word of our plan spread through the force. The SWAT team didn’t like it but couldn’t come up with anything better. This was the quickest way to get to Luciano without engaging in a huge firefight.
Delgado crossed the street first and dove behind the bushes. Bao and I followed, keeping to the shadows so the guards couldn’t see us. Crouched in the parking lot, we waited for Delgado’s signal.
“Where is he?” I muttered, peeking over the shrubs to check Delgado’s position. “I can’t see him.”
Crack!
The rock hit the streetlight, which flickered and died, plunging the side alley into darkness.
“What the hell?” the guard muttered, glancing upward.
Bao and I vaulted over the bushes. I went low, and he went high, and we brought the guard to his knees in less than a second. Bao elbowed the man in the face, and he promptly lost consciousness.
From the side door, a second guard emerged. Seeing us, he opened his mouth to shout a warning, but Bao silenced him too.
“Do you know how much paperwork I’ll have to fill out because of this?” Bao grunted as we dragged the dazed men inside. “This is the last time I play FBI with you, Caccia.”
“Can it. Where’s Delgado?”
“He’s supposed to report back to everyone else,” Bao whispered as we advanced down the hallway toward the sanctuary. “Once we have Luciano in our sights, I’ll give the signal to surround the church.”
We snuck past two more guards who were looking the wrong way and located the sanctuary. Bao reached for the doors, but I smacked his hand away.
“If we go in here, Luciano will be at the far end of the room, near the altar. He’ll have time to run before we reach him,” I said. “We should go through the back.”
“Lead the way,” he said.
Luciano’s men were stationed at almost every doorway. Luckily, none of them seemed to have spent much time in a church before. They only guarded the areas that were available to the public. The private sections were completely vacant. Moving through offices, libraries, and CCD classrooms, we made our way to the hallway behind the altar.
I stopped Delgado at the sound of Luke’s voice.
“Don’t worry, darling,” he was saying. “You’ll remember what it was like to love me.”
“You almost killed a little girl,” Marly replied. “You ordered your bodyguard to beat me, then stole our child. What makes you think I can ever forgive you?”
“To be fair, I told Sergio to leave your face alone,” Luke replied pleasantly. “Can’t you give me credit for that?”
“You’re a monster. I’ll never love you again.”
“Hmm, I don’t think that’s in the vows,” Luke said. “Ah, Father Carlos. Are you ready to begin? I’m afraid we’re on a tight schedule.”
I risked a peek into the sanctuary. Father Carlos, an elderly pastor, held a Bible to his chest as he approached the altar. Luke and Marly stood on the steps, waiting for the ceremony to begin. In the first pew, an older woman—Luke’s mother—coaxed a toddler into sitting patiently.
The boy was undoubtedly Achille. He had Marly’s eyes and Luke’s hair. I could even see a little of our mother in his round chin. At least Luke hadn’t lied about keeping Achille safe. Other than Father Carlos and Luke’s family, there was no one else in the sanctuary.
“This isn’t how things are done, Mr. Luciano,” Father Carlos said. “If you would like to speak with the secretary, we can arrange a better time for your ceremony.”
Luke calmly drew a handgun and pointed it at the pastor’s head. “Father Carlos, I don’t care how things are done. Marry us. Now.”
I signaled Bao to enter the sanctuary through the second door. As Father Carlos began the ceremony, we emerged from either side of the altar, weapons drawn to flank Luke. His mother yelped, hefted Achille into her arms, and tried to run.
She met the SWAT team at the exit. The police flooded in, separating Achille from his grandmother, and filled the aisles. Every weapon pointed at Luciano.
“Ah, it appears we have an audience after all,” Luciano said, rather calmly. “Hello, Miss Delfino. So lovely to see you again.”
“Drop the gun,” I ordered. Beside Luke, Marly shivered with anxiety. I was all too aware of how many weapons were aimed in her direction. “Step away from my sister.”
“I’d rather not.”
Swifty, Luciano wrapped an arm around Marly’s neck and drew her close, using her as a human shield. He rested the barrel of his gun against her temple. She trembled with fear but didn’t attempt to escape, knowing he would shoot her if she moved. The police moved forward instinctively.
“Ah, ah!” Luke said. “Not another step, gentlemen, or my beautiful wife goes to meet the Heavenly Father sooner than intended. Let us walk out of here, and she lives to see another day.”
No one moved. Sweat beaded on Marly’s temple. My arms shook with fear and fatigue.
“Elisa, it doesn’t have to end this way,” Luke said smoothly. “We’re family now. I’m your brother by law.”
“My name is not Elisa,” I said through clenched teeth. “Let Marly go. Your men are down. You’re surrounded on all sides. You have nothing to bargain with. The game is over.”
“I don’t see it that way,” Luke said. “This is no more than another business deal. A transaction, if you will. As soon as we determine your price, we can all be on our way. So, tell me, Miss Delfino, what would you pay to see your sister live?”
“You will not harm her,” I said. “Put the gun down.”
Luke rolled his eyes. “Good Lord, you’re so boring and predictable. Fine, I’ll go first. In exchange for your sister’s life, I expect my freedom. I won’t kill her if—”
Thunk.
A heavy candlestick from the altar came down on Luke’s head. The mobster fell face-forward and landed on the steps, completely unconscious. Behind him stood the wizened Father Carlos, still wielding the candlestick. He leaned over the mobster and, in a voice that echoed through the church, said:
“Thou shalt not kill!”
At once, Father Carlos turned toward the crucifix over the altar, fell to his knees, and prayed for forgiveness. Bao rushed forward and handcuffed Luciano before he could come to his senses. I lowered my shaking arms. With a little trouble from my bruised ribs, I holstered my gun.
Marly went to Achille first, taking the toddler into her arms. He smiled and babbled, pressing his forehead against Marly’s.
“You want to meet your auntie?” Marly asked the boy. “Come on. Let’s go see.”
“Hi, Achille,” I said when they reached me. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Achille shyly tucked his head into Marly’s shoulder. Marly hugged me, and we squished Achille between us.
“Thank you,” she murmured. “I knew you would find us.”
“Smart move, putting the torn bulletin in Luke’s letter,” I said. “How’d you pull that off?”
“He’s an idiot,” Marly said. “He gave me the letter to put in Lucy’s pocket.”
Luciano groaned, coming to as Bao dragged him to his feet. “Darling, fetch me an ice pack, would you? Some moron seems to have knocked me over the head.”
“Darling,” Marly replied acerbically. “Get it yourself.”
Luke wouldn’t shut up. “Love has died in this chapel tonight. Before God, you broke your vows and betrayed me. I won’t forget. At night, when you believe you’re safe in bed, I’ll come for you—”
Marly smacked him across the face.
“Alrighty, then,” Bao said, hauling Luke from the sanctuary. “I can’t say you didn’t deserve that, bucko.”
“I want a divorce,” Marly called after them.
The truth sank in. Marly and Achille were safe, and so was Lucy Baker. My adrenaline dipped again. This time, I wouldn’t get a second wind. I sagged against a pew, thankful for its support.
It was over.





EPILOGUE
“Dinner time! Ophelia, come set the table.”
The house was loud with TV shows, noise, and overlapping chatter. Mom and Marly put the finishing touches on the food in the kitchen. Benji and his new friends, two boys from the middle school drumline, practiced cadences on every surface, banging away like the Blue Man Group. Achille watched a kids’ program in the living room while Ophelia and Cleo kept an eye on him.
With a gleeful bounce in her step, Ophelia accepted a stack of plates and utensils from me. “Sure thing, Mom. Happy to help.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Who are you, and what have you done with my daughter?”
“Ha! You’re hilarious. Do you want me to set out the wine glasses too?”
“Yes, please.”
Marly leaned toward me. “What’s gotten into her? I’ve never seen her this cheery.”
“I have no idea,” I whispered back. “Cleo, are you joining us?”
Cleo helped Ophelia fold napkins. “No, I should get going. My mom’s taking Lucy and me to dinner.”
“That’s great,” I said. “How’s that going?”
“Good,” she said. “I was pretty mad at first, but after Mom explained why she did everything, I got over it. We’re moving to a new apartment so Lucy and I can have our own rooms.”
“Do you get along with your new stepdad?”
“Andrew? Yeah, he’s pretty cool.”
With a flourish, Ophelia set wine glasses by the adults’ plates then grabbed Cleo’s hand. “Come on, Cleo. I’ll walk you out.”
Cleo waved goodbye to everyone. When Ophelia opened the front door, she found Bao and Delgado on the front porch.
“Mom,” Ophelia called. “Your boyfriends are here.”
I rushed over, pushed Ophelia and Cleo outside, and welcomed the guys in. “Sorry about my daughter,” I said. “I’m grounding her tonight.”
“Are you having a party?” Bao asked. “Why wasn’t I invited?”
“It’s just dinner, and you’re welcome to stay. What’s up?”
“We wanted to update you on Luciano,” Bao replied. “Can we talk in your office?”
Away from the noise, Delgado spoke first. “Luciano was transferred to a maximum security prison last night. We won’t see him any time soon.”
“And his henchmen?” I asked.
“We rounded most of them up outside the church,” Delgado said. “But Luciano was only a spoke in the wheel of a larger organization. Shutting down the gambling clubs might bring trouble to us from Luciano’s superiors.”
“Or they’ll cut their losses and leave us alone,” I said.
“We can only hope,” Bao said. “Listen, I’ve decided to give you two what you wanted. After the past couple weeks, it’s clear you aren’t meant to work with each other. I’ll assign you both to different partners.”
Delgado and I exchanged a look.
“No, thanks,” I said.
“Yeah, we’re good,” Delgado added.
“You’re kidding, right?” Bao said. “I thought you hated each other.”
I shrugged. “The devil you know, you know?”
Bao left my office without a word, leaving Delgado behind. Chuckling, I said to him, “What do you say? Want to stay for dinner?”
“Sure,” he said. “Might as well get to know my new partner. Mind if I wash my hands?”
“Use the bathroom upstairs. Benji and his friends sprayed shaving cream all over the downstairs one.”
“You got it.”
As we emerged in the living room and Delgado passed, Ophelia made kissy faces at me.
“Ooh, Officer Delgado,” she said in a high-pitched voice. “You’re so dreamy. Can you solve my case for me?”
I twirled a dish towel into a whip and swatted Ophelia. “Better watch yourself, kid. Where’s all this cheerfulness coming from anyway?”
Ophelia’s cheeks turned pink. “Cleo likes me.”
“She does?”
“Yeah, she told me earlier when we were in my room.”
“Really, what else were you doing in your room?”
Her cheeks went from pink to bright red. “Nothing.”
“Door open. You know the rules.” I kissed the top of her head. “I’m happy for you, O.”
Delgado came down the stairs. “Hey, what’s with all the drywall damage up there?”
“Plumbing issues,” I said. “I haven’t gotten around to the repairs.”
“I can help.” He took a heavy casserole dish from Mom and carried it to the table. “We could make a little project out of it one day.”
Behind Delgado’s back, Ophelia crossed her eyes and mushed her lips together. I drew my finger across my throat as a warning.
“That’d be great,” I told Delgado.
Benji drummed on my back. “Mom, guess what? At school today, this older kid tried to bully me for drawing, but Max and Jason scared him off! Isn’t that awesome?”
“Yeah!” Max said, brandishing his drumsticks. “If anyone bullies Benji again, we’re gonna hit them with our sticks!”
“Yeah!” Jason added.
“Wow,” I said. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but let’s not use violence against violence. Okay, boys?”
“Okay, Miss Caccia,” they droned, disappointed.
DINNER WAS A LOUD, comfortable affair. For once, I didn’t feel like an outsider in my own family. The kids smiled and laughed, happy at last. Marly and Mom drank a bottle of wine between them. Delgado sat next to me throughout the meal, chuckling every time the kids said something insane. Around seven o’clock, Marly checked the clock.
“Is that the time?” she said. “Our flight’s in two and a half hours.”
Benji clung to Marly’s arm. “Do you have to go, Aunt Marly? Why can’t you stay a little longer?”
“Please?” Ophelia added, batting her eyelashes.
Marly shook off the kids with a smile. “I’ll come back and visit soon. I promise.”
When the goodbyes were finished, I loaded Marly’s bags in my car, and we took off for the airport. I’d borrowed an old car seat from Mila for Achille. As we drove, he talked happily to himself in the back seat, playing with a puzzle toy that Benji had given him.
“You don’t have to leave,” I said as we neared the airport. “You could find an apartment here and stick around.”
“You say that now,” she said. “You’d get sick of me after a few weeks and beg me to leave.”
“No, that’s not true. Okay, maybe.”
As we laughed, a plane soared overhead.
“The kids love you,” I reminded her. “They love Achille too. They might riot if you don’t make good on your promise to visit.”
“I won’t break it this time,” she said. “Now that Luke’s gone, I have way less to worry about. You can come visit me too, you know.”
“In Washington, with all that rain? I don’t know about that.”
She smacked my arm. “You better come visit. Bring Mom and the kids for holidays. I miss being around family.”
I pulled up to the drop-off curb for departing flights and got out to help Marly with Achille and the bags. I kissed Achille’s forehead as he giggled, then tugged Marly into a tight hug. This time, it felt completely natural.
“Don’t be a stranger,” I said.
“I won’t,” Marly promised, kissing my cheek. “See you later, big sister.”
Leading Achille by the hand, she walked into the airport. At the door, she turned around and waved goodbye. I waved back. Though I drove home alone, I did not feel lonely. Until the next challenge, all was well.
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